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IMPLICATIONS FOR COOPERATIVE EXTENSION.  The face of Oklahoma is changing each year as additional racial and ethnic groups choose to live in our state.  This change creates an opportunity for Cooperative Extension professionals to work with even greater diversity as they serve the needs of individuals in families and in communities across the state.  Along with this opportunity come many challenges and tensions.  The Doble Research Associates report shares perspectives on racial and ethnic tension form people across our country who participated in hundreds of public forums.  Voices represented in this report will be helpful in understanding and serving our increasing diverse population.  In addition, the discussion guide used to conduct these forums is available to conduct future forums in communities across Oklahoma.  The Oklahoma Partnership for Public Deliberation has prepared moderators and recorders to assist in conducting forums on this and other challenging issues.  To learn more about hosting a forum contact a member of the OPPD, Sue Williams (405-744-6825) or Renée Daugherty (405-744-5776).

Overview.

This analyzes what happened in National Issues Forums on racial and ethnic tensions that took place in 45 states and the District of Columbia.  These forums were conducted by trained moderators and recorders and used an issue guide, Racial and Ethnic Tensions:  What Should We Do?  

National Issues Forums (NIF) bring together citizens to deliberate and make choices about challenging social and political issues.  In the past, NIF has addressed such issues as money and politics, terrorism, the economy, education, health care and crime.  Throughout the nation civic, service, and religious organizations as well as libraries, high schools, community colleges and universities have convened thousands of forums in hundreds of communities.

Sample.

Doble Research Associates took a sample of the hundreds of NIF forums that took place in 2001 and 2002.  A total of 2,541 forum participants (some from Oklahoma) were included in this report.

Findings.

Following are statements that summarize the results of the Doble Research Associates analysis:

Approaching the Issue—NIF participants said the issue of racial and ethnic tensions is a matter of urgency both in their communities and in the nation at large.  However, many participants also questioned whether the issue would ever be resolved, suggesting that they see racial and ethnic tensions as a “wicked problem” for which there is no solution in the sense of definitive and objective answers.

Defining the Problem—Participants defined the issue as more than simply black and white, indicating that racial and ethnic tensions involve a host of other ethnic and racial groups including Hispanics, Native Americans, various Asian people and others.  As immigration and migration patterns change, participants said, so do tensions between different groups.

How Much Change Has There Been?—Most people in the forums, including many participants of color indicted the country has made great progress in terms of racial and ethnic tensions.  However, a smaller number of participants, many of whom were African and Native American, said prejudice and discrimination are as common as ever and that as a country we are backsliding in terms of civil rights.

Inequity—Many forum participants, especially those of color, defined racial and ethnic tensions in terms of inequalities in economic and educational achievement and opportunity, and access to political influence and other positions of leadership.

Remedies for Racial and Ethnic Inequality—Some participants indicated that racial and ethnic tensions would not be eased until the country’s political and business leadership looks more like the U.S. population.  While forum participants overwhelmingly agreed that the key to reducing inequality is education, they were divided about whether tax breaks and job training are effective strategies.

Equal Opportunity as a Universal Goal—Forum participants indicated that our nation should strive to ensure equal opportunity for all Americans, although many felt that we are a long way from that goal.

Personal Responsibility—Nearly everyone participating in the forums indicted that the primary responsibility for success or failure falls on the individual.

Serious Doubts About Affirmative Action—While calling racial and ethnic tensions a pressing issue and saying there are inequities to remedy, most forum participants had serious doubts about affirmative action as a means to those ends.

Profiling—Most forum participants strongly opposed racial and ethnic profiling, expressing special concern for Muslims and Arab Americans after September 11.  Many participants of color in the forums highlighted the extent of profiling in the United States as they shared their own experiences of profiling.

Learning English—Forum participants focused on the importance of learning English not because of ideological but for practical reasons, indicating that people need English to succeed economically and socially.

Bilingual Education—While forum participants in some forums, especially in communities with large numbers of native speakers, favored bilingual education, many said bilingual education should be available only for a limited, defined period of time.

A Diverse Mainstream—Instead of describing America as a “melting pot”, forum participants favored what one man called “a diverse mainstream”.  Rather than trying to melt down our differences, easing racial and ethnic tensions, participants indicated that this can be achieved by celebrating our diversity and the unique contributions different groups have made to society.

Learning About Other Cultures—Forum participants said it is important to share one’s cultural traditions while simultaneously learning about other groups, adding that cultural interchanges could safeguard against the danger of isolationist ethnic enclaves.

Focus on What Unites Us—Regardless of race or ethnicity, many said there are a number of ideas we value and share, such as freedom, tolerance and democracy.  As a nation we should focus on these values.

Beyond Policy—Forum participants wanted to move beyond policy approaches and build or strengthen interethnic and interracial relationships themselves.  Participants in the forums favored local efforts to combat racial and ethnic tensions.  Different communities have different problems and needs that cannot be addressed by national, “one-size-fits-all” policy solutions. 


