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RECOGNIZE RACE & RACISM
CARE PRINCIPLE #4:
Recognize race and confront
racism. Antiracist educators
understand intersectionality
and recognize that all
individuals are affected by
living in a racialized society.
The curriculum demystifies
difference and demolishes
stereotypes, encouraging
students to see each other more
fully. Confronting racism means
explicitly addressing bias, racism,
power, privilege, and oppression.

WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO RECOGNIZE
RACE AND CONFRONT RACISM?
Recognizing race and confronting racism begins with
understanding the history of the idea of race. There is broad
multidisciplinary consensus among scholars that race has no
meaningful basis in biology and is a relatively recent idea.1 An
older idea, that of ethnicity, differs from race in a significant
way. Ethnic and cultural attributes, like language and food, are
learned and can be transmitted, and people can be assimilated
into cultural groups. Race, however, based on certain physical
features, came to be understood as fixed and immutable.

The idea of race and racial groups began to gain traction
about 400 years ago. As Smedley and Smedley write, “Toward
the end of the 17th century, race gradually emerged as a
term referring to those populations then interacting in North
America – Europeans, Africans and Native Americans.”2 Efforts
to demonstrate a biological basis for race flourished in the 19th century. In the last 50 years, geneticists have
shown that these biological arguments are without basis.
This history reveals that race is a social construct – a human-created idea with no basis in phenotype or
genotype. It is precisely because race is socially constructed that all people – including white people – are
affected by ideas about race. Because it is socially constructed, race is constantly being invented and deployed
in ways both new and familiar. This process, where groups are assigned identities, is called racialization.3
Racialization takes many forms, but one common way is through the repetition of stereotypes in popular
culture and social life. The more widely stereotypes are believed, the more likely they are to become
institutionalized in public policy, law, and cultural practices.
One form of racism happens when people take actions or institutions make policies based on beliefs
about the inherent inequality of a group of people because of their supposedly immutable characteristics.
But because racism manifests in behaviors and institutions, it is not only (or even mostly) a matter of slurs
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or personal prejudice – as Schmidt (2005) writes,
racism is more than “men in white sheets.”4 Racism
manifests in society even in the absence of conscious
intent; institutionalized and systemic racism is
implicated when policies and laws have substantially
disparate impacts across racialized groups.
In other words, racism can manifest in policies
motivated by biased beliefs, in facially neutral
policies with disparate outcomes, and in biased
beliefs that are reinforced by observations of these
disparate outcomes. This is a vicious cycle.
And racism affects everyone. People of color
and Indigenous people suffer the bulk of the
consequences of racism, ranging from immediate
physical and emotional effects inflicted by incidents
of hate and bias to broad, persistent, and profound
disparities in educational and vocational attainment,
housing, health care, wages, and wealth. A growing
body of literature shows that white people also
suffer from the consequences of racism, including
affective, cognitive, and behavioral costs such as
anger, fear, anxiety, guilt, and cognitive distortions,
including a lack of awareness of self and others.5

WHY RECOGNIZE RACE AND
CONFRONT RACISM?
Recognizing race and confronting racism is
essential to making schools safe for all learners.
According to media reports and educator surveys,
expressions of racial hatred are by far the most
common of all incidents of hate and bias in schools.6
These incidents are deeply traumatic to children in

particular, who can incur substantial and long-lasting
damage – including neurobiological and behavioral
development7 – extending well into adulthood.8 An
emerging body of research suggests that among
young people, even incidents that some consider
“normal,” such as teasing or bullying, can have longlasting effects – especially with repeated exposure.9
Both victims and bystanders experience considerable
trauma from repetitive and low-level abuse. A study
of college students showed that victims had
experienced lasting trauma comparable to levels
seen in PTSD-diagnosed combat veterans, while
bystanders reported effects similar to survivors of
natural disasters. In the years following exposure to
abuse, victims and bystanders continued to see
effects equivalent to those reported by first responders
who had experienced a major earthquake.10
Unfortunately, professional educators are often
unaware of the impacts of repeated harassment, especially the effects on bystanders.11 Without conscious
intervention, abuse is likely to continue as students
conclude that the adults around them condone
expressions of hate and bias or simply do not care.
Conscious intervention is also required to address
the many ways that racism is institutionalized in
schools, including well-documented disparities
in discipline, access to advanced curriculum, and
teacher expectations. These disparities will not
disappear on their own, and many decades of
“colorblind” approaches to equity in areas ranging
from school funding to gifted designations have
failed to remedy racialized disparities.
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HOW DOES IT WORK?

HOW CAN WE DEVELOP THIS?

Recognizing race and confronting racism means
turning away from “colorblind” or what Mica
Pollock has called “colormute”12 environments that
are harmful for educators and learners alike. In
experimental interdisciplinary research, “colorblind”
approaches have been shown to increase racial
anger and fear,13 generate prejudice,14 and reduce
empathy15 among white people. For students of
color, “colorblind” approaches increase feelings of
self-blame and internalized oppression.16

Identify internalized beliefs about race and
racialization. Educators should examine their own
socialization, beliefs, and behaviors to see whether
they reflect internalized messages of racial inferiority
and superiority.18 While unconscious bias is not
easily identified, much less removed, this work is
still essential. At its heart, recognizing race and
confronting racism must begin with recognizing the
dignity and humanity of all learners.

Recognizing race and confronting racism
in the classroom means teaching about the
social construction of race and the processes of
racialization that all learners experience. This work
must start in early childhood. As Van Ausdale and
Feagin (2001) have shown, 3-, 4-, and 5-year-old
children regularly “do racism,” in the sense that they
express racialized attitudes including preferring
members of their own group and stereotyping
others based on ideas about race.17 These young
learners do not simply come up with racist ideas on
their own; rather, they pick them up as participants
in a racialized society. For this reason, mere counter
stereotyping is not enough to root out racism and
discrimination. Educators must engage with the
larger social contexts and systems institutions that
perpetuate racialized inequalities.

Teach about race and racism. In the classroom, it is
important to develop curriculum and instructional
strategies that explicitly recognize race and discuss
racialization and its effects. A growing body of
research supports the use of “ethnic studies” courses
in this area. These courses have been shown to
boost the academic achievement19 and school
engagement of Black and brown students, while
diminishing racial animus among white students.
Create safe classrooms for all students. As
educators learn to identify the many ways that race
and racialization manifest in school contexts, they
are more able to interrupt the policies and behaviors
that cause harm to students, whether as victims
or as bystanders. These behaviors and policies may
not stem from a specifically racist “intention,” but
be racist in effect. Educators have a responsibility to
remove barriers to student success wherever they
appear in schools.
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