
“My Life in the Classroom, Where Race Always Matters”  

By David Leonard  

 

When you walk into a classroom, what’s your demeanor? Are you approachable, even casual? Or do you favor 

authority and formality? 

Ever since Katrina Gulliver, a professor at University of New South Wales, lamented a “culture of familiarity” 

in the lecture hall, I’ve been reading professors’ reflections on these questions. Reflections from professors like 

Will Miller, who pushed back against Gulliver: “I have been known to occasionally teach in clothes that I could 

mow the lawn in,” he wrote, “and apparently a student or two have at some point said I was cool. That’s not my 

goal, however.” 

I’m a casual dresser, too, but that’s not what struck me about Miller’s essay. What stood out was this line: I may 

be a white male, but this has nothing to do with why I am comfortable in a classroom. 

There’s a lot to digest here. But let me start with this: I am a white male, and that has everything to do with why 

I am comfortable in a classroom, why I am respected, and how I’m read by students and others. That is my 

story, and the story of my career within academe. 

Berkeley: Summer 1998 

I still remember the excitement I felt when I taught my first class solo. No discussion sections, no grading 

demands from other professors: This was my syllabus, my approach, my opportunity to develop relationships 

with students. The course covered the civil-rights movement, and I was thrilled by the opportunity to share my 

passion for the untold stories of the movement. 

As a white, male graduate student, I worried: Would my knowledge and academic background be enough to 

make students respect me as an authority on civil-rights history? But back then, I figured that my extensive 

reading list and my preparation were enough. Beyond that initial burst of anxiety, I gave little thought to what 

my whiteness meant inside the classroom. 

About halfway through the class, we prepared to watch Spike Lee’s 4 Little Girls, a powerful documentary that 

chronicles the trauma and terror of the 16th Street Baptist Church bombing in Birmingham, Ala. Wanting the 

students to sit with the film, to reflect, and to emotionally connect with it, I encouraged them to bypass the 

standard practice of detached, academic note-taking. “Sit back,” I said, “and enjoy the film.” 

Looking back, I cannot believe I said these words. But I’m not entirely surprised: My privilege needed to be 

checked. In my mind, I was simply reminding them to watch, listen, learn, and feel. Yet that’s not what came 

out of my mouth. What I said seemed like an attempt to turn a film about terror into a moment of pleasure and 

enjoyment. 

A few weeks later, two African-American students approached me separately. They each challenged me to 

think about what I had said, why it was significant, and how my whiteness mattered. They were right. I was 

blinded by privilege and the belief that “it’s all about the material,” not even questioning how I presented that 

material. My distance from the history shaped how I talked about the civil-rights movements and white-

supremacist violence. When I reached into my pedagogical toolbox, steeped in whiteness and my middle-class 

Los Angeles upbringing, I grabbed hold of “enjoy the film” with little forethought about how such an 

insensitive phrase might trigger emotions and anger. It was the first of many lessons on how race always 

matters in the classroom. 

Berkeley: Spring 2002 



As I approached the completion of my Ph.D., I was afforded the opportunity to teach an upper-level 

undergraduate ethnic-studies class with over 200 students. It was daunting. Between wrangling eight teaching 

assistants (many of whom were my friends), and lecturing to all those undergrads, I was apprehensive—if not 

scared—for much of the semester. 

Over the years, I have been asked over and over again: Did the students—either the legendarily political 

Berkeley crew or the less-progressive students who just were taking the course for a general-education 

requirement—ever challenge me, question why I was teaching the class, or simply resist my pedagogical 

approach? Never. Happened. Even though I lectured about genocide, enslavement, mass incarceration, and 

persistent white supremacy, students offered little resistance. 

This all changed, though, when a fellow graduate student—an African-American man—delivered a couple of 

guest lectures about the prison-industrial complex. After two mind-blowing and brilliant talks, I was excited to 

continue the conversation with the class. My students? Not so much. They lamented the guest lecturer’s 

“attitude.” They described him as “angry,” as “biased” and “sarcastic,” and as “different from me.” Several 

students seemed more interested in litigating his pedagogical choices than discussing the injustices of the 

American judicial system. 

We (I’m indebted to one of my TA’s for her work here) refused to hold this conversation in his absence, so we 

brought him back into the classroom. And we pushed the class to reflect on why I was seen as an objective, fair-

minded, truth-telling, and lovable “teddy bear,” whereas he was angry, biased, and more interested in a political 

agenda than the truths of history. The conversations that resulted from these interventions were powerful, 

spotlighting that race, racism, and privilege didn’t just operate outside the classroom, in history and in culture. 

They played a role within our learning space as well. 

The wages of whiteness were paid inside and outside the classroom. I was seen as an objective authority, I 

realized, in part because I was a white male. 

Pullman, Wash.: 2004 

Since joining the faculty at Washington State University, I have been known to swear in class. I’ve worn 

ripped-up jeans along with a Lakers jersey. I ask my students to call me David, though I do tell them that if they 

are interested in formality, “Prof” or “Dr.” are fine. 

I’m less able to pass as a student these days—I’ve got a gray beard, a balding head, and an old person’s sartorial 

style—but I’ve embraced blending into student populations. For me, this isn’t simply about being cool or fitting 

in or feeling young. I consider it a pedagogical intervention: The idea is to challenge our collective 

understanding of what it means to be an intellectual, and to show that scholarly pursuits are not incompatible 

with the “everyday.” Sure, I could lecture on Bourdieu, but I could just as easily talk trash about another 

Lakers’ championship—remember, 2004 was a while ago—or talk shop about the latest Madden incarnation. 

But my ability to do this—to maintain authority even while wearing a Zinedine Zidane or Terrell Owens 

jersey—is predicated on what George Lipsitz called “the possessive investment in whiteness.” In other words, 

institutional biases and individual prejudices reinforce one another. They certainly affect my place as a 

professor. My status as a white male is intertwined with the respect I receive. Women and scholars of color are 

not afforded this built-in respect, whatever their individual accomplishments, sartorial choices, degrees, or 

pedagogical styles. As a white male, I benefit from being seen as a professor, as an authority, before I actually 

say or do anything. 

In my 12 years at Washington State, I have never had a student complain about my sartorial choices, my 

profanity, my propensity for “tangents,” or my professionalism. The same cannot be said about my colleagues, 

women and faculty of color, whose professionalism, authority, and preparedness is routinely challenged. My 



wardrobe of jerseys, hoodies, baseball hats, and sagging jeans is not subject to the evaluative scrutiny of future 

Mr. Blackwells. Contrast that with the women and people of color in the academy whose clothing selections are 

questioned and used to evaluate their expertise. 

On the basketball court, it might be the shoes that make the player. In the classroom, though, it’s the privileges 

afforded along racial and gender lines that make the professor. Or it’s those privileges, at least, that color the 

ways students, faculty, and administrators measure a professor’s success. 

Pullman, Wash.: May 2014 

I have spoken, by now, in numerous classrooms, at conferences, and in many other venues; for the longest time, 

I felt uncomfortable with any sort of introduction that noted my academic background, publications, or 

accomplishments. I scoffed at pretense and formality; I was David. 

I know now that that was a luxury. More than my degrees or my publications, my whiteness was authenticating 

me. I had thought that by refusing the accoutrements of academe, I was bucking the system. Instead, I was 

merely cashing in on the societal privileges afforded to me because of my identity. 

So what have I learned? My education is ongoing: I still wince at the lack of critical awareness I showed, early 

on, in giving underdeveloped introductions to guest speakers in class or at conferences, centering my sense of 

appropriateness and formality. And I haven’t started to demand a level of classroom formality that doesn’t work 

for me. But I’m more sensitive to the experiences of others. I’m more aware of how my whiteness matters. Not 

many of us would be naïve enough to think that the classroom is a colorblind nirvana, but too many of us still 

act as if that’s the case. 

 













Common Language 

Anti-Oppression Pedagogy: A Workshop at Tyler School of Art 
 

racism: a kind of bias that can only be held by people in the dominant social position, this is the blanket term 

used to refer to a system of social advantages and disadvantages based on race 

 

prejudice:  any negative attitudes toward a social group based on an aspect of identity, regardless of their  

social power 

 

structural racism: the systemic ways through which practices of conferring and withholding benefits based on 

race are embedded in social institutions 

 

interpersonal racism: any experience or incident in which race functions as the catalyst for disparate treatment  

 

internalized racism: the process by which people of color reproduce dominant narratives about their own local 

ethnic communities or broader racial/ethnic in-groups to justify their low social and/or economic positions 

 

homophobia: the umbrella term used to refer to a system of social advantages and disadvantages based on 

sexual orientation 

 

sexism: the umbrella term used to refer to a system of advantages and disadvantages based on sexual orientation 

 

classism: the umbrella term used to refer to a system of advantages and disadvantages based on social class 

 

ableism: the umbrella term used to refer to a system of advantages and disadvantages based on ability 

 

microaggression:  often small and ambiguous when considered individually, these are behaviors toward 

minority group members that repeat or affirm stereotypes or subtly demean them; research has shown that the 

effects of these accumulate over time, and can trigger significant trauma despite their apparent mildness 

 

white/straight/male/class/ability privilege: the un-earned benefits associated with membership in a dominant 

group, culture, or class 

 

cultural capital: particular benefits associated with knowledge of and access to dominant cultural  

practices and norms 

 

social capital: particular benefits associated with knowledge of and access to a network of individuals with 

privilege and in powerful or advantageous positions 

 

allyship: the set of practices that characterize individual resistance to oppressive or biased discourses and 

actions, aimed at building coalition with members of minority groups and supporting their aims and efforts 

 

anti-oppression: an ideology that encourages intentional collective and individual resistance to  

oppressive structures 

 

 

More useful terms:  

queer: a broad term used to refer to individuals who are sexual minorities, that is, members of lesbian, gay, 

bisexual, pansexual, or asexual communities 

 



trans: a broad term used to refer to individuals who are gender minorities, meaning that they may not  

identify with the sex they were assigned at birth, and may be genderqueer, transgender, agender, or  

gender non-conforming 

 

cis: the term typically used to identify individuals who experience congruence between their sex assigned at 

birth and their understanding of their own gender 

 

race: a socio-political construct that relies on traits like skin color, hair texture and eye shape to assign  

group identity 

 

ethnicity: group identity rooted in common national, cultural and/or geographical ties 

 

black: a broad term used to refer to individuals associated with the African diaspora; can include those who 

self-identify as black, or who are “read” as black despite other racial or ethnic identity 

 

African American: descendants of the North American slave trade with ancestry in Africa 

 

person (or people) of color: an umbrella term that refers to members of all racial minorities 

 

social construct: the idea that concepts of value, import, deviance, normality, and abnormality arise culturally 

rather than naturally 

 

mythical norm: an abstraction that represents the greatest possible hegemonic power distilled in an individual, 

against which others are judged; ie., the white, straight, able-bodied, wealthy, conventionally-attractive, 

heterosexual, cis, man 

 

pedagogy: the means of teaching, as a constellation of theoretically grounded methods for engaging students  

in learning 

 

teaching style: the personality an individual brings to teaching; intentional choices by the teacher (like the 

choice to be “easy-going” or “strict” in the classroom) interacting with student assumptions about their 

perceptions of teacher identity (ie., whether the teacher is black or white, a man or a woman, large-bodied  

or petite, etc.) 

 

curriculum: the content of an individual class, course of study, or school; the material with which  

students engage 

 


	Diversity day David Leonard reading
	Diversity day Bell Hooks reading
	Diversity day anti oppression glossary

