Against the
Great Divide

By BRIAN JARVIS

always notice one thing when I walk through the
commons at my high school: the whites are on one side

of the room and the blacks are on the other. When I
enter the room, I think I'm at an African nationalist
meeting. The atmosphere is lively, the clothes are
colorful, the voices are loud, the students are up and about,
the language is different and there’s not a white face to be
seen. But the moment I cross the invisible line to the other
side, I feel I've moved to another country. There are three
times as many people, the voices are softer, the clothes
more subdued. Everyone’s sitting or lying down, and one
has as much chance of seeing a black student as a Martian.
The commons is a gathering spot where students relax
on benches and talk with friends. They also buy candy and
soda, watch TV and make

has given many young people the chance for a better
education, it hasn’t brought the two races closer together.

In high school, I've become friends with Vietnamese-
Americans, Korean-Americans, Iranian-Americans, Indi-
an-Americans, Russian-Americans and exchange students
from France and Sweden. The only group that remains at
a distance is the African-Americans. I've had only a hand-
ful of black students in all my classes and only one black
teacher (from Haiti).

Crucial course: In its effort to put students through as
many academic classes as possible and prepare them for
college, my school seems to have overlooked one crucial
course: teaching black and white students how to get along,
which in my opinion, would be more valuable than all the
others. It’s not that there haven't been efforts to improve
race relations. Last fall, a group of black and white stu-
dents established a program called Students Organized
Against Racism. But at a recent meeting, SOAR members
decided that the separation of blacks and  whites was
largely voluntary and there was little they could do about
it. Another youth group tried to help by moving the soda
machine from the “white” side of the commons to the
“black” side, so that white students would have to cross the
line to get a Coke. But all that’s happened is that students
buy their sodas, then return to their own territory.

Last summer, at a youth

phone calls. It’s a place
where all sorts of things
happen. But you’ll never
find a white student and a
black student talking to
each other.

After three years, I still
feel uncomfortable when I

Schools
should teach

black and
‘white teens

camp called Miniwanca in
Michigan, I did see, black
and white teens get along. I
don’t mean just tolerate one
another. I mean play sports
together, dance together,
walk on the beach together
and become friends. The

have to walk through the hOW to be students came from all
“black” side to get to class. ; f . d races and backgrounds, as
It’s not that any black stu- rien S well as from overseas.

dents threaten or harass

Camp organizers purposely

me. They just quietly ig-

nore me and look in the other direction, and I do the same.
But there’s one who sometimes catches my eye, and I can’t
help feeling awkward when I see him. He was a close
friend from childhood.

Ten years ago, we played catch in our backyards, went
bike riding and slept over at one another’s houses. By the
fifth grade, we went to movies and amusement parks, and
bunked together at the same summer camps. We met while
playing on the same Little League team, though we attend-
ed different grade schools. We're both juniors now at the
same high school. We usually don’t say anything when we
see each other, except maybe a polite “Hi” or “Hey.” Ican’t
remember the last time we talked on the phone, much less
got together outside of school.

Since entering high school, we haven't shared a single
class or sport. He plays foothall, a black-dominated sport,
while I play tennis, which is, with rare exception, an all-
white team. It’s as if fate has kept us apart; though, more
likely, it’s peer pressure.

In the lunchroom, I sit with my white friends and my
childhood friend sits with his black ones. It’s the same
when we walk through the hallways or sit in the library. If
Michael Jackson thinks, “It don’t matter if you’re black or
white,” he should visit my high school.

I wonder if proponents of desegregation realized that
even if schools were integrated, students would choose to
remain apart. It wasn’t until 1983 that St. Louis’s volun-
tary city-suburban desegregation program was approved.
Today, my school has 25 percent black students. While this
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placed me in a cabin and
activity group that included whites, blacks, Southerners,
Northerners and foreigners, none of whom I'd met before.

For 10 days, I became great friends with a group of
strangers, at least half of whom were black. One wouldn’t
know that racism existed at that idyllic place, where we
told stories around campfires, acted in plays and shared
our deepest thoughts about AIDS, parents, abortion and
dating. Everyone got along so well there that it was de-
pressing for me to return to high school. But at the same
time, it made me hopeful. If black and white teenagers
could be friends at leadership camp, couldn’t they mix in
school as well?

Schools need to make it a real priority to involve whites
and blacks together as much as possible. This would mean
more multicultural activities, mandatory classes that
teach black history and discussions of today’s racial contro-
versies. Teachers should mix whites and blacks more in
study groups so they have to work together in and out of
school. (Students won't do it on their own.) And most
important, all students should get a chance to attend a
camp like Miniwanca. Maybe the Clinton administration
could find a way to help finance other camps like it.

As it is now, black and white teenagers just don't know
one another. I think a lot about my friend from child-
hood—what he does on weekends, what he thinks about
college, what he wants to do with his life. I have no
answers, and it saddens me.

Jarvis, 16, is a high-school junior in St. Louis.



