
STUDENTS OF COLOR AND RESISTANCE IN THE CLASSROOM 

As a group, the needs and concerns of students of color are studied less than the needs and concerns of 
White students. This is particularly true when it comes to different racial groups within the “of color” 
umbrella. A few large-scale works have tracked the progress of multiple racial groups on campus (e.g., 
Sidanius, Levin, van Laar, & Sears, 2008), but these are relatively rare. Despite this lack of study, how-
ever, it is clear from the research that has been done that students of color, particularly Black and 
Hispanic students, are more likely to have experience with both racial discrimination and with 
discussions of race (Pew Research, 2016; Sue, 2015; Binder, 2014). These students also typically 
experience more interracial interaction compared to White students (Trawalter & Richeson, 2008). 
These prior experiences probably help when it comes to learning about race; recall Erin Winkler’s (2018) 
findings about understanding racism and the greater speed with which Black students crossed the 
“threshold” of understanding about institutional racism as compared to their White peers. But this ease 
of learning can also translate into particular experiences of resistance. 

Feeling Targeted and In the Spotlight 

For many students of color, the classroom can be a place of feeling targeted by racism. Back in 1992, 
Beverly Daniel Tatum wrote about this as part of her study of how racial identity shapes learning. In 
describing how students of color can feel as they listen to their White counterparts, she quotes an 
African American student: “Sometimes I get real tired of hearing White people talk about the conditions 
of Black people. I think it’s an important thing for them to talk about, but still I don’t always like being 
around when they do it” (p. 206). She goes on to say that as the class has progressed, she is feeling less 
willing to listen and to be open to her White classmates’ feelings and perspectives. Tatum describes this 
in terms of a heightened sensitivity, something she reports having seen often among her students of 
color, particularly as they listen to White students grappling with the realities of racism. 

What is so striking to me about these findings is how similar they are to recent research. Case and Cole 
(2013) describe how students of color experience “target group resistance” by passively withdrawing 
from class activity. The authors argue that this happens because these students are seeking to avoid 
becoming representatives of their racial group (tokens) or to avoid being stereotyped or further 
marginalized. Just as for the student quoted above, these students know that the classroom could be 
unsafe for them and so it is more comfortable to skip class on certain days (depending on the topic) or 
to zone out during the discussion. 

One other variable that is likely to make these feelings more likely: having a White instructor and/or 
predominantly White classmates. Research in social psychology on the spotlight effect has shown that 
when we are the sole representative of a salient social group, we are likely to feel more conspicuous and 
self-conscious. One particularly relevant set of experiments conducted by Jennifer Randall Crosby, 
Madeline King, and Kenneth Savitsky (2014) showed that when students of color were the sole 
representative of their race in a setting with other White students, the discussion of race caused them 
to feel not only more like they were the focus of others’ attention but also to estimate that the White 
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people in the room were actually looking at them more frequently (as compared to a more neutral 
condition in which race was not being discussed). Most importantly, the students in this condition 
experienced much stronger negative emotions. Given these findings, it is not surprising that students of 
color might feel especially uncomfortable and likely to resist when they are surrounded by White people 
or hearing a White instructor talk about things with which they have such immediate and personal 
experience.  

Feeling Out of Control 

In addition to feeling targeted, students marginalized by race are also likely to feel overwhelmed by the 
size and scope of racial bias. As we help students learn about racism in all its forms and effects, they will 
probably feel a tension not only between their prior understanding and their new learning, but also 
between what they believed about themselves and how they see themselves going forward. In addition 
to negative emotions like anger and sadness, there may also be a strong sense of powerlessness. We all 
like to feel in control of our lives, and the nature of racial bias makes that control more precarious for 
people of color. I have seen these feelings of distress in many of my own students. I vividly remember a 
Hmong American female student who was also very overweight saying to me that she just did not know 
how she was going to avoid job discrimination in her life after college. We had been covering 
psychological and sociological data on job and pay discrimination resulting from a variety of social 
identity characteristics. In that moment, it was obvious how distressing the information was for her. 
Why wouldn’t it be? It makes sense that, as our students learn, they might need to step back to protect 
their own feelings of self-control and autonomy. Understanding and accepting that students will feel 
powerless can help us become more sensitive to the challenges they face and help us recognize why 
students who are marginalized by race may sometimes want to avoid the topic, thus leading to the 
resistance as withdrawal documented by both Tatum (1992) and Case and Cole (2013). In that moment 
with my student, I simply tried to listen and to accept her comments without brushing them aside or 
reassuring her. 

Feeling Angry 

It is important to note that students of color are also likely to feel angry as they learn more about 
racism. This is as it should be. Racism is life-threatening for people of color and it clearly shortens lives 
and decreases quality of life. As students learn about the extent of racism, they are also grappling with 
the very visible and well publicized instances of racism that we all see in the headlines and that can 
range from annoying to life-altering to life-ending. Putting all of this together is frustrating and often the 
root of anger. Again, this is normal and to be expected. The problem for our students, however, is that it 
is not acceptable to be emotional in class and anger can be especially taboo, particularly for Black 
students who may be stereotyped as angry even when they are not expressing anger. In discussing this 
kind of student anger, Stephen Brookfield, in a podcast interview with Bonni Stachowiak (2017), 
suggests that seeing models of other people of color who are feeling angry about racism and expressing 
that anger (perhaps in a video or audio interview, as part of a debate, etc.) could help students of color 
to feel that their anger is normal and to be expected. He also suggests being up front with students 
about these feelings of anger, naming them, and allowing time for reflection and writing on the part of 
students to help them process and grapple with their feelings of anger. 

In general, it is important to keep in mind that students of color are likely to have a different and more 
difficult experience than White students. Because students of color typically have more experience with 



racism, they can often learn more quickly, as shown in the work of Erin Winkler (2018), whose Black 
students were quicker to grasp the concept of institutional racism. But the downside of this is that as a 
result of their more knowledgeable starting point, students of color sometimes gain less in terms of 
learning from diversity courses as compared to their White counterparts (Bowman, 2009). They are 
sometimes reviewing material that they already understand or patiently waiting as White students 
struggle to catch up. We also know that White people gain more as a result of cross-racial contact as 
compared to people of color experiencing that same contact, and this includes college students in 
interracial roommate situations (Sidanius et al., 2008; Tropp & Page-Gould, 2015). Here again the 
research tells us that students of color simply start from a stronger understanding of how racial bias 
works and have to work through the biases of the White people around them who are sometimes 
(though not always) learning and growing from those same encounters. 

For all of these reasons, it is important to be sensitive to how students of color may be experiencing the 
classroom differently. As we will see below, White students can be much more vocal in their resistance, 
and their concerns can take attention away from the quieter experiences of our students of color, 
whose feelings may not be as obvious. Feelings of being targeted and in the spotlight, out of control, 
and angry in response to life-altering racism are important, and they are normal and rational responses.  

 


