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Mindfulness Moment



Guidelines for Engaging in Conversations About Race by Ijeoma Oluo and Jamie Jin Lewis

● Listen to understand, not to respond.
● Lean into discomfort. The work of addressing injustice is sometimes uncomfortable, especially aspects we've never had to think 

about it before. Trust that the reward will outweigh discomfort.
● Name race and racism. Avoid using coded or vague language. Use the words you know to talk about racism specifically.
● Flow in, flow out. Monitor how much space you're taking up in a conversation. If you tend to be the first one to speak up, 

challenge yourself to listen to others first. If you usually hang back in a conversation, challenge yourself to speak your truth.
● Speak from the "I" perspective; avoid generalizations.
● What's said here, stays here. What's learned here, leaves here. This is a space to build trust and deepen relationships. If you 

feel an urge to gossip about something you heard, challenge yourself to think about why that story feels so thorny and how 
you might address that underlying issue in a constructive way.

● Remember, this is not a debate. We are talking about people's lived experiences and real pain that people are feeling and your 
goal should not be to be declared the "winner."

● Think about your goal for the conversation and state it at the beginning, so that everyone in the conversation will be on the 
same page and you'll have a touchpoint to bring the conversation back to if things get off track.

● Remember that people of color are often speaking from a lifetime of painful experiences around race, and therefore their 
emotional response in the conversation may not be one that white people will fully understand, but that doesn't make those 
responses any less valid.

● Seek growth, not closure.



White Supremacy Culture
“White supremacy culture is the idea (ideology) 
that white people and the ideas, thoughts, beliefs, 
and actions of white people are superior to People 
of Color and their ideas, thoughts, beliefs, and 
actions.”

“Because we all live in a white supremacy culture, 
these characteristics show up in the attitudes and 
behaviors of all of us – people of color and white 
people. Therefore, these attitudes and behaviors 
can show up in any group or organization, whether 
it is white-led or predominantly white or people of 
color-led or predominantly people of color.” 

From Dismantling Racism: A Workbook for Social Change Groups

https://www.dismantlingracism.org/uploads/4/3/5/7/43579015/okun_-_white_sup_culture.pdf


Perfectionism

● Little appreciation expressed for the work that others are doing

● More common to point out either how the person or work is inadequate

● Or even more common, to talk to others about the inadequacies of a person 
or their work without ever talking directly to them

● Making a mistake is confused with being a mistake 



Sense of Urgency

● Makes it difficult to be inclusive, encourage democratic and/or thoughtful 
decisions

● Does not give the opportunity to think of potential long-term consequences

● Frequently results in sacrificing potential allies for quick or highly visible 
results

● Often reinforced in funding, too much work for too little money



Defensiveness
● Significant time & energy spent on trying to protect power as it exists & 

covering up abuses of power

● Criticism of those in power are viewed as threatening, inappropriate, or rude

● Not listening to each other or help each other feel heard 

● Prohibits or dissuades growth, change, or new ideas 

● Energy is spent on making sure that people’s feelings aren’t getting hurt or 
protecting the defensive people



Quantity Over Quality

● Time & resources directed towards producing measurable goals 

● There is little or no: 
○ Value attached to process
○ Comfort with feelings & emotions 
○ Capacity for handling complexity 
○ Effort to capture qualitative information 

● Process may be sacrificed in favor of efficiency or getting things done



Worship of the Written Word

● “If it is not written, it does not exist” 

● Does not take into account or value other ways in which information can be 
shared 

● Those with strong documentation & writing skills are highly valued 

● Lack of trust & micromanagement culture exists



Only One Right Way

● Notions that a position is final & not up for discussion

● Once people are introduced to “the right way,” the majority will likely adopt it 
as a norm

● Causes significant barriers to change, agility, innovation, and teamwork

● Creates a sense of exclusion and isolation for people who are not comfortable 
or at ease with “the right way”



Paternalism
● Decision-making is clear to those with power & unclear to those without it 

● Those with power think they are capable of making decisions for & in the 
interests of those without power 

● Those with power don’t think it is important to understand the viewpoint or 
experience of those for whom they are making decisions 

● Those without power don’t really know how decisions are made & who makes 
what decisions, but are familiar with the impact of decisions on them



Either/Or Thinking

● Things are “good/bad, right/wrong, with us/against us”

● Closely linked to perfectionism 

● No sense that things can be both/and

● Results in trying to simplify complex things 

● Often used by those with a clear agenda 



Power Hoarding

● Little value placed on sharing power

● Those with power feel threatened when anyone suggests changes to how 
things could or should be done

● Ideas of leadership are rooted in a culture of “leader worship” 

● Often requires secrecy; those with power control what, when, and with whom 
information is shared



Fear of Open Conflict

● People in power avoid disagreement

● When someone raises an issue that causes discomfort, the response is to 
blame the person who raises the issue than the issue itself 

● Emphasis on being polite to deny people space to feel & be themselves

● Equating difficult issues to being impolite, rude, or out of line 



Individualism
● Little experience or comfort working as part of a team 

● Belief that problems or challenges are best handled alone 

● Creates a lack of accountability and leads to isolation 

● Competition > cooperation 

● Recognition is often on an individual level, those in power often get most or all 
of the credit 



I’m the Only One

● Connected to individualism

● “If something is going to be done right, I have to do it” 

● Little or no ability to trust or delegate work to others 

● Linked to a culture of perfectionism & disempowerment 



Progress is Bigger, More

● Belief that success & progress is synonymous with “bigger” & “more” 

● Progress is understood as organizational expansion or ability to serve more 
people

● Gives little to no consideration for the cost associated with expansion



Objectivity

● Belief that people can be objective or “neutral” in their viewpoints or analyses 

● Belief that emotions are inherently destructive, irrational, & should not play a 
role in decision-making or group processes 

● Invalidating or punishing people who show emotion 



Right to Comfort

● Belief that those with power have a right to emotional comfort

● Scapegoating those who cause discomfort

● Individual acts of unfairness against White people are conflated with the same 
analysis as systemic and structural racism that targets BIPOC folx



Black At (School) Posts



Tokenization
Example of:

Progress is bigger, more - “progress is an 
organization which expands (adds staff, 
adds projects) or develops the ability to 
serve more people (regardless of how well 
they are serving them)”

Quantity over quality  - “all resources of 
organization are directed toward producing 
measurable goals” 

Williston Northampton School an independent, 
coeducational, boarding and day school in 
Easthampton, MA.



Tokenization
Example of:

Quantity over quality  - “all resources of 
organization are directed toward producing 
measurable goals” 

Paternalism - “those with power often 
don’t think it is important or necessary to 
understand the viewpoint or experience of 
those for whom they are making decisions”

Pomfret School  is an independent, coeducational, 
college preparatory boarding and day school in 
Pomfret, CT.



Tokenization
Example of:
 
Sense of urgency - “frequently results in sacrificing 
potential allies for quick or highly visible results” 

Quantity over quality - “no understanding that when 
there is a conflict between content (the agenda of the 
meeting) and process (people’s need to be heard or 
engaged), process will prevail”

Paternalism - “those with power often don’t think it is 
important or necessary to understand the viewpoint or 
experience of those for whom they are making 
decisions”

University of New Hampshire- Durham, NH



Undermatching
Example of: 

Paternalism - “those with 
power think they are capable 
of making decisions for and in 
the interests of those without 
power” 

Power hoarding - “those with 
power assume they have the 
best interests of the 
organization at heart and 
assume those wanting change 
are ill-informed (stupid), 
emotional, inexperienced”Northfield Mount Hermon is a coeducational 

preparatory school in Mount Hermon, MA. 



Undermatching
Example of: 

Perfectionism - “more common is to point out 
either how the person or work is inadequate” 

Objectivity - “impatience with any thinking that 
does not appear ‘logical’”

Either/or thinking - “things are either/or — 
good/bad, right/wrong, with us/against us;” 
“results in trying to simplify complex things”

The Dalton School is an independent, 
coeducational day school in New York, NY.



Institutional discomfort or lack of transparency
Example of: 

Defensiveness  - “because of either/or thinking 
(see below), criticism of those with power is 
viewed as threatening and inappropriate (or 
rude),” “the defensiveness of people in power 
creates an oppressive culture” 

Fear of open conflict  - “people in power are 
scared of expressed conflict and try to ignore it 
or run from it”

Right to comfort  - “the belief that those with 
power have a right to emotional and 
psychological comfort”Milton Academy is a coeducational, independent 

preparatory, boarding and day school in Milton, MA.



Harmful actions followed by bystander inaction 

Example of:
Defensiveness - “because of either/or thinking (see below), criticism of those with power is viewed as threatening and inappropriate 
(or rude);” “the defensiveness of people in power creates an oppressive culture” 

Fear of open conflict - “when someone raises an issue that causes discomfort, the response is to blame the person for raising the 
issue rather than to look at the issue which is actually causing the problem;” “equating the raising of difficult issues with being impolite, 
rude, or out of line”

Right to comfort - “scapegoating those who cause discomfort”

Objectivity - “the belief that there is such a thing as being objective or ‘neutral’”

Dana Hall is an independent boarding and 
day school for girls in Wellesley, MA.



Otherization or made to feel othered

Example of: 

Power hoarding - “power seen as 
limited, only so much to go around;” 
“those with power don’t see 
themselves as hoarding power or as 
feeling threatened”

Amherst College- Amherst, MA



Otherization or made to feel othered
Example of: 

Either/or thinking - “things are 
either/or — good/bad, right/wrong, 
with us/against us;” “results in trying 
to simplify complex things”

Progress is bigger, more - 
“progress is an organization which 
expands (adds staff, adds projects) or 
develops the ability to serve more 
people (regardless of how well they 
are serving them)” 

Quantity over quality  - “all 
resources of organization are directed 
toward producing measurable goals” University of Massachusetts Amherst - Amherst, MA



Otherization or made to feel othered
Example of:

Either/or thinking - “things are either/or — 
good/bad, right/wrong, with us/against us;” 
“results in trying to simplify complex things”

Paternalism - “those without power understand 
they do not have it and understand who does”

Smith College- Northampton, MA



Otherization or made to feel othered

Example of:

Paternalism - 
“those without 
power understand 
they do not have it 
and understand who 
does”

Boston College- Newton, MA



Otherization or made to feel othered
Example of:

Either/or thinking - “things are either/or — 
good/bad, right/wrong, with us/against us;” “results in 
trying to simplify complex things”

Paternalism - “those without power understand they 
do not have it and understand who does”

Deerfield Academy is an independent, co-educational 
boarding and day school in Deerfield, MA.



Otherization or made to feel othered
Example of:

Either/or thinking - “things are either/or — 
good/bad, right/wrong, with us/against us;” 
“results in trying to simplify complex things”

Paternalism - “those without power understand 
they do not have it and understand who does”

Roger Williams University- Bristol, RI



Otherization or made to feel othered
Example of:

Power hoarding - “those with power don’t see themselves 
as hoarding power or as feeling threatened”

Paternalism - “those without power understand they do not 
have it and understand who does”

Perfectionism -  “little appreciation expressed among 
people for the work that others are doing”

Objectivity - “impatience with any thinking that does not 
appear ‘logical’”

The Loomis Chaffee School is an independent, coeducational, college 
preparatory boarding and day school in Windsor, CT.



Otherization or made to feel othered
Example of:

Perfectionism -  “little appreciation expressed among people for the 
work that others are doing”

Defensiveness - “a lot of energy in the organization is spent trying to 
make sure that people’s feelings aren’t getting hurt or working around 
defensive people;” “the defensiveness of people in power creates an 
oppressive culture”

Either/or thinking - “things are either/or — good/bad, right/wrong, 
with us/against us;” “results in trying to simplify complex things”

Paternalism - “those without power understand they do not have it 
and understand who does”

Choate Rosemary Hall is an independent, coeducational, 
boarding and day school in Wallingford, CT.



Otherization or made to feel othered
Example of:

Perfectionism -  “little appreciation expressed among people for the work 
that others are doing”

Defensiveness - “because of either/or thinking (see below), criticism of those 
with power is viewed as threatening;” “white people spend energy defending 
against charges of racism instead of examining how racism might actually be 
happening;” “the defensiveness of people in power creates an oppressive 
culture”

Either/or thinking - “things are either/or — good/bad, right/wrong, with 
us/against us;” “results in trying to simplify complex things”

Fear of open conflict - “when someone raises an issue that causes 
discomfort, the response is to blame the person for raising the issue rather 
than to look at the issue which is actually causing the problem”

Notre Dame Academy is a private, all-girls Roman 
Catholic high school in Hingham, MA.



Otherization or made to feel othered
Example of:

Only one right way - “the belief there is one right way to do 
things” 

Objectivity - “the belief that there is such a thing as being 
objective or ‘neutral;’” “impatience with any thinking that 
does not appear ‘logical’”

Fear of open conflict - “when someone raises an issue that 
causes discomfort, the response is to blame the person for 
raising the issue rather than to look at the issue which is 
actually causing the problem”

Moses Brown School is a coeducational, 
Quaker, day school in Providence, RI.



Otherization or made to feel othered
Example of: 

Paternalism - “those without power understand they do 
not have it and understand who does”

Perfectionism - “little time, energy, or money put into 
reflection or identifying lessons learned that can improve 
practice, in other words little or no learning from 
mistakes”

Fear of open conflict - “emphasis on being polite”

Providence College- Providence, RI





Advice for being a better ally to your Black students

● Listen, listen, listen.
● Stop policing their narratives.
● Stop policing their tone.
● Identify students by their name and pronounce it correctly.
● Partner with the diversity office on your initiatives.
● Stop relying on tradition as a guide--some of your events/activities may need to be completely redesigned or come 

to an end.
● View failures as a problem of the institution, not the student.
● Understand undermatching and acknowledge the moments where you may have done it. Commit to holding 

students to high expectations and truly believe that they can succeed (let them define success).
● Question your school’s policies and procedures and pay attention to how they are implemented. Ask yourself, “Are 

Black students being negatively impacted?”
● Include students in steering committees to ensure their voices are heard when it comes to equity, diversity, 

inclusion, and access initiatives. 
● Demand that your institution invest in high quality diversity, equity, and inclusion training for all faculty and staff.
● Promote self-care practices and identify allies on campus to help with support and wellbeing.
● Check your privilege, embrace it/own it, and use it to create change. Check your biases.


