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Democracy’s College Podcast

Episode 34: Racial Battle Fatigue

Welcome tothe Democracy’s College Podcast Series. This podcast focuses on
educational equity, justice, and excellence forall studentsin P through 20
educational pathways. This podcastis a product of the Office of Community
College Research and Leadership, or OCCRL, at the University of lllinois at
Urbana-Champaign. Learn more about OCCRL at occrl.illinois.edu.

In thisepisode, Colvin T. Georges Jr. of OCCRL talks with Dr. William A. Smith
aboutracial battle fatigue. Dr. Smith is a professorand the chair of the
Department of Education, Culture & Society at the University of Utah.

Here with me today for OCCRL's Democracy’s College podcast, | have the
distinct pleasure of speaking with Dr. William A. Smith, a professorin the
division of ethnicstudies and chair of the Department of Education, Culture and
Society at the University of Utah. Dr. Smith, thank you so much forbeing with us
today.

It's my pleasure.

As a nationally renowned scholar, you introduced racial battle fatigue as a
theoretical frameworkin 2003. Since then, many other scholars have started
your work and have used thisin theirpractice to bestsupportand understand
the lived experiences of people of color, particularly students of color. To
provide our listeners with context, how would you define racial battle fatigue?

In a simple way, racial battle fatigue is the cumulative psychosocial,
physiological impact of racial micro- and macro-level aggressions on aracially
marginalized target, ortargets. So more specifically, racial battle fatigue is
caused by the toxicand persistent racialized micro-levelaggressions, which
produces the subsequent negative health outcomes for these kinds of
marginalized groups. Racial battle fatigue is experienced ataracially oppressed
individual or group level. The symptoms are often cumulable as experiences of
painand stress are shared amongfamily members, friends, and alargerracial

group.

Duringthe past decade, there hasbeenanincrease inreported cases of racial
bias, racism, racial microaggressions, microinvalidations, and microinsults that
students, faculty, and administrators of color have experienced on college
campuses. According to the National Centerfor Education Statistics, between
2011 and 2016 there has beena 40% increase in campus hate crimes. These
experiences have resulted in psychosocial and mental health concerns,
especially forblack students. How does this affect retention and persistence to
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completionforcollegians of color, and what similarities and differences play out
at two- and four-yearinstitutions?

At both campuses, they play outinsimilarways, but for people of color, we're
exertingalotof energy, an exorbitantamount of energy respondingto these
mundane forms of racism, forms of racistviolence. And that has to be clear that
racismis a violentact. These direct and indirect attacks cause increased forms
of stress. We have energy loss that should be used for more productive efforts
like being successful at work and school, our interpersonal relationships, and
justrelaxing.

See, the dominantgroup getstorelax and play while we have to fight to stay
healthy, sane, and alive. So, considerfora momentthatblack boys and men
have to deal with on a daily basis. According to a recent study by Rutgers
University, police are now the seventh leading cause of death for African
American boys and men. Black men under 30 are two and a half times more
likely to be killed than their white counterpart.

What this means for black menisthat the odds of them beingkilled by the
policeisonein 1,000. The odds of being draftedin the NBAisonein 3,333 for
men. The odds of winningascratch ticketlotteryis easierthanbeingablack
man.

So think about the cumulative stress associated with this forablack man who
walks out of hishousehold, orfora blackwomanwhois concerned about her
black son. That's constantly on your mind, and that wears and tears on your
body. That's part of that cumulative stress that | talk about.

Increasingly, research shows that racism negatively affects the physical and
mental health of children of color. Ina recent article published by the American
Academy of Pediatrics, children can experience the effects of racism from other
individuals as well as through the placestheylive and learn through limited
access and resources to economicopportunity and how theirrights are
enforced and exercised. Dr. Smith, what policy and procedural
recommendations can you provide to faculty and staff to dismantle racism and
create equitable opportunities for students of color while protecting their
physical and mental health?

That article was good at gettingthe word out to the largersociety. | would only
adjust some of the recommendationsthatthey had, because | thoughtthey
were pretty good. But we have to also think about how when students
experience chronicstress, they are flooded with the stress hormones, such as
cortisol, that have prolonged exposure thatleadsto all kinds of inflammatory
reactions. This can harm children's health in the shortterm and could also harm
itinthelongterm.Itincreasesthe likelihood of having diseases like diabetes
and depression. That's all part of this article, and | agree with that.



So those recommendations that | would tweak just a bit would be things like
create a culturally safe school environment using evidence -based tools to
improve treatments with students and offer better communications with
families and school administrators. We have to have a betterlink about what's
goingon with the studentsinthe school, and that needs to be reported to the
parents, and these school administrators have to be more culturally aware,
more culturally sensitiveto that environmentin which they are leaders of.

| also believethatwe needto have advocates at the local and the federal
governmentto support policies like the article recommended forimplicit bias
training. We need to understand where teachers, administrators, staff members
are intheirracial identity inthe thoughts about different groups of people of
color.

So ifyou have leaders who have a high degree of racial bias toward a Latinaor
Latinx students, that's problematic. How are those students goingtolearnin an
environment where the leaders and the teachers bring to theirclassroom, to
their offices, these notions of whatit meansto be brown or black, especially
whenthose are deficit notions. Sowe have to advocate for things that will
increase the sensitivity of students of color whilealso recognizing that many
people bringimplicit biases to the classroom, to the office, and italso can be
people of color who bring these things and these ideas to the classroom.

We also should engage in community-level advocacy to develop action and
policiesthat can respondto social justice. And | would also say that we need to
have increasing numbers of African American men as teachers. This has been
provento be an effective strategy. However, we need to make sure that they
don't bring deficit notions of what it meansto be black into the classroom as
well. Butthisisalsotrue of all teachersandadministrators as| mentioned
moments ago. So, we need to increase, onone end, having more Latinoand
African American faculty, and onthe otherend, we need to be much more
aware of these implicit biasesthat people bring to the institution.

ColvinT. GeorgesJr.:  Dr. Smith, | understand thatyou are currently workingon a new book that
examinesracial battle fatigue across educational tiers. As you seek to further
the conversation of how yourframeworkis applicable to P through 20
education, canyou tell us more about this anticipated body of work?

Dr. William Smith: Yeah, I'm really excited about the book. It's still in progress. | hope tofinishit
real soon. And what | wantto do is offera very clear definition of racial battle
fatigue and racial micro-level aggressions and macro-level aggressions for
academics, aswell as laypeople. I'm working on making sure thatlanguage is
transferable and understandableto all levels of communities, so the academic
community and the laypeople community, soit can be useful.

In the book | want to offerabetterway to understand racial battle fatigue
contagion, and how race-related stressis passed onto other group members.
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Thisis veryimportantto address, especially dealing with the academic
challengesinschools, from preschool all the way to graduate school. There was
a book written by DebraVan Ausdale and Joe Feagin thatreported their
findings. The book was called The First R: How Children Learn Race and Racism.
Andin that book, they reported theirfindings that racism starts as early as
preschool.

So these children already come pretty wellequipped with a defined racial
attitude of what it meansto be the other. So they would getintotheirown little
racial cliques, based uponracial groups, and they had beliefs and stereotypes
aboutthe otherkids, the kids of color. So white kids having stereotypes about
kids of color, and they would act out these stereotypesinthe playground andin
the classroom.

So we know that itis importantto attack racism as early as possible, from
preschool all the way to graduate school. When we don'tdo this, what happens
isthose attitudes, those beliefs, those actions are reinforced, strengthened, and
carried out through each additional level of education; they get more
empowered. They feelthattheirbelief and value systems are correct because
they haven'tbeen adjusted or challenged. So by high school, it's gotten
stronger, by college they startto act out in strongerways, and then by the time
if you can getto graduate school, it becomes highly problematic, to the point
that students of colorare beingforced out of institutions of higher learning
because of the racist, violent atmospherethat's being created by primarily
white students and white faculty.

Dr. Smith, the work that you have done and are currently doingasrelated to
racial battle fatigue is highly valued and sought outin our field. Yourresearchis
greatly appreciated, especially with psychological and physiological stressors
that students of color are navigating on a daily basis on their campuses and
communities atlarge. We even see more students of color engagingin activism,
where demands forsocial change and dismantling systems for white supremacy
isparamount.

Accordingto a national study conducted by UCLA's Higher Education Research
Institute, during the fall of 2015, the incoming freshmen class had the highest
anticipationto engage in some form of activism. Forexample, protests, rallies,
marches, et cetera, while in college since 1967. What advice or action steps can
you provide to our listeners of colorwho are actively engaged in fostering
racially just educational activities, and advice forthose that are not necessarily
involvedinactivism but are dealing with trauma and racism that find
themselves trying to cope with racial battle fatigue?

It's a very deep question. | definitely believe that activismis what we need, so
applaudthose students. But | also want to encourage peopleto understand the
powerof one. We can't always wait forothersto do the things that we can do



ourselves orwaiting foraleader. Oftentimes what we're doing, because of
systemicracism, it hits groups at a group level, as well asanindividual level.

We believe thatitonly can be countered by a group activity or event or havinga
leadertoleada group. But we have to understand this power of oneis very
powerful; thatone person can do an act that can make a change that can be
impactful forothers. Soif everyone isfinding what theirstrengthisin that
power of one, the power of one then becomes a group attack, and we can then
find others who also share that power of one that is closely related to our
power of one.

That's when we can form revolts. We can form some of the things that that
researchis putting out that students have a high value of socially conscious,
social justice demonstrations. We need that. We shouldn't be looking fora
leader. We should be looking for what we can do to help with change.

| believe that's the only way that we can overthrow a racist society, a
homophobicsociety, aclassistsociety, asociety that only believes that able-
bodied peopleshould be in certain positions. Any forms of discrimination has to
be led by people who have passion and believe that these are injusticesand an
injustice tooneisan injustice to all. So that's the thing that | advocate, and |
hope my research can reinforce.

Now, to yoursecond question about coping with racial battle fatigue, | don't
believethatracial battle fatigue will everend because | don't believe racism will
everend. Ishare the belief of Derrick Bell thatit’s endemic. | wish thatit would
endinmy lifetime, but until thatis a possibility, we willhave to deal with coping
strategiesforracial battle fatigue, forracism. And part of that is to have outlets.
We have to find positive outlets that we can release the stress that we endure
on a day-to-day basis.

So we have to start to be more planful of what we do in positive ways. Going
out withfriendsto do thingsthat are enjoyable, finding moments of solitude,
not to move away from people, to become more depressed with what we're
dealing with, butjusttobe at peace;tolistento music, to read a good book, to
go to the movie, gowalkinthe park, exercise, gotoa comedy show, go out to
dinnerwith friends. So all of these types of things are outletstogetrid of some
of that stress.

So the more that we have these outlets and we can reduce stress, the healthier
we become. The more that we participate in communities, the less stress that
we have. So communities that are dealing with afight againstthe oppression
that we deal with on a day-to-day basis because we're not alone. When we feel
like we're alone dealing with it by ourselves, our stress level is heightened
because ourhopeislessened. If we have high hope that we can overcome
certain situations, then stress reduces.
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We have to rememberwhat Dr. Chester Pierce told us thatwhen STEM is
controlled, and what he meant by STEM is our space, time, energy, and
movement—when those things are controlled by an oppressive group,
oppressive force,stress goes up. When we have control of our STEM—our
space, our time, our energy, our movement—then ourstressislessened. Sowe
have to always think about any activity that we deal with, any confrontation
that we have: What does this meanregarding our STEM?

So if we keep thatin mind as an effective strategy, soif we take on one thing,
we have to remove another. We can't just take on so much that our plate is
overwhelming. So STEM is important. Outlets are critically importantto reduce
our stress and reduce racial battle fatigue. Beingin a collective community is
veryimportant. Sothose are just some of the things that | would recommend
for those people who are dealing with heightened levels of racial battle fatigue.

And | do have a follow-up forthat question anditis: What advice oraction steps
can you provide tolisteners that are not members of racially minoritized groups,
but wouldstill like to offer support?

White people whowantto helpinthisway have to help justlike their brothers
and sistersdidinthe '60s, inthe '50s, and earlier. There were abolitionists.
There were the Students for a Democratic Society. So many advances that we
achieved, particularly for black and brown people in higher education, would
never have happened without white allies.

White allies were right there fightingforethnicstudies. They were thereforthe
increase of faculty of coloron campuses. Some of these campuses only had
very, very small numbers of blackand brown students on them, and also Asian
American students. Without the help of white allies fighting and putting their
livesontheline, we would not have achieved some of the successes that we've
had, at leastas soon as we would have had them. So, having people in big
numbers also helps to advance any kind of calls. Ifit's just based on the group
that's beingtargeted, it's always harder.

So justlike men have arole to playin fighting sexism against women, straight
people have arole to play to fight againsthomophobia; it can't just be the
LGBTQ community fighting for those efforts; it hasto be straight people. Italso
has to be white people who teach theirchildren, who argue in theirchurches,
who argue inboard meetings forthe social justice for people of color. The
places that we don'tget a voice, sowe're not visiblein. Sojust because we're
not there does not mean that the fights shouldn't be had.

So we have to understand that black and brown people gothrough racial
socialization on a day-to-day basis from childhood all the way to our grave.
You’re being taught, somebody's giving you experience that helps toracially
socialize youto prepare youfora racist society. We hearabout itin sermons
and churches, we hearaboutitinlecturesthatwe go to. When do white people
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have those racial socialization momentsinthose intimate occasions? And when
those things are missing, and they're notthinking about them, that's when the
attack against people of coloris heightened. So we need our white brothers and
sistersto be onthe frontlinesfightingjustlike people of color.

Allright, thank you so much, Dr. Smith. | just want to say thank you for your
time and providing suchrichinsightinto yourresearch onracial battle fatigue.
I'm sure the information provided today will be very helpful to all of our
listeners. Again, Dr. Smithis a professorin the division of ethnicstudies and
chair of the Department of Education, Culture and Society at the University of
Utah. Thank you again for joining us today, Dr. Smith.

Thank you.

Tune in next month when Jason Keist of OCCRLinterviews Dr. StephenJohn
Quaye about what prompted his journeyinto higher education. Keistand Quaye
will also discuss issues pertaining to student support, issues related to
intergroup dialogues about race, and about civility on college campuses. Dr.
Quaye is an associate professorinthe Department of Educational Studies at
Ohio State University.

Background musicfor this podcast was provided by Dublab. Thank you for
listeningand foryour contributions to equity, justice, and excellence in
educationforall students.



