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Introduction

In the last 20 years, numerous studies have concluded that racial discrepancy, prejudice and discriminatory behavior can have deleterious effects on the health of the victims (Clark, 1999). A few these health issues include increased rates of physical disease, psychological impairment, morbidity and mortality (McKenzie, 2003). There have even been cases of racial-based distress leading to structural changes and damage in regions of the brain related to fear and stress response (Vyas, 2002).  Some studies have posited that prolonged exposure to a racial hostility can actually lead to symptoms of trauma (Bryant-Davis and Ocampo, 2005) with at least one incident of a racially mistreated man showing symptoms of post-traumatic stress including avoidance and intrusive memories (Carter and Forsyth, 2009). Research has gone on to show that even “perceived” racism is enough to have a damaging effect on an individual (Pascoe and Richman, 2009). One of the most serious aspects of this information is the implication it has on our nation's youth. It is relatively accepted that to end racism we must continue to change the paradigm of our future generations; and much of our future generation's paradigm is formed in school. Unfortunately, the traditional American education system has been plagued by structural racism and unchecked personal prejudice by teachers, administrators and policy makers (Zirkel, 2005). In the following research, three classes of elementary, middle, and high school students are observed at a private school with the intention of analyzing intercultural relations among students and between students and teachers. The private school where the study was conducted is the Maharishi School for the Age of Enlightenment in Fairfield, Iowa; a K-12 co-ed school founded and based on the teachings of Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, the great Indian spiritual leader. The school practices what they call “Consciousness-Based” education, a discipline that includes daily meditation, gender-separated classes for students over a certain grade and the study of Maharishi's teachings of the Science of Creative Intelligence; a belief system based on unity and the maintenance of world peace through the effect of group meditation on the global community. These unique aspects of the school are noted in the following research. 
Brain Development
At birth, the human brain is like newly purchased Ikea furniture; a complex jumble of bits and pieces that has tremendous potentiality. As the senses stimulate the young mind in new ways, the structure and functionality of the brain is altered according to the experiences (Travis, 2011). From birth until around the age of seven, the brain is making new connections between neurons, or “synapses”, at an exponential rate. For the next few years the brain exists with the highest amount of connections it will ever have, until around the age of ten when the process of “pruning” begins. As in horticulture, “pruning” is a healthy and necessary process of eliminating weak or damaged elements so that others may live and thrive. And that is what happens with brain connections until around the age of 25 when the “pruning” process levels out. This ever-changing brain can either be a great gift of evolution or an individual's most debilitating handicap, depending on a number of factors. Positive influences and experiences, like physical exercise and the loving support of family and friends, can lead to mental rejuvenation and the generation of new synapses (Cotman and Berchtold, 2002) while negative experiences like toxic chemicals or living in a constant state of fear or any other distress based emotion can cripple regions of the brain associated with higher level cognitive function by diverting resources to areas responsible for primitive, survivalist, and sometimes violent responses (Vyas, 2002). With racism clearly defined as a stressor (Clark, 1999) we can see that prejudice is far more than hurtful name calling and uncomfortable incidents at sporting events. It has the ability to damage the actual structure of the victim's brain, altering their perception of the world and destroying their life from the inside out. Imagine the unfortunate ethnic minority students who are subjugated to their teacher's prejudice at such young, defenseless ages where in many cases the teacher is respected with the authority, admiration and respect of a parent. And while many still argue that differences in brain development account for various traits, behaviors and tendencies, the American Anthropological Association maintains that there is no evidence of differences in the brain development among any race (2009).
Hypothesis
The hypothesis for this research is that as the students advance in grade and age, there will be a noticeable increase in observable racially-motivated actions and behaviors. My theory is that culture plays the biggest role in creating feelings of separation between races and that today’s pop culture in particular, though outspokenly liberal, continues to establish harmful stereotypes and degrade ethnic minorities for the sake of “humor”.
Methods

Subjects
The subjects of observation were three separate all-male classes from the school's elementary, middle and high school levels including:  a 3rd/4th grade English class, a 7th/8th grade math class and a 12th grade physiology/health class. The demographics of each class were as follows:

	Class
	Age
	Size
	Teacher
	Racial Diversity

	3rd/4th Grade English
	8-9 years
	13
	Middle-aged white female
	9 white. 2 black. 1 Indian. 1 Hispanic

	7th/8th Grade Math
	13-14 years
	9
	Middle-aged white female
	5 white. 4 Indian.

	12th Grade Physiology
	17-18 years
	19
	Early thirties  Indian male
	11 white. 6 Asian.

2 Indian. 


Procedure
Each class was naturalistically observed on three consecutive days for the entirety of the class period, which was one hour long for the elementary and middle school classes and two hours long for the high school class. Observations were made from the back of the classroom with absolutely no interaction with the students. The teachers were also unaware of the specific research topic. Narrative notes were taken with paper and pencil throughout the class then compiled, shared with peers and edited immediately after the day’s class. 
Data Analysis 
All aspects of the class were monitored but for the research purposes I created four focal points of observation. They included: interactions between students of the same ethnicity, interactions between students of different ethnicity, interactions between all students and teachers with respect to demographic and the seating arrangement of the class. As the observation notes were interpreted into results; my research hypothesis, information from ED420, information from credible outside sources, and common sense were all taken into account.

Results

3rd/4th Grade English

The 13 members of the 3rd/4th grade English class w included: nine white, two black, and one Hispanic student. The class was taught by an upper middle-aged white woman who was clearly respected and cherished by all students and staff. The students were seated at four tables each able to seat four students. The tables were not orientated toward any direction in particular because two sides of the room had chalkboards and the other two sides were used fairly equally by the teacher during instruction.  Two tables were occupied by four students; one table had three students and the other, two. One four person table had four white students. The other four person table had three white students and a Hispanic student. The three person table had two white and one black student and the two person table had one black and one Indian student.

The activity of the day was writing thank you cards for a local grocery store that had made a donation to a school event. The students were allowed to work together on the cards as long as their behavior remained respectful. And that is exactly what they did. There was only one occasion during this portion of the class when a single white student was asked to lower his speaking voice. For the rest of the time, the boys worked quietly amongst themselves, giggling at innocent childish jokes and supporting each other in their task. These younger students were very curious about the two visitors observing their class and gave us a multitude of shy glances. The harmony in this classroom was surprising. When they finished the thank you card assignment, they were instructed to work in their workbook on an on-going assignment. They were allowed to work alone or with a partner. Two white students paired up and moved to the floor away from the desks but the rest of the class stayed in their seats and collaborated in little groups, treating everyone equally and fairly and giving no observable indication of prejudice or discrimination.

7th/8th Grade Math

 Our middle school class was a smaller sample with only nine students total. The demographic make-up of the class was 5 white and 4 Indian students with a middle-aged white female teacher who was also highly respected, admired, and maybe even a little feared by students and staff. The students were sitting at three tables with three students each. One table of three had all white students. One table had two white students and one Indian student and the other table had three Indian students. The students paid little attention to us observer’s presence in the classroom. The activity of the day was to continue with a multiple day assignment that involved recording the mass and volume of numerous objects around the classroom. The students were all at different stages of the assignment and were allowed to collaborate with friends. 

The class drifted off into small groups to work, with the four Indian students working together.  The teacher made her rounds, checking in with each group and helping the few struggling students. The class was lively and engaged, but considerably more raucous than the elementary boys. There were many instances of “toilet humor” and disruptive behavior that the teacher had to address but due to her status of respect in the class the situation never came close to out of control. 

12th Grade Physiology

The high school class observed had nineteen students total: twelve white, six Asian and two Indian students. The teacher was a mid-thirties Indian-American male who was obviously less experienced than the elementary and middle school teachers we’ve just seen. The class was divided into three tables of six students. Five of Asian students sat together at the front table with one overly-introverted white student. The sixth sat next to the two Indian students at the back table. Though the class was excitable to point of disruption and constantly talking and laughing with each other, there was little to no interaction between any white or Asian students. The teacher chastised the students for their behavior many times. 

The first half of class was spent reviewing flash card as a class, with the teacher calling on the students who raised their hands.  A vast majority of the participation was by the white and Indian students; though the Asian students, when called upon, knew the answers just as well as the rest of the class.  After the twenty flashcard review, the class played a game of “jeopardy” between the three tables. The game was projected on the big screen and the winning team was promised candy. Most of the students were very engaged for the duration of the game and behaved relatively respectfully, only disrupting the class with actions of over-enthusiasm like loud cheering and playful jibes.  The middle table, with all white students, was victorious by correctly answering the final question. Their celebration continued as they were dismissed and left the room.

Discussion

I consider this naturalistic observation experiment a complete success. It managed to raise a number of intriguing questions while seeming to support my initial hypothesis. One interesting point was that throughout the grades, even in the lower grades where there was less noticeable behavior reflecting a separation between races, students tended to sit near other students of their own race. In many cases, minority students seemed to gravitate towards other students who were of a different race. 

In the 3rd/4th grade class, there was a palpable amount of unity among the students. There was really no observed behavior of discrimination or prejudice. Students were eager to work with anyone and everyone regardless of skin color. The teacher instructed all students in a similar fashion, treated them all equally, and was thus treated with the same respect. It is important to remember though that these students do represent an upper echelon of children their age in terms of maturity, academics and abilities.
Our 7th and 8th grade proved to have a little different attitude about diversity. The stark separation between the group of Indian students, which made up nearly half the class, and the rest of the students was certainly more than coincidental and the result of a “perspective of difference”. There were no apparent signs of prejudice among the students, just either a lack of desire or the lack of ability to relate to others cross-culturally. My hypothesis is that if we were to ask individual students about this situation they would express that it is completely unintentional, leading me to believe that this “perspective” was subtly cultured by the student’s environment including their elders and the powerful presence of media that is involved very heavily in most young people’s lives. This outlook of distinction between races must develop sometime in the puberty years, between elementary and middle school. Further research might look into a connection to the process of “pruning” that takes place around this time and any relationship that might have with changes in attitude towards race.
The behavioral difference between the Asian students and the rest of the 12th grade physiology class was strikingly clear. I’m willing to bet previous educational experiences were mostly responsible for it. The white students, confident in their understanding of the American education system and the practices and qualities thereof, were rambunctious and aggressive in the way they participated in the class activities. The Asian students, many of whom we know to be unsure of their English ability let alone using it in front of a crowd of their rowdy American peers, must be at a disadvantage in this situation. The Chinese education system, which it is safe to assume at least a few of these students have come from, is notoriously based on test-taking and intense personal intellectual development. What may have been neglected, or just taught in a drastically different way, are the skills needed to communicate with a teacher and a class in the critical thinking seminar, open dialog forum format that many educational institutions are starting to implement. Further research could seek to find better ways for teachers to comfortably integrate foreign students into the classroom, and help improve our understanding of the differences that differing foundations can have on a student’s ability to learn. 
Further research could also look into why exactly students seem to develop a non-aggressive separation from peers of a different race. Certainly natural cognitive and moral development leads most people to a viewpoint of tolerance, unity and equality and yet the student’s behavior in the classroom reflects a racial discrepancy that is not nearly as apparent in their community or among their elders. My next step would be to examine the influence of media: music, television, and the less understood world of the internet on the perception of young students in regards to race. I believe this would be a promising place to start a search for the source of the problem which we’ve come to learn is the only way to find its permanent solution.
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