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WHITE RACIAL IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT

The Sixth Condition of Courageous Conversation, examining the presence and 
role of Whiteness, enables us to discover the context in which all racial matters are 
judged. In this very specific investigation, we come to see how White functions 
not only as a color but also as a culture and a consciousness. But to deepen our 
inquiry into Whiteness, we can also look at how White identity development 
occurs and progresses for members of the dominant race and how this identity, at 
its various stages, might impact people of color.

Although several race scholars have attempted to explain the process of White 
racial identity development, no one has yet had significant impact on shifting the way 
White Americans think about their own raciality. This is partly due to White privi-
lege and the ability of those who have it to simply avoid, ignore, or minimize the 
impact of race on their lives. Given that White people generally have difficulty seeing 
themselves as racial beings, it is no wonder that the notion of a psychosociological 
depiction of the White racial experience has been overlooked or diminished by so-
called scholars, executives, governors, and everyday White folks. Even so, I believe 
that understanding how White educators experience their own Whiteness, as well as 
how they view other White people, people of color, and indigenous people through 
the lens of Whiteness, is critical to improving schooling. In short, until White educa-
tors understand their own racial experience, their interpretation of the racial experi-
ence of children of color and indigenous children will be distorted.

Janet Helms (1990) offers one such model for understanding White racial 
identity (see Table 10.3). Helms suggests that White people experience a progres-
sion from essential “color blindness” to a non-dominating stage of Whiteness.

Of course, no theoretical framework can precisely define the many com-
plex and unique aspects of individual identity. What this model can do is affix 
language to some of the common racial experiences that many White people 
share. As they would with any developmental scale, White people might see 
aspects of their current experience in more than one stage on the continuum. 
This is an indication that people are probably not stationary or fixed in their 
racial identity.

Table 10.3 Helms Model of White Identity Development

Contact: Whites pay little attention to the significance of their racial 
identity; “I’m just normal”; perceive themselves as colorblind and 
completely free of prejudice.

Disintegration: Growing awareness of racism and White privilege as a 
result of personal encounters. This new awareness is characterized by 
discomfort.

Reintegration: Feelings of guilt or denial may be transformed into fear and 
anger directed toward people of color. Whites may be frustrated if seen as a 
group rather than as individuals.
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An emerging consciousness surrounding Whiteness is critical to building 
racial equity. This is the purpose of Courageous Conversation—to engage, sus-
tain, and deepen interracial dialogue about race, and especially about Whiteness. 
By acknowledging and understanding Whiteness, White people begin to see the 
way in which their culture subordinates other cultures. With consciousness comes 
action, and with action comes transformation.

IMPLEMENTATION EXERCISE
DECENTERING WHITENESS

Time required: 45 minutes

Materials required: For each participant, Courageous Conversation Journal and a 
copy of the worksheet that follows
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If you are White, where do you locate yourself on the Helms Model  
of White Identity Development? Has your position changed over the last 
few years? If so, how and why? If not, what might have prevented your 

development?
If you are a person of color or an indigenous person, where do you 
believe your White colleagues—who believe themselves to be most 

racially conscious—are located on the Helms Model of White Identity 
Development? In the past year, have you seen evidence of their 

progress according to the Helms model? How might you share your 
observation about their racial identity development with them?

Pseudoindependent: The individual gains an intellectual understanding 
of racism as a system of advantage but doesn’t quite know what to do 
about it.

Immersion/Emersion: Marked by a recognized need to find more positive 
self-definition. Whites need to seek new ways of thinking about Whiteness, 
ways that take them beyond the role of victimizer.

Autonomy: Represents the culmination of the White racial development 
process. A person incorporates the newly defined view of Whiteness as part 
of a personal identity. The process is marked by an increased effectiveness 
in multiracial settings.
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