
BY HEATHER LEWIS-CHARP

S
ITTING IN A SMALL discussion group after seeing
a film on race, Danielle Channing (a pseudonym to
protect the identity of the student) is silent. A white,
middle-class freshman at a multiracial high school in
California, Danielle is unable to find the language to
talk about her own experience or to draw connections
to the content of the film. Later she reflects, “The
movie was really heavy, and when we came out we

were all a lot more aware of the others’ ethnic backgrounds. And it
made us even more scared — it made me feel like I should hide with
my four white girls.” When asked why she didn’t voice her reactions
to the film, she simply said, “I was afraid that I would sound racist.”

by schools, the media, and govern-
ment have contributed to students’
perceptions that they are all the same,
regardless of skin color. Unfortunate-
ly, this generic belief in our funda-
mental “sameness” does not appear
to help a young woman like Danielle
relate to or empathize with authen-
tic cultural, language, and class dif-

ferences or to understand why and
how she is privileged relative to many
other students in her school.

This observation stems from a
comprehensive study of the class of
2000 at six racially diverse Califor-
nia high schools over a 31⁄2-year pe-
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Our research on intergroup rela-
tions indicates that, like Danielle,
the vast majority of students feel that
any type of prejudice, intolerance, or
racism is wrong. Broad principles of
fairness and egalitarianism espoused

DECEMBER 2003       279

Race in the Classroom

Photo: EyeWire Images



riod. Using both quantitative and
qualitative methods, our study ex-
plored how students relate to one
another across racial, ethnic, and so-
cioeconomic differences and what
roles their schools, families, and peers
play in helping them cope with those
differences. Specifically, we were in-
terested in their understanding of ra-
cial issues, their perceptions of
their own race, and their atti-
tudes about others.

In the first two years of our
study, we interviewed 72 stu-
dents from diverse racial and cul-
tural backgrounds about their
schools, families, and peers. There
were 16 white youths in our pre-
liminary sample of 72, and we
interviewed each of them up to
three times within the first year
and a half of our study. Further,
we conducted four monoracial
student focus groups within each
school, 24 in all. Approximate-
ly 40 white youths participated in
our focus groups. Finally, we sur-
veyed the entire class of 2000 at each
school about intergroup relations dur-
ing both their freshman and sopho-
more years.1

Over the course of our research
we spoke with many white students
who, like Danielle, had faded into
the background of their schools’ di-
alogue on race. These students did
not perceive intergroup relations or
race issues to be about them. It could
be easy to mistake their silence as ap-
athy or indifference, but this was far
from the case. To the contrary, our
white-student focus groups were pas-
sionate and explosive. In these set-
tings and in individual interviews,
white students communicated com-
plex feelings about race and racial is-
sues, including pride, ignorance, anger,
shame, ambivalence, and alienation.
They raised questions about the role
of schools in addressing white stu-

dents’ attitudes about race, as well as
the consequences of ignoring them.

INCONSISTENCIES IN WHITE
STUDENTS’ ATTITUDES ON RACE

In her study on white identity in
high school, Pamela Perry likened the
racial attitudes of white students at

the multiracial high school she stud-
ied to a tumultuous stream marked
by contradiction and instability. She
argued that white identities are “un-
stable, mutable, and variable by con-
text.”2 Our findings are consistent
with Perry’s, as the students we in-
terviewed appeared torn between ide-
alized visions of diversity, race, and
ethnicity and the day-to-day stresses
of negotiating difference.

Our findings on white students’
sense of “racial comfort” provide a
direct example of the contradictory
nature of white students’ attitudes
about diversity. In our survey, we
asked students to indicate on a scale
of comfort levels how comfortable
they would feel visiting someone of
another race at his or her home or
working for someone of another ra-
cial group. Across our six schools,
white youths reported feeling “some-
what comfortable” to “very comfort-
able” on every survey measure of ra-

cial comfort. This directly contradict-
ed our observation and interview da-
ta, which consistently revealed anx-
iety among white students about in-
teracting with peers and teachers who
were not white.

For instance, our interviews re-
vealed that many white students were
uncomfortable talking to students of

color about any topic perceived
to be “racial.” Their perception
of what qualified as “racial” was
quite broad — extending to top-
ics such as hair, skin, music, his-
tory, and politics. In one white
student’s words, “You have to be
careful of what you say and what
you do because you never know
how people from other races might
take it.” Students’ fears of talk-
ing about race and culture were
based, in part, on unfamiliarity
with racial terms or language but
also on a more generalized fear
that they might unwittingly say

something racist. Another white stu-
dent said, “If I’m around people of
a different race I try to be careful of
what I say to make sure that they’re
not going to get offended by it. I
don’t want anyone to hate me for
what I’m saying when I don’t mean
it.” This fear of talking about race
belies the high level of racial com-
fort white students reported in our
student survey.

The discrepancies between our sur-
vey results and interview findings are
not surprising, as such inconsisten-
cies have been found in similar re-
search on the racial attitudes of white
adults. Many researchers have argued
that on attitudinal surveys whites ex-
aggerate positive feelings about in-
teracting with other racial groups.3

Eleanor Brown, who has written ex-
tensively about white attitudes, ar-
gues, “White Americans are not only
less egalitarian than they appear, but
are also less egalitarian than they per-

280 PHI DELTA KAPPAN

White students
communicated complex
feelings about race and

racial issues, including pride,
ignorance, anger, shame,

ambivalence, and alienation.



ceive themselves to be.”4 Although
not surprising, our findings point to
a key characteristic of white students’
attitudes about other racial groups:
an apparent gap between white stu-
dents’ vision of themselves and their
actual comfort with interracial com-
munication.

One source of this gap is the lack
of knowledge that white students
have about other racial groups. White
students reported that they faced rid-
icule or derision from peers if they
displayed ignorance of basic facts
about their peers’ cultural or racial
experience. For instance, one white
student said, “I think most black peo-
ple have made it really evident that
you don’t say anything slightly ra-
cial. When I said once that I didn’t
know black people get sunburned,
I just didn’t know. I got totally jumped
on.”

On the one hand, it is unrealistic
to expect white students to know that
which they have never been taught.
The curriculum in schools often does
not do an adequate job of teaching
cultural competency, and this leaves
many young people ill-equipped to
negotiate cultural, racial, or linguis-
tic differences. On the other hand,
the animosity communicated by stu-
dents of color is equally understand-
able, as they have to explain them-
selves to their white peers while they
themselves are immersed in white cul-
ture, expectations, and values through
the media and the formal curriculum
of the school. Further, one can assume
that, while white students encounter
information about other groups quite
frequently, they may ignore or mar-
ginalize it as not being relevant to
them or their future.

Such differences in knowledge and
experience can make discussions of
discrimination, racism, and equal op-
portunity particularly contentious.
Our interviews reflected studies of

national trends within the adult pop-
ulation, which reveal that whites and
blacks have starkly different visions
of the opportunity structure within
the United States.5 In our study, many
students of color, particularly those
of African American descent, iden-
tified specific experiences of discrim-
ination and racism they have faced
in their classrooms, school activities,
and other public settings, such as re-
tail stores. Others spoke more gen-
erally of lowered teacher expectations.
One young African American student
said succinctly, “Some people that I
encounter, it doesn’t matter what I
do. I could become President, and
they would still see me as ‘Oh, she
ain’t going to do nothing.’” We al-
so found that, while students of col-
or may have participated in discus-
sions of race with their families and
friends or in their community, white
students generally had little, if any,
exposure to similar dialogues. Thus
we found the basic literacy or adept-
ness of white students in the skills,
attitudes, and behaviors that char-
acterize “cultural competency” to be
inferior to that of students of color.

Some of the schools we studied
tried to address issues of discrimi-
nation and privilege overtly through
multicultural classes or workshops,
but they were not adequately prepared
to deal with the different levels of ex-
perience that students of color and
whites brought to the table. White
students like Danielle, whose story
began this article, were often taken
aback by the depth of experience and
emotion shared by students of color
in such forums. Reactions among the
white students — and some students
of color — to such encounters includ-
ed withdrawal, anger, resentment, and
skepticism. Students exposed to such
issues for the first time experience
what Kevin Kumashiro describes as
a “crisis” distinguished by various

forms of resistance and denial.6 He
and other researchers, including Bev-
erly Daniel Tatum, argue that efforts
to address discrimination and privi-
lege must create spaces for students
to work through such crises. Thus,
while overt conversations about race
and racism are crucial to raising con-
sciousness around these issues, schools
must be very thoughtful about how
they engage students, for unresolved
feelings of exclusion or alienation can
exacerbate racial prejudices rather than
heal them.

‘SPECIAL RIGHTS’ AND THE
SEARCH FOR CULTURAL PARITY

White students had mixed opin-
ions about how schools should address
racial issues. Across our six schools,
white students consistently ranked
their schools’ efforts to address diver-
sity as less effective and less impor-
tant than did their peers of color in
the same school. This difference was
particularly prominent when students
were asked about what steps their
schools could take to improve inter-
group relations. For instance, most
white students indicated that hiring
more teachers from diverse racial back-
grounds or teaching about the back-
grounds of various minority groups
would be “not at all helpful” to “some-
what helpful” in improving racial and
ethnic relations at their school. Mean-
while, students of color indicated that
the same efforts would be “somewhat
helpful” to “very helpful.” At the same
time, however, whites felt almost as
strongly as students of color about
enforcing rules against the use of ra-
cial slurs. Thus, while white students
believed that their school should pro-
hibit racist language and racist acts,
they generally did not support their
schools’ efforts to embrace cultural
diversity and bridge cultural differ-
ences.7
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The ambivalence of white students
about their schools’ efforts to em-
brace diversity was generally based
on a sense that multicultural events
or activities were not inclusive of
whites. Similarly, white students’ con-
versations about their schools’ at-
tempts to provide safe spaces for stu-
dents of various ethnic, racial, and cul-
tural groups often focused on their per-
ception that their schools were not ex-
plicitly creating such spaces for white
students within the school. For in-
stance, when we began our study in
1996, none of the six schools had a
“European American” club. The po-
tential for such a club and the schools’
rationale for not allowing one were
raised independently by white stu-
dents in focus groups and individu-
al interviews. Students assumed that
the school administration would not
allow a white club because it would
be, by virtue of its “whiteness,” in-
trinsically racist.8 Although many
white students saw existing clubs,
such as the Latin, French, and Ger-
man clubs, as sufficient forums for
them to express and explore their iden-
tities as European Americans, many
others did not. The desire for a “white
club” became a rallying cry for white
students who believed they were vic-
tims of “reverse discrimination.” In
one student’s words, “You see all the
different cultures have clubs, but there’s
not a white club, and there never will
be because it’s like whites being Nazis
and stuff like that, and I think it’s
hypocritical. It’s culturally a double
standard.”

Coupled with this outrage, how-
ever, was an underlying ambivalence
among white students about the pros-
pect of a European American club. On
the one hand, white students want-
ed what students of color had, and
they felt personally offended by what
they perceived as the implicit asso-
ciation of “whiteness” with “racism.”

On the other hand, white students
seemed to want the club only because
other racial groups had clubs. When
students were asked if they would
attend a European American club at
their school, they would often grim-
ace and say, “Not me.” We were in-
trigued when, in the third year of
our study, one of our high schools
did, finally, sponsor the creation of
a European American club. Perhaps
not surprisingly, given the ambiva-
lence communicated by so many of
the white students, the club initial-
ly attracted a very small group of stu-
dents and ultimately failed because
of a lack of members.

The sense of exclusion expressed
in the rallying cry for a white club was
a recurring theme over the course of
our study. For example, some white
students had a perception that school
administrators would allow black stu-
dents to wear “black power” T-shirts
within the school, while “white pow-
er” T-shirts would be prohibited.9

White students raised this issue not
because they had several “white pow-
er” T-shirts at home that they want-
ed to wear to school, but because it
was an easy way to illustrate the types
of racial expression that were off-
limits to them. We believe that white
students were struggling with the im-
plicit invisibility of whiteness and
the social taboo against drawing too
much attention to it. In a school en-
vironment that, at least superficial-
ly, encouraged students of all back-
grounds to express themselves cul-
turally, white students were aware
that they were not allowed to overt-
ly celebrate or take pride in their iden-
tity.

The rise and fall of the European
American club and the urban myth
of the “white power” T-shirt make
perfect sense within the context of
research on “whiteness” and white
identity. “Whiteness,” or a common

European origin, is generally not a
highly salient category in the Unit-
ed States. As has been articulated by
many researchers, most whites in the
United States see themselves as race-
less, preferring to identify as “Ameri-
cans” or as “individuals.”10 However,
white students within highly diverse
and multiracial schools have a height-
ened and more complex understand-
ing of racial issues.11 This understand-
ing causes students sometimes to view
whiteness as “raceless” and “normal”
and at other times to see whiteness
as a distinct racial category to which
they are assigned membership. The
awareness of race becomes particu-
larly salient for these students when
topics of perceived exclusion — for
example, affirmative action or racial
clubs — are raised. It was a sense of
exclusion rather than a sense of com-
mon destiny or shared interest that
galvanized students to form the Eu-
ropean American club. This feeling
of exclusion, however, was not enough
to sustain the club.

GRAPPLING WITH HISTORY

America’s racial history emerged
as a major focal point of our inter-
views with white students. These dis-
cussions dwelt mostly on students’
desire to deny the significance of this
history for their own lives and the
lives of students of color. White stu-
dents framed their discussions of his-
tory defensively, emphasizing that
they had no control over or respon-
sibility for things that happened be-
fore they were born. For instance, one
white student argued that “if we didn’t
have history, then we wouldn’t have
the history problems. You wouldn’t
have anything to bring back, like a
black person couldn’t say, ‘You put
my people into slavery.’”

Several researchers have identified
this forward-focused and ahistorical
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perspective as characteristic of white
Americans.12 It is an anti-sociologi-
cal perspective that emphasizes the
individual over society and is linked
to the idea of individual, rather than
collective, responsibility. Among
the white students whom we in-
terviewed, such ahistorical per-
spectives were often accompanied
by a tendency to dismiss the ex-
periences of other groups and, in
some cases, blame people of color
for their own social position.

As researchers of high school
intergroup relations, we were in-
trigued by the role that history
and social studies classes and
curriculum play in solidifying or
challenging students’ attitudes
about race. The history or social
studies classroom is one of the pri-
mary settings within schools where
students have the opportunity to learn
about the cultural and social practices,
perspectives, and contributions of stu-
dents who are different from them.
This is why critical educational the-
orists have often focused on history
and social studies classrooms as po-
tential forums within which students
can actively critique social inequities,
gain awareness of political issues, and
engage in civic participation and serv-
ice.13 Unfortunately, the white stu-
dents in our study generally did not
have these types of experiences in their
classes.

Although history and social stud-
ies teachers cannot be held fully ac-
countable for white students’ response
to the content of their classes, we dis-
covered some aspects of the way that
the curriculum was presented that
may have contributed to students’ at-
titudes. For instance, we heard from
students of all racial backgrounds that
they were not receiving a broad-based
vision of the contributions of vari-
ous ethnic, racial, and cultural groups
to our nation’s history. Similarly, stu-

dents were generally not exposed to
a complex examination of movements
for social change from which they
could develop a clear picture of how,
throughout history, individuals of all

races, ethnicities, cultures, and gen-
ders have come together across their
differences to effect change. In con-
trast, our interviews revealed that stu-
dents’ discussions of race and diver-
sity tended to focus on a very nar-
row set of topics, including slavery,
the oppression of the American In-
dians, the Holocaust, and the civil
rights movement. Within each of these
topics, students had limited oppor-
tunities to engage in activities that
encouraged them to look at histori-
cal events from the vantage point of
different individuals or groups.

Problems arose when white stu-
dents relied on the mainstream his-
tory curriculum for most of their
knowledge about other racial and eth-
nic groups. In these cases, white stu-
dents often viewed history as discon-
nected from present-day realities and
people of color as “victims.” These
perceptions, in turn, led to attitudes
that students of color were mired in
history and that they couldn’t get
over the injustices suffered by their
ancestors. For instance, one white
student argued that students of col-

or “want to still be the victim, they
still want to say, ‘Oh, you shouldn’t
do this to me, you’re racist toward
me.’ I think they need to drop it.”

Thus it seems that the mainstream
history curriculum isn’t succeed-
ing at making the link between
historical events and present-
day social inequities, or at giv-
ing students a sense of their own
ability to change social condi-
tions. Similarly absent is a sense
of empathy with and responsi-
bility for others. One must con-
sider that white students are ex-
posed to these ideas but they re-
sist them because of the uncom-
fortable implications of skin
color and class privilege. Such
an awareness challenges students’
belief in the traditional Ameri-

can principles of individualism and
meritocracy, bringing the inherent
contradictions between these ideals
and equally valued principles of equal-
ity and fairness to the forefront.

The news, however, is not all grim.
One of our schools used the Facing
History and Ourselves curriculum,
which appeared to be successful at
encouraging students to probe deep-
er into history without leading to in-
tergroup tensions or animosity. Key
to this curriculum is the effort to con-
nect a deep understanding of history
with contemporary political and so-
cial questions that challenge us. This
link is critical to developing young
people’s perception of themselves as
actors in, rather than consumers of,
history. It is on this positive note
that we now turn to the implications
of our findings for educators.

IMPLICATIONS FOR EDUCATORS

Our research indicates that attend-
ance at a racially diverse school does
not, in and of itself, guarantee that
white students will develop positive
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relationships with or attitudes about
students of color. However, compared
to white students in more homoge-
neous settings, those who attend a
diverse school appear to gain an in-
creased level of awareness about race
and racial identity.14 Unfortunate-
ly, we found that, across the mul-
tiracial and multiethnic schools
we studied, white students had
few positive forums to explore or
redefine their racial identities. Thus
their burgeoning racial identity of-
ten left them feeling confused and
sometimes angry with others for
“seeing” them strictly in racial
terms. Further, a multicultural cur-
riculum is generally peripheral to
the Eurocentric core curriculum.
The message communicated to stu-
dents of all racial backgrounds con-
tinues to be that experiences of peo-
ple of color are “peripheral” and that
“whiteness” is central, immutable,
and “normal.”

The challenge for educators, as
our schools become increasingly di-
verse, is to increase and enrich op-
portunities for students to see one
another and one another’s histories
and cultures as part of the same col-
lective story. It is also important to
engage white students as allies against
racism and to encourage them to be-
come authentically invested in the
creation of a more equitable society.

Our interviews highlight three
overarching implications for educa-
tors. First, white students and stu-
dents of color need safe spaces with-
in the school where they can engage
in dialogue on racial issues. Second,
principals and teachers should look
for strategies to integrate a multicul-
tural curriculum into the core cur-
riculum, so that students do not see
it as peripheral or irrelevant. Final-
ly, teachers may need additional sup-
port and training to understand and
respond to white students’ attitudes

toward race and the conflicts that arise
between students of different racial
and ethnic groups.

Provide safe spaces for dialogues on
race. Our research shows that poor-
ly facilitated or designed dialogues

on race can harden students’ preju-
dices rather than break them down.
Thus it is imperative that educators
be intentional and thoughtful about
supporting young people’s readiness
to engage in such dialogue. One way
to do this would be to provide stu-
dents with opportunities to partici-
pate in dialogues on race and racism
with students from their own racial
group, before bringing them into a
larger and more diverse group. The
ability to explore biases openly and
without threat of condemnation is
key to both supporting self-reflection
and encouraging students to empa-
thize with their peers’ experiences. In
the relative safety of this environment,
white youths can be exposed to po-
tentially volatile issues such as white
privilege and what it means to be
prejudiced.

After having the opportunity to
develop a shared vocabulary, young
people from different racial and eth-
nic groups should be brought togeth-
er for structured and well-facilitated
interracial dialogues on race, framed
by clear guidelines for interaction.
For instance, students can be paired,
with one student sitting silently and

listening to the other student for a
structured period of time. Providing
an opportunity to speak and listen
uninterrupted is one way to ensure
that students really hear what others
are saying. Diaries and journals can

also serve as stepping stones to-
ward engaging in cross-racial di-
alogue about race. Most impor-
tant, such group dialogues must
include adequate opportunities for
preparation and debriefing to make
sure that all youths feel comfort-
able with the process.

Integrate multicultural content
into the core curricula. Our find-
ings illustrate that students of
color aren’t the only ones who
suffer when multicultural con-

tent is marginalized. In addition to
providing a point of connection and
identification for students of color,
the integration of multicultural con-
tent into the core curriculum can
help white students to develop the
skills necessary to interact with di-
verse peers and colleagues. In partic-
ular, it will expand white students’
knowledge and understanding of peo-
ple of color in the United States and
lead to an enriched sense of cultur-
al competency and a reduced fear of
interracial contact.

Successful models, such as Facing
History and Ourselves, indicate that
schools can play an important role
in helping white students step out-
side their own perspective. This process
is the foundation from which they
can begin to understand, empathize
with, and validate the historical and
contemporary experiences of discrim-
ination faced by people of color. One
way to engage students more active-
ly in issues of race is to have them
research the racial history of their own
communities. Asking students to re-
view local newspapers and legislation
can help them build a more critical
understanding of how present-day
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racial inequalities are linked to and
rooted in historical events and ide-
ology. Having students write biog-
raphies of family members, commu-
nity members, or one another can
also help them to develop an under-
standing of the experience of grow-
ing up as a member of a different
racial group. 

Further, making the views and ex-
periences of antiracist whites part of
the curriculum, either through study-
ing historical accounts or by invit-
ing guest speakers, can help end the
dichotomous “us versus them” char-
acter of much of the dialogue on race.
Providing young people with white
antiracist role models can also help
persuade students of all backgrounds
that whites have the potential to be
powerful allies to people of color.
Finally, engaging students in such
hands-on activities as interviewing,
writing letters to decision makers, cre-
ating murals, keeping journals on
the prevalence of racial stereotypes,
giving presentations to community
groups, and service learning and vol-
unteering can be a particularly pow-
erful way to get youths actively in-
volved in fighting racism. However,
it is crucial that after engaging in
these activities young people are en-
couraged to reflect analytically with
others so that they don’t limit their
perspectives to their own experiences.

Provide additional training and sup-
port for teachers. Teachers and admin-
istrators should have ongoing oppor-
tunities to participate in profession-
al development activities that enhance
their understanding of racial issues
and of the needs of students who en-
gage in dialogues on race. Address-
ing issues raised by students in the
context of classroom discussions, es-
pecially when they are contentious,
is very difficult. This is true for white
teachers, who, like many of their
white students, may have limited ex-

perience talking explicitly about race.
It is also true, however, for teachers
of color, who are often disproportion-
ately responsible for teaching a diver-
sity-based curriculum. These teach-
ers could benefit from exposure to
techniques for responding to the at-
titudes and perspectives communi-
cated by white students in a way that
will challenge their thinking with-
out alienating them from the dialogue.

Similarly, teachers responsible for
core courses would benefit from on-
going training on how to further in-
tegrate diversity and antiracist top-
ics into their classroom curricula.
White teachers need to model risk-
taking by admitting that they don’t
have the solutions to race problems,
but they also need to fulfill their so-
cial responsibility to support young
people as they learn to thoughtful-
ly consider these difficult issues.

Multiracial schools face enormous
challenges in addressing the wide ar-
ray of needs that their students pre-
sent. Schools occupy the difficult po-
sition of having to educate students
and balance the needs of multiple con-
stituencies, despite limited resources.
Multicultural and antiracist educa-
tion is often seen as an add-on to the
curriculum, specifically geared toward
students of color. Our data argue pow-
erfully for the relevance of such edu-
cation for all students. All students
need to be able to relate to people of
diverse backgrounds, see social issues
from multiple perspectives, and reach
common ground with those who hold
different viewpoints. All students ben-
efit from an honest view of U.S. his-
tory that makes meaningful connec-
tions to current issues facing young
people. Such skills are fundamental
to citizenship in our multicultural
democracy, and they deserve a cen-
tral place in the curriculum of our
public schools.
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