
 

Misogynoir in K-12 Education 

“We’re living through a crisis in which Black girls are being disproportionately pushed 

away from schools–not because of an imminent threat they pose to the safety of a school, but 

because they’re often experiencing schools as locations for punishment and marginalization.” 

-Monique W. Morris, author of Pushout: The Criminalization of Black Girls in Schools (Morris).  

Misogynoir is a term coined by Moya Bailey, an Assistant Professor of Africana Studies 

and Women's, Gender, and Sexuality Studies at Northeastern University (Northeastern 

University). As of writing this, she is an MLK Visiting Professor at the Massachusetts Institute 

of Technology (MIT). Misogynoir is the intersection of anti-blackness and misogyny that Black 

women and girls experience. It is embedded in many structures in the U.S., including K-12 

education (Blackburn Center). Misogynoir is taught very early, with the pushing out of Black 

girls from school (Morris). It is a known fact that not graduating high school leads to economic 

disadvantages (The American Academy). From the start of their academic careers, Black women 

are mistreated by the K-12 educational system which sets them up for economic failure. New 

training for educators and other faculty is required in schools to break this cycle.  

The pushing out starts very early, through the adultification of Black girls as young as 

five years old. Black girls are often perceived as acting older than their averred age. They are 

viewed as needing less nurturing and aegis than their white counterparts–as well as having more 

knowledge on mature subjects, such as sex. This paints them as less innocent than white girls and 

leads to more severe and unfair disciplinary action in school. Black girls are more harshly 

chastised for the same actions of their white counterparts. They are two times more likely to be 

punished for loitering, disallowed cellphone use, and dress code violations. Also, two-and-a-half 



 

times more likely for disobedience, and three times more likely to be reprimanded for disruptive 

behavior, bullying, and fighting (Epstein). Black girls account for eight percent of enrollment in 

K-12 schools but make up 14% of kids receiving out-of-school suspensions, and 10% of 

expulsions (U.S. Department of Education). A jarring statistic is that, in D.C., Black girls are 

20.8 times more likely to be suspended than white girls. Even in other places where the gap is 

smaller, it still exists, and Black girls are generally much more likely to be suspended in every 

state (Hampton). Unfortunately, these suspensions mean more than missing class time (which, 

itself, is a significant aspect of the issue). There is a negative correlation between suspension and 

graduating high school (Balfanz).  

The targeting of Black girls for dress code violations is a substantial piece of their 

adultification in school. It also contributes to the alarming suspension rates we see. Many dress 

code guidelines police girls’ bodies, essentially for existing. The reasoning often provided for 

dress restriction is that when girls do not adhere to the dress code, they are distracting the 

school’s male population. This sends the message that boys’ comfortability in school trumps the 

girls’, and in turn, that the education of male students is more important than that of female 

students. The implementation of these policies overwhelmingly affects Black girls. Washington 

Post columnist, Petula Dvorak, interviewed girls at D.C. schools on the matter. At the time of the 

interview, Nasirah Fair was a Senior at Woodrow High School. On her experience with dress 

code she said, “Throughout middle school, I wasn’t allowed to wear leggings. And it made me 

wonder about my body from a very young age. Why can’t I wear leggings? They make me 

comfortable.” She also told Dvorak that her high school held an assembly with a PowerPoint 

slide informing students that “girls are expected to wear bras.” The thought that schools could 

have any jurisdiction over students’ undergarments is an uncomfortable one. What’s even more 



 

uncomfortable is the clarity of misogynoir-esque ideas exhibited in school officials, proven 

through the experiment of three friends at a Virginia high school. “...three girls — all good 

friends and all different shapes, sizes and colors — wore the same banned outfit to school one 

day...the curvier and darker-skinned girls were singled out for a violation; the thin, white girl was 

not.” (Dvorak.)  

Even with this evidence, some believe critical race theory-based ideas and training in 

schools would be inappropriate. Jonah Goldberg writes in a Chicago Tribune article, “‘colorblind 

logics’ hold everybody to equal standards of fact and reason.” The issue he doesn’t see is that we 

do not live in a post-racial society. Systemic oppression undeniably runs rampant in the U.S., 

otherwise, this paper, and the facts it’s backed by, would not exist. Goldberg continues, 

“Seemingly every day there's another story of a college campus caving into the notion that free 

speech and unhappy facts are racist.” (Goldberg). Is the adultification of Black girls that starts at 

age 5 an unhappy fact? Or is it something that can be changed if we treat the issue with 

sensitivity, instead of pretending “not seeing color” is enough to end racism? Nikole 

Hannah-Jones put it best when she said, “You can take the laws off the books, you can suddenly 

say: ‘after 400 years it’s not legal to discriminate anymore.’ But if you don’t undo all of that, it’s 

not going to change just because the laws no longer say it.” (Hannah-Jones). 

This is certainly a very scary issue, but that doesn’t mean it can’t be changed. One 

school, the Columbus City Preparatory School for Girls has made strides to break barriers in 

their school that unfairly discipline students. They offer alternatives to suspension, expulsion, 

and arrest. They make sure teachers and students have strong relationships, and every girl has at 

least one adult on campus she can speak to when in distress. Spaces to take a breath when needed 

are available as well. If we can get more schools to take an emotionally supportive approach to 



 

education, it could positively impact many students’ lives (Morris). Also, training faculty on bias 

and areas where they may not even notice they implement it would be very beneficial. We are 

conditioned to have implicit racial biases, some may not want to accept that fact, but accepting it 

is the first step to creating lasting change (Payne). It’s past time to introduce equal opportunity 

for everyone. That begins with ending the social conditioning of children to believe that racist 

and misogynistic treatment in school is normal or fair.  
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