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Behind many of the most important battles for racial 
and gender equality in the United States—from 
school desegregation to sex discrimination—are 
African American girls. From the pioneers in school 
desegregation, such as Linda Brown and Barbara 
Johns,1 to the advocates for legal protections 
against student-on-student sexual harassment, 
like LaShonda Davis,2 African American girls have 
played significant roles in ensuring the availability 
of meaningful educational opportunities for 
everyone.  Despite this proud history of leadership, 
the ongoing experiences of African American girls 
in our nation’s schools are rarely considered or 
discussed. Yet African American girls face significant 
barriers to educational attainment, including lack 
of access to quality educational opportunities; 
pervasive racial and gender stereotypes that 
affect the decisionmaking of school leaders and 
educators; discriminatory discipline practices 
that disproportionately push them out of school; 
high rates of exposure to sexual harassment and 

violence; juvenile justice system involvement; 
and lack of support for those who are pregnant or 
parenting while still in school. In almost all states, 
the high school graduation rate for African American 
girls is significantly below that of white girls and the 
national average for all girls, and African American 
girls are behind on a range of academic measures 
related to college readiness. These systemic 
educational barriers and challenges produce life-
long economic obstacles, such as limited job 
opportunities, lower earnings, and disproportionate 
representation among those in poverty. As a result, 
African American girls are uniquely vulnerable to a 
“School-to-Poverty Pathway.”

With Unlocking Opportunity for African American 
Girls: A Call to Action for Educational Equity, the 
National Women’s Law Center and the NAACP 
Legal Defense and Educational Fund, Inc. shine 
a spotlight on the barriers that restrict and limit 
the educational opportunities of many African 
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American girls, the impact of those barriers on the 
lives of African American girls and women, and the 
available interventions that present opportunities 
to fundamentally improve life outcomes for young 
African American women. This report – the result of a 
multi-year study – urges educators, school leaders, 
community leaders and members, advocates, 
policymakers, and philanthropic organizations 
to take action to advance the success of African 
American girls, complementing the important 
ongoing work to improve educational outcomes for 
boys and men of color.  Our entire nation has a 
stake in ensuring the academic and professional 
success of all children. 

Because of the Intersection of Racial and 
Gender Discrimination and Stereotypes, African 
American Girls Confront Significant Obstacles to 
Achievement in School.

African American girls often encounter deeply 
embedded stereotypes that reinforce racial 
and gender biases in the classroom. Research 
confirms that stereotypes of African American 
girls are pervasive among educators who assume 
that African American girls require greater social 
correction than other girls.3 As a result, African 
American girls frequently face harsher disciplinary 
sanctions for “non-conforming” behavior, such as 
expressing their opinions, and are more likely to 
be erroneously disciplined as aggressors, instead of 
properly identified as victims of sexual harassment 
and violence.4 Despite facing these challenges, 
research shows that African American girls aspire 
to be leaders more than any other group of girls 
and rate themselves more highly on leadership 
skills than do white girls.5

African American students are disproportionately 
enrolled in schools that lack quality resources, 
including credentialed teachers, rigorous course 
offerings, and extracurricular activities.6 As a 
result, African American girls are less likely to 
have access to curricula and instruction that 
lead to postsecondary education and high-

wage careers.  Additionally, despite the well-
documented benefits of after-school programs and 
extracurricular activities to students’ engagement 
in school, graduation rates, and overall academic 
achievement, African American girls have limited 
access to such programs.  While girls’ participation 
in sports has skyrocketed since the passage of 
Title IX, studies show that African American girls 
face significant barriers to participation in sports 
and other after-school activities, such as cost, lack 
of transportation, financial obligations, and family 
responsibilities.

Overly punitive disciplinary practices, such as out-
of-school suspensions for relatively minor and 
subjective offenses, disproportionately push African 
American girls out of school and increase their 
involvement with the juvenile justice system. Data 
from the most recent U.S. Department of Education’s 
Civil Rights Data Collection demonstrate that African 
American girls are disproportionately disciplined.  
During the 2011-12 school year, twelve percent of 
all African American pre-K-12 female students were 
suspended.  This suspension rate was six times the 
rate for white girls, and higher than any other group 
of girls and also higher than white, Asian and Latino  
boys.7 And earlier data show that African American 
girls represented only 17 percent of all female 
students but constituted 31 percent of all girls 
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referred to law enforcement and about 43 percent 
of girls who experienced a school-related arrest.8 
The data are troubling as research also shows that 
although African American students are punished 
more frequently than their white peers, they are not 
engaged in more frequent or serious misbehavior.9 
In fact, African American students receive harsher 
disciplinary sanctions than their white peers for the 
same offenses.10  Such practices severely restrict 
opportunities that African American girls have to 
attain a high quality education and fail to identify 
or address their possible underlying social and 
emotional needs.

African American girls experience pervasive 
harassment, violence, and trauma that undermine 
positive educational experiences. African American 
girls report higher rates of sexual harassment 
and assault11 and dating violence12 than their 
white counterparts.   Among female students, 
African American girls also face the highest rates 
of threatened violence or injury with a weapon 
on school property, and are disproportionately 
vulnerable to child sex trafficking victimization 
and to prosecution for their involvement in that 
underground economy.13 These experiences 
exacerbate poor outcomes for those girls who do 
not receive counseling assistance.14  And those girls 
who do seek help often encounter inappropriate 
and unsupportive responses from teachers and 
administrators.15  

African American girls who are pregnant or 
parenting are likely to encounter a range of barriers 
to pursuing and completing their education. 
Pregnant and parenting students often encounter 
negative stereotypes about being teen mothers, 
lack of support from and/or discrimination by 
schools, financial hardship, and inability to find 
or pay for childcare, all challenging obstacles to 
the completion of a program or the finishing of a 
degree.16 

African American girls have limited opportunities 
to enroll in Science, Technology, Engineering and 
Math (STEM) courses and are discouraged from 
participating in STEM activities. Schools that 
disproportionately serve students of color, including 
high numbers of African American students, are 
considerably less likely to teach higher-level math 
and science courses17 and more likely to hire 
teachers without significant teaching experience in 
those subjects.18  Furthermore, African American 
girls report being discouraged by teachers from 
pursuing STEM classes; for example, some 
education professionals steer African American 
girls to classes that promote dialogue, instead of 
encouraging them to achieve in the sciences.19

These Barriers Hinder Educational Outcomes for 
African American Girls

Due to systemic barriers, African American girls 
suffer from compromised educational outcomes.  
High school graduation rates for African American 
girls are lower than for all other girls except Native 
American girls.20   In addition, on a range of academic 
measures, African American girls are experiencing 
poor outcomes in high school that leave them 
unprepared for higher education.  For instance, in 
2013, almost two-thirds (63 percent) of female 
African American seniors scored “below Basic” in 
math and nearly four in ten (39 percent) scored 
“below Basic” in reading.21 Also, African American 
girls were “held back” a grade or “retained” at a 
rate of 21 percent, which is more than twice as high 
as the 10 percent rate for girls overall.22 Although 
African American women are enrolling in higher 
education programs and institutions at higher rates 
than all other groups of students, their completion 
rates are lower than those of other female students 
who enroll.23 Additionally, African American women 
are less likely than other female students to enroll 
in four-year colleges.24 
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African American Girls’ Educational Disparities 
Have Significant Economic Consequences, Not 
Only for African American Women, But Also for 
their Families and Communities, and Our Nation 
as a Whole.

Graduating from high school or college without being 
career-ready can have negative short- and long-
term ramifications for the economic well-being of 
African American girls and women.  In 2013, more 
than 40 percent of African American women 25 
years or older without a high school diploma were 
living in poverty, compared to 29 percent of those 
who had a high school diploma, and 8.7 percent 
of those who had a bachelor’s degree or higher.25 
Additionally, the average African American female 
college graduate with a bachelor’s degree can 
expect an increase of about $657,000 in lifetime 
earnings over the average African American female 
high school graduate.26 The much higher rates 
of poverty for African American women without 
a high school degree underscore the importance 
of addressing and eliminating the barriers they 
face in attaining a high quality education. Without 
intervention, they and their families, many of whom 
depend on women as primary breadwinners, can 
experience poverty and other consequences of 
limited educational attainment. 

A Call to Action

Unlocking Opportunity for African American Girls: 
A Call to Action for Educational Equity calls for 
the development and implementation of policies 
and programs to improve educational and career 
outcomes, not only for African American girls, but 
for all students.  This Call to Action complements 
the laudable recent efforts to address the critical 
challenges facing boys of color and offers a 
supportive context in which to understand the needs 
of all youth of color. The full report contains a detailed 
list of recommendations for policymakers; schools 
and districts; parents, caregivers, and community 

advocates; and philanthropic organizations. Key 
recommendations are listed below in summary 
form. 

•	Give students a strong start by investing in 
early childhood education. Expand access to 
affordable, high-quality child care and early 
education through increased investments in 
child care; universal, full-day pre-kindergarten; 
Head Start/Early Head Start; and other early 
learning initiatives.

•	Provide support for the most vulnerable 
students. Develop problem-solving and 
evaluation models for schools to ensure that all 
children are screened early for disabilities and to 
ensure that children’s academic and emotional 
needs are addressed by early and intensive 
evidence-based interventions, instruction, and 
support services.

•	Ensure equitable distribution of school 
resources. Reduce intra- and inter-district 
disparities in school resources, so that all 
students have access to curricula, instruction, 
materials, support personnel, subject-matter 
qualified teachers, and technology that 
encourage and facilitate college- and career-
ready curricula and skills.  

•	Eliminate overly punitive and exclusionary 
discipline practices. Increase transparency 
and accuracy in schools’ annually reported 
discipline data, audit schools’ discipline policies, 
promote implementation of community-
responsive discipline practices and alternatives 
to exclusionary practices, such as Social and 
Emotional Learning (SEL) and Positive Behavior 
Interventions and Supports (PBIS).  Implement 
data systems that encourage the tracking, 
identification, and timely reporting of racial and 
gender disparities in discipline. 

•	Reduce race- and gender-based harassment 
and violence. Require schools to adopt and 
publicize strong anti-harassment policies. 
Ensure that educators and students receive 
race- and gender-responsive, trauma-sensitive, 
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culturally-competent training to properly identify 
symptoms of trauma and appropriately respond 
to victims of sexual harassment and violence 
without mislabeling African American girls as 
perpetrators, when they are actually victims, 
based on stereotypes. Ensure that schools 
prevent and address harassment and violence.

•	Support pregnant and parenting students. 
Identify educational barriers for pregnant and 
parenting students, evaluate promising school-
based programs to support their educational 
success, and give school districts resources 
and tools to establish such programs.  Support 
medically-accurate and comprehensive sex 
education that is LGBTQ inclusive and does not 
stigmatize young parents.

•	Increase access to athletics and other 
after-school programs. Support efforts to 
increase transparency in high school athletics 
participation and distribution of resources, 
reduce financial obstacles to participation, and 
promote outreach to and recruitment of girls of 
color.  

•	Support leadership development among 
African American girls.  Expose African 
American girls to African American women in 
leadership positions and help African American 
girls develop skills that will enhance their 
leadership potential. Amplify the voices of 
African American girls and ensure that their 
needs are addressed in policies and programs.

•	Increase access to Science, Technology, 
Engineering, and Math (STEM) programs and 
other rigorous course offerings. Ensure that 
schools take the steps necessary to provide 
African American girls and women with equal 
access to STEM classes; ensure that schools 
train teachers and administrators to identify and 
address implicit bias and stereotypes, isolation, 
and other issues impacting the involvement and 
success of African American girls and women in 
STEM.

•	Encourage transparency and accountability 
for the performance of all students. Promote 
policies that identify low-performing schools, 
and require that reported data be cross-
tabulated to take into account the ways in 
which the intersection of race, ethnicity, and 
gender affect the educational outcomes of girls 
and boys of color.

•	Strengthen enforcement of Titles VI and IX to 
eradicate race- and gender-based discrimination 
in schools.

•	Invest in the future of African American girls.  
Target philanthropic funding domestically to 
address the needs of women and girls of 
color in the United States; funding should 
be aimed toward providing social services, 
support systems, and programs that will help 
address the needs of all African American girls, 
especially the most vulnerable — those who are 
low-income, in the child welfare system, victims 
of child sex trafficking, struggling to complete 
school, or in the juvenile justice system.
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