By PHIA S. SALTER

mong the many tensions that the year 2020 laid bare, the

divisions in our beliefs about the continued role of rac-

ism in the United States were central. While some of

these divisions were drawn along political lines, with
liberals far more likely than conservatives to see systemic racism
as an ongoing problem, many were also drawn alongracial lines.
Although Black Lives Matter protests in the wake of George
Floyd’s and Breonna Taylor’s deaths brought together one of the
largest multiracial coalitions in recent protest history,! our
nation remains divided in beliefs about the root causes of racial
injustice, what we should do about it, and who is willing to do
the work.?

According to several national polls, white Americans are
more likely to deny that racism is a problem in contemporary
US society than people from many communities of color.? Even
in the wake of increased televised and social media conversa-
tions about systemic racism, white Americans were less likely to
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take actions to better understand the racial issues plaguing
American society, or to indicate support for Black Lives Matter,
than people in other racial groups.* In my home state of North
Carolina, polling indicated that while 87 percent of Black Ameri-
cans thought systemic racism was a serious issue, only 40 per-
cent of white Americans agreed with this sentiment.®

In the face of persistent disparities that impact Black Ameri-
cans’ experiences and outcomes regarding education, health,
income, wealth, and criminal justice,® these gaps in our percep-
tions about what constitutes racism and whether it is a persistent
problem only widen another gap: what we need to do to address
these disparities. As an educator, I'm interested in how we might
bridge these perception gaps in the classroom. As a researcher, I
also have some ideas about where to start. I am a social, cultural,
and critical race psychologist who draws upon a diverse set of
research tools—including experiments, quantitative analyses, and
qualitative field research—to integrate scientific inquiry with
applications to racial justice.

OUR STORIES SHAPE OUR PERCEPTIONS

To begin, take a moment to think about what you would say if I
asked you to tell me your life story, your personal history. What if
you had limited time or only 500 words? What aspects of your life
story would you think are most important to highlight? Would
your highlights (or lowlights) differ if T were to ask you to tell your
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story to your students or to your colleagues? What kind of impact
would you want your story to make, and would that change which
details you included or excluded? Honestly, how much would you
focus on the parts that make you feel good and those that make
you feel bad?

I have been considering these types of questions in relation
to our nation’s history since I started graduate school 15 years
ago at the University of Kansas. Social-psychological research
suggests that many of us are motivated to maintain a positive
view of ourselves when recounting our pasts.” I wondered: What
does that emphasis on the positive mean for how we think about
our country and, in particular, our history of racism? My master’s
thesis and dissertation both focused on the dynamic relation-
ships between identity, knowledge of America’s racial history,
and beliefs about what constitutes racism. In my work, I consider
both how our identities impact what aspects of our nation’s his-
tory we include in the collective narrative (especially what we
commemorate) and what impact these narratives can make on
engaged students.

In 1965, James Baldwin, a scholar and civil rights activist,
implored white Americans to come to terms with the oppressive
and bloody history of our nation’s past and asserted that doing so
would be necessary to resolve the emotional and historical bag-
gage perpetuating ongoing racism and discrimination. In an
Ebony magazine article, he wrote:
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White man, hear me! History, as nearly no one seems to
know, is not merely something to be read. And it does not
refer merely, or even principally, to the past. On the contrary,
the great force of history comes from the fact that we carry it
within us, are unconsciously controlled by it in many ways,
and history is literally present in all that we do. It could
scarcely be otherwise, since it is to history that we owe our
frames of reference, our identities, and our aspirations.®

History—or perhaps more accurately the stories we collectively
tell ourselves about the past—shapes how we see the world, who
we believe we are, and who we hope to be. At the same time, how
we see the world, who we believe we are, and who we hope to be
all play important roles in our interpretations and attitudes about
what is significant about the past. What happened in the past and
itsrelevance for the present can be ambiguous, and this ambiguity
provides space for psychological meaning-making, intervention,
and action. My research leverages this ambiguity to empower
educators committed to addressing racism in their classrooms.
I've found that as students’ knowledge of America’s racial history
deepens, so does their interest in addressing persistent inequities.
But we have alongroad ahead.

Representations of American history tend to sanitize or silence
the more negative or racist elements in order to maintain a posi-
tive view of our country’s past and present.” Our textbooks, cur-
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ricula, and government-sanctioned holidays are no exception.
These sources of historical information are not neutral accounts
of what factually happened in the past; they are vulnerable to
biases carried forward from the past and biases cultivated in the
present.'’ Take the enslavement of Black people, for example. In
its comprehensive report on “teaching hard history,” the Southern
Poverty Law Center (SPLC) indicated that American slavery is
often divorced from its brutal context:

Taken as a whole, the documents we examined—both formal
standards and supporting documents called frameworks—
mostly fail to lay out meaningful requirements for learning
about slavery, the lives of the millions of enslaved people or
how their labor was essential to the American economy for
more than a century of our history. In a word, the standards
are timid.... The various standards tend to cover the “good
parts” of the story of slavery—the abolitionist movement
being foremost here—rather than the everyday experiences
of slavery, its extent and its relationship to the persistent
ideology of white supremacy.!!

As students’ knowledge of
America’s racial history deepens,
s0 does their interest in addressing
persistent inequities.

In addition to reviewing state standards, the SPLC examined
popular textbooks, interviewed teachers, and tested students’
knowledge of slavery. Every source pointed to the conclusion that
our country is struggling to effectively address the topic of slavery.
This is an urgent problem because, as the SPLC noted, “The per-
sistent and wide socioeconomic and legal disparities that African
Americans face today and the backlash that seems to follow every
African American advancement trace their roots to slavery and
its aftermath. If we are to understand the world today, we must
understand slavery’s history and continuing impact.”*?

When it comes to historical narratives in our racial history that
include enslavement, rape, segregation, lynching, political assas-
sinations, and other forms of terroristic violence, unsanitized
examinations reveal a deep and disturbing past that is not in
accord with the cherished view of America as aland ofliberty and
opportunity. Honest discussions can raise a tension between
wanting to distance ourselves from ugly truths and needing to
reckon with them so that we might understand their relevance
and manifestations in the present. In my own work, I've seen how
this tension arises within celebrations of Black History Month, a
time often dedicated to celebration, but also a time in which the
relevance of these conversations is central.
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HISTORICAL KNOWLEDGE CAN FACILITATE
PERCEPTIONS OF SYSTEMIC RACISM

WhenI entered my psychology graduate program, I was primarily
interested in racial identity and how that was related to percep-
tions of racism. However, several faculty members, including my
advisor, were also discussing the implications of history knowl-
edge as an important psychological variable for various percep-
tions;" I was immediately drawn in. We were conducting several
initial studies (including my master’s thesis'*) measuring the
relationship between Black history knowledge and perceptions
of racism when I wondered about the cultural sources of Black
history knowledge. I wondered what type of Black history content
might be present (or absent) in different schools. I thought Black
History Month might be a particularly good time to ask this
question.

During Black History Month, schools vary in what events or
people they think are best to highlight. While some schools may
take their cues from larger districtwide initiatives or turn to his-
torical societies (like the Association for the Study of African
American Life and History) for ideas, the representations of Black
history that wind up in the library or school display cases are also
contingent on who volunteers to lead the efforts (students, teach-
ers, or staff) and who is perceived to be the audience of such
content.

During graduate school, I began conducting a series of stud-
ies" to explore how Black History Month was commemorated in
local high schools. The first, an ethnographic field study'® in 12
high schools, revealed that Black History Month commemora-
tions differed according to the student population. In the seven
schools where most (84 to 92 percent) of the students were white,
the more negative and painful aspects of Black history were less
likely to be included than in the five schools where most (72 to 98
percent) of the students were Black and Latinx.

Generally, most Black History Month commemorations used
two sanitizing strategies to silence negative histories. One strategy
was to highlight individual Black American achievement—
whether inventors, intellectuals, or civil rights heroes—while
minimizing the historical barriers that these individuals faced or
the collective struggle involved in order to eliminate those barri-
ers. For example, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr’s “I Have a Dream”
speech would be highlighted, and he would be celebrated as a
civil rights hero, but the violent context that necessitated King’s
speech, as well as the organizing and demonstrations of the civil
rights movement, would not be mentioned. The other strategy
directed discussions about Black history toward multicultural
tolerance and diversity instead of discussing race or history at all.
The ongoing legacy of systemic expropriation, exploitation, and
oppression was not brought to the table because of concerns that
these conversations could make students feel bad. Instead, mes-
sages like “diversity is the one true thing we all have in common”
appeared to be designed to make students feel good.

Although these sanitizing strategies were evident in all 12
schools, they were used far more extensively in the predominantly
white schools. When students of color were in the majority, Black
History Month commemoration materials were more likely to
acknowledge historical racism, institutional barriers, and current
impacts of longstanding oppression.



In a follow-up study,'” I asked college students to engage with
high schools’ Black History Month materials. The college students
saw materials from schools that enrolled mostly Black and Latinx
students and mostly white students, but where the materials came
from was kept hidden. Notably, white college students preferred
the content from the predominantly white schools (which was
more likely to be celebratory and diversity focused without explic-
itly presenting narratives about historical racism) over the materi-
als from predominantly Black and Latinx schools (which were
more likely to acknowledge historical racism).

After this preference emerged, my research team and I wanted
to know whether these varying representations of history
impacted perceptions of racism today. We conducted a third
study'® in which participants were randomly assigned to engage
with one of the three sets of facts (which I created based on the
high school materials): celebratory representations of Black his-
tory that emphasized past achievements of Black Americans,
critical representations of Black history that emphasized historical
instances of racism, and (as a control condition) representations
of US history that excluded people of color. Then, they were asked
to indicate (1) whether various ambiguously racist events were
due to racism and (2) their support for anti-racism policies.

Historical knowledge can be a
directive force, influencing how
we comprehend current events
and proposed responses.

Akey finding from this work is that participants exposed to criti-
cal representations of Black history not only perceived greater rac-
ism in US society but also indicated greater support for policies
designed to address racial inequality than did participants in the
other two conditions. Sanitized representations that minimized
racism in the pastundermined perceptions of racism in the present
and, in turn, resulted in less support for anti-racism policies. Think
about that for a moment: accurate historical knowledge increased
perception of racism in the present and also facilitated support for
anti-racism policies. Historical knowledge can be a directive force,
influencing how we comprehend current events and proposed
responses (e.g., reparative action, apologies, or compensation).

Further support for the power of accurate Black history knowl-
edge has emerged from my research collaborations examining
the Marley hypothesis.'® The Marley hypothesis generally pro-
poses that the perception (rather than denial) of racism in US
society reflects accurate knowledge about historically docu-
mented instances of past racism. The name comes from Bob
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Left: Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. after delivering his “I Have a Dream” speech on

August 28,1963. Right: Former police officer Benny Oliver kicking Memphis Norman,
a college student participating in a Woolworth's lunch counter sit-in on May 28,1963.

Marley’s song “Buffalo Soldier,” which reminds us of essential
historical truths: “There was a Buffalo Soldier, In the heart of
America, Stolen from Africa, ... fighting for survival, ... If you know
your history, Then you would know where you coming from, Then
you wouldn’t have to ask me, Who the heck do I thinkI am.”

In the original study® and the replication,* Black American
college students were more accurate about historically docu-
mented racism than white American college students. For exam-
ple, Black students were more likely to know that the Emancipation
Proclamation did not abolish slavery throughout the United States
and that full citizenship was not established for Black Americans
until the 14th Amendment. As evidence of the Marley hypothesis,
differences in historical knowledge facilitated differences in per-
ceptions of racism in contemporary events among the Black and
white students. In other words, the racial gap in perceptions about
racism today—much like the gaps in perceptions evident in the
national polls described in the introduction—was in part
explained by racial differences in historical knowledge.

The implication of this work is that Black Americans’ tenden-
cies to perceive racism are not forms of strategic exaggeration (i.e.,
“playing the race card”), butinstead constitute realistic concerns
about enduring manifestations of racism that are grounded in
accurate knowledge about America’s racial history. In our studies,
denial of racism was associated with ignorance about historically
documented facts in our country’s racial history.

CLASSROOM INTERVENTIONS TO INCREASE
RECOGNITION OF SYSTEMIC RACISM

This line of research suggested some fairly straightforward, fruitful
directions for interventions in the classroom. If we want to bridge
the gap between perception and denial of systemic racism, then we
could teach critical histories. In a study* led by my collaborator
Courtney Bonam of the University of California, Santa Cruz, we
recruited a sample of white Americans to listen to a clip of historian
Richard Rothstein on NPR’s Fresh Air program discussing the fed-
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eral government’s role in creating Black ghettos and the ongoing
legacy of systemic racism in housing.* Participants learned about
redlining, blockbusting, and other discriminatory housing prac-
tices. (Ifyou would like to learn more about this history, turn to page
32 for an excerpt from Rothstein’s 2017 book, The Color of Law: A
Forgotten History of How Our Government Segregated America.) We
found thatlistening to the NPR clip increased critical history knowl-
edge (in comparison to a control condition), increased beliefs about
the government’s active role in creating Black ghettos, and, in turn,
increased perceptions of systemic racism.

However, though effective overall, participants’ identities inter-
acted with the effectiveness of the intervention. In the original
Marley hypothesis study,* the more positively Black Americans
regarded their racial identity, the more likely they were to perceive
racism in American society. In contrast, the more positively white
Americans regarded their racial identity, the less racism they saw
in contemporary events. In the context of our intervention, the ten-
sions between white racial identity and perceptions of racism were
notable. As white racial identity increased, engagement with our
critical history lesson (the NPR clip) became less likely to increase
systemic racism perceptions. The data suggest that critical historical
knowledge is important, but the effectiveness of teaching critical
history may depend on how open our students are to information
that can be threatening to their identities and what we can do to
mitigate that threat.?> The study results are also consistent with my
own personal experience in the classroom.

Tying in critical historical content
across subject areas is key if you are
committed to helping your students

understand racism as a historical,

cultural, and structural construct.

BRIDGING THE DIVIDE IN MY OWN CLASSROOM

Over the last 10 years, I have primarily taught courses in higher
education that count toward diversity requirements for bachelor’s
degrees, diversity requirements for psychology majors in particu-
lar, or courses that meet other general requirements related to
racial equity or justice. In the past, sometimes those classes were
large, hosting around 100 students, and other times they were
intimate, small-class settings with only 10 to 12 students. Regard-
less of the size, there were always some students who self-selected
into my courses because of genuine interest, while others openly
admitted that they were just looking to check off another course
from their list of required classes.

I'am committed to teaching these courses because critical diver-
sity content is intimately tied to my research expertise and my train-
ing as a cultural and critical race psychologist. I think it is important
to tie in critical historical content across subject areas, even in

30 AMERICAN EDUCATOR | SPRING 2021

domains where students may not believe the connec-
tions are relevant (at least initially). This is not always an
easy approach, but it is a key one if you are committed
to helping your students understand racism as a histori-
cal, cultural, and structural construct.

I accepted early on that one of the consequences
of teaching critical diversity content is that it can be
emotionally challenging for students.?® Highlighting
the kind of issues instructors can encounter, Alexan-
der Kafka of the Chronicle of Higher Education dis-
cusses the disproportionate amount of emotional
labor spent by instructors in diversity courses.*” Kafka
reviews research presented at the Association for the
Study of Higher Education’s annual conference by
Drs. Ryan Miller, Cathy Howell, and Laura Struve in
which they defined emotional labor as “attending to
students’ needs beyond course content, both inside
and out of the classroom, as well as addressing one’s
own emotional management and displays as a faculty
member”? Of course, any class could require some
additional attention to students’ needs and requests
outside of the classroom, but as Howell, who is a Black
woman, revealed, a significant portion of her own emotional labor
included “being the depository of anger and frustration experi-
enced by students.”* As a regular instructor for these types of
courses, I have experienced being such a depository personally
(often through eye-rolling and outbursts in class) and grappled
with it on teaching evaluations. I know those written-in comments
can really shine or rain on your parade.

A fewyears ago, as I was preparing to deliver a lecture on “Rac-
ism and Oppression” in my Psychology of Culture and Diversity
course, I realized thatI had come to anticipate some level of anger
and frustration among some of my students—so much so that it
had impacted some of my teaching practices. After some critical
reflection, I knew [ was managing their reactions to both the mes-
sage and the messenger. I learned that it was important to cover
whatis typically experienced as the most uncomfortable content
after I've had some time to earn their trust. At the very beginning
of the semester, many students express their excitement for learn-
ing more about psychology in “other” cultures. They do not neces-
sarily anticipate the critical, challenging lessons aboutracism that
lie ahead.

My courses challenge students to understand themselves as
cultural beings with “different” cultural patterns too. Culture and
diversity are not just about “others” and their psychological expe-
riences; everyone’s psychological experiences are intimately tied
to cultural processes as consumers and producers. My lectures
onracism and oppression build on this idea by asserting that rac-
ismis systemic and embedded in our cultural context. In psychol-
ogy textbooks, systemic racism is not a term often used; most of
my students are not used to thinking about racism this way. One
way I manage this is by packing the lecture with interactive and
experiential activities* that aim to help them process a sociocul-
tural understanding of racism; this larger concept of racism may
be more threatening than the typical portrayal of racism as indi-
vidual bias.*!

Another approach I use includes arriving to class early to play
Bob Marley’s “Buffalo Soldier” before introducing my students




temic racism is only a first step; dismantling racism will require
collective action with support from robust anti-discrimination
laws and anti-racist policies. But, recognition is a crucial step,
nonetheless. I hope, with future work, that we can better under-
stand the social conditions that facilitate acceptance of the diffi-
cult truths in our racial history and commitments to social action.
The classroom is a great place to start deepening society’s under-
standing of racism past and present, and our willingness to do
something about it. O
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