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Some Missouri lawmakers have bashed critical race theory--or their version of it--for being racially 

divisive; so, why haven’t they gone after school policies that disproportionately impact students of 

color?  

 

On Monday, August 23, students, educators, parents, and political activists met with the Joint 

Committee of Education on critical race theory (CRT) and its presence (or lack thereof) in Missouri 

public schools. The two-hour discussion had two takes; one against the teaching of CRT--or their 

version of it--and one that claimed it wasn’t being taught in schools at all. 

Many in favor of the former argument were politicians who often misconstrue what critical 

race theory actually is: an academic framework created by legal scholars which seeks to understand 

the connection between race and law by asking questions like why, despite positive view shifts from 

the public about race and racism, people of color continue to be marginalized.   

U.S. Senator Josh Hawley, for example, said in a news release, “Over the past year, 

Americans have watched stunned as a radical ideology spread through our country’s elite 

institutions—one that teaches America is an irredeemably racist nation founded by white 

supremacists. Now it has found its way into our children’s schools.” Not only is this definition false--

the legal concept focuses primarily on laws and not individuals—but also CRT has yet to be found 

widespread in our schools. 

One former educator at the Monday meeting, Ruth Bates, confirmed this by stating, “In my 

40 years, I had never run across the terminology of ‘critical race theory.' I even pulled out the three 

versions of the textbook that I used in my course, and it doesn't have anything in there on critical race 

theory.” 



On top of that, in a recent survey that asked over 400 Missouri schools if their curriculums 

included lessons about CRT, only one district said yes; and when asked if their curriculums included 

any material derived from the New York Times 1619 Project, just three districts said yes. So, despite 

what lawmakers say, critical race theory isn’t a bogeyman hiding in our classrooms, and what we 

should really be afraid of--and outraged by--is inequitable school policy. 

 Historically and currently, schools have upheld policies that harm Black students, and those 

issues require much more attention than the insubstantial rumor that CRT is present in our schools. 

One example is Missouri’s school discipline gap. Data obtained by The Missourian showed that from 

2006 to 2017, more than 2.5 million in-school and out-of-school suspensions were given to students 

by Missouri school districts. Out of those students, 42% were Black, despite making up only 20% of 

the population at the time. 

A report written by Daniel J. Losen and Paul Martinez shared that in the 2015-16 school year, 

Black secondary students in Missouri lost 162 more days of instruction than their white peers due to 

out-of-school suspensions, making the racial gap in Missouri higher than any other state that year.  

Not only does this set back students academically, but it’s a direct cause of the school-to-

prison pipeline, a reoccurring process that funnels students from education directly into the judicial 

system. One national study found that compared to their peers, students who had been suspended 

were more likely to get arrested or be put on probation and less likely to graduate high school or 

college. This is a huge problem, and it’s not the only one facing Missouri students. So, what are 

Missouri legislators doing about it? 

The answer is not nearly enough. Though legislation like HB 432 (a bill both Democrats and 

Republicans collectively worked on that limits the use of physical restraint in classrooms) has been 

put in place and could potentially help reduce the school-to-prison pipeline, it is nothing compared to 

the outrage legislators have felt over CRT. They’ve organized panels to listen to concerns over CRT, 

introduced bills like HB952 and the Love America Act, and have used their platforms to speak out 

against teaching it, all the while refusing to acknowledge actual problems of racism in our schools.  

Legislators can and should be doing more to deal with the actual racism embedded in our 

school system. Whether schools are having conversations about race or not, students will still learn 

about racism one way or another. Through legislators’ inaction, they are teaching every student--

especially students of color--that they are not valued as people, and that is utterly unacceptable. 

All of our students deserve to grow and learn in an environment that works in their favor, to 

have lawmakers that listen to their outcries, and most importantly to feel safe and cared for. 



Speaking to lawmakers, I would say: You, as a politician, owe Missouri’s youth something 

better than what they’ve been given. You, as a politician, have a responsibility to make sure that 

every child is given equitable treatment. And you, as a politician, do not get to pretend that you care 

for Missouri’s youth if making our schools a healthy environment is not your first priority. Students 

are watching you, waiting for you to make your move. You need to make the right one.  
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I grew up in a multitude of academic environments where many students felt incompetent or 

not “smart enough” because of systemic issues that worked against them. On the flip side, some 

students, including myself, were constantly under pressure to exceed or outperform their peers 

academically for no other reason than the fact that the system already worked in their favor. 

Outside of academics, students were often punished for normal behavior for their age group. 

None of these are the total fault of individual schools or districts, but rather the education system 

as a whole. I and every other person part of that system know we can do better. So, why not do 

better? 

 

I have been,and continue to be inspired by the perseverance of present-day students. These 

kids-my peers-have had to endure a system that simply does not care about their mental, social, 

and physical health. Of course, there have been phenomenal teachers and staff that have helped 

them through this system, but I cannot think of anything more difficult than growing up without 

the room to explore creatively, emotionally, or academically. So I am here because of them, 

because they, and all other future students, deserve an equal shot at success, no matter their 

socioeconomic class, race, gender, or ability. 


