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Pediatrics Group Offers ‘Long Overdue’ Apology for
Racist Past
The American Academy of Pediatrics recently joined other prominent medical
organizations in confronting its history of discrimination.
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Dr. Roland B. Scott was the first African-American to pass the pediatric board exam, in
1934. He was a faculty member at Howard University, and went on to establish its center
for the study of sickle cell disease; he gained national acclaim for his research on the
blood disorder.
But when he applied for membership with the American Academy of Pediatrics — its one
criteria for admission was board certification — he was rejected multiple times beginning
in 1939.
The minutes from the organization’s 1944 executive board meeting leave little room for
mystery regarding the group’s decision. The group that considered his application, along
with that of another Black physician, was all-white. “If they became members they would
want to come and eat with you at the table,” one academy member said. “You cannot hold
them down.”
Dr. Scott was accepted a year later along with his Howard professor, Dr. Alonzo deGrate
Smith, another Black pediatrician. But they were only allowed to join for educational
purposes and were not permitted to attend meetings in the South, ostensibly for their
safety.
MORE THAN A HALF- CENTURY LATER, THE AMERICAN ACADEMY OF PEDIATRICS HAS FORMALLY APOLOGIZED FOR ITS RACIST ACTIONS, INCLUDING ITS
INITIAL REJECTIONS OF DRS. SCOT T AND SMITH ON THE BASIS OF THEIR RACE. THE STATEMENT WILL BE PUBLISHED IN THE SEPTEMBER ISSUE OF
PEDIATRICS. THE GROUP ALSO CHANGED ITS BYLAWS TO PROHIBIT DISCRIMINATION ON THE BASIS OF RACE, RELIGION, SEXUAL ORIENTATION OR GENDER
IDENTITY.

“THIS APOLOGY IS LONG OVERDUE,” SAID DR. SALLY GOZA, THE
ORGANIZATION’S PRESIDENT, NOTING THAT THIS YEAR MARKS THE
GROUP’S 90TH ANNIVERSARY. “BUT WE MUST ALSO ACKNOWLEDGE
WHERE WE HAVE FAILED TO LIVE UP TO OUR IDEALS.”

DR. GOZA SAID IN AN INTERVIEW THAT THE GROUP LEARNED FROM THE
EXAMPLE OF ANOTHER ORGANIZATION THAT CONFRONTED ITS RACIST
PAST: THE AMERICAN MEDICAL ASSOCIATION.
THE AMERICAN FIELD OF MEDICINE HAS LONG BEEN PREDOMINANTLY
WHITE. BLACK PATIENTS EXPERIENCE WORSE HEALTH OUTCOMES AND
HIGHER RATES OF CONDITIONS LIKE HYPERTENSION AND DIABETES.
BLACK, LATINO AND NATIVE AMERICANS HAVE ALSO SUFFERED
DISPROPORTIONATELY DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC.
IN THE LAST DECADE, SOME MEDICAL SOCIETIES AND GROUPS HAVE
RELEASED STATEMENTS RECOGNIZING THE ROLE THAT SYSTEMIC
RACISM AND DISCRIMINATION PLAYED IN DRIVING THESE HEALTH
DISPARITIES. IMPLICIT BIAS AFFECTS THE QUALITY OF PROVIDER
SERVICES: LIVING IN POVERTY LIMITS ACCESS TO HEALTHY FOOD AND
PREVENTIVE CARE.
After the killing of George Floyd at the hands of the Minneapolis police, in late May, a
flood of medical groups released statements on racial health disparities: the American
Academy of Emergency Medicine, the American College of Cardiology, the American
College of Gastroenterology, the American Academy of Ophthalmology, the American
Psychiatric Association and more. The American Public Health Association released a
statement recognizing racism as a “public health crisis.”
But few medical organizations have confronted the roles they played in blocking
opportunities for Black advancement in the medical profession — until the American
Medical Association, and more recently the American Academy of Pediatrics, formally
apologized for their histories.
The A.M.A. issued an apology in 2008 for its more than century-long history of
discriminating against African-American physicians. For decades, the organization
predicated its membership on joining a local or state medical society, many of which
excluded Black physicians, especially in the South. Keith Wailoo, a historian at Princeton
University, said the group chose to “look the other way” regarding these exclusionary
practices. The A.M.A.’s apology came in the wake of a paper, published in the Journal of
the American Medical Association, that examined a number of discriminatory aspects of
the group’s history, including its efforts to close African-American medical schools.

For some Black physicians, exclusion from the A.M.A. meant the loss of career
advancement opportunities, according to Dr. Wailoo. Others struggled to gain access to
the postgraduate training they needed for certification in certain medical specialties. As a
result, many Black physicians were limited to becoming general practitioners, especially
in the South. Some facilities also required A.M.A. membership for admitting privileges to
hospitals.
By 1964, the A.M.A. changed its position and refused to certify medical societies that
discriminated on the basis of race, but persistent segregation in local groups still limited
Black physicians’ access to certain hospitals, as well as opportunities for specialty
training and certification.
“Physicians are no different from other Americans who harbor biases,” said Dr. Wailoo,
whose research focuses on race and the history of medicine. “We expect doctors to speak
on the basis of science, but they’re embedded in culture in the same way everyone else
is.”

Dr. Marjorie Cates became the first Black woman to graduate from the University of

Kansas Medical Center in 1958. University of Kansas Medical Center

The A.M.A. also played a role in limiting medical educational opportunities available to
Black physicians. In the early 20th century, before the medical field held the same
prestige it does today, the A.M.A. commissioned a report assessing the country’s medical
schools for their rigor. The report, by educator Abraham Flexner, deemed much of the
country’s medical education system substandard. It also recommended closing all but two
of the country’s seven Black medical schools. Howard and Meharry were spared.
Watching the school publicly honor its first female Black graduate, she felt a glimmer of
optimism: “I thought, maybe they do give a damn about the lives of Black students.”
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