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1.The hard part of talking about race is…

2. The beneficial part of talking about race is…

Talking About Race

Handout
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Handout

             Pedagogical Principles for 
             Talking About Race 

1. PREPARE YOURSELF
Talking about race is like any difficult or uncomfortable conversation. It is important
to be mindful, self-aware, and in control of your emotions. It is also important to be
confident that you CAN have difficult or uncomfortable conversations. Before you
broach the topic of race with your students, do a self-assessment. Note what your
vulnerabilities are and what you are concerned about. Then identify your strengths
as well as what you need to do or learn to move forward.

2. DEFINE TERMS
Conversations are difficult to have if there is not a uniform understanding of the
language being used. Create a common language by defining terms prior to
discussions.

3. PROVIDE BACKGROUND ON THE HISTORY OF RACE AND RACISM IN THE
UNITED STATES
Ensure that students understand the history and the contributions of Indigenous
people, African American/Black people, Asian American and Pacific Islander people,
and Latin American/Latin-X people in the United States; these histories are United
States history. In addition to learning about contributions and strengths of these
communities, students should learn about racist polices that still have an impact
today.

4. FOSTER EMPATHY
Students should be given the opportunity to engage with their own identity and
develop a sense of self-awareness around how they experience the world. Then
challenge students to have empathy for the feelings and experiences of people of
color in the United States. Not all people have the same experiences. Challenge
students to understand different attitudes and perspectives while refraining from
simulation activities.
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Start with building authentic relationships in the classroom and school
community.
Make sure your curriculum and your classroom reflect a diversity of identities
and experiences. 
Model curiosity – ask a lot of questions.
Be vulnerable – acknowledge that you do not always have the answer and are
learning with your students.
Teach social emotional skills and conflict resolution skills. 
Create an atmosphere of growth mindset – mistakes are learning opportunities.
Create symbols or processes to gauge the readiness of the group to have the
difficult conversation. For example, a stop light graphic where red means you
are not ready/willing to talk, yellow means you are not entirely comfortable but
are willing to try, and green means you are ready and comfortable to move
forward. This can also be done with a thumbs down, thumbs to the side, or a
thumbs up. If too many people are not ready you may need to find out what is
needed to forward. 

5. CREATE A SAFE AND BRAVE SPACE
When talking about race, just like with any challenging topic, it is important to be
mindful of your students’ psychological safety. This means creating a space where
students feel comfortable sharing their true feelings without fear of negative
repercussions. This can be done by using discussion principles or ground rules in
the beginning of discussions and by using age-appropriate materials. It also means
being prepared to address strong emotions and end every conversation on an
empowering and positive note. Strong and authentic relationships between
students and between adults and students must be built prior to these
conversations.
How do you build psychological safety?

1.

2.

3.
4.

5.
6.
7.

6. ENCOURAGE CRITICAL THINKING
Support students sharing ideas and asking questions of themselves and others.

7. DISCUSS DATA AND POLICY
Study and discuss data related to race at your school. For example – discipline data.
When you notice racial disparities, bring it up and encourage reflection and action.
What policies might be changed/eliminated?
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TEACHING
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Avoiding conversations about race and racism can arise from our own fears of being vulnerable. As you prepare 
to engage students in difficult conversations, consider this question: What will a discussion about race and racism 
potentially expose about me?

Use this graphic organizer to list three vulnerabilities you worry could limit your effectiveness and three 
strengths you believe will help you to lead open and honest dialogues. Finally, list specific needs that, if met, would 
improve your ability to facilitate difficult conversations.

DIFFICULT CONVERSATIONS: A SELF-ASSESSMENT 

VULNERABILITIES STRENGTHS NEEDS

EXAMPLE:
“My children are multiracial. Can I be 
objective?” 
“I don’t know enough about the issues 
described here. Am I ‘allowed’ to lead a 
discussion while I also learn?”

EXAMPLE:
“I have good rapport with my students.” 
“I use community resources to support 
learning.”

EXAMPLE:
“I need to learn more information about 
sex, gender and gender expression.” 
“I need clearer ground rules for class 
discussions.”

Let’s Talk!  
Discussing Race,  Racism and Other 

Difficult Topics with Students 
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What surprised you?

What affirmed something you knew or have experienced?

What is something you learned that you will intentionally bring to the classroom? 

What surprised you?

What affirmed something you knew or have experienced?

What is something you learned that you will intentionally bring to the classroom? 

 "A Conversation With..."
 Handout 

Latino/a/Latin-X Perspective

Asian American and Pacific Islander perspective
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What surprised you?

What affirmed something you knew or have experienced?

What is something you learned that you will intentionally bring to the classroom? 

What surprised you?

What affirmed something you knew or have experienced?

What is something you learned that you will intentionally bring to the classroom? 

"A Conversation With..."
Handout   

Black/African American Perspective

Indigenous Perspective

...Continued
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 "Have You Ever"
 Handout 

Felt uncomfortable talking about race?1. Yes No

Felt you didn't want to talk about race because you didn't want to say
something that would offend anyone?

2.
Yes No

Felt that even though you don't consider yourself racist, it's still hard
to have  a dialogue about it?

3.
Yes No

4.Felt that you hold some racist ideas but you don't want to admit it? Yes No

5.Felt a little racist? Yes No

Felt there is a system of advantages and disadvantages based on
race?

6.
Yes No

Felt that bringing up race with kids means there is a difference
amongst races?

7.
Yes No

Wondered why black people are called "black" when their skin is
"brown"?

8.
Yes No

Felt that it is unfair that you do/don't have to think about race all the
time?

9.
Yes No

10.Thought about being the race that you are? Yes No

11.Felt that you don't have  a racial identity? Yes No

Thought there is a benefit to being "colorblind" (not recognizing 
races)?

12.
Yes No
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 "Have You Ever"
 Handout 

Felt the burden of privilege?13. Yes No

Felt an individual responsibility or accountability for the racist
system we live in?

14.
Yes No

15.Not said something when you heard a racist comment or joke? Yes No

16.Felt you wouldn't sound wise talking about race? Yes No

17.Felt you aren't affected by racism? Yes No

18.Felt that you don't have a race? Yes No

...continued
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        "The American Dream"
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"White Privilege Definition"
Handout 

W. E. B. Du Bois first introduced the concept of white privilege as a
"psychological wage" for white laborers. Even though the laborers received low
financial wages, they were still admitted to public parks and public social
events, they could vote and they even attended the best schools with whites of
all classes.  

– W.E.B. Du Bois, Black Reconstruction in America, 1935

“White Privilege is an invisible package of unearned assets that I can count on
cashing in each day, but about which I was ‘meant’ to remain oblivious. White
privilege is like an invisible weightless knapsack of special provisions, maps,
passports, codebooks, visas, clothes, tools and blank checks.”  

– Peggy McIntosh, from White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack, 26 conditions of white privilege, 1989

“Inherent advantages possessed by a white person on the basis of their race in
a society characterized by racial inequality and injustice.” 

– English Oxford Dictionary
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Disadvantages Unearned Advantages/Privilege

I have been bullied or made fun  of based on
something that I can’t change, (eg. Gender,

ability,  sexual orientation, age. etc.)

I have never felt uncomfortable walking home
alone at night.

I am not usually shown people of my race in
mainstream conversations  about “civilization”

or “our national heritage”.

There were more than 50 books in my house
growing up.

The primary language spoken in  my household
growing up was not English.

I can find Band-Aids at mainstream stores
designed to blend in with or match my  skin

tone.

I have been the only person of my race in a
classroom or workplace setting.

I could arrange to be in the company of people
of my race most of the time if  that’s what I

wanted.

When I travel, I worry about my safety or how I
may be treated in  

an unknown locale based on my race. 

I can enter a new professional setting and not
think about my race  

affecting my interactions with others. 

I have been uncomfortable about a joke or a
statement I overheard related to my race but

felt unsafe to confront the situation. 

I can make mistakes and not have people
attribute my behavior to  

flaws in my racial/gender group. 

I worry about not having enough money to pay
for housing food,  clothing, or education. 

I studied the culture or the history of my
ancestors in elementary school.

I cannot talk openly about who I am dating or in 
love with.

I can live where I want to live.

My gender does not match the gender I was
assigned at birth.

I can shop and not worry about being followed
or harassed by a store employee.

“Privilege and Power Reflection” 
Handout
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"Privilege and Power Reflection" 

What cultures and traditions are meaningful and a source of pride for you? 
What do you want or need your non-Black colleagues to know or
understand and/or do to support these types of conversations? 

What cultures and traditions are meaningful and a source of pride for you? 
How do you navigate straddling racial disadvantage and any privileges you
might have? 

What are some concrete ways you benefit from systems of racial
oppression whether you have been conscious of it or not?  And how does
getting caught up in guilt/shame/defensiveness prevent you from
“spending” your privilege? 
What cultures and traditions are meaningful and a source of pride for you?
Notice if these are really based on race or something else like ethnicity or
religion. 

What cultures and traditions are meaningful and a source of pride for you? 
How do you navigate straddling any racial disadvantage and any privileges
you might have? 
Why did you choose this group? 

For Black folks: Ta-Nehisi Coates says “I love living around Black people.
Home is home. We suffer under racism…but beneath that, we form
cultures and traditions that are beautiful”.  

For non-Black folks of color: The video we watched on the Latin-X
perspective said, “The Latino identity is complicated”.  

For White folks: Some say that white privilege is like having a checkbook. 

For anyone who identifies as “Other”.

Handout, Part 2
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Confronting Racist
Ideas and Comments

Stay calm.

Identify the IDEA as racist, not the person.

"That idea was racist. I’m not calling you a racist, but the

idea you shared is racist in our culture."

Challenge the thinking with prepared sentences:

"What do you mean by that?"

"I’m surprised to hear you say that… Can you say more

about that?"

"How do you 'know' what you know? Where are you

getting your facts and research?"

"I’m not sure I’m fully hearing or understanding your

thoughts or context. Can you elaborate?"

"Who or what stands to benefit, or to lose, from this

perspective?"

"Can we explore the impact of that statement or idea?"

Notice audience - Check in with anyone who heard

comments or ideas that may have been harmed.

"That was terrible. Are you okay?"

"I support you."

"I see you."

Create boundaries - Make it clear that you will not tolerate

the ideas or language when they are around you.
14



Stop trying to avoid talking about race. Talk about it outside of Black history
month. Talk to us about the intersections or race and so many other things in
our society. 
Let us see the successes of people who look like us. It is important to talk about
the oppression too but let us see ourselves as people who can succeed. 
Let us learn about the history of people of color in the areas where we live. 
Race should not only be talked about when there is a huge societal problem.
Let us talk about everyday experiences regarding race. 
Let us talk about politics and world news.
Let us read a controversial book about history or a controversial book by an
author of color and then discuss it.
Just let us talk! Fill us with new information! Let us all speak. But make sure it’s
a safe space.
Let students come up with their own lesson plans on any topic related to
identity and race. It could be about music, cultural appropriation, or whatever
we are interested in. By allowing the student to become the teacher you better
engage the class and create a very memorable moment. You give more
students a voice.
If you are a white teacher, you can let the students know you may not be
knowledgeable about everything regarding race in history and present day like
students of color would. You can let us know you are open to learning and you
are here for us no matter what. 
You are doing students a disservice if we graduate and don’t understand the
basics of diversity, equity, and inclusion.

Major takeaways from this video: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SeH3up321Hc&t=281s

"Messages from Students on 
Talking about Race in the 
Classroom"
Handout
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New Jersey State Bar Foundation

PARTICPANT REFLECTION 
Use this form when you feel yourself getting activated in a training or conversation. 

It may help you respond with care rather than react without thinking. 

1. What am I thinking right now?

2. What am I feeling in my body right now?

3. What emotions are coming up for me right now?

4. What do I believe caused these thoughts, body sensations, and emotions?

5. What outcome am I hoping for?

6. What might happen if I react without thinking?

7. What might happen if I take a few moments to reflect and reset?

8. What can I do right now to reflect and reset?
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Handout

             Diversity Definitions
Stereotype
An oversimplified idea or assumption about an entire group of people without
regard for individual differences. Ex: All           are       . The idea of a “positive”
stereotype does not exist because not all members of a group conform to the
stereotype and then may feel inadequate or it may be assumed that if they do
conform it is only because they belong to that group.

Prejudice
A belief, or a pre-judgment, about a person or a group of people without having
enough knowledge to make that judgement. Prejudice is based on stereotypes.

Discrimination
An action based on prejudice and/or stereotyping that excludes people or treats
them unfairly. Some forms of discrimination are illegal such as housing
discrimination or disability discrimination.

Bias
Prejudice in favor of or against one thing, person or group compared with another,
usually in a way considered to be unfair.

Race
A social construct devised to categorize people that connects social and political
ideas to certain human features such as skin tone, hair texture, eye shape, etc.

Ethnicity
A group of people sharing a common and distinctive culture including religion,
language, food, art, etc.

Ancestry         
Family or ancestral descent; lineage.

Nationality
The legal status of belonging to a particular nation, whether by birth or
naturalization.
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Racism
Prejudice or discrimination, based on race, directed against people with less social
power by people with more social power in a society. Racism can be expressed by
individuals through their beliefs, attitudes, and actions. Racism can also be
institutional or carried out through a system of laws, policies, practices, and values
that benefit those with more power and harm those with less power.

Colorism
Prejudice or discrimination against individuals with a dark skin tone, typically among
people of the same ethnic or racial group.

Sexism
Prejudice, stereotyping, or discrimination, typically against women, based on gender
or perceived gender.

Ageism
Prejudice, stereotyping, or discrimination based on a person's age, or perceived age.

Classism
Prejudice, stereotyping, or discrimination against or in favor of people belonging to
a particular social class, or a perceived social class.

Ableism
Prejudice, stereotyping, or discrimination in favor of people who do not have a
physical, mental, or sensory disability.

Disablism
Prejudice and/or discrimination against people who have, or are perceived to have,
a physical, mental, or sensory disability.

Neurotypical
Having a style of neurocognitive functioning that falls within the dominant societal
standards of “normal.”

Neurodiversity
The diversity of human brains and minds – the infinite variation in neurocognitive
functioning within our species.
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Neurodivergent
Having a brain that functions in ways that diverge significantly from the dominant
societal standards of “normal.”

Weightism
Bias, prejudice, or discrimination against people based on their size, shape, or
weight.

Anti-Semitism
Prejudice, stereotyping, or discrimination against people who are Jewish, or people
who are perceived to be Jewish.

Xenophobia
Intense or irrational fear or dislike of strangers or foreigners or of anything that is
strange or foreign.

Islamophobia
Intense or irrational fear of, or prejudice, stereotyping or discrimination against
people who are Muslim, or people who are perceived to be Muslim.

Heterosexism
Prejudice or discrimination against people who are or who are perceived to be gay,
lesbian, bisexual, or asexual on the assumption that heterosexuality is the only
acceptable sexual orientation.

Homophobia
Irrational fear of, aversion to, discomfort with, or discrimination against people who
are, or who are perceived to be, gay, lesbian or bisexual.

Transphobia
Irrational fear of, aversion to, discomfort with, or discrimination against transgender
people.

Cis-sexism
The discrimination against and oppression of transgender, nonbinary, and gender-
nonconforming people.
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Gender and Sexuality Definitions
Definitions according to the Human Rights Campaign (the largest national lesbian, gay,
bisexual, transgender, and queer civil rights organization in USA): 

Asexual
Often called “ace” for short, asexual refers to a complete or partial lack of sexual
attraction or lack of interest in sexual activity with others. Asexuality exists on a
spectrum, and asexual people may experience no, little, or conditional sexual
attraction. 

Bisexual
A person emotionally, romantically, or sexually attracted to more than one sex,
gender or gender identity though not necessarily simultaneously, in the same way
or to the same degree. Sometimes used interchangeably with pansexual.

Cisgender
A person whose gender identity aligns with those typically associated with the sex
assigned to them at birth. 

Gay
A person who is emotionally, romantically, or sexually attracted to members of the
same gender. Men, women, and non-binary people may use this term to describe
themselves. 

Gender binary
A system in which gender is constructed into two strict categories of male or
female. Gender identity is expected to align with the sex assigned at birth and
gender expressions and roles fit traditional expectations. 

Gender dysphoria
Clinically significant distress caused when a person's assigned birth gender is not
the same as the one with which they identify. According to the American Psychiatric
Association's Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM), the term
–which replaces Gender Identity Disorder –"is intended to better characterize the
experiences of affected children, adolescents, and adults."
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Gender expression
External appearance of one's gender identity, usually expressed through behavior,
clothing, haircut or voice, and which may or may not conform to socially defined
behaviors and characteristics typically associated with being either masculine or
feminine. 

Gender-fluid
A person who does not identify with a single fixed gender or has a fluid or unfixed
gender identity. 

Gender identity
Our internal experience and naming of our gender. It can correspond to or differ
from the sex we were assigned at birth.

Gender non-conforming
A broad term referring to people who do not behave in a way that conforms to the
traditional expectations of their gender, or whose gender expression does not fit
neatly into a category. While many also identify as transgender, not all gender non-
conforming people do.

Genderqueer
Genderqueer people typically reject static or binary categories of gender,
embracing a fluidity of gender identity and often, though not always, sexual
orientation. People who identify as “genderqueer” may see themselves as being
both male and female, neither male nor female or as falling completely outside
these categories. 

Gender transition
A series of processes that some transgender people may undergo to live more fully
as their true gender. This typically includes social transition, such as changing name
and pronouns, medical transition, which may include hormone therapy or gender
affirming surgeries, and legal transition, which may include changing legal name
and sex on government identity documents. Transgender people may choose to
undergo some, all, or none of these processes.
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Intersex
Intersex people are born with a variety of differences in their sex traits and
reproductive anatomy. There is a wide variety of difference among intersex
variations, including differences in genitalia, chromosomes, gonads, internal sex
organs, hormone production, hormone response, and/or secondary sex traits.

Lesbian 
A woman who is emotionally, romantically, or sexually attracted to other women.
Women and non-binary people may use this term to describe themselves.

LGBTQIA Plus 
An acronym for “lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, questioning, intersex,
and asexual” with a "+" sign to recognize the limitless sexual orientations and
gender identities that exist. 

Non-binary 
An adjective describing a person who does not identify exclusively as a man or a
woman. Non-binary people may identify as being both a man and a woman,
somewhere in between, or as falling completely outside these categories. While
many also identify as transgender, not all non-binary people do. Non-binary can
also be used as an umbrella term encompassing identities such as agender,
bigender, genderqueer or gender-fluid.

Queer
A term people often use to express a spectrum of identities and orientations that
are counter to the mainstream. Queer is often used as a catch-all to include many
people, including those who do not identify as exclusively straight and/or folks who
have non-binary or gender-expansive identities. This term was previously used as a
slur but has been reclaimed by many parts of the LGBTQ+ movement. 

Pansexual
Describes someone who has the potential for emotional, romantic, or sexual
attraction to people of any gender though not necessarily simultaneously, in the
same way or to the same degree. Sometimes used interchangeably with bisexual.

Sex assigned at birth
The sex, male, female, or intersex, that a doctor or midwife uses to describe a child
at birth based on their external anatomy.
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https://cssp.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Key-Equity-Terms-and-Concepts-vol1pdf
https://www.hrc.org/resources/sexual-orientation-and-gender-identity-terminology-and-definitions
https://www.hrc.org/resources/glossary-of-terms
https://www.planetneurodivergent.com/neurodiversity-and-neurodivergent-basic-terminology

Sexual orientation
An inherent or undeniable enduring emotional, romantic, or sexual attraction to
other people. 

Transgender
An umbrella term for people whose gender identity and/or expression is different
from cultural expectations based on the sex they were assigned at birth. Being
transgender does not imply any specific sexual orientation. Therefore, transgender
people may identify as straight, gay, lesbian, bisexual, etc.

Bullying Definitions
Aggressor
The person doing the bullying behavior.

Target
The person being bullied.

Upstander
The person who aids the target.

Bystander
The person who stands by and does nothing.

Definitions adapted from various sources including:
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