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When You're
Galled a Racist

By Beverly Daniel Tatum
From NASSP Bulletin

F OR many educators, few words
elicit a more visceral, defensive
response than the accusation of rac-
ism. Well-intentioned teachers and ad-
ministrators do not want to be seen
as promoting bigotry and hatred. But
the strained nature of U.S. race rela-
tions is such that whenever white
educators are interacting with stu-
dents of color and their parents, there
is often the fear of the “r” word.
Fear of the “racist” label oftenleads
to dysfunctional communication be-
tween school and home, disadvantag-
ing students of color. A case in point: A
black female student in a voluntary
desegregation program is bused from
her urban neighborhood to a subur-
ban school. Her homework is done
haphazardly, sometimesnot atall. Her
manner in class is disinterested,
thoughnotdisruptive, Yet, theteacher
makes few critical comments on her
work, and gives her no feedbackabout
her classroom demeanor. The teacher
never contacts her parents to discuss
her progress or lack of it.
One reason for this limited feed-

backmightbetheteacher’slowexpec-
tations. Perhaps he believes this is the
best the student can do. Another rea-
son [ have heard educators give to
explainthis behavior, however, is their
fear negative feedback will be per-
ceived as racist. Thus, they withhold
criticism, providing less than honest
feedback.

This pattern, so often reported to
me by parents and teachers, has been
demonstrated inresearch studies.Ina
recent study, white reviewers were
more likely to praise amediocre essay
when they believed the author black,
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and more likely to criticize the same
essay when they believed the author
white. A related study, however,
showed that white reviewers commu-
nicating their impressions to a third
party are more critical of blacks than
whites. The implication of these find-
ings is that, as some educators seek to
avoid charges of racism by withhold-
ing negative feedback, some black stu-
dents (and perhaps other students of
color) are in danger of having their
work evaluated negatively and never
hearing about it.

Racist in Itself

Of course, the irony is that such
behavior is in itself racist. It denies
students of color the honest feedback
needed toimprove their performance,
the kind white students regularly re-
ceive. Such differential treatment
based on race is discriminatory and
contributes to the underachievement
of many students of color.

“Of course,” youmay be saying, “all
students deserve honest feedback. But
I don’t want to be called a racist, and
some students of color use that word
like a weapon. How am I supposed to
react? I'm not a racist! [ don't have a
prejudiced bone in my body!”

To this claim, I respectfully reply,
“Check again.” Many of us grew up in
neighborhoods with limited opportu-
nities to interact with people different
from our own families. There is still a
great deal of social segregation in our
society. Consequently, most early in-
formation wereceiveabout “others"—
people racially, religiously, or socio-
economically different from our-
selves—does not come as firsthand
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experience. The secondhand informa-
tion we do receive has often been dis-
torted, shaped by cultural stereotypes,
and left incomplete.

To highlight this process: Several
yearsago, oneof mystudents’research
projects probed preschoolers’ concep-
tions of Native Americans, She asked
three- to four<year-old children at a
local day care center to draw a Native
American. Most were stumped; they
didn’t know what one was. But when
she asked them to draw an Indian,
they readily complied.

Almost every picture included one
central feature: feathers! Several also
included a weapon—a knife or toma-
hawk—as part of the drawing, and
described the person in violent or ag-
gressive terms. Although this group of
children, almost all of whom were
white, did not live near a large Native
American population, and probably
had little if any personal interaction
with a Native American, they all had
internalized an image of what Native
Americans were like.

How did they know? Cartoon im-
ages, in particular the Walt Disney car-
toon movie Peler Pan, were cited as
their primary source of information.
At age 3, they already had a set of
stereotypes in place. These stereo-
types to which they have been ex-
posed become the foundation for adult
prejudices.

Sometimes the assumptions we
make about others comenot from what
we have been told or have seen on
television or in books, but from what
we have not been told. The distortion
of historical information about people
of color leads young people (and older
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ones, too) to make assumptions that
may go unchallenged for a long time.
For example, a young woman, pre-
paring to be a high school English
teacher, was dismayed she had never
learned about any African-American
authors in her English courses. How
was she to teach about them to her
futurestudents when shehadn’tlearned
about them herself? A white male stu-
dent in the class responded to this
discussion with frustration: “It's not
my fault that blacks don't write books.”
Had one of his elementary, high school,
or college teachers ever told him there
were no black writers? Probably not.
Yet, because he had never been ex-
posed to them, he had drawn his own
conclusion there were none.

Misinformation

Whether due to the negative media
images of marginalized groups, or to
the impact of disparaging jokes and
casual comments made by friends and
family members, or simply to omitted
historical and cultural information, 1
assume we all enter adulthood with
some (perhaps considerable) misin-
formation about people different from
ourselves. And often that misinforma-
tion translates into prejudice.

Prejudice is a preconceived judg-
ment or opinion, usually based on lim-
ited information. I assume we all have
prejudices, not becausewewantthem,
but because they are so hard to avoid.
Racial prejudice is a seemingly ines-
capable consequence oflivinginarac-
ist society.

Cultural racism—cuitural images
and messages affirming the assumed
superiority of whites and the assumed

inferiority of people of color—is like
smog in the air—sometimes so thick it
is visible, other times less apparent,
but always, day in and day out, we
breathe it in. None of us would intro-
duce ourselves as “smog-breathers”
(and most of us don't want to be de-
scribed as prejudiced), butif we live in
a smoggy place, how can we avoid
breathingthe air? Inevitably, we areall
atriskfor developing some of the nega-
tive categorizations that form the ba-
sis of racial prejudice,

Certainly some people are more
prejudiced than others, actively em-
bracingand perpetuating negativeand
hateful images of those different from
themselves. When we claim to be free
of prejudice, perhaps we are really
saying we are not hate mongers. But
none of us is completely free of preju-
dice, no matter how much we would
like to be. Prejudice is an integral part
of our socialization, part of the air we
breathe, and it is not our fauit.

To say we are not at fault for the
stereotypes, distortions, and omis-
sions that shaped our thinking as we
grew up does not mean we are without
responsibility. While we may not have
polluted the air, we need to take re-
sponsibility, along with others, for
cleaning it up.

Each of us needs to look at our own
behavior, particularly as educators.
Am] perpetuating and reinforcing the
negative messages so pervasiveinour
culture, or am | seeking to challenge
them? If I have not been exposed to
positive images of marginalized
groups, am | seeking them out, ex-
panding my own knowledge base for

-myself and my students? Dolacknowl-
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edge and examine my own prejudices,
my rigid categorizations of others, to
minimize the adverse impact they
might have on my interactions with
those [ have categorized?

Unless we engagein theseand other
conscious acts of reflection and re-
education, we easily repeat the pro-
cess with our students. We teach what
weweretaught. Theunexamined preju-
dices of adults are often passed on to
children. It is not our fault, but it is our
responsibility to interrupt this cycle.

Thefirststepistoacknowledgeitis
operating. When someone accuses you
of being a racist, always consider the
possibility. If we breathe in enough
smoggy air, we will eventually cough
some up. Just because that was not
our intention, it doesn’t mean that
wasn’t the outcome. Of course, just
because someone said itdoesn’t mean
- the accusation is well-founded. (My
children regularly accuse me of being
unfair, but that doesn’t make it truel)
But it is always important to consider
that it might be.

Whilemy experience facilitating pro-
fessional development workshops has
taught me that it is white educators
who most often express worry that
they will be accused of being racist, it
can certainly happen to educators of
color as well. While people of color are
not systematically advantaged by rac-
ism and do not experience the privi-
leges white skin affords in this society,
people of color are also breathing the
smog, and may internalize negative ste-
reotypes about their own groups as
well as others. All of us have had our
thinking shaped by the racism in our
environment to some degree.
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So what should any of us do if we
are called a racist? The bestresponse
is nondefensive. Imagine this: A par-
ent has just angrily accused a princi-
pal of being racist, and the principal
calmly replies, “You know, [ probably
am. It's pretty hard to live in a racist
society and not be affected by it. But1
certainly don't intend to be. I would
appreciate it if you would tell me what
I did that made you think so.”

Such a nondefensive response is
immediately disarming and opens the
way for communication rather than
closing it off the way a defensive claim
of complete innocence would. Our con-
cern should not be if someone else
spotted our racial prejudices but
whether they have spotted us actively
working to rid ourselves of them.

Just Say Yes

Do our students see us seeking out
new information, trying to learn more
about peopledifierent fromourselves?
Initiating cross-racial dialogue at
school rather than waiting until there
is anincident that requires a reaction?
Modeling positive, mutually respect-
ful interracial relationships with col-
leagues and parents? Questioning poli-
cies and practices like ability group-
ing, for example, which often have a
negative impact on students of color?
Administering disciplinary actions
equitably, with similar punishments
for similar offenses regardless of the
race/ethnicity of the student? Holding
high expectations for everyone?

Themore often we.can answer “yes”
to these questions, the less often we
will need to wonder what to do when
someone calls us a “racist.” ED|
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