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The inclusion of race-related content in college courses often generates emotional responses
in students that range from guilt and shame to anger and despair. The discomfort associated
with these emotions can lead students to resist the learning process. Based on her experience
teaching a course on the psychology of racism and an application of racial identity develop-
ment theory, Beverly Daniel Tatum identifies. three major sources of student resistance to
talking about race and learning about racism, as well as some strategies for overcoming this
resistance.

As many educational institutions struggle to become more multicultural in terms
of their students, faculty, and staff, they also begin to examine issues of cultural
representation within their curriculum. This examination has evoked a growing
number of courses that give specific consideration to the effect of variables such
as race. class, and gender on human experience—an important trend that is re-
flected and supported by the increasing availability of resource manuals for the
modification of course content (Bronstein & Quina, 1988; Hull, Scott, & Smith,
1982; Schuster & Van Dyne, 1985). o

“Unfortunately, less attention has been given to the issues of process that in-
evitably emerge in the classroom when attention is focused on race, class, and/or
gender. It is very difficult to talk about these concepts in a meaningful way without
also talking and learning about racism, classism, and sexism.' The introduction
of these issues of oppression often generates powerful emotional responses in stu-

e

' A similar point could be made about other issues of oppression, such as anti-Semitism, homo-
phobia and heterosexism, ageism, and so on.
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dents that range from guilt and shame to anger and despair. If not addressed,
these emotional responses can result in student resistance to oppression-related
content areas. Such resistance can ultimately interfere with the cognitive under-
standing and mastery of the material. This resistance and potential interference
is particularly common when specifically addressing issues of race and racism.
Yet. when students are given the opportunity to explore race-related material in
1 classroom where both their atfective and intellectual responses are acknowledged
and addressed. their level of understanding is greatly enhanced.

This article seeks to provide a framework for understanding students’ psycho-
logical responses to race-related content and the student resistance that can result,
as well as some strategies for overcoming this resistance. It is informed by more
than a decade of experience as an African-American woman engaged in teaching
an undergraduate course on the psychology of racism, by thematic analyses of stu-
dent journals and essays written for the racism class, and by an understanding and
application of racial identity development theory (Helms, 1990).

Setting the Context

As a clinical psvchologist with a research interest in racial identity development
among Alrican-American youth raised in predominantly White communities, [
began teaching about racism quite fortuitously. In 1980, while I was a part-time
lecturer in the Black Studies department of a large public university, I was invited
to teach a course called Group Exploration of Racism (Black Studies 2). A require-
ment for Black Studies majors, the course had to be offered, yet the instructor who
regularly taught the course was no longer affiliated with the institution. Armed
with a folder full of handouts, old syllabi that the previous instructor left behind,

a copy of White Awareness: Handbook for Anti-racism Training (Katz, 1978), and my

own clinical skills as a group facilitator, I constructed a course that seemed to meet
the goals already outlined in the course catalogue. Designed “to provide students
with an understanding of the psychological causes and emotional reality of racism
as it appears in everyday life,” the course incorporated the use of lectures, read-
ings, simulation exercises, group research projects, and extensive class discussion
to help students explore the psychological impact of racism on both the oppressor
and the oppressed.

Though my first efforts were tentative, the results were powerful. The students
in my class, most of whom were White, repeatedly described the course in their
evaluations as one of the most valuable educational experiences of their college
careers. 1 was convinced that helping students understand the ways in which
racism operates in their own lives, and what they could do about it, was a social
responsibility that I should accept. The freedom to institute the course in the cur-
riculum of the psvchology departments in which'I would eventually teach became
a personal condition of employment. I have successfully introduced the course in
each new educational setting I have been in since leaving that university.

Since 1980, I have taught the course (now called the Psychology of Racism)
cighteen times, at three different institutions. Although each of these schools is
very different—a large public university, a small state college, and a private, elite
women’s college —the challenges of teaching about racism in each setting have
been more similar than different.
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In all of the settings, class size has been limited to thirty students (averaging
twenty-four). Though typically predominantly White and female (even in coedu-
cational settings), the class make-up has always been mixed in terms of both race
and gender. The students of color who have taken the course include Asians and
Latinos/as, but most frequently the students of color have been Black. Though
most students have described themselves as middle class, all socioeconomic back-
grounds (ranging from very poor to very wealthy) have been represented over the
years.

The course has necessarily evolved in response to my own deepening awareness
of the psychological legacy of racism and my expanding awareness of other forms
of oppression, although the basic format has remained the same. Our weekly
three-hour class meeting is held in a room with movable chairs, arranged in a cir-
cle. The physical structure communicates an important premise of the course—
that I expect the students to speak with each other as well as with me.

My other expectations (timely completion of assignments, regular class atten-
dance) are clearly communicated in our first class meeting, along with the assump-
tions and guidelines for discussion that I rely upon to guide our work together.
Because the assumptions and guidelines are so central to the process of talking and
learning about racism, it may be useful to outline them here.

Wazking Assumptions

1. Racism, defined as a “system of advantage based on race” (see Wellman,
1977), is a pervasive aspect of U.S. socialization. It is virtually impossible to live
in U.S. contemporary society and not be exposed to some aspect of the personal,
cultural, and/or institutional manifestations of racism in our society. It is also as-
sumed that, as a result, all of us have received some misinformation about those
groups disadvantaged by racism.

2. Prejudice, defined as a “preconceived judgment or opinion, often based on
limited information,” is clearly distinguished from racism (see Katz, 1978). I as-
sume that all of us may have prejudices as a result of the various cultural stereo-
types to which we have been exposed. Even when these preconceived ideas have
positive associations (such as “Asian students are good in math”), they have nega-
tive effects because they deny a person’s individuality. These attitudes may influ-
ence the individual behaviors of people of color as well as of Whites, and may af-
fect intergroup as well as intragroup interaction. However, a distinction must be
made between the negative racial attitudes held by individuals of color and White
individuals, because it is only the attitudes of Whites that routinely carry with
them the social power inherent in the systematic cultural reinforcement and insti-
_tutionalization of those racial prejudices. To distinguish the prejudices of students
“of color from the racism of White students is no to say that the former is acceptable
and the latter is not; both are clearly problematic. The distinction is important,
however, to identify the power differential between members of dominant and
subordinate groups.

3 1In the context of U.S. society, the system of advantage clearly operates to
benefit Whites as a group. However, it is assumed that racism, like other forms
of oppression, hurts members of the privileged group as well as those targeted by
racism. While the impact of racism on Whites is clearly different from its impact
on people of color, racism has negative ramifications for everyone. For example,
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some White students might remember the pain of having lost important relation-
ships because Black friends were not allowed to visit their homes. Others may ex-
press sadness at having been denied access t0 a broad range of experiences because
of social segregation. These individuals often attribute the discomfort or fear they
now experience in racially mixed settings to the cultural limitations of their vouth.
""@Because of the prejudice and racism inherent in our environments when’ we
were children, I assume that we cannot be blamed for learning what we were
taught (intentionally or unintentionally). Yet as adults, we ha\tgma___rgﬂ:irlsli_}:)_i_l_i_ty

Wm When we recognize that
“we hiave been misinformed. we have a responsibility to seek out more accurate in-
formation and to adjust our behavior accordingly.

) It is assumed that change, both individual and institutional, is possible.
Understanding and unlearning prejudice and racism is a lifelong process that may

| have begun prior to enrolling in this class. and which will surely continue after

the course is over. Each of us may be at a different point in that process. and [
assume that we will have mutual respect for each other, regardless of where we

perceive one another to be.
To facilitate further our work together, I ask students to honor the following

guidelines for our discussion. Specifically, I ask students to demonstrate their re-
spect for one another by henoring the confidentialitv of the group. So that students
may feel free to ask potentially awkward or embarrassing questions, or share race-
related experiences, I ask that students refrain from making personal attributions
when discussing the course content with their friends. I also discourage the use of
“zaps,” overt or covert put-downs often used as comic relief when someone is feel-
ing anxious about the content of the discussion. Finally, students are asked to

speak from their own experience, to say, for example, “I think . . . ” or “In my
B T - . ] :

experience, I have found . . . ” rather than generalizing their experience to others,
as in “People say . . .7

Many students are reassured by the climate of safety that is created by these
guidelines and find comfort in the nonblaming assumptions I outline for the class.
Nevertheless, my experience has been that most students, regardless of their class
and ethnic background, still find racism a difficult topic to discuss, as is revealed
by these journal comments written after the first class meeting (all names are

pseudonyms): ' :

The class is called Psychology of Racism, the atmosphere is friendly and open,
yet I feel very closed in. I feel guilt and doubt well up inside of me. (Tiffany, a
White woman)

Class has started on a good note thus far. The class seems rather large and dis-
turbs me. In a class of this nature, I expect there will be many painful and emo-
tional moments. (Linda, an Asian woman)

I am a little nervous that as one of the few students of color in the class people
are going to be looking at me for answers, or whatever other reasons. The thought
of this inhibits me a great deal. (Louise, an African-American woman)

I had never thought about my social position as being totally dominant. There
wasn’t one area in which I wasn't in the dominant group. . . . I first felt embar-
rassed. . . . Through association alone I felt in many ways responsible for the un-
equal condition existing in the world. This made me feel like shrinking in a hole
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in a class where I was surrounded by 27 women and 2 men, one of whom was
Black and the other was Jewish. I felt that all these people would be justified in
venting their anger upon me. After a short period, I realized that no one in the
room was attacking or even blaming me for the conditions that exist. (Carl, a
White man)

Even though most of my students voluntarily enroll in the course as an elective,
their anxiety and subsequent resistance to learning about racism quickly emerge.

k Sources of Resistance

o

In predominantly White college classrooms, I have experienced at least three
major sources of student resistance to talking and learning about race and racism.
They can be readily identified as the following:

1. Race is considered a taboo topic for discussion, especially in racially mixed
settings.

2. Many students, regardless of racial-group membership, have been socialized
to think of the United States as a just.society.

3. Many students, particularly White students, initially deny any personal
prejudice, recognizing the impact of racism on other people’s lives, but
failing to acknowledge its impact on their own.

Race as Taboo Topic

The first source of resistance, race as a taboo topic, is an essential obstacle to over-
come if class discussion is to begin at all. Although many students are interested
in the topic, they are often most interested in hearing other people talk about it,
afraid to break the taboo themselves.

One source of this self-consciousness can be seen in the early chiidhood experi-
ences of many students. It is known that children as young as three notice racial
differences (see Phinney & Rotheram, 1987). Certainly preschoolers talk about
what they see. Unfortunately, they often do so in ways that make adults uncom-
fortable. Imagine the following scenario: A White child in a public place points
ta-a dark-skinned African-American child and says loudly, “Why is that boy
Black?” The embarrassed parent quickly responds, “Sh! Don't say that.” The child
is only attempting to make sense of a new observation (Derman-Sparks, Higa, &
Sparks, 1980), vet the parent’s attempt to silence the perplexed child sends a mes-
sage that this observation is not okay to talk about. White children quickly become
aware that their questions about race raise adult anxiety, and as a result, they
learn not to ask the questions.

When asked to reflect on their earliest race-related memories and the feelings
associated with them, both White students and students of color often report feel-
ings of confusion, anxiety, and/or fear. Students of color often have early memo-
ries of name-calling or other negative interactions with other children, and some-
times with adults. They also report having had questions that went both unasked
and unanswered. In addition, many students have had uncomfortable inter-
changes around race-related topics as adults. When asked at the beginning of the
semester, “How many of you have had difficult, perhaps heated conversations with
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someone on a race-related topic?”, routinely almost everyone in the class raises
his or her hand. It should come as no surprise then that students often approach
the topic of race and/or racism with both curiosity and trepidation.

The Myth of the Meritocracy
The second source of student resistance to be discussed here is rooted in students’
belief that the United States is a just society, a meritocracy where individual ef-
forts are fairlv rewarded. While some students (particularly students of color) may
already have become disillusioned with thart notion of the United States, the ma-
jority of my students who have experienced at least the personal success of college
acceptance still have faith in this notion. To the extent that these students
acknowledge that racism exists. they tend to view it as an individual phenomenon,
rooted in the attitudes of the “Archie Bunkers” of the world or located only in par-
ticular parts of the country. "

After several class meetings, Karen, a White woman, acknowledged this atti-
tude in her journal:

At one point in my life— the beginning of this class—I actually perceived America
to be a relatively racist free society. I thought that the people who were racist or
subjected to racist stereotypes were found only in small pockets of the U.S., such
as ine South. As I've come to realize, racism (or at least racially orientated stereo-
types) is rampant.

An understanding of racism as a system of advantage presents a serious chal-
lenge to the notion of the United States as a just society where rewards are based
solely on one’s merit. Such a challenge often creates discomfort in students. The
old adage “ignorance is bliss” seems to hold true in this case; students are not
necessarily eager to recognize the painful reality of racism.

One common response to the discomfort is to engage in denial of what they are

learning. White students in particular may question the accuracy or currency of
statistical information regarding the prevalence of discrimination (housing, em-
ployment, access to health care, and so on). More qualitative data, such as auto-
biographical accounts of experiences with racism, may be challenged on the basis
of their subjectivity.
“" It should be pointed out that the basic assumption that the United States is a
just society for all is only one of many basic assumptions that might be challenged
in the learning process. Another example can be seen in an interchange between
two White students following a discussion about cultural racism, in which the
omission or distortion of historical information about people of color was offered
as an example of the cultural transmission of racism.

“Yeah, I just found out that Cleopatra was actually a Black woman.”

“What?”

The first student went on to explain her newly learned information. Finally, the
second student exclaimed in disbelief, “That can’t be true. Cleopatra was beauti-
ful'” This new information and her own deeply ingrained assumptions about who
is beautiful and who is not were too incongruous to allow her to assimilate the in-
formation at that moment.

If outright denial of information is not possible, then withdrawal may be. Physi-
cal withdrawal in the form of absenteeism is one possible result; it is for precisely

oo [ESUE
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this reason that class attendance is mandatory. Wﬂg@
of reading and/or written assignments is another form of withdrawal. I have found
" this response to be so common that 1 now alert students to this possibility at the
beginning of the semester. Knowing that this response is a common one seems to
“help students stay engaged, even when they experience the desire to withdraw.

Following an absence in the fifth week of the semester, one White student wrote,
“I think I've hit the point you talked about, the point where you don’t want to hear
any more about racism. I sometimes begin to get the feeling we are all hypersensi-
tive.” (Two weeks later she wrote, “Class is getting better. I think I am beginning
to get over my hump.”)

Perhaps not surprisingly, this response can be found in both White students and
students of color. Stadents of color often enter a discussion of racism with some
awareness of the issue, based on personal experiences. However, even these stu-
dents find that they did not have a full understanding of the widespread impact
of racism in our society. For students who are targeted by racism, an increased
awareness of the impact in and on their lives is painful, and often generates anger.

Four weeks into the semester, Louise, an African-American woman, wrote in
her journal about her own heightened sensitivity:

V.- Many times in class I feel uncomfortable when White students use the term Black
because even if they aren’t aware of it they say it with all or at least a lot of the
negative connotations they've been taught goes along with Black. Sometimes it
just causes a stinging feeling inside of me. Sometimes I get real tired of hearing
White people talk about the conditions of Black people. I think it’s an important

E thing for them to talk about, but still I don't always like being around when they

do it. I also get tired of hearing them talk about how hard it is for them, though
I understand it, and most times I am very willing to listen and be open, but some-
times I can't. Right now I can’t.

For White students, advantaged by racism, a heightened awareness of it often
generates painful feelings of guilt. The following responses are typical:

X After reading the article about privilege, I felt very guilty. (Rachel, a White
woman)
" .Questions of racism are so full of anger and pain. When I think of all the pain
" White people have caused people of color, .I get a feeling of guilt. How could
someone like myself care so much about the color of someone's skin that they
would do them harm? (Terri, a White woman)

White students also sometimes express a sense of betrayal when they realize the
Jkgaps in their own education about racism. After seeing the first episode of the
‘ documentary series Eyes on the Prize, Chris, a White man, wrote:

- I never knew it was really that bad just 35 years ago. Why didn’t I learn this in
elementary or high school? Could it be that the White people of America want
to forget this injustice? . . . I will never forget that movie for as long as I live.
It was like a big slap in the face.

Barbara, a White woman, also felt anger and embarrassment in response to her
own previous lack of information about the internment of Japanese Americans
during World War II. She wrote:




Harvard Educational Review

I feel so stupid because I never even knew that these existed. [ never knew that
the Japanese were treated so poorly. | am becoming angry and upset about all of
the things that [ do not know. I have been so sheltered. My parents never wanted
to let me know about the bad things that have happened in the world. After I saw
the movie (Mitsuye and Nedlie), 1 even called them up to ask them why they never
told me this. . . . I am angry at them too for not teaching me and exposing me

to the complete picture of my country. R

Avoiding the subject matter is one way to avoid these uncomfortable feelings.

"

“I'm Not Racist, But . . .
A third source of student resistance (particularly among White students) is the
initial denial of any personal connection to racism. When asked why they have
decided to enroll in a course on racism, White students typically explain their in-
terest in the topic with such disclaimers as. “I'm not racist myself, but I know
people who are, and I want to understand them better.” ’

Because of their position as the targets of racism, students of color do not typi-
cally focus on their own prejudices or lack of them. Instead they usually express
a desire to understand why racism exists, and how they have been affected by it.

However. as all students gain a better grasp of what racism is and its many man-
ifestations in U.S. society, they inevitably start to recognize its legacy within
themselves. Beliefs, attitudes, and actions based on racial stereotypes begin to be
remembered and are newly observed by White students. Students of color as well
often recognize negative attitudes they may have internalized about their own ra-;
cial group or that they have believed about others. Those who previously thought
themselves immune to the effects of growing up in a racist society often find them-
selves reliving uncomfortable feelings of guilt or anger.

After taping her own responses to a questionnaire on racial attitudes, Barbara|

a White woman previously quoted, wrote:

I always want to think of myself as open to all races. Yet when I did the interview
to myself, I found that I did respond differently to the same questions about differ-
ent races. No one could ever have told me that would have. [ would have denied
it. But I found that I did respond differently even though I didn't want to. This
really upset me. I was angry with myself because I thought I was not prejudiced
and yet the stereotypes that I had created had an impact on the answers that I
gave even though I didn’t want it to happen.

The new self-awareness, represented here by Barbara’s journal entry, changes
the classroom dynamic. One common result is that some White students, once
perhaps active participants in class discussion, now hesitate to continue their parti-

cipation for fear that their newly recognized racism will be revealed to others.

Today I did feel guilty, and like I had to watch what I was saying (make it good
enough), I guess to prove I'm really not prejudiced. From the conversations the
first day, I guess this is a normal enough reaction, but I certainly never expected
it in me. (Joanne, a White woman)

This withdrawal on the part of White students is often paralleled by an increase
in participation by students of color who are seeking an outlet for what are often
feelings of anger. Th@hdrawal of some previously vocal White students from




