School Pressures

Another tough environment that had a social impact on Nick’s life was his involvement in school. It goes without saying that his first few months with is new family in Oregon must have been extremely tough, as he not only had to adapt to a new home but also a new culture, language, and curricula. Though studies show that children have a less difficult time acculturating to new environments than adults, it’s no doubt that he must have struggled to adapt to the multiple atmospheres he was placed into all at once. As he grew up in a predominantly White town and thus attended predominantly White schools, it is important to factor in the impact that the educational system had upon him during his developing years. 

According to Jacqueline Jordan Irvine, author of Black Students and School Failure, though many factors (gender, class, prejudice) influence the quality of education that students receive in grammar school, “race alone is a salient factor that contributes to unequal school treatment, participation, and distribution of rewards for all [B]lack students” (Irvine xxii). Within a homogenous community in which Nick stood apart, teachers who were used to teaching a primarily White class may not have had the resources available to provide even a moderately successful atmosphere in which Nick would be able to flourish. In fact, research has been conducted which concludes that high numbers of [urban and rural] school teachers have “avoided any references to children’s racial membership, pretending not to notice that their students came from different ethnic groups, social classes, and cultures” (26). Nick grew up speaking Portuguese in a different country with people that looked like him and spoke his language - in short, people he could identify with. He was taken out of his home country and placed with first one physically abuse and then another psychologically abusive White family, stripped of his name and language and forced to adapt to the new one. While he couldn’t receive a home environment that would properly and effectively establish his cultural identity and mental security, he was also exposed to an education that was most likely not involving a multicultural curriculum, not to mention cultural difference awareness. 

According to Nick’s parents and peers, he struggled academically through grade school and later, through college. He was insecure about his intellectual abilities and discouraged at his low I.Q. test score performances. Without bringing in research surrounding the controversy of education geared toward White children that consciously and unconsciously excludes Black and other minority children, another reason for Nick’s academic failure can be explained. According to Irvine’s research, “poor school performance [can be] a defense mechanism, an adaptive behavior that [B]lack children use to fend off discrimination” (4). Without the options of other social survival skills that other Black boys and men are exposed to growing up – discussed earlier in this paper (i.e. “cool pose”) – Nick may have resorted to this tactic in order to rebel against the oppression he was obviously experiencing. 

Though this may or may not have been the case, what is evident is that Nick had to struggle through grade school and later, through college. This may not have been completely under his control. According to Edgar Epps, author and editor of several texts on Black development in predominantly White schools, “Previous research has demonstrated that certain elements of traditional educational attainment models must be discarded when considering Black students in higher education” (Epps, et. al. 111). Though Nick didn’t take every opportunity to seek help, he did look for and secure tutors and advisors – as well as other mentors and even a few Black, male role models – to lessen his academic burden. Though a lot of this paper is based on speculation, friends and others close to Nick support a similar story that he had been under added pressure when he died, not only because he was dealing with difficult social and personal problems, but also due to his recent failure of a mandatory class the term before.  

I want to mention that Nick wasn’t without talent. Among many skills, he possessed an amazing ability to excel in sports, most specifically in the arena of Track and Field. And he wasn’t without friends – shortly before arriving to Ashland to begin his journey at Southern Oregon University he had been exposed to a small community of other Black students. The only problem was that he had no idea how to interact with the majority of Black people. According to one close Black friend (with whom I worked closely with on certain aspects of this project), Raheem,
 Nick had expressed repeated concerns about how he was supposed to “act” with other Blacks. In a society that forces people into stereotypical roles and behavior to prove their masculinity, Nick didn’t understand the politics in which he was expected to “act Black” with other Black males as well as White males (Pierre, et. al. 29). In addition, most of the women he dated (and was attracted to) were also white, and had expectations of who Nick was or how he should behave. Caught between a web of expectations, it must have been hard to decide who he really was. 
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