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Good afternoon, Chairperson McNamara and members of the House Education Committee. My name is 

Jocelyn Antonio, and I serve as the Director of Program Implementation and Policy at the 

Hassenfeld Child Health Innovation Institute at the Brown University School of Public Health. I am 

providing this testimony in my personal capacity. 

I strongly urge your support for H-5841 – An Act Relating to Education – Offenses Pertaining to 

Schools, sponsored by Representative Stewart and co-sponsored by Representatives Cruz, Lombardi, 

Alzate, Shallcross Smith, Kislak, Potter, Felix, Kazarian, and Casimiro. 

This legislation seeks to prohibit discrimination on the basis of race by expanding the definition to 

include traits historically associated with race, such as hair texture and protective hairstyles. This 

amendment is important to ensure that students are not subjected to bias or disciplinary actions based on 

their natural hair or culturally significant hairstyles. 

Public Health Implications of Hair Discrimination 

Public health recognizes that students of color face systemic barriers and inequities in education.1 

Discrimination - particularly when it targets cultural expression such as hairstyles - is rooted in 

structural racism and reinforces Eurocentric norms as the default standard.2  

Hair, appearance, self-perception, and identity are deeply interconnected. For many individuals – 

especially Black youth- hairstyles are a source of cultural pride, identity, and self-expression.3 

Discrimination based on these traits are not only unjust but harmful to students’ mental and physical 

well-being.4 

 
1 American Public Health Association and Dang, “Towards a More Inclusive Future: Creating Equitable School 

Environments to Improve Health for K-12 Students of Color.” 
2 Legal Defense Fund, “Black Hair Belongs Everywhere.” 
3 Nkimbeng et al., “The Person Beneath the Hair.” 
4 Association of Black Psychologists, “The Association of Black Psychologists’ Statement on the Need for Hair 

AntiDiscrimination Laws”; Nkimbeng et al., “The Person Beneath the Hair”; Whitley and Barnas, “Racial Discrimination 

Based on Hair Texture/Style”; DOVE, “Dove CROWN Research Study for Girls”; Payne-Patterson, “The CROWN Act”; 

Edwards, “From the Editorial Board.” 



According to a 2021 Dove study, 66% of Black girls in majority-white schools reported 

experiencing hair discrimination, with 87% stating they encountered it by the age of 12.5 These 

early and frequent experiences of exclusion can have long-lasting psychological effects. 6 

Black children have been disproportionally subjected to harsh discipline – including removal from 

classrooms, suspension, and expulsion- for dress-code or hair-related violations.7 The Brookings 

Institution found that Black students are disciplined at a rate 4x higher than any other racial or ethnic 

group and 70% of all suspensions are discretionary. Such enforcement perpetuates a discriminatory 

trajectory that increases the likelihood of academic disengagement, dropping out, involvement with the 

juvenile justice system, and long-term health disparities.8 

Experiencing this type of discrimination contributes to toxic stress, anxiety, depression, diminished 

self-worth, and identity trauma.9 The American Academy of Pediatrics affirms that discrimination 

correlates with increased stress responses, negatively affecting both mental and physical health 

outcomes. 

In some cases, discriminatory school policies push students and families to conform to Eurocentric 

beauty standards through chemical hair treatments. These products are associated with increased risk of 

scalp damage, hair loss, and exposure to endocrine-disrupting chemicals—disproportionately affecting 

Black communities. 10 

Impact on Educational Environment 

Hair-based discrimination sends a message to Black children and children of African descent that 

their identity is not welcome. This marginalization creates a hostile learning environment that directly 

impacts academic performance, sense of belonging, and overall well-being learning.11  

 
5 DOVE, “Dove CROWN Research Study for Girls.” 
6 Association of Black Psychologists, “The Association of Black Psychologists’ Statement on the Need for Hair 

AntiDiscrimination Laws”; Nkimbeng et al., “The Person Beneath the Hair”; Whitley and Barnas, “Racial Discrimination 

Based on Hair Texture/Style”; DOVE, “Dove CROWN Research Study for Girls”; Payne-Patterson, “The CROWN Act”; 

Edwards, “From the Editorial Board.” 
7 Losen and Whitaker, “11 Million Days Lost”; Legal Defense Fund, “Black Hair Belongs Everywhere”; Edwards, “From the 

Editorial Board”; Whitaker, “Federal Data Shows Public Schools Nationwide Are a Hotbed of Racial Injustice”; Whitley and 

Barnas, “Racial Discrimination Based on Hair Texture/Style.” 
8 Henderson and Wyatt Bourgeois, “Penalizing Black Hair in the Name of Academic Success Is Undeniably Racist, 

Unfounded, and against the Law.” 
9 Association of Black Psychologists, “The Association of Black Psychologists’ Statement on the Need for Hair 

AntiDiscrimination Laws.” 
10 Association of Black Psychologists; Whitley and Barnas, “Racial Discrimination Based on Hair Texture/Style”; Payne-

Patterson, “The CROWN Act.” 
11 Legal Defense Fund, “Black Hair Belongs Everywhere.” 



By explicitly prohibiting this form of discrimination, H5841 helps to build a more inclusive, respectful, 

and equitable educational environment—one in which all students feel valued and are empowered to 

thrive authentically and with dignity.12 

Alignment with Broader Initiatives: 

This bill aligns with national movements advocating for the protection of individuals and 

strengthening against hair-based discrimination, such as the CROWN (Creating a Respectful and Open 

World for Natural Hair) Act. Beginning with California in 2019, 26 states have passed the CROWN act 
into law.13 Additionally, major cities - including New Orleans, Columbus, Charleston, Miami Beach, 

and Raleigh- have passed similar legislation at the local level.14  

By adopting H5841, Rhode Island demonstrates its commitment to civil rights, equity, and the dignity 

and well-being of its diverse population. 

Conclusion: 

Enacting H-5841 is not only a matter of civil rights but also a public health imperative. It addresses 

the systemic issues that contribute to health disparities and ensures that all students, regardless of their 

racial or ethnic background, can participate fully and authentically in school without fear of 

discrimination.  

Thank you for your time and consideration. 

Jocelyn P. Antonio, MPH 

joantoni@bu.edu 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
12 American Public Health Association and Dang, “Towards a More Inclusive Future: Creating Equitable School 

Environments to Improve Health for K-12 Students of Color.” 
13 Nkimbeng et al., “The Person Beneath the Hair.” 
14 Payne-Patterson, “The CROWN Act.” 
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