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 Mix It UP! 
Despite some progress, racism 
and prejudice are still pervasive in 
American schools, reports Jennifer 
Holladay. Here’s what schools can do 
to promote tolerance and equality. 
t o d a y ’ s s t u d e n t s a r e t h e m o s t 
racially tolerant generation our nation has 
ever seen. According to recent studies, 
they are more likely to have friends, or to 
date, across racial and ethnic lines than the 
generations who came before them. On the 
whole, they believe racism is wrong. 

But we still have a long way to go. 
According to federal statistics, one in four 
students report being targets of racial or 
ethnic bias in a typical school year; one in 
10 say they’ve been called an offensive name 
at school; and, in urban schools, nearly 40 
percent of students report seeing bigoted 
graffiti on campus. Disturbingly, schools are 
the third most common location for hate 
crimes. 

So what can educators and schools do to 
help elevate levels of racial tolerance among 
students? 

Since 1991, the Teaching Tolerance 
project of the Southern Poverty Law Center 
has served as a clearinghouse for promising 
practices and ideas. Through our semi-
annual magazine, curriculum tools, grant 
program, and website, we support more 
than 500,000 educators each year. 

Last year, Teaching Tolerance completed 
a two-year assessment of its programming. 

Our findings indicate that schools commit-
ted to reducing racial prejudice should focus 
their efforts in four areas. 

1. Use anti-racist curricula 
The use of multicultural materials is likely 
the most popular anti-bias intervention in 
schools. In a survey we conducted with the 
National Education Association and UCLA’s 
Civil Rights Project in 2005, the vast major-
ity of educators reported that they use such 
materials in their classrooms. 

Although multicultural materials offer 
great promise, particularly because they can 
be used in both segregated and integrated 
schools, researchers are somewhat split on 
their effectiveness. 

In 2000, psychologists Frances Aboud 
and Sheri Levy examined findings from 
existing studies of multicultural education 
programs, dividing them into two groups: 
multicultural interventions (those that 
teach students about diverse groups) and 
anti-racist/anti-bias interventions (those 
that specifically teach students about social 
problems, such as racism and xenophobia). 
Their analysis found that anti-racist/anti-
bias interventions had a greater effect on 
reducing prejudice. 

In practice, this means educators 
shouldn’t simply teach about “great African 
Americans in history;” they must also teach 
about American racism and segregation, 
and its effects on African-American com-
munities, past and present. 

2. Deepen character education 
Character education programs generally 
intend to help children develop moral deci-
sion-making skills; rarely are they designed 
with anti-bias aims in mind. However, these 
programs are relevant to prejudice reduction 
in an important way: Longitudinal studies 
have shown that people with higher levels 
of moral development have lower levels of 
racial prejudice. 

For anti-bias effects to take shape, how-
ever, character education programs must do 
more than tell students about a list of values, 
such as “honesty” and “equality,” or general 
principles, such as “equality is important.” 
Instead, we must prompt students to delve 
deeply into the nuances of these values and 
principles (e.g., “Does treating people equally 
mean treating everyone the same?”). 

To foster this kind of inquiry, several pro-
grams run structured dialogues that encour-
age students in high school and college to 
examine their own values, and the values of 
others. Often designed to promote cross-
group understanding, such programs can 
produce powerful results. For example, an 
evaluation of the University of Michigan’s 
dialogue-centered Program on Intergroup 
Relations showed that the program helped 
white students develop a greater sense of 
shared values and interests with people of 
color, while students of color perceived less 
racial divisiveness and reported more posi-
tive interactions with white students. These 
effects were sustained over three years. 

3. Promote cross-group contact 
For decades, researchers have studied 
social contact theory (or the “Contact 
Hypothesis,” as Susan Fiske refers to it in 
her essay on page 14), which asserts that 
when people interact across group lines, in 
properly designed activities, their prejudiced 
beliefs and behaviors will fall away. A 2000 
analysis, conducted by researchers Thomas 
Pettigrew and Linda Tropp, reviewing 203 
individual studies and 90,000 subjects, con-
firmed the power of cross-group contact: In 
94 percent of cases, face-to-face interaction 
between group members led to a reduction 
in prejudice. 

Inside our nation’s classrooms, social 
contact theory often comes alive through 
cooperative learning strategies, which gener-
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ally involve breaking students into racially 
and ethnically diverse small groups. Group 
tasks require face-to-face contact and 
interdependence: An individual’s success 
is dependent on the group’s success. An 
analysis conducted in 1995 by psychologist 
Robert Slavin, reviewing dozens of existing 
studies, found that the use of cooperative 
learning strategies increases the likeli-
hood that students will form friendships 
across racial and ethnic lines. Importantly, 
cooperative learning also boosts academic 
achievement among students of color. 

Two factors currently make it hard for 
schools to adopt social contact strategies. 
First, as researchers at UCLA’s Civil Rights 
Project have documented, school choice 
programs (e.g., vouchers), persistent 
residential segregation, and weakening 
legal mandates for integration are fueling 
the resegregation of American schools. As 
the 21st century gets underway, African-
American students are more likely to attend 
segregated schools than they were in 1968. 
Segregated schooling also is becoming the 
norm for Latino students—and the same 
goes for white children, who are the most 
racially isolated students in the nation. A 
decision by the U.S. Supreme Court last 
summer, which ruled that school districts 
cannot integrate public schools by assign-
ing students to particular schools on the 
basis of race, leaves districts with few 
options to pursue purposeful integration, 
and the re-segregation of our schools is 
likely to escalate. 

Second, the No Child Left Behind Act 
is placing extreme pressure on schools and 
teachers to “get test scores up.” This pres-
sure often translates into hours upon hours 
of classroom test prep and mandated use 
of scripted curricula, leaving little, if any, 
space for the practice of cooperative learn-
ing or any other form of instruction that’s 
not seen as preparation for standardized 
tests. 

Still, many schools remain diverse, and 
these schools should embrace programs, 
such as the Jigsaw Classroom and Teach-
ing Tolerance’s “Mix It Up at Lunch Day” 
initiative, that create opportunities for 
diverse students to cross group lines and 
get to know each other. Teachers, too, can 
use what flexibility they have to implement 
cooperative learning strategies in their 
classrooms. 

4. Strive for school equity 
If educators and policy makers truly want 
to reduce prejudice, they must work to 
provide all students with equal academic 

opportunities in schools. As Rodolfo Men-
doza-Denton makes clear in his essay on 
page 22, common practices like tracking or 
ability grouping can send strong, if unin-
tended, messages to students about one 
group’s supposed superiority or inferiority 
to others. If white students predominate a 
school’s AP courses and students of color 
tend to populate its remedial classes, for 
example, that reality can inform students’ 
attitudes about race and racism in pro-
found ways. In that case, it’s unlikely that 
anti-bias lesson plans can outweigh these 
attitudes and lived experiences. 

One way we can begin to address such 
inequity is to better prepare teachers 
to work with a diverse student body. A 
report released this past May by Public 
Agenda found that, while a majority of 
new educators (76 percent) said teaching 
an ethnically diverse student body was 
covered by their training, only 39 percent 
said that training actually helped them 
in their classrooms. Teaching Tolerance’s 
research supports these findings: We’ve 
consistently found that, while educators 
care deeply about their students’ success, 
they often lack the tools, know-how, and 
support to create classroom communities 
that successfully serve students of color. 
Recognizing this need, we’ve partnered 
with the National Education Association, 
the American Association of Colleges 
of Teacher Preparation, and a national 
advisory board of renowned scholars to 
launch the “Teaching Diverse Students 
Initiative” in the Fall of 2009. The Initia-
tive will offer the first suite of professional 
development tools specifically designed to 
help educators understand how race and 
ethnicity should—and should not—inform 
their instructional practices. 

We hope that programs like this one 
will build on the progress our schools have 
made over the past few decades. To reduce 
prejudice even further, and to provide a 
quality education to all our students, we 
must commit ourselves to the hard, uncom-
fortable work of examining the ways race 
and ethnicity play out in our classrooms 
and schools. We can realize our nation’s 
promise of equality only through our 
demonstrated commitment to it—through 
our actions, day in and day out. 

Jennifer Holladay, M.S., is the senior adviser 
for strategic affairs at the Southern Poverty 
Law Center and the interim director of its 
Teaching Tolerance program. 
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The Perils of Colorblindness 
BY DOT TIE BL AIS 

One Friday morning, right after teaching 
my third period high school English class, 

I came face-to-face with my own racial and 
cultural prejudices. 

I had just delivered a well-intentioned 
diatribe about the consequences of not doing 
homework. I couldn’t understand why so many 
10th graders were simply not reading their 
short story assignments, or if they read them, 
were showing so little enthusiasm in class 
discussions. 

One student, Julian, had remained in his 
seat after I dismissed the class. I sensed he 
had something to say. 

Finally, he stood up and approached my 
desk. Julian was a tall, African-American 16 
year old with intelligent eyes, one of my favorite 
students. 

“You ought to quit trying to make us white,” 
he said matter-of-factly. “All these stories 
you’re making us read are by white people, 
about white people.” His eyes pointed to the 
open textbook on my desk.  

“Julian, I didn’t select these stories on the 
basis of race,” I said emphatically, stunned 
by the implication of racism. It was the 
unpardonable sin in a school where 70 percent 
of the students were minorities. 

“Maybe you should have,” he said, almost in 
a whisper, and left the classroom to silence. 

I struggled to comprehend. His suggestion 
was inconceivable, especially since I had 
always prided myself on conducting 
“colorblind” classes. 

I picked up the textbook and turned to 
the table of contents. Scanning titles and 
authors, I suddenly realized the awful truth. I 
hadn’t deliberately eliminated writers of other 
ethnicities, but I hadn’t deliberately included 
them either. Clearly, the assignments reflected 
my own unconscious cultural biases, and one 
student had the courage to say so. 

Julian showed me the fallacy of colorblind-
ness. From him I learned that if we choose not 
to acknowledge race in the classroom, students 
and teachers will rarely confront their own 
prejudices. Tolerance results from seeing com-
monalities. But unless we first see ourselves 
as different, we will never see ourselves as the 
same. 

Dottie Blais, M.A., teaches English and creative 
writing at Gainesville State College in Georgia. 
Previously, she taught secondary school English 
in Georgia, Louisiana, and Colorado for more 
than 20 years. 


