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Race and White Supremacy in  
the Sociology of Education:  

Shifting the Intellectual Gaze

J O H N  B .  D I A M O N D

Race and racial inequality are central issues in the sociology of education. 
The addition of the Sociology of Race and Ethnicity as one of the fourteen 
American Sociological Association journals, the resurgence of theoretical 
and empirical work on evolving patterns of racism in the post- civil rights 
era (Bonilla- Silva 2010), and the increasing multidisciplinary appreciation 
for the ongoing importance of race across various institutions (Pager and 
Shepherd 2008) all highlight the importance of this area of scholarship. The 
emergence of the Black Lives Matter movement, the continued struggles be-
tween US government officials and indigenous nations over land and water 
rights (e.g., the Dakota Access Pipeline conflict), contentious discourses 
about Latinx immigration, and the election of Donald Trump, a white su-
premacist sympathizer, as president further highlight the continuing cen-
trality of the color line in the United States (Du Bois 1903).

While the study of race and education has produced important insights, 
broader research on race has not been fully incorporated into the main-
stream sociology of education. This oversight has limited our ability to de-
velop a complete understanding of how race matters in education. In this 
chapter, I identify three limitations of research on race in the mainstream 
sociology of education, and make suggestions for how the field can move 
forward most productively. First, as sociologists of education, we tend to 
treat race as a statistical variable or set cultural characteristics (O’Connor, 
Lewis, and Horvat 2007; Zuberi, Patterson, and Stewart 2015; Zuberi 2001) 
rather than a socially constructed, interactive process of categorization, re-
source allocation, and opportunity hoarding (Lewis- McCoy 2014; Lewis 
and Diamond 2015; Massey 2007).
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346 / Chapter Fourteen

Second, while we have documented race- based structural and organiza-
tional patterns of inequality, we have been less effective in understanding 
the importance of symbolic inequalities (rooted in social status) that are 
key mechanisms in the reproduction of racial inequality in education and 
society. As Ridgeway (2014) stated in her 2013 American Sociological Asso-
ciation presidential address:

In contrast to resources and power, status is not seen as an independent mecha-

nism by which inequality between individuals and groups is made . . . This, 

I argue, is a major misjudgment that greatly limits our ability to understand 

how stratification actually works in an advanced industrial society like our 

own (p. 2, emphasis in original).

Finally, while we have captured organizational patterns that are tied to 
racial disparities in outcomes (e.g., tracking and school segregation), we’ve 
been less effective at understanding how and why structural and symbolic 
inequalities become embedded in organizations. Analyzing these processes 
will help us better understand the multilevel process that undergirds the re-
production of racial inequality.

This chapter proceeds as follows. I begin by defining race as it emerged 
in the United States as a social construction designed to establish, justify, 
and sustain white supremacy. I then draw on scholarship in social psychol-
ogy to highlight how race shapes social interactions in ways that advantage 
whites and disadvantage people of color. Following this, I discuss the con-
sequences of racially biased beliefs and treatment, drawing on work using 
critical race theory, black feminist theory, psychology, social psychology, 
public health, and biosociology. I then discuss how structural and symbolic 
racial inequalities become embedded in organizational routines. Finally, 
I conclude with a discussion of the implications of these arguments for 
scholarship in the sociology of education.

What is Race?

The popular conception of race emphasizes biological or essentialist under-
standings of racial categories (Morning 2011).1 However, as social scientists, 
most of us know that race is a socially constructed system developed by 
Europeans to support white supremacy and to justify the economic, social, 
political, and physical exploitation of people defined as nonwhite (Smedley 
and Smedley 2005). While social scientists at various periods have tried 
to identify a biological or genetic categorization of racial groups through 
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Race and White Supremacy / 347

pseudoscientific studies (Golash- Boza 2016), no meaningful categorization 
exists. Race is a biological fiction but a social reality, in large part because 
people attach meaning to those who have been positioned in racialized 
categories (Smedley and Smedley 2005).

As Golash- Boza (2016) writes: “The idea of “race” . . . is inextricably 
linked to notions of white or European superiority that became concretized 
during the colonization of the Americas and the concomitant enslavement 
of Africans. Race is a modern concept and a product of colonial encoun-
ters” (p. 130). To justify the brutal treatment and murder of those defined 
as nonwhite, Europeans developed racial ideologies that espoused their 
intellectually and morally superiority over other groups (Bonilla- Silva 2010; 
Collins 1990). While race is based on arbitrary physical characteristics, it 
shapes social structures, institutions, laws, and interpersonal interactions in 
ways that perpetuate white supremacy (Bonilla- Silva 2010; Diamond 2006). 
As Bonilla- Silva (2010) argues, societies like the United States form “racial-
ized social systems” across all dimensions of social life, which contribute to 
the reproduction of white supremacy. Other scholars have spoken to what 
Mills refers to as “global white supremacy” as both an ideology and a social 
system (Du Bois 1915; Mills 1997). This is not to suggest that race is the only 
form of stratification. Class and gender exist simultaneously, and interlock 
with race in an intersectional matrix of domination (Crenshaw 1989; Collins 
2004).

While race is about how people attach meaning to human bodies, racial 
thinking helps to create, justify, and sustain a racialized social structure by 
determining which people have access to social rewards like jobs, housing, 
medical care, bank loans, civil liberties, voting rights, and freedom of move-
ment. Race is a relational phenomenon that advantages whites and disadvan-
tages everyone else. Whites, for example, receive structural advantages by 
gaining easier access to income and wealth- generating resources like jobs 
and homes (Oliver and Shapiro 1995; Shapiro 2004; Du Bois 1915, 1935). 
During the early to mid- twentieth century, the federal government subsi-
dized the creation and growth of suburban communities through providing 
low- interest- rate Federal Housing Administration (FHA) loans almost ex-
clusively to whites and simultaneously undermining black communities in 
central cities through redlining (Shapiro 2004; Katznelson 2005). This led 
to housing values appreciating more rapidly in the suburbs than in cities 
(and more rapidly in white communities than in black ones), which in turn 
has contributed to stark wealth disparities between black and white com-
munities in the United States,which have continued to grow even when in-
come is held constant (Shapiro et al. 2013; Shapiro 2004; Oliver and Shapiro 
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348 / Chapter Fourteen

1995). Shapiro et al. (2013) demonstrates that the gap in median wealth be-
tween African American and white families was $236,500 in 2009 (triple 
what it was in 2009). Likewise, the United States has functioned as a white 
supremacist settler colonial power in relation to the pre- existing indige-
nous nations that existed prior to the arrival of Europeans. White supremacy 
was a foundational racial ideology supporting the genocide of indigenous 
people, violation of hundreds of treaties with indigenous nations, and land 
theft during the westward expansion of the United States.

Whites also receive the psychic advantages of white privilege (Du Bois 
1935; Roediger 2007). As Du Bois wrote in 1935, “It must be remembered 
that the white group of laborers, while they received a low wage, were com-
pensated in part by a sort of public and psychological wage. They were given 
public deference and titles of courtesy because they were white.” This helps 
explain why various European groups in the United States, including Irish, 
Italians, and Jews, worked hard to attain white status.

Because of its structural and symbolic value, whites have actively worked 
to maintain the social advantages of whiteness through opportunity hoard-
ing (Massey 2007; Lewis and Diamond 2015; Lewis- McCoy 2014; Tilly 1998). 
Du Bois demonstrates the role of the whites in opportunity hoarding in his 
analysis of race and class in the United States.

The black proletariat is not part of the white proletariat. . . . while Negro labor 

in America suffers because of the fundamental inequities of the whole capi-

talist system, the lowest and most fatal degree of its suffering comes not from 

the capitalists but from fellow white laborers. It is white labor that deprives 

the Negro of his right to vote, denies him education, denies him affiliation 

with trade unions, expels him from decent houses and neighborhoods, and 

heaps upon him the public insults of open color discrimination (Du Bois, 

1933; cited in Thompson 2016).

Here we see that race is reproduced in part through the active participation 
of whites who gain material and symbolic advantages from the perpetua-
tion of white supremacy (also see Du Bois 1915; 1935; Bonilla- Silva 2003). In 
education this has been done through the creation of laws that regulate the 
distribution of education, differential allocation of resources through seg-
regation (Brown v. Board of Education, 1954), institutionalized processes of 
residential segregation, and monopolization of privileged positions in inte-
grated schools through tracking (Oakes 2005; Mickelson 2001; Lewis and 
Diamond 2015). The active work of creating group advantage through indi-
vidual, institutional, and governmental action is a core feature of the inter-
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Race and White Supremacy / 349

active process through which whites have worked to establish and main-
tain white supremacy. Therefore, race is not an individual characteristic in a 
sociological sense, but instead a social position that determines how one is 
treated and rewarded in a racial hierarchy that privileges whiteness.

Treating Race as a Socially Constructed,  
Interactive Phenomenon

Most work in the sociology of education has treated race as a characteristic 
of individuals. It is operationalized as a variable in statistical analyses or as 
a set of cultural characteristics that resides within a person (Zuberi 2001; 
O’Connor, Lewis, and Horvat 2007). This is a particular problem in quanti-
tative analyses of race (the dominant methodology in the sociology of edu-
cation; see chapter 1) that draw on the limited number of available data sets. 
Race, however, is a socially constructed category along which resources are 
allocated and interactions are shaped. Saying that outcomes are caused by 
race, when race is measured as an individual characteristic, does little to 
capture the significance of race or how and why it matters. Because race is 
often undertheorized, the sociology of education has often missed the op-
portunity to develop more sophisticated racial analyses. We need work that 
takes race as a socially created, actively constructed process and operation-
alizes it as such.

Some work points to useful strategies for moving in this direction. One 
challenge of sociological research on race is the use of single quantitative 
methods. As Stewart and Sewell (2011) write, “The dilemma is that our 
methods, when used singularly, undermine our ability to clearly identify 
the range of mechanisms behind race and racial inequality. We can over-
come the limitations in one method by supplementing our analyses with 
complimentary methods” (pp. 227–228). For instance, they argue that the 
triangulation of multiple quantitative methods has the potential to help us 
shed new light on the mechanisms that contribute to the reproduction of 
racial inequality.

In contrast to the static and individual conception that shapes much of 
our research, race is a dynamic and relational social process that can be 
understood using Weberian notions of social status (Ridgeway 2014, 2000; 
Weber 1978). Social status is an important mechanism of social stratification, 
but is often treated as less powerful than structural mechanisms (Ridgeway 
2014). Ridgeway and her colleagues have demonstrated that status distinc-
tion can lead to status beliefs or “widely shared cultural beliefs that people 
who belong to one social group are more esteemed and competent than 
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350 / Chapter Fourteen

those who belong to another social group” (Ridgeway and Erickson 2000: 
580). These status beliefs “construct and justify social inequality between 
categories of people” (Ibid.: 580). She further elaborates thus:

Contemporary U.S. status beliefs assert that people in a particular category, 

say whites, men, or the middle or upper class, are not only more respected 

but also presumed to be more competent, especially at what “counts most” 

in society, than are people in contrasting categories, such as people of color, 

women, or the working class” (Ridgeway 2014: 3).

A large and growing body of work in sociology, social psychology, psy-
chology, and education provides important insights into how these status 
beliefs influence social interactions. Because of the dominant white su-
premacist and anti- black ideology in the United States, when someone is 
identified as “black,” there is a semi- automatic set of negative beliefs that are 
triggered in most whites (Banaji et al. 2015; McAfee, 2014; Ridgeway 2014; 
Banaji and Greenwald 2013). Ridgeway’s work on performance expectations 
demonstrates how stereotypes about gender, race, and intelligence are pro-
ductive of structural inequality.

Such race- based status beliefs, and subsequent behaviors, lead to mul-
tiple results. For instance, we know that a large majority of whites hold 
negative associations toward African Americans on the Implicit Association 
Test. These unconscious biases are therefore associated with conscious be-
liefs and behaviors. As Banaji et al. (2015) write, “A signature result from re-
search using the IAT is that people who have no intention to discriminate 
may still do so in their behavior toward others” (2015: 183). This work has 
shown that those with more anti- black biases behave in ways that detrimen-
tally affect African Americans in medical care, criminal justice, and attitudes 
toward race- based public policies (Banaji, Bhaskar, and Brownstein 2015). 
Likewise, negative associations with Latinx are associated with attitudes 
toward legal and illegal immigration (Ibid.).

While sociologists who study racial attitudes have documented declines 
in overt racial antipathy among whites (as expressed on traditional surveys), 
they continued to document anti- black racism. For instance, a large percent-
age of whites prefer mostly white schools, hold negative racial stereotypes 
about African Americans, and believe that blacks are less hardworking and 
intelligent than whites (Bobo, Charles, Krysan, et al. 2009). However, in 
contrast to the Jim Crow– era expression of racism, current racial beliefs have 
shifted from biological innate characterizations to being seen as a manifes-
tation of group culture (Ibid.) or what Bonilla- Silva refers to as the biolo-
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Race and White Supremacy / 351

gization of culture (Bonilla- Silva 2010). Other work on racial attitudes also 
highlights how new and more elusive forms of racism, including color- blind 
racism (Bonilla- Silva 2010) and racial apathy (Forman 2004) have emerged 
and serve as mechanisms for the reproduction of racial inequality in the 
contemporary racial environment. Unfortunately, these insights about the 
evolving nature of racism, even as they emerge in the contemporary soci-
ology of race, have failed to penetrate deeply into the mainstream sociology 
of education.

The fact that negative stereotypes about people of color persist among 
whites is clearly an important issue given that the current US teaching force 
is overwhelmingly white and the student population is increasingly African 
American, Latinx, Asian, Native American, or biracial (Warikoo, chapter 15 
in this volume). We have several studies that demonstrate the significance 
of this racial mismatch between teachers and students. White teachers, for 
instance, judge black students more harshly in terms of behavior and aca-
demic potential than they do white students (Fox 2016; Downey and Pri-
besh 2004) and these expectations can have negative implications on stu-
dents’ outcomes. There is also a more general body of work on race and 
ethnicity- based expectations that demonstrates teachers’ lower expectations 
for black and Latinx students.

We also have good evidence that race shapes how students’ behavior is 
interpreted (Ferguson 2000). The disproportionate suspension and expul-
sion rates of black and Latinx students emerges from teacher referrals for be-
haviors that are often subjective (e.g., defiance) rather than objective (e.g., 
drug possession), thus making these students highly susceptible to (mostly) 
white teachers’ implicit or explicit racial biases. One indication of the power 
of these school discipline experiences to shape students’ academic percep-
tions is the finding that on national surveys, black students are more pro- 
school than are white students on all indicators except the perception that 
discipline is fair (Downey, Ainsworth, and Qian 2009). There is a clear link 
between exclusionary discipline and racial disparities in educational out-
comes (Morris and Perry 2016; Gregory, Skiba, and Noguera 2010).

What Are the Implications of Racially  
Biased Beliefs and Treatment?

The perpetuation of the myth of white supremacy has negative implications 
for the academic performance of black and Latinx students. A substantial 
body of this research has focused on the implications of experiencing dis-
crimination. The work on stereotype threat, for example, emphasizes how 
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352 / Chapter Fourteen

stigmatized group members perform less well on academic tasks because of 
the desire to disprove negative stereotypes about their group (Steele 2011). 
Research in this area demonstrates that the stereotype threat condition leads 
to a measurable stress reaction on the part of target group members. Black 
college students placed in a stereotype threat condition experienced physi-
cal and cognitive reactions including increased blood pressure, reduced 
memory capacity, increased heart rate variability, and taxed self- regulation 
ability. Thus, trying to disprove a stereotype takes away from one’s cogni-
tive capacity to do so. There is also evidence of the opposite effect known 
as stereotype lift, in which beliefs about white intellectual superiority can 
enhance white students’ academic performance. Again, race is a relational 
phenomenon, not simply an individual characteristic. The psychological 
impact of status beliefs can have direct and indirect impacts of educational 
performance.

Critical race theory (CRT) scholarship, which emerged in law schools 
in the 1980s (Bell 1987) and later in education scholarship in the 1990s has 
contributed a key theoretical framework to understanding how racism in ex-
perienced. It has done so by adding empirical evidence for the idea of racial 
microaggression (Pierce 1970; Huber and Solorzano 2015). Chester Pierce 
(1970) defined microaggressions as “subtle and stunning” offensive actions 
that have implications because of their cumulative nature. The work in this 
area has been taken up by critical race scholars who have demonstrated how 
ideas about the intellectual inferiority and inherent criminality of people 
of color in educational contexts lead them to experience microaggressions 
that impact students’ sense of safety and connection to educational insti-
tutions, and demonstrate the psychosocial implications of discrimination, 
including what Smith has called “racial battle fatigue,” in higher education 
contexts (Smith et al. 2007). Much of this work has been conducted by psy-
chologists and sociologists in higher education settings which suggests the 
need for more work in K– 12 settings.

The literature on microaggression also points to the patterns of biased 
treatment that exit at the institutional and societal levels—what Sue et al. 
(2007) call environmental microaggressions—“racial assaults, insults and 
invalidations which are manifested on systemic and environmental levels” 
(Sue et al. 2007). These are features of social context beyond the interper-
sonal level. In education, many colleges and universities have buildings 
named almost exclusively after white heterosexual men. Such practices can 
send the message that students who do not fit those categories do not be-
long in the institution (Sue et al. 2007; Solorzano, Ceja, and Yosso 2000). 
Likewise, integrated schools, racial disproportionality in honors, Advanced 
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Placement, and regular level classes in which whites are positioned in 
upper- level classes and Blacks and Latinx students are in lower- level classes 
is another form of environmental microaggressions (Lewis and Diamond 
2015; Tyson 2011).

The originators of work on microaggressions argue that it is their cumu-
lative impact that makes them powerful factors that influence people’s ex-
periences and outcomes. Important work has emerged on race and health 
that relates to the implications of experiencing discrimination such as racial 
microaggressions. A growing body of work drawing on the biopsychosocial 
model of racism as a stressor demonstrates that experiencing discrimina-
tion leads to negative health outcomes (Clark et al. 1999; Goosby and Heid-
brink 2013; Williams 2012). For example, African Americans who experience 
more discrimination develop bodily inflammation (in the form of increased 
C- reactive protein) and have higher blood pressure (Goosby et al. 2015) 
than African American students who attend predominantly white schools. 
They also report more early adult depression, stomach aches, headaches, 
and nausea than those who do not attend such schools. Other work shows 
that writing about personal experiences of discrimination inhibits the 
body’s ability to response to flu vaccinations. Scholars like David Williams 
at Harvard and Bridget Goosby at Nebraska are continuing important work 
in this area which captures the cumulative impact of racial oppression as a 
set of experiences.

Another important contribution of CRT, drawing on black feminist 
scholarship, is the idea of intersectionality. As Crenshaw (1989) writes, 
“The intersectional experience is greater than the sum of racism and sex-
ism; any analysis that does not take intersectionality into account cannot 
sufficiently address the particular manner in which Black women are sub-
ordinated.” While intersectionality has emerged as an important theoretical 
advancement in understanding stratification, and a section on race, class, 
and gender intersections exists in the American Sociological Association, 
work in the sociology of education has not fully incorporated these insights. 
In fact, given its heavy reliance on regression analysis in status attainment 
studies (Mehta and Davies, chapter 1) most mainstream quantitative work 
still treats the contributions of race and gender as distinct variables (race 
or gender) or in an additive fashion (race + gender). However, recent work 
suggests using alternative methods that are more consistent with an inter-
sectional approach such as fuzzy- set qualitative comparative case studies.

An interesting insight from the work on microaggressions and inter-
sectionality is that bringing cross- disciplinary insights and methodologi-
cal approaches together can yield more sophisticated ways of understand-
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ing the implications of race. Work on racial microaggressions, when linked 
with work in psychology, social psychology, education, and health, can lead 
to more robust theoretical, methodological, and practical advancements in 
the examination of race.

Unfortunately, much of this work has failed to penetrate the mainstream 
sociology of education. This could result in part from patterns of subdisci-
plinary specialization within sociology, the preponderance of quantitative 
articles published in mainstream journals, and the lingering issue of the 
marginalization of both critical scholarship and what Mehta and Davies call 
“studies” units (e.g., African American Studies, Latino/a Studies, Women’s 
Studies; Mehta and Davies, chapter 1 in this volume).

To this I would add the marginalization of scholars of color from in-
clusion in our most prominent venues. This exclusion dates back to the 
founding of US sociology. W. E. B. Du Bois, the scholar who founded the 
first school of sociology in the United States at Atlanta University (Morris 
2015), was largely written out of the history of the field because of white 
supremacist beliefs and structures. Du Bois laid the foundation for several 
sociological subdisciplines, including urban sociology (Du Bois 1899), the 
sociology of race (Du Bois 1903), and whiteness studies (Du Bois 1920). He 
conceptualized race as a social construct (challenging the scientific racism 
of the early twentieth century), analyzed race and class as interactive pro-
cesses, engaged in intersectional analysis (Morris 2015) and introduced vari-
ous methodological innovations including data triangulation, qualitative/
quantitative mixed- method approaches, and participant observation. His 
exclusion from the mainstream of sociology is perhaps the quintessential 
example of the perils of white supremacy for the discipline’s development.

But How Do These Status Beliefs Matter in Education?

The sociology of education has documented structural and organizational 
processes related to the reproduction of racial inequality. This work has pro-
vided important insights into how race- based structural inequality related 
to social class and wealth (Johnson 2014; Shapiro 2004), residential and 
school segregation (Shapiro 2004) and organizational processes and char-
acteristics like tracking (Oakes 1985; Tyson 2011), teacher quality (Darling- 
Hammond 2010), and disproportionate suspension and expulsion (Skiba, 
Gregory, and Noguera 2005) contribute to the reproduction of inequality.

However, we need to better understand how racial inequality becomes 
embedded in organizational routines that are ostensibly designed to pro-
duce more equitable outcomes. I argue that borrowing from work on orga-

Education in a New Society : Renewing the Sociology of Education, edited by Jal Mehta, and Scott Davies, University of
         Chicago Press, 2018. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/wisc/detail.action?docID=6036885.
Created from wisc on 2020-09-21 15:29:12.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

8.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

hi
ca

go
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



Race and White Supremacy / 355

nizational routines can help illustrate how structural and symbolic racial 
inequality is perpetuated through organizational processes.

Schools (and all organizations) partly function through the operation of 
organizational routines (Feldman and Pentland 2003). These routines in-
clude the collective daily practices that people engage in to get things done. 
We can think about the typical morning ritual at a school, the changes of 
class on the hour, or teacher- faculty meetings as examples of organizational 
routines. Discipline practices like teacher referrals are also organizational 
routines. Recent work has identified two key “aspects” of these routines—
the ostensive aspect or the ideal of the routine, and the performative aspect or 
the routine as practiced (Feldman and Pentland 2003; Sherer 2007). As Feld-
man and Pentland (2003: 101) put it, “The ostensive aspect is the . . . abstract, 
generalized idea of a routine or the narrative in the organization about how 
things should be done.” They continue, “The performative aspect of the rou-
tine consists of specific actions, by specific people, in specific places and 
times.” It consists of how the routine is actually performed in everyday prac-
tice. The performative aspect of a routine may be highly aligned with the 
implicit intentions of the ostensive aspect, or it may diverge dramatically.

For instance, Feldman and Pentland (2003) use the example of the 
hiring routine to illustrate this distinction. Hiring is usually broken down 
into three related activities: attracting candidates, screening applicants, and 
hiring the most qualified candidate. However, the performance of the hiring 
routine is much more complicated. An informative study by Pager, Western, 
and Bonikowski (2009) sent black, Latinx, and white field testers to inter-
view for jobs with the same credentials. Whites were more likely to be called 
back for a second interview than were black and Latinx people, even when 
whites reported felony records and blacks reported clean records. In this 
case, it is critical to distinguish between the ideal of the routine and how it 
is actually practiced.

Other studies have shown a disjuncture between the ostensive and per-
formative aspects of the hiring routines. Employers with more inclusive di-
versity statements are no more likely to hire applicants of color than those 
with less inclusive statements (Kang et al. 2016) and employers who ex-
pressed an equal likelihood of hiring black and white ex- offenders are still 
more likely to hire whites over blacks (Quillian and Pager 2005).

In my recent book with Amanda Lewis about race and education in an 
integrated high school (Lewis and Diamond 2015), we argue that it is im-
portant to understand how everyday interpersonal interactions are shaped 
by the structural and symbolic racial inequalities (Lewis and Diamond 
2015). For example, school discipline practices can be thought of as an orga-
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nizational routine with ostensive and performative aspects. All schools have 
rules of conduct that dictate how students interact with each other and with 
teachers and administrators. These rules and regulations form the ostensive 
aspect of disciplinary routines and are written as if they apply equally to all 
students, regardless of background.

While discipline routines are stated in race- neutral terms, their prac-
tice can deviate from the ideal. This is because of the way race works sym-
bolically (the meaning and values people attach to members of different 
racial groups) and structurally (affecting who has access to certain kinds 
of resources) when real people interact in specific contexts. Rather than 
a discrete moment, discipline is a process (Gregory, Skiba, and Noguera 
2010). This process includes at least three components: selection for disci-
pline, movement through the discipline process, and enforcement of con-
sequences (Piquero 2008; Gregory, Skiba, and Noguera 2010). Racial dif-
ferences in disciplinary experiences can emerge at any moment during the 
process, from differential selection (institutional practices that might lead mi-
norities to get picked out for wrongdoing more often despite episodes of 
misbehavior similar to those of white students) to differential processing (in-
stitutional practices that might lead minorities, once picked out for wrong-
doing, to get different sanctions despite transgressions similar to those 
committed by white students; Gregory, Skiba, and Noguera 2010; Piquero 
2008; Skiba et al. 2011).2

In our study, we found that black and Latinx students were more likely to 
be singled out for intervention even when white students engaged in simi-
lar behavior. This was because of the performance expectations of black and 
Latinx students tied to racial status beliefs. For example, students were ex-
pected to have hall passes when they were not in class during class periods. 
However, race determined the extent to which students were scrutinized 
during these periods. This pattern repeated itself and was identified by stu-
dents, teachers, and administrators of all races.

Black and Latinx students were also treated differently from white stu-
dents once they were cited for disciplinary infractions. Because of their 
structural and symbolic advantages, white parents had access to valued re-
sources (economic, social, cultural, and symbolic) that led white students 
to receive less punitive treatment. White parents were able to use their social 
position to negotiate favorable outcomes for their children. Here, white-
ness served as a form of symbolic capital that shaped students’ experiences 
with the discipline process. As a result, black and Latinx students were more 
likely to be sanctioned for their behavior and to receive more punitive sanc-
tions when they did receive them. Our work points to the simultaneous 
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functioning of structural and symbolic inequality in the reproduction of 
racial stratification.

Conclusion

I have argued that mainstream sociology of education has been limited by 
its failure to fully engage with the broader work on race in sociology and 
across the social sciences. This has limited the theoretical and empirical 
sophistication of work on race in the sociology of education. To address 
these limitations, I argue that educational sociologists need to conduct re-
search that treats race as a socially constructed category designed to pro-
mote white supremacy through the unequal distribution of structural and 
symbolic resources. This system is maintained through conscious and un-
conscious practices of opportunity hoarding in which whites seek to main-
tain interpersonal, institutional, and structural advantages and to exclude 
people of color from those advantages.

While we have a large body of work that documents structural and insti-
tutional patterns of racial inequality (e.g., income and wealth disparities, 
residential and schools segregation, ability grouping/tracking), we have 
been less successful in documenting how race functions symbolically to re-
produce educational inequality, and how structural and symbolic inequality 
become embedded in routine organizational practices.

In order to move the sociology of education forward, I argue that we 
need to reinvigorate work on social status—drawing on the work of social 
psychologists who have provided powerful insights into how status beliefs 
influence performance expectations and intergroup dynamics (Ridgeway 
2011). In particular, we need to understand how daily social interactions 
are shaped by race- based performance expectations that are dynamic and 
cumulative. We also need work that critically analyzes the implications of 
navigating racially hostile schools where broader racial ideologies question 
the intellectual and behavioral competence of students of color. I have dis-
cussed the biological and psychological implications of white supremacist 
ideologies on the health of people of color; we need more work that attends 
to these dynamics and tracks them over time with a focus on education and 
the interactions between physical and psychological well- being and educa-
tional experiences and outcomes.

In light of the interactive nature of racial ideologies, more attention 
needs to be paid to the implications of status beliefs for white students’ 
achievement. Work on stereotype lift has demonstrated that white students’ 
performance is boosted by positive beliefs about their capacity. The kind of 
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work I believe is needed would include the analysis of national and inter-
national data sets, but would not be as limited to them as it has been. Such 
data sets provide key information, but they are limited in their ability to 
capture how race operates in schools. Future work will benefit from multi-
method studies that combine qualitative and quantitative work, as well as 
work that brings multiple quantitative approaches to bear on specific race- 
based educational issues. Many of the most powerful insights on contempo-
rary racial inequality require studies that document actual practices rather 
than just statements about race (e.g., audit studies), that draw on social 
psychological experiments (Ridgeway 2011; Steele 2011), and which build 
upon biopsychosocial models of racism (Goosby and Heidebrink 2013). 
Our work in the sociology of education needs to treat race as a category that 
is meaningful because it shapes how people are treated and the opportuni-
ties to which they have access, rather than as a characteristic that individuals 
carry with them into educational contexts.

Likewise, most work in the sociology of education fails to interrogate 
how whites actively maintain their educational advantages though oppor-
tunity hoarding. The intellectual gaze of sociologists is too often focused on 
black and Latinx students and families who are perceived to lack some form 
of cultural and intellectual know- how or investment in education, rather 
than on whites who have worked tirelessly to monopolize educational ad-
vantages. Promising work has begun to shed light on the reproduction of 
elite status, but more studies of the interactive, relational nature of racial 
privileges and penalties is needed.

Finally, with regard to methodology, we need to expand how we study 
race. Mainstream sociology of education has been dominated by quan-
titative studies relying on surveys that treat race as a variable. The most 
innovative work discussed here expands beyond single methods to utilize 
qualitative/quantitative mixed- method approaches, multiple quantitative 
methods, experiments, and other forms of analysis. It also takes seriously 
the theoretical insights from work in psychology, social psychology, pub-
lic health, critical race theory, and black feminist epistemology. Taking race 
seriously in the sociology of education means seriously revising how we 
conceptualize and study it.

Notes

1. In this chapter, race is discussed in the context of the United States because of this 
volume’s emphasis on the sociology of education in the United States.

2. Of course, while race mattered, it did not function in isolation. Instead, as we will 
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discuss further, there was an intermingling of race, class, gender, and cultural style 
that “colored” students’ interactions with school officials.
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