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RACE, RACISM, AND COLORBLINDNESS IN SCHOOLS

Some of the most controversial issues in education, particularly in public schools 
across the United States, are those that focus on race and racism in education. 
Indeed, issues of race and racism are taboo topics that many fi nd diffi  cult to 
discuss or even consider. Race can be defi ned as a physical characteristic, specif-
ically people’s skin color, which can guide the kinds of experiences people have 
in our society and consequently in schools across the United States. According 
to many scholars, race is socially constructed. Th e meanings, messages, results, 
and consequences of race are developed and constructed by human beings. Ge-
netically and biologically, individuals are more the same than they are diff erent.

Racism has to do with discrimination that occurs due to race. Inherent 
in racism are notions of power. Racism occurs both implicitly and explicitly. 
For instance, an explicit or overt example of racism may occur when a Latino 
American is passed up for a promotion because of his race. An implicit or covert 
example of racism may occur when a company has as an implicit policy—one 
that is not necessarily stated or written in a document—that they will not hire 
any Latino American workers for whatever reason(s). Th is is still a form of rac-
ism, even though the discrimination cannot be seen or necessarily documented 
through explicit or overt evidence.

Th ere are rules of race that are common in the United States of America. Not 
only are the meanings and consequences of race oft en socially constructed by 
individuals within a race, other groups can also contribute to the ways in which 
groups of people are categorized and perceived. Within groups, some people are 
grouped and classifi ed according to the tone or hue of their skin. Darker-skinned 
African Americans, for instance, may be grouped and perceived in a certain way 
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while lighter-skinned African Americans may be grouped and perceived in a 
somewhat diff erent way. Th ere is also categorizing and grouping of people outside 
of a particular race, a more societal classifi cation. White people, for instance, 
are oft en perceived as the race of power, and this categorization and classifi ca-
tion oft en emerges both from within and outside of the group. In fact, research 
suggests that white people as well as individuals from other racial groups oft en 
perceive whiteness as “normal” and individuals from other groups such as Asian 
or Latino/a are oft en measured or compared to the “norm”—whiteness. A prime 
example of such comparison is when we look at standardized test data or other 
high-stakes test data in P–12 education.

Certain groups of people are oft en viewed as inferior to whites. Th e negative 
construction of certain groups of people, and frankly inaccurate portrayals and 
perception of certain groups of people, emerge from a variety of factors. Afri-
can American students, for instance, are oft en viewed as intellectually inferior 
to their white counterparts. Th e portrayal of African American students, in 
this sense, oft en surfaces from analyses of standardized test data that show Afri-
can American students falling behind their white counterparts on almost every 
academic measure. Th e entire race of African Americans can be portrayed in 
a negative light because society has constructed this view based on data from 
standardized test items. However, people (from various racial groups) rarely 
question who develops the test questions. People rarely question who decides 
what knowledge is and what knowledge is “tested.” In other words, questions 
need to be posed such as who decides what knowledge is valid and testable and 
why. Knowledge and knowing then becomes knowledge that is constructed by 
individuals—individuals construct knowledge just as individuals can construct 
the meanings of race. In short, people from various walks of life possess some 
form of knowledge and knowing. However, some knowledge is not tested or 
measured because it is not considered important, valid, or central to be consid-
ered a learned person.

At the same time, those in schools—in education—are quick to point out dis-
parities between white students, “the norm,” and other groups of students, such 
as disparities between white students and Latina/o students. Th ey will discuss, 
outline, and argue quantitative evidence of the disparities in public and private 
discourses. However, rarely will these same individuals have serious conversa-
tions about the state and reality of racism in education. Candidly, from where 
does inequity emerge? What is at the core of the disparities that exist between 
diff erent races of people? In short, many believe that racism ended with de-
segregation, Jim Crow, or the Civil Rights Movement. More direct and deeply 
rooted questions about race and racism are avoided. Some people do not want 
to talk about race, and they do everything in their power to avoid such conver-
sations and considerations. Critiquing issues of equity and thinking about how 
we (or a person individually) contribute to the oppression of others are indeed 
diffi  cult exercises, which may be why it is so diffi  cult for people to think about or 
talk about the ever-presence of race and racism in society and in education.

Race is so ingrained and endemic to our society that it is almost impossible 
to avoid it or to ignore it. In other words, issues of race and racism are likely 

611-393-ChR.indd   510611-393-ChR.indd   510 9/26/2007   9:39:52 PM9/26/2007   9:39:52 PM



Race, Racism, and Colorblindness in Schools | 511

not going to disappear, because racism is passed down from one generation to 
the next. But because the world works for certain individuals, it is diffi  cult for 
them to critique the world and thus work to change or to improve it. Th us, many 
people, teachers, policymakers, teacher educators, parents, and citizens adopt 
colorblind ideologies because it is more comfortable for them to adopt such ide-
ologies than to pose the questions about race and racism or to address issues of 
power and equity.

COLORBLINDNESS

Colorblindness can be defi ned as a person’s inability (whether consciously or 
subconsciously) to recognize other peoples’ race, their skin color. In the social 
sciences and, in particular, in the fi eld of education, teachers oft en claim that 
they do not recognize their students’ race in the teaching and learning process. 
Th ey claim that they “just see students,” and they “treat all their students the 
same,” mainly because the teachers claim that they do not recognize students’ 
race. In essence, the teachers oft en believe that if they recognize diff erence, they 
may treat their students diff erently. Such an approach or philosophy—to treat 
students diff erently—is counter-intuitive to the standards-based movement in 
our country. Th us, teachers adopt colorblind approaches wherein they deliber-
ately and oft en subconsciously do not think about the enormous, central, and 
profound infl uences of race in teaching and learning. Th e research is clear that 
when teachers do not “see color,” or at least acknowledge that race matters, there 
may be institutionalized discriminatory practices, such as higher suspension 
rates for African American males, and students of color being disproportionately 
referred to special education and lower tracked courses in general. Conversely, 
students of color are oft en overlooked for gift ed education programs—those 
programs are typically highly enrolled with a majority of white students, even 
in highly diverse school settings. Colorblindness reveals a privileged position 
that ignores the important of racial identity and is oft en used to maintain the 
status quo. Indeed, research suggests that it is advantageous for teachers to re-
ject colorblind approaches and ideologies and work to meet the needs of indi-
vidual students—an idea that rejects a “one-size-fi ts all” approach to teaching 
and learning.

Many teachers enter the teaching profession with very limited prior knowl-
edge and understanding of other individuals’ racial backgrounds. Th ey oft en 
know a world that is pretty consistent with their own racial backgrounds, that 
is similar to their own life worlds and ways of knowing and experiencing the 
world. However, research is clear that teachers need to reject the colorblind ap-
proach in teaching because they can miss important features of their students’ 
experiences (and their own as teachers with racial backgrounds) when they do 
not recognize the importance and centrality of other peoples and their own ra-
cialized ways of knowing.

In Lewis’s 2001 study of colorblindness, she discovered that many teachers 
refused to discuss or acknowledge the ever-present social and institutional race-
related matters in the school; the teachers adopted a colorblind approach to 
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teaching and learning. When a student brought up racist experiences, the teach-
ers in the community ignored them—dismissed them—and rationalized that 
the student was “playing the race card.” Th e teachers’ responses are consistent 
with experiences and interactions in the broader context of society. For individ-
uals of color, such as African Americans, they may fi nd similar responses from 
colleagues or supervisors on their job. To illuminate, when an African Ameri-
can employee complains to a white employer that she or he has experienced a 
form of racism, the white employer may be more apt to dismiss the claim as the 
employee’s “playing the race card.” Th e idea is that it is more comfortable for 
the employer to dismiss the charge than to engage in the arduous task of dis-
covery—the posing of tough questions to discover a reality that may disconfi rm 
what they have known: a luxury to not have to experience racism. To be clear, it 
is possible that the African American employee may have been “playing the race 
card,” or it is possible that there was actually some form of racism that existed; 
however, the problem with such a dismissal is that the employer (similar to the 
teachers in Lewis’s study) adopts colorblind ideologies. Indeed, power, in both 
position and race, allows individuals to avoid issues such as race because they 
are not or have not been in the space of hurt because of discrimination. Accord-
ingly, power, privilege, and race are closely interconnected.

RACE, PRIVILEGE, AND POWER

In a sense, issues of privilege and power are inexorable. Because of the history 
of our country, there is a level of privilege that white people possess—simply by 
virtue of their skin color. In many ways, white people in the United States have 
an advantage, a “benefi t of the doubt” advantage, in society. Th ey are privileged.

In addition, race and power are also very closely connected. Where classroom 
interaction, teaching, and learning are concerned, Lisa Delpit described fi ve as-
pects around power:

(a) issues of power are enacted in classrooms; (b) there are codes or 
rules for participating in power; that is, there is a “culture [and race] 
of power”; (c) the rules of the culture of power are a refl ection of the 
rules of the culture of those who have power; (d) if you are not already 
a participant in the culture of power, being told explicitly the rules of 
that culture makes acquiring power easier; and (e) those with power are 
frequently least aware of—or least willing to acknowledge—its existence. 
Th ose with less power are oft en most aware of its existence. (p. 24)

In essence, it is oft en diffi  cult for those individuals who have power to accept 
or to acknowledge that racism still exists. People with less power, quite oft en 
those individuals who are nonwhite, are able to point out issues of inequity and 
racism because they have experienced it, seen it, and lived through it.

At the same time, it is important to note that perceptions of diff erent races of 
people are oft en held by people in general. In other words, African Americans 
may believe the negative stereotypes and misconceptions about other African 
Americans. Th ey may believe that the group is inferior because they have heard 
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this for so long in the media or even from their own parents. In a sense, these 
individuals who believe the negative stereotypes about themselves and others in 
their racial group have been “kidnapped.” Th ey do not realize that much of what 
they have heard or been exposed to is designed to provide perceptions that place 
certain groups of individuals as inferior to others. As Tatum (2001) explained,

In a race-conscious society, the development of a positive sense of racial/
ethnic identity not based on assumed superiority or inferiority is an im-
portant task for both White people and people of color. Th e development 
of this positive identity is a lifelong process that oft en requires unlearn-
ing the misinformation and stereotypes we have internalized not only 
about others, but also about ourselves (my emphasis added). (p. 53)

Accordingly, it is important for all individuals to develop the kind of con-
sciousness that questions the perceptions of others as well as themselves where 
race is concerned.

Th e eff ects of stereotypes for African Americans can be tremendous. Because 
of pervasive societal stereotypes about African Americans and their intellectual 
ability (or perceived inferiority in this sense), many African American students 
did not perform as well as their white counterparts on examinations. According 
to the research and the theory, when African Americans are placed in a situa-
tion where they are at risk of confi rming or disconfi rming a pervasive stereotype 
(e.g., that African Americans do not perform well on standardized tests), they 
experience added anxiety and stress and thus do not perform well. Th e idea is 
that they are going to reify the stereotype. Indeed, eff ects of stereotype threat are 
vast, and according to this important research, many African Americans suff er.

It is also important for white people to think about their own racial identity 
and to feel comfortable with their own whiteness. Quite oft en, white people ei-
ther (1) avoid issues of race because they do not experience racism and thus fi nd 
it irrelevant to consider; they fi nd it to be untrue to their experience; (2) reject 
their own racial identity and heritage because they are ashamed of their history 
(such as their role in slavery); or (3) embrace a reality that race and racism still 
exist and understand that they do not have to contribute to racism. People who 
identify as white should realize that as individuals they do not have to contribute 
to racism and can work to eradicate it and not pass it down to their children. 
However, at the same time, they should recognize that they will still experience 
a certain amount of privilege because of their race and not assume that racism 
and inequity will end just because they do not contribute to it personally.

People of color as well as white people may want to work to change racism 
and to teach their children to live with others in a truly multicultural society 
as our country becomes increasingly diverse; this diversity includes, but is cer-
tainly not limited to, race.

CONCLUSION

Race is grossly under-theorized in the fi eld of education. Th is may be the case 
because so many people fi nd it diffi  cult to discuss the topic. While issues of race 
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may be some of the most important topics in education to consider, the topic 
is still marginalized when many attempt to develop solutions for problems in 
education. To be clear, racial inferiority does not exist because of some gene or 
biological trait or characteristic. To the contrary, disparities may exist because 
we, as members of a human race, refuse to deal with and change our own biases, 
misconceptions, stereotypes, and racist actions and attitudes.
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H. Richard Milner

RELIGION AND PUBLIC SCHOOLING

[Jesus] did everything in his power to make sure that you could go to 
heaven, so much so that he took your sins on his own body, suff ered your 
pains for you, and he’s saying, ‘Please, accept me, believe.’ If you reject 
that, you belong in hell. (New Jersey public schoolteacher’s classroom 
discussion on the U.S. Constitution, September 2006; Kelley, 2006)

Th e politics of religion and U.S. public schooling provide an interesting point-
counterpoint for those who study confl ict in education. During the twentieth 
century, confl icts over public school practices largely arose from basic constitu-
tional issues with the First Amendment of the U.S. Constitution, many involving 
either the Establishment Clause (the state cannot establish religion) or the Free 
Exercise Clause (individuals are free to follow their own beliefs or unbelief). As 
applied to public schools, there are three questions to consider when address-
ing religion and public education: Does the policy, procedure, material, and/or 
practice advance religion (which is unconstitutional), inhibit religious freedom 
and the right to be free from religion (which is also unconstitutional), or are 
these issues neutral toward religion—neither advancing or hindering belief and/
or unbelief (which meets the constitutional standard)?

Th e quote at the beginning is an example of a clear constitutional violation. 
Public schoolteachers, as representatives of the state, are to be scrupulously 
neutral toward religion—neither advancing nor hindering religion. Th e teacher 
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