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Don’t Ban Our History, Teach It
What’s been 

gained can too 

easily be lost
By Tracey L. Rogers

When President Gerald Ford 

officially recognized Black 

History Month in 1976, he 

urged all Americans to “seize 

the opportunity to honor the 

too-often neglected accom-

plishments of Black Ameri-

cans in every area of endeavor 

throughout our history.”

It’s true — Black Americans 

have excelled “in every area of 

endeavor,” from arts and culture 

to sports and entertainment to 

everyday living and thriving in 

this country.

What’s often overlooked in 

celebrating these accomplish-

ments, however, is the price 

we’ve paid to reach our aims. 

Unbelievable struggles were 

necessary just to live, work, and 

vote, never mind to excel.

These accomplishments 

have mostly been hard won, if 

not deadly. Dr. Martin Luther 

King Jr., like others before and 

since, lost his life in the fight 

for civil rights.

The late Congressman John 

Lewis, who marched with King 

in Selma, will be remembered 

as a patriot who fought for vot-

ing rights. But it took decades of 

Black voter disenfranchisement 

and violent attacks on activists 

— including Lewis himself — 

before the Voting Rights Act of 

1965 was passed.

Black history has shown that 

what’s been gained can too easily 

be lost. Even now, Black Amer-

icans are still at risk of having 

their votes suppressed. Some 43 

states proposed over 250 laws 

restricting voting last year alone, 

most of which disproportionately 

impacted Black voters.

Meanwhile Black Ameri-

cans and their achievements 

continue to be challenged and 

underrepresented across soci-

ety — from films and media to 

colleges and universities.

Affirmative action, designed 
to eliminate racial inequities in 

higher education and other in-

stitutions, is now under fire. As 
the conservative Supreme Court 

hears two cases against policies 

meant to limit racial biases in 

colleges and universities, the 

legacy of Black history is once 

again in jeopardy.

In today’s charged political 

climate, many white Ameri-

cans have either forgotten our 

history or simply chosen not 

to acknowledge it in its entire-

ty. As politicians and school 

boards across the nation try to 

ban teaching “critical race the-

ory” (CRT) in classrooms, this 

Black History Month seems es-

pecially significant — not only 

for Black Americans, but for 

white Americans too.

America tends to “whitewash” 

Black History Month with per-

formative gestures like feel good 

TV specials and brand campaigns 

that make our history more con-

venient and palatable.

But Black History Month isn’t 

just about what we’ve done for 

our country — it’s about where 

the resolve to do those things 

came from. The full history of 

our strength and resilience be-

gins with atrocities like slavery, 

lynching, segregation, and other 

acts of violence, and it is our full 

history that must be remembered.

These truths make some white 

Americans uncomfortable — 

which some would argue is the 

real reason behind the CRT de-

bate. But if we can’t have an hon-

est reckoning about the obstacles 

white supremacy put in the way 

of Black Americans, how can we 

as a country overcome them?

President Biden began his own 

address on Black History Month 

this year by saying that it “serves 

as both a celebration and a pow-

erful reminder that Black history 

is American history.”  He contin-

ued, “Black stories are essential 

to the ongoing story of America 

— our faults, our struggles, our 

progress, and our aspirations.”

As we strive to become a more 

diverse, equitable, and inclusive 

nation, I couldn’t agree more.

So, in preparation for a 

month’s worth of tributes hon-

oring Black History, I implore 

white Americans to learn our en-

tire history and their role in it — 

the good, the bad, and the ugly 

—  so they can be more aware 

and better allies.

Now isn’t the time to change 

our curriculum and throw away 

our books. May we instead “seize 

the opportunity” to honor Black 

Americans, as President Ford 

urged — from past to present.

Tracey L. Rogers is a diversity, 

equity and inclusion consultant 

from Philadelphia.

Tracey Rogers

Support for Safe Rest Sites
After reading the article "Ad-

ams-Whitaker Site Rejected" in 

the Portland Observer’s Jan. 26 

issue, I am disappointed to learn 

that Portland Public Schools is 

taking a narrow view of their role 

in the larger community. 

Commissioner Dan Ryan is 

trying to create solutions for Port-

land's houseless population, but 

seems to be running up against a 

lot of resistance.  Each proposed 

site for the "Safe Rest Village" 

concept has its detractors; howev-

er I was surprised that PPS was the 

NIMBY in the case for the north-

east Portland location. Surprised 

because the site has sat vacant for 

15 years and has no concrete plans 

for development. 

From my observations, other 

than mountain bikers, walkers, 

and the occasional drone flyer, the 
10 acres of PPS land abutting the 

south end of Fernhill Park is an 

underutilized grassy field.
If we cannot create affordable 

housing fast enough and we want 

to complain about the eye sore 

that is our fellow humans taking 

up residence in every vacant sliv-

er of ODOT/PBOT land then why 

aren't we trying harder with the 

Safe Rest Villages?

PPS can show compassion for 

the greater community while still 

providing for their school com-

munity.  Middle School projects 

take years to fund raise, design 

and construct.  PPS can give up 

2 acres of land on a temporary 

basis without sacrificing their 
long term plans. The early 2000's 

promise and the potential Tub-

man Middle School relocation 

cited by Board Member Mr. Hol-

lands do not have to stand in the 

way of helping get 60 people off 
the street now.

It is unfortunate that Portland's 

own school district is voting 

against this opportunity.  It is iron-

ic that three inches below this arti-

cle was a story about a literal "hub 

of opportunity" to make a better 

life.  That opportunity is immedi-

ately across 42nd Avenue from the 

proposed Safe Rest Village, where 

PCC is constructing a new work-

force training center to support 

community members to gain skills 

for employment.  There's even af-

fordable housing to boot.

I hope PPS will reconsider their 

insular position to help what is 

proving to be a long term problem.

Jay Fesler
Northeast Portland

Letter to the Editor
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