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a b s t r a c t

This case study chronicles the pedagogical decision making of one high school teacher, Mr.
Diego de la Vega, a pseudonym, as he teaches about race and racism in his elective social
studies class, Race, Gender, and Ethnicity. De la Vega draws upon his own racial biography
and experiences with race/ism to engage with high school students around racialized
content. A conceptual framework grounded in racial identity development theory is used.
This snapshot of racial pedagogical decision making, or RPDM, features a discussion of
implications for social studies pedagogy to promote racial identity development in the
classroom.
Copyright & 2018, The International Society for the Social Studies. Published by Elsevier,
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Introduction

The public responses, or lack thereof, to the killings of Philando Castile, Richard Collins, John Crawford, Terence Crutcher,
Trayvon Martin, Michael Brown, Mya Hall, Walter Scott, Eric Gardner, Sandra Bland, Tamir Rice, Freddie Grey and countless
others serve painful reminders we cannot collectively engage in a constructive conversation about the persistence of racism.
White Americans have struggled to acknowledge that #BlackLivesMatter and, in some cases, evoked calls of reverse racism
when insisting that #WhiteLivesMatter too. Despite the rise in publicity surrounding the deaths of these people of color, the
steep divide between those willing to challenge the enduring systematic structures that perpetuate racism in this country—
typically people of color and their allies—and those who continue to reify, whether intentionally or unintentionally, color-
blind and individualized understandings of discrimination is wider than ever. What remains evident in the midst of the
post-Obama, Trump era is that many Americans rely on limited understandings of racism and have, as Bonilla-Silva (2010)
asserted, “developed powerful explanations—which have ultimately become justifications—for contemporary racial
inequality that exculpate them from any responsibility for the status of people of color” (p. 2).

The current racial climate is particularly problematic as now even colorblindness is under attack. Matias and Newlove
(2017) observed that the Trump era has ushered in a transition from colorblindness towards white nationalism as whiteness
and white supremacy are becoming emboldened within communities and schools across the country. These emboldened
displays of whiteness, Matias and Newlove (2017) contend, are represented through the proliferation of the alt-right
movement, the re-appropriation of civil rights language, and the disguise of hate speech through evocations of the First
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Amendment. Flyers and posts featuring text like, “It's okay to be white” have appeared across high schools, college cam-
puses, and social media platforms as it has now become okay to display feelings of white nationalism in public spheres

Social studies educators must take responsibility for engaging with racialized pedagogies in their classrooms to prepare
students to embody the racial literacy (Guinier, 2004), racial realism (Bell, 1992), and critical patriotism (Busey & Walker,
2017; King, Warren, Bender, & Finley, 2017), necessary given our current racial climate. Some argue the reason society fails to
enact racial justice is due to the lack of experience citizens have in talking and learning about race/ism. Research indicates
that race talk is often filled with discomfort (Bell, 2003) and is shaped by rhetorical incoherence (Bonilla-Silva, 2010) as
white people wrestle with how to reconcile their challenged worldviews (Bell, 2002, 2003). When race talk does occur, it is
also littered with racial microagressions (Sue, 2010) and assertions of perceived power or authority regarding race relations
(Sue, 2010). Often, when whites experience feelings of white fragility (DiAngelo, 2011) they attempt to shut down racial
dialogue through avoidance (Pasque, Chesler, Charbeneau, & Carlson, 2013) and through calls for silence and respect (Sue,
2005). Consequently, without frequent exposure to race talk, problematic understandings of race/ism, whiteness, and white
supremacy are left unchallenged in whites which prevents them from embracing racialized understandings of the world and
from engaging in work alongside people of color to dismantle systems of oppression.

Likewise, teachers, rarely, if ever, teach about race/ism. Branch (2003) contended that due to a lack of experience with
racism, white educators have been unable to understand and, therefore, incorporate instruction about the devastating
effects of racism in their social studies classes. Instead, teachers often perpetuate the master narratives present in many
educational resources, which invariably promote a race-less, or colorblind, interpretation of society. Researchers need to
investigate how teachers can create classroom spaces, or counter-spaces (Solorzano, Ceja, & Yosso, 2000), wherein racial
conversations can thrive.

In what follows, I present findings from a study about the racial pedagogical decision making (RPDM) of one high school
educator, Diego de la Vega (pseudonym), who places race/ism at the center of his interactions with students in an elective
secondary social studies course, Race, Gender, and Ethnicity. Specifically, I investigate how Mr. de la Vega engages in racial
identity introspection through examining his racial biography. Further, I explore the racial pedagogical decision making of
de la Vega as he works with secondary social studies students to explore their own racial identities in pursuit of learning
about race/ism.

Race/ism and White Social Studies

Upon review of national curriculum standards created by the National Council for the Social Studies (NCSS), Branch
(2003) stated that a “clear warrant for teaching about race and racism” was present (p. 91). Social studies themes such as
understanding different cultures and varying opinions, the development of individual identity, and understanding power
and authority all lend themselves to the study of race/ism in society. Despite calls from race scholars, social studies edu-
cation has failed to meaningfully incorporate pedagogy and curriculum that support identity development regarding race
and ethnicity (Branch, 2003; Chandler & McKnight, 2009, 2011; Howard, 2004; Husband, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 2003;
Martell, 2013). A survey of social studies literature demonstrates a demand for additional work dealing with race/ism and
identity (Chandler, 2015; King & Chandler, 2016; Ladson-Billings, 2003; Ooka Pang, Rivera, & Gillette, 1998).

Table 1
Helms (1995) Racial Identity Ego Statuses.

White Racial Identity Ego Statuses

Contact Status Individual is oblivious to the concept that whiteness is a racial identity and to the ways in which race influences
their decisions

Disintegration Status First acknowledgement of the privileges of being white, wherein anxiety occurs through “unresolvable” racial
situations when an individual must decide whether to remain loyal to their racial group or to practice humanism
toward the other

Reintegration Status Individuals idealize the efforts of one’s racial group while allowing racial factors to influence decision making
Pseudoindependence Status Individuals are aware of the privileges associated with being white, feel a duty to “help” nonwhites navigate

society, while believing racism is only engaged in by “bad” whites
Immersion/Emersion Status Individuals quest for information regarding the personal meaning of racism and what whiteness means to them

and to society
Autonomy Status Individuals avoid opportunities to participate in racial discrimination and can resist the privileges of racism while

constantly reflecting on their self-identity

People of Color Racial Identity Ego Statuses
Conformity (Pre-Encounter) Status Individual self-identity is devalued due to judgment based on white standards of merit
Dissonance (Encounter) Status Individual exhibits anxiety regarding their racial group and is confused about majority-group affiliations
Immersion/Emersion Status The use of “own-group” standards to define one’s identity and making decisions for the betterment of one’s own

racial group
Internalization Status Individual maintains a positive viewpoint of their own identity and values other racial and ethnic groups
Integrative Awareness Status Recognition of one’s identity and shared commitment to support the efforts of other oppressed groups
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