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Abstract

Recognizing school resegregation and the demographic imperative as systemic problems
impacting the educational outcomes of students of Color, this study examined the role of White
women teachers’ racial views within the sociocultural context of teaching and learning. The
purpose of this dissertation was to explore how 15 high school teachers described their lived
experiences as educators of Latinx, Black, and Asian students in a racially diverse, public high
school on Long Island, New York. This qualitative study was conceptualized through combining
the theoretical lens of critical whiteness studies and critical pedagogy utilizing a qualitative
phenomenological methodology for data collection, with the framework of color-blind racism
added during the data analysis phase. The sample of 15 White women teachers engaged in two or
three semi-structured interviews. The emergence of four meaningful paradoxes indicated that
although most participants often employed a rhetoric revealing the uncritical endorsement of a
color-blind ideology to describe their experiences, White women teachers also indicated that
they were learning to see how race impacted them and their students’ lives. These findings
provided insights and future directions for K-12 educational institutions and teacher-training
programs by suggesting that more efforts are necessary to recognize the signs of color-blind
racism, to ensure racial literacy development as an integral part of the education of White women
teachers, and to promote positive teacher-student relationships and educational success for
students of Color.

Keywords: White women teachers, students of Color, color-blind racism, racial literacy

development, critical whiteness studies, critical pedagogy
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Chapter One
The Sociocultural Context of Teaching and Learning
“Inside I am reacting like, ‘oh my God, these kids...what’s wrong with these kids?’
But then I'm like, wait a minute, this is their cultural way of expressing themselves;
this is their way of communicating. Why am I thinking that there is something wrong
with it just because it is different from my experience or from the social norm?
And I think we have to be more open to that in an educational setting. 1 feel like
teachers are so afraid of losing control of their class that they want to tamper
the natural way that kids of different races express themselves....”
~ Barbara
As a social worker at a diverse public high school during the past 18 years, I have met
with dozens of students of Color who sought counseling to better cope with the stress stemming
from teacher bias and racial discrimination in the classroom. My clinical work with racially
diverse student groups required that I heard, supported, and helped them learn coping strategies
for emotional safety. Although I always took into consideration that the information I received
only accounted for the student side, as a Latina immigrant from Brazil, I became increasingly
aware that the discrimination the students reported was similar to what I also endured from many
of my teacher colleagues. This discriminatory experience was a sharp contrast to my encounters
with other teachers who embraced my otherness and were highly successful in teaching and
inspiring students of Color.
My decision to examine White women teachers’ perceptions of educating students of
Color was fomented by this paradox. Through this dissertation study, I attempted to understand

how schools often function as institutions that reproduce segregation and educational inequities



COLOR-BLIND RACISM AND RACIAL LITERACY 2

(Bartolomé, 2004; Darder, Baltodano, & Torres, 2017; Giroux & Schmidt, 2004; Mclnerney,
2009; McLaren, 2017) by taking a closer look at the ways in which White women teachers—the
dominant racial group in K-12 public education—described their lived experiences as teachers of
students of Color. I wanted to better understand what successes and challenges they reportedly
encountered, and how they reflected on their work and life events while teaching a racially and
socioeconomically diverse student population at Vanguard High School (pseudonym).
Throughout this dissertation study, I use the term students of Color interchangeably with the
predominant racial/ethnic groups at Vanguard—Latinx, Black, and Asian. This choice of
terminology is explored at the end of this chapter, under the section titled A Note About
Terminology.

U.S. schools are highly segregated by race/ethnicity and social class, and this segregation
is getting worse (Heading in the Wrong Direction, 2015; Logan & Stults, 2011; McCardle, Bliss,
& Grudzinski, 2018; Wells et al., 2009). One problem is the negative consequences of school
segregation—particularly for students of Color (i.e., Blacks, Latinx, Native Americans, Pacific
Islanders, Asians) who are often isolated in predominantly low-income neighborhoods—such as
less access to highly qualified teachers, challenging courses, and the affluence of resources that
comes with having high-income peers (Frankenberg, 2013; Mickelson, 2010; Welner & Carter,
2013). This problem is compounded by second-generation segregation in racially diverse school
settings when students of Color are disproportionately placed in lower academic tracks (Oakes,
2005; Roda, 2015), labeled in need of special education services (Fletcher & Navarrete, 2011;
Skiba et al., 2008), and/or given harsh discipline referrals and school suspensions in comparison
to their White student counterparts (Lindsay & Hart, 2017; Skiba et al., 2011).

Another often-overlooked problem in racially diverse schools is what occurs inside
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classrooms, within the socio-cultural context of teaching and learning (Carter, 2012). One aspect
of this sociocultural context is the role of racial bias in the teacher-student relationship (Picower,
2009; van den Bergh, Denessen, Hornstra, Voeten, & Holland, 2010). This is where my study
fits and extends prior research on this topic. The research literature I reviewed to deepen my
understanding of the role of racial bias in the teacher-student relationship supported my clinical
understanding of the educational and socioemotional toll that students of Color experience in
classrooms throughout their lives (Bonilla-Silva, 2018; DiAngelo, 2018; Tatum, 2017; Sleeter,
2001; Steele & Aronson, 1995). However, my dissertation pursuit does not intend to blame
teachers as the ultimate cause of systemic educational inequities—rather, I acknowledge that
teachers are often targeted for the racial achievement gap in education, which also stems from a
systemic sociopolitical failure (Giroux, 2003; Sleeter, 2008; Ullucci, 2011). Instead, I wanted to
better understand how White teachers described their lived experiences as educators of Latinx,
Black, and Asian students in a demographically changing high school context, in respect to the
role of race. I sought to make sense of what they reported as successes and challenges as
teachers, and how, if at all, their personal and professional life experiences impacted and were
impacted by their relationships with their students of Color.

White teachers are likely to have been taught color-blindness, to not acknowledge their
race as a White person, and to have received misinformation about people of Color early in their
lives, as a consequence for growing up or spending their whole lives in segregated,
predominantly White schools and neighborhoods (DiAngelo, 2018; Frankenberg, 1999; Michael,
2015). Such experiences are likely to have led them—especially during their younger years—to
make unchallenged assumptions about people of Color, which may have lasted throughout

higher education training (Bonilla-Silva, 2018; DiAngelo, 2018; Michael, 2015; Tatum, 2017).
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In fact, contrary to popular belief, White students are the most segregated group in schools
across the U.S. (Garda Jr., 2011). Research has shown that they benefit from learning in racially
diverse environments as much as students of Color (Garda Jr., 2011; Milem, 2003; Smith &
Schonfeld, 2000; Wells, Fox, & Cordova-Cobo, 2016), while students of Color tend to attain
greater academic achievement when they learn from teachers who share their racial/ethnic group
(Bates & Glick, 2013). The research literature on student achievement/opportunity gap has found
evidence that the racial and demographic mismatch between teachers and students can have a
negative influence on teachers’ academic expectations of racially diverse students and impact
their achievement (Bates & Glick, 2013; McGrady & Reynolds, 2013; Peterson, Rubie-Davies,
Osborne & Sibley, 2016; Welner & Carter, 2013). Considering that the majority of pre-service
teachers enrolled in education programs are White (Bartolomé, 2004), exploring the successes
and failures of educators of students of Color becomes an important step to address these
problems identified by the research literature.
White Teachers and Students of Color

Data from the National Center for Education Statistics (2021) revealed that White
teachers add up to 80% of the teaching force in American public schools, with 64% being
women. According to Taie and Goldring (2020), the average age of White teachers in public
schools is 43 years old, and the median yearly salary is $57,900, placing most of them in the
socioeconomic bracket of middle-class. Yet, students of Color, who may live in poverty (Koball
& Jiang, 2018), compose 51% of the K-12 public school population (Taie & Goldring, 2020).
This demographic disparity reveals that—perhaps more today than at the turn of the 19th
century—White women teachers are entrusted with the education of a larger and ever-growing

population of racially diverse student groups. This expanding demographic gap between school
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children and their White teachers has been termed the demographic imperative in the research
literature. The demographic imperative has increasingly become the focus of education studies
(Garcia, Jensen, & Scribner, 2009), exposing several implications for the over-representation and
the role of middle-class White women teachers in the lives of students of Color (Bartolomé,
2004; Dee, 2005; Jupp, 2021; Michael, 2015; Picower, 2009; Sleeter, 2001; Yoon, 2016).

This dissertation study was conceptualized from the three problems I identified— the
educational inequities stemming from school segregation, the demographic imperative, and from
racial bias in the teacher-student relationship within the sociocultural context of teaching and
learning. I conducted this phenomenological study at a Long Island high school where the
teacher-student demographic composition reflects the racial and socioeconomic mismatch
exposed by the demographic imperative. I wanted to better understand how teachers made sense
of the problem of racial bias in the classroom and the level of awareness they reported having of
their own racial bias. I asked about the successes and challenges they had teaching racially
diverse classes and noted whether they were able to engage in a critical reflection of their
experiences teaching Latinx, Black, and Asian students. My initial research goals included
applying the theoretical frameworks of critical pedagogy and critical whiteness studies to make
sense of White teachers’ belief systems as educators of racially diverse students. In Chapter
Four, I added the framework of color-blind racism as an analytical tool to help me make sense of
the data.

My experience in working with students of Color in a diverse public high school on Long
Island—which has a similar teacher and student demographic characteristic to Vanguard, where |
conducted my study—has informed my understanding of the subtle ways in which some White

teachers may inadvertently discriminate against their racially diverse students, while others
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choose to educate their students in a culturally responsive manner. Similarly, through this study,
I was able to critique the problem of racial bias in the teacher-student relationship, and to find
examples of teachers who are making deliberate, conscious efforts to successfully address
inequities in the classroom where most students were Latinx, Black, and Asian.

A Note about Terminology

Tatum (2017)—in her book, Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting Together in the
Cafeteria?—explained that the use of language to categorize one another racially is imperfect.
For Tatum, “the original creation of racial categories was in the service of oppression” (p. 97),
and the use of such terms might perpetuate this oppression. Tatum further explained that most of
the difficulties surrounding the use of social constructs through language are due to the fact that
these constructs are based on assumptions of otherness. I share Tatum’s discomfort in choosing
the terminology to describe racial categories and agree that “it is difficult to talk about what is
essentially a flawed and problematic social construct without using language that is itself
problematic” (p. 97). In the following paragraphs, I describe my choice of the language that is
used throughout this dissertation study and explain the ideas that informed my decision.

Race and Class. In this dissertation study, I refer to the concepts race and socioeconomic
status (SES) or class under the umbrella term race—a socially constructed category that has real
socioeconomic effects on people of Color (Bonilla-Silva, 2018). Although I fully acknowledge
that there are variations within and between the complex constructs of race and social class
throughout the literature, my decision to address race and class as one category is based on three
major factors. First, some studies revealed that race and SES have been found to intersect for
nearly 70% of all students of Color younger than 18 years old (Koball & Jiang, 2018). Second,

data from the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES, 2021), indicate that the majority
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of Vanguard’s students under the category Black and Hispanic receive free lunch and, to qualify
for free lunch, students must live in households with income below 130% of the national poverty
level (NSLP, 2021). Third, some of the teachers I interviewed for my study corroborated that
most of the Latinx and Black students at Vanguard come from families with low-income
backgrounds and they access free lunch at school. Throughout the research literature, race and
SES are often combined and referred to as race due to their historical intersection in the United
States (Bonilla-Silva, 2018; Kendi, 2017). Similarly, the variations of skin color are often
collapsed under the construct “race,” although this synthesis does not do justice to the vastly
complex and nuanced issue of race (Ladson-Billings, 2000) or ethnicity.

The link between race and social class has been established through the seminal academic
work of scholars from diverse research fields, such as psychology (Banaji & Greenwald, 2016;
Tatum, 2018; van den Bergh, Denessen, Hornstra, Voeten, & Holland, 2010), social psychology
(Steele & Aronson, 1995), sociology (Bonilla-Silva, 2018; DiAngelo, 2018), law (Kang, Bennett,
Carbado, & Casey, 2011), and education (Kozol, 2012; Ladson-Billings, 1995). The policy
statement from the American Academy of Pediatrics (Council on Community Pediatrics, 2016)
policy statement also connected race and ethnicity with poverty, exposing that “African
American, Hispanic, and American Indian/Alaska Native children are 3 times more likely to live
in poverty than are white and Asian children” (p. 2). The connection between social class and
race, and how these demographic categories influence children throughout their education
journey, informed my interdisciplinary approach to explore the factors that underlie the
education of students of Color.

People of Color. DiAngelo (2018) used “the terms white and people of color to indicate

the two macro-level, socially recognized divisions of the racial hierarchy” (p. xv), although she
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recognized that the binary categories of Black and White are limited and frustrating for many,
especially for multiracial people. Throughout this study, when I use the term people or students
of Color, I am referring to all those who do not identify as White in the United States (Diangelo,
2018; Michael, 2015). At Vanguard, nearly 45% of students are White and 55% of students are
Latinx, Black, and Asian. I use the term students of Color interchangeably with the predominant
racial/ethnic group at Vanguard High School: Latinx, Black, and Asian students. By choosing to
use these three racial groups, I sought to acknowledge that racial categories can be constructed
internally—by the social groups within the category—or externally—imposed by Whites in
positions of power (Bashi, 1998).

Racial categorization is never straightforward, especially during adolescence (Hitlin,
Brown, & Elder, 2006). My choice of terminology to identify racial groups attempted to stay as
close as possible to the how people of Color identify themselves in regards to race—their
internal construction of racial categories (Hitlin, Brown, & Elder, 2006)—although these
categories are controversial and subject to changes over time and across different locations. In
this study, the category Latinx refers to those with ancestry from all countries in the American
continent where the predominantly-spoken language descended from Latin—Spanish,
Portuguese, or French—are spoken. The term Latinx uses the letter x instead of indications of
masculine Latino or feminine Latina to signal nonbinary gender identifications (Torres, 2018).
The category Black refers to those of African descent, whether or not they identify as American
(Agyemang, Bhopal, & Bruijnzeels, 2005), by birth or naturalization. Finally, the category Asian
refers to East or South Asians (Chow, 2017).

I adopt Michael’s (2015) use of capitalized words (i.e., students of Color; White

teachers), which represent sociopolitical constructs rather than the description of skin color.



COLOR-BLIND RACISM AND RACIAL LITERACY 9

However, I do not capitalize the word whiteness because it refers to a state of being, which can
be expressed by individuals with various racial identities (Matias, 2016). All teachers of
European descent or who are European immigrants (i.e., Italian, Irish, German) are referred to as
White. I am aware of the fact that the racial, social construct of White does not encompass all the
positionalities (i.e., ethnicity, culture, religion) of those who identify themselves as White.
Today, in the US, Europeans and their descendants are recognized as White, and they hold a
privileged position in our racialized social system (Bonilla-Silva, 2018). The ultimate focus of
this dissertation study is to explore the shared racial ideologies of women educators who identify
as White but may have other racial or ethnic positionalities.
A Brief Review of the Literature

My dissertation study highlights the work of White women teachers. Nevertheless, I
acknowledge that the White culture they represent is not a monolith, but “varied manifestations
of whiteness and White cultural practices across the United States” (Warren & Hancock, 2017, p.
20). Teaching has been identified as a profession identified with whiteness (Blackmore, 2010;
Schick, 2000), and middle-class White women teachers have played a decisive role in the
American history of education (Clifford, 2014; Warren & Talley, 2017). At the start of the 19th
century, White women were thought to be desirable schoolteachers due to their mothering role of
nurturing and instructing the young (Clifford, 2014; Yoon, 2012). As representative of their
racial group, White women educators were expected to teach the values of the middle-class
White-dominant ideology to racially or socioeconomically subordinate groups—such as Native
Americans (Adams, 1995), African Americans (Tatum, 2017), Latinx (Tatum, 2017), and other
population groups (i.e., Asians from various countries, Pacific Islanders). Their lifestyle and

knowledge of the upper and middle-class values and social capital continues to be considered
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highly valuable for social mobility (Yoon, 2012; Yosso, 2005). Although they may be moved to
teach due to their beliefs in the value of social capital that they embody (e.g., education as the
great equalizer; Lewis, 2011) and by their altruistic intention to educate all children, middle-class
White women teachers may not always be inclined to question the status quo of segregation and
inequality that students of Color face in schools (Lewis, 2011; Michael, 2015; Ullucci, 2011;
Yoon, 2011). From birth, they benefitted from the privileges awarded by the White culture,
which is structured to keep them mostly unaware of how their racial prejudices could undermine
their stated goals of practicing educational equity (DiAngelo, 2018; Tatum, 2017).
Racial Bias and White Supremacy

Racial bias can be expressed implicitly or explicitly. There is a growing body of research
literature that focuses on the impact of implicit racial bias. Implicit bias activates unconscious
prejudices related to the onset of moral judgments that divide, categorize, and discriminate
against human beings by social class, race, ethnicity, culture, religious affiliation, cognitive or
physical ability, gender identities, and other characteristics or stereotypes (Greenwald & Krieger,
2006; Jacoby-Senghor, Sinclair, & Shelton, 2016; Payne & Gawronski, 2010). Explicit bias is
the overt, deliberate, and conscious expression of the positive and negative subscription to
certain stereotypes or prejudices, “a belief that is consciously endorsed” (Greenwald & Krieger,
2006), and based on full awareness of the mental process at play. Some studies found that
implicit and explicit racial bias pose socio-emotional threats to racially diverse groups (Banaji &
Greenwald, 2016), and in education, it was found to correlate with students’ poor achievement
(Jacoby-Senghor, Sinclair, & Shelton, 2016; Warikoo, Sinclair, Fei, & Jacoby-Senghor, 2016)
and disengagement (Giroux, 2003). The research studies that revealed the widespread and

pervasive impact of racial biases on students revealed that the negative impact of implicit racial
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bias on students is explicit, inequitable, and with dire negative life-long consequences (Banaji &
Greenwald, 2016; Greenwald & Krieger, 2006; Jacoby-Senghor, Sinclair, & Shelton, 2016;
Payne & Gawronski, 2010).

Through reviewing the literature on racial bias in education, I explored the socio-
economic, political, and cultural processes underlining racism. Research in multiple academic
areas has exposed racism as a systemic enterprise based on the economic privilege of Whites that
is disseminated through culture—i.e., mass media, television, advertising, cinema, art, and
literature (DiAngelo, 2018; Tatum, 2017; Vera & Gordon, 2003). In her book titled White
Fragility, DiAngelo (2018) explained how racism pervades social ideologies, which are “the big
ideas that are reinforced through society” (p. 21). According to DiAngelo (2018), the socio-
cultural and political concept of race was developed to legitimize racial inequality and to protect
Whites’ economic advantage. DiAngelo explained that this social system of political and
economic domination is based on the enduring ideology that assumes the supremacy or
superiority of Whites over all other racial groups. Leonardo (2002)—whose scholarship in
education highlights the study of ideologies and discourses with respect to structural relations of
power—proposed that the racial category White people “represents a socially constructed
identity, usually based on skin color” while whiteness is a racial discourse composed by
everyday strategies “supported by material practices and institutions” and that is “characterized
by the unwillingness to name the contours of racism, the avoidance of identifying with a racial
experience of the group, the minimization of racist legacy” (pp. 31-32). These conceptual
understandings of implicit and explicit racial bias and whiteness have guided and contributed to
my conceptualization of the problem of practice and the choice of theoretical frameworks used to

articulate the purpose of this stud