LET’S TALK ABOUT RACE
An Interview with
Ted Mitchell

President, American Council on Education

American
Council on
Education

American
Council on
Education
ACE and the American Council on Education are registered marks of the American Council on Education and may not
be used or reproduced without the express written permission of ACE.
American Council on Education
One Dupont Circle NW
Washington, DC 20036
© 2020. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means
electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without
permission in writing from the publisher.

ABOUT THE INTERVIEW SERIES
In March 2019, ACE held a plenary session at its 101st Annual Meeting called “Talking About Race.” During
the panel discussion, Beverly Daniel Tatum, author of “Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting Together in the
Cafeteria?” and Other Questions About Race, and Robin DiAngelo, author of White Fragility: Why It’s So Hard
for White People to Talk About Racism, candidly discussed the role of race in America and on college campuses.
Moderated by Lorelle L. Espinosa, ACE’s vice president for research, and generously sponsored by the Bill &
Melinda Gates Foundation, the panel emphasized the importance of college leaders engaging on issues of race
and racism with their campus communities.
Continuing the discussion started by the panel, the Let’s Talk About Race interview series captures the voices
of prominent higher education scholars and leaders as they share their perspectives and experiences on race
and ethnicity in higher education.
This series supplements ACE’s Race and Ethnicity in Higher Education: A Status Report, which examines over
200 indicators, looking at who gains access to educational environments and experiences, and how trajectories
differ by race and ethnicity. Additional detail about Race and Ethnicity in Higher Education can be found
at equityinhighered.org. To watch the panel discussion that inspired this series, please visit acenet.edu/
ACE2019Race.

ABOUT TED MITCHELL
Former college president and top federal policymaker Ted Mitchell became president of the American Council
on Education (ACE) on September 1, 2017.
Mitchell brings a wide array of experience and accomplishments from across the higher education sector to
ACE, as well as a longstanding focus on helping more students gain access to a postsecondary education and
complete their degrees. His background includes service as president of a private liberal arts college, senior
administrator at a state university, and trustee of a major research institution.
Mitchell was president of Occidental College from 1999 to 2005. He served as U.S. under secretary of education from 2014 until January 2017, reporting to the secretary of education and overseeing postsecondary
education policies and programs.
He served as vice chancellor and dean of the Graduate School of Education and Information Studies at the
University of California, Los Angeles, and as professor and chair of the Department of Education at Dartmouth College. He has been a member of the Stanford University Board of Trustees.
Prior to becoming under secretary of education, Mitchell was chief executive officer of the NewSchools Venture Fund from 2005 to 2014, which provides seed capital and counsel to leading education entrepreneurs
at the K–12 level, and served as the president of the California State Board of Education. After concluding
his service at the Department of Education, Mitchell served as a consultant to ACE in the areas of education
attainment and innovation and leadership development.
Mitchell received his bachelor’s, master’s, and PhD degrees from Stanford University. He lives in Washington,
DC with his wife, Christine, and their two children.
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Q: What do you feel is the role of higher
education in breaking down barriers across
race?
I think the role of higher education in breaking down
barriers around race has never been more important,
for a couple of reasons. First, the good news, and
one of the things that we were able to highlight in
the Race and Ethnicity in Higher Education report,
is that campuses are becoming more diverse, and
racial diversity is a part of that. I think it speaks to
the nation’s commitment to access over time. Higher
education is in a primary place to then take that
group of people and not only say, “Great, we’ve got
a bunch of diverse students,” but help those students
really understand what it means to live and thrive in
a multiracial, multicultural community. So that’s, I
think, the first part.

Higher education is in a primary place to
then take that group of people and not
only say, “Great, we’ve got a bunch of
diverse students,” but help those students
really understand what it means to live
and thrive in a multiracial, multicultural
community.

The second is that I think over that same period of
time where we’ve promoted access to our institutions
of higher education, American society as a whole has
become more racially divided and more segregated.
Our colleagues at UCLA have done a great job of
highlighting this—whether you look at the resegregation of public schools in America or if you look at the
persistent residential segregation, there are fewer and
fewer opportunities, ironically, for people of different
backgrounds to interact. College campuses remain
one of those few places, and we need to make the
most of it.
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Q: Given your life experiences and professional
preparation, how did you obtain a knowledge
base in equity, diversity, inclusion, and social
justice in higher education?
This goes back a long way for me. My dad was a high
school counselor when I was growing up. And the
school in which he was the counselor was the only
racially mixed school in our county. It served a giant
housing project, a 1960s-era housing project, and a
suburban community around it. It was the Black and
White school in our town.
I remember very clearly how hard he and his colleagues worked to create opportunities for the African
American students who were a part of this mixed
community. I remember how hard it was for him
every year as he worked to find appropriate places in
higher education for really talented Black students,
who at that time were not getting anything close to
equal opportunity, whether that was equal access to
advanced placement courses or equal opportunity
to attend selective colleges and universities. I can
remember him just sitting at the dining room table
in those days with stacks of file folders, and it would
bring tears to his eyes to see the inequality.
I grew up with that. I grew up understanding that
we all—as a family, me as an individual—we had
a commitment to making things different. Initially
I thought the way that I was going to do that was
follow in his footsteps and be a high school teacher.
Then I got to college, and really started to immerse
myself more in the history and the economics of
inequality, and was really drawn to education as a
matter of social policy.
As, on the one hand, education has historically been
one of the primary ways privilege has been reproduced in our country. And that’s what I experienced
in watching my dad go through that work. But
there’s always also been this glimmer of hope that
education could be a tool for eliminating inequality
and creating real opportunity. It was exactly at that
tension point where I spent my time thinking about
it as an undergraduate, and then a graduate student.

My graduate work was on the education of freed
slaves in the South after the Civil War. And so this
tension played out in extraordinary ways where you
had the White, privileged Southern elite wanting to
use education to keep freed slaves subservient in every
possible way—economically, intellectually, socially.
And you had the freed slaves themselves understanding that education could be, and symbolized for
them, a route to real freedom. I grew up working on
those issues and thinking about those issues.
So again, I have been at this for a very long time. I
have deeply held personal views, deeply held intellectual views about these issues. And every job that I’ve
taken in higher education has been a job that I have
to test against whether it’s going to advance the cause
of social justice or not. If the answer is no, I don’t
take it.

Q: If you were to educate students differently so
that they evolved into more critically conscious,
equity minded citizens, how would you do it, if
money were not a factor?
If I look at American society today, I am really struck
by how easy it has become for people to live in silos
of self-selection. That’s true residentially. It’s true in
schools. It’s true online. It’s true in the very news that
we get. I think we have to figure out ways of breaking
that. Whether that’s breaking that through more
effective means of creating integrated K–12 schools,
whether it’s breaking that through creating real,
honest approaches to residential integration in urban
areas and in rural areas alike, whether that’s creating
college campuses in which there are more opportunities for different students to interact in substantive
ways—I think all of those are things that we need to
do, and we need to think about some new things too.

nonetheless, it was a real opportunity to diversify the
collective experience of people from different backgrounds. Maybe it’s time for us to think about that
again, to think about two years of national service
for everybody in America, and to do it in such a way
that Black people and White people and people from
different socioeconomic backgrounds and rural kids
and urban people get together and they’re together.
Importantly, we need to be clear that just putting
people together isn’t enough. We need to be conscious about how to create those experiences in ways
that allow people to learn from those differences, not
simply draw back into those silos of self-selection.
I’ll say one more thing, which I think impacts the
way we think about our own practice at a campus
level. If you take this Deweyan notion that you learn
best by doing things, and you track it through this
idea of racial familiarity and understanding and
building connections, then I think at some point we
need to address the way we teach. We need to think
about self consciously creating experiences for our
students in which they interact with others they may
not be familiar with and to have that be a part of
what the learning is. It is not just about the discipline, but about learning together and sharing ideas
and learning from diverse others in ways that can
enrich everybody’s experience.

We need to think about self consciously
creating experiences for our students in
which they interact with others they may
not be familiar with and to have that be a
part of what the learning is.

Is it time for us to talk about national service as a way
to bring people back together again? We’ve started to
reflect in mythical ways about the so-called “greatest
generation.” And our own field has been really
changed by the G.I. Bill and the entrance of different
undergraduates—not as many African Americans
or Latinos as I think we sometimes think it was, but
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Q: Considering both your academic background
and your experience in higher education, what
kinds of training, formal and informal, would
you recommend for faculty who have said, for
example, “These issues are not part of the discipline,” or “Atoms don’t see race.”
I think “atoms don’t see race” is a great starting
point. One of the real fallacies that we need to help
all faculty get beyond is a fallacy that says that there
are individuals who have race—non-White populations—and there are people who don’t have race, and
those are White people.
So there’s a default around whiteness and an otherness around all other racial attributes that is a) wrong
and b) an impediment to thinking about really creating a racially cognizant and diverse community. So
the “atoms don’t see race” thing is really more about
people saying, “I’m race blind in my teaching,” which
really means I default to either my own conception
of race or this idea that race is something that some
people have and some people pay attention to, but in
general we don’t have to pay attention to. Now we all
have to pay attention to it.
There is no such thing as a classroom in which everybody starts at the same starting line. That’s true about
race. It’s true about gender. It’s true about sexual
identity. It’s true about academic preparation or
academic interest or what you had for lunch that day.
We just have to get to that point where, when faculty
members look out at a classroom, they see a bunch of
individuals, each of whom present in different ways
and each of whom represent in different ways.

Q: From your perspective, what are the most
immediate opportunities for college and
university presidents around cultivating an
inclusive campus where diversity, equity, and
inclusion are woven into the cultural fabric of a
successful institution?
I just finished reading Freeman Hrabowski’s latest
book, The Empowered University, that he wrote with
two colleagues about their experience at UMBC. I
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was really struck by the two chapters about just this
issue. Again and again, they came back to the point
that university leaders, either the president or the
provost or any other leadership position, including
faculty—people have to be brave enough to have
the hard conversations and not walk away from
moments of real conflict. But instead create a community where conflict is seen as a part of the way that
the people grow, including themselves. I think the
biggest opportunity for college presidents is humility
about what we need to understand and what we
need to know and to recognize that we’re going to
hear things from our students, our faculty, and our
communities that are different and challenge the way
we think about the world. That’s good because it will
help us grow, but it’s also good because as people see
us learn it is an important clue to everybody in the
community. That kind of learning is hard, and it’s
challenging, but it’s necessary.

I think the biggest opportunity for college
presidents is humility about what we need
to understand and what we need to know
and to recognize that we’re going to hear
things from . . . our communities that are
different and challenge the way we think
about the world.
Q: Being that you are a former college president,
could you give us an example of where that
happened in your own experience?
Occidental is a great institution. I went there because
of its long commitment to social justice. The result
is that we were always about seven years ahead of
the world. So we were shutting down in 2002 over
issues of inclusion, when other places were not even
thinking about it at all. All of that is background to
say, I don’t know how elegant I was about it, but on
this last point, I learned a ton by just listening to
students and hearing what they were experiencing.

At one juncture, a group of students of color came
to protest the college’s inattention to what we would
now call micro-aggressions. One of the things the
student activists said is: “Look, we really just want
an opportunity to say stuff. We don’t want anyone
to respond, and we don’t want teach-ins. We just
want to be able to come up one at a time. And we
want to say, ‘This happened to me. This is what it felt
like.’” So we called off classes for a couple of hours,
and everybody was a little uncertain about what was
happening and why.

Q: So then what was the outcome of that
particular meeting? Did you see the campus
environment change or people respond
differently?

So the next day word got out that I was going to do
this, and I remember sitting the night before just
thinking, “All right. How am I going to explain this?
What I am going to say tomorrow morning, when
people come together?” So the line that I came up
with, I think stopped people in their tracks a little
bit. The next morning I just said, “Look, we’re here
for one simple reason. We’re here because we were
called. We were called by people we see every day
who we play sports with, who are in our classes, who
are our friends. We were called by them to listen.
And that’s what we’re going to do.” That’s it. That’s all
I said. And then I sat down.

Because a lot of the comments sort of took this down
to, “What words did you use?” “How did this come
off?” I think that people were much more mindful
about how they interacted, and I know that that was
true about faculty. So we, in addition to that kind of
cultural awareness, were able as a community to go
back to the list of demands that students had prepared and really reflect the list back on what people
had said in that meeting.

Two hours. And it was just amazing. People said what
was on their mind and what bothered them. It set the
tone and the agenda for a year’s worth of these hard
conversations that are at the root of real inclusion.

I think it did. And I think in ways that wouldn’t have
been possible if we had done it in a more didactic
way. Not a hundred percent of the people and not a
hundred percent of the time, but I think that people
were much more thoughtful about how they were
interacting.

In some cases there was a mismatch because people
were really concerned about treatment, in what we
would today call “inclusion,” which wasn’t going
to be met a by a structural change. It was going to
be met more by behavioral norms and behavioral
changes. So we were able to really look back at the
opportunities to make some changes, to create a new
department to help students of color and faculty of
color feel more part of the community and privileged
in the community. It just gave us more tools with
which to communicate.
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