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Despite stated commitments to diversity, predominantly White academic institutions 
still have not increased racial diversity among their faculty. In this article Robin 
DiAngelo and Özlem Sensoy focus on one entry point for doing so—the faculty hiring 
process. They analyze a typical faculty hiring scenario and identify the most common 
practices that block the hiring of diverse faculty and protect Whiteness and offer con-
structive alternative practices to guide hiring committees in their work to realize the 
institution’s commitment to diversity. 
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The reason we don’t have more faculty of color among college faculty is 
that we don’t want them. We simply don’t want them. 

—Marybeth Gasman, “The Five Things No One Will Tell You About  
Why Colleges Don’t Hire More Faculty of Color”

As university workers, we find ourselves in a critical social moment. We are in 
the midst of the Black Lives Matter movement and global student protests (in 
Chile, South Africa, and Taiwan, among other countries) against government 
austerity and authoritarian state structures, the 2017 protests led by Indige-
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nous students against Canadian celebrations of 150 years of the colonial state, 
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ally unmarked and unnamed” (p. 1). Thus, to name Whiteness is to refer to 
a set of relations that are historically, socially, politically, and culturally pro-
duced and intrinsically linked to dynamic relations of White racial domina-
tion (Frankenberg, 1997; Roediger, 2007). In other words, Whiteness is deeply 
embedded in sociocultural practices, and disentangling Whiteness from these 
practices requires a multifaceted approach. 

As Eduardo Bonilla-Silva (2015) explains, White-oriented and -led institu-
tions reproduce Whiteness through their curriculum, culture, demography, 
symbols, and traditions, while they simultaneously pass as neutral spaces free 
of race and racialized perspectives. Only peoples of color are racialized and 
seen as “bringing” race into race-neutral (White) spaces. If there are no peo-
ples of color present, race remains unnamed and is not presumed to be an 
organizing institutional factor. Bonilla-Silva surfaces this normative invisibility 
through his deliberate naming of non–Historically Black Colleges and Univer-
sities (HBCUs) as Historically White Colleges and Universities (HWCUs). He 
terms this normative invisibility “the white racial innocence game” in which 
Whites claim to have no racial knowledge and therefore no awareness of the 
structures of racism that reproduce White advantage. Similarly, Indigenous 
scholar Susan Dion (2009) refers to the stance of “perfect stranger,” wherein 
White teachers claim a racial innocence about Indigenous peoples despite 
having received a lifetime of formal and informal pedagogy on the stereotypi-
cal “imaginary Indian” (p. 330). 

HWCUs have, for decades, articulated a desire for integration and lamented 
the difficulty of achieving that goal (Gasman, 2016). Yet these lamentations 
do not address Whiteness itself as a fundamental barrier to integration (or 
to racial equity, which goes far beyond mere integration). As Sara Ahmed 
(2012), Bryan Brayboy (2003), Eduardo Bonilla-Silva (2012), Frances Henry 
and colleagues (2017), and others have explained, for many White/settler-
colonial institutions, the implementation of university-wide diversity initiatives 
and policies are problematic for at least three reasons. First, they tend to view 
diversity as a stand-alone policy that is conceptualized as the adding of stu-
dents or faculty of color to the existing makeup of the institution and do not 
address the fundamental Whiteness of the university’s policies and practices. 
Second, the conceptualization and implementation of diversity initiatives in 
this manner nearly always add workload to the most junior faculty of color 
and the few numbers of senior faculty of color who can mentor them. Third, 
diversity initiatives render their underlying logic of Whiteness invisible and 
thus normalize the everyday discourses that racialize only faculty of color. In 
these ways, the everyday “grammar of whiteness” (Bonilla-Silva, 2012) remains 
unaddressed. 
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ulty of color are positioned at the frontlines of implementing HWCUs’ diver-
sity policies, since they are seen as “the face” of these initiatives and are often 
among the few who understand the stakes associated with them (Henry et al., 
2017). They are expected to do this work in spite of deep White resistance 
and at a cost to their own research programs. Further, they must make the 
diversity work palatable for White colleagues when even pressure to attend a 
stand-alone diversity workshop is a cause for animosity. If a stand-alone session 
names White advantage and challenges presumed White racial neutrality, the 
backlash of White fragility often ensues. DiAngelo (2011) defines White fragil-
ity as the result of the White subject position—moving through a wholly racial-
ized world with an unracialized identity (e.g., White people can represent all 
of humanity, people of color can only represent their racial selves). She argues 
that White people 

are centered in all matters deemed normal, universal, benign, neutral and good. 
Challenges to this identity become highly stressful and even intolerable. Not 
often encountering these challenges, we withdraw, defend, cry, argue, minimize, 
ignore, and in other ways push back to regain our racial position and equilib-
rium. (p. 57) 

Thus, for colleagues of color, in addition to the diversity work itself, they 
must also navigate the emotional landmines of White fragility so often trig-
gered in response to diversity work.

Another unnamed logic of Whiteness is the presumed neutrality of White 
European enlightenment epistemology. The modern university—in its knowl-
edge generation, research, and social and material sciences and with its 
“experts” and its privileging of particular forms of knowledge over others 
(e.g., written over oral, history over memory, rationalism over wisdom)—has 
played a key role in the spreading of colonial empire. In this way, the uni-
versity has validated and elevated positivistic, White Eurocentric knowledge 
over non-White, Indigenous, and non-European knowledges (Battiste, Bell, 
& Findlay, 2002; Carvalho & Flórez-Flórez, 2014; Grosfoguel, Hernández, & 
Velásques, 2016; Mignolo, 2002). These knowledge forms “inscribed a concep-
tualization of knowledge to a geopolitical space (Western Europe) and erased 
the possibility of even thinking about a conceptualization and distribution of 
knowledge ‘emanating’ from other local histories (China, India, Islam, etc.)” 
(Grosfoguel et al., 2016, p. 59). The decolonization of the academy requires, 
at minimum, an interrogation of not only the disciplinary fields and their bor-
ders but also the everyday commonsense practices of the institution itself. 

In what follows, we analyze a typical faculty hiring scenario. While there 
may be slight variations in the process (depending on discipline and teach-
ing versus research-intensive campus), the core elements of the job search 
are predictable and stable (Perlmutter, 2017; Vick & Furlong, 2012). We focus 
on illustrative practices that serve to block greater diversification of academic 
units and thereby protect the inherent Whiteness of HWCUs. 
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The Steps of the Hire 

When the people in power receive a mandate to search out excellence, the 
first place they look is to people like themselves, and too often that is also 
where the search ends. 

—Gabriella Gutiérrez y Muhs et al., Presumed Incompetent 

Step 1: The Job Description 

Tenure-Track Position in Elementary Education

Primary responsibilities will include teaching elementary-level teacher preparation 
courses and other teacher education courses as needed by the unit. Required qualifica-
tions include PhD or EdD in Curriculum and Instruction or another closely related 
field, demonstrated excellence in teaching, and experience teaching in grades 1–6. The 
ideal candidate will be adept in the use of instructional technology, be familiar with state 
teacher preparation standards, and be interested in joining a campus community that 
promotes diversity, respect, and inclusion.

In mainstream thought, it is people of color who “have” race (are racial-
ized) and whose identities are hyphenated and marked (e.g., Black Canadian, 
Chinese American) as compared to “regular” (White settler) identities that 
remain unnamed (e.g., you don’t see White American or Scottish Canadian). 
Thus, one of the most powerful actions an academic unit can take up when 
beginning a hiring process is to mark the invisible aspects of dominance that 
are embedded yet go unnamed in the position description. The field into 
which a new hire is proposed is never neutral. Therefore, a call for a general 
position in any field is not possible. While an open job description may allow 
for a wider range of candidates, it also reinforces the idea that some aspects of 
the job are core, foundational, and thus presumed neutral, while other aspects 
are additional, extra, and specialized. Because specializations are necessarily 
more focused, they can also seem narrower and limited. 

The default of privileging a presumed neutral generalist will position them 
as able to teach more courses in the program; we presume that candidate 
Bob, as a generalist elementary education graduate, can “hit the ground run-
ning” and teach several of the courses we need covering, while candidate Ali, 
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Step 2: The Committee Composition
Imagine two committees: 

•	Committee 1. Head of academic unit makes an announcement in the faculty 
meeting: “We have a new generalist line open in elementary education and 
need to put the committee together. In addition to those on the standing 
committee, we will need at least two additional volunteers from the faculty 
at large. At least one of the volunteers needs to be a generalist. Who would 
like to volunteer?”

•	Committee 2. Head of academic unit approaches faculty member with exper-
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not originally constructed to address diversity and thus cannot be relied on to 
achieve diversity.

As the pressure to diversify faculty has increased, the response has often 
been to ensure that a person of color serves on the hiring committee. Given 
the demographics at most institution, there are typically one or two colleagues 
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male and that those members hired the first groups who set up the culture 
and curriculum. Be prepared to clearly articulate how your committee com-
position today is in line with the institution’s professed diversity goals. 

•	Don’t underestimate the role of the committee chair. Make sure the person in 
charge has the critical understanding necessary to evaluate diversity-related 
questions and can advance the work of the committee with diversity as a 
central project. The chair should have the facilitation skills needed to redi-
rect problematic tangents and arguments against diversity during commit-
tee discussions. Be sure that the chair will be able to present a strong case 
of recommendation to the power structure. If not, be firm and consider a 
different chair. 

•	Draw on expertise in your faculty and account for their extra service load. Recog-
nize diversity service by increasing release time. Ensure that those assess-
ing job applicants have a demonstrated critical understanding of, not just a 
“belief in” or “commitment to,” diversity. Use measures such as committee 
members’ published work, research projects, community involvement, and 
professional development efforts as specific evidence of their commitment 
and expertise, rather than their warmth, friendliness, professed interest in 
the issues, or international travels. 

Step 3: The “Objective” Scrutiny of the CV

As chair, in preparation for our discussion, I have gone through the applicant CVs and 
created a table of candidates’ publications in terms of numbers, quality of journals, and 
grant monies. This will help us compare the candidates on fair grounds.

This vignette is based on an actual experience one of us had on a hiring 
committee. The committee chair (a White male) prepared for the shortlisting 
meeting by creating an elaborate template that he saw as an impartial frame, 
presuming that evaluating according to the same criteria equaled evaluating 
fairly. 

Education researchers have extensively problematized the standardized 
approach to assessing students (Darling-Hammond, 2014; Darling-Hammond, 
Ancess, & Falk, 1995; Kohn, 2000; Oakes, 2005). Further, beyond the assess-
ment of students, assessments by students of their courses and professors shift 
predictably along group-based lines: (cis) male professors are rated more 
positively than (cis) female, White professors are rated more positively than 
professors of color, and courses that address privilege and racism are rated 
more negatively (Deo, 2015; Gutiérrez y Muhs et al., 2012; Ladson-Billings, 
1996; Nast, 1999; Sensoy & DiAngelo, 2014). Further, research on implicit bias 
(Jones, Peddie, Gilrane, King, & Gray, 2013; Jost et al., 2009) shows that there 
is a large-scale social belief that peoples of color are inherently less qualified, 
yet implicit bias and its impact on an applicant’s materials (such as teaching 
evaluations) are rarely ever addressed by hiring committees.
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This research shows that the qualifications of candidates of color are often 
overscrutinized—for example, Why are their student evaluations so poor?
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—— The Diversity Question
Some institutions have a bank of questions for committees to choose from. 
These questions may not address racial diversity at all, leaving it up to the com-
mittee to include the discussion. The add-on nature of these questions, and 
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tutional accountability to diversity. It also relieves the hiring committee of 
accountability to its institution’s professed commitment to diversity; it doesn’t 
have to see a candidate’s inability to speak with nuance and complexity to 
this issue as reason for disqualification or endure the discomfort of stand-
ing behind the decision to disqualify a candidate based on that inability. In 
our experience, a candidate’s response to a question on diversity has never 
been the determining factor in the decision. In this way, these questions sim-
ply function as cover for the committee and the institution itself, as they are 
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How do you recruit and support racially diverse graduate students? 
What success have you had? Challenges?

What role models are there in your field for nontraditional students 
(e.g., female students, LGBTQ+ students, Indigenous students, 
students of color, and students with disabilities)?

More and more students are demanding faculty accountability on 
issues of race and equity. How have you responded? What areas of 
growth do you see for yourself? 

A group of students comes to you and says that there is racial inequity 
in the classroom’s dynamics. How might you respond to its 
concerns?

•	View less formalized parts of the day as further opportunities to communicate your 
diversity literacy. For example, have you asked about dietary restrictions? Is 
your interview occurring during an important period of faith (e.g., Rama-
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talked about. Grapple openly with how every candidate will or won’t con-
tribute to your equity goals. 

•	Attend to the reality of implicit bias. If, as a hiring committee, you are all (or 
predominantly) White and are excited about a White candidate, ask your-
selves if there might be something going on that should be grappled with. 
Revisit the case for the White candidate and consider how much of the case 
is based on descriptive qualifications (“integrates multiple perspectives in 
their research as evidenced by . . . ,” “demonstrates commitment to equity 
as evidenced by . . .”) rather than evaluative ones (friendly, relaxed, great 
sense of humor, cool style, fits in, students love her). 

•	Revisit the institutional mission and vision statements. As a committee, you 
should ask whether your practices and outcomes are in line with the insti-
tution’s professed values. If not, then be honest about the department’s 
unwillingness to be accountable to those values and remove any misaligned 
statements from marketing and other materials promoting your faculty. 

•	Acknowledge and address power dynamics on committees. Junior faculty are most 
vulnerable in their positions on committees. At the same time, they may 
actually be more current on research related to diversity if this is their 
field or they were mindful to attend to subjectivity in their research. Yet 
they often don’t challenge their tenured/senior colleagues due to con-
cerns about career progression. Talk openly about your positions and plan 
how you will mediate the power differentials. For example, the chair might 
explicitly state that all perspectives are necessary for a successful search and 
express an expectation that there will be no retaliation for disagreements. 
The chair should also be mindful to facilitate the discussions in an equita-
ble way by, for example, calling for go-arounds to ensure that all voices are 
heard, not allowing the most powerful members to set the agenda by speak-
ing first and most, and checking in with quieter members both inside and 
outside the meetings. 

“Yeah, but . . .”: Common Narratives of Resistance 

Our constructive alternatives will be challenging to operationalize, but we have 
to be honest in asking ourselves, Do we really want to open the gates to greater fac-
ulty diversity? If we are indeed committed, and this commitment goes beyond 
simply marketing the bodies of racialized students to sell our campuses as 
diverse, we need to be prepared to do everything differently, because every-
thing in the institution was set up to reproduce the existing order. Thus, every 
step of the hiring process is an opportunity to interrupt the reproduction of 
racial inequity. 

Here we identify common objections and explicitly speak back to them 
from a racial equity framework. 
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Won’t putting diversity ahead of subject-matter expertise bring down the quality of 
our institution’s research profile? 

Diversity literacy and subject-matter expertise are not mutually exclusive, 
and we need to challenge the implicit bias that continually positions them as 
such. Further, our measures of quality must be interrogated. If we continue 
to base quality solely on factors such as the tier of publication, then, due to 
the institutional and cultural supports that exist for mainstream work, White, 
male, middle-class, and otherwise privileged scholars will have the equivalent 
of a “wind at their backs” (Kimmel, 2002) and will continue to excel by these 
measures, with research that does not further the cause of racial justice con-
tinuing to be elevated. Might we instead consider research that does not fur-
ther the cause of racial justice to be, in fact, lesser quality research? 

You’re just advocating for diversity because it’s your area of scholarship. Why 
not make math education a mandatory subject for all candidates to demonstrate 
expertise on? 

Let us be clear. We are not advocating that diversity be put ahead of subject-
matter expertise. We are advocating for an understanding that one cannot be 
considered to have subject-matter expertise if one cannot position their field within a 
sociopolitical context. For example, if a STEM education candidate is not able to 
articulate how STEM education can meet the needs of a diverse group of stu-
dents, recognize that up until now it has not, and have some analysis of why 
that is and how it might be remedied, that candidate is not qualified in STEM 
education. Especially as schools become increasingly separate and unequal, we 
must consider this ability as integral to all positions rather than as optional, 
desired, but not really weighted. 

We are all for diversity, but isn’t privileging candidates of color over White 
applicants just reverse racism?

Racism is different from racial bias. While all people have racial biases, rac-
ism refers to the collective impact of that bias when it is backed by the weight 
of history, legal authority, and institutional control. When these dimensions 
are present, racial bias is transformed into racism, a system of racial oppres-
sion. By definition, racism is not fluid and cannot be wielded by individuals 
regardless of their racial positions; thus, reverse racism does not exist (Sensoy 
& DiAngelo, 2017). 

Also, there is an abundance of empirical evidence that people of color are 
discriminated against in hiring and have been for generations and into the 
present (Cheung et al., 2016; Derous, Buijsrogge, Roulin, & Duyck, 2016; 
Hasford, 2016; Rivera, 2015). Unfounded beliefs that diversity goals require 
unqualified peoples of color to be hired over Whites are insulting because 
they are based on the assumption that a person of color could not possibly 
have been the most qualified. 
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In the case of two candidates who are equally qualified but one is a person 
of color and the other is White and the workplace is not racially diverse, con-
sider that the person of color is actually more qualified because they bring a 
perspective to the workplace that is missing.

Aren’t we setting up new hires to fail if we bring them into a hostile workplace? 
While this statement is meant to exhibit concern, it actually conveys accep-

tance of a racially hostile workplace. If we are aware enough of the racial hos-
tility that we can make this statement, why is it being allowed to continue? Why 
are we not up in arms about our climate and putting all effort into changing 
it? 

Unexamined Whiteness does make for a hostile work environment for peo-
ples of color, and support will be needed for new hires. Efforts to change the 
climate and support faculty of color should occur simultaneously. But while 
this need for support is often positioned as a deficit of candidates of color, 
consider all the resources put into diversity workshops for White staff. Why do 
we not see this need for training as a deficit of White employees? Why would 
we continue to hire candidates who we know will need this education? Why are 
we willing to wait for them to receive it, even as we know that these training 
sessions are only occasional occurrences and rarely ever mandatory? In fact, 
most faculty may not ever receive this training or respond constructively to it 
if they do. Why is the harm that unaware faculty perpetrate on students and 
colleagues in the meantime acceptable? We are in support of continual train-
ing; racial justice learning is ongoing and our learning is never finished. Still, 
we do not recommend hiring people with virtually no interest or foundational 
education.

There just aren’t qualified diverse candidates out there. 
Change is difficult for many, especially when the change in question is to a 

system that serves and privileges us. We tend to make excuses and put up road-
blocks for inaction rather than take risks, be innovative, and be accountable 
to diversity goals no matter what challenges may emerge. In addition, there are 
nondiverse candidates who specialize in diversity content and can bring the 
critical expertise that is much needed. Students have demanded that White 
faculty with the skills to engage in diversity with complexity and nuance also 
be hired (not just well-intentioned open-mindedness, which almost all faculty 
will have). When we consider White candidates with these skills and perspec-
tives, our pool opens even wider. 

These are really good suggestions and thank you for raising them, but the job 
description was approved by senior administration and it cannot be changed. 
Besides, if we ask them for changes, we risk losing the position altogether.

Leadership often argues that many of the components of a search have 
already been approved and thus cannot be changed. While this may sound 
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reasonable, consider what is actually being said: We developed these practices with-
out a lens on equity. Now that we have begun to profess valuing equity, we can’t change 
them. Of course, this is not true; institutions can and do change policies all 
the time. But we must have the will. Centuries of exclusionary policies will not 
shift without commitment and the courage to fight resistance. If we cannot 
demonstrate that we have this commitment through our actions and their out-
comes, in good conscience we should stop making the claim that we are campus 
communities that promote diversity, respect, and inclusion.

Conclusion

Demonstrating the value of racialized and Indigenous scholars in the 
academy . . . means disrupting established ways of doing things and 
challenging normative notions of selection, appointment, and promotion.

—Frances Henry et al., The Equity Myth

The default of historically White institutions is the reproduction of racial 
inequality. From that premise comes the understanding that we cannot rest 
on our good intentions or self-images and expect our outcomes to change. As 
Frances Henry and her colleagues (2017) remind us, “For many racialized and 
Indigenous faculty, whose numbers have increased only slightly over the past 
three decades, the policies and diversity initiatives are only a foil to deflect 
criticism of a system that is doing little to change itself” (p. 8). Rather than 
exempt ourselves from the lack of change, we must consider the inevitability 
of our complicity. Our task, then, is to identify how our complicity is manifest-
ing, rather than to establish our so-called openness or neutrality. 

Pushing against tradition and the normative practices that have been insti-
tutionalized and function to exclude diverse faculty at every step is profoundly 
challenging. We are up against historic and current differentials in power, 
privilege, and access that are manifesting concretely (even as their existence is 
denied). Interrupting these processes requires that we reconsider a multitude 
of commonsense practices. With this in mind, we offer small steps that can 
be taken at each point in the academic hiring process. But first we must have 
the will. We ask our White colleagues to consider how a lack of knowledge, 
apathy, seeing oneself as “the choir” without need for specific effort, and any 
resentment toward this work function to hold racial inequity in place. Ideally, 
we understand the ongoing and lifelong struggle inherent in changing deeply 
embedded patterns and practices. But if we do not have the knowledge and 
skills that develop out of sustained intentionality rather than mere good inten-
tions and are not actively working toward attaining them, we must not position 
ourselves or our programs as “valuing diversity” or “encouraging diverse can-
didates.” To claim that HWCUs value diversity and seek a diverse faculty with-
out fundamental changes in our processes is meaningless, though not benign.
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