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Identifying your skin is too dark as a put-down: Enacting
whiteness as hidden curriculum through a bullying
prevention programme

Rhianna Thomas

New Mexico State University, Las Cruces, NM, USA

ABSTRACT
In my second year teaching at the elementary level, two biracial
first graders told a Black child that she could not play because
her skin was too dark. I found myself, a white female teacher,
using the language of the bullying prevention programme to
ignore the racialized nature of the incident and ultimately enact a
hidden curriculum of white supremacy. In this article, I analyze
the incident using the concept of hidden curriculum and a critical
whiteness studies lens in order to better understand how formal
social curricula, such as bullying prevention programmes, might
be used to promote harmful social norms in a covert manner. I
posit that explicit social curricula grounded in behaviourist theory
are especially problematic because they are designed to elicit
standardized rather than contextualized responses to problematic
student behaviours. I explore the ways I utilized colour evasive-
ness and taught it to my students through the hidden curriculum
and the bullying prevention programme. I conclude with implica-
tions for the implementation of formal social curricula in schools
and considerations for teacher education to break white discourse
norms that contribute to the hegemonic hidden curriculum.
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My second year
teaching first grade,
Amiya and John
who were biracial
told Sara
who was Black
that she
couldn’t play
because her skin was too dark.
I
their teacher
said
Everyone can play.
And sent them along.
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My mentor
said
That is bullying behaviour,
a put-down.
So John and Amiya
said
We let everyone play
and
We’re sorry.
And we sent them along
without anyone ever having to talk about
Sara’s
too dark skin.

As a new white1 teacher of children of Colour in a mid-size city in the Midwestern
USA, I found myself ill-equipped to counter white supremacy in my first-grade
classroom. I had received a traditional liberal arts education at a four-year univer-
sity and earned an A in the required behaviour management course (no cultural
foundations course was required). I sought out a teaching position in a school
attended by racially diverse children and participated in a community inter-racial
discussion group. Still I did not know what to do when two of my students told
another that she could not play because her skin was too dark, so I deferred to
the protocol offered by the bullying prevention curriculum in use at my school.
Although this critical incident occurred more than 13 years ago, I find myself
reflecting on it often, circling around it to try to better understand the sociocul-
tural context of teaching and my role within it. In this article, I utilize the concept
of hidden curriculum (Eisner, 1979; Jackson, 1968), the theoretical framing of critical
whiteness studies (CWS), and autoethnographic methodology to recursively analyze
my enactment of a bullying prevention programme as curriculum. First, I outline
the theoretical and conceptual framework and relevant literature on hidden and
explicit social curricula that guide this work. Then I tell my story in detail before
(re)analyzing it through the frameworks of hidden curriculum and CWS. I conclude
with implications for the implementation of explicit social curriculums, teacher pro-
fessional development, and future research.

Theoretical and Conceptual Framework

Teaching is never neutral (Freire, 1970; Vasquez, 2013). Schools have always been sites
for socialization, and culture will always be central to school learning (Hollins, 2015).
Teachers can position children as “people who ‘receive’ the world as passive entities”
(Freire, 1970, p. 76) or as problem-solvers who engage in critical thinking to change
social realities (Freire, 1970). Learning takes place in the context of “systems of mean-
ing and power that people build, reproduce and contest in and through their interac-
tions with one another” (Lewis & Moje, 2003, p. 1991). Thus, it is essential to analyze
the social context of schooling and the ways in which the enactment of curriculum in
school settings reifies or counters dominant systems of power.
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Hidden Curriculum

The concept of hidden curriculum is useful in this analysis. The hidden curriculum is
made up of the implicit, unstated lessons that are delivered in educational settings via
school structures (Eisner, 1979), curricular materials (Giroux & Penna, 1979), and
instructional practices enacted by the teacher (Connelly & Clandinin, 1988; Garc�ıa & De
Lissovoy, 2013). For example, school faculty or administrators may never make explicit
the values of hard work, obedience, conformity, and persistence, but any of those val-
ues might be taught every day in subtle ways. The hidden curriculum operates on
both the micro level through interactions guided by teachers and students and the
macro level influenced by larger social, cultural, and historic systems (Giroux, 1981).
Indeed, Garc�ıa & De Lissovoy (2013) define the hidden curriculum as “the process by
which daily exposure to school expectations and routines transmits norms and values
of the dominant society into students” (p. 49). Jay (2003) asserts, “[Schools] aid in the
maintenance of hegemony by acculturating students to the interest of the dominant
group” (p. 7). While Giroux (1981) agrees the hidden curriculum serves to maintain
dominant sociocultural values, he argues the agency of the individuals working within
school settings is influential. Giroux writes, “Schools [are] sites of both domination and
contestation” (p. 296) in which ideologies are both “reproduced and resisted by stu-
dents [and teachers] via their own lived experiences” (p. 297). However, Garc�ıa and De
Lissovoy (2013) point out the increased control of time and regimentation of daily
activities in the current education system strips students and teachers of agency.
Hegemonic systems operate at both the micro- and macro-level in schools; thus
reforms “will continue to be thwarted in practice until a thorough interrogation of the
hidden curriculum in educational institutions is brought to the fore of any research
agenda on … social studies education” (Jay, 2003, p. 7).

Critical Whiteness Studies

Due to my own position as a white scholar and the relationship between white
women and schooling designed to perpetuate sociocultural norms that benefit whites
(Leonardo & Boas, 2013), CWS is a useful lens through which to view everyday teach-
ing practices and this critical incident in particular. CWS employs tenets of Critical
Race Theory (CRT) to make visible the ways white supremacy operates and is main-
tained in day-to-day interactions and assumed-to-be neutral curriculum (Matias & Liou,
2015). Critical Race theorists assert race is a social construction, racism is endemic in
everyday American life, and social change is only made when the interests of the
dominant group align with those of minoritized groups (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017).
Further, CRT forwards structural determinism and liberalism as especially useful tenets
to better understand how white supremacy is maintained in this incident. Structural
determinism reflects the endemic nature of white supremacy, namely, “Our system, by
reason of its structure and vocabulary, is ill equipped to redress certain types of
wrong” (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017, p. 31). In essence, typical school systems and cur-
ricula do not provide the tools of thought and communication necessary to address
white supremacy. Likewise, education systems promote liberalism, the political philoso-
phy of equal treatment under the law which often equates to vague rules that
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promote conformity of response rather than addressing deeper social ills (Delgado &
Stefancic, 2017). CWS examines how these tenets play out in white discourse; that is,
the particular manner in which white people actively maintain white supremacy that
leads to psychological and material benefits while denying such actions and benefits
exist. In this analysis, I explicate two white discourse norms that supported delivery of
a hidden curriculum of white supremacy: colour evasiveness, avoidance of talking
about race directly (Annamma, Jackson, & Morrison, 2017), and white fragility, the ten-
dency of whites to retreat from difficult racial conversations due to a lack of racial
stamina (DiAngelo, 2011, 2015).

Literature Review

To more fully examine the ways in which I enacted a hidden curriculum of white
supremacy through the routines and discourses of a bullying prevention curriculum, I
briefly describe hidden and explicit social curricula as well as the theoretical underpin-
nings of explicit social curricula. I briefly examine the socio-historical contexts of bully-
ing prevention programmes at the time of the critical incident and in the present. I
then put forth my concern that explicit social curricula grounded in behaviourist the-
ory are unlikely to address sociocultural aspects of the hidden curricula, and will there-
fore be unsuccessful at countering white supremacy.

Hidden and Explicit Social Curricula

Throughout the history of schooling in the USA, teachers have instructed children on
proper ways of behaving and interacting with others. At times this sociomoral instruc-
tion has been articulated through commercial curriculum guides, for example, charac-
ter education curricula and formal behaviour management models such as Love and
Logic (Fay & Funk, 1995) and the Clip Chart Method (Morris, 2009), but often the
sociomoral education of children has remained part of the hidden curriculum.
However, “schools do influence social and moral development, whether they intend to
or not” (DeVries & Zan, 2012, p. 24). Skiba and Peterson (2003) assert that school dis-
cipline systems, whether explicit or implicit, constitute part of the social curriculum
and position “school discipline as an instructional method” by which “students learn
about teacher expectations on a daily basis through the responses they receive for
positive and inappropriate behavior” (p. 67).

In the field of early childhood education, child guidance, a term used to describe
the ways children are supported in their social and emotional development (Gartrell,
1997), has long been part of the explicit curriculum. “Guidance teaches children the
life skills they need as citizens of a democracy” (Gartrell, 1997, p. 35) including per-
spective-taking, self-regulation, and ethical problem-solving. Although child guidance
remains a broad approach to social and emotional education, it has also been formally
and commercially curricularized in programmes such as Conscious Discipline
(Bailey, 2001).
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Theoretical Underpinnings of Social Curricula

Like academic curricula, social curricula reflect certain theories and assumptions. Child
guidance curricula reflect constructivist (Piaget, 1977) and sociocultural (Vygotsky,
1978) theories, which position the learner as an active constructor of meaning through
social relationships and as profoundly influenced by the cultural context. Curricula
termed behaviour intervention models or behaviour management programmes reflect
foundations in behaviourist theory. In contrast to constructivist and sociocultural theo-
ries, behaviourist theory positions the learner as a receiver of knowledge motivated by
social and material rewards. Thus, social curricula grounded in behaviourist theory
have a focus on clear expectations for behaviour, predetermined rewards for appropri-
ate behaviour, and a “consistently implemented continuum of consequences and sup-
ports for problem behaviors” (Horner et al., 2009, p. 134). While sociocultural theory
allows for context-specific variations in the ways behaviours are deemed appropriate
and the manner in which those behaviours should be responded to, behaviourist the-
ory emphasizes consistency in reactions.

Bullying Prevention Curricula Then and Now

Bullying prevention curricula proliferated in the USA in the 1990s due to increased
visibility of bullying behaviour in the media, with many states passing laws requiring
programming for the prevention of bullying in schools (Bradshaw, 2015; Smith,
Ananiadou, & Cowie, 2003). Typical bullying prevention curricula include definitions of
bullying behaviour and outline actions for the human targets of such bullying behav-
iour as well as bystanders who witness bullying behaviour (Bradshaw, 2015; Ross,
Horner, & Higbee, 2009; Smith et al., 2003; Ttofi & Farrington, 2011). Bullying preven-
tion programmes continue to be in wide use in the USA and are increasingly folded
into systems of School Wide Positive Behaviour Intervention Supports (SWPIS)
(Bradshaw, 2015; Ross et al., 2009). Sugai and Simonsen (2012) describe SWPBIS as a
framework for implementing social curricula characterized by consistent student
expectations across school settings such as the hallway, cafeteria, and classroom; a
tiered continuum of behavioural supports; and emphasis on data-informed decision-
making (Bradshaw, Waasdorp, & Leaf, 2012; Horner et al., 2009; Sugai & Simonsen,
2012). SWPBIS has roots in Positive Behavior Supports (PBS), which was used in the
USA in the 1980s to support students with severe disabilities who many observed
were being punished inhumanely and ineffectively for behaviour problems (Reno,
Friend, Caruthers, & Smith, 2017; Sugai & Simonsen, 2012). When the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act, designed to increase access to least restrictive learning envi-
ronments for people with disabilities, was reauthorized in 1997, PBS was adapted for
use with all students and termed SWPBIS (Reno et al., 2017; Sugai & Simonsen, 2012).
Reno et al. (2017) attribute the proliferation of SWPBIS to “the increased accountability
for student academic achievement and positive behavior resulting from legislation
such as the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act” (p. 423).

While SWPBIS is an implementation framework that does not prescribe curriculum
(Bradshaw et al., 2012; Sugai & Simonsen, 2012), it is clearly founded on behaviourist
theory. Thus, bullying prevention within a SWPBIS model is likely to view bullying as a
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discrete behaviour that can be eradicated through increased supervision (Bradshaw,
2015) and a “universal strategy for responding when students report incidents of prob-
lem behavior” (Ross et al., 2009, p. 749). Consistent with behaviourist theory, bullying
prevention curricula implemented through SWPBIS are likely to respond to incidents
of bullying with the removal of rewards and the application of punishment. Ross et al.
(2009) explain, “Bully prevention in positive behavior support (BP-PBS) teaches stu-
dents to withhold the social rewards hypothesized to maintain bullying” (p. 747).

Addressing Sociocultural Factors Associated With Bullying

Bullying prevention curricula that operate on behaviourist theory are unlikely to take
the sociocultural contexts of bullying into account, and will likely fail to “address [the]
social environment and the broader culture and climate of bullying” Bradshaw (2015,
p. 326) deems important. This is especially problematic when we recognize bullying is
defined by “the imbalance of power between the perpetrator and the victim” (Ross
et al., 2009, p. 748) and acknowledge that who is considered powerful and who is not
are not universal truths, but cultural definitions. Janks, Dixon, Ferreira, Granville, and
Newfield (2013) explain, “How people get to be on top in a society has to do with
what that society values” (p. 5). In conclusion, SWPBIS’s emphasis on clear school-wide
expectations for all students including “defining, teaching, monitoring, and rewarding
a small set of behavioral expectations … [and] clearly defined and consistently imple-
mented continuum of consequences and supports for problem behaviors” (Horner
et al., 2009, p. 134) makes it unlikely that teachers and administrators will respond to
the cultural influences on social interactions, especially those centered on topics that
many consider to be taboo such as race, gender, and ability.

Methodology: Critical Autoethnography

In order to explore how bullying prevention curricula are enacted in the school con-
text within the larger racialized society, I offer an analysis of a personal critical incident
I experienced early in my teaching career. As a white middle-class woman, I was and
am representative of the majority of the teaching force (National Center for Education
Statistics, 2018), and it is likely that my experience is not unique. Therefore, I employ
autoethnography to examine my own experience and illuminate broader aspects of
culture (Denzin, 2013; Grbich, 2012). Connelly and Clandinin (1988) argue that teacher
autoethnography is important for the study of hidden curriculum because teacher
autoethnography seeks “to rebuild a narrative that ‘remakes’ the taken-for-granted,
habitual ways we all have of responding to our curriculum situations” (p. 81). I utilize
critical autoethnography because of its “explicit focus on how power intersects with
one’s personal experience and the structural forces that helped to create those experi-
ences… [and goal to] deconstruct the very power structure that gets exposed”
(Potter, 2015, p. 1436). Specifically, I set out to answer the research question, How was
whiteness enacted and upheld in the context of the bullying prevention programme?
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Context

This autoethnography takes place in a mid-sized city in the Midwestern USA. The USA
is a country deeply affected by its history of enslavement of dark-skinned Africans as
an economic enterprise that was justified by notions of white supremacy. Although
slavery was abolished in 1865, public schools continued to be legally segregated by
race until 1954 and many were not desegregated until years later through the use of
federal force. Despite the National Civil Rights Movement which brought about the
Civil Rights Act of 1964, legally ending segregation in public places, and the Civil
Rights Act of 1968, which made discrimination in public housing illegal, the USA is
currently experiencing “continuing residential segregation and increasing school
resegregation” (Tatum, 2007, p. 13). Despite the rhetoric that the USA is a post-racial
society due to the election of the first Black president in 2008, the current president
has ushered in a time of blatant discrimination and violence against People of Colour
and other minoritized groups (Dubrofsky, 2018).

A product of white supremacy, colourism, the differential treatment of people due
solely to their skin tone, continues to be prevalent in the USA. Colourism is rooted in
U.S. chattel slavery, an economic system in which white slave owners used African
women’s bodies, produced lighter-skinned offspring, and created caste systems based
on skin tone (Harvey, LaBeach, Pridgen, & Gocial, 2005). Within these hierarchies,
“many mixed-race Blacks or mulattos were afforded educational opportunities and
more favorable jobs” (Adams, Kurtz-Costes, & Hoffman, 2016, p. 102) than their darker-
skinned counterparts. Hall (1992) explains, “The association of light skin with status
and thus attractiveness meant that skin color became a vehicle for bias among
African-Americans” (p. 480). This historical prejudice continues today resulting in
ongoing privileges for People of Colour with lighter skin even within communities of
Colour (Adams et al., 2016; Hall, 1992; Harvey et al., 2005). Research demonstrates that
African American people with darker skin are more likely to be suspended from school
and incarcerated and less likely to get bank loans, be offered jobs, or appear in lead
roles in the media (Norwood, 2015). These privileges and prejudices are a manifest-
ation of white supremacy, “favor[ing] phenotypes more closely resembling
[w]hiteness… associat[ing] [w]hiteness with beauty, goodness, intelligence, and
worth” (Leverette, 2009, p. 436).

Sources of Data

The data for this study are my memory of the experience and artefacts from the mul-
tiple analyses of the experience I have engaged in over time (Connelly & Clandinin,
1988; Potter, 2015). The experience took place 13 years ago when I was a new first-
grade teacher. Since then, I have made multiple attempts to make meaning from this
event. I first brought the experience to an inter-racial discussion group where my
experience was complicated and extended. Eleven years after the incident, I brought it
up in a doctoral-level course as a teaching dilemma. Twelve years after the incident, I
worked with my minister and two church members, one a member of the National
Association for the Advancement of Coloured People, to structure a sermon on white
supremacy to be presented to our majority white congregation. Written artefacts from
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each of these meaning-making endeavours serve as data sources for the cur-
rent article.

Data Analysis

Here, I analyze the incident with a focus on hidden curriculum through the lens of
CWS. As I read through written versions of the incident and (re)collected details of the
experience, I utilized deductive coding (Miles, Huberman, & Salda~na, 2014) based on
key concepts in CRT and CWS. Specifically, I used the following tenets as codes: struc-
tural determinism, liberalism, colour evasiveness, white solidarity, and white fragility.
This process helped me “to ‘recover’ the texts of life as a practitioner and life as a the-
oretician and then to ‘reconstruct’ new more productive relationships between them”
(Connelly & Clandinin, 1988, p. 87).

The Critical Incident

It was my second year teaching at the elementary level at a school that served work-
ing and middle-class families in an inter-racial neighbourhood. According to school
district data, 55.5% of the children in our school were identified as Black and 37.3%
identified as white. Data on the other 7% were “suppressed due to a potential small
sample size” (Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, n.d.). The
teaching staff and administration were overwhelmingly white.

At that time, bullying prevention programmes were becoming popular. Our school
counsellor implemented a typical bullying prevention curriculum and introduced the
term put-down as a hurtful comment aimed at an individual and deemed put-downs a
bullying behaviour. That year, John and Amiya (pseudonyms) were in my class, and
they were a hoot. They were especially good friends who sang and danced at recess
and any other time they could find an excuse to do so. John and Amiya were both
biracial (white and Black). Mid-year, Sara (pseudonym) joined our class. Sara was a
dark-skinned Black girl who longed to befriend John and Amiya, children who always
seemed to be having fun.

One day at recess, Sara came to me upset, saying John and Amiya had told her she
could not play with them because her skin was too dark. I was surprised and disap-
pointed. Abiding by Paley’s (1992) You Can’t Say You Can’t Play, I knew I needed to
make it clear that no one could be told they couldn’t join in play. I talked to the three
of them explaining we do not exclude anyone, and sent them off to play together.

Feeling concerned about the racialized nature of the incident, I talked to a more expe-
rienced white teacher who had been assigned as my mentor. She told me that, according
to the bullying prevention curriculum, what John and Amiya had said to Sara was a put-
down, and they should be subject to the school-wide bullying prevention programme’s
procedures for dealing with put-downs, that is filling out a think sheet and apologizing to
Sara. When we went inside for recess, I followed those procedures.

John and Amiya filled out their think sheets with the required information: What is
the problem? (We said she couldn’t play.) Why is that a problem? (We let everyone
play.) How will you fix it? (Say sorry.) I quickly gathered the three and had John and
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Amiya apologize to Sara. I have no memory or evidence of making any follow-up
phone calls to families or having any further conversations with the children about
the incident. I had followed the procedures of the bullying prevention curriculum and
the school’s larger behaviour management curriculum and felt a sense of relief that
this uncomfortable incident was over. Still, I was uneasy about the whole scenario.

At that time, I was a new member of a small inter-racial discussion group organized
by the local chapter of the Urban League and advertised by my church. I decided to
bring this incident up at the next meeting. When I relayed the story to the small
group of Black and white community members and the Black Urban League represen-
tative, the Urban League representative became angry. She told me saying someone’s
skin is too dark is not a put-down, it is a fallacy, no one’s skin is too dark. She told me
in no uncertain terms that my responsibility as a teacher was to tell all three of the
children how beautiful dark skin is.

I was humbled, embarrassed, and defensive. I listened to her quietly, and worried
that the rest of the group would think I was a terrible person and a terrible teacher. I
said nothing more about the incident at the meeting. When I returned to school, I did
not relay what I had learned to the other white teachers or to John, Amiya, or Sara. I
did, however, begin noticing just how many princess books in my classroom featured
characters with blonde hair and blue eyes, and how many children told me that my
straight blonde hair was good hair. I responded by slowly diversifying my collection of
books and beginning to comment on children’s pretty brown skin.

A Critical (Re)Analysis

Centring the research question and utilizing tenets of CRT and CWS, I found structural
determinism and colour evasiveness permeated the critical incident and supported my
enactment of whiteness through the bullying prevention programme. Throughout my
analysis, I use the phrase white supremacy, which Hooks (1989) identifies as a more
accurate term than racism to describe notions of white ways of looking, knowing,
behaving, and speaking as normal and best and thus justification for the systemic and
institutionalized promotion of white norms and exploitation of People of Colour. I
attempt to demonstrate how messages of white supremacy are often delivered quietly
rather than overtly in the day-to-day business of whiteness and how these messages
and discourses are upheld by the social curriculum of schools and classrooms.

The Structure of the Social Curriculum Predetermined a Hegemonic Result

The bullying prevention curriculum and the ways in which we enacted it reveal struc-
tural determinism, a limitation in our own tools of thought and expression to name or
counter white supremacy. In essence, the structure and content of the bullying pre-
vention curriculum provided my mentor teacher and me with no language to discuss
the white supremacy on display and no procedure by which to address it. The phrases
put-down and bully behaviour leave no room for a racial analysis. In fact, they provided
race-neutral language for us to use to describe an overtly racial incident. In a situation
where my white mentor and I were uncomfortable and ill-prepared, the behaviourist
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design of the bullying prevention programme provided us with words to say and a
procedure to follow so that we did not have to address the uncomfortable topic of
white supremacy as it had manifested through colourism.

In addition, the think sheet, a tool from the larger behaviour management curricu-
lum adopted by the school, required the children to define the problem, but to do so
only to please the teachers and only in the teachers’ terms. It was acceptable,
expected to answer Why is this a problem? in the way that their teacher did – with the
broken class rule, We said she can’t play, instead of the enactment of wider cultural
evils of white supremacy, We said her skin is too dark. Thus, we did not address white
supremacist ideals of beauty or practices of exclusion associated with skin colour.
Instead, we taught a hidden curriculum of whiteness.

CRT scholars call the entire conception and function of the U.S. legal system into
question, asserting the current legal system fetishizes litigation while discounting the
legitimacy of the individual voice telling a story (Trevino, Harris, & Wallace, 2008).
Effectively, the U.S. legal system focuses on criminalization rather than social justice,
and is there no microcosm of the legal system more complete than the school
(Annamma, 2018; Garc�ıa & De Lissovoy, 2013), and this bullying prevention pro-
gramme put to use within the (my) school? Indeed, the bullying prevention pro-
gramme, and the larger behaviour management programme used within the school,
operated on the assumption that litigation, punishment, and reparation are the best
and quickest methods for managing children. The assumption is that there is no need
(nor time) for sitting down to talk about what is really at play. Instead we need simply
to identify the wrong-doer, instill the punishment, and garner an apology. These neat
and tidy processes criminalize children for enacting what they have learned about
social norms without any intervention to understand and address the ways in which
children process the white supremacist messages they receive and attempt to enact.
Thus, the social norm of white supremacy is left unchecked and a hidden curriculum
that normalizes litigation and punishment void of education is delivered.

Liberalism Embedded in the Structure

Liberalism is the political philosophy of equal treatment under the law (Delgado &
Stefancic, 2017). This egalitarian approach sounds just too many well-meaning citizens.
As CRT scholars point out, however, “Rights are almost always procedural … rather
than substantive… affording everyone equality of opportunity but resist[ing] pro-
grams that assure equality of results” (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017, p. 29). This tenet is
clearly at play in the bullying prevention programme used at the school. The mentor
teacher and I found the easiest solution was abiding by the law of the land. We pun-
ished each offending child as was required and made them apologize as procedures
dictated. Clearly, this programme-prescribed process did nothing to address the social
issues that lead to the problem. I did not observe further exclusionary comments
about skin colour, but I did nothing to counter the white supremacist messages John
and Amiya had recapitulated. The structure of the social curriculum promoted liberal-
ism rather than social change – John, Amiya, and Sara likely still held some conception
that lighter skin is better. In sum, we achieved no substantive results through
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egalitarian means. The children seemed to have only learned through the hidden cur-
riculum not to talk about skin colour in front of their teacher and to exclude
unwanted playmates through more subtle means. This is a common critique of social
curricula grounded in behaviourist theory; such curricula have been found to result in
children making social decisions to please the teacher and avoid punishment (DeVries
& Zan, 2012; Freiberg, 1999; Kohn, 1996). Further, children taught within a behaviourist
social curriculum tend to, at least outwardly, “react with passive orientation to the
ideas of others, an unquestioning and uncritical attitude” (DeVries & Zan, 2012, p. 46).

In essence, the bullying prevention curriculum operated from a liberal philosophy
that valued equality over equity (DeCuir & Dixson, 2004; Delgado & Stefancic, 2017).
This allowed those of us enacting the curriculum to ignore the historicized nature of
the children’s comment even though we teachers were well aware of it. If the curricu-
lum included a means by which to analyze bullying behaviour through a socio-histor-
ical lens, we might have acknowledged the power dynamics at play in the interaction,
the same power dynamics often at play in the wider U.S. culture between colour and
resources (in this case, social capital on the playground). Imagine how this scenario
might have played out if the curriculum required teachers and students to analyze
hurtful statements for their cultural influences, perhaps with the addition of a simple
question such as “How might the student exhibiting bullying behaviour have learned
the language being used?” or “Does the behaviour reflect larger societal biases that
need to be addressed?” We, the teachers enacting the curriculum, might have con-
cluded that this was not a case in which we should apply the law as usual (i.e.
demanding that a think sheet be filled out and an apology be issued). We might have
realized that in order to achieve equity among our students, it was our responsibility
to do some teaching around broader social issues. Regrettably, the procedures of the
bullying prevention programme did not dictate this, and we were white teachers who
were ill-equipped and unwilling to address any talk about race working in an educa-
tion system that discouraged talk about race. Thus, the hidden curriculum of white-
ness was upheld.

Colour Evasiveness Produces a Hidden Curriculum that Denies Racial Realities

Colour evasiveness (Annamma et al., 2017) is founded upon the concept of colour-
blindness which is a CRT term used first in legal (Gotanda, 1991) and then in educa-
tion scholarship (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). Colour evasiveness denotes the active
avoidance of acknowledging race, which denies the social and historical significance
of race and conforms to unspoken social norms that maintain the racial status quo
(Annamma et al., 2017). In other terms, colour evasiveness is a product of and tool for
maintaining white supremacy (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017), and it clearly played its part
in this incident and the maintenance of the hidden curriculum of whiteness. Colour
evasiveness, a discourse pattern commonly utilized by white people, “holds that recog-
nizing race is a precondition to racism” (Pahlke, Bigler, & Suizzo, 2012, p. 1165), there-
fore race talk is discouraged. Paradoxically, avoiding talk about race maintains the
façade of white innocence while ensuring that white supremacy is not addressed. The
tenacity of colour evasiveness is on display in the critical incident. Even when the
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children explicitly used skin tone to discriminate, the adults did not mention race. We
avoided race talk and focused on the rules of fair play and inclusion rather than the
white supremacist ideologies that were clearly being enacted.

Colour evasiveness is not just denying that we notice someone’s skin colour. It is
also a denial of the social, cultural, and historical construction of race as a set of cate-
gories that serve to designate one group as deserving and another as undeserving
(Annamma et al., 2017). Colour evasiveness led us teachers to treat your skin is too
dark the same way we might treat your ears are too big (although it is fair to say that
if a child said another child’s ears were too big, we would assure the child that her/his
ears were just fine). That is to say, we did not address the historically situated racist
nature of the comment about skin colour. Amiya and John were not making a simple
observation about the colour of Sara’s skin; they were putting into action a long trad-
ition of colourism that, in this context, has roots in U.S. chattel slavery. This “lack of
historical or social context is one of the mechanisms through which colour-blindness
can support inequity” (Dixson & Rousseau, 2006, p. 15) by “strategically silenc[ing] the
students’ daily lived reality of race” (Matias & Liou, 2015, p. 602). No one acknowl-
edged or addressed Sara’s experience of colourism. Through the hidden curriculum
enacted by their colour evasive teachers, students of Colour learn that their experien-
ces are not recognized at school and white students have no opportunity to better
understand the lived experiences of children of Colour. Reflecting on his experience as
a student, Liou laments, “I was aware all along of the pain of racism, but I did not
have the vocabulary to articulate my pain, especially since my [w]hite teachers never
mentioned the word race during my K-12 education” (Matias & Liou, 2015, p. 615). For
my part, my own colour evasiveness paralyzed me. I knew what Amiya and John said
was deeper than a put-down, but I was afraid to talk about race. Seeking guidance, I
looked to a mentor who upheld colour evasiveness through the convenient tool of
the bullying prevention curriculum. When I received clear guidance on how to talk to
children about colour from the Urban League representative, I chose not to for my
own comfort. This cycle of avoiding talk about race constituted a hidden curriculum of
colour evasiveness taught to the children.

Essentially, my mentor and I were socializing our students into our white culture of
colour evasiveness within the white-dominated space of the school. Socialization into
colour evasiveness is a practice common among white parents and teachers (Bartoli
et al., 2016; Boutte, Lopez-Robertson, & Powers-Costello, 2011; Pahlke et al., 2012;
Vittrup & Holden, 2011). Bartoli et al. (2016) concluded that parents who socialize their
white children to avoid talking about race support strong white self-esteem develop-
ment and a conscious distaste for narrowly defined and overt racism while providing
white children with no tools to understand systemic racism or confront racial realities.
In terms of the hidden curriculum, it stands to reason that, “If teachers don’t question
the culture and values being promoted in the classroom, they socialize their students
to accept the uneven power relations of our society along lines of race, class, gender,
and ability’’ (Segura-Mora, 2008, p. 4).

While I continued to evade all talk of race in the majority of my conversations at
school, I did begin to talk about skin colour with my students immediately after the
incident. After I was confronted by the Urban League representative, I made a change
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in the way I spoke to children of Colour. I attempted to counter colourist narratives of
light-skinned beauty (Norwood, 2015) through comments about pretty brown skin.
While I intended for this discourse to be a direct response to the children’s talk about
too-dark skin and good hair, my comments continued to be problematic in that they
might have been perceived as objectifying and othering children of Colour. Further,
my comments gendered race as I talked about brown skin in terms of feminized
beauty. Essentially, I began talking about race but only at the level of appearance
rather than in a humanizing manner that “builds on the sociocultural realities of stu-
dents’ lives, [and] examines the sociohistorical and political dimensions of education”
(Salazar, 2013, p. 128). I “constructed skin colour as politically neutral” (Beneke
& Cheatham, 2017/2019, p. 107) by failing to acknowledge the relationship between
skin colour, race, and power. Further, the comments I made to children were at the
individual level. That year, we never had a conversation about the ways race perme-
ates society and, if we are not careful, the ways we interact with each other at school.

White Fragility Contributes to Colour Evasiveness

In order to understand how I came to engage in these harmful discourses and teach
my students whiteness through hidden curriculum, I look to the phenomena of white
fragility. Whites enjoy the privileges associated with membership in the dominant
majority (McIntosh, 1989/2019), and consider the topics of race and racism to be
taboo. Thus, white people do not have to experience racism, are not typically con-
fronted about their own acts of racial prejudice, and rarely have to think about race at
all. Due to these social norms, most white people are unable to tolerate any racial
stress (DiAngelo, 2011, 2015). This lack of racial stamina leads to white fragility
(DiAngelo, 2011, 2015) and contributed to the colour evasiveness I enacted in the crit-
ical incident. The courses in my teacher preparation programme did not cover topics
of race in the classroom. If I had talked about race in the past, it had been on my
terms and I had been made to feel good, noble even, about pursuing such conversa-
tions, despite my ignorance and gracelessness. Like most white teachers, I was “full of
good intentions” (Leonardo & Boas, 2013, p. 318) and had been socialized to under-
stand my mission was “to save children of color through education” (p. 318). Even
now, I must consider my own positionality. It is important to note here that the act of
presenting this story now, when the buffer of time and experience offers protection,
might be considered a move to innocence (Mawhinney, 1998), a continuation of talk-
ing about my own acts of upholding white supremacy on my own terms and in a for-
mat that might benefit me professionally (Thompson, 2003).

At the time of the critical incident, my defensiveness and embarrassment at being
confronted by the Urban League representative with the ways I had reified white
supremacy revealed I “perceive[d] any attempt to connect [myself] to the system of
racism as a very unsettling and unfair moral offense” (DiAngelo, 2015, p. 3) rather than
a typical result of living in a racialized society. Like Matias and Liou (2015) have
observed of many white teachers, I had come to the inter-racial discussion group “to
learn about the Other without fundamentally transforming [my] position of power” (p.
607). When the Urban League facilitator shattered my image of self as a good white
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teacher of children of Colour, I reacted with silence. This silence further contributed to
my enactment of a hidden curriculum of white supremacy. My silence did what white
fragility always does, “reinstate[d] white racial equilibrium” (DiAngelo, 2011, p. 54),
while “ensur[ing] that racism will not be faced” (p. 61).

White Solidarity and Maintenance of the Hidden Curriculum

My own white fragility worked in tandem with the larger culture of whiteness to make
strange behaviour among teachers seems natural. The audacity of neither addressing
race nor assuring a child that her/his skin is just right in this critical incident is truly
strange behaviour that can only be explained by colour evasiveness. It was not that
we did not notice the children’s colour or think race was unimportant in this scenario.
The children pointed out colour to us and used it to exclude a child! Instead, my men-
tor teacher and I agreed upon and put forth a concerted effort to avoid talking about
colour as it pertains to race (Bartoli et al., 2016). Mills (1997) characterizes this behav-
iour as part of the racial contract between whites that race will not be discussed, and
thus the status quo of white supremacy will be maintained. DiAngelo (2011) terms
this phenomenon white solidarity. I was not, and I do not believe that my mentor and
I were, consciously teaching a curriculum of racial dominance, but we achieved this.
Instead of talking to the children about the root of their colourism and exclusionary
behaviour, we emphasized inclusion and asserted our authority through punishment,
never countering the idea that Sara’s skin was too dark.

My compliance with the social order and maintenance of white solidarity is appar-
ent in the disparate ways I interacted with white school staff and the children of
Colour I taught. While I made some changes to the way I spoke to children, I did not
change the way I spoke to my white colleagues. I chose not to confront white teach-
ers or the white school counsellor about the ways in which we, in implementing the
bullying prevention programme, failed to address white supremacist ideology in our
school and meet the needs of our students. I maintained the status quo of “whites
talking uncritically with/to other whites” (DiAngelo, 2011, p. 45) because I was afraid
of disrupting our white solidarity. In Giroux’s (1981) terms, I was becoming conscious of
the hidden curriculum of white supremacy, but discourses of whiteness led to my
being unwilling to actively resist it among the adults I was working with.

Miller (2015) describes discourses of colour evasiveness upheld by white fragility
and white solidarity as a common script of white supremacy that is transmitted from
generation to generation. With this critical incident, I represent the new generation of
teachers and my mentor teacher the previous generation. I came to my first years of
teaching with no training from my teacher preparation programme on how to address
ideologies of white supremacy in the classroom. When an incident occurred, I sought
out the advice of the more experienced teacher who had been assigned to be my
mentor. She enacted the script that she had learned throughout her life and profes-
sional career, and we both carried on with schooling as usual. This pattern is especially
problematic when we consider that white middle-class teachers continue to make up
the vast majority of the teaching force. Thus, white teachers are in a position of
responsibility “to legitimize people of color’s assertions of racism. Yet whites are the
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least likely to see, understand, or be invested in validating those assertions and being
honest about their consequences” (DiAngelo, 2011, p. 61).

Conclusion: Continuing to Circle

In this, my latest recursive analysis of the critical incident, I used CWS to understand how
I came to enact a hidden curriculum of white supremacy in my first-grade classroom. I
found the prescribed bullying prevention curriculum had a structure that did not support
a racial analysis and paved the way for colour evasive discourse. When my white mentor
teacher and I were faced with a complicated interaction that so clearly reflected
colourism, a product of white supremacy, we thought, We have a process for dealing with
this! Then we wrapped the white supremacy that had bubbled up in my students’
discourse in a tidy little package and tucked it away so we would not have to look at it
or talk about it. We applied the law in an even manner, responding just as we would for
any put-down, failing to see the comment was not an insult but a fallacy grounded in
socio-historical realities, and demonstrating liberalism was part of the behaviourist
structure of the bullying prevention programme. This analysis answers Giroux’s (1981) call
for research that approaches the hidden curriculum within the school “within a theory of
totality… as both an institution and a set of social practices… [including] integral
connections with the realities of other socio-economic and political institutions” (p. 296).

Implications: A Way Forward for Teachers and Teacher Educators

In schools today, it is more likely that social curricula are formalized and explicit, but
this does not mean there is no hidden social curriculum. Bullying prevention pro-
grammes grounded in behaviourist theory and executed through SWPBIS (Childs,
Kincaid, George, & Gage, 2016) continue to grow in popularity. My story demonstrates
that removing social rewards that are predetermined by the curriculum or implement-
ing a procedural punishment is not enough to counter the hidden curriculum of white
supremacy. In order to “address [the] social environment and the broader culture and
climate of bullying” (Bradshaw, 2015, p. 326), a sociocultural perspective that takes
into account the hegemonic forces of the hidden curriculum is necessary.

Analyzing Formal Social Curriculum

All formalized social curricula are susceptible to structural determinism for the same rea-
sons that they are easy to implement: they seek to generalize rather than contextualize
teacher responses to children. Social curricula grounded in behaviourist theory are espe-
cially prone to liberalism. Thus, it is essential for those implementing social curricula to
begin by first acknowledging that any such curricula transmit certain values, habits, and
skills and then explicitly discussing which values, habits, and skills they intend to pro-
mote via that curriculum. All procedures and rules should then be established with
those goals in mind. After initial design, school staff must engage in systematic analysis
of the values, habits, and skills that are actually being communicated to the students
(i.e. are the planned procedures, rules, and routines delivering the intended message?).

It is likely that SWPBIS, a behaviourist framework for implementing social curricula,
will continue to be adopted and maintained in schools due to funding opportunities
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associated with the programme (Reno et al., 2017). SWPBIS emphasizes common school-
wide expectations; thus it is a vehicle for wide distribution of a hidden curriculum.
Moving forward, SWPBIS must be recognized as a framework based on behaviourist val-
ues that emphasize fidelity of implementation rather than contextualized responses to
children. If, as Bradshaw (2015) asserts, SWPBIS is a vehicle which can be used to
improve school climate and provide multiple services via a “seamless system of support”
(p. 327) that reduces teacher burden and clarifies expectations for students, we must ask
ourselves, does SWPBIS have the capacity to confront the larger sociocultural dynamics
that influence interactions in schools, and if so, how? How might we as teachers, teacher
educators, and curriculum planners ensure that racial, gender, ability, and other biases
be addressed via social curricula? In order to avoid structural determinism that supports
colour evasiveness, we must create or adapt social curricula that have clear pathways
for discussing and addressing bias, and race in particular, in the school setting.

Teacher Preparation and Professional Development

Most teachers will encounter formal social curricula in their schools that do not pro-
vide avenues or processes for addressing biases. Therefore, teachers must be prepared
in their coursework and professional development to interrogate social curricula, ask-
ing what they teach and what they do not, and then adapting the model as needed
for the benefit of their students and society. In order to do this, white preservice
teachers must build their racial stamina and reduce their own white fragility. This
requires deep work to understand one’s own bias and racialized experiences, to get to
know the families and communities one serves, and to understand histories of sys-
temic racism that continue to impact our society (Baines, Tisdale, & Long, 2018). In
addition, teachers must be prepared to work collaboratively and interracially with
peers, breaking down the norms of white solidarity and colour evasiveness. Teachers
must have the pedagogical skills to teach children the social-emotional skills of per-
spective-taking, self-regulation, and ethical problem-solving from an anti-racist per-
spective that “recognizes the continued effects (material and immaterial) related to
race and racism within American society” (Escayg, 2018, p. 18). Matias and Liou (2015)
envision a way forward involving teacher activism informed by CRT and CWS in which
teachers “Critically interrogate the normalcy of their ideology of [w]hite superiority
and how it impacts how People of Color experience race on a daily basis” (p. 606).

Exposing the Hidden Curriculum through Ongoing Research

There is a need for more research that “uncover[s] the ways in which the hidden cur-
riculum functions in the daily routines, curricular content, and social relations in
schools to prevent challenges… to the dominant group and the groups values, ideas,
objectives, and agenda” (Jay, 2003, p. 8). One important way to expose and examine
the hidden curriculum is through research conducted by those who enact the hidden
curriculum. Connelly and Clandinin (1988) recommend that teachers recover important
stories from their teaching lives and reconstruct them, allowing “ideas to seep down
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into our personal knowledge so that our ideas and our actions are one in our personal
knowing of the world” (p. 92).

In the USA, students are increasingly children of Colour while the teaching force
remains primarily white women. This makes it increasingly likely that children of Colour
will be taught harmful ideologies about their own worth and white children will
continue to go without skills for critical consciousness. The work to uncover the hidden
curricula of whiteness is essential for our young students, our preservice teachers, and
ourselves. As Baines et al. (2018) assert, We’ve been doing it your way long enough.

Note

1. In an attempt to re-equalize racial labels I have chosen to capitalize Black, Brown, and Colour
while leaving white lowercase to recognize the racialized experience of people of Colour and
challenge white supremacy in language (Matias, Viesca, Garrison-Wade, Tandon, &
Galindo, 2014).
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