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HOW WE HAVE FAILED OUR STUDENTS OF COLOR (Part 3)
A growing number of students of color drop out of college every year, not just because 
of finances or grades, but because of a lack of ‘connection’ with other students, faculty 
and the community around them. I believe that before we can ‘remedy’ this situation, 

we must first explore the ways we have failed our students of color:  

A lack of color on campus
One of the major ways we’ve failed our students of color is that they often can’t ‘see them-
selves’ in the student population or within the faculty or administration. When students of 
color can’t see professionals looking like them, they lose in many ways. First, they are taught 
that leadership is a ‘white privilege’ and that few professionals of color qualify. Secondly, 
they come to realize that white administrators and faculty rarely ‘understand’ what it is like 
to be a minority in a sea of whites nor are they willing to bring the issue up.  When students 
of color attempt to breach this veil of silence, they are often trivialized and told that there 
just aren’t enough qualified faculty of color to choose from or that as whites, they too, are 
‘concerned’. However, that ‘concern’ seldom leads to any change or sense of responsibility. 
The third loss is that in not seeing and experiencing faculty of color, students of color often 
emulate whites in terms of their ways of being ‘professional’, their speech, dress, and ways of 
seeing the world, including folks of color. This ‘loss of self’ is profoundly sad because folks 
of color can never be ‘white’ enough or lose themselves. There is no PhD that can shield a 
person of color from the inevitable pain of racism. 

Not knowing how to create a ‘safe container’

Most white faculty do not know how to create a ‘safe container’ to talk about diversity be-
cause they have not been trained on how to mediate conflicts or how create a sense of com-
munity amongst diverse groups. Students relate about how when white students become 
defensive and adversarial with students of color who try to talk about their experiences, 
their instructors often change the topic or end the discussion because it’s becoming too 
emotional and appearing ‘out of control’. Another failure is that most white faculty are un-
prepared to talk about white privilege as it affects people of color on a daily basis because 
they have seldom had to look at their own white privilege. They often relate to diversity 
through a ‘white lens’, which is often about celebrating, eating, or dancing. Another ‘blind 
spot’ occurs when white faculty often view discrimination as an individual rather than as a 
group or institutional experience. Much like a student of color once observed- when talking 
to another white student about racism, the white student demanded that he see him as an 
individual, but insisted on seeing, the student of color, as a group. This disconnect often goes 
unnoticed and leaves both groups feeling frustrated and incomplete.

This is a four part series on how we have failed our white students and our students of color.  
Included in each article will be suggestions on how to create a culturally responsive classroom.


