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HOW WE HAVE FAILED OUR WHITE STUDENTS
As has happened in classrooms all across this country, when racism is brought up, often white 
students become defensive, adversarial and in many cases, in denial that racism even exists. I 
would like to propose that rather than labeling them as racist, that we look at how educators and 
society as a whole have failed our white students.  A society that is too often ready to blame oth-
ers, rather than to look at ourselves and how we might be a part of the problem.  Here are some 
of my thoughts on how I believe we have failed our white students: 

A society preoccupied with our similarities and not our differences

When I have asked audiences to define what ‘diversity’ means to them, they almost always say 
‘honoring our differences’. Yet, when I pair everyone into dyads as a way for them to get to know 
each other, in the debrief they only mention what they had in common, never about their differ-
ences. Why? Because as a society, we have never really integrated our cultural, social and economic 
differences into our workplaces, our schools, or even into our business practices.  We are better at 
honoring and celebrating our differences than putting them into practice. That’s why I believe we 
are more multi-holidayed than multi-cultural, because there is more emphasis on our commonali-
ties.  However, in the United States, that ‘commonality’ often means adopting a ‘white, male, Chris-
tian, English-speaking (without an accent), heterosexual, upper class model’ to be fully accepted 
as an American. The consequence of that model is that many white students are unconsciously 
taught to see themselves as the ‘norm’ (real Americans) and all others who are different as ‘those 
people’ or immigrants or non-whites. 

By not identifying with their European heritage

Often, when the issues of whiteness and white privilege come up in classrooms, many white stu-
dents often become defensive and nervous, even irritated and angry. Why? Because most of their 
lives, having lived in predominantly white communities, they have not seen themselves or been 
seen by their parents or friends as being ‘white’ or EuroAmerican, let alone had prolonged and inti-
mate discussions about their white privileges or whiteness. What has compounded this ‘bubble’ is 
that most of their instructors and role models are also white and have rarely had these experiences 
and discussions, either. So, when they enter into new environments, like college or a diverse neigh-
borhood or workplace, they lack the wider perspective, experience and words to relate to others 
who are different from themselves. They do not know what they don’t know. Like a fish doesn’t 
know it’s in water, thinks this is the whole world. And so, to hide their fear of not knowing and and 
no longer feeling in control, they are taught by other whites to be defensive, adversarial and in de-
nial. Hence, a vicious circle of wanting to know, but not wanting to know too much.   

This is a four part series on how we have failed our white students and our students of color.  
Included in each article will be suggestions on how to create a culturally responsive classroom.
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HOW WE HAVE FAILED OUR WHITE STUDENTS 
(Part 2)

As has happened in classrooms all across this country, when racism is brought up, often white 
students become defensive, adversarial and in many cases, in denial that racism even exists.  
Faculties of color and even white instructors have often talked about being accused of ‘reverse 
racism’ and creating ‘divisiveness’ for even bringing up the issue of race or racism.  I would like to 
propose that rather than labeling these white students as racist, that we look at how as educa-
tors and society as a whole have been a part of the problem. Here are some of my thoughts on 
how I believe we have failed our white students: 

We only talk about inclusion and not exclusion

As a society we are constantly talking about inclusion—that we are “one people” and “one nation”. 
We have been trained and rewarded not to talk about exclusion—what divides us and how our 
schools, neighborhoods, workplaces and government play a part in that daily exclusion. So, when 
white students are faced with the discussion of slavery and the institution of white privilege and 
racism, their first reaction is that this is ‘dividing us’ or a ‘thing of the past’. Many white students be-
come defensive and adversarial, as they have been taught to see themselves as having earned their 
privileges as individuals and not because of their of skin color or as the result of a white-dominated 
society.  Someone once said, “When the truth becomes too hard to bear, we make up another.” 
The work here is to help our white students see that even though they didn’t actually create these 
inequities of privilege, they benefit from them everyday and so will their children, simply by virtue 
of the color of their skin, their gender, their religion, their sexuality and their class status. As Virginia 
Wolf once wrote, “We are all different. It is the value we place on those differences that divides and 
separates us.”  

White students have not been taught how to emotionally connect or to be aware 
when they are disconnected

Many white students are often not taught how to emotionally connect or to notice when they are 
disconnected from their feelings in moments of grief, anger or hurt.  As a consequence they often 
do not understand the relevance in their own lives of empathy, self-reflection, and taking respon-
sibility. They haven’t learned how to authentically apologize, to notice the intent and impact of 
their communications, or to be curious about how they have been dipped into their ‘whiteness’ 
by society, their families and teachers. This lack of knowledge keeps them from fully participating 
in diversity conversations and relationships because they have often been taught to be defensive, 
in denial or adversarial when confronted with what is missing in their relationships, especially with 
those who are different from themselves. Will Amado Syldor-Severino has labeled this the ‘privi-
lege of numbness’: the ability to objectify and detach from the emotional trauma of racism by sim-
ply going ‘emotionally numb’ or by saying, “I don’t know.”  

This is a four part series on how we have failed our white students and our students  
of color.  Included in each article will be suggestions on how to create a culturally  

responsive classroom.


