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Deepening Our Dialogue
About Equity

When educators

share personal

stories about

prejudices and

biases in safe

settings, the

results can be

far-reaching.

YOU can't change

human nature." "I

don't see why you're

so upset about something

that happened so long ago."

Comments like these illus-

trate some of the barriers to

dealing with equity and

diversity issues on more

than a superficial level.

During the past 13 years, 1

my colleagues and I have

attempted to help teachers

look more directly at issues of racism and inequity

through a series of professional development projects.'

In the process, we have come to understand the varied

and complex ways that bias and prejudice have become

assimilated into our educational institutions—how they

affect curriculum, pedagogy, assessment, relationships,

school organization, parent involvement, allocation of

resources, and policies.

This complexity and the painful emotions

surrounding equity issues often make it difficult for us

to go beyond superficial dialogue. For example, many

people fall back on the following types of unproduc-

tive responses in conversations about equity:

• Denying the effects of prejudice and discrimina-

tion. (For example, "If we had a good curriculum, it

would work for all children.” "It wasn't so bad. 1 made

it through.")

• Intellectualizing and making pronouncements

("All children can learn"), and focusing on statistics or

abstractions rather than addressing someone's personal

experiences.

• Confusing—and sometimes unconsciously

equating—an individual's painful experience with soci-

etal oppression. ("It may be tough for blacks and

Hispanics in school, but I also was treated unfairly.")

• Expressing hopelessness or despair or being over-

whelmed by guilt. ("I can't do anything about racism.

My parents were racists.")

• Confronting and blaming. (For example. "Men are

insensitive.")

• Comparing. ("Jews don't have it as bud as blacks.

They can always pass for white.")

• Gossiping. (For example, "Do you know what _

did?")

• Teasing, ridiculing, or refusing to acknowledge a

person's painful emotion. ("Don't be such a cry baby.")

Risk is always involved in addressing bias and

discrimination, but the risk for our schools and our

society of not doing so is even greater. In our work

with educators, we use three structures to ensure that

people stay focused on their personal stories; respect

one another; avoid blaming, criticizing, and analyzing.
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