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WHAT IS 
RACIAL  
JUSTICE?
Racial justice is the 
systematic fair treatment of 
people of all races, resulting in 
equitable opportunities and 
outcomes for all. Racial justice �  
or racial equity � goes beyond 
�anti-racism.� It is not just the  
absence of discrimination and  
inequities, but also the presence 
of deliberate systems and 
supports to achieve and sustain  
racial equity through proactive 
and preventative measures. 
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WHY RACIAL 
EQUITY & JUSTICE?
•	 Racial Equity/Justice and our Mission, 

Vision, Core Values and Strategic 
Framework

•	 Guiding Principles & Analysis Questions



5 R � � � � �  J � � � � � �  � �  E � � � � � � � �  -  R � � � � � � �  G � � � �

RACIAL EQUITY/JUSTICE AND OUR 
MISSION, VISION, CORE VALUES AND 
STRATEGIC FRAMEWORK

To better align and 
institutionalize racial 
equity into the work 
and practices of NEA, 
it is important that we 
understand the 
connection of racial 
justice to our mission, 
vision, core values and 
strategic framework. 

MISSION 
Our mission is to advocate for education 
professionals and unite our members 
and the nation to ful�ll the promise of 
public education, to break down the  
barriers to racial equity, and to prepare 
every student to succeed in a diverse 
and interdependent world.

VISION 
Our vision is a great public school for 
every student.
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CORE VALUES 
 

These principles guide our work and de�ne our mission:

■� Equal Opportunity. We believe public education is the gateway to opportunity. 
All students have the human and civil right to a quality public education that de-
velops their potential, independence, and character.

■� A Just Society. We believe public education is vital to building respect for the 
worth, dignity, and equality of every individual in our diverse society.

■� Democracy. We believe public education is the cornerstone of our republic. 
Public education provides individuals with the skills to be involved, informed, and 
engaged in our representative democracy.

■� Professionalism. We believe that the expertise and judgment of education pro-
fessionals are critical to student success. We maintain the highest professional 
standards, and we expect the status, compensation, and respect due all profes-
sionals.

■� Partnership. We believe partnerships with parents, families, communities, and 
other stakeholders are essential to quality public education and student success.

■� Collective Action. We believe individuals are strengthened when they work to-
gether for the common good. As education professionals, we improve both our 
professional status and the quality of public education when we unite and advo-
cate collectively.

NEA also believes every student in America, regardless of family income or place 
of residence, deserves a quality education. In pursuing its mission, NEA has deter-
mined that we will focus the energy and resources of our 3.2 million members on 
improving the quality of teaching, increasing student achievement and making 
schools safer, better places to learn.
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STRATEGIC FRAMEWORK 
 
Our organizational work to advance racial justice in education is driven by the 
following strategic framework: 

Awareness
The objective is to build racial equity awareness and analytical capacity across 
our association, fostering an understanding of key concepts, such as institutional 
and systemic racism, implicit bias, racial equity and multiracial systemic solutions. 
Shared knowledge and conceptual clarity helps normalize explicit and constructive 
conversations about race. 

Capacity Building
The objective is to equip members, leaders, staff and partners with the skills, tools, 
strategies, resources and relationships to be effective leaders and advocates in the 
�ght for racial justice in education.

Action
The objective is to engage and activate members, leaders and stakeholders in on-
the-ground efforts to combat institutional racism and advance racial justice. Some 
actions are external � organizing to advance changes in our schools and communi-
ties � while others are internal � implementing equitable practices that change the 
association�s work.



8R � � � � �  J � � � � � �  � �  E � � � � � � � �  -  R � � � � � � �  G � � � �

BACKGROUND

Combating institutional racism and advancing 
racial justice in education and beyond is at the 
forefront of the NEA�s vision to provide a great 
public school for every student. At the 2015 
Representative Assembly, NEA adopted NBI-B, 
which recognized the role that institutional  
racism plays in our society, including in our 
schools. 

NBI-B directed NEA to spotlight patterns of 
systemic racism and educational injustice that 
impact students, and to take action to enhance 
access and opportunity for all students to have 
a great education. We will take action by de-
manding changes to policies, programs, and 
practices that condone or ignore unequal  
treatment of students and hinder their success. 

NEA�s Center for Social Justice and the Human 
and Civil Rights Department will continue to 
provide guidance on this issue, and continue to 
support efforts to build awareness and capacity, 
and take strategic action to disrupt and  
eventually eradicate these systems of oppres-
sion in our schools and beyond.

GUIDING PRINCIPLES & ANALYSIS 
QUESTIONS
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GUIDING PRINCIPLES ON RACIAL & SOCIAL JUSTICE IN EDUCATION

■� Our work promotes a vision for public education that advances inclusion, equity, 
and racial and social justice in our schools and society. 

■� Our work must dismantle white supremacy, and ensure that bigotry or discrim-
ination based on gender, sexual orientation, disability or national origin are not 
part of our classrooms, educational curricula, school policies and discipline prac-
tices.

■� Our schools must be safe for all students, and free from state-sanctioned, racial-
ized, and gender-based violence. 

■� We must work to dismantle discipline systems that create the school-to-prison 
pipeline by implementing practices that encourage inclusion and are free from 
racial and ethnic bias, and invest in counselors and other student supports.

■� Our work must result in action - programs, campaigns, policies, and capaci-
ty-building efforts for local NEA members that dismantle institutional racism 
now and into the future. Initiatives should create sustainable infrastructures that 
can continue to create systemic change, and hold decision-makers, elected of�-
cials, and institutions accountable.

■� Our work must recruit, engage, and promote leadership of educators of color to 
share the ladder of opportunity.

■� Programs, campaigns, and projects must be driven by goals that are clearly out-
lined, tracked, and measured, and that have accountability systems that explicitly 
promote racial justice.

■� Our work must promote education policies and curricula which highlight and 
honor the histories and cultures of people of color and indigenous peoples.

■� We must work to ensure that all students have access to a safe and quality edu-
cation, regardless of their country of origin or immigration status. 

■� Our work must promote and support the engagement of students of color and 
LGBTQ students in shaping policies that directly impact their educational experi-
ences and foster safe and inclusive schools. 
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ANALYSIS QUESTIONS TO SUPPORT THE ASSESSMENT OF RACIAL IMPACT

1.	 Does this work explicitly address racial inequities and impacts?  Do materials, 
communications and work products from this work explicity address racial ineq-
uities and impacts? 

2.	 Who bene�ts from this work? 

3.	 How many students or educators of color are positively impacted by this work?

4.	 Is there a racial justice disparity that is being addressed? Are conditions being 
improved? 

5.	 Is the racial equity practice being introduced? Can this practice be systematized?

6.	 Does this work build NEA�s Racial Justice muscle? 

7.	 Does this work explicitly foster pathways for educators of color to play leadership 
roles in the work and in our association? 

8.	 How does this work impact the identi�cation, recruitment, engagement, and de-
velopment of new and current members, activists and/or leaders of color? 
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TALKING RACE
•	 Creating the Space to Talk About Race in 

Your School 

•	 Seven Harmful Racial Discourse Practices 
to Avoid 

•	 Recommendations and Conclusions

•	 Key Terms & Glossary

•	 FAQ’s
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CREATING THE SPACE TO TALK ABOUT 
RACE IN YOUR SCHOOL 
Racial dynamics, disparities and divisions 
permeate our society, communities, schools 
and classrooms. Systemic racism is so deeply 
rooted in our history, culture and institutions 
that there�s no escaping it. Visible or not, its 
impacts are ever-present.

Yet, discussions of racism are typically not 
part of our curriculum � unless we�re teach-
ing social sciences or literature, or highlight-
ing a particular holiday or hero. And even 
then, the race content may often be lacking 
or lackluster.

Adding to this context is the fact that a major-
ity of our public school students are students 
of color while only 18 percent of our teachers 
are teachers of color. This presents different 
challenges for white teachers and teachers of 
color when approaching issues of race.

Because racism is complex and contentious, 
many of us are afraid to even broach the 
subject. Fear of opening a can of worms and 
making a mistake can be paralyzing. It often 
feels easier and safer to avoid the topic alto-
gether. Instead of calling attention to racism, 
we too often wish it would just go away. But 
whether we choose to talk about it or not, 
racism is already in the building. And, the 
more we avoid it, the more it grows. 

Silence and inaction reinforce the status quo. 
Avoidance speaks volumes � it communi-
cates to students of color that racism doesn�t 

Because racism is 

complex and  

contentious, many 

of us are afraid  

to even broach  

the subject. 
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matter enough to warrant attention and, by omission, invalidates their experiences, 
perspectives, identities and lives. White students, on the other hand, often see rac-
ism being accepted and normalized, without acknowledgement or accountability. 
And the lofty ideal of educational excellence and equity for all students, if it even 
exists at your school, may seem like a hollow commitment.

To advance real solutions, we need to address real problems. As teachers, we have 
�teachable moments,� or opportunities to constructively and productively address 
race. But these opportunities need to be thoughtfully created, seized, planned and 
managed. We have choices when addressing matters of race. In our own classroom, 
we are the power-holder, the gatekeeper, and the standard setter. One choice is to 
unconsciously and passively perpetuate racism, while the other is to consciously and 
actively pursue racial equity.

You probably don�t have to revamp your entire curricula or classroom practice. But 
there are many ways we can make room for addressing racial dynamics. Discussions 
in your classroom can even be steppingstones to addressing race in your school, 
school district and community. Creating the space to talk about race can open the 
way for some of the most powerful learning and change that you and your students 
will ever experience.

The following tips can help you make race conversations normal, constructive and 
successful. These skills are best learned through collective dialogue with others 
committed to addressing racial equity, as well as through lots of practice.  When 
discussions of race and racism become normalized, the promise of equity can be 
realized.

 Creating the space to talk 

about race can open the way 

for some of the most powerful 

learning and change that you 

and your students will ever  

experience.
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Each class has its own culture and learning climate. When you make equity and 
inclusion prominent priorities in your classroom norms, routines and environment, 
your students will feel a greater sense of belonging, safety and openness. Balance 
participation and learning opportunities. 

The more you can form authentic relationships and 
connections with all your students and their families, 
the more you will understand them�especially those 
who typically face the most marginalization, such 
as students of color, LGBTQ students, students from 
low-income families, English language learners, new 
immigrants, and students with physical or learning 
disabilities. New research is beginning to �nd that 
teacher empathy can be a key factor in student suc-
cess and the reduction of punitive disciplinary ac-
tions.

Create a supportive culture and hold an af�rming 
space for all of your students, individually and collec-
tively. Use diverse curriculum materials, differentiated 
instruction methods and give students some choic-
es to accommodate different interests and learning 
styles. Begin with you own class, but don�t stop there. 
Consider ways to contribute to the welcoming climate of your school. For example, 
excess surveillance often unfairly targets and triggers students of color due to pre-
vailing patterns of racial bias, thereby undermining efforts to create a school climate 
that is inclusive and conducive to learning.

Everyone, regardless of race, can have unconscious racial bias. Be willing to exam-
ine your own bias and the ways you may be privileged or unaware. Re�ect upon all 
aspects of your teaching practice. Could your curriculum, pedagogy, grading, class-
room management or disciplinary practices be giving preference to some students 
while putting others at a disadvantage? Are there any barriers to learning and suc-
cess that some students may be experiencing? What are the racial impacts of differ-
ent policies and practices at your school and school district?

Look at available data to see if there are patterns of inequitable outcomes or unintend-
ed consequences. Invite observation, discussion and feedback from colleagues and 
students about routine practices in order to surface lessons and equitable alternatives.

2. Root Out Biases and Barriers

1. Create a Welcoming Classroom and School 
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Give your students the ability and validation to bring their full racial and cultural 
identities into your classroom so they can be themselves and speak their truths. 
Trust their wisdom and show deep respect. Discussions can begin by giving stu-
dents an opportunity to share their experiences, perspectives or stories. Identify and 
appreciate points of connection, as well as differences.

Give students permission to only share what 
they want. Don�t put anyone on the spot or 
expect any individual to represent their racial 
or cultural group. Your students may be your 
best teachers about matters of race, each 
with unique experience and expertise.

Be willing to share different dimensions of 
your own racial identity and cultural back-
ground. Be open about your experience with 
racial inequities and/or racial privilege and 
any efforts you�ve participated in to advance 
racial justice. How has your racial identity 
been both a strength and a challenge in your 
life? What have you learned along the way, 
what were your mistakes, and what are you 
still learning? 

If you are white, you may be used to the privilege of not having to think or talk about 
race, especially your own. Push yourself to take some risks, which will likely lead to 
some rich learning. Your honesty and humility will help your students open up. 

Racism is perpetuated by silence�and silence is complicity. Being �colorblind� often 
serves as a pretense to downplay the signi�cance of race, deny the existence of rac-
ism, and erase the experience of students of color. Be willing to lead the uncomfort-
able conversations and turn them into teachable moments. Learn to break through 
your own discomfort to embrace the tensions and unknowns.

When racism needs to be addressed but is being avoided, make it your job to ini-
tiate and facilitate a constructive conversation. Don�t put the burden on students 
of color to have to bring things up or do all the heavy lifting to help white students 

4. Be Open Yourself

3. Encourage Self-Expression

Give students  

permission to only 

share what they want. 

Don’t put anyone on 

the spot or expect  

any individual to  

represent their racial  

or cultural group. 

5. Engage, Don’t Avoid
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learn. Even if you don�t feel con�dent or fully skilled, challenge yourself and be cou-
rageous. At the other end of the spectrum, you also don�t want too heavy-handed 
about race, where the discussion feels forced or too narrowly framed. Instead, you 
want to strategically provide the space for students to bring up their own angles 
onan issue. Let go of perfection and expect some messiness. Like anything else, it 
gets easier with practice. 

Use current events, cultural happenings and local angles to spark relevant and 
meaningful discussions among your students. Pop culture (e.g. music, movies, 
sports, celebrities) is particularly engaging for young people, supplying continuous 
fodder for important race conversations. Keep abreast of race-related news sites or 
social media by people of color to get ideas for hot topics.

Discussions about race are often reactive, once blatant racism has occurred, and 
often not very constructive�with lots of blaming and shaming. Be proactive by 
creating planned opportunities for students to share stories and life experiences in 
ways that connect to your curriculum. You still may need to react, at times, to inci-
dents of racism in your classroom�such as micro-aggressions (routine slights and 
insults)�but you can prepare in advance your process for addressing them so that 
you�re not caught off-guard. You�ll need to make your discussions developmentally 
appropriate, but students at all levels � even very young � are already aware of, 
and affected by, race.

6. Create Opportunities for Discussion 
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If you want to get real about race, you have to also be willing to talk about racism 
and racial equity. Here are some concepts that you can introduce to add clarity and 
context to your discussions: 

Race is not simply an individual characteristic or cultural identity. More signi�cantly, 
it is a social category and a power dynamic�a marker of a racial group�s position-
al power in society. Racial identities are socially 
assigned, regardless of how you self-identify. 
While attention to diversity (variety) is important, 
it is even more critical to address equity (fairness 
or justice), since racism is fundamentally about 
power.

Systemic racism � inequities and ideas about 
race based on history, institutions and culture 
� routinely advantages white people and dis-
advantages people of color. Some racism is 
conscious and intentional, but a lot of racism is 
unconscious and unintentional (also known as 
implicit bias). Racism can be intensi�ed by oth-
er intersecting inequities, such as gender and 
class, thus race requires explicit, but not exclu-
sive attention.

Racial equity (or racial justice) is the systematic fair treatment of all people, result-
ing in fair opportunities and outcomes for everyone. Racial equity is not just the 
absence of discrimination but also the presence of values and systems that ensure 
fairness and justice. Systematic equity, which af�rmatively and continually supports 
and ensures the fair treatment of all people, is needed to supplant the system of 
racism.

Racism is experienced at many levels�internalized, interpersonal, institutional and 
structural. Interpersonal manifestations of racism get a lot of our attention because 
they are more visible and visceral. But they are often just the super�cial symptoms 
of broader systems with deeper root causes. Engaging in a systems analysis, can 
help students identify deeper causes and generate options for solutions. 

This can provide a productive path for your discussions, beginning with the sharing 
of personal experiences and observations of racism, then working through some 
analysis and arriving at proposed solutions and strategies to advance racial equity.

7. Talk About Racism and Racial Equity

Racial equity is not 

just the absence of  

discrimination but 

also the presence of 

values and systems 

that ensure fairness 

and justice. 
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To engage in a systems analysis of a racial issue, good 
discussion questions include: 

■� Problems 
What racial inequities are you noticing or experiencing? What are 
the impacts on different racial groups? Who bene�ts most and who 
is hurt most? 

■� Causes 
What institutions, policies or practices are causing or contributing 
to the inequities?  What social norms, popular myths or cultural  
biases may be contributing?

■� History 
How did things get this way and are things worsening or improving? 

■� Solutions 
What solutions could address the root causes and eliminate the 
inequities? How would different racial groups be impacted by the 
proposed solutions?

■� Strategies 
What strategies and actions could be used to advance the solutions?

■� Leadership 
Who are the stakeholders most affected by the inequities? What 
kinds of active leadership could they take to advance the proposed 
solution? 
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Since conversations about race can be dif�cult and divisive, establish some agree-
ments before you begin the conversation. Allow your students to generate, agree 
to, and hold each other accountable to, their own norms. Display these agreements 
and refer back to them, as needed. Decide upfront on the goals and parameters of 
the conversation � what you are and are not going to address. 

Example group norms are: honoring con�dentiality, using �I� statements instead of 
�You� statements, focusing on actions and impacts rather than assumptions and in-
tentions, participating fully but evenly, deeply listening, allowing disagreement, ap-
preciating feedback instead of getting defensive, and always respecting each other. 

Learning and using restorative justice practices, such as peace circles, can also be 
helpful for addressing harm or con�ict. These practices can help bring real issues 
to the surface while also fostering healthy communication, con�ict resolution and 
relationships.

If you expect a challenging conversation, take time to get centered and take some 
deep breaths together. Try to be fully present with each other, without any distrac-
tions. Pay attention not only to what is being said (or not being said), but also to 
how it is being said, and who is saying it (or who is not speaking). Expect to do more 
facilitating and process management, with the content of the conversation mostly 
generated in real time by your students. 

You can invite students to lead all or parts of the 
conversation. This not only gives them more own-
ership of the content, but also helps them prac-
tice important skills. You can be ready to guide or 
mediate, if needed, but you don�t always have to 
lead the discussion, especially if some of your stu-
dents have more direct experience with the topic 
at hand.

Even if there is disagreement, as long you�ve 
followed your group norms and everyone feels 
heard and respected, the conversation will likely 
be constructive and productive. Build in move-
ment breaks, as well as time at the end for  
appreciations and closure.

8. Establish and Enforce Group Norms

 Decide upfront 

on the goals and 

parameters of the 

conversation — 

what you are and 

are not going  

to address. 

9. Process is as Important as Content



20R � � � � �  J � � � � � �  � �  E � � � � � � � �  -  R � � � � � � �  G � � � �

Practice equity, inclusion, empathy and respect in your own classroom. Your actions, 
more than your words, will have the greatest impact on your students. They are 
looking to you for leadership and ally-ship. You can play a formative role in helping 
them build critical skills for navigating the complexities of race. 

Talking about racism is just a start. Taking action is the biggest driver of change. 
Create opportunities and strategies to move from awareness and analysis to action 
and impact. You and your students can go beyond the classroom by advocating for 
equity in your school and school district. Speak up and speak out. Be intentional 
about supporting more voices and leadership of people of color. And be proactive 
by proposing bold and concrete solutions that embody the values and vision of  
equity and inclusion for all.

�Creating the Space to Talk About Race in Your School� portion of this report   
' 2017 National Education Association, in collaboration with Race Forward.

10. Model Your Values and Vision
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T his section of our report 
identi�es and describes  
seven harmful racial  
discourse practices that 
are found not just in main-

stream media, but also more broadly 
throughout our society. They are used 
by public of�cials and their staffs, by 
lawyers and judges, and by advocates 
of various political backgrounds, by  
cultural and entertainment �gures, and 
by others with power and in�uence 
over public perception and behavior.

We provide de�nitions for the practic-
es and describe the speci�c negative 
effects these practices have on racial 
discourse. Each practice discussion also 
contains an example or two of its use 
from recent events�some carried out 
by news media and others carried out 
by the aforementioned actors.

SEVEN HARMFUL RACIAL DISCOURSE 
PRACTICES TO AVOID

 
Seven Harmful Racial 
Discourse Practices 

1.	 Individualizing Racism

2.	 Falsely Equating  
Incomparable Acts

3.	 Diverting From Race

4.	 Portraying Government 
As Overreaching

5.	 Prioritizing (Policy) Intent 
Over Impact

6.	 Condemning Through 
Coded Language

7.	 Silencing History
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Taken as a whole we argue that:

■� When these harmful racial discourse practices succeed, either individually or 
acting collectively within a single narrative, they sti�e the general public�s  
understanding of systemic racism.

■� The seven harmful racial discourse practices reinforce the common miscon-
ception that racism is simply a problem of rare, isolated, individual attitudes 
and actions, and most damagingly, that as a signi�cant barrier to the success 
of people of color, racism is a thing of the past.

■� Taken together, these harmful discourse practices often ostensibly promote a 
blanket standard of �colorblindness,� while simultaneously promoting  
so-called �race-neutral� policies and practices that reinforce the power of 
white anxiety and fear in policymaking and decision-making.

Everyday recommendations for how readers can help overcome these harmful racial 
discourse practices follow this section of the report.

Concentrating attention exclusively on thoughts or acts of personal prejudice.

EFFECT ON RACIAL DISCOURSE ON RACIAL DISCOURSE

Reinforces the common misconception that racism is simply a personal problem 
that should be resolved by shaming, punishing, or re-educating the individual of-
fender. Often leads to long, inconclusive debates about what is in a person�s �heart,� 
and whether or not they intended to be hurtful or discriminatory. Perpetuates false 
notions of individual agency in our national consciousness. 

EXAMPLE

A celebrity or prominent business owner is sur-
reptitiously recorded using racial slurs or other-
wise demeaning people of color, particularly a 
group he or she relies upon as employees, con-
sumers, and/or sources of substantive content or 
inspiration. Media and general public focus moral 
indignation on the hurtful words rather than any 
corresponding record of discrimination in their 
business practices or impact. 

INDIVIDUALIZING RACISM1
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Drawing a parallel between an act or expression of racial bias from privileged 
whites and one from that of comparatively disadvantaged people of color, with-
out taking into account any power differentials between the two. 

EFFECT ON RACIAL DISCOURSE ON RACIAL DISCOURSE

Provides an excuse for, or otherwise seeks to absolve, an individual who has ex-
pressed a racist idea or committed a racist act. Encourages the audience to apply 
a blanket standard of �colorblindness� without acknowledging that the biases of 
whites have a broader impact and get reinforced by institution and systems of pow-
er in ways that the biases of people and communities of color do not. 

EXAMPLE

Cell phone footage is released of two 
Latino young men using racially charged 
language against white and African Amer-
ican police of�cers in response to an 
incident of racial pro�ling that quickly es-
calates into violent police brutality. Media 
and pundits on the left and right of the 
political spectrum focus time and atten-
tion on discussing and condemning the 
�reverse racism� of the youth rather than 
the history of systemic racism and com-
munity complaints about the department. 

The practice of asserting that other social identities besides race � such as 
class, gender, or sexual orientation � are the predominant determining factors 
behind a given social inequity. 

EFFECT ON RACIAL DISCOURSE ON RACIAL DISCOURSE

Ranks systems of power and dismisses racism as a primary, or even legitimate, 
determinant of social inequity. This logic inhibits an understanding of how bias and 
discrimination against groups for one reason � race, gender, sexuality, socioeco-
nomic class � intersects with others and works together. This promotes an either/
or instead of a both/and framework. The latter offers an important sociological and 
historical perspective, rather than a single identity or non-racial analysis. 

DIVERTING FROM RACE3

FALSELY EQUATING INCOMPARABLE ACTS2
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EXAMPLE

A statewide LGBT non-pro�t organization releases a report that includes �ndings on 
rising rates of LGBT youth homelessness. Media coverage fails to take into account 
and report on how race/ethnicity and immigrant status have differing impacts on 
the experience of homelessness for LGBT youth of color, and how they affect their 
interactions with public, nonpro�t and private institutions. 

Depicting government efforts to promote racial equity and inclusion as  
misguided, unnecessary and/or improper. 

EFFECT ON RACIAL DISCOURSE ON RACIAL DISCOURSE

Undermines support for a signi�cant government role in dismantling systemic rac-
ism. Suggests that if government would just �get out of the way� (i.e., stop infringing 
on the individual freedom of whites), we could have a �colorblind� country once and 
for all. 

EXAMPLE

A low-income family of color recounts the story of how they �got in over their heads� 
in the housing market through the rapid re�nancing of their home. Media coverage 
blames a government program for �rst-time homebuyers that helped the family 
make their initial purchase, for disrupting �market forces� which should be �free� 
from government �social engineering.� 

Focusing more on the intention of a policy or practice and far less, if at all, on 
its daily impact on people and communities of color. 

EFFECT ON RACIAL DISCOURSE ON RACIAL DISCOURSE

Devalues the humanity of the people and communities of color that bear the brunt 
of a policy�s implementation. Obscures the role of implicit bias in that policy�s opera-
tion, and reinforces the power of white fear in policy and decision-making. 

EXAMPLE

As part of a public health campaign to treat and contain the outbreak of an infectious 
disease, a city mayor strongly connects the disease with a low-income East Asian im-
migrant community, thereby stigmatizing the group. Public statements from the city 
administration and reports on the outbreak in the media disregard the vantage point 
of those most affected and under-resourced in the health and education systems, 
particularly children who are likely to face harassment, bullying, and worse. Policy and 

  PRIORITIZING INTENT OVER IMPACT5

  PORTRAYING GOVERNMENT AS OVERREACHING4
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public perspectives fail to take into account this group�s point of view on how best 
to approach the issue. 

Substituting terms describing racial identity with seemingly race-neutral terms 
that disguise explicit and/or implicit racial animus. 

EFFECT ON RACIAL DISCOURSE ON RACIAL DISCOURSE

Injects language that triggers racial stereotypes and other negative associations 
without the stigma of explicit racism. Fosters anxiety among audiences for the cov-
erage and dehumanizes people and communities of color. 

EXAMPLE

Two or three shoplifting incidents in a downtown area, allegedly perpetrated by 8 
to 10 African American junior high students, draw the attention of local news me-
dia. Quotes or descriptions from witnesses characterize the 11- to 12-year olds using 
�pack animal� imagery and terms such as �hyenas,� �menacing� and �vicious,� that 
play to white stereotypes and fears of youth of color. 

Omitting, dismissing, or deliberately re-writing history. 

EFFECT ON RACIAL DISCOURSE ON RACIAL DISCOURSE

Isolates racial disparities and attitudes from a historical context and instead presents 
them as a unique, individual instance. Results in incomplete or inaccurate under-
standings of the root causes of these disparities and attitudes. Obscures the path-
way to illuminate which solutions are most viable or warranted. Miseducates the 
public. 

EXAMPLE

Tribal leaders have �oated a proposal to expand an 
American Indian gaming facility in a suburb of a 
major city where state lotteries and scratch cards 
abound. Media coverage of the American Indian pro-
posals primarily re�ects the perspective of and the 
potential effects upon the non-Indian population and 
do not mention principles of tribal sovereignty and 
self-determination; how tribal lands were reserved 
through treaties with the United States; or the impor-
tance of economic development for Native tribes.

 SILENCING HISTORY7

CODED LANGUAGE6
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Racism in the United States has been traditionally understood and portrayed as 
overt and/or intentional prejudice or hatred of a white person(s) toward black Ameri-
cans or other racial and ethnic �minorities.� And while the media clearly concentrates 
its coverage of racism on particularly shocking incidents of alleged racism (see the 
admitted or exposed use of racial slurs by celebrity chef Paula Deen or the NFL ath-
lete Riley Cooper in 2013), this overrepresentation of such individual-level racism ob-
scures the way that racism has operated and continues to operate far more broadly 
at the systemic level, to drastically limit access to resources and opportunities for 
people of color. Systemic-level racism also takes the form of discriminatory policies 
and practices in the criminal justice and immigration systems. Our national commit-
ment to justice, fairness, and equality of opportunity cannot be realized without this 
expansion.

Expanding your de�nition of racism means engaging in conversations about the 
potential causes of racial disparities in our nation. That means examining what poli-

RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS

50th Anniversary of the 1963 March on Washington, August 24, 2013. Courtesy 
of user �DC Protests� on Flickr, Creative Commons license 2.0.

1.	EXPAND OUR DEFINITION OF RACISM BEYOND 
PERSONAL PREJUDICE AND HATE TO SYSTEMIC 
RACISM
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cies and practices create and re-create these disparities. The media should certainly 
increase the amount of systemically aware racism content that explores such poli-
cies, practices and impacts. Journalists and the general public could also re-examine 
stories of individual triumph � i.e., someone who overcomes many obstacles and 
barriers to reach success � with a racial justice lens. For example, why did a particu-
lar person and so many other people of color face similar or identical barriers in the 
�rst place? If racial justice advocates adopt a routine and robust use of a systems 
analysis to inform our work � and the way we publicly communicate our issues � 
we can be a model for other advocates and journalists to do the same.

One way to expand our de�nition of racism to the systemic level is to focus our at-
tention on actions and impacts, rather than the attitudes and intentions of allegedly 
racist individuals, policies or practices. Intentions matter, but impacts, regardless 
of intentions, are what matter most. Racial impacts � whether negative or positive 
� are what have the most weighty consequences on people�s lives, and, thus, are 
where we can most usefully place our 
attention. Also, actions and impacts 
can be documented, whereas attitudes 
and intentions are debatable. We may 
not know what is in the hearts and 
minds of particular people, policymak-
ers, or powerholders � and it�s not 
worth the energy to make guesses or 
assumptions. But we can hold them 
accountable for their actions, commit-
ments, and decisions, since those have 
bearing on outcomes.

While the media tends to concentrate 
attention on whether or not an indi-
vidual is truly contrite or apologetic 
about their racist expression or action, 
members of the public should ask 
themselves what impact such attitudes and, more importantly, corresponding ac-
tions, can and do have when perpetrated by others in positions of power. Instead of 
focusing on whether or not an individual or a policy intends to be �colorblind,� we 
should concentrate on how color-coded the results of that individual�s actions or 
that policy�s actions are. Silencing all talk about race � and prematurely declaring 
that we live in a �post-racial� society, or that class trumps race � will not eradicate 

2.	FOCUS ON ACTIONS AND IMPACTS RATHER THAN 
ATTITUDES AND INTENTIONS

Silencing all talk about 

race — and prematurely 

declaring that we live in a 

“post-racial” society, or that 

class trumps race — will not 

eradicate the continued  

racial disparities in  

our society. 



28R � � � � �  J � � � � � �  � �  E � � � � � � � �  -  R � � � � � � �  G � � � �

the continued racial disparities in our society. Practically speaking, our media con-
tent analysis demonstrates that the media could do more to make the experiences 
of people of color more visible, including going beyond black and Latino populations 
to examine the impact of policies on the experiences of Native Americans, Asian 
Americans, Native Hawaiians and Paci�c Islanders. Rather than use the �intent doc-
trine� often practiced by our courts, which narrowly and wrongly construes racism 
as that which involves provable intentionality, we need to use an �impact standard,� 
where disparate impacts are often the evidence of disparate treatment. We also can 
use tools such as Racial Equity Impact Assessments to guide decision-making in 
order to further equitable outcomes and avoid unintended consequences

Political conservatives do not have a monopoly on calls to silence racial justice voic-
es. There�s tremendous pressure from a vocal segment of political liberals to avoid 
talking about race, in part because the topic is viewed as too �divisive.� But given 
the overwhelming evidence of racial disparities, it only makes sense that we would 
want to give race and racism speci�c, distinct, and suf�cient attention. Yet, while 
we recommend addressing race explicitly, it does not mean we must or should 
address race exclusively. Other factors (e.g., gender, socioeconomic status, immigra-
tion status, etc.) may be just as salient or even more so, at times. Often, these other 
dynamics are compounded by race, so they need to be considered together. When 
addressing racial equity, we certainly don�t want to undermine gender equity. We 

3.	ADD A RACIAL LENS TO OUR CONVERSATIONS ON 
CLASS, GENDER, SEXUALITY, ETC.
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want to lift all people. Thus, we need to take the time to thoughtfully view our issues 
of concern from all angles, with consideration of different lenses and perspectives. 
This doesn�t have to be an either/or choice. To promote genuine inclusion, we can 
and must talk about race alongside those other factors if we are to fashion effective 
solutions to our policy and societal challenges.

We should be explicit about race, and overcome our reluctance to say the word 
�white,� so that we can reveal, acknowledge, and address the similar and different 
ways that white people and people of color experience poverty, sex discrimination 
and LGBTQ oppression. We can all learn from people who clearly see and even em-
body the connections between race, ethnicity, gender, class, sexuality, religion, and 
other salient dynamics. Racial and social justice advocates need to take the time to 
thoughtfully view their issues of concern from all angles, with consideration of dif-
ferent lenses and perspectives. The best way to do that is to include a diverse set of 
stakeholders in the process of analyzing and framing issues, so that a wide variety of 
people can see their interests and identities represented in the selected strategies, 
solutions and frames. By developing inclusive issue frames, our work becomes com-
plementary, rather than competing, and we can widen the base of investment and 
engagement in proposed equitable solutions.

.Our public discourse and conventional reporting on race-related stories, when it 
lacks systemic awareness or analysis, often ends up demonizing, pathologizing, or 
victimizing people of color. The result is a normalization of narratives and language 
that dehumanize people of color, who are too often viewed by more privileged white 
people as the perpetrators of their own plight or hapless victims. Even racial justice 
advocates can contribute to these portrayals when we are not consciously thinking 
about ways to correct and counteract them. How can we lift up the lived experience 
and expertise of people of color, their resistance and resilience, their intelligence 
and creativity, their role as change agents and leaders? If racial and social justice 
advocates don�t do this frequently and effectively enough in our own communi-

4.	CULTIVATE DISCOURSE THAT CENTERS THE HUMANITY 
AND LEADERSHIP OF PEOPLE OF COLOR

How can we lift up the lived experience and  

expertise of people of color, their resistance and 

resilience, their intelligence and creativity, their 

role as change agents and leaders? 
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cations, how can we expect journalists to do this? While making sure that the full 
humanity of people of color comes through in our messages, we also need to use 
every opportunity to make sure more people of color have the opportunity to be 
the messengers � as spokespersons, experts, leaders, newsmakers. We also need 
to continue to advocate for more journalists of color and racial diversity, not just in 
the newsroom, but in media access and ownership, since the messenger has such 
signi�cant bearing on the message.

We have seen how discourse that refuses to acknowledge the humanity of every 
person fosters an environment where racially discriminatory policies and practices 
advance with impunity. Coded language that equates people of color to animals,  
narratives that stereotype immigrant communities as inherently criminal for crossing 
constructed borders, or frames that simplify/dismiss the complex and painful history 
of indigenous peoples for the sake of white individualism as occurred in the Supreme 
Court ruling over the Indian Child Welfare Act, all exemplify the very real cost to 
people of color and the nation more broadly. Our dialogues, both public and private, 
must ensure that we humanize people of color through word choice, representative 
voices, diversity of perspective (i.e. include non-white perspectives), and recognition 
of the root causes of racial inequity. 

We have described seven harmful racial discourse practices which, taken as a whole, 
reinforce the common misconception that racism is simply a problem of rare, isolat-
ed, individual attitudes and actions. We argue that racism is a cumulative and com-
pounding product of an array of societal factors that, on balance, systematically privi-
lege white people and disadvantage people 
of color. We have also offered everyday rec-
ommendations for how readers can help 
overcome these harmful racial discourse 
practices.

In a companion report � Moving the Race 
Conversation Forward � Part Two � we go 
several steps further from the recommen-
dations we specify here, to provide lessons 
through pro�les from several interventions 
and initiatives led by racial justice organi-
zations, artists, and others who are moving 
our nation�s race conversation forward  
toward racial justice.

CONCLUSIONS

 Racism is a cumulative 
and compounding  

product of an array of  
societal factors that, on 
balance, systematically 
privilege white people  

and disadvantage  
people of color. 
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KEY TERMS & GLOSSARY 
Understanding the context and historical background that many terms convey is 
essential to encouraging usage that re�ects cultural and racial awareness. 

Af�rmative action � This term describes policies adopted since the 1960s that 
require �af�rmative� (or positive) actions be to taken to ensure people of color and 
women have opportunities equal to those of white men in the areas of promotions, 
salary increases, school admissions, �nancial aid, scholarships, and representation 
among vendors in government contracts. Although they have been effective in 
redressing injustice and discrimination that persisted in spite of civil rights laws and 
constitutional guarantees, the policies have been attacked because of perceived 
�reverse discrimination.� The Supreme Court has not ruled all af�rmative action un-
constitutional, but it has limited the use and ways which policies can be written and 
applied. See �Reverse Racism� below.  

Anti-racism � The work of actively opposing racism by advocating for changes 
in political, economic, and social life. Anti-racism tends to be an individualized ap-
proach, and set up in opposition to individual racist behaviors and impacts. 

Civil rights � A group of laws designed to protect various groups against discrim-
ination based on race, sex, religion, age, national origin, and other characteristics. 
Often used in connection to the civil rights movement, widely recognized as taking 
place from 1954 to 1968, which included issues and practices such as school de-
segregation, sit-ins, �Freedom Rides,� voter registration campaigns, and acts of civil 
disobedience to protest racial discrimination. 

Class � Classism is the systematic oppression of subordinated class groups, held in 
place by attitudes that rank people according to economic status, family lineage, job 
status, level of education, and other divisions. One�s race can be a major determi-
nant of one�s social or economic class. The variables of race and class, though closely 
connected, each need distinct attention. 

�Colorblind� � A term used to describe the act or practice of disregarding or ignor-
ing racial characteristics, or being unin�uenced by racial prejudice. The concept of 
colorblindness is often promoted by those who dismiss the importance of race in 
order to proclaim the end of racism. It presents challenges when discussing diver-
sity, which requires being racially aware, and equity that is focused on fairness for 
people of all races. 

Colorism � Discrimination based on skin color, which often privileges lighter- 
skinned people within a racial group, positioning people with darker complexions at 
the bottom of the racial hierarchy. It is an example of how white supremacy can op-
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erate amongst the members of a single racial or ethnic group. This form of prejudice 
often results in reduced opportunities for those who are discriminated against, and 
numerous studies have revealed differences in life outcomes by complexion. 

Cultural appropriation or �misappropriation� � Adoption of elements of a culture 
that has been subordinated in social, political, economic, status by a different cultur-
al group. It may rely on offensive stereotypes, and is insensitive to how the culture of 
a group has been exploited by the culture in power, often for pro�t. 

Discrimination � Treatment of an individual or group based on their actual or per-
ceived membership in a social category, usually used to describe unjust or prejudi-
cial treatment on the grounds of race, age, sex, gender, ability, socioeconomic class, 
immigration status, national origin, or religion. 

Diversity � There are many kinds of diversity, based on race, gender, sexual ori-
entation, class, age, country of origin, education, religion, geography, physical, or 
cognitive abilities. Valuing diversity means recognizing differences between people, 
acknowledging that these differences are a valued asset, and striving for diverse 
representation as a critical step towards equity. See �Equity.� 

Equity � Equity means fairness and justice and focuses on outcomes that are most 
appropriate for a given group, recognizing different challenges, needs, and histories. 
It is distinct from diversity, which can simply mean variety (the presence of individu-
als with various identities). It is also not equality, or �same treatment,� which doesn�t 
take differing needs or disparate outcomes into account. Systemic equity involves 
a robust system and dynamic process consciously designed to create, support and 
sustain social justice. See �Racial Justice.� 

Ethnicity � A socially constructed grouping of people based on culture, tribe, lan-
guage, national heritage, and/or religion. It is often used interchangeably with race 
and/or national origin, but should be instead considered as an overlapping, rather 
than identical, category. See �Racial & Ethnic Categories.� 

Hate crime � Criminal acts, motivated by bias, that target victims based on their 
perceived membership in a certain social group. Incidents may involve physical 
assault, damage to property, bullying, harassment, verbal abuse, offensive graf�ti, 
letters or email. Hate crime laws enhance the penalties associated with conduct that 
is already criminal under other laws. 

Implicit bias/unconscious bias � Attitudes that unconsciously affect our decisions 
and actions. People often think of bias as intentional, i.e. someone wanted to say 
something racist. However, brain science has shown that people are often unaware 
of their bias, and the concept of implicit bias helps describe a lot of contemporary 
racist acts that may not be overt or intentional. Implicit bias is just as harmful, so it is 
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important to talk about race explicitly and to take steps to address it. Institutions are 
composed of individuals whose biases are replicated, and then produce systemic 
inequities. It is possible to interrupt implicit bias by adding steps to decision-making 
processes that thoughtfully consider and address racial impacts. 

Inclusion � Being included within a group or structure. More than simply diversity 
and quantitative representation, inclusion involves authentic and empowered par-
ticipation, with a true sense of belonging and full access to opportunities. 

Intersectionality � The acknowledgement that multiple power dynamics and 
�isms� are operating simultaneously � often in complex and compounding ways � 
and must be considered together in order to have a more complete understanding 
of oppression and ways to transform it. There are multiple forms of privilege and 
oppression based on race, gender, class, sexuality, age, ability, religion, citizenship 
or immigration status, and so on. These social hierarchies are products of our social, 
cultural, political, economic, and legal environment. They drive disparities and divi-
sions that help those in power maintain and expand their power. There�s a danger in 
falsely equating different dynamics (e.g. racism and sexism) or comparing different 
systems to each other (sometimes referred to as the �oppression Olympics�). It is im-
portant to give each dynamic distinct, speci�c and suf�cient attention. Every person 
is privileged in some areas and disadvantaged in other areas. 

Minority/minorities � A term that has historically referred to non-white racial 
groups, indicating that they were numerically smaller than the dominant white 
majority. De�ning people of color as �minorities� is not recommended because of 
changing demographics and the ways in which it reinforces ideas of inferiority and 
marginalization of a group of people. De�ning people by how they self-identify is 
often preferable and more respectful. The term �minority� may be needed in specif-
ic cases (such as �minority contracting� and �minority-owned businesses�) to re�ect 
data that is collected using those categories. See the term �People of color.�

Mixed race, biracial, multiracial � Generally accepted terms to describe a person 
who has mixed ancestry of two or more races. Many terms for people of various 
multiracial backgrounds exist, some of which are pejorative or are no longer used. 
The U.S. Census �rst gave the option for a person to identify as belonging to more 
than one race in 2000, at which time approximately 9 million individuals, or 2.9 per-
cent of the population, self-identi�ed as multiracial. 

Multicultural � Involving various cultures in a society, usually with intent to pro-
mote tolerance, inclusion, and equal respect for cultural diversity. Does not include 
an explicit racial lens. Multiculturalism often focuses on interpersonal interaction 
and communication between people of different cultures rather than a systemic 
approach to advance equity. 
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People of color � Often the preferred collective term for referring to non-white 
racial groups, rather than �minorities.� Racial justice advocates have been using 
the term �people of color� (not to be confused with the pejorative �colored people�) 
since the late 1970s as an inclusive and unifying frame across different racial groups 
that are not white, to address racial inequities. While �people of color� can be a po-
litically useful term, and describes people with their own attributes (as opposed to 
what they are not, eg: �non-white�), it is also important whenever possible to identify 
people through their own racial/ethnic group, as each has its own distinct experi-
ence and meaning and may be more appropriate. 

�Post-racial� � A term used to describe a time in which racial prejudice and dis-
crimination no longer exist. Deep racial disparities and divisions exist across our 
society, and some are even widening. Much like the notion of �colorblindness,� the 
idea of a �post-racial� society does not acknowledge that racism and inequity sit at 
the core of many of our nation�s deepest challenges. See �Colorblind.� 

Privilege � A set of advantages systemically conferred on a particular person or 
group of people. White people are racially privileged, even when they are economi-
cally underprivileged. Privilege and oppression go hand-in-hand: They are two sides 
of the same power relationship, and both sides of the equation must be understood 
and addressed. People can be disadvantaged by one identity and privileged by an-
other. See �Intersectionality� and �White supremacy.� 

Race � While often assumed to be a biological classi�cation, based on physical 
and genetic variation, racial categories do not have a scienti�c basis. However, the 
consequences of racial categorization are real, as the ideology of race has become 
embedded in our identities, institutions, and culture, and is used as a basis for dis-
crimination and racial pro�ling. How one is racialized is a major determinant of one�s 
socioeconomic status and life opportunities. See �Racial & ethnic categories.� 

Racial & ethnic categories � System of organizing people into groups based on 
their identi�ed race and ethnicity, with categories that may change over time. Data 
is derived from self-identi�cation questions; however, people often do not get to 
select the categories from which they must choose, making most methods of cate-
gorizing and counting highly political and often problematic. 

Racial hierarchy � Ranking of different races/ethnic groups, based on physical 
and perceived characteristics. Racial hierarchy is not a binary of white vs. non-white, 
rather a complex system where groups occupy different rungs of political, economic 
and cultural power. Racist ideology relies on maintaining hierarchies, even among 
racial groups. 

Racial justice � The systematic fair treatment of people of all races, resulting in 
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equitable opportunities and outcomes for all. Racial justice � or racial equity � goes 
beyond �anti-racism.� It is not just the absence of discrimination and inequities, but 
also the presence of deliberate systems and supports to achieve and sustain racial 
equity through proactive and preventative measures. 

Racial pro�ling � The discriminatory practice by law enforcement of�cials of tar-
geting people of color for suspicion of crime without evidence of criminal activity, 
based on their perceived race, ethnicity, national origin or religion (e.g., �stop-and-
frisk�). Racial pro�ling is ineffective, damages community-police relationships, and 
is being litigated around the country as a violation of constitutional rights. However, 
racial pro�ling continues to be used by law enforcement authorities at the federal, 
state, and local levels. 

Racial slur � Derogatory, pejorative, or insulting terms for members of a racial or 
ethnic group. While some slurs, like the �n-word� are understood as such and are 
avoided, some slurs are still used in everyday speech, with little understanding of 
their harm. Two such examples that are inaccurate, racially charged, and should not 
be used: 

■� �Illegals� � Many outlets have changed their style guides to stop using �ille-
gal� as it applies to immigrants as a result of Race Forward�s �Drop the I-Word� 
campaign. For more information visit droptheiword.com. 

■� �Redskin� � Despite being a dictionary-de�ned slur, it remains in use as the 
team name for the Washington NFL franchise. There has been widespread 
campaign for the renaming of the team, as well as other sports teams that 
continue to use offensive names.

Racism � Historically rooted system of power hierarchies based on race � infused 
in our institutions, policies and culture � that bene�ts white people and hurts peo-
ple of color. Racism isn�t limited to individual acts of prejudice, either deliberate or 
accidental. Rather, the most damaging racism is built into systems and institutions 
that shape our lives. Most coverage of race and racism is not �systemically aware,� 
meaning that it either focuses on racism at the level of an individuals� speech or 
actions, individual-level racism, dismisses systemic racism, or refers to racism in the 
past tense. 

Racist � Describes a person, behavior, or incident that perpetuates racism. Stories 
of race and racism that focus on personal prejudice (�who�s a racist?�) get a dispro-
portionate share of attention in the media. This reinforces the message that racism 
is primarily a phenomenon of overt, intentional acts carried out by prejudiced indi-
viduals who need correcting and/or shaming, and tends to spark debates of limited 
value about that individual�s character. It is important for media and racial justice 
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advocates to use a systemic lens on race-related stories and topics to examine sys-
tems, institutional practices, policies, and outcomes. 

�Reverse racism� � A concept based on a misunderstanding of what racism is, 
often used to accuse and attack efforts made to rectify systemic injustices. Every 
individual can be prejudiced and biased at one time or another about various peo-
ple and behaviors, but racism is based on power and systematic oppression. Individ-
ual prejudice and systemic racism cannot be equated. Even though some people of 
color hold powerful positions, white people overwhelmingly hold the most systemic 
power. The concept of �reverse racism� ignores structural racism, which permeates 
all dimensions of our society, routinely advantaging white people and disadvantag-
ing people of color. It is deeply entrenched and in no danger of being dismantled or 
�reversed� any time soon. 

Stereotype � Characteristics ascribed to a person or groups of people based on 
generalization and oversimpli�cation that may result in stigmatization and discrimi-
nation. Even so-called positive stereotypes (e.g., Asians as �model minorities�) can be 
harmful due to their limiting nature. 

Systemic analysis � A comprehensive examinination of the root causes and mech-
anisms at play that result in patterns. It involves looking beyond individual speech, 
acts, and practices to the larger structures � organizations, institutions, traditions, 
and systems of knowledge. 

White supremacy � A form of racism centered upon the belief that white people 
are superior to people of other racial backgrounds and that whites should politically, 
economically, and socially dominate non-whites. While often associated with vio-
lence perpetrated by the KKK and other white supremacist groups, it also describes 
a political ideology and systemic oppression that perpetuates and maintains the 
social, political, historical and/or industrial white domination. 

White Supremacy Culture � Characteristics of white supremacy that manifest in 
organizational culture, and are used as norms and standards without being proac-
tively named or chosen by the full group. The characteristics are damaging to both 
people of color and white people in that they elevate the values, preferences, and 
experiences of one racial group above all others. Organizations that are led by peo-
ple of color or have a majority of people of color can also demonstrate characteris-
tics of white supremacy culture.

Source: Equity in the Center (equityinthecenter.org) and Dismantling Racism Works 
(dismantlingracism.org)
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Republished here courtesy of RaceForward and Annie E. Casey Foundation Race 
Matters Toolkit. 

Research by Frameworks Institute shows that the way most people think about 
race is to focus on individuals rather than systems or structures. In particular, the 
dominant model of thinking about �race� in the U.S. has the following inter-related 
elements:

■� The U.S. has made considerable progress around race, and, if government now 
favors anyone, it is African Americans (and people of color more generally).

■� Individuals are �self-making.� That is, what they accomplish is entirely a matter 
of their own will and desire.

■� To the extent that racial inequality exists, then, it is a by-product of the inabil-
ity/ unwillingness of individuals to properly adhere to basic American values 
like hard-work and personal responsibility.

Yet data and analysis give us quite a different understanding that calls this dominant 
model of thinking about race into question. Disparities are widespread, and they are 
produced to a great degree by policies, programs, and practices. This doesn�t negate 
the need for individual effort. But the existence of racial inequities embedded in pol-
icies, programs, and practices means that signi�cant barriers exist to achieving the 
same outcomes across racial groups, even with the same level of effort.

FAQS
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A: People are more willing to talk about issues when conversations:

■� Stress values that unite rather than divide (e.g., �opportunity,� �community� 
instead of �to each his/her own�).

■� Bundle solutions with any problem description, in order to avoid �compassion 
fatigue� and helplessness.

■� Focus on situations that anyone might �nd themselves in, like the loss of a 
job).

■� Use images that offer shorthand for complex issues, such as competing in a 
race but having to begin it from behind the starting line as an image suggest-
ing unequal opportunity and ongoing disadvantage).

They are also more likely to turn off conversations that:

■� Criticize people instead of policies, practices, and proposals. It�s better to focus 
on Policy X rather than Senator Y)

■� Use too many numbers without a storyline for understanding them. For ex-
ample, it�s better to focus on the harm to children from under-resourced 
schools rather than a stand-alone litany of numbers re�ecting inequitable 
resources.

■� Use a rhetorical rather than practical tone. Up-front accusations of racist in-
tent typically make people defensive and unwilling to reason with you.

A: Our recommendation is to keep the conversation focused on the results people 
want to achieve (e.g., all children graduate from high school) rather than who�s to 
blame for present inequities. Of course, �guring out how to get the desired results 
will require a focus on what�s to blame; that discussion can be directed toward pol-
icies, programs, and practices that need to be changed. We recognize and respect 
that in their work against racism, some people give priority to racial reconciliation, 
whose processes require personalizing the issues.3 Nonetheless, our approach 
stresses opening the conversation around shared goals and values as a way to begin 
the process of reconciliation. Our approach prioritizes the reduction of racial inequi-
ties. In turn, we believe such results have the potential to build the sort of trust that 
can contribute to the deeper personal process of racial reconciliation.

Q1 How can I get people to talk about race when they  
always want to change the subject?

Q2 Race is always so sensitive to talk about. How can I 
keep a conversation focused and productive?
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A: Don�t try to persuade people that their beliefs are wrong. Instead, �nd a value fo-
cus that is equally dear and compelling to them. The one value that research shows 
as promising is �opportunity.� Framing issues in terms of opportunity for all:

■� Generally avoids debate about the value itself. Who can be against giving peo-
ple an opportunity?

■� Resonates with the deeply held ideal of America as the land of opportunity.

■� Is better than framing issues in terms of �fairness.� With the fairness frame, 
focus groups have gotten into detailed debates about what �fair� means and 
who is deserving (and who isn�t).

■� Almost by de�nition focuses on policies, programs, and practices because 
these are all key elements that can impact available opportunities.

■� Avoids an either-or debate about whether personal responsibility or systems 
are to blame, since opportunity goes hand in hand with personal responsibility. 
Since this either-or debate is then off the table, the focus can be on barriers to 
opportunity, and the evidence can highlight how similarly situated individuals 
encounter very different circumstances in terms of opportunities. For example, 
white children with college-eligible academic performance enter college at 
higher rates than African American and Latino children with college-eligible 
academic performance.

A: Research shows that �narrative trumps numbers.� That is, if people see numbers 
that don�t �t the model they use in thinking about race, they�ll reject the numbers. 
For example, suppose you present statistics about disparities in juvenile detention 
that show that even when youth of different racial groups behave the same way, 
African American, Latino, and Native American youth are disproportionately detained 
compared to their white counterparts. People wed to the dominant model of the 
self-making person will still attribute the explanation for those numbers to some 
unspeci�ed fault of the youth of color themselves. Their dominant narrative trumped 
your well-researched numbers. Your goal is to provide an alternative model they will 
embrace as a prelude to providing numbers. Your model must contain a value that 

Q3 When people do talk about race, and they use the 
dominant model of thinking, how can I get them to 
focus on policies, programs, and practices as sources 
of racial disparities?

Q4 Data make a strong case about embedded racial  
inequities, but some people still don�t get it. Why?
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trumps the dominant model (i.e., people embrace it) and must present that value 
�rst before presenting the data so that they can �hear� the data with a storyline that 
prepares them for it.

For example, �All youth should have the same opportunity to pay for their mistakes. 
Yet that isn�t what we see when we look at �.�

A: See if you can catch all of the advice above in this example, and decide if you think 
it represents effective communication.

�Parents should have the main responsibility for raising young children and whatev-
er training they need to do their job well. But we see some troubling statistics from 
our state child welfare agency. Not all parents are given the same opportunity to 
learn. White families are twice as likely as other families referred for the same reason 
to be given home support services to improve their parenting skills. In contrast, the 
African American and Latino families referred for the same reason are more likely to 
have their children removed from the home and put in foster care. We know how 
to remove the barriers to these troubling differences in how families are treated. 
When caseworkers are allowed to devote more available resources to prevention and 
have objective criteria for determining how to allocate those resources � criteria that 
understand family and community assets � these disparities decline dramatically. 
This approach also saves taxpayers over a million dollars a year by giving priority to 
helping families do a better job of raising their own children rather than expecting 
strangers � no matter how well-meaning � to do that job for them.�

A: Frameworks Institute offers a Checklist for effective communication (see pp. 
33�34 of �Framing Public Issues,� www.frameworksinstitute.org). If you are able to say 
�Yes� to every item on their checklist, then:

■� The higher order value you used as a frame must not have succeeded against 
another strongly held higher order value of your audience. Try a different high-
er order value.

■� Try another audience! No important proposal for change has ever engendered 
100% support.

Q5 Could you give me an example of how to apply all of 
these points?

Q6 No matter what I do, people don�t understand. Help!
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TOOLS FOR ASSESSMENT, 
STRATEGIC PLANNING  
& ACTION
•	 Race Equity Impact Assessments

•	 Content Standards

•	 Grant Application & Review Standards

•	 Action Planning Guidance

•	 Action Plan Template
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WHAT ARE RACIAL EQUITY IMPACT ASSESSMENTS? 

A Racial Equity Impact Assessment (REIA) is a systematic examination of how differ-
ent racial and ethnic groups will likely be affected by a proposed action or decision. 
REIAs are used to minimize unanticipated adverse consequences in a variety of con-
texts, including the analysis of proposed policies, institutional practices, programs, 
plans and budgetary decisions. The REIA can be a vital tool for preventing institu-
tional racism and for identifying new options to remedy long-standing inequities.

WHY ARE THEY NEEDED?

REIAs are used to reduce, eliminate and 
prevent racial discrimination and inequities. 
The persistence of deep racial disparities and 
divisions across society is evidence of insti-
tutional racism � the routine, often invisible 
and unintentional, production of inequitable 
social opportunities and outcomes. When 
racial equity is not consciously addressed, 
racial inequality is often unconsciously 
replicated.

RACE EQUITY IMPACT ASSESSMENTS

 The REIA can be a vital 
tool for preventing  
institutional racism 
and for identifying 

new options to remedy 
long-standing inequities.
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WHEN SHOULD THEY BE CONDUCTED? 

REIAs are best conducted during the decision-making process, prior to enacting 
new proposals. They are used to inform decisions, much like environmental impact 
statements, �scal impact reports and workplace risk assessments. REIAs can also 
be used as a strategy to review the work of the organization, such as:

■� Policies and practices

■� Budgets

■� Conferences, meetings and events

■� Communications, messaging and media

Below are sample questions to use to anticipate, assess and prevent potential 
adverse consequences of proposed actions on different racial groups:

1.	 IDENTIFYING STAKEHOLDERS - Which racial/ethnic groups may be most  
affected by and concerned with the issues related to this proposal?

2.	 ENGAGING STAKEHOLDERS - Have stakeholders from different racial/ethnic 
groups � especially those who may be adversely affected � been informed, 
meaningfully involved and authentically represented in the development of this 
proposal? Who�s missing and how can they be engaged?

3.	 IDENTIFYING AND DOCUMENTING RACIAL INEQUITIES - Which racial/ethnic 
groups are currently most advantaged and most disadvantaged by the issues 
this proposal seeks to address? How are they affected differently? What quanti-
tative and qualitative evidence of inequality exists? What evidence is missing or 
needed?

4.	 EXAMINING THE CAUSES - What factors may be producing and perpetuating 
racial inequities associated with this issue? How did the inequities arise? Are they 
expanding or narrowing? Does the proposal address root causes? If not, how 
could it?

5.	 CLARIFYING THE PURPOSE  - What does the proposal seek to accomplish? Will 
it reduce disparities or discrimination?

6.	 CONSIDERING ADVERSE IMPACTS - What adverse impacts or unintended 
consequences could result from this policy? Which racial/ethnic groups could be 
negatively affected? How could adverse impacts be prevented or minimized?

7.	 ADVANCING EQUITABLE IMPACTS - What positive impacts on equality and 
inclusion, if any, could result from this proposal? Which racial/ethnic groups could 
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bene�t? Are there further ways to maximize equitable opportunities and  
impacts?

8.	 ADVANCING EQUITABLE IMPACTS - Are there better ways to reduce racial  
disparities and advance racial equity? What provisions could be changed or  
added to ensure positive impacts on racial equity and inclusion?

9.	 ENSURING VIABILITY AND SUSTAINABILITY - Is the proposal realistic and  
adequately funded, with mechanisms to ensure successful implementation and 
enforcement? Are there provisions to ensure ongoing data collection, public  
reporting, stakeholder participation and public accountability?

10.	IDENTIFYING SUCCESS INDICATORS - What are the success indicators and 
progress benchmarks? How will impacts be documented and evaluated? How 
will the level, diversity and quality of ongoing stakeholder engagement be  
assessed?



45 R � � � � �  J � � � � � �  � �  E � � � � � � � �  -  R � � � � � � �  G � � � �

CONTENT AND GRANTS � CONTENT STANDARDS

NEA Racial Justice in Education Curriculum Framework 
The framework below can be used as a guide to review existing content or to create 
new content that supports awareness and knowledge development on racial equity 
and justice. 

Proposed Outcomes: 
■� Be willing and better equipped to engage in constructive conversations about 

race. 

■� Become familiar with NEA�s change work while also seeing themselves as part 
of this work. 

■� Strengthen their ability to constructively talk about race.\

■� Strengthen their ability to message NEA�s shared narrative about Racial Jus-
tice in Education.

■� Strengthen their ability to take action on Racial Justice thereby strengthening 
their own work. 

■� Identify areas of self-study and learning and resources to continue this work

■� Apply race equity lens to a piece of work (group setting) and identify 1-2  
bene�ts from a sharper race analysis.

REVIEW STANDARDS



46R � � � � �  J � � � � � �  � �  E � � � � � � � �  -  R � � � � � � �  G � � � �



47 R � � � � �  J � � � � � �  � �  E � � � � � � � �  -  R � � � � � � �  G � � � �




































































