Listen In on Our Courageous Conversations About Race Book Chat
Debbie Bambino, Pennsylvania, for the Book Chat group

O

n March 2nd, armed with our agreed upon
norms, 53 of us began a text-based reflective journey with an electronic “Block
Party” about these quotes from the preface of
Courageous Conversations About Race (chat members agreed to share their thinking publicly, but I
have removed names because individual confidentiality is one of our norms).
“It is precisely because few educators have
explicitly investigated the taboo intersection of race
and achievement that we offer this book. Our rationale is quite simple: We will never eliminate the
racial achievement gap unless we have conversations about race.” (page xiv)
Well, this is why I want to engage in these conversations. I don’t know if this quote reflects the
truth but I am willing to spend a significant amount
of time exploring the intersection because thus far
it doesn’t seem like other strategies have worked
well to reduce the connection between race and
achievement. Perhaps by having these conversations unforeseen ideas will emerge in the area of
“what I don’t know that I don’t know.” So, it’s
worth the effort to me.
All the quotes are strongly stated assertions:
“we will never...,” “just believe me,” etc. As premises to operate from, I think they can successfully
frame these conversations in ways that are a healthy
break from the “business as usual” discourse of
schools. They are for me promising working hypotheses rather than “the truth.” -M
“White people, emotionally moved by what
they have heard, often approach him (Glenn) at
the end of these seminars and ask, ‘So what do I
do now?’ ‘How can I be anti-racist?’ ‘How can you
forgive me for having been racist?’ ‘How can I fix
this?’ Glenn’s answer is simple but profound: ‘Just
believe me.’” (page xiv)
This is the quote that resonates for me largely
because there are many times when I have been
the only person of color in a room full of intellects from the dominant race. The subject is a
very intellectual discussion on teaching and learning. I will interject a comment about race and its
impact on me or students in classrooms pertinent
to what is being discussed and what was an intellectual discussion becomes charged with emotion.
First there is silence. More often than not after the
silence someone will pick up the thread of the
intellectual conversation and carry on as if I did
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not say anything. I wonder if I am crazy. Did I not
speak? Am I not speaking a truth that needs to
be explored deeply in order for us to do our best
work in schools? Invariably, someone will come
up to me after the meeting and say “I am so glad
you said what you said.” I smile, but I am wondering “Why in the H E double hockey sticks did
you not acknowledge or expand on what I said?”
Another response after the meeting is often a need
to negate what I might have said. That conversation
starts off with “You can’t possibly feel that way.” or
“Things are not that bad, are they?” Once someone shared with me after such a meeting that white
people, including the speaker, were/are afraid of
being called racists that is why they shy away from
conversations on race. Once I wanted every white
person to stand up in a crowd and shout “I am a
racist!” Great! Now let’s get on with what could be
a substantive and courageous conversation about
race . . . -C
As a white ally, I feel stung by the “truth”/pain
of a colleague of color’s experience when I have to
reckon with my piece of responsibility, my role in
causing the pain. In the heat of the moment, I may
not know what to say. In my discomfort, I may welcome the chance to just move on as if nothing has
been said, or happened. What I am learning, and
it is an ongoing process of learning, is that it is precisely at those uncomfortable moments that I need
to slow down and acknowledge what was said/
happened and own the fact that I don’t know how
to respond . . . that I need to think about it, or talk
more with colleagues about it. As a coach/facilitator, I am working on holding the space & time for
these admittedly intense and awkward conversations because I know that it is only by working
in this risky zone that I/we can move forward.
Concretely, this means changing the agenda and
being willing to go beyond the tried-and-true steps
of the protocol, if the protocol’s not working. Based
on conversations C and I have had in our work, I
know that this willingness to “hold the space” is
part of her definition of having her back. -D
“Courageous Conversation, as a strategy,
begins with the premise that, initially, educational
leaders collectively view themselves and the
schooling enterprise to be inherently non-racist. In
fact their tightly held beliefs and understandings
regarding the significance of race make it difficult
for teachers to com(continued on page 19)
prehend, examine, and
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Anti-Muslim Discrimination...
(continued from page 9)

population are Indonesia and India.) Students who
dress or appear as Muslims may struggle with teasing or threats from peers or even teachers. However,
many Muslims do not dress in an obvious way, and
their inner struggles are just as painful. Consider
some of these questions to help identify how you can
best support Muslims in your classroom.
• Are they afraid to come to school?
• Are they scared to practice their religion in
school (via dress, prayer, reading scripture, etc.)?
What accommodation can you offer?
• Do they have family or friends who are affected
by war?
• Are they suffering from fatigue, depression or
lack of sleep with international family?
• Are they interested in discussion about current
events, religion, or culture, or do they prefer to
avoid attention?
• Are they scared that their perceived connection
to current events, or their opinions about current
events, will be held against them by teachers or
principals?
• Have they been threatened or assaulted by fellow students or teachers?
• Are there students in the classroom who have
expressed biased opinions or made negative
remarks? How can you support those students’
learning and growth?
Even if there are no Muslim students in your
class or school, I urge you to consider ways you can
introduce new ideas and perspectives into the classroom, like having a guest speaker, such as a Muslim
teacher or a representative from a local mosque or
Islamic school.
Finally, I’d like to share my personal connection
to this concern. Two years ago, while I was working at the Winter Meeting in Denver, Colorado, I
received a phone call from my husband, who was
distraught. Our mosque had been the target of an
early-morning bombing attempt, which thankfully
only caused minor damage and hurt no one. The
bomber was by all definitions a terrorist, as the act
was designed to bring fear to our community. And
it was frightening- the bomber left a burned Qur’an
behind.
Many positive things came out of this incident.
Other religious communities rallied to our side to
stand against hate in our town, and our relationships with those groups were further strengthened.
However, when my husband was interviewed several
times on local radio about the incident as a represenConnections: the Journal of the National School Reform Faculty

Resources
• Islamicity: www.islamicity.com/education
• Understanding Islam and the Muslims: The
Muslim Family and World Peace, by TJ Winter
and John Williams
• The Vision of Islam: Visions of Reality,
Understanding Religions, by Sachiko Murata
and William Chittick
• What Islam Did For Us: Understanding Islam’s
Contribution to Western Civilization, by Tim
Wallace-Murphy
• The Heart of Islam: Enduring Values for
Humanity, by Seyyed Hossein Nasr
• Silent No More: Confronting America’s False
Images of Islam, by Paul Findley (former
Congressman, D-IL, 1961-1983)
• Progressive Muslims: On Justice, Gender and
Pluralism, by Omid Safi
• Why I Am a Muslim by Asma Gull Hasan
• Council on American Islamic Relations:
www.cair.org
tative of the mosque, a troubling number of callers
couldn’t accept what happened; instead, they suggested that someone at the mosque had done this
deliberately as a sympathy ploy, or that we “had it
coming” for all of the terrorism in the Muslim world.
This practice of blaming the victim is all too common and parallels the tactics used regularly against
people of color when they raise questions or criticism about racism.
We cannot afford to be silent about anti-Muslim
bias in the thinking or the practices of our schools
and communities.
“If the 21st century wishes to free itself from the
cycle of violence, acts of terror and war, and avoid
repetition of the experience of the 20th century
- that most disaster-ridden century of humankind,
there is no other way except by understanding and
putting into practice every human right for all mankind, irrespective of race, gender, faith, nationality
or social status.” -Shirin Ebadi, Nobel Peace Prize
Winner and first Muslim woman recipient, 2003
I invite you all to join me in this conversation,
and hope you will feel free to contact me if you
have any questions or thoughts on this subject. <
Sarah Childers can be reached at
schilders@nsrfharmony.org
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An Interview with Dr. Paul C. Gorski
Camilla Greene, New Hampshire

D

r. Gorski is an assistant professor at
Hamline University in Minnesota, and is
founder of EdChange, described on its
website as being “dedicated to diversity, equity,
and justice in schools and society. We act to shape
schools and communities in which all people,
regardless of race, gender, sexual
orientation, class, (dis)ability, language, or religion, have equitable
opportunities to thrive and achieve
free from oppression.” Dr. Gorski is
also known as a frequent critic of
the work of Dr. Ruby Payne, author
of A Framework for Understanding
Poverty, and her espoused and
practiced theory of poverty.

engage in reflective work in preparation for understanding institutionalized classism.
How do your students describe you?
“Politically radical.” I do not see myself as politically radical. “Passionate,” “engaging.” They would
describe me as an activist, and that is threatening to many of them, most of whom are
teachers.

How would you describe yourself?
Dr. Paul C. Gorski
Activist, educator, writer in that
order. My background is in community activism and organizing and it was through
activism that I came into education.
When did you first become aware of classism?
I don’t know that I became aware of classism as a
system until my teens.
My mother’s family had lived in poverty in a
mining town in the mountains between Maryland
and West Virginia. Even as a kid, when I’d visit, they
had no running water, dilapidated housing. I didn’t
see this as classism, but I did begin to wonder why.
In terms of a process for understanding racism
and classism, I started seeing systemic and purposeful inequitable conditions once I started asking bigger questions about the world around me. In school
we would talk about what it was like to be poor.
But we didn’t ask why people were poor. Very few
people talk about why poverty exists in the wealthiest country on the planet. For whose benefit does
poverty exist? For whose benefit is the world around
me working as it works right now? It’s only when I
learned to ask these questions that I began to see
classism.
What have you been able to do to interrupt classism
in your own university environment or classroom?
At the university, I name it when I see it. But I’m
not mostly focused on the university. I am more
someone working in the larger community, teaching
about and acting against classism. But in my classes
specifically, I do this by challenging the myths about
class and poverty; by challenging my students to
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What would you like to be your legacy?
That is something I do not think about. I turn
35 tomorrow, so it feels odd to think about a
legacy.
Maybe my legacy, at this point, would
be about pulling people together, people
immediately around me. I try to work
collaboratively, pull people in, build movements. My legacy would be organizing, drawing people together who have resisted the
temptation to soften the conversation about racism,
sexism, heterosexism, classism, imperialism, and
other oppressions.
To what extent do you believe educators are capable of examining their own class-based prejudices?
First, I should say that the problem of classism is not
specific to educators. We are all socialized to buy
into the myth of meritocracy and consumer culture,
and to be measured by what we have rather than by
who we are. So if you believe that if you work hard
enough you will succeed, then you probably believe
poor people must not work hard enough. Therefore,
you probably believe poor people must be deficient.
This is where Ruby Payne and her popularity
come into play. She draws on these assumptions,
already present in most people attending her workshops. She’s contributing to the lack of understanding—to the classism.
Everyone is capable of examining their class
prejudices only when they’re willing to engage in
rethinking everything they thought they knew about
the world around them.
This is difficult, and not something with which
I’m always successful. One of my biggest challenges
in doing this work is struggling with my own ignorance. I certainly do not have it all figured out.
How in your own life have you not fallen into
the trap of “the allure of the path of least resistance?”
(continued on page 24)
I have fallen and do

Connections: the Journal of the National School Reform Faculty

Courageous Conversations...
(continued from page 6)

rectify the very ways in which race dramatically
impacts achievement.” (page xv)
I have used this quote to help teachers become
open to the “race” conversation. I find that the
teachers with whom I work find it difficult (as mostly white, middle-class folks) to look at race. They
go first to class/poverty,
family conditions, individual characteristics etc.
I have some teachers who
proudly share that they
are “color-blind” in their
classrooms. Given these
experiences, I think that
the quote is accurate in
that most (white) educators do not easily embrace
conversations focused on
race . . . -E
This quote hits home
for me. I have spent all of my life teaching in one
school district. From my perspective, although many
educators might view themselves as non-racist, I
don’t believe that the vast majority have delved
deeply into what we really think and believe about
race. As a white person it has taken me years to
learn how to have conversations about race. Yet, I
know that as I examine my beliefs, I have learned
that each day means a new encounter and deep
personal reflection. I am sorry to say that many, if
not most, of my white colleagues don’t and/or can’t
examine tightly held beliefs. I know for a fact that
this has an impact on our students, an impact so
severe that many, probably most, have suffered and
will continue to suffer because of our inability to
deal with this issue. -W
I wonder if we really DO “collectively view
[our]selves . . . to be inherently non-racist” - or if
we (collective {white} “WE”) really think about it at
all most days. The urgency of the now has a way of
overpowering the important things. Even when we
do take time to reflect and discuss, such as in work
sessions and CFG meetings, I find raising questions
about race and inequities brings a lot of silence.
It’s a silence that doesn’t seem to be emotionally
laden, but rather blank, like there’s no connection.
It doesn’t seem to even be a delayed reaction, but
rather a lack of comprehension. -K
“This book provides a foundation . . .
for those educational leaders at the system and
school level who are willing and ready to begin or
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accelerate their journey toward educational equity
and excellence for all children . . . It is designed
to assist in facilitating effective dialogue about the
racial issues that impact student achievement. As
you progress through each chapter, you will be
prompted to reflect on your learning and, in particular, your own racial experience . . . As a . . . leader,
this book will guide you in engaging your staff in
a conversation on race as a first step in closing the
racial achievement gap.” (page xvi)
I have chosen to highlight this paragraph
because it reminds me that my work begins with
critical self-reflection that is both emotional and
intellectually demanding. And, that this self-reflection is in service of engaging in dialogue that will
lead to actions toward equitable (transformative)
polices, practices and behavior. This notion challenges me to stay grounded and focused on what the
authors of this text are inviting me to do. Namely,
be courageous enough to begin by interrogating
my own assumptions (beliefs, values and feelings)
provoked by the text and make them as transparent
as I can as part of the ensuing online discourse. For
me this allows the possibility that I can grow in my
sensitivities and insights in participating in critical
discourse - having an open mind, learning to listen
empathetically, “bracketing” premature judgment,
and seeking common ground. This requires that I
bring whatever emotional intelligence I have (selfawareness, impulse control, persistence, zeal and
self-motivation, empathy and social acumen) to help
assess alternative beliefs, and participate fully and
freely in critical-dialectical discourse. I am excited to
have a chance to practice this sort of communicative
learning because of the emphasis on critical selfreflection in assessing and navigating the knowing
and not-knowing to make a more dependable working judgment on the actions I need to take. -V
Our conversation has slowed down during this
peak vacation and travel season, but we are not
calling it to a close. We share this sound bite from
our chat in the hopes that our reader-colleagues will
begin to have similar conversations in their local
contexts. In the next issue, two colleagues have
agreed to share their thoughts about “white talk and
color commentary” as it is posed in the text and in
their lives. Stay tuned!
<
Debbie Bambino can be contacted
at dbambino@earthlink.net
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