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Concrete actions educators can take to engage privileged white 

students in social justice 

 
  Have representation of persons from a wide variety of races and ethnicities in your curriculum – beyond 

token inclusion – even if there are few or no students of color in your classroom. 

 

It is already regarded as a best practice to include a wide range of multicultural represenation for the beneift of 

students of color. “If they can see it, they can be it.” But white students need to see, “If I can see it, they can be it” 

in order to challenge their own implicit and explicit biases and “single stories” about p.o.c.’s. 

 

That could mean: 

 

• Including many writers of color in the English curriculum 

• In Social Studies, exploring historical events via the narratives and experiences of people from a wide 

variety of racial, ethnic and economic groups, as opposed to just the narratives of the powerful white elites 

• Highlighting, in STEM classes, the achievements and stories of scientists and mathematicians of color 

• Hanging posters in the classroom room offering a wide representation of figures from your field (writers, 

engineers, etc.) 

• In Powerpoint presentations and handouts, using clipart that represents a variety of different 

races/ethnicities as a matter of routine. 

• In constructing word problems in Math or grammar lesson sentences in English, going beyond a white/upper 

middle class set of references (e..g, instead of always presenting “Mary and John are buying apples, how 

many apples will they have if…etc,” include “Maria and Juan are buying guavas, how many guavas, etc.”) 

Do your research to make sure your cultural references are genuine and authentic. 

 

Remember, all of this needs to be a regular recurring part of curriculum and classroom decoration, not a token 

“Okay, here’s our one Latinx author, check” or “here’s our one poster for each racial and ethnic group, and then a 

ton of posters of white dudes.”  

 

The point of this inclusion is to normalize the idea of the contributions and experiences of people of color as a part 

of studying your subject area, with no particular fanfare ( “HEY, LOOK, now it’s time for BLACK HISTORY week, 

as opposed to every other week when we do `real’ - aka white – history,” etc.) 

 

  Respect the diversity among your white students, and recognize intersectionality 

 

* The idea of many divergent “white” experiences and identities can be a gateway to seeing people of 

color as more than “a single story,” as Chimamanda Adichie would say. 

 

  Remember that we can only speak from our own experience. 

 

• Make this a norm for your students as well, so neither you nor they talk in terms of, “all those X people are 

like X or do that X thing, right?” 

• Never ask a student of color (or even a white student) to “represent” or “speak on behalf” of their “group.” 

(e.g., no, “How do Asian people feel about the Harvard admissions lawsuits, Yuxiang?”) 

 



David Nurenberg, “What does Injustice Have  
to Do With Me?”, © 2020 Rowman & Littlefield 

 

 

Especially if you are a white educator… 

 

  Include yourself, and your racial identity/privilege, as part of the discussion 

 

• Be open about your own identity and positionality.  

• Call attention to your own cultural referents as particular to your own upbringing (e.g., “as a white, middle 

class woman growing up in Western Massachusetts, I listened to a lot of the Indigo Girls”)…position white 

culture(s) as just that, a culture(s), as opposed to the “default” or “norm.”   

• By that same token, acknowledge privilege. (“Being a white man had a lot to do with me feeling safe walking 

past the police in my jogging suit last night.”) 

 

  Call attention to racial injustice and call it what it is, especially structural racism.  

 

• Your school commuity isn’t majority white for no reason – it’s the product of years of redlining and restrictive 

covenants - acknowledge that openly.   

• Acknowledge that police, shopkeepers, etc. treat you differently and with more respect and safety than if you 

were African American or Latinx. 

•  To the extent possible, design assignments and projects that explictly focus on issues of social justice.  

o Learn/apply math for the purposes of examining disparities in health care, in wages, in real estate.  

o Learn the origins and arguments against eugenics in science.  

o Apply history and ELA skills to analyzing and taking action against social injustices. 

o Acknowledge that these are problems every bit as real, and every bit as worthy of study and every bit 

as in need of solving as everything else in the curriculum...perhaps even more so.  

 

  Practice awareness of your own internalized biases, especially when it comes to discipline and 

classroom management.  

Model this behavior in the way you treat students of color, especially when white students are 

watching. 

 

• Monitor your own emotional responses to p.o.c. student behavior, especially African American and Latinx 

boys. Develop a habit of stopping yourself and asking, “if a white boy was doing this exact same thing, would 

I be having this reaction?”   

• Take extra efforts and spend time getting to know the students of color at the school. Learn how to 

pronounce their names correctly. Take the initiative and have conversations. Attend events in which they are 

involved. Spend time attending events in their neighborhoods if possible and appropriate. 

• Learn about non-Christian holidays and communicate appropriate acknowledgement to students who 

observe them. 

• Intercede with guidance counselors about course placement, about scholarship opportunities, etc. for 

students of color. A wealth of research points to how Black and Latinx students in particular are 

disproportionately placed in non-honors tracks, encouraged to apply to less competitive colleges, etc. 

• Familiarize yourself with common microaggressions and don’t commit them. 

 


