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Greenville, ME – Recently I read a newspaper report in The Washington Post with a  headline about education in Maryland, “State school arrest rate higher for black students.”   About the same time, an Associated Press article datelined out of Madison, Wisconsin lamented that “Blacks make up only about 6.7% of Wisconsin’s population, but comprise 42% of prison inmates.”  The AP writer, Todd Richmond, went on to report that “standardized tests in 2017-18 showed only 9.8% of Blacks [the capitalization has recently become standard in many newspapers] in Madison were proficient or advanced in reading and math compared with 59% of whites [no capitalization of this ethnicity, apparently].
Of course, “comparison statistics” such as these are meaningless, unless one is attempting to create a false narrative.  In the case of Maryland schools, for example, the assumption has to be that students of all races misbehave at the exact same rate and that the black students are simply the ones who are disciplined the most often.  As a classroom teacher in two public schools for over 25 years, I can report anecdotally that in my classes and in the corridors of the schools where I worked, good behavior was not uniform among ethnic groups.   If I were forced to estimate the rate of discipline problems among racial categories, the ranking from least to most would be Asian, Caucasian, Hispanic, Black.  This disparity, I would suggest, flows directly from the familial background of the students.   If home life is chaotic with few rules enforced, behavior does not change when the student enters the school.
The same scenario carries over to incarceration.  If you want to compare percentages of prison populations by race, then the proper benchmark should be what percent is in the slammer compared to what percent committed the crimes.  In nearly every state the percentage of prisoners of a given race does not match the percentage of that population in that state.  This is not a statistical anomaly.  Those in jails are the ones committing the crimes.  Even if one takes into account that more affluent criminals can afford better attorneys, the  incarceration percentages are still dramatically different from the general population.   Obviously poverty, lack of an education, and social values have long been root causes of crime, but the fact remains that those who commit crimes are most likely to enter up in prison.  I have had several occasions to be in court over my lifetime, whether in traffic court myself, or in criminal cases about which I have been writing.  In each case the defendants have not been representative of the percentage makeup of the local population.  In fact, it has not even been close.
In that same AP article, Mr. Richmond reported that police in Dane County [Wisconsin] were “six times more likely to arrest a young Black person than a white counterpart.” [again note that the style book for the AP now apparently capitalizes Black and not white].   The problem with this sentence is the word “likely,” as if the police were making choices on whom they arrest.  It is doubtful that Mr. Richmond ever spent an evening in a police car gathering data as to whom the police arrest and whom they let go depending on the race of the individual.  What is apparent is that Richmond was using comparative statistics to create a narrative that racism is alive and well in Wisconsin.
In the case of the statistical racial disparity in arrests in Maryland schools, the information is being used by those advocating the removal of police from public schools.  They argue that the presence of police creates situations in which “more student infractions tend to be criminalized - and students of color are too often arrested.”   Once again, as someone who has been in these trenches, I can report that knowledge that a police officer (often referred to as a “Resource Officer”) is stationed in the school, provides great assurance for those of us working there, and, I suspect, deters quite a bit of serious student crime, no matter what the color of those involved.
So....the next time someone uses percentages between groups to make an argument, take a deep breath and look carefully at what is being compared....and why.  
I thought you might like to know.
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