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Four contexts of institutional oppression: Examining the
experiences of Blacks in education, criminal justice and child
welfare
Diann Cameron Kelly and Rani Varghese

School of Social Work, Adelphi University, Garden City, New York, USA

ABSTRACT
Institutions are key sites of oppression. Institutional oppression is
defined as the mistreatment of people of a particular group that is
enforced by society and its institutions. It is a system of invisible
barriers that emerge from institutional laws, customs and practices,
thus producing inequities for particular groups across race, gender
and class. Woven together, the web of institutional oppression is vast,
cumulative and multi-faceted, including both overt and covert dis-
criminatory practices and behaviors. Based in a critical review of the
literature, the authors of this article introduce and describe four
characteristics of institutional oppression that specifically impact the
lives of Black Americans. Furthermore, we provide a case vignette
that illustrates these characteristics of oppression. The article con-
cludes with recommendations on dismantling institutional oppres-
sion and highlights the roles that social workers can play in
collaboration with educators and other professionals.
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Drawing on one of the core values of social work, a commitment to social justice, social
workers are moved to not only learn about oppression but to challenge it in their work
with clients (NASW, 2017). According to Deutsch (2006), “oppression is the experience of
repeated, widespread, systemic injustice. It need not be extreme and involve the legal
system (as in slavery, apartheid, or the lack of a right to vote) nor violent (as in tyrannical
societies)” (p. 10). Oppression can occur through individual attitudes and behaviors,
institutional policies and practices and cultural norms (Adams & Zúñiga, 2016).
Furthermore, oppression can be embedded in norms and symbols, in institutions and
rules (Deutsch, 2006). It can be conscious, or unconscious and subtle, and result in
internalized domination or subordination (Bell, 2016). Oppression essentially deprives
people of wealth and privilege and the opportunity to make choices (Deutsch, 2006). In
the United States, Blacks have a long and markedly complex relationship to oppression.
According to DuBois (1903, 1994) being Black in America means having “a peculiar
sensation, this double consciousness, this sense of always looking at one’s self, through the
eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused
contempt and pity” (p. 2). This contempt and pity fosters oppression and denies Blacks
access to full humanity. Furthermore, oppression is not only about the power of privileged
group and the powerless of the oppressed group (Marsiglia & Kulkis, 2009) or the mere
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dominance of one group over another. It is an existential experience where a fear of
freedom and a lack of autonomy and alienation are simultaneous and reinforcing elements
of oppression (Freire, 1993).

Institutional oppression, in particular, is described as the mistreatment of people of a
particular group that is enforced by society and its institutions (Deutsch, 2006). It is a system
of invisible barriers that emerge from institutional laws, policies, customs and practices, thus
producing inequities. The web of institutional racism is “systematic and comprehensive” as
well as “cumulative and not just contemporaneous” (Miller & Garran, 2017, p. 77). In
addition, it includes “both formal and informal practices”, “exists on many levels” and
“exercises influence and projects power” (Miller & Garran, 2017, p. 77). Furthermore,
institutional forms of racism can be insidious yet subtle, hidden and non-observable.
Historically “institutional oppression has been the overarching form of social control used
to maintain dominance over the [Black] community” (Seabrook & Wyatt-Nichol, 2016, p. 20).

The purpose of this paper is to examine the four ways in which institutional oppression
is experienced by Blacks in the United States using organizers such as latent oppression,
belligerent oppression, manifest oppression, and benevolent oppression. Focusing on four
contexts, education, the police state, penal system and child welfare, we critically reviewed
the literature to illustrate the specific ways opportunities, resources and power are stripped
away from Black Americans thereby further marginalizing them. We end this article by
offering ways of addressing institutional oppression.

Latent oppression

Latent oppression is the non-observable, subtle occurrences of cruel and unjust treatment
(Boyd, 2010). It is comparable to racial microaggressions experienced by persons of color
(McWhorter, 2014; Sue, Capodilupo, Nadal, & Torino, 2008b; Sue et al., 2008a). Racial
microaggressions are often quiet, unintended slights that make a person of color feel
undervalued or discriminated against solely on the basis of their race (Grier-Reed, 2010;
Henfield, 2011; McWhorter, 2014; Sue et al., 2008a, 2008b; Wong, Derthick, David, Saw, &
Okazaki, 2014). These microaggressions communicate expressions of hostility, negativity
or degradation (Henfield, 2011; Sue et al., 2008b). There are three types of microaggres-
sions: microassaults, microinsults, and microinvalidations. According to Sue et al. (2008b),
microassaults are explicit forms of racial aggression, whereas microinsults are actions that
are insensitive or demean a person’s heritage, and microinvalidations are actions that
exclude or negate the experiences of the individual. Both microinsults and microinvalida-
tions are characterized as implicit and unconscious.

Microaggressions can cause more harm than overt acts of racism because the actions
are hidden and outside the consciousness of the perpetrator affecting relationships and
institutional policies and practices (Sue et al., 2008b; Wong et al., 2014). This is a key
dynamic of latent oppression – that it is also implicit and unconscious (Boyd, 2010; Grier-
Reed, 2010; Sue et al., 2008b, 2008a). Latent oppression is different than microaggressions
in that it is institutionalized into policies and practices.

An example of latent oppression is the disproportionality of Blacks in special education.
Blacks in special education furthermore face teacher bias and racial segregation because of
their educational disability. Teacher bias is embedded in latent oppression. Many of these
teachers have engaged in what is constructed as aversive racism, where White teachers
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may deny personal prejudice and see themselves as supportive of “fairness, justice, and
racial equality” but they unconsciously act out their biases (Dovidio & Gaertner, 2004,
p. 4) through labeling and further pathologizing their students.

Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka (1954) was designed to render racial segrega-
tion in education as unlawful (Codrington & Fairchild, 2012; Henfield, 2011). However,
many Black students are educated outside the mainstream general education classroom
and fall victim to educational disruption before 12th grade (Bean, 2013; Codrington &
Fairchild, 2012; Ford, 2012; Linton, 2015). While some researchers contend that Whites
remain the majority in special education (Morgan & Farkas, 2016), Black students are
disproportionately labeled as having emotional/behavioral disorders and intellectual dis-
abilities (Codrington & Fairchild, 2012; Vallas, 2009; Zhang, Katsiyannis, Ju, & Roberts,
2014).

Some White educators also assume intellectual inferiority in Black students
(Codrington & Fairchild, 2012; Henfield, 2011). Thus, Black students are more likely to
be segregated into restrictive settings and excluded from general education classrooms
(Bean, 2013; Linton, 2015; Zhang et al., 2014). Once labeled, Black students are likely to
remain in special education restrictive classrooms than their White counterparts
(Codrington & Fairchild, 2012; Zhang et al., 2014). Furthermore, Henfield (2011) noted
that in one study, many teachers viewed Black male students “as deviant and prime
candidates for incarceration” (p. 143). Once out of school, Black students face a multitude
of challenges. According to Zhang et al. (2014), these challenges include unemployment,
no further education beyond high school, poor social conditions and quality of life issues.
Thus, Black students receiving special education services “are less likely than their White
counterparts to be employed or to attend and complete college” (Zhang et al., 2014,
p. 120).

As stated, Black children also have a tendency to be diagnosed with behavioral
disorders (Bean, 2013). Behavioral disorders include aggression, hyperactivity and opposi-
tional defiance, and are associated with learning disruption, separation from peers, and in
some cases incarceration (Bean, 2013). The behavior of Black students is significant to
teacher perceptions of emotional/behavioral disturbance. For some White educators, Black
students, especially males, invoke fear and are described as exhibiting aggression (Bean,
2013; Codrington & Fairchild, 2012). What Bean (2013) discovered was that Black males
are more at risk of behavioral disorder diagnoses and are referred more so for special
education. Citing a study of more than 27,000 students, Bean (2013) noted that Black
males were twice as likely to be referred to special education for disciplinary reasons
including disobedience, defiance or fighting with another student (p. 490) than their other
race counterparts.

Factors contributing to the disproportionate rate of Blacks in special education include
cultural bias, teacher attitudes and expectations, testing bias, poverty and special education
placement processes to determine fit for special education (Codrington & Fairchild, 2012;
Ford, 2012). Even when poverty is controlled, minority status is a contributing factor to
placement in special education (Zhang et al., 2014). In referring for special education
services, teachers’ observations and assessments of the student is highly subjective
(Codrington & Fairchild, 2012; Ford, 2012; Zhang et al., 2014).

Teacher bias is often based in deficit thinking and the belief that Black students have
inherent weaknesses that preclude them from academic success. These teachers perceive
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cultural differences as deficiencies (Codrington & Fairchild, 2012; Ford, 2012). Instead of
observing the child as energetic, they may see hyperactivity; instead of seeing creativity,
they may see distractibility; and instead of noting assertiveness, they may see aggression
(Codrington & Fairchild, 2012). When teachers make these assessments based on their
subjectivity, they are seeing deficits in the child. Codrington and Fairchild (2012) cited a
study that examined 364 elementary and middle schools and found that Black and Latino
children were two to four times more likely to be referred for behavioral disturbances than
White children exhibiting the same behavior. The researchers noted that these referrals
often led to suspension or expulsion supported by zero tolerance policies that help create a
school to prison pipeline.

Instead of observing that student behavior can be trauma-related as an outcome of
exposure to violence in the community (Jenkins, Wang, & Turner, 2014), teachers, school
psychologists, counselors and social workers are more apt to prejudge a student and
invalidate their traumatic experiences (Codrington & Fairchild, 2012; Ford, 2012;
Jenkins et al., 2014). This is an example of microinvalidations that nullify or negate the
experiences of students of color and serve to exclude them from mainstream education
and place them on a road to police surveillance and incarceration (Bean, 2013; Ford, 2012;
Linton, 2015).

Belligerent oppression

Belligerent oppression is the overt and unjust treatment of individuals through violent
instances, including policies that overtly harm individuals and remove their liberties. It
can be described as physical and psychological violence and torment of the oppressed
group. An example of belligerent oppression is police brutality. Police brutality is the “use
of excessive physical force or verbal assault and psychological intimidation, which has
been found to be detrimental to the victim, his family, and members of his community”
(Chaney & Robertson, 2014, p. 110). The United States has a higher number of civilians
shot and killed by police compared to other developed nations. In March, 2015, in the
United States, 111 people were killed by police. In comparison, since 1900, only 52 people
were killed by the police in the United Kingdom (Chaney & Robertson, 2015).

Police brutality remains a persistent problem in the Black community. From January 1,
2012 through June 30, 2012, one Black person was killed by police every 36 hours (Chaney
& Robertson, 2014). Sixty-nine percent of those killed were between 13 and 31 years of age
(Chaney & Robertson, 2014). From 1980–2012, the FBI reports that Black men between
the ages of 15–19 were 21 times more likely to be killed by police than their White
counterparts (Chaney & Robertson, 2015). By April 15, 2015, 255 Blacks have been killed
by police in 2015 (Chaney & Robertson, 2015). However, since there is not a universal
database, these statistics are viewed as low estimates.

Police surveillance is a manifestation of White supremacy. The practice of lynching was
a form of racialized social control first established by the plantation overseer or policeman
overseers during slavery and later was used as a police tactic during Jim Crow. From 1880
through 1950, there were at least 3,500 lynchings to keep Black men from uprising
(Chaney & Robertson, 2015). Currently, Black communities experience extensive police
surveillance, use of physical and deadly force, officer misconduct, and slow response time
when calling for police intervention.
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Black children are also not immune to being victims of police brutality. In one study,
researchers found that Black boys as young as 10 years old were viewed as less innocent
than their White counterparts (Chaney & Robertson, 2015). In addition, they were more
likely to be mistaken for being older, and more likely to be perceived as guilty (Chaney &
Robertson, 2015). Furthermore, Black children are 18 times more likely to be sentenced as
adults than their White counterparts (Chaney & Robertson, 2015).

Yet, police officers rarely suffer consequences in the aftermath of killing a Black man. In
a study, researchers found that, since 2005, police were charged only 54 times for killing
Black civilians (Chaney & Robertson, 2015). In these cases, more than three-fourths of the
officers were White, and two-thirds of the civilians were minorities (Chaney & Robertson,
2015). Within these 54 cases, 35 officers had their cases acquitted, and the remainder of
the officers were sentenced on average to four years in prison.

The Department of Justice investigated over 17 police departments across the U.S. and
monitored five settlements since 2010 involving four departments (Chaney & Robertson,
2014). In one investigation, the Department of Justice found the Ferguson, Missouri Police
Department “frequently engaged in implicit and explicit racial bias and routinely violated
the constitutional rights of its Black citizens” (Chaney & Robertson, 2015, p. 47).

One example of police violence against an unarmed Black man is the case of Akai
Gurley. On November 20, 2014, Akai, age 28, was fatally shot by Officer Peter Liang, age
27. Officer Liang was patrolling dimly lit stairwells in a New York City housing project
when Akai and his girlfriend entered the stairwell. Officer Liang claims his firearm
accidentally discharged when he shot Akai in the chest. Officer Liang was indicted and
found guilty of manslaughter. At the sentencing hearing, Judge Dan Chun reduced the
manslaughter conviction to criminally negligent homicide and sentenced Officer Liang to
five years’ probation and 800 hours of community service (Saul, Fasick, & Sheehy, 2016,
April 19). In another 2012 case, Brian Clauch was fatally shot when officers said he
threatened them with a pen. Clauch was physically and mentally disabled (Chaney &
Robertson, 2014).

Police brutality does not just have to be physical in nature, but can also be psycholo-
gical. In one case in Tulia, Texas, an undercover police officer falsified reports, committed
perjury, and misidentified defendants. This resulted in 38 Blacks being arrested falsely for
narcotics trafficking (Chaney & Robertson, 2015). The officer was found guilty of perjury,
and sentenced to ten years’ probation and a fine of $7,500. Police brutality is violence, and
this belligerent oppression can lead to disproportionate rate of imprisonment and deaths
of Black individuals.

Manifest oppression

Manifest oppression is the observable occurrence of cruel and unjust treatment (Boyd,
2010). It is what is visible and is an overt system of oppression. It can encompass overt
laws, customs and practices designed to strip power away from the oppressed group and
ensure power is maintained by the oppressor. Freedom and liberty are directly curtailed
and alienation and isolation emerge. It is different than belligerent oppression in that it
does not have to be violent. However, the oppression is visible and ever-present and is an
existential threat to freedom – physically and psychologically.
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To understand manifest oppression, we must examine the U.S. penal system and its
treatment of Blacks. The prison system is a “comprehensive and well-disguised system of
social control” (Alexander, 2012, p. 4). From the 1980s to the 2000s, the U.S. penal
population has risen from 300,000 to more than 2.3 million (Alexander, 2012; Coates,
2015; PEW Charitable Trusts, 2008; Slater, 2015). The U.S. has the highest rate of
incarceration with Blacks accounting for approximately one million inmates (PEW
Charitable Trusts, 2008).

The U.S. penal system is devastating to Blacks, especially for Black males. The rate of
incarceration for Black men is three out of four young Black men (Alexander, 2012;
Coates, 2015; Slater, 2015). More Blacks are imprisoned in the U.S. than at the height of
apartheid in South Africa (Alexander, 2012). A majority of these crimes are for drug
offenses. Although White youth are more likely to engage in drug offenses than Blacks,
Blacks are admitted to prison at a rate of 20–50 times greater than Whites for drug charges
(Alexander, 2012).

Further, when Blacks are imprisoned, families suffer. Families are broken and income
potential erodes from the family (Wildeman, 2009). This further subjects the family into
poverty and parentless homes. According to Wildeman (2009), one in four Black children
born in 1990 had a parent imprisoned. When a parent is imprisoned, the likelihood of the
child receiving child support is low (PEW Charitable Trusts, 2008). When the parent is
imprisoned, the child is also more likely to be removed to foster care (Roberts, 2014). It
then becomes the responsibility of the child’s caseworker to facilitate the visits between the
imprisoned parent and child in foster care; however, if this does not happen, the child
loses contact with their parent (Roberts, 2014).

When released from prison, the individual’s felony status carries with it a lifelong
stigma. Not only is the individual barred from voting, but they are also discriminated
against regarding employment, housing, education and public benefits such as TANF
(Alexander, 2012). According to Alexander (2012), as a felon, “you have scarcely more
rights and arguably less respect than a Black man living in Alabama at the height of Jim
Crow. We have not ended racial caste in America, we have merely redesigned it” (p. 2).

This redesign is a form of manifest oppression. Prison is a brutal existence. It is a
factory farm for human beings (Slater, 2015). Many of the Black individuals who are in
prison are poor and outside the periphery of mainstream society (Alexander, 2012; Coates,
2015; Wildeman, 2009). Any income they make in prison is pennies to the dollar (PEW
Charitable Trusts, 2008). It is not enough to cover basic needs when released from prison.
Consequently, prison banishes Black individuals from society and when released they are
given too few supports to survive in society (Coates, 2015). That is why the recidivism rate
is high as Blacks are likely to commit low level crimes and are returned to prison due to
their felon status (Alexander, 2012; Coates, 2015). For many Blacks it is a never-ending
cycle of this form of institutional oppression.

Benevolent oppression

Whereas latent, belligerent and manifest oppression cause grief and misery, benevolent
oppression is designed to lessen the sting of institutional oppression (Boyd, 2010; Gordon,
2003). Benevolent oppression is the unjust treatment of individuals through passive
instances, including policies designed to assist individuals but lack equality or equity
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and thus lacking social justice (Boyd, 2010; Freire, 1993; Gordon, 2003). This is accom-
plished by giving something to the oppressed such as a token. Freire calls this false
generosity (Freire, 1993). False generosity, also known as benevolent oppression, is the
action of the oppressors to decrease the suffering of the oppressed by distributing hand-
outs (Gordon, 2003).

According to Freire (1993), false generosity is an attempt to “soften the power of the
oppressor in deference to the weakness of the oppressed” (p. 26). Even with the handouts
or tokens provided by the oppressor, the oppressive system remains intact (Gordon, 2003).
“An example of this form of generosity… is certain aspects of the welfare system like food
stamps and unemployment benefits” (Gordon, 2003, p. 29). These benefits allow for the
individual to meet basic needs, but unfortunately they remain in poverty and despair.

One example of benevolent oppression can be found in our child welfare system. This
system is designed to protect and support children who have been mistreated and provide
care for them until such time as they can be reunited with their families. Currently there
are more than 400,000 children in foster care and nearly 30% are Black (Children’s
Bureau, 2012). The system is disproportionately minority represented (Roberts, 2014).
The child welfare system makes it a goal to be objective when addressing the needs of
children. But from the initial reporting of abuse to the disposition in court, Black and
White children are treated differently (Chaney & Spell, 2015; Crane & Ellis, 2004; Roberts,
2014).

According to Crane and Ellis (2004), Black children are twice as likely to be removed
from their homes as White children; they are more likely to spend more time in foster care
than children of other ethnic groups; and, they are more likely to age out of foster care
than their counterparts from other ethnic groups. Child welfare is discriminatory
(Roberts, 2014). The families that are more likely to get cited for maltreatment are usually
Black, female-headed, poor families (Chaney & Spell, 2015; Crane & Ellis, 2004; Roberts,
2014). According to research, these families do not fare well in the family court system, do
not articulate their needs well to their caseworker, and have trouble understanding the
adversarial, punitive system their children are placed within (Chaney & Spell, 2015).

The child welfare system can be traumatizing for the child and their family. Under the
auspices of laws designed to protect the child from harm, the family is separated for years
with cursory services designed to promote reunification (Roberts, 2014). The family is
oppressed because they are alienated from each other and marginalized. This is the heart
of benevolent oppression in child welfare, where the oppressors perpetuate the “oppressive
conditions experienced by [the Black families’] ancestors” (Crane & Ellis, 2004, p. 33).

According to Roberts (2014), child welfare authorities penalize Black families who are
poor and at-risk. Many children are removed from their families due to neglect and an
inability to provide basic needs for the child, such as food, clothing, shelter, medical care
or supervision (Roberts, 2014). Black parents, who are economically deprived, are more
likely than White parents to have their children removed from their care for reasons of
neglect. This speaks to the racial disparities that exist in child welfare.

The child welfare system sees its role as improving the lives of children and their families
through programs that can reduce child abuse and neglect, increase adoptions and
strengthen the program of foster care (Children’s Bureau, 2012). Families are given services
to keep their families intact and to maintain family cohesion to limit the likelihood of foster
care. Foster care is seen as a last resort and when needed, family reunification is the optimal
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goal (Crane & Ellis, 2004). Even with the good intentions of child welfare, when Black
families are separated by a suspicion of abuse or neglect, the children have a tendency to
remain in foster care for years (Roberts, 2014). Once in the system, as Chaney and Spell
(2015) noted, it is difficult for Black parents to wrestle their children from the grip of child
welfare. It is up to the caseworker’s subjective assessment whether the parent has met the
goals of the case plan if they can have their children returned to them.

This is the premise of benevolent oppression. Children are removed from their homes
under the auspices of protecting them from harm, but the removal disrupts the family and
the symptoms of economic deprivation are not ever addressed.

Institutional oppression robs the Black Americans of freedom and further alienates
them from society-at-large. These four characteristics exemplify how institutional oppres-
sion strips them of their humanity and autonomy. The following vignette illustrates the
impact of latent, belligerent, manifest and benevolent oppression.

Case vignette

Thomas is a 12 year old African American boy who lives in a small city in the northeast.
His family have been long term residents in this economically depressed neighborhood.
His neighborhood, once a largely thriving Italian neighborhood, now consists of largely
check cashing places, fast food restaurants and liquor stores. He lives at home with his
mother, grandmother and his younger sister. Both his mother and grandmother work as
personal care attendants taking care of older adults in a nursing home. Thomas attends
public school, where he is repeating 6th grade. A few of his teachers would characterize
him as “having potential” but note that he is unable to “stay out of trouble”. He has largely
been tracked into low performing classrooms. Recently, his school counselor has suggested
that he think about joining the vocational program at school as “college seems out of the
question”. He is in a school that has a long standing zero tolerance policy and any
infraction finds Thomas in the principal’s office and ultimately suspended from school
[latent oppression].

Thomas is now 24 years old and has been in and out of criminal justice system for the
past several years for truancy related charges and a range of drug related offenses. He
claims that he is “no perfect angel” but feels targeted by the local police who consistently
patrols his neighborhood and whom he feels is targeting him and other young black men
[manifest oppression]. He notes that there are plenty drug users in the neighboring city, a
more affluent area but the cops “see us as easy targets”. He further shares that his last
arrest resulted in being roughed up by the police officer. He reports feeling frustrated that
he has not no recourse in responding to what he sees as excessive force [belligerent
oppression]. He reveals that he has not been able to obtain employment with a felon on
his record [manifest oppression]. He also notes that he feels stuck as he is now a father to a
three-year old girl. He states that he met his daughter’s mother in high school but later she
developed a drug habit and was not able to keep the child. He shares that his daughter is
now part of the child welfare system and that he would like to get her out but does not
know where to start to make that happen. He states that he has been working with a social
worker who he feels has been giving him the “run around” about family reunification
[benevolent oppression]. Despite what Thomas is up against, he talks about being hopeful,
particularly after meeting a group of organizers, social workers and educators who have
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gotten monies from a local college to create more partnerships between the university and
the local community.

Institutions are upheld by both individual practices and institutional policies. Blacks
find themselves at the crosshairs of multiple institutions that result in the systematic racial
oppression. Social workers in addition to other professionals that work in these institu-
tions and have a real opportunity to help their clients navigate these systems. Drawing
from a person in environment framework, social workers can support their clients under-
stand that the individual issues they struggle with are connected to a larger system and
history. Social workers’ ability to understand the complex ways that latent, belligerent,
manifest and benevolent oppression intersect and result in a particular lived experience for
Blacks within the US context is critical to competent social work practice.

Dismantling oppression

Characterizing institutional oppression as latent, belligerent, manifest and benevolent is
useful in describing the experiences of Blacks in the United States, in particular the
cumulative “long-term physical, mental, psychological effects of…living in a society
characterized by white dominance and privilege” (McGee & Stovall, 2015, p. 491).
Geronimus et al. describes this phenomenon as “weathering,” which results in poor
psychological and physical health outcomes for Blacks (as cited by McGee & Stovall,
2015). The following section illuminates a few ways social workers and other professionals
are collaboratively confronting institutions of education, criminal justice and child wel-
fare, where the Black community has experienced profound inequality.

Education

Critical race theory (CRT), is a valuable framework for responding to latent oppression
within education. “Applying CRT in education makes it possible to analyze practices and
ideologies through a race-conscious lens” (McGee & Stovall, 2015, p. 494). There are five
tenets of critical race theory outlined by Solórzano and Yosso (2002). The first tenet
includes understanding that race and racism is socially constructed. What it means to be
Black in the U.S. context has been a dynamic and not stagnant process. Understanding
latent oppression allows us to see how being “Black” has resulted in Black children being
tracked in special education and over-diagnosed. Furthermore, the ways Blacks experience
oppression is complex and is not always easily recognizable. And so, the story of the
underperforming Black student is reframed as actually the result of a failing system of
education. The second tenet, interrupting the dominant ideology, allows us to see how
Black students, within education, have solely been constructed through a deficit model
and encourages us to confront it. This article raises an opportunity to identify ways of
deconstructing and contest this monolithic narrative.

The third tenet, committing to social justice, means ending institutional oppression
within education. While acknowledging the role that teachers have in schools to create
social change, social workers also have a critical role within schools. It is important that
social workers are trained to understand the influential role that they have within K-12
schools and the ways in which latent oppression is embedded in systems of education. A
social justice approach to education acknowledges the ways in which White supremacy
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impacts the quality of education for Blacks students. Social justice education is a departure
from more multicultural forms of education where attention is solely paid to “diversity”,
particularly individual cultural and/or ethnic differences, opposed to a social justice
approach to education which supports the interrogation of social structures and processes
as well as engaging in activism. This approach pushes against a one size fits all approach to
education and social work. Social workers operating from a social justice framework
understand how oppression can be reproduced at the micro, meso and macro level and
in particular in their practice with clients (Varghese, 2016):

Social workers’ ability to critically analyze [a] myriad [of] complexities enhances their ability
to interact intelligently and influentially with multiple stakeholders within the school system.
Bridging the gap between education and psychosocial well-being is critical to ensure the
academic success not only of the most at-risk students, but of all students. School social
workers are an invaluable resource. (Sherman, 2016, p. 151)

Whereas, teachers, operating from this framework, grapple with their own and their
students’ positionality. Furthermore, they learn to develop curriculum and pedagogical
approaches that acknowledge the historical marginalization of Blacks in society and its
impact in schools. “Social justice programs explicitly attend to societal structures that
perpetuate injustice, and they attempt to prepare teachers to take both individual and
collective action toward mitigating oppression” (McDonald & Zeichner, 2009, p. 597).

The fourth tenet acknowledges the important contribution of Black knowledge. The
fight for rights of Black students in the classroom is not a contemporary one but reflects a
long history. Carter G. Woodson, in this key text, (Woodson 1993, 2008) Miseducation of
the Negro, states “the so-called modern education…does so much more good than it does
the Negro, because it has been worked in conformity to the needs of those who have
enslaved and oppressed weaker peoples” (p. 6). The last tenet of critical race theory is the
importance of transdisciplinary training, which is vital to a movement to address latent
oppression. Social justice based educators and social workers should draw from a plethora
of disciplines, including history, sociology, psychology, and ethnic studies to explain and
respond to the ways in which Blacks are treated within the educational system in the
United States.

Criminal justice system

One of the most visible modern movements of the century for Black liberation has been
the Black Lives Matter movement. The hashtag and movement was created in 2012 by
Alicia Garza, Opal Tometi & Patrisse Cullors after the acquittal of George Zimmerman for
the murder of Trayvon Martin. While the organizers describe itself as moving beyond a
focus on the unlawful killings of Black people, much of its original organizing was in
response to it. “#BlackLivesMatter is a call to the virulent anti-Black racism that permeates
our society” (Black Lives Matter, 2016)

In early August, 2016, a collective of black-led organizations came together and released
a statement entitled “Vision 4 Black Lives” and came up with a platform that addresses
criminal justice, reparations, investment and divestment, economic justice, community
control, and political power. As part of their demands (i.e. end the war on black people or
invest-divest) they address many of the things the authors outlined as belligerent and
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manifest oppression, asking that there is an end to the surveillance of Black communities,
wanting law enforcement to be demilitarized and stopping prisons from being privatized.
Some of the solutions they propose which tackles police brutality and the prison industrial
complex include restorative justice approaches in lieu of more punitive approaches,
diversion of monies to law enforcement, civilian oversight and community based or
oriented crime prevention and policing services (“Platform”).

Social work has been presented an opportunity to participate in and define an agenda
within the Black Lives Matter movement. Potentially paralleling the Civil Rights
Movement:

Social work finds itself once again confronted with the opportunities, the potential obstacles,
and the obligations presented by a social movement. What will future generations say about
how our profession responded to this moment? What might the ‘‘Movement for Black Lives’’
mean for social work, and what might social work mean for the Movement? (Copeland,
2016, p. 4).

James Baldwin wrote in 1961 “the only way to police a ghetto is to be oppressive”
(Hinton, 2016, p. 338). According to Hinton (2016), the militarization of the police and
overpolicing in Black communities has not reduced crime and merely increased the
population in the penal system. In order to dismantle this oppression, Hinton (2016)
suggests new strategies. First, there should be a residency requirement for police officers so
they live in the communities they serve. Also, there should be an increased use of civilian
review boards as an oversight of policing in the community. Further, there should be
grassroots social programs and job creation initiatives to bring at-risk Blacks into the
mainstream of society instead of the social periphery of the community. “This will enable
us to confront finally the entrenched systemic inequalities and civil liberties violations that
exist within the criminal justice system as well as the persistence of inequality in the
United States” (Hinton, 2016, p. 339). Whether it is within the context of BLM or outside
of it, social work needs to articulate their role in confronting the criminal justice system
and its impact on Black individuals and their families.

Child welfare

The overrepresentation of Black children within the child welfare system, an example of
benevolent oppression, points to a disparate treatment of Black families and their children.
The literature that examines this disproportional representation highlight a few explana-
tions such as Black families who use public services become more noticeable to child
welfare agencies, explicit and implicit racial bias in decision making and the interaction
between family risk factors and the child welfare system (Chibnall as cited by Soderman &
Summers, 2013).

There are a few ways to respond to this trend, one of which is operating from a
proactive rather than reactive approach. Social workers need to address what puts Black
families at risk for coming in contact with child welfare agencies. They need to create
preventative programs that can intervene when families become overburdened.
Furthermore, there needs to be implicit bias training for staff who may serve in critical
roles whether it be a mandated reporter or providing direct services to the family. Many
social work students come into the profession with the attitude of “wanting to help others”
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and have difficulty understanding how their own assumptions can have detrimental
impact on the individuals, families and communities they work with. Furthermore, social
work education should effectively support students developing awareness and knowledge
about lived experiences of their clients (Nicotera & Kang, 2009).

Building a liberatory consciousness, drawing on the work of Paulo Freire, Carter G.
Woodson, and bell hooks means engaging in awareness, analysis, acting and account-
ability (Love, 2013). “With a liberatory consciousness, every person gets a chance to
theorize about issues of equity and social justice, to analyze events related to equality
and social justice and to act in responsible ways to transform society (Love, 2013, p. 602).
The characterization of the child welfare system as an example of benevolent oppression
complicates the narrative that social services are always offered in good faith and that the
workers who are responsible for the oversight and allocation of services have the best
interests of the clients.

Conclusion

Latent, belligerent, manifest and benevolent oppression results in the devaluation of Black
lives. Institutional oppression ultimately denies freedom and further alienates Black
Americans, whose lives have value and meaning (Freire, 1998). In order to diminish the
sting of institutional oppression, social workers in collaboration with educators and other
professionals must organize with Black communities to address what is happening. Offering
suggestions such as having more parent involvement in schools or creating safe havens for
after school activities to diminish loitering and delinquency many times puts the onus back
on Black communities to take responsibility for their oppression. Whereas a critical race
theory approach, Black Lives matter organizing and a liberation approach challenge institu-
tions such as schools, courts, prisons, and child welfare organizations, whose ideologies,
practices and policies that appear belligerent or benevolent, to be held accountable.
Furthermore, creating trust between Black Americans and the institutions that govern their
lives is critical (Freire, 1998; Jackson, 2007; Kezar, 2011; Windsor, Pinto, Benoit, Jessell, &
Jemal, 2014), many of which social workers are key players in. Community trust is only
possible when these institutions and its constituents value the Black community and its
resources, address their own unsettling histories and identify and institute policies and
practices that promote the full humanity of Blacks in the United States.
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