
#TowerSoIvory  
Teaching Race & Racism at 

Predominantly White Institutions

Leslie Berntsen
University of Southern California



WHY CAN RACISM BE SO HARD TO TEACH?!?!?



A (Completely) Non-Exhaustive List

• People don’t agree what it 
means 

• People don’t ~believe it’s 
real~ 

• It’s an enormous, 
enormous bummer
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Let’s “Play!”



Common Deflections and Defense Mechanisms

1. Why aren’t you teaching reverse racism? Shouldn’t we 
hear both sides?  

2. Isn’t it racist to be talking about this? Personally, I don’t 
even see color.  

3. So am I not allowed to have an opinion as a white 
person? What about my freedom of speech?  

4. So what you’re saying is that I should feel guilty for 
being white?



Some (Hopefully) ~Handy~ Suggestions

• Broaden students’ conceptions of racism 
and encourage them to “see color” 

• First-person narratives are important  

• …but abstraction can also be your 
friend!  

• (Try to) preempt difficult questions and 
comments 

• Step back to broad values and principles 
whenever possible 

• Leave students with concrete tips they can 
use to make things better



-Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie

“The problem with stereotypes is not that they 
are untrue, but that they are incomplete. They 

make one story become the only story.”



Kinds of Racism

• Overt racism: Clear, 
outright animosity for 
marginalized racial groups 

• Aversive racism: When 
people regard themselves 
as Not Racist™, but still 
discriminate against 
marginalized groups in 
subtle, rationalizable ways 

• “I’m not racist, but…” 

• “I don’t see color!”



Color-Blind Racial Attitudes

• Consist of three factors: Limited 
awareness of (1) racial privilege, (2) 
institutional discrimination, and (3) 
blatant racial issues (Neville et al., 
2000) 

• Lead to greater implicit and explicit 
prejudice when experimentally 
induced (Richeson & Nussbaum, 
2004) 

• Reduce POC’s executive 
functioning in interracial interactions 
(Holoien & Shelton, 2012)
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“He was no angel, with public records and 
interviews with friends and family revealing both 

problems and promise in his young life. He 
lived in a community that had rough patches, 
and he dabbled in drugs and alcohol. He had 
taken to rapping in recent months, producing 
lyrics that were by turns contemplative and 
vulgar. He got into at least one scuffle with a 

neighbor.”

—The New York Times



“People familiar with his early years say he was 
a Boy Scout, a B-plus college student; he 

loved children, read poetry, and was a rising 
figure in Republican politics in Seattle… He 

was the assistant director of the Seattle Crime 
Prevention Advisory Commission and wrote a 

pamphlet for women on rape prevention.”

—The New York Times
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Bystander Intervention Decision Tree

Pluralistic 
ignorance

Diffusion of 
responsibility

Direct or 
indirect



How Can We Effectively Reduce (Implicit) Bias? 

• Setting an Implementation intention: “I definitely want to respond to the Black 
face by thinking good.” 

• Priming multiculturalism (the idea that racial differences should be 
acknowledged and celebrated) rather than color-blindness 

• Reading a vivid story about being assaulted by a White man, but rescued by a 
Black man 

• First completing an IAT with positive Black (e.g., Barack Obama) and negative 
White (e.g., Charles Manson) exemplars 

• Playing dodgeball with an all-Black team against an all-White team 

• Reading a story about a post-apocalyptic world in which their allies were all 
Black and their enemies were all White

Lai et al., 2014, JEP:G






