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This eBook is dedicated to you.

This eBook is a gift of the self, from me and 20 others. We have gifted collectively from the heart. This 
eBook is a gift to be used as a tool to those of us who are courageously on the journey of racial healing.

May it spread far and wide to inspire and ignite courage and healing in others. 

May it expose the depth of what it means when we unpack our own identities, stories, memories, 
childhood.

May it share the racialized emotional torment, pain, and growth of what we adults bring to the work and 
the system. 

May it lead to self-transformation for school-transformation and our collective transformation. 

May it positively impact and transform an educational system rooted in whiteness and inequities so that 
our children truly have a chance at equitable outcomes, opportunities, achievement, and their dreams.

May it lead to healing.  

May you use it well.

Wishing you deep racial healing, 
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This free tool would not be possible without the love, vulnerability, and courage of those who agreed to 
share their stories in this very public way.

I salute and give deepest gratitude to the 20 courageous souls who said “yes” to my invitation that went 
out to over 100. These were not immediate “yeses” - and I trust they were not quick and easy for most. 
For some, I invited and kept the door open, feeding their courage, and honoring their growth - as equity 
warriors contributing to disrupting systemic inequities. For others, I had worked alongside them and 
knew to extend an invitation requesting what they had already created and contributed to my growth.

One contributor was hesitant even up until the week before releasing the eBook. If it were not for her 
emailing me and sharing her fear of being judged and accused, then I would have taken our universal 
loving-kindness for granted and not make this key disclaimer: do not approach this eBook from your 
head-space, approach it from your heart-space. Experience this book, let these powerful racial 
autobiographies sink in, to serve as healing, to serve as a “possibility” space. Once you’ve done that -
and if you decide to use it as a tool - then let your head-space take the lead so you can be strategic.

THANK YOU, to the 20 contributors that said “yes” and supported this vision so that this valuable tool 
could be released into the world: the sharing and hearing of our racial autobiographies as 
educators. These educators are equity warriors and creating more equitable systemic change in our 
schools all over the nation. For that, “thank you” will never be enough.

They are proving, 

“Who we are is how we lead.” 
- Brené Brown
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T O V I  S C R U G G S - H U S S E I N
Educational Leader & Healer

For the last few years, this eBook has been a dream of mine to gift to the field of education as a key 
inner-work racial healing tool. As a leader for educators engaged in equity work for over 20 years, I was 
deeply touched by the stories and the growth that I was honored to witness along the way. Although I got 
clearer about my vision to share stories, I would stall as a result of not knowing the “how” to bring the 
vision to reality.  The integrity of the transformational healing spaces I created as a facilitator couldn’t end 
with, “Oh, by the way, I wanna publish this book and share your journey.”  That felt very self-serving to 
me, and that is in no way why I am committed to such painful work of facilitating self-transformation. So, I 
waited. I trusted the vision of this project to do what it does - unfold when the time is right, both inward 
and outward.

Ironically, a few years ago, another author and equity warrior, Layla Saad, changed the game and 
inspired me. Leading by example of her generous spirit by gifting the world Me and White Supremacy 
workbook, she gave me the “how.” Making this dream-project free landed in my spirit as the answer. 
Once I was clear on that, the invitations to collect stories went out - that was just over two years ago. 

Glenn Singleton (we go back to the late 1990’s!) author of Courageous Conversations may well be the 
source of the term “racial autobiography.” I always had my own story, well in my head! And I never 
thought much of helping others to craft theirs. This changed in 2016, when I became California Regional 
Executive Director at Partners in School Innovation, a national non-profit established to improve 
outcomes in some of the nation’s lowest-performing schools. Partners is an organization that values the 
importance of equity warriors doing their “inside out work” or their “inner work.” After all, how can you 
disrupt systemic inequities if you don’t engage in the heart-wrenching courage work and self-excavation 
to explore the racial dynamics that exist in yourself? We make up the system. Being new to the 
organization, I was invited to craft my own racial autobiography while engaging in a process with 
educational leaders and my own staff around writing Racial Autobiographies. This was life-changing for 
me and greatly influences my work and facilitation today. This process allows us to learn and connect 
from each other in ways that honor the complex dimensions of who we are and create empathy. 
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Our stories are powerful. They heal us. The academic research tells us that there is an impact of “story-
telling” on our hearts, brains, and resilience. First, being able to tell and hear my own story was deeply 
cathartic and healing. I was able to witness the through-line of my racial identity and journey in a way that 
made meaning for me and grew the depth of my commitment and purpose to equity work and being an 
equity warrior. By hearing other people’s stories, I gained so much compassion and that was needed for 
me as a woman of color doing this work with mostly white people. By hearing other people’s stories, I 
was able to become less judgmental and that made my personal and professional relationships more 
rich, even strengthening my ability to facilitate learning. By hearing other people’s stories, I saw them with 
more love of their humanity and the universal experiences we share as we struggle and endure great 
pain to make sense of living and working in a racialized experience in racialized systems in a racialized 
society. 

The stories shared in this book are not edited by the publisher. This was an intentional decision to 
preserve the voice and story to each contributor as authentic and true as possible. If you decide to write 
your own story, I encourage you to give yourself that same grace. 

When we, the adults in the system, do our inner work, we create better outcomes for children because we 
do not subject them to our unresolved and unconscious “stuff.”  Doing our inner-work prevents us from 
creating and adding to “educational trauma” for those that we serve, adults (including parents) and 
children alike.

This eBook serves as an entry-point of building deeper awareness and connection for the adults in your 
community. When done well, this work takes several months. 

This is not intended to be done with students until you have thoroughly experienced the whole process 
for yourself with a community of colleagues. Even then we encourage you to focus the effort with adults. 
Sharing our stories in professional settings matters to ourselves and the students we serve, allowing us 
to do our own racial healing work in service to being better for others as opposed to trying to do the work 
on someone else.

ROLLING OUT THE PROCESS:
1. When beginning to engage this activity with your team, go slow to go fast. Create routine and 

predictability to engage in this. This helps to create emotional safety. 

2. Give about 1 - 2 months time for people to engage with this eBook at various meetings; treat it like 
your warm-up activity or an aspect of your inside-out diversity, equity, and inclusion work. Initially 
externalizing the process gets people engaged, container-builds, allows for discomfort in a less-
threatening way, gives time to practice the reflection commentary without judgement, and gives 
processing and reflection time before engaging in writing and sharing their own.

a. Give about 30 minutes if the autobiography is being read together with one narrator, 5 
minutes of reflection page worksheet, and then some discussion.
b. Give about 20 minutes for a group conversation activity if the autobiography and 
reflection page worksheet are done in advance of your time together.

3. Set up a schedule so that people can be more at ease with knowing when they will be sharing their 
story. This gives them time to both write and build up their courage.
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4. Decide how you will structure this type of inner-work into your organizational systems and practices. 

5. Treat the process fairly organically; work cultures are different from social cultures so use your 
leadership courage and skillfulness to get things in motion.

6. A special note about white people in this process: My experience has shown me that white people are 
a group that struggles greatly with this process and activity. For many, this activity of engaging in this 
writing process may well be the first time they have explored their racial identity explicitly and 
intentionally. Shame about where they are in their journey, compounded with the thought of sharing 
their journeys publicly when they are still very much in-progress, causes amygdalas to get hijacked 
immediately. Shame especially exists around upbringing, mistakes made, and ignorance to their own 
racial identity and it calls for both courage and compassion, towards self and others. Give yourself 
grace. Trust that where you were then is not where you are now; further where you are now will not 
be where you will be at the end of this process and beyond.

IF YOU ARE GOING TO USE THIS AS A TOOL, PLEASE CONSIDER THE FOLLOWING:
1. If you are leading a team or a staff through a process of writing and sharing racial autobiographies, 

YOU as the leader must “go first.” That’s what leaders do. We model by bringing depth, quality, 
inspiration and courage to those that we serve.  We set the benchmark. This is why my racial 
autobiography is first in this eBook.  If I’m going to ask people to be vulnerable and tell their story, I 
must be the one who goes first. In fact, when I facilitate the process, I always read mine to the group 
first.

2. Give different entry points for one to craft their racial autobiography.  You will see in this eBook that 
some are poems, for example, because there are many ways to share our story.  Remember we are 
healing and to access, process, and express that healing looks different for many of us.

3. I’ve provided a worksheet you can use to support your process of reflection after each racial 
autobiography. This worksheet is not only about processing what you have read or heard, it is also 
about creating a vehicle for you to capture your own thoughts, memories as they have come up. I’ve 
learned that by listening and reading other’s autobiographies, it stirs things in us we had long 
forgotten or stuffed down.

4. These reflections also allow you to take a pause and clear judgement before responding to what you 
read with the group. It is important to read to the autobiographies without judgement. Do not make 
comparisons between stories.  Do not gasp or give a look intended to shame (that was more than 
likely a learned behavior used on us).  Simply acknowledge what was said with a heart-felt thank you 
for sharing the journey with us, expressing gratitude for what was shared and the courage to do share 
it.  

5. Acknowledge how deeply emotional and healing it is to engage in this process, both individually and 
collectively. I’ve been reading my own as a model for the last 3 years and I still get teary in the same 
place (the first time was more than a little teary).  

Educators and leaders are creative geniuses!

You can use this eBook in ways I haven't even considered.

I hope you will share with me

how your team uses it. 

If you have questions, please do not hesitate to reach out.

I am here to be of support in cultivating racial healing work 

in our systems world-wide.
© Dirt Path Publishing 2020  
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Tovi Scruggs-Hussein is an author, healer, and 
award-winning educator with over 25 years of 
leadership, meditation, and school-
transformation experience.  She is on a mission 
to heal our school system through conscious and 
transformational leadership development with 
integrations of Adult SEL, Emotional Intelligence 
via Mindfulness, Equity/ Racial Healing, and 
Trauma-Informed Resilience. Tovi’s work is 
highlighted in ACSA’s Wellness Toolkit as a 
reputable partner in professional learning.  Tovi 
is a certified coach and has been personally 
trained by Brené Brown as a Certified Dare to 
Lead™ Facilitator. Tovi is the co-founding 
teacher of Trauma-Informed Leadership at Mills 
College and is the National President for 
Coalition for Schools Educating Mindfully.  Tovi 
cultivates conscious, connected, and courageous 
leaders world-wide.  www.ticiess.com 
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Educational Leader & Healer, Tici’ess, Inc.  

25+ Years in Education 

As a black child, I cannot recall not being aware of 
race and the power it would hold in my life.  While 
conversations were not held with me directly until 
almost 5 years old, I was witness to several 
conversations about race by listening to family, 
especially the men, discuss how to behave in public, 
around police, and in stores to maintain your own 
safety… to be treated well.  From these conversations 
as well as explicit instruction, I would be taught to 
wear a shield to protect my sensitive spirit from 
racism. 

I do not believe in accidents; I believe in synchronicity, 
karma, and purposed-events for one’s personal growth 
and life-story.  

Because my parents were divorced by the time I was 
two years old and lived in two very different parts of 
Southern California, I was raised in very ethnically rich 
and diverse settings, learning to love and value 
everyone.  I have learned to co-exist in white cultural 
settings, diverse cultural settings, and black cultural 
settings. 

My father was born and raised a Southern Californian by black parents from Vermont, where I 
have relatives with blonde afros, wide noses, and blue eyes. Scruggs is an English name.  
When my father’s side moved to Los Angeles, they became part of the black elite…a new form 
of bougie that opened many doors into a white world.  

My mother was bi-lingual, speaking fluent Spanish, and was often mistaken for being a Puerto 
Riquena, yet she was born in Long Island, New York to Caribbean parents, who shared a blend 
from Jamaica, Trinidad, and Barbados. Much of that had a considerable British influence, 
causing my maternal grandmother, “Granny,” to highly value white culture, yet also having much 
black pride. I witnessed her struggle with that after marrying a white Jewish man in the 1960’s 
and enduring challenges of an early mixed-race marriage. When I was about 30 and 
complaining about boyfriends, my Granny said to me, “You should get yourself a white man. 
With your looks, you would do so well for yourself with one.”  My response was that I was 
planning to contribute to strengthening our black community by marrying a successful black 
man and having a well-educated family, that’s more of what our community needs.  Secretly, I 
thought, “Oh Granny…” 

http://www.ticiess.com/
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My mother loved her bilingual-ness and being able to comfortably walk us into black worlds, 
white worlds, and Latin worlds. I was bilingual and would give my father Spanish responses, not 
knowing he couldn’t understand me. My father yelled at my mother for this.  I wanted them to 
stop arguing so I stopped speaking Spanish, losing a valuable gift. 

For 1st grade, I did not attend the school down the street from our apartment near Echo Park 
because my mother could always see the black and brown students hanging out of the windows 
of the classrooms. My mother lied about our address for the next three years to ensure that I 
attended a school two public bus rides away. The school was diverse, in a better neighborhood, 
and was definitely more white. Because of this, she told me she could trust the education more 
and wouldn’t have to worry. Later, in 3rd grade, I came home and proudly shared with my 
mother that an older white student told me that she didn't like black people, but she liked me. 
My mother told me that was not a compliment and explained why. In my need and desire to 
want to fit in with my white environment - and not lift my all-too heavy protective shield - I didn’t 
initially see how this was a racist, although innocent, insult by the 5th grader.  

I visited my father “every other weekend” and learned a solid amount of slang and could code-
switch swiftly and powerfully, things my mother valued, but only if I knew “when to stop talking 
like that” which was generally once my father dropped me off and it was back to school where I 
would use proper English. My mother gifted me with many marvelous things, one of which is to 
be invaluably mistaken for a white woman when on the phone. It always comes in quite helpful, 
making it an easy part of the shield. 

In 4th grade, something happened financially so we had to go 
live with my father in the heart of central LA and, for the first 
time, I was in a class where everyone – including my teacher – 
looked just like me. It was like a taste of Heaven; I couldn’t 
name it; I could just feel it. It felt like going to school with family. 
There was no shield for my young mind to think about. I could 
just do what I loved doing: go to school. We lived with my father 
for only a few months, after which I was shockingly plopped into 
the middle of a 4th grade classroom in very white Irvine.   

Luckily, I was able to find my shield.  

I attended that school from 4th Grade to 6th Grade where I was 
the only, the ONLY black person. Not the only child, but the only 
person in the entire school who was Black. I experienced 
several micro-aggressions. My skin-color was often discussed, 
my hair was ALWAYS discussed so I never wore it down with 
my natural curls.  

For picture day my mother assured me that my hair looked 
beautiful down and natural, but I left the house so scared. It was 

my first time wearing it down. I can’t recall what happened that day and the pain around it, they 
say the brain blocks out traumatic events. I know this: I cried at home afterschool to my mother 
and I never wore my hair down in its natural curls at that school again. A younger black boy 
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enrolled in the 4th grade. Everyone teased me about how he should be my boyfriend.  While I 
made some dear friends in Irvine, these microaggressions hurt. I know I was treated well in the 
way that people like something different only when there is only a little of it, so it never feels like 
a threat. 

By 8th grade, I was clearly able to see that the quality of education was vastly different in 
schools, as I had already been in five. The schools that had wealth and white students were 
definitely better, although I was loved and more comfortable in schools where a few teachers 
and enough students looked like me. 

By the time I got to high school my mother was dying and we were living with my Uncle in 
Pasadena. My mother spent the summer trying to get me into an elite private girls’ school, 
where she spent her entire disability check - my education was that important to her – a 
sacrifice I have never taken lightly. Of course, that education was some of the best I had ever 
gotten. I thank God for that year because she died that spring.  

I was at Inglewood High School by the next fall where all of my years in white schools would 
catapult me to be ranked in the top 10 where I pretty much coasted as long as I did the reading, 
wrote neatly, and turned in all of my assignments. 

From there I went to the University of California at Berkley. In my first English class, I looked 
around at the room of 300 for another black face to not find one and then feel the rage that rose 
in me from the shame I was feeling. I had never read Shakespeare and the professor kept 
talking like it was review for everyone until it became obvious that it was. I knew Cal was going 
to be hard. 

It’s a good thing I had my shield handy. 

I was so enraged at the white educational system that I thought, “I swear to become a teacher 
so that no black girl would ever have to feel the way I feel. I was smart, I had excelled in my 13 
years of education, and I was at CAL, dammit. How dare this system make me feel less-than 
when it did me a disservice.” With that, I took over 20 units each term, including summers, got 
out of there in three years and with 2 degrees. I proved myself academically and socially and I 
had urgency. I had lives to touch and ensure that I started making a difference sooner than 
later.  

Now with my shield, I picked up my sword and got my first teaching job. 

I began teaching at 22 years old at diverse San Lorenzo High and it was obvious to me that the 
biggest challenge in our school system is a cultural disconnect. The teachers were 95% white 
and very capable and caring teachers yet lacked cultural competency and proficiency. It was not 
due to racism – it was due to white privilege and white fragility. I became so disheartened with 
public education and my well-intentioned colleagues, that I began my own non-profit and private 
school with a fellow teacher. At ASA, there was no achievement gap; it was a school with high 
expectations, a strong cultural narrative, an academic school culture, and adults that had a 
mindset of LOVE and ACHIEVEMENT for black children. ASA was fully accredited, and courses 
were A-G.  We did all we could to be the equivalent of Howard University for Grades 6 – 12. 
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ASA closed when the economic downturn occurred in 2009.  Karma is a funny thing as I 
returned to San Lorenzo High as principal three years later. It was like the Twilight Zone, most 
of the same teachers were having the same conversations about Black and Brown students 
almost 20 years later. I was up for the challenge, but at the same time, I couldn’t help but think, 
“Oh shit, what have I gotten myself into?”  My shield had gotten dusty while at the safe haven of 
ASA, but my sword was sharp. The amount of stress and pain it took to turn the school around - 
from the inside-out (pun-intended) – was almost too much to bear. I have experienced that white 
people gain much of their cultural competency from a place of resistance and on the backs of 
people of color as we help them with their fragility, a luxury people of color do not have.  
Meaning that we often must subject ourselves to painful experiences, tireless explanations, and 
consciously putting ourselves in harm’s way so that white people have a needed breakthrough 
to better teach our children. And often we get blamed for making white people feel bad or 
uncomfortable in the process. 

My racial autobiography has been formed around the 40+ years I have spent in America’s 
educational system, making me as passionate as I am today about the success of children of 
color and how the work begins with us, inside of us. I am not saying that black students succeed 
in only segregated settings. What I am saying is that we succeed when the people who serve us 
have high expectations and truly love us from a place that is not racialized, stepping out of their 
own comfort zones and pushing us to be our best, just as they would their own. 

Being one of the few black people in a white dominant environment for much of my life, “cultural 
responsiveness” to me often means that people of color must act white or just white enough to 
make things comfortable for white people. It’s never the other way around.  We often have to 
change the way we dress, the way we style ourselves, the way we move, what we say and the 
way we talk…all for the comfort of white people and to keep the peace. The amount of White 
Fragility I experience by being a leader of color is off-putting, disturbing, and stressful.  

Don’t get me wrong, I love my work and the people, feeling comradery as well as a high level of 
care by everyone. Yet, I must speak my truth and share that I still regularly experience white 
privilege and fragility in interactions of both mindfulness in education and equity work - both 
fields where race is SO explicitly connected to our mission and our daily work.  People have 
literally admitted that they are simply not used to having a leader of color. While I appreciate the 
honesty, the real inside-out work is to examine your own discomfort with it, not expect me to 
adjust my levels or alter my blackness to accommodate them and their whiteness. That’s what I 
mean by “cultural responsiveness:” you adjust to my blackness and figure it out.   

At this point in my life I don’t have the energy I once did; I am racially stressed and fatigued.  
Further, I just don’t have the desire any longer. I am secure within myself and have proven 
myself enough. I have proven I can excel in a white world in white systems and I have also 
proven how exhausting and self-sacrificing it is. I’ve put my heavy shield down. It is time for 
more healing. No more shield. Instead, I will carry a torch, igniting others with consciousness, 
connection, and courage for this deeply transformational and healing work. 
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This racial autobiography makes me feel... This racial autobiography makes me 
remember... 

This racial autobiography makes me 
curious or wonder about.. 

This racial autobiography makes me feel 
gratitude for... 
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Assistant Superintendent Administrative Services, Ocean View Elementary SD, CA  

Brown and Proud to be Mother’s Daughter 
 

 In the most poverty stricken, gang infested barrio of 
Oxnard, known as the Public Housing Projects of La 
Colonia, where criminal activity, drug usage and sales 
were commonplace, I enjoyed the happiest childhood 
imaginable. In fact, I’d consider it just about perfect.  
 
Over the years, I’ve learned that it wasn’t the 
circumstances that were optimal, but rather the gift of 
perspective that formed these memories.  To share my 
racial background is to tell the story from the 
beginning. Like every good Mexican storyteller, I am 
well versed on how to make a short story long, so be 
patient, we will get to that point.  My story does not 
start with me, it starts with my mother and the 
generations before her. 
 
My mom, often judged by outsiders for being a 
disabled field worker, who didn’t complete a primary 
level education, never learned English nor learned to 
drive, but was somehow able to single-handedly raise 
four children, was actually seen as a hero by many 

and a role model for countless others. In our own little world in La Colonia, she created a 
utopian environment for her family, where faith and fairness went hand in hand.   
 
Interestingly, as a child, I never realized we were poor.  I noticed children that ran and yelled out 
“¡Paletero!…. STOP!!!” when the ice cream truck slowly rolled up the street.  I wondered if their 
moms didn’t stock the refrigerator and cabinets with sweets and homemade goodies that could 
be enjoyed at any time like we had at home.  I never understood why the satellite Public Library 
center was often empty.  I couldn’t believe that the Librarian, the most beautiful gray-haired 
White woman, would kindly allow me to walk away with a stack of 10 books, that were loaned 
for FREE, with the only expectation that I would read and return them by the due date!  Didn’t all 
the other moms teach their kids to love reading?  I was even more curious to think that maybe 
some kids did like to read but if they didn’t get books at the library, then where would they get 
them?  The idea of wasting money on buying a book seemed ridiculous and although I had 
never been to one, I wondered how bookstores even stayed in business.  I saw moms who 
walked their kids to school and waited for them outside.  I wondered if those moms didn’t have 
chores at home, didn’t trust their kids to behave on their own or simply didn’t want them to have 
fun at the park on their way home.  I’d often walk home alone as drug deals were taking place, 
gang members were preparing for something devious and couples making out at the park, but it 
was my norm.  I never felt unsafe, so I was numb to all those things.  I remember my mom 
taking me to school the first day of kinder through third grade.  She would politely introduce 
herself in Spanish to my White teachers who only spoke English, telling them she trusted them 
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to do the right thing and if I ever got out of line or was ever disrespectful, they had her 
permission to pull my ear, yank my long beautiful braid or give me a good spanking.  As the 
teachers smiled and nodded without fully understanding her, I secretly knew she was lying, and 
they had no idea that my mom was capable of just about anything!  She would personally see to 
it that if anyone ever hurt me, including my teachers, she’d take care of them ten times over.  
She had high expectations for us to treat everyone with respect, but teachers held the highest 
regard. I’ve often heard teachers get upset when children call them Maestra (Spanish word for 
teacher), rather than by their name. But in our culture, the title is a sign of reverence and 
respect for a noble profession.       
 
Every school day in Kinder through 3rd grade, I could count on our afternoon bonding ritual. 
Each afternoon, I sat in a chair next to my mother, under the window on the west side of our 
little home in the Public Housing Projects.   She combed through my long thick black hair, she 
sang, told me stories, or simply worked her fingers quietly as she ensured that my head was 
free of lice and nits.  Between the warmth of the afternoon sun and her cozy lap, these moments 
felt magical.  I asked her why she simply didn’t cut my hair off.  She explained that I had such a 
sweet personality, my blood was like a magnet for lice, mosquitoes, fleas and really, it wasn’t 
that bad.  After all, my issue was only a problem on school days because during weekends or 
breaks, I seemed to have no lice! I never complained because I got to nap on my mom’s lap 
practically every afternoon from Kinder through 3rd grade.  My mom was determined to make 
sure I maintained my long, beautiful black braid clear of any lice or nits.   
 
I also saw the kids who had two parents at home, but I wasn’t envious as some of them lived 
with Dads who were alcoholics or physically and mentally abusive to their spouses and kids.  I 
don’t recall missing my own father who was mostly absent.  On the contrary, I saw that my mom 
was happy with or without him.  Although in her previous relationship, my mom was a victim of 
severe domestic abuse, when she met my dad later in life, she found him to be smart, 
handsome, and kind.  The trouble was that he wouldn’t commit to us over the other family he 
had created with a wife and 5 other kids.  As a child, it didn’t occur to me that his other family 
was trying to navigate through their own struggles.  As a single parent, my mom mastered the 
art of managing multiple personalities.  She was kind, yet firm.  Sometimes she was the mom, 
sometimes she was the dad.  The bottom line was that she called the shots, and we were never 
allowed to disrespect her by questioning her decisions.  Although I never heard her say it 
growing up, I was sure of my mom’s love for us and confident that from heaven, she continues 
to protect us at all times.  
 
My siblings and I, with our neatly combed hair, and crisp clean clothes that were ironed to 
perfection, often hung out with the “homies”.  The homies took great pride in their own dress, 
often wearing heavy Pendleton shirts, thick khaki pants, bandanas, and super dark sunglasses.  
No matter what the weather, they always seemed to wear the same clothes… I wondered if they 
weren’t sweaty under all those thick layers… it was like a uniform!  Their clothes were also 
nicely pressed, so I imagined they must have a mom who probably ironed for them at night, 
while smoking a cigarette and listening to records from the console or watching a telenovela, 
like mine did. My mom made sure that her four kids had 5 good outfits, one for each school day.  
With one good pair of shoes and a nice jacket, it felt like we were always ready for anything! My 
mom would say it was fine to be friends and hangout with all types of people, but we had to 
dress up each time because she made it clear we’d always be judged by our appearance.  I 
understand now, she was trying to prepare us to enter a world where we had to learn to 
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assimilate in order to access other opportunities.  To this day, I have close friendships with so 
many people from my old neighborhood, it truly warms my heart to reminisce with them on what 
were such happy times. 
 
As we’d ride through the city for a few hours to get to an appointment or over to the “good side” 
of town for whatever random purchase, I recall looking out the window and closely observing 
other families walking down the street.  I wondered if they ever enjoyed a full day on the city bus 
with their family to go buy the American groceries that were not available at the nearby tiendita.  
I’d see White people shopping and working at the big supermarkets, but never on the bus or 
walking down the street.  White students were bused to our school, but I never saw them 
outside of class. I figured they all probably lived by the beach, the part of town where we never 
went. Even as a little girl, I was able to see the differences due to race and socio-economics. 
 
Growing up on the East side of the railroad tracks, meant you could live and prosper in your 
safe little world.  Here, you could find comfort in the sounds of mariachi music, oldie songs or 
Michael Jackson tunes that you could hear booming from people’s homes, especially on the 
weekends when everyone started their day with chores and turned the music up!  In Colonia, 
you could be transported back to Mexico through the taste of the delicious meals prepared by 
generous neighbors.  Food was shared on the nicest plates or good Tupperware containers that 
were never expected to be returned and in turn, we’d do the same for others.  We never had 
two dishes that matched in our cupboards and to me that meant that we were so fortunate to 
have shared so much with our neighbors and friends.  This was the system of gratitude.  Writing 
thank you cards was a foreign and unfamiliar concept, at least until I became an adult and 
realized that it was an expectation in the White world. I remember admiring the well-kept little 
gardens in Colonia, that were filled with sweet smelling jasmines, blooming roses and elegant 
calla lilies.  There was the crisp scent of freshly cut grass or the aroma of the many herbs we 
grew for tummy aches, muscle pain, cough, and every other ailment.  I was surrounded by the 
melodic sounds of my native language and although we only spoke in Spanish at home, I 
quickly learned English.  I loved that I was the darkest in my family because my olive colored 
skin was just like that of our beloved Virgen de Guadalupe.  My mother made me feel as if my 
darker tone was simply exquisite, she said other people had to pay to have my skin color!  It 
seemed that fair skinned people went from white to red, but never enjoyed the golden variations 
I saw in my own skin. 
 
In the late 1970’s and early 1980’s, we were living in the days of mandated desegregation in the 
Oxnard School District.  Students from the “good side” of town, were bussed into Colonia for 
Kinder through 3rd grade.  My neighborhood school welcomed White students and Black 
students.  Although they were clearly of a different race, we seemed to have more in common 
than differences and they were all so friendly.  The differences I saw were related to economics.  
I thought these were super rich kids, because they brought things like Capri Sun drink pouches 
and all sat in the same table, eating strange things like fruit roll ups and pretzels with string 
cheese from their cool metal lunch boxes.  In 4th-6th grade, the roles changed.  Kids from 
Colonia were bused across the tracks into the Northside.  We were in a type of cohort, so in 
reality not much changed.  My mom couldn’t walk me to the first day of school anymore, but she 
always made sure I got on the right bus route the first morning.  My teachers and principal were 
still White, and although I would hear White kids talking about surfing, Cabbage Patch Kids and 
their new Trapper Keeper notebooks, I thought it was a matter of wealth, not race and 

http://www.ticiess.com/


 
 

18 © Dirt Path Publishing 2020 
For more information visit Tici’ess, Inc.at www.ticiess.com 

Cultivating Conscious, Connected, & Courageous Leaders™ 
 

somehow, I didn’t feel like I had any less.  I had all I needed, and I was a happy kid, until 
everything changed in Jr. High. 
 
During eighth grade, I nervously entered the GATE program, a self-contained setting designed 
to serve students through the Gifted and Talented Education program.  This class of 30 kids had 
last names like Hernandez, but they certainly did not identify as Hispanic.  No one else lived in 
Colonia.  Some students had parents that spoke Spanish, but the students did not or maybe 
they did but wouldn’t admit to it.  Students talked about computers they had at home, yet I had 
no idea how to turn on the Commodore 64 I was supposed to use to create a program 
sequence at school.  These kids wore contact lenses and although I had terrible vision and 
every day I carefully placed my glasses in my backpack, I never, ever, not once, put them on in 
class.  I was worried kids would make fun of me because it was clearly the type of large plastic 
frame that just screamed “Medi-Cal paid for these!” I couldn’t see the board without my glasses.  
I couldn’t keep up with the Math that they had been doing for years.  I couldn’t understand what 
the teacher meant when she talked about seeing the ruins in China in the summer or visiting 
museums to see original pieces by Andy Warhol or Leonardo da Vinci on weekends and breaks.  
I couldn’t participate in after school activities, where kids would meet at someone else’s house 
to do group work.  Participating in a sport team would never be an option.  My school projects 
were completed with whatever I could gather at home, whereas others had professionally 
created displays.  Although I had the intellectual capacity to be in the GATE program, the kids 
who called me a dumb Mexican or told me to go back to the projects where I came from, made 
me realize that all along, these differences had been present and I had been oblivious to it all.  I 
had grown up, sheltered in a blissful, yet dysfunctional world.  Praise God, I had the resiliency to 
take on those racial insults as challenges to prove those kids wrong.  Many times, I was 
tempted to go back to my old schedule of classes with the people I knew, but suddenly, I felt I 
wouldn’t belong there either.  I wasn’t like the homies who were always kind to me but smoked 
weed during lunch.  I didn’t have the skill, or the good tennis shoes, to be like the athletes.  I 
wasn’t like the cheerleaders, who would openly talk about subjects that were unmentionable in 
my home.  I wasn’t like the newcomers from Mexico, who didn’t speak English.  I was certainly 
not like the GATE kids who were mean to me.  I knew I deserved to be in the class just like 
them and although I felt like there wasn’t anyone really like me at school, I found comfort in my 
mother’s embrace and in the peace of our home and was able to excel throughout the grades.  
 
During this time and into high school, we continued to take our yearly visits to Michoacán, 
Mexico.  I was lucky enough to have my maternal grandparents, nearly 60 first cousins and 
many other friends and extended family on my mom’s side.  Still, I knew I was not like them 
either.  Of my siblings, I was the only one born in the United States. I noticed that some family 
members would call me pocha, a derogatory term for those that are born or raised in the United 
States, but not considered to be truly Mexican.  I felt I needed some kind of label so that I’d 
know where I belonged...  I thought- how can I be an American if I’m not White?  I’m not 
Mexican because I wasn’t born there.  I’m not a Chicana because I wasn’t around to be a part of 
the Civil Rights movement.  I desperately wanted to stay connected to my roots and traditions, 
yet I wanted to embrace the American ways, even if America was not ready to embrace me in 
return.  Identifying myself as a Mexican American seemed just right.  
 
I don’t know if my four siblings and I were ever told that we were not good enough or that 
college was not meant for people like us.  I don’t remember feeling like the odds were always 
against us and that we were at high-risk for becoming another statistic.  I did not know I was 
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poor.  I did not know that to prosper, I was expected to abandon my culture, my language and 
traditions. It feels odd to think that family, friends and many others in similar circumstances 
heard these discouraging comments all the time.  So, I wonder, if we ever heard that, we may 
have just assumed the comments were directed at someone else.  Similar to my perception that 
other people had grown up poor, it may be that we didn’t realize those damaging comments 
were directed at us all along the way. 
 
I thank God, above else, for granting me the greatest gift of being raised by a woman convinced 
of her purpose and determined to make a difference for her kids and for many others and has 
shaped who I am today and who I strive to become. She was an advocate for those who felt 
they did not have a voice of their own and thanks to her, I have the ability to speak up, in two 
languages for those who are still searching for their own voice or those who simply cannot 
speak their truth.    
 
This is not the end of my racial biography, I’m still getting there.  It is simply the beginning 
chapter of a story that will continue with the generations to come.  I pray that my mom smile 
down upon us and I be granted the grace to help and inspire others to be good citizens and 
humble servants. 
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This racial autobiography makes me feel... This racial autobiography makes me 
remember... 

This racial autobiography makes me 
curious or wonder about.. 

This racial autobiography makes me feel 
gratitude for... 
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Substitute Teacher - Elk Grove Unified School District, CA 

8 Years in Education 

 
It has been said that the work we do to heal our own 
traumas is actually us working to dismantle the trauma 
of as many as seven generations of our ancestors, but 
how can I heal for them when I have no clue who they 
were or what they went through? As a result of 
experiences like assimilation, immigrating with false 
papers, and losing everything in the dust bowl, I have 
largely lost reliable connections to and narratives from 
more than three generations back. Like most white 
people in America, I can rely on family’s spoken 
history to get some idea of a cultural identity (British, 
Polish/Russian/Ukrainian, German, and Spanish, in 
case you’re wondering). Like ALL white people born in 
the US though, I don’t feel the need to identify -nor do 
I have an experience of others identifying me- as 
anything other than that.  
 
I was incredibly fortunate to grow up in one of the 
most statistically diverse places in the US, 
Sacramento county. The first time I remember being 
aware of difference was in third grade at Merryhill 
Elementary. My friend’s mom had a very thick 
Vietnamese accent and one day she was trying to 

invite me to Ann’s birthday party. I remember having to ask her to repeat herself multiple times, 
feeling frustrated and embarrassed that I had to ask her to continue to rephrase the question. 
The part most clear in my memory was the sweet resignation with which she treated the 
situation, as if this was nothing new. She could do it all day if she needed to, anything to make 
her baby girl’s birthday special. I remember this as the first time I started to imagine what it 
might be like to be “other”-ed in such a demonstrable way, but it would be years before I made 
any true connection between our communication barrier and the racial identity of us both.  
 
Compared to many Americans, my (conscious) relationship with race is fairly new. It wasn’t until 
college that I started to realize how differently my young friends and I had seen and experienced 
the diversity of our home region and that my whiteness protected me from needing to think 
about that fact. I can still beat myself up over that ignorance at times, but I know that is about as 
useful as the ignorance itself. Moving forward I know the best I can do is to learn about equity, 
do the work, and remember that I will never know it all.  
 
Growing up, I was told stories about my grandfather’s family who escaped from Eastern Europe 
on the cusp of rising Anti-Semitism using a deceased man’s visa. I was told about my 
grandmother assimilating whole-heartedly in part as a response to my Spaniard great-
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grandfather’s inability to pick up English, even after being in the country for decades. I heard 
stories of another Great-Grandfather being surrendered to a British orphanage at the age of one 
because his family was so large, they could not care for all the children and had to give one up 
to ease the financial burden. I heard about my father’s mother’s family migrating to California 
from Missouri as a result of the one-two punch dealt by rural life during the Great Depression 
and Dust Bowl.  
 
Growing up, I was also told I didn’t need to be concerned about family history. I was an upper 
middle-class white girl from the suburbs and that identity seemed to matter more than the fact 
that I descended from series of survivors who used strengths and connections to intertwine their 
family trees and provide me roots to grow. In many ways I am lucky, not the least of which is 
that I know as much as I do now about the journeys it took generations of ancestors to get our 
stories to a point where I can sit at a keyboard and sift through complexities I could never 
imagine experiencing myself. A couple years ago, I started researching the lives (on paper at 
least) of those who came before me; stories have been disproven, rewritten, and reimagined in 
my consciousness. In doing so I have found that the deeper my understanding of my own 
history and a more complete empathy for others’ stories as well.    
 
While I’ve been able to piece together my familial stories, I don’t think I was ever explicitly 
taught about race in my home. I do remember receiving implicit messages throughout my life 
from my father, who worked in corrections (I can spend years unpacking that one, but, I 
digress). He consistently used race as a part of someone’s identifiers when brought up in 
conversation. for example, “there were two African American girls, a white guy, and an Asian 
man at the park today.”   
 
As a student, while I was lucky to be raised in a region filled with people from many cultural 
backgrounds like Elk Grove, the “color blind” narrative was strong in my town. By and large it 
still thrives because the educational leadership hasn’t really changed since then. As frustrated 
as I get with those in charge, my own journey out of color blindness is really only about 10 years 
old, a journey of constant unlearning that feels like the more I do, the more I realize I have left to 
do. I am constantly reminding myself to check in with how consciously I’m moving through our 
world and how awake I’m working to be. My job is to learn as much as I can, apply it as often as 
I can, and work to model it for others in the communities I inhabit and work in. 
 
The primary site where I work at has only about forty-eight students (out of nine hundred and 
five) who share my racial identity, 5% of our student population. In contrast, I’d say 66% of our 
classroom teachers, counselors, and admin are either white or assumed white by students. 
While my heart is in Title 1 schools, I go many places in the district for my job as a substitute 
teacher and it is clear that the schools with less diversity and higher socio-economics have 
things we do not that support the students the have enrolled; things like buses, more mental 
health services, PTAs and booster clubs…. And the reasons behind these inequities change 
depending on who you’re speaking with. What no leader or elected official from the district level 
mentions, though? Race and how our society perpetuates it.  
 
We don’t speak of the historic redlining and gentrification trends in Sacramento; we don’t talk 
about our homeless population, incarceration rates, shortage of affordable housing, and lack of 
well-qualified educators, all disproportionately hitting communities of color by the way. We talk 
about how no one on the ground in these schools connects with the district leaders to tell them. 
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Instead, we talk about the money it took to rebuild the science wing that was burnt down when 
arsonists came through our school two years ago. We talk about vandalism and fights, the 
disrespect from the students, about the fact that the longest any of our administration have been 
at the site is three or four years… but never the fact that this school, our school is failing our 
students. Do I think the failure is conscious on the part of our policy makers? No. Does that 
excuse them from the responsibility to more closely examine how we are serving this population 
(socioeconomically disadvantaged, racially diverse, high concentration of English learners) 
specifically? Also no. Moreover, how can we best tackle this as advocates for our students if we 
are busy triaging the basic needs that are not met in the community such as lack of appropriate 
outdoor space, major disparities in mental health services and support compared to more 
affluent neighborhoods and schools, living in a food desert, inadequate public transit, among 
others. How can we push for progress on the campus when it feels like our hands are tied 
because we are up against historic disparities faced by communities just like the one we serve 
for as long as the US has existed?  
 
The hardest thing in my journey of racial consciousness so far is finding my voice as an ally, 
especially as an ally for my students. As a future English teacher, I have already started to 
amass books in my “class library to be” featuring diverse characters, written by authors of all 
races, nationalities, genders, orientations, and ages. I ask questions, do research, take classes, 
and listen to opinions unlike (or better formed) than mine. This does not mean though, that I am 
comfortable calling it out when I see injustice, aggressions, or microaggressions being carried 
out in real time.  
 
One specific example I continually revisit is when a teacher on our campus assigned a 
“research” paper to her classes about how The United States of America is the best country to 
live in. Mind you, the students in our school are on the low end of our poverty scale, some are 
new arrivals to the country, some have incarcerated or deported family members, and some are 
even at risk for deportation themselves. Many of our kids have viable reasons for how living in 
the US is not ideal for them and their families with no way to communicate those reasons. 
 
To this day I get flush thinking about how she lectured our learners that anyone can be 
president now that we had Obama (this was during the 2016 election cycle, by the way... which 
was a hard one to teach through already). Having already heard from multiple students in the 
class that they were having a hard time buying into the exercise and how little evidence they 
found believable so far, I ended up muttering about having a lot of opportunity to work for free 
for my passions, which isn’t the most glowing recommendation of a developed nation if you 
think about it. It was then that I got a good look at what white people as a whole must look like 
to others, privileged enough to be blind to obstacles in the way of people who don’t look like us, 
haughty enough to assume that because we don’t see them they don’t exist, and oblivious 
enough to not realize what an active role we each play in the system that puts them there.  
 
I guess for now I will leave it here. I feel like I could have done a better job speaking to my race 
specifically, but I’m still learning to delineate how it shapes my experiences - being a member of 
the dominant culture has a lot of privileges, awareness is not one of them. For now, I claim the 
identity of Laura Pilar Delight, named after two women strong enough to cross oceans and 
continents to change the world for their progeny, an educator who is always learning, trying to 
grow, and committing to do better each day for the young people in my life.  
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This racial autobiography makes me feel... This racial autobiography makes me 
remember... 

This racial autobiography makes me 
curious or wonder about.. 

This racial autobiography makes me feel 
gratitude for... 
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Chief Executive Officer, Partners in School Innovation, CA 

10 Years in Education 

 
I AM FROM  
 
I am from words sung in songs, whispered in 
prayers or yelled in anger, 
From stories that cast me as wrong and the other 
as true and right and good.  
From wondering who wrote these rules, and 
when was my turn at the pen. 
  
I am from sudden showers booming bright in the 
darkest of nights, 
From thunder echoed in the breast and rain that 
flows left to right more than it falls,  
Like the rivers I read about but had yet never 
seen. 
  
I am from music and movement forever paired, 
the sway and bump of soul and pop 
From blues wrested out of the Delta, like many of us, only able to be fully formed  
Far away from the sinful southern soil that birthed us. 
  
I am from a black pregnant mother running steps ahead of snarling police dogs,  
Holding her belly with one hand and a Molotov cocktail in the other. 
Fearless for herself, but terrified for me, yet unable to stay away from the struggle for her 
dignity. 
  
I am from questions, whispered in lemon fresh pews about bejeweled ministers who 
Convert more than our souls while a white gilded god smiles a blissful, yet uncomfortably sad 
smile, 
Who but preachers taught rappers the power of bling. 
 
I am from 6, being the 5th, in the Black Brady Bunch,  
From the dun dun dun--- of the bionic man’s gait, running from trouble, and into trouble,  
Hearing “there ain’t but one boat and all yall’s in it.” 
 
I am from sudden fever spells, forehead running so hot 
That only the cool touch of Mama’s chest can dispel 
As she whispered the words from Agatha Christie book in her hand. 
 
I am from gunshots cracking from a passing car, five booms then squealing tires, 
From the window behind my head bearing four wounds, two on the right, 2 on left, 
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Me wondering where the third bullet went? Did He stop it, for me? 
 
I am from the cold, the winter Hauk that blows so fierce it slips 
Through layers like the best second story man to steal away your breath,  
Your heat, and for some, their futures.  
  
I am from apartments heated with our bodies and dangerously, the stove,  
From windows encased in plastic, all of us clustered against the cold,  
And thankful for the sugar sandwiches, all that’s left at the end of the month 
  
I am from roller disco skating in pants that melted rather than tore,  
From Black Gangsta disciples who fed and protected, not robbed and killed,  
From a time when banding together on one side of the street against the other made strange 
sense. 
  
I am from rage as one of the parade of punks, dragged my mother by her hair in the snow, 
From the pleading glint in her swollen eyes as she looked past him to me,  
Stopping me in my tracks, the coke bottle slipping from my wet fingers.  
 
I am from hope cried as blistering cold tears froze on my face,  
From lugging gallons of milk up 12 flights of piss-smelling stairs, pausing every 8,  
Knowing in my soul that this was a place where dreams died rather than soared. 
  
I am from Mr. Canepa who when he heard us curse, responded with curses of his own  
That far from stoking angering, sent us scurrying to the dictionary  
To learn what the hell ‘star spangled, diamond studded germ infesting hunk of carrion’ meant.  
  
I am from teachers who could saw through me to the man I would one day be,  
From the commitment of many voices who see past difference to the core of all of us. 
From silent, invisible, unknowable kindnesses done every day to move barriers between one 
black boy and the path to his dreams.   
 

  

http://www.ticiess.com/


 
 

27 © Dirt Path Publishing 2020 
For more information visit Tici’ess, Inc.at www.ticiess.com 

Cultivating Conscious, Connected, & Courageous Leaders™ 
 

 

This racial autobiography makes me feel... This racial autobiography makes me 
remember... 

This racial autobiography makes me 
curious or wonder about.. 

This racial autobiography makes me feel 
gratitude for... 

http://www.ticiess.com/


 
 

28 © Dirt Path Publishing 2020 
For more information visit Tici’ess, Inc.at www.ticiess.com 

Cultivating Conscious, Connected, & Courageous Leaders™ 
 

Director of Human Resources 

San Luis Coastal Unified School District  

31 Years in Education 

 
It’s very painful for me to write this autobiography. My 
youth was white privilege on steroids. I was the first 
child born to my familial generation. There would be 2 
siblings and 5 cousins to come, but I was the first, and 
therefore, I was special and incredibly well-loved. 
 
We lived in a home that was given to my father from 
his mother.  The home had a 180-degree view of 
Pasadena and overlooked the Rose Bowl. My father 
grew up as the only child of a wealthy older 
couple.  His father founded Union Bank but sadly 
passed away when my father was 15. I never really 
knew these grandparents. My father was an 
accomplished pianist and was accepted at Juilliard but 
decided to go to the naval academy.  Today, he is an 
attorney still working at age 80 - a workaholic that I 

now realize will never slow down until he’s forced to.   
 
My mom stayed home until the 3 of us children were out of the house. I attended an elite private 
school from K-12 where the tuition is currently $27,500 to attend kindergarten according to their 
website. Our leisure time was spent at the Valley Hunt Club (VHC) - a members only club which 
started the Rose parade. According to an LA Times article from 2014 there was only one black 
couple in the membership out of 1000 members. There were no members who were persons of 
color during the time I grew up there. My father was very into the Opera and was on the board 
of the Metropolitan Opera and I attended my first one at the age of 3, contently sitting through 
the whole thing.   
 
When my parents divorced when I was 11, I frequently attended various Opera gala events as 
my father’s date in different major cities where there was seldom anyone in attendance under 
the age of 40. At the age of 18, my father talked about me being a debutante at various cities 
around the world. We argued about how many of these silly “coming out charades” I would 
submit to, and I finally agreed to one at the Valley Hunt Club where I had grown up. Not being 
overly excited about the whole thing, my stepmother sent out all the invitations and picked out 
my dress because there was an obvious lack of interest on my part. 
 
Growing up I had two different experiences interacting with people of color:  1) There 
were people of color who provided services.  We had several women who cleaned our home, 
gardeners who came a couple times a week, and those who worked at the VHC. All these 
people of color were treated with much respect and kindness by my family and the other white 
families I knew but they never sat at the table beside us. We had our places and they had 
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theirs, very much like Downton Abbey. 2) The other experiences were with my fellow 
classmates at our private school. Although there were only 60 in our graduating class, probably 
15-20 were persons of color (mostly Asian, a few black, Hispanic…).  They all came from 
privilege too and I never noticed race. All of us were taught in school to be friends and go out 
and change the world.  
 
My husband and I grew up in these two worlds of experience together.  He also went to the 
same private school from K-12. His father also went to the naval academy, his mother never 
worked, and they were members of the Valley Hunt Club. However, unlike me being the first 
child of my generation, he was definitely the baby. His parents were closer in age to my 
grandparents and he had two brothers 18 and 21 years older than he was. His parents grew up 
in wealthy homes in West Virginia and Maryland. His dad served in WWII. They moved 23 times 
before he was born, finally settling in California upon retirement from the navy and the birth of 
my husband.   
 
His parents were beloved at the VHC by the staff where they made a huge effort to strike up 
conversations, ask them about their children, etc. My mother-in-law would say to me that she 
was not prejudiced; she was “raised by blacks and she always had a good black person waiting 
on her.”  She had no idea that her comments were offensive, and I tried unsuccessfully over 30 
years to try and help her see that to no avail. She was a leader in the Colonial Dames (those 
with lineage back to the colonies) and got my father to sign me up for the group where I refused 
to participate or pay dues. (He continued to pay them until he realized that it was of no use.)   
When they went to sell their house, a beautiful African American family came to view it and they 
considered taking it off the market. I refused to have dinner with them and told them why. 
 
We started dating when I was 15. Neither of us seemed to fit in the world we were raised in. 
Although we didn’t talk about it, we both found the white world of privilege confining and 
stuffy. We were both quiet and had a couple of friends that weren’t the stereotypical prep school 
students. We understood each other's world, could participate in it, but wanted so much 
more.  For that reason, I chose the field of education. I wanted everyone to sit at my table. 
 
Our second year of marriage, we moved to Bakersfield where the students were predominantly 
low income and a mixture of white and Hispanic. It was my first up close experience with 
poverty. I’d never seen a fight in school before, drugs, guns, gangs (Colonia 13), illiteracy. I was 
shocked to learn that some Mexicans were prejudiced against other Mexicans based on when 
you came to the country. I asked the students why they were integrated and kind in the 
classroom and then separated in the yard. They explained that that was just the way it was. I 
loved the students I taught, but their life experiences were so foreign to me. It was a great life 
changing time and one that opened up new and different worlds for me. I got to know the 
families and invited the students to my house to open up their world to mine and attended 
quinceaneras, funerals, events in their lives. I realized that I wanted to be part of everyone’s 
table and I wanted them to be part of mine - all the worlds around me. 
 
After 8 years we moved to the central coast where I was selected to be a principal of a K-2 
school of 500 students. After a five-year struggle to have children and 15 years into our 
marriage, our daughter was born. By this time, my husband and I had done extensive traveling, 
staying in peoples’ homes when possible, getting to know the world and all its differences. 
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We made a conscious effort to expose our daughter to worlds that we never knew growing 
up. At 12 weeks, I enrolled our daughter in a low-income Spanish speaking infant care where 
she learned “Mas” as one of her first words. By the way, our daughter has striking red hair, 
hazel eyes, and extremely pale skin. We enrolled her in a dual immersion school (Spanish) on 
the far side of town - driving an extra 30 minutes every morning so she could be part of more 
than just one world. She grew up around people of color and a variety of income levels.  Most of 
her best friends are people of color. She thought her best friend’s grandma Tita was her 
grandma too. In elementary school, her best friends were Daniella whose parents lived in a 
1000 square foot home north of town with 4 children, Emily, and Sofia. Despite the very different 
socioeconomic levels of our families we discovered that friendship can transcend these 
differences. We spent lots of time at each other's homes learning each other’s cultures. We 
both wanted to sit at each other’s tables. 
 
Experiences we’ve spent together with these families: 

• Halloween party 
• Yesenia 
• Elma’s wedding 
• Dinner at our house - roosters, immigration 
• Chicken as a gift 
• Visit to SLO 
• Credit issues 

 
My daughter goes freely between worlds. She spends summers in Pasadena attending VHC 
tennis - swim camp and befriended what I am sure was the only African American 
child. Traveled through Costa Rica with them.  Her best friend at SLOHS she met trying out for 
golf - Ella from Ireland. I pictured someone who looked like her and was pleased to see that Ella 
sports a beautiful “fro” because her father is an African American from New Jersey.  
 
Unlike her dual immersion school, SLOHS is very segregated. My daughter has found her world 
in the drama department where her friends are transgender students, all races, sexualities… but 
her dream is to be an Opera star. 
 
Now, personally and professionally, I’m a lot more aware of race. I’m not always sure it’s a good 
thing. I’m self-conscious in a way that makes me hesitate. However, that self-consciousness 
does make me more careful and understanding of advantages growing up with white privilege. I 
have been nervous to tell this story for fear of being judged.  I hide it to be accepted in 
education. Remember, how I grew up is not who I am. I don’t fit into any world, but I fit into 
them all. My hope is that we will all strive to sit at the same table. 
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Assistant Principal 

14 Years in Education. 7 Years as An Administrator  

 

I Am Chris 
My Racial Autobiography 

 

Yo soy Chris, 
perdido en un mundo de confusión:  

I am Chris, lost in a world of confusion.  
 

This are the words of Rodolfo “Corky” Gonzales in his epic 
poem, “I am Joaquin.” The words are an embodiment of 
how I feel at times. “I am Joaquin” speaks of the struggles 
that the Chicano people have faced in trying to achieve 
economic justice and equal rights in the U.S., as well as 
finding an identity while being part of a hybrid mestizo 
society. His poem captures the struggle of Chicanos trying 
to assimilate to the American culture while at the same 
time keeping some semblance of our culture intact. The 
struggle of belonging to American society and keeping our 
roots alive is all too real.  

 

America, home of the brave 

Being born in the United States,  
I am automatically a citizen.  

“I am an American.”  
But according to society, I’m “too” Mexican to be American.  

My complexion is too dark to be American.  
My dark hair and dark eyes are too Mexican to be American.  

I’m Mexican; therefore, I can’t be American. 
 I didn’t learn English until kindergarten  

but I picked it up relatively fast.  
My parents were firm believers in teaching my  

 siblings and I Spanish first. 
 But even so, when I stumble on a word in Spanish  

or don’t completely translate it right 
 or if my fast speaking nature gets me tongue-tied,  
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I’m looked down on.  
I would often hear “Así no se dice- That’s not how you say it“ 

It’s like “How dare I not have perfect Spanish?” 

 

Mexico, no te rajes 

When I visit Mexico, 
to my fellow family members and often cousins, 

 I am too American!  
They have this belief that because I was born and raised in the United States,  

speak English,  
and celebrate American holidays like Memorial Day, Independence Day, and Labor 

Day, 
 I am not Mexican enough.  

When I visit, my family have actually called me "gringo,"  
which I would definitely not pass as a white guy in the United States.  

 

Orale, did this just happen? 

My parents have always taught me to embrace my culture. 
 The food, dances, and music of our people are what defines us, 

 my mother and father would say.  
Be proud of where you come from.  

But as a child, this could be confusing. 
At age nine, 

 I was told that I couldn’t speak Spanish in school. 
 I was told it was disrespectful 

 and should only speak English since I lived in America. 
 At church, during my confirmation process, 

 I said “Amen” in Spanish 

 and wasn’t able to receive communion 

 until I said “Amen” in English.  
I didn’t say it, if you’re wondering. 

 As a freshman in college, I experienced culture shock.  
I was but a handful of Latinos in this institution.  

I felt lost and couldn’t relate to anyone.  
Three experiences at this school 
 taught me the value of tolerance 

 and standing up for myself using powerful words.  
Uno: Three of my friends and I attended this school, 

 only to be called gangsters by a professor during class one day 

 because we were always together.  

http://www.ticiess.com/


 
 

34 © Dirt Path Publishing 2020 
For more information visit Tici’ess, Inc.at www.ticiess.com 

Cultivating Conscious, Connected, & Courageous Leaders™ 
 

We were quiet in class 

 and he thought that it would be funny to make that joke.  
“Why didn’t he make that statement to all of the others who hung out in groups in 

class?”  
Dos: A sub professor removed my friend from 

 class for asking for a pencil and 

 stated that the real professor warned him about us. 
 I saw the sub-plans as I walked out of class. 

 “Watch out for the Mexicans in class.”  
I couldn’t believe what I had just read!   

Tres: We finally met a professor who we thought was fair.  
This professor didn’t call us gangsters or kick us out of class.  

This professor pulled us aside one day and 

 asked if we had eaten and wanted to buy us food.  
She heard that we were from Fillmore… 

 and knows how the living conditions could be.  
“What the $#@%” I won’t say the word but you know what I’m thinking.  

So we did what any teenagers would do.  
We took advantage of that situation and got free food all of the time.  

 

My Journey/Mi Viaje 

Experiences in life have made me into the person I am today.  
They have shaped my thoughts, decisions, and family upbringing.  

It has been a difficult journey. 
Sometimes, I didn’t want to speak Spanish for fear of someone lashing out at me. 

At times, I was like, the hell with it. 
Through time, 

I was able to see how significant I am to this world 

and to my Mexican American heritage. 
I speak three languages 

Spanish, English, and Street Smart. 
I am educated and use this to stand up for what is right. 

 

It’s hard being a Mexican American! But I love it! 
To my fellow Mexican Americans, be proud of who we are. 

Don’t be ashamed. 
We have the best of both worlds. 

I love that I can eat tacos, tortas, and grill up some carne asada while bumping some 
“Banda and Rancheras” and then grill up some hamburgers 

while listening to some Oldies or Old School. 
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If you say “parquear” instead of “estacionar”  
 “troca" instead of "camioneta”  

“marketa” instead of “supermercado” 

No te agüites- Don’t get sad 

Own it and Don't be ashamed. 
Or if you start a conversation in Spanish and end it in English, 

Who cares! 
The mental workout of constantly balancing two  

competing vocabularies makes it easier for bilinguals 

to process information better than others  
according to studies published in Brain and Language journals. 

 

Who Am I? 

I Am Chris 
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English Language Specialist 

15 Years in Education  

I was born to a white woman and Portuguese man 
Said to be “½ Portugee, ½ perfect” 
White had no strong characteristics/  
Portuguese had strong features 
My sister was “more Portugee” than I was.  
 
Told a joke at school that rhymed and sounded silly;  
Why was the teacher so appalled? What is a racial slur, 
anyway? 
 
Derrick home for lunch in elementary school-  
Why was there an exception made for him?   
Special privileges for blacks or could he not afford lunch?   
Were all blacks poor? 
 
First boyfriend- Didn’t notice he was brown, he acted just 
like me… 
 
Vava stays out of the sun-  
No one wants to be “a black portugee?”  
Who would make fun of her/us/ my people? Do I have “people?”   
How can members of my family judge others when we are also judged?   
Double standards abound 
 
Jessica Bueno- High school friend. Couldn’t be Mexican, she acted just like me… 
 
College life- Friends with Big trucks, big tires and a big Confederate flag.   
What does it mean to them?   
Why didn’t I ever ask?   
Was I afraid of the answer? 
 
Dated Jose Luis- He tells a racist joke to break the ice with my white family.   
He’s obviously Mexican.  Speaks Spanish, too.  
Experience my first “Big, FAT Catholic wedding” with traditional Mexican dancing and potluck 
reception.   
 
Home to meet his parents; but can’t speak their language.   
We have so many other things in common, but could this work in the long run?   
 
Back to college- No one looks different from each other.  
They all look just like me. Are they all just like me? 
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Meet and marry a white man, white baby.  White guilt... 
 
What do I do with the shame and guilt that I feel now?   
 
More questions than answers… 
Where are the answers to all these questions?  Are we the answer?  Am I the answer?   
Can I handle my new role?   
Can I make a difference? 
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Classroom Teacher & EL Specialist, San Luis Obispo Coastal School District   

10 Years in Education 

  
I grew up the youngest out of four in my family. 
Later in life I would be the middle out of 7 when 
my dad remarried.  Both of my parents are from 
the Philippines. My dad immigrated to the states 
when the US created allies with the Philippines 
during war and he was in the Navy. My mother 
was also in the military and came by the same 
way. As a child, I grew up with two identities, 
Filipina and American. I still try to balance the 
two.  Fortunately, that was also the case for most 
of my friends in Mira Mesa, where I grew up. 
Thus, it was nice we were able to grow 
together. In Mira Mesa, a town in San Diego, 
most of my friends were People of Color. In fact, 
my neighborhood had the majority as the minority 
and minority the majority. I was lucky. Mira Mesa 
is known as Manilla Mesa since most of its 
residents are Filipino like me. When I was in the 

third grade, I met my childhood best friend, Heather who was white. It was with Heather where I 
learned what a casserole was and where she learned what patis, or “fish sauce,” was from me. 
My fourth-grade teacher said our friendship would be one of the most important we had. I didn’t 
realize what she meant until I was much older.  
 
When I moved to San Luis Obispo (SLO) about eleven years ago, I never realized I lost a piece 
of my identity until I realized no one looked like me, ate liked me, or even liked the same music 
as me. I grew up with sisters and a DJ for a brother who played Biggie or Nas every morning 
and played Tribe Called Quest on weekends or when doing homework. So, when I came to 
SLO, I was in a culture shock when I found almost all people were White and didn’t listen to hip-
hop.   
 
Although I was able to teach at one of the most diverse schools in the district, I noticed teachers 
expected students to assimilate to their teaching and not assimilate to their students.  I always 
knew the best way to connect to students was through great relationships, but I wanted more 
strategies for my colleagues and myself. With most teachers being white in SLO, and me being 
the only Filipina teacher in the district, I knew there was a need for our kids of color to close an 
ever-gaping achievement gap. To have other teachers tell me I need to be the new Asian 
student’s teacher, or to hear that I need to participate in the school’s International Day because 
it’s an opportunity for me, took a lot of energy from me. These continuous microaggressions 
showed me I knew I needed something urgently for my teaching practice, my students, my 
colleagues, my community. Fortunately, I found culturally responsive pedagogy (CRP) when 
receiving my masters with an emphasis on Social Justice about a year ago. CRP allows 
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students to be their most authentic selves and their teachers to do the same, integrating 
background knowledge and personal experiences into teaching. Upon completing my program, I 
created a guidebook for teachers. When I approached the Director of Learning and 
Achievement with the guidebook and offer to facilitate training for teachers for the district, he did 
not hesitate to support next steps.  
 
As a result, I have gotten the opportunity to train about 40 staff (administrators and teachers). It 
has been a profound experience with many tears and moments of vulnerability. I have had 
many rumble conversations and some conversations where I have not been brave enough to 
follow through. As an EL specialist and CRP lead for the district, I have taught with a lens for our 
diverse, marginalized students and have realized the lack of opportunity that students have.  
 
Naturally, this has been the biggest year in equity in my career and the district. Not only have I 
been able to roll out CRP trainings to most schools in the district, I have been able to participate 
in the districts’ equity leadership team and this powerful equity institute. My views on systemic 
whiteness continue to grow into me being more aware and mindful from analyzing education to 
watching movies for my enjoyment. I have come to realize even though I am a person of color 
and a woman that has come from many struggles, everyone has gone through trauma and has 
a story to tell and that it is so important to share that story.  
 
With a current worldwide pandemic, I recognize my equity journey has just begun. For example, 
one of our staff members called the coronavirus in an all staff email the chinavirus. This was a 
rumble conversation I could not walk away from. In another instance, a year before, I was too 
scared to rumble when another staff member asked me “How many do we have of those 
anyway?” when referring to students struggling with gender. Today, there are teachers that do 
not understand why students cannot connect for virtual learning. They do not understand 
struggle. It requires so much effort and extra level of confidence to speak on behalf of a whole 
group of people. It has taken me a while to become comfortable with training teachers to be 
culturally responsive. I am not a speaker by choice, but I have loved it so far because of the 
impact that it has made. 
 
As a teacher of color and advocate for all students, I strive to be an equity leader who gives a 
voice to the unheard and marginalized… a leader who does not go quiet when something is 
wrong…. a leader who builds relational capacity with their students and colleagues. I am a 
leader who reaches out and brings them in, instead of waiting for them to come into the door. I 
gift myself grace and listen without judging. I want to make sure I’m present and that I’m able to 
vest my time and effort to build the capacity of equity. I want to continue learning, collaborating, 
and showing empathy. I want to be a resource for others. I need to be brave and know that I am 
the expert and cannot get emotional but keep my head, body full of strength.  
 
When I look back on this journey, I want to remember the good feeling of change, shifting of 
thinking, meeting people where they are. I want to remember how hard it was for some, and 
how desperate others were, like me, for change. I want to remember the love and support from 
most, and the fight we battle for everyone, not just for our students but also my own two boys.   
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Elementary Physical Education Teacher, Alaska 

15 Years in Education 

 
I knew I was different at a very young age. I attended 
the local high school girls’ basketball games with my 
family and found myself enamored with a couple of the 
players. I later came to realize that those feelings were 
my first lesbian crushes. Acting on those feelings was 
not acceptable or permissible in my very religious 
family. I wanted to be loved unconditionally, and 
accepted, so I pushed the feelings I experienced 
aside, yearning to be “normal”.  When asked if I was a 
lesbian, I starkly denied it out of shame and fear of 
rejection. I got acrylic fingernails, dated guys because 
I was “supposed” to, and was a part of conversation 
after conversation about hetero life which didn’t pertain 
to me. In my late teens, I turned to alcohol to numb the 
pain and fear of rejection, and then later as a pathway 
to acting on my feelings. I often felt lost, lonely, and 
out of place while surrounded by friends and family.  
 
That said, I had the freedom to choose when, how, 
and with whom I felt safe enough to share my sexual 
identity. This is not the case when it comes to race. I 

didn’t realize it at the time, but that in and of itself was/is privilege. Assumptions could obviously 
be made, based on my attire, haircut, or how I present myself, that I identify as a lesbian. That 
said, those observations are assumptions not a knowing. Unlike me and other members of the 
LGBTQIA community, people of color cannot deny their racial identity or pretend not to be their 
given race as the color of their skin tells a different story.   
 
My racial identity was never a focal point growing up. I was told that I was English, Irish, French, 
German, and Italian. A 23andMe test in my thirties confirmed my ethnic identity. My mother’s 
maiden name is Kelly and we celebrated St. Patrick’s Day with gusto! Green attire was required 
as were assorted Irish pins. Our day was filled with bagpipe music, Irish dancers, scones, and 
corned beef and cabbage. For 364 days of the year my ethnic identity was not at the forefront, 
but on this one day it was front and center. We honored all things Irish for 24 hours. The next 
day we went back to our daily lives never giving our heritage another thought until the next St. 
Patrick’s Day. Not once focusing on race, which was/is also privilege.  
 
That said, I was taught to be accepting of all races. The high school I attended was very 
diverse, and my friends were from a variety of racial and ethnic backgrounds. I really had no 
clue as to how rampant racism was/is in this country until I went to college in Indiana.   
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I was mortified to find KKK chapters not only existed but were thriving and mobilizing in rural 
Indiana. One of my friends told me how she was carefully watched while shopping at Walmart to 
ensure she didn’t steal. She was black. I was appalled at this revelation, but experienced it 
firsthand when we shopped together.  I had never experienced being accusingly eyed up while 
shopping or otherwise. This was the first time I realized that my life experience was much 
different than others simply because of the color of my skin.  
 
When I moved to Florida, I referred to my Black friends as African Americans. Thankfully, one 
friend kindly pulled me aside and told me it was condescending, and I should refer to her as 
Black. I had been taught that “African American” was respectful, but as we know, what you are 
taught isn’t always correct. I learned how important posing a simple question can be. I now ask 
people how they would like to be referred to regarding race in addition to asking their preferred 
pronoun. 
 
Another step in my journey occurred during a conversation about race with my brother-in-law, 
who is a black man.  I told him, “I don’t see color; just people.”  He replied, “If you don’t see 
color, then you don’t see me.” I still remember sitting in his living room soaking that in. I am 
forever simultaneously sorry, and grateful, for that moment of awareness and the ensuing 
growth which occurred.  
 
Bellamy Shoffner speaks to this and the importance of embodying our beliefs in this quote.  She 
said, “It is insufficient to only tell your children that racism and racists are bad. It is insufficient to 
simply explain “We love people of all colors.” It is lazy and near damaging to proclaim a love for 
all people but never make the leap of reaching out to people of color or adding tangible diversity 
to your life. In a world filled with empty rhetoric, our children don’t need to hear words from us 
without action. They need to see us embody the beliefs we claim to hold dear.” 
 
Working with the indigenous populations here in Kodiak has furthered my journey. The trauma 
from colonization and racism, as well as intergenerational trauma, is real, alive, and present.  A 
culturally irrelevant education and way of life was forced on the Sugpiaq, the indigenous 
peoples of Kodiak. Children were taken from their families, placed in boarding schools, and 
required to assimilate to white culture. Among other things, their heads were shaved, and they 
were not allowed to speak their native language or perform their dances. These atrocities led to 
feelings of shame, and a search for identity which continues today. Witnessing this firsthand is 
sobering and heartbreaking. It reiterated how critical it is to work at being an anti-racist, a term 
Ibram X. Kendi, the author of How to be an Antiracist, uses to refer to those who speak or act in 
ways that advance racial equity in society.  
 
Below are some questions which I have found helpful as I work at being an anti-racist.  
 
Is my space welcoming and safe for all? 
Who do my rules/procedures/norms disadvantage? How can I change them, so they no longer 
do so? 
Do I greet each student by name and pronounce their name correctly?  
Am I sharing vocabulary words in multiple languages? 
What am I doing to get to know my students and their families on a more personal level? 
Am I incorporating games/activities/lessons/dances from all cultures? 
Do all my students have a voice? And a sense of agency? 
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Am I providing my students with a wealth of opportunities to respond and setting them up for 
success when I do call on them? 
Am I providing my students with a wide range of choices? 
Am I providing opportunities for students to work in homogeneous groups in addition to 
heterogeneous groups? 
Can I recognize where/when my implicit bias is showing up? And mindfully make changes to 
overcome it? 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic has revealed many more layers of white privilege. There are striking 
racial disparities in infection and death rates. I read recently that we are all in the same storm 
but sailing different boats. Hunkering down for me as an employed teacher in remote Alaska is 
vastly different than the reality many are facing. Virtual education exposes a wealth of inequities 
from language barriers, a lack of Wi-Fi access, to simply not having a safe and quiet place to 
learn. Figuring out ways to provide an education which is accessible to all should be the focus of 
every educator right now. I found the following article very helpful in this regard. Warning: It 
contains profanity.  
 
http://culturallyresponsiveleadership.com/pandemic_ponderings/?fbclid=IwAR1L2q0mtVCQhmw
uEAbewnS3q1mNxcmqe9CXPHCChYKRFlYVEkJu_yXS7So   
 
As much as I work to understand and check my privilege, as a white woman living in a white 
supremacy culture, I will never really know how the lack of privilege feels. My skin color affords 
me privileges given to the dominant culture in America. As a lesbian, I can relate to living in a 
society whose norms don’t match my reality. It took years of therapy and work to fully accept 
myself, and finally in my early 40s, I feel free to be me.  
 
This transformation would not have happened if it weren’t for the people in my life who loved me 
unconditionally, even the parts of me I couldn’t love at the time. Those caring connections were 
my lifeline. Ultimately, we all want to be seen, heard, and loved for who we are. So, as I 
navigate through this work, I try to keep connection as the focal point of everything I do. What 
parts of myself do I need to connect with and heal? Who can I connect with to work to 
deconstruct my white privilege without retraumatizing anyone? Who are my racial healing allies, 
and how can we connect to break down barriers together? How can I connect with each one of 
my students, so they know I love them unconditionally? 
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This racial autobiography makes me feel... This racial autobiography makes me 
remember... 

This racial autobiography makes me 
curious or wonder about.. 

This racial autobiography makes me feel 
gratitude for... 
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School Innovation Partner, Partners in School Innovation, CA  

9 Years in Education 

 
I am a cis-gendered, heterosexual, white, Jewish male who was raised in 
an upper-middle class family in Bethesda, Maryland, a wealthy suburb of 
Washington, DC. Growing up in Bethesda my identity left me always in 
the majority or plurality--the area is home to many Jewish families and is 
almost exclusively white. My high school, Walt Whitman, is nicknamed 
“White man”, a reference to the overwhelmingly white student body. And, 
for that matter, the white staff. It wasn’t until junior year of college that I 
had a person of color as a professor or teacher.  
 
I spent my childhood rarely being asked to question or consider race. My 
parents explicitly taught my twin brother and I to be “colorblind.” We were 
taught not to see race, but rather to only interact with others as 
individuals we were never taught to look at or question the systems in 
place around us. We were aware of race and we knew we were White, 
but it didn’t really mean very much to us. We internalized the idea that 
other people were racist, and that we weren’t. As far as we understood, 

being colorblind meant that we were “good” White people and that we were always doing the 
“right” things.  
 
Nearly all the kids I grew up with were taught virtually that same thing by their parents, and so 
over time, I internalized the idea that if poorer students of color just had access to the financial 
resources of the students in my hometown, they too would succeed. I didn’t think race was part 
of the equation, because my interactions were all with people that I had been taught were 
“good” and not racist.  
 
My senior year of high school I stumbled into a role as the lobbying coordinator for the county-
wide student government, never once questioning whether I was qualified for the job or the right 
person for the role. Montgomery County has the 15th largest school district in the nation, and it’s 
culturally, racially, and socioeconomically diverse. I was tasked with coordinating the voices and 
needs of all 156,447 students to the Board. For the first time I was required to go interact with 
students from all over the county. As I began to spend time in school sites talking with student 
councils, I routinely heard students of color expressing a sense of not being valued and a clear 
feeling that expectations were lower for them than other students. It was the first time I was 
really forced to consider the role that race played for students in their schools.  
 
While I began that year to conceptualize that students of color were having different 
experiences in schools, and that race mattered in that, I didn’t really quite grasp the how 
widespread what I was hearing really was. I assumed it must be the work of a few bad apple 
teachers here and there. I wanted to do something about it, and I raised the concern to the 
Board and some Assistant Superintendents, but my urgency wasn’t really there. I was a second 
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semester senior and I wasn’t going to be around to know whether or not they actually did 
anything about it.  
 
The next fall I began college at William and Mary and experienced a major culture shock. Three 
things started happening simultaneously that started to challenge my worldview. The first is that 
I experienced negative reactions to my identity for the first time, specifically around my religion. 
People said things to me that ranged from naively insensitive to just full-on harmful. The second 
is that I began to witness a lot more acts of overt racism. I started interacting more with people 
who held the exact beliefs I had been taught were wrong and racist and bad. The third is that I 
started getting some feedback from my friends of color that some of my actions were harmful 
and that my ways of being weren’t working for them. The combination of those three things led 
to two distinct reactions in me.  
  
The first, is that I really cemented into a mindset that I’d now know to describe as White 
saviorship. I was constantly finding myself in righteous indignation in arguments, telling 
everyone who could listen why they were morally wrong and racist, I wasn’t, and how I was 
going to solve problems in schools where kids of color went by becoming a teacher and saving 
those kids. The second is that I experienced what I would now identify as White fragility for the 
first time. I took any assertion from my friends of color that my behavior was harmful as a 
personal affront and worked out for myself how it was the person giving me the feedback who 
was wrong, and not me.  
  
As I started my journey into becoming a teacher, I took a class on education policy in W&M’s 
school of education and it was my first time having a Black teacher. He started to challenge me 
to consider thinking about the systemic impact of things for the first time which helped me 
solidify two things. First, that I was going to save the black kids I was teaching from the system. 
Second, that most White people were racist (but not me!). I started teaching in Newport News, 
Virginia, and my belief in those two things was reinforced by a lot of the interactions I had with 
other staff. There was a ton of explicit bias in our building, and I found myself socially isolated 
because of it, and I saw the system working overtime to harm many of my students. 
  
I still saw myself as good and not racist, and doubled down on the idea that I was going to save 
the kids I taught by fixing the racist system and getting them more teachers that were not-racist 
and good, like me. So, after teaching for three years, I went to graduate school to learn about 
policy, and to do so in an environment that promised to explicitly talk about race and equity.  
  
In graduate school I began to really understand how systemic racism worked. I started to see 
that neutrality wasn’t really a thing, as Elie Wiesel said “neutrality always sides with the 
oppressor.” I got a LOT of feedback from my cohort-mates about how I was showing up as a 
White guy from the south. Enough that it caused me to finally have the aha that I too, was racist. 
That many of the things I thought about the world were shaped by systems that had racist 
impacts. That I had bias I wasn’t aware of (and at times was but was burying). That many of the 
things I was advocating for had racist impacts. That I hadn’t been one of the “good” White 
people, not really. It was a really hard year for me. It significantly challenged my concept of who 
I thought I was. But at the end of it, I was convinced that I was once again, one of the good 
ones. That I had eradicated the racism from me, because in my head, that was the signal my 
degree conferred upon me. I had a new job lined up at an organization that did school 
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transformation and equity work in schools, and surely, they wouldn’t have hired me if I was 
racist or did racist things, right? I felt like I had arrived as a truly non-racist person.  
  
And, voila, like clockwork, I proved how very untrue that was almost right away at my new role. I 
showed up with tremendous, harmful White fragility during the first in-house professional 
development led by our Regional Executive Director, a black woman, Tovi Scruggs. I found 
myself struggling to really name instances of racism or inequity happening at my school. I 
tended to the comfort of White folks at the expense of doing the exact work I was supposed to 
be there to be doing. I leaned away from discomfort.  
  
Over time at my organization, through continuous professional development, through consistent 
feedback, and through the courage of my colleagues challenging me, I started to shift my 
mindset. I began, slowly, to accept the idea that my equity work was never done. It was a 
continuous journey. I wouldn’t magically “arrive” at some point and that there wasn’t some “right” 
way to show up that I could follow like a checklist. I needed to be willing to hear feedback from 
anyone, anytime, on their terms, not mine. And I needed to learn to appreciate that feedback, 
take it, and start doing work on my own--without leaning on my colleagues of color to do my 
work for me.  
 
I slowly started to learn to adjust my worldview to consistently pay attention to the dynamics of 
race, culture, class, power, and gender playing out around me. And I had to accept that I was 
going to continuously screw up, because I have blind spots, and unless I am continuously doing 
work on myself, I won’t unearth them.  Which I am still grappling with. It’s been challenging to let 
go of the idea that there isn’t a “right” way for me to show up and to resist the urge to 
occasionally check out of the work, because it’s always been very easy to find spaces where I 
can do that. It’s been challenging to accept that, as much as I might wish for it to be so, my work 
will never be done. I still find myself needing to actively remind myself to lean into discomfort 
some days, because my gut reaction will be to start finding any way I can to avoid it. I am still 
missing opportunities to disrupt and dismantle inequities in the schools I work with, though I am 
starting to miss them less often. 
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Teacher, Elk Grove Unified School District, CA 

4 Years in Education 

 
As I sit down and start to write this racial 
autobiography, I realize that it could easily turn into a 
laundry list of things, mostly negative, that has 
happened to me in my life because of the color of my 
skin. And that's exactly all that it is; the color of my 
skin. How do you put into one paper the number of 
times you have been made to feel less than, the 
number of times that you have had to hold your tongue 
or your tears, or the number of times that you have 
had to ask if it's even worth it anymore to have the 
conversation of why you should be treated with not-so-
common decency.  
 
My first experiences with race and racism came early 
because you're never too young to realize there aren't 
any dolls, princesses, or TV characters on your 
favorite shows that look like you. This just led me to 
develop an active yet skewed imagination. One where 
I could be anything, I wanted but I chose to pretend to 
be less like me.  
 
As I sat in the dark and waited for the hall light to go 
off, I quietly slipped the tattered pink blanket on my 
head and tied it tightly. As soon as the light went off 
and I heard my mom go back downstairs, I sat up in 
bed and tossed the blanket over my shoulder. I was 
going through my nightly routine of playing pretend 
and imagining that my favorite blankie was the long, 
flowing hair that I saw, well, everywhere. Even in 
elementary school, I was made to feel as if my short, 

curly hair; brown skin, and thick build was something that made me less pretty and always 
struggling to fit in. I began to feel as if it was better to be white and even went as far as to call 
the other students that looked like me, “those people”.  
 
My mom put an end to that quickly and I moved to public school to get more closely acquainted 
with the fact that I was considered one of “those people.” I soon realized that to my new, much 
more brown classmates, I was not. I went from being teased for being black to being teased for 
not being black enough. I got teased for the way that I talked, the fact that I liked to read, the 
shoes that I chose to wear, and the friends from my old school that I was still trying to hang on 
to. It was at this early age, without even knowing it, that I was introduced to the subject of 
duality.  
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All through middle and high school, I learned how to live in both worlds. Navigating my 
friendships with my old private school friends; presenting as the “well-spoken token” in our 
mother-daughter book club meetings and using what society has dubbed the “white voice”. But 
also learning the ways of my new friends: trying out slang and having not a single white friend in 
sight. But these worlds clashed as I was often the only black student in many of my honors/AP 
classes and the clubs my mother forced me to participate in to be a more well-rounded student.  
 
Senior year approached and as in years before, high school teachers made it clear that they 
expected little of me and were flabbergasted at my success. I had been told that I was going to 
be on welfare or that I would never amount to anything other than a manager at K-Mart. I got 
asked to give the “African American perspective” in my AP literature class. I had a teacher 
surprised that I was talking to a friend about going to college and received an “Oh, you're 
actually smart” as they passed out progress reports. I’ve gotten questioned about the validity of 
my writing because there was no way I could have known the words that I had used. All this 
even though I was an overly involved student who participated in 2 sports, 5 clubs, school plays, 
and 2 outside community service organizations.  
 
I was just so tired of always having to fit into one stereotype or another. Until college. 
 
When I received my acceptance into Hampton University (a historically black university), I knew 
without a shadow of a doubt that was where I was going. With my acceptance coming the 
summer before I even started my senior year, you couldn't tell me nothin’. I knew that I was 
getting out and I counted down the days.  
 
Orientation week arrived and I think now about how I looked over the stadium filled with brown 
faces and it brings tears to my eyes. I had always been proud to be black, thanks to the vigilant 
teaching of my equity warrior of a mother. However, in that space, I was PROUD. Here were 
people who looked like me, just being themselves. They were both rappers and pre-med 
students; hairstylists and business majors; party promoters and accomplished writers. We were 
taught to be young black professionals in a space that nurtured who we were outside of those 
spaces as well. The true definition of duality, existing without any judgment or oppression.    
  
I still faced some challenges, as not surprisingly, most of my professors were white. However, I 
felt empowered by no longer being the “minority” and found my voice and learned to advocate 
for myself. And I believe this is where I learned the power of advocating for my students as well. 
 
And then, there was my teaching credential program/grad school. Again, at the PWI 
(Predominantly White Institution), I was the only one. The only African American person in the 
whole single subject teaching credential program. Strengthened by my experience at an HBCU 
and the knowledge that I was living my dream, I joked with my friend that I was the only 
chocolate chip in the entire cookie. But joking aside, I knew I had returned to the real world. The 
one where I always had to question if a comment was based on the color of my skin and the life 
my classmates assumed I lived. I had to reiterate that there is no novel that covers THE (insert 
ethnic group here) experience but these were depictions of AN experience. I also had to listen 
to classmates explain that having kids listen to rap was culturally proficient because it was 
“black language” and then have someone else ask what a person of color was.  
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It was also here that I realized why it had taken me so long to step into my calling as an 
educator. In a class reflection circle, I broke down in tears acknowledging that it was because in 
18 years of education, I had seen maybe 5 black teachers. In the classroom, there were very 
few times I had where I felt proud of who I was and the skin I lived in. I had never learned about 
my history or the places my ancestors, the kings and queens, came from, only slaves. I had 
never felt that anyone outside of my family was rooting for my success. And I was a good 
student!  
 
In that moment, my heart ached for all my friends who had dropped out or who had struggled 
through school, made to feel like an outsider. Making one mistake and forever having a label 
that prevented them from ever being celebrated. I knew that I could never be “that” teacher. The 
one that dealt their students out of the game that is education before they even learned how to 
play.   
 
Now, as an educated educator who also happens to be a woman of color, I still deal with issues 
of race and racism almost daily.  Each time I am confronted with these issues, I - in the words of 
the great comedian Amanda Seales - have to ask myself, “how black am I going to have to get 
today?”. Instances ranging from microaggressions to just downright wrong happen alllllll the 
time and it is mentally, emotionally, and sometimes even physically taxing. It’s my students that 
keep me going. My students, and the stories they tell me about the other teachers they 
encounter throughout the day. The stories about being made fun of in front of the class, being 
called a fat ass for their mile time, and having their ideas shut down. I know I am not perfect, but 
I want to be the teacher that I wish I had had when I was literally in their desks.   
 
Race is not something that is new to me. It’s not something that I had to rediscover through this 
or any other training. And it's sure as hell not anything I can forget about. It was a construct that 
was made specifically to keep people who look like me at a disadvantage and it is purposefully 
perpetuated hundreds of years later. And I feel that each and every day.  
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Teaching and Learning Coach, IL 

 15 Years in Education 

 

My Guilty White Identity: 

Learning to Live with Myself 

 

Introduction: 

I was lucky enough to have captured the core of 
my racial autobiography almost twenty years ago.  
In the course of that writing, I was able to define 
what became a major turning point of my life:  to 
recognize how white guilt had me paralyzed and 
the residue of ignoring it was building up in my 
psyche. 

From that point, I was set loose on a learning 
journey beyond my wildest imaginings. I have 
come to understand the simple answer to the question, “What can I do?” that accompanies most 
conversations about race between well-meaning white people is, LEARN! 

The problem of race is about us all.  It is for us to examine and it requires an active ongoing 
response that will never end. We all look through different eyes, and in order to live productive 
and peaceful lives, we need to regularly trade glasses! 

Note: This autobiography is written in collage form, including lots of memoir. All parts of this 
autobiography are completely non-fiction.  It feels dangerously personal, which I recognize is a 
part of the exercise.  

“At the root of the American Negro problem is the necessity 
 of the American white man to find a way of living 

 with the Negro in order to be able to live with himself.” 
~ James Baldwin 

We never met the Justin family. They owned our house before we bought it. They’d already 
moved to Detroit we were told, and a corporate relocation company handled all of the 
negotiations and the closing. I remember finding out some six months later that the Justin’s 
were Black. I guess it took that long for anyone to feel safe enough to tell us that. A neighbor 
mentioned it to me, in almost a whisper in one of those middle of the street conversations. “The 
Justins were a real nice colored family.” 
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I remembered thinking, “It’s 1991!  Who still says colored?”  But here she was, my average little 
fiftyish neighbor.  They’d had their house across the street built some fifteen years earlier, and 
there was an obvious nervous energy behind this disclosure.  The Justin’s had lived in our 
house for four years.   It had to have been groundbreaking. This was a stark white suburb in a 
stark white county.   

I wish I’d asked her more about it. The unspoken conclusion was that she was glad to have 
lived through it.  The neighborhood was uttering a collective sigh of relief that the colored family 
had moved away.  But she didn’t say that, and I didn’t either.   

I remember walking back into my house and pondering that conversation - how Black was this 
house?  Was something different? I remember feeling lucky. I felt like there had been some 
texture here. I liked that. I wanted to be associated with the Justin’s.  

Deep in this affluent suburb, it made me contemplate the experiences I’d had with suburban 
Chicago kids while I was a student at the University of Iowa. They seemed to have unfounded 
superior attitudes about themselves based on the fact that they were simply from Chicago.  
What I would come to find out, those with the snobbish attitudes about the, as they called us, 
“hicks from Iowa,” were the ones who never even went into Chicago, and didn’t know anything 
at all about the diverse color and texture of the city. Still, their pristine sheltered backgrounds 
had reduced them to ridiculing me. I didn’t want my sons to have pristine sheltered 
backgrounds, and always vigilantly reminded them their biggest adversity was that they didn’t 
have any adversity. This idea that my neighbors had the “adversity” of learning to live with a 
Black family piqued my curiosity, though I found it interesting that no one else ever said a word 
to me about it until probably a year later.     

We were out in the yard supervising our toddlers when my next-door neighbor, who I’ll call 
Nancy Murphy, shared the two very emotional experiences she’d had after moving in three 
years earlier. They had bought their first house, for which they had saved and saved. It was a 
dream for them to be in Naperville, getting away from the south side. She told of how she cried 
the first night they were here - tears of gratitude, and joy. It was hard for her to believe how 
lucky they were to realize this dream. She continued to tell how later, in the next day or two, a 
part of her dream cracked when she saw Mr. Justin standing in his driveway and she realized 
that they’d left their urban environment for all the promise of an affluent suburb, and their next 
door neighbors were Black. She cried that night too. She said, “I just started crying. I couldn’t 
help it.  Our property value was ruined.  We’d made a big mistake.”   

I respected her honest disclosure, but it made me very sad. What she said about their property 
value was true, even in the 90’s. The good news in my mind was that somehow, my neighbors 
had been forced to figure out a way to live with a Black family. At least they’d been forced to 
endure it. In every way, that glorious discomfort that brings change, made it harder for them to 
live with themselves.  

****** 

“Cultural racism….is like smog in the air.” ~  Beverly Daniel Tatum 
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My Iowa upbringing in the Quad Cities was far more diverse than the places I have lived as an 
adult.  While I was growing up, the population was around 300,000 in the four towns joined by 
the Mississippi River between Iowa and Illinois. The farm implement industry was anchored 
there, John Deere International Headquarters, CASE, Harvester, and Caterpillar. It was very 
blue collar, but there was also the Bix Beiderbecke Memorial Jazz Festival, three colleges, and 
symphony orchestra. It was an alive place to be.   

My mother taught at an urban high school in Davenport, Iowa from 1966-1985. There was all 
kinds of racial unrest as the civil rights movement was still reverberating through America. She 
taught English to an ethnically and socio-economically diverse student body, though she had no 
formal ideas about diversity, equity, or the fact that the Western Canon was monopolized by 
dead white men. Perhaps no white people did back then. I admire her move into that racially 
integrated school when many with her background might have made a different choice. She 
certainly and probably unconsciously benefitted from her privilege, but I do remember her 
making it very clear to my sisters and I, that racism was wrong. Today she’d be labeled as 
colorblind, and for me, then, when it was not uncommon to hear racial jokes and notice the 
subordination of people of color, I believe her willingness to work in an ethnically diverse school 
helped me to contemplate ideas I would not have otherwise had. I have always felt grateful for 
that.  

My father was probably more oblivious of his white privilege. My parents weren’t wealthy, and 
when they first moved from their upbringings in rural Nebraska, mom was at home with my 
sisters and I full time. My dad was a schoolteacher, and during that time, he also dressed 
mannequins at Sears and delivered papers in the wee hours of the morning to make ends meet.  
He didn’t talk about his childhood very much, but poverty was a big part of the picture.  He 
escaped that life and enlisted in the Navy during WWII, traveled the world and spent a tour on 
Guam as a radio man translating Morse code. I surmise now that his experience in the Navy 
exposed him to all sorts of people. He was small of stature, and I know he never would have 
talked back, in an anti-racist way to things happening around him. For sure we lived in the smog 
of cultural racism that Tatum is referring to, and for sure, my dad would follow the norms of 
privilege, avoiding conversations about race, and staying soundly in a comfortable space as a 
white male.     

As I think back, I realize the Quad Cities was very integrated both racially and economically 
compared to other parts of the Midwest. Over the years, visits back there became interesting 
reminders of the affluent bubble I live in now. In the real world there are rusty cars and vacant 
boarded houses. Not in Naperville. Driving in blighted areas I felt guilty, spoiled, and ashamed 
of my privilege. How could I have so much when others have so little? I never consciously 
wanted to isolate myself from the mix, but somehow, I knew when we moved to Naperville, that 
could happen. Sometimes I don’t think I give myself enough credit. Other times, I feel like I’ve 
been in Naperville too long. Living in a bubble can change you.   

As I explored the guilt, I tried to figure out where my sensitivity came from and realized that my 
earliest racial memories certainly laid the groundwork. These early experiences involve not an 
actual memory for me but remembering the retelling of the infamous two sentences I said, the 
first time I was around Black people. I was maybe two and half years old, a precocious very 
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talkative child with a big vocabulary for my age. Our family had moved into a new house - and 
the day the workers came to lay the sod was a big event. I sat on the cement step by the front 
door and watched these men work. There were probably eight men, and I’m sure it was 
mesmerizing for me to watch everything they did, fascinated at how completely filthy, dirty, 
sweaty, and loud they were. They were not only covered with dirt from head to toe from carrying 
the sod from the truck to the lawn, but they were also Black. I’d had little if any experience with 
Black people up to that point in my life, and the crux of the story is the one liner I uttered after 
sitting there for a while watching them work. My father tells how he came over to sit with me, 
and I announced very loudly so that they all heard me, “I don’t like dem boy’s daddy. Dey’s 
dirty!”   

It seemed my father used to delight in telling this story - that I’d always from a child’s 
perspective, assumed was very funny. I’d heard numerous audiences laugh at the fabulous 
punch line I’d delivered.  Years later the story is still interesting, but not funny.  It was never 
funny.  But it expressed my father’s prejudice, discomfort, and fear. Years later, my father would 
talk about how ashamed he felt at the time. He laughs nervously explaining that he feared one 
of the men might get angry. And knowing my father, all of 5’7” tall, I’m sure he was scared.  We 
were not wealthy people. This was not a big fancy house - but a modest bungalow, one in a row 
of probably twenty-five exactly like it, all encased in the same cultural smog of racism. 

The question I ponder to this day is, would I have made my proclamation about not liking “dem 
boys” if they’d been white?  Was it just the dirt or was it their skin color too?  They were caked in 
mud from head to toe. As I look back, I think it was all of that, impossible to separate.  Part of 
the irony of the phrase - I don’t like dem boy’s daddy. They were smelly and dirty, but they were 
different too. 

Somehow, the telling and retelling of the story as I grew up, made me self-conscious about it.  I 
thought about it more than was natural. I’d had an adult interpretation put onto a very pure 
observation popping out of my two-and-a-half-year-old brain. It revisits me for a long time. My 
guilty racial identity had germinated.   

After more carefully examining this “seed” experience, I found racial experiences stood out in 
sharp contrast to other memories, and there was a sizable list. There was the first Black family 
to attend my school when I was in the third grade, all the way up to a Mexican man I dated in 
college, and all of the experiences I had in Boston watching white people of different 
nationalities hate each other. During the years I lived in Boston, I met numerous people who 
were part of Italian/Irish marriages and had been ostracized by their families for marrying 
outside of their nationality. After pondering all these experiences, the more glaring thing I know 
for sure is that I have never been discriminated against.  Can I honestly say that?  I’ve tried to 
remember a time when I was ever treated differently, missed an opportunity or just felt 
excluded, because of things about me that are out of my control? Have I been discriminated 
against as a woman? As a white woman? As a student? As a heterosexual? A Methodist?  
Have I been discriminated against as a mom who decided that staying home full time to be with 
her toddlers was more important than a career path? Someone once said to me at a cocktail 
party, “I’d never guess you were an at-home.  You are totally put together.” If I’d ever been 
stereotyped it was then. But it wasn’t discrimination. Not even close. After thinking all the way 
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back, I return to say I have never been discriminated against.  Never.  Even when I entered the 
real work force as a woman in the early 80’s - I didn’t feel discrimination.  Sexual harassment 
was prevalent, but for me, not discrimination. 

******* 

“We don’t need an undercurrent of enmeshment with white need.” ~ Shelby Steele 

As my exploration continued, the guilt became more pronounced.  I’d always felt uncomfortable, 
but realized I got stuck.  Tatum helped me look at the dynamics of this when she suggested in 
her book, Why are All the Black Kids Sitting Together in the Cafeteria, that guilt and shame are 
common by-products of White racial identity development.  She says, 

“The common misconception is that white people feel good about being white, but that is 
not my experiences with my students. Most White people either have not thought about 
their race and so don’t feel anything, or have thought about it and feel guilt and shame.” 
(94) 

These feelings of guilt and shame are a part of the hidden costs of racism. Unfortunately, many 
Whites get stuck there, retarding further growth. And for sure, I had an experience that perfectly 
demonstrated this kind of “stuckness.”  

 

THE SHOE STORE STORY 

I was with my two young children and we walked into the shoe department lugging packages, 
this our last stop before a happy meal and a nap. Jonathan was tethered sufficiently in the 
stroller, though he strained his pudgy little legs to twist around and see what was going on.  Big 
brother Ben was very good at staying by me and offering some distraction, happy to be free of 
the stroller.  

As we approached the shoe department, a virtual maze of narrow aisles stacked deep with shoe 
boxes, and miscellaneous people trying them on, we saw a Black salesclerk. Ben immediately 
said, “I bet he's a good basketball player.” 

Hmmm…. I thought.  What’s the appropriate response to this?  I felt ashamed and 
embarrassed, though my rational secure self-assured me that the Black guy didn’t hear the 
comment and would understand if he did.  I bent down low to explain to Ben that there are Black 
people who don’t play basketball.  “He’s just like daddy.  He’s just a guy.” 

As those lines came out of my mouth, I suspected that Ben was on to me.  Obviously, this guy 
wasn’t just like daddy.  He works at this store and has black skin. That’s not like daddy.  On the 
other hand, maybe he bought it.  How much do kids process and absorb? How much prejudice 
do we teach? Are they born with sensibilities about race? Obviously - the comment Ben had 
made said a lot about the types of experiences he’d had so far in his life, spending his days with 
a guilty white mother.  Ugh……. 
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We looked and looked for brown shoes in kid’s size 8. There were lots of kids shoes and lots of 
dress shoes, but we were not seeing anything in brown. There was black, gray, two-tone, 
saddle shoes, boots, and all kinds of choices, but no regular brown shoes.   

Finally, I decided to ask the Black clerk. After explaining my dilemma, he walked over to the 
children’s shoes with us and we looked and looked. We were both about to give up when I 
blurted out at what sounded like a million decibels, “All I see is black.” 

 

Time froze. The words hung in the air like a bad smell.  I looked briefly into his eyes. 

I felt so awkward - and stupid. How could I use that type of a phrase to this black salesman?  
“All I see is black.” That’s all I said, but the way the phrase resonated, made me completely self-
conscious. 

A million things crossed my mind at that moment. I wonder if he thought I was a racist.  I wonder 
if he even noticed at all.  It wasn’t offensive, but I felt this essence. 

I’m quite sure I’m the only one that noticed. I don’t think the Black salesman batted an eye.  
Even so, I didn’t like the burden of this feeling.   

 

************ 

This story illustrates how I’d been paralyzed by guilt. I laugh now, thinking of the great scene in 
an episode of “All in the Family” where the Bunkers are entertaining Sammy Davis Jr. in their 
home. The show builds up to Davis’ climatic visit, by showing the Bunkers talking about all the 
things they shouldn’t when he arrived.  Edith rattled on and on. “Don’t talk about him being a 
Negro, or a Jew, and whatever you do, don’t mention his glass eye.” 

Of course, as he’s offering Sammy Davis some coffee, Archie says, “So Mr. Davis, do you take 
cream or sugar in your eye?” 

That’s how my comment in the shoe store felt. I felt behind and stuck. I hadn’t read any James 
Baldwin yet, so I stuffed it down even more. 

Being stuck meant I’d missed out on other things as well. Two of my closest white girlfriends are 
married to men of color. I love these guys, and in some ways, they are like brothers, but we 
have never talked about race. How could I afford to be missing the rich texture of this? It’s 
maddening as I think back on the time I’ve wasted.  

So, right around this time in my analysis, I was lucky enough to be studying James Baldwin.  
Reading his words served to wake me up, and in an essay titled, “Stranger in the Village,” 
though it was hard for me to believe, his final words served to let me off the hook.  I remember 
being moved when I read this famous passage, 

“One of the things that distinguishes Americans from other people is that no other people 
has ever been so deeply involved in the lives of Black men, and vice versa.  This fact 
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faced, with all its implications, it can be seen that the history of the American Negro 
problem is not merely shameful, it is also something of an achievement.” (175) 

Maybe the absolution I felt was so sweet, because I didn’t realize how badly I needed it. I’d 
been given a newfound sense of freedom.  Odd, the irony, that all this time, I’d been enslaved in 
another way. 

******* 

When it’s all said and done, I think back on the Justin’s and the Murphy’s. They lived in this 
neighborhood before I did. They embarked upon this “achievement”; they wrestled with race.  
Long after the Justin’s were gone, we got to know the Murphy’s and had a pleasant, congenial, 
but surface relationship with them.  We have made different life choices, and our priorities were 
different. We were still friends, and they threw great parties, kept up their lawn well, and were 
funny and generous. They fixed up their house next to us and moved away to the house they 
had built in the expansive golf community full of immense homes called White Eagle.  Who was 
surprised? They made it to their fantasy house in their dream neighborhood.   

Oddly enough, in keeping with the great contingency and subsequent irony in the events of the 
universe, my husband met Mr. Justin and his son at a children’s park district class a few years 
later in 1998.  After leaving Naperville, they’d spent some time in Detroit, and had a son our 
youngest son’s age. When they transferred back to Naperville, they too decided to build a house 
in White Eagle. 

That’s what makes America great.  We are learning to live with each other.   

I wonder about being guilty and what purpose it served.  I can honestly say that for me, I think I 
have released the guilt.  It made me shy away from that part of my life, the racial, ethnic part of 
our America, and me, which is truly the most vital and alive.  I appreciate that it had to be, it was 
a part of my identity development.  I still mourn the wasted time - time I spent escaping, afraid, 
and blind.  As an artist, how could I stay trapped out for long.  As a mother and a student, how 
could I remain afraid?  It served to keep me at a distance.  I hated to continue to feel awkward 
and ashamed during my encounters with the shoe salesmen in my life.  

My life has opened up. A heaviness that I’d carried for a long time, is gone. I feel the full weight 
of the guilt and shame only now, as it lifts.   

I was socialized as a white person in a systemically white society, and that leaves me to only 
imagine what discrimination feels like. It is a wonderful thing to recognize that and attempt to 
see past it. To know forever, that it is wrong is a beginning. To lift our voices and condemn it will 
be our achievement and we will do that together.   
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This racial autobiography makes me feel... This racial autobiography makes me 
remember... 

This racial autobiography makes me 
curious or wonder about.. 

This racial autobiography makes me feel 
gratitude for... 
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Director, Learning & Achievement, San Luis Obispo Coastal School District  
  
33 Years in Education 
 

There were 7 of us in the 60’s - Ozzie and Harriet 

Playing in the streets - baseball, football 
 
I remember Ethel helping raise us, her black arms 
wrapped around me 
 
We took her home one night 
 
Why is everyone black in this neighborhood, Ethel? 
“Richard, don’t say that….” 
 
Well, look at me, honey. But at 5, she was just Ethel  
 
I remember walking to school every day, everyone 
looked the same 
 
I don’t remember when, but I remember waking up 
 
No pledge of allegiance in fourth grade-Peg actually 
wrote me a note 
 
Passing out flyers to boycott grapes for the UFW 
 
Posing with Peg as renters for the Federal Fair Housing Office in summers 
 
No confirmation in sixth grade 
 
Me mordio el español y otra cultura en mis estudios durante la universidad-cambió mi vida  
 
The Peace Corps after college 
 
Skid Row teaching, social work really 
 
A white man in Africa, being totally ignored as I spoke to people at the grocery store 
 
Now I am called sir everywhere I go 
 
I get the senior discount without asking - and no, I don’t qualify 
 
I’m a white man in charge of equity - I wonder how we got here  
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This racial autobiography makes me feel... This racial autobiography makes me 
remember... 

This racial autobiography makes me 
curious or wonder about.. 

This racial autobiography makes me feel 
gratitude for... 
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Bay Area Regional Director, Partners in School Innovation, CA  

15 Years in Education 

I remember so clearly the day my principal came to my 
4th grade classroom. I had been at this new school for 
about 2 months and I was still adjusting. I was nervous 
when the principal asked to see me, but he had a big 
smile on his face and was kind. He spoke to me in 
English and I only understood bits and 
pieces…enough to know I was going to another 
classroom for parts of the day to learn English. He put 
a laminated piece of fluorescent yellow paper tied to a 
string around my neck. It was in the shape of a school 
bus. I had to take the bus to go to another school to 
learn English and this sign around my neck (with my 
name and where I was supposed to go) was to make 
sure I didn’t get lost. Swimming in a sea of emotions 
and confusion, I was more lost than ever.  

 
I moved from Hong Kong to California when I was 9 to start the 4th grade. I went from being at 
the top of my class to becoming a student labeled as an English Learner and not knowing how I 
fit into my new world. As a young and impressionable student, I received many messages, both 
implicit and explicit, that led me to believe that I was different, and I needed to “fix” that as soon 
as possible. I interpreted these messages to mean that I should not speak Cantonese or tell 
people that I could. It felt like I needed to distance myself from my family and culture and I 
began to act like the white majority I saw at my school, on TV... everywhere. These messages 
led me to believe that if I could act white enough, then I would be good enough to succeed. My 
mother, being an immigrant herself, did not know how to support me in the development of my 
cultural and racial identity.  Furthermore, I did not have any adults throughout my pre-college 
education to help me with this either. Left without any guidance or strategies to understand the 
implicit bias and racism I experienced; I began to shed my culture to assimilate into dominant 
white culture. I believed that if I could do all the stereotypical “American” things (e.g. run for 
class president, play sports, become homecoming queen), then I would no longer be seen as 
different. The trade-offs I made seemed like the only strategy at the time. 
 
In college, my sense of loss and confusion was almost unbearable. I craved to reconnect to my 
roots at home, in Hong Kong. I had now spent more years in the US than in Hong Kong, but the 
US didn’t feel like home. I had the privilege to spend some time with my dad in Hong Kong to 
reflect and explore my roots to feel more grounded. In addition, my access to college allowed 
me to learn and unpack through my classes, giving me the chance to understand the 
intersection more deeply between history, culture, systemic oppression and its connection to me 
and my world. I went through a time of feeling angry with the world and at myself for believing I 
had to let go of my culture and heritage to be “successful” in America. I felt sad when I realized 
that in that part of my journey, I had lost relationships and cut ties with friends and family who I 
care deeply about. This cycle of reflecting, learning, and growing, while challenging at times, 
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has helped me in who I am in this world. This “inside” work has opened deep wounds, but it has 
helped me to better understand who I am…and to trust that who I am is enough. 
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This racial autobiography makes me feel... This racial autobiography makes me 
remember... 

This racial autobiography makes me 
curious or wonder about.. 

This racial autobiography makes me feel 
gratitude for... 

http://www.ticiess.com/


 
 

68 © Dirt Path Publishing 2020 
For more information visit Tici’ess, Inc.at www.ticiess.com 

Cultivating Conscious, Connected, & Courageous Leaders™ 
 

District Partnership Director, Partners in School Innovation, CA 

15 Years in Education 

My first intense exposure to race’s role in our society came when 
I went to college in Hawaii. When I went to school in Hawaii it 
was the first time that I was specifically denied access to things 
because of my race.  There are beaches and other places on the 
island that you could not go to if you were white. There was also 
a time where we had a party at my dorm apartment and invited 
all our friends (almost entirely white) over. During the party, my 
roommate who is the least aggressive or imposing person ever 
ended up getting punched by our neighbor who was Hawaiian, 
as were all his roommates. I ended up going over there and 
spent the rest of the night hanging out with them in their 
apartment sharing food and stories. I think sometimes we don’t 
realize how large a wake our white privilege creates, and we did 
not enter that space cognizant of the other communities we 

would be impacting and how to interact with those cultures. In Hawaiian culture everyone 
shares with each other and the history of white people in Hawaii is one of take, take, take and 
we in throwing that party and not talking to our neighbors were doing the same thing.   
 
My most recent experience happened on my commute home from New SIP onboarding.  I was 
getting off BART the other day and there were three white officers questioning a young Afr. 
American male. You could tell by the body language of the young man that he was feeling 
threatened and was retreating inward.  In these situations, I am not sure what to do so I sat on 
the bench right behind where this interaction was taking place and listened.  I am not sure what 
I was listening for, but I was thinking that there may be some word said or action that would 
prompt me to try to “intervene” on behalf of this young man.  At one point one of the cops asked 
if the young man was “packing weight” to which he did not respond. After a few minutes, the 
cops took his name and moved on. When they left, I asked the young man if he was okay and 
he said yes so, I left. Not sure how he felt by my presence there or if I could have served any 
good. My role in situations like these is something that is a big area of struggle for me.   
 
Ah, now I remember my first true interaction with race. I have been told a story from when I was 
two or three where I didn’t want to play with a certain kid because I thought they were dirty. I 
don’t know what the race of the student was but it was that they were darker skin than me, so I 
thought they were dirty. My parents have always told the story as an example of how weird little 
kids can be but there was never a conversation about the race implications of this.  I wonder if it 
was because it would highlight how little I had been exposed to other races and how white my 
parents social circle was.   
 
Since writing about this experience, I have talked to my mom about this and if they talked to me 
about race.  She didn’t really recall but felt like they talked to me about how the kid’s parents 
looked like the kid and that it was not weird to be a different color than other people. I don’t think 
they really used language around race with me at that point, or really ever. In this conversation 

http://www.ticiess.com/


 
 

69 © Dirt Path Publishing 2020 
For more information visit Tici’ess, Inc.at www.ticiess.com 

Cultivating Conscious, Connected, & Courageous Leaders™ 
 

with my mom I pushed her on why she didn’t talk about race with me at that point and she said it 
was because race wasn’t really an issue for her. She grew up in Sweden which was all white so 
she didn’t experience her own struggles with race and when she came to the US it was at the 
tail end of the 60s in the time of “Peace and Love” so her exposure to a more racially diverse 
society was one of acceptance. I thought this was bullshit and that she just doesn’t realize her 
own implicit biases about race. So, I had her take the Implicit Bias test which I had hoped would 
set the record straight.  Surprisingly to me, her results came back with a “Slight Automatic 
preference for African Americans over European Americans”  AAAAAAHHHHHHH!!!!!!  My 
results came back as a “Moderate Automatic preference for European Americans over African 
Americans.”  What the ****?!?!?!  Am I more racially driven than my mom?  For many years I 
have attributed my late developing awareness of racial inequalities to my upbringing and lack of 
exposure to the reality of the world we live in. But, clearly, there is more to it than that. 
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San Luis Coastal School District, CA 

23 Years as School Secretary 

 
I was born in 1962 in Arcadia, California, a suburb in 
the greater LA area.  I identify as white and female. 
 
My parents both grew up in the Netherlands and were 
youngsters during German-occupied Holland in 
WWII.  They grew up in small towns about 15 miles 
apart.  Mom’s dad’s brothers had left to immigrate to 
the USA, Brazil, and South Africa.  They heard that the 
USA was the “land of milk and honey”.  Both parents 
were the second youngest child in families with 8 
children.  I think they met in church and became 
engaged when they were in college.  Dad received a 
degree in horticulture and went to New York to work 
for a year in an internship after graduating.  He loved 
the opportunity in the US--a person could really make 
a life for themself if they worked hard.  He always 

wanted to be Rich!  My mom came over to visit him and they ended up getting married and 
driving to California for their honeymoon.  Travel from Europe to the US in those days was a 
long (and nauseous) oversea trip by passenger liner or freighter, so one didn’t take the voyage 
lightly.  Mom had uncles who were dairy farmers in Southern California, so they ended up 
settling in the same area, although they ended up estranged. 
 
I start my autobiography with their story because it was such a strong formative in my racial 
identity from my earliest memories on.  They spoke broken English when I was very young, 
which improved greatly as I grew up, but was always spoken with a melodic Dutch 
accent.  Teachers in kindergarten wondered where I was from and what language was spoken 
at home because they often didn’t recognize words I used. 
 
We lived in a small house in an urban neighborhood in Temple City when I started school.  My 
first memory of race is with the little boy who lived next door.  I don’t recall his race--only that he 
wasn’t white.  I really liked him and wanted to be friends, but when we played together too often, 
I was told that he wasn’t the kind of friend I should have.  That was in kindergarten.  I think he 
was Hispanic or Middle Eastern.  
 
I was very conscious of being Dutch and from a Dutch family.  I didn’t consider White a race--
one’s racial origins were more framed in the country of origin rather than skin color.  In my mind 
a black person was more American than I because their families had been here longer.  My 
family grew up in the Dutch Protestant religion (a very traditional, strict Christian faith) and then 
converted to a very fundamentalist Christian church in the US.  We observed the Old Testament 
festivals and avoided all of the “Pagan” festivals mainstream Christian faiths had adopted (like 
Christmas and Easter).  We observed the Saturday sabbath from sunset Friday to sunset 
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Saturday.  Our relationship with the world as a closely knit church community was very Us and 
Them.  We were to keep separate from the World and popular culture.  We watched very little 
TV, studied the Bible and cultivated friends from the church group.  
 
I can remember in the late 1960’s when we were in the car driving through a “bad” part of 
town.  I remember my parents trying to explain what hippies were and why they were just laying 
around leaning against buildings and not working or being productive citizens.  I’m sure they 
were trying to teach a cautionary tale so we wouldn’t want to be like that when we grew up.  I 
remember thinking that tie-die and afros, peace signs, hip huggers and mini-skirts were really 
cool looking! 
 
My religiously conservative parents couldn’t decide if public or private schools were best for us, 
so we switched back and forth as their budget allowed.  K in public, 1 in private, 2 started in 
private, then we switched back to public and then moved to Thousand Oaks to another public 
school where we stayed through 3rd grade. Then we moved to La Canada and returned to a 
tiny Christian school for employees of Ambassador College where my dad had found work and 
went there through 6th grade.  7th grade was back to the public middle school, and then we 
moved in the middle of 8th grade up to Northern California to Santa Rosa where I attended 
public school until graduating.  The student populations of all of these schools and places seem 
very similar in my memory--majority white with small Hispanic populations and even smaller 
Black populations.  Our church population was much the same.  I grew up in a racial vacuum. 
 
I always had a perception of myself as a fair and unbiased person, but I realize now that I never 
lived in diversity where the distinction was really made. Learning about White Privilege has been 
an eye-opening process. I never discerned it before. I have always felt I was an outsider 
because my parents were both immigrants and super-conservative religiously, and even put 
myself in that category as disadvantaged, but now I see the privilege I always had as a member 
of the white dominant culture. Even my parents, with their strong accents, were treated as 
members of the white dominant culture and were free to start and thrive with their own business. 
 
When I was in my early 20’s, I lived in Phoenix for a year, and then in Florida for a few 
months.  Phoenix was much like California culturally, but in Florida I was first aware of the 
reality of segregation.  That was in the mid 1980’s, and people still lived very much in White 
neighborhoods and Black neighborhoods, and Black people were not welcome in White 
neighborhoods.  My church, which I still attended at that point, was integrated. The membership 
mirrored the ethnic diversity in the area and was about half black and half white. It was odd to 
me that even though they spoke of all being the same under God, that social events held at 
member’s homes, like baby showers or parties, were still black or white events. It was explained 
to me that if black families went into the white neighborhoods they might be in danger.   
 
I was happy to move back to California.   
 
I moved to the California Central Coast in the late 1980’s and have been here since. Although 
my life has changed a lot through the years, culturally it has been mainstream, white dominant 
culture.   
 
When I was in my late 20’s, I took a trip to Bangladesh to attend the wedding of a friend who 
was Pakistani who was marrying a girl from Bangladesh in a marriage arranged by their 

http://www.ticiess.com/


 
 

73 © Dirt Path Publishing 2020 
For more information visit Tici’ess, Inc.at www.ticiess.com 

Cultivating Conscious, Connected, & Courageous Leaders™ 
 

parents. It was an eye-opening immersion in a completely foreign race and culture.  I remember 
how striking the divisions in classes were and how easily you could visually identify who was in 
a lower, middle, or upper class. It seemed wrong to me, but it was the accepted way of life to 
them.  Funny how the environment you grow up in is your “norm” and how the norms of others 
can seem so foreign and inequitable. I imagine it felt equally foreign and inequitable for 
someone from their race and culture to try to live in my community in California. I have traveled 
some in my life--I am a cultural tourist. I love to experience the peoples, sights, sounds, tastes, 
and ambiances in different countries, but am always happy to come back to the cultural comfort 
of home.   
 
Working as a school secretary in this area has helped to see cultural and racial differences 
here, mostly between White and Hispanic cultures. I have seen poverty in both, but 
disproportionately in the Hispanic families. I am grateful to be able to connect families with 
services to make sure they have food and clothing and are safe in school. My current school 
has a majority of white families, but a strong minority of Asian and smaller minority of Hispanic 
and Black families. I find that as I am talking to a person, child, or parent, that racial identity 
seems to blur the longer I’m engaged in the conversation and individual personalities rise to the 
front of consciousness. I really enjoy seeing personality and character develop as children grow 
up. These elementary school years are such formative years as kids decide who they are in the 
world. What an opportunity we have as educators of these grades to help students reach across 
cultural and racial differences and become global citizens. 
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This racial autobiography makes me feel... This racial autobiography makes me 
remember... 

This racial autobiography makes me 
curious or wonder about.. 

This racial autobiography makes me feel 
gratitude for... 
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Fifth Grade Teacher, San Luis Coastal School District, CA 

34 Years in Education  

 
I am a kid 
Stomping in puddles 
Band-Aids peeking through my holey tights. 
Foursquare with Allen Hill 
Ha! Slam. He is out! 
We both hate to lose 
Best friend calls me a nigger... 
A new cuss word 
Armed with my new vocabulary 
Sitting on the front porch 
Dave beats me in flapjack 
“(N-Word)!” 
Glaring over blue cat eyeglasses 
Mom’s commanding finger points to the 
corner 
“But Allen” I plea 
“Allen is not white” 
Sulking...pondering… 
Word removed from my vocabulary 
Birthday party 
I am ten today 

Pretty fuchsia flowered paper 
This one is from Patty 
She is older and cooler  
Day of the week undies 
No chance to hide them 
Patty danced around holding them high 
Allen laughed uncomfortably 
We are girls 
We are all white 
Is it the undies? 
It’s finally here, 
Band time! 
I’m going to play the drums like Karen 
Carpenter 
Mr. Aoshi gives me a clarinet 
Allen gets drumsticks 
We want to trade 
Holding up our instruments with hope 
Mr.Aoshi give us the teacher glare 
We do a duet for the spring talent show 
I squeak he pounds 
Man, we were cool 
Next year we will sing  
Junior high is coming 
Allen moves 
many changes 
Wait for the bus with Patty  
Wearing ugly shoes 
Tried to pretend they were Get There’s 
Awkwardly looking for a seat 
South Park Rowdies stare me down 
scarier than I imagined 
No room 
Patty shoves me next to a girl 
Her intense brown eyes shove me to the 
edge of the seat 
Kids smoking and staring me down. 
She sits with the brown kids  
they speak the same language 
I am white she is white they are brown 
why is this uncomfortable 
There are rules now 
I walk to school now 
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Bathrooms are full of smoke and anger 
White people brown people  
they will kick my ass 
I can wait 
High school bus 
Passing through South Park 
Hard rock blaring on boom boxes 
Cigarette smoke fills the space 
we pass another bus 
Motown blares  
brown and white pass each other like 
clockwork 
Bus door opens 
We pile out 
So many colors 
They look pissed 
I slink through the bullet-riddled doors 
We are the replacements and don’t belong 
Awkward silence in the PE line 
Try to break the silence 
How do you get your Nikes so clean? 
A toothbrush 
Cleanest Nikes to date 
Awkward another lesson learned 
I am white and she is not a laundromat 
servant 
Drama club meeting 
Monica imitates her mom’s lesson on 
polishing rice 
I copy her 
Her glare silences me 
Another lesson learned 
Arsenic and old lace Elmer and Oscar 
Elmer is my husband 
First mixed couple in a turn of the century 
play 
We kill it 
Curtain call for the parents 
The proud parents applaud 
They are white 
Except for the obligatory three 
A phrase Elmer taught me 
Broadcast journalism class  
fight over “here comes to the sun” and 
“Celebrate” 
Elmer and Joe’s debate is formidable 
Elmer’s nonverbal plea to me 
Elmer and Kool and The Gang lose 

“You are closed-minded white people” 
I love Celebrate 
Guilt  
Another lesson learned 
Morning school news 
Senior year 
White girl with long black arms holding her 
script  
Elmer’s long brown fingers fix my blonde 
hair 
we are hilarious 
People will be pissed 
They should be 
privileged  
no clue  
Last week of senior year 
Alone in the hallway 
Boy with doo-rag passes by 
Stops abruptly 
Turns around 
“Maria”? 
It’s Allen 
“Allen?” 
Mouth gaping 
I didn’t notice him for three years 
Did he notice me? 
I am afraid to venture from my circle 
So was he 
He lived in the projects 
I didn’t 
He didn’t go to college 
I did 
Still learning 
Still making mistakes 
Don’t call anyone (N-Word) 
I am a teacher 
I love all my students 
equally 
I see no color 
Doesn’t matter if they are pink with purple 
polka dots 
Ignorant 
I am part of the problem 
White guilt is an escape 
I am white  
I can make a change 
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This racial autobiography makes me feel... This racial autobiography makes me 
remember... 

This racial autobiography makes me 
curious or wonder about.. 

This racial autobiography makes me feel 
gratitude for... 
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Social Emotional Learning Mindfulness Specialist, Austin ISD, TX  

Founder Mindful Classrooms 

18 Years in Education 

 
“I’m sorry, but we’re no longer showing this house.” I 
was 9 years old, a White boy with my White mom at 
an open house looking for a place to rent. We left the 
house and there were other families inside looking at 
the house as well. A Black couple walked up to the 
open house as we were leaving when they were told, 
“I’m sorry, but we’re no longer showing this house.” My 
mom stopped in her tracks and said, “You can’t do 
that. You can’t just turn them away from seeing the 
house just because they’re Black.” My 9-year-old mind 
raced, trying to put the pieces together of what was 
unfolding in front of me. Why would this happen? I 
didn’t realize until that moment that all the other 
people looking at the house were White as were the 
people hosting the open house. I don’t have memories 
of what exactly happened next, but that instance of 
racism and my mom calling it out sticks out strong in 
my mind.  
 
Needless to say, my mom wasn’t going to move my 
brother, 2 sisters and I into that house after that 
experience. For the first 9 years of my life, I lived on 
the east side of Cleveland, a predominantly African 

American neighborhood. I went to school, played sports, and played in the neighborhood with 
Black and White kids. That was my normal. My other normal was hearing some family & family 
friends say terrible things and talk disparagingly about Black people in our neighborhood. It was 
very confusing. Even writing this brings up that pit in my chest that I would feel as a kid when I’d 
hear those awful things being said.  
 
I’m thankful for the lessons I learned as a kid about being open-minded, accepting and 
advocating for marginalized communities. My childhood was very confusing as I mentioned, 
because while I was learning valuable lessons about loving and seeing my neighbors for who 
they are, I was experiencing all forms of abuse from people I trusted and loved. I bring this up 
because I ended up learning incredible lessons as a result. It gave me motivation to become a 
teacher so that I could provide a positive, everyday role model to all students who walked 
through my classroom door. Being a teacher allowed me to express those incredible positive 
lessons I learned as a kid, and gave me an empathetic and supportive perspective to truly see 
and hear all my students, especially those who were struggling or being victimized for any 
reason.  
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Full disclosure: I do not personally know what it’s like to be systematically oppressed in any 
way. I am a cisgender, heterosexual, native English-speaking White male. I fully understand my 
privileges and strive to spend that privilege for good. On a personal level, I strongly believe the 
trauma I experienced as a kid gave me a unique perspective to see people who aren’t heard 
and who are victimized for no reason. I’ve done a great deal of very intentional learning about 
race and equity, a lot of which I’ve learned from Dr. Angela Ward in Austin, TX. I’ve also done 
intentional work on myself and understand how I’ve caused harm and perpetuated the 
supremacy that exists for those who share my race, gender identity, sexual orientation, and 
native language.  I have, and always will, have lots of learning to do. I’d like to share how my 
career as an educator has transformed my soul and racial identity.  
 
My first job was teaching kindergarten at Winn Elementary in the Austin Independent School 
District, a long way from my home in Cleveland, Ohio. Those six years changed my life in the 
best possible way. I was so connected with my students and their families, and still remain 
connected, attending countless high school and college graduations of my former kindergarten 
students. Relationships matter in the classroom. If I am going to reach my students 
academically, I need to connect with them and their families. It was even more important that I 
learn from my students and their families since we shared different lived experiences. I’m White 
and the majority of my students at Winn were African American and Latinx. Our connections led 
to quality learning opportunities.  

In 2009, with an itch to teach abroad and immerse myself in another culture to learn and grow 
as a person, I decided to volunteer as a high school English and math teacher in Namibia, a 
country in Southern Africa. I used that same teaching philosophy of building relationships and 
trust. It was a longer process at Mangetti Combined School as they had never had a White 
person genuinely show care and interest in them. Early on though, I learned a valuable lesson. 
When I embarked on my journey as a volunteer teacher in Namibia, I didn’t consciously have a 
“White Savior” complex where I thought all of my educational experiences were going to save all 
the impoverished Black Namibians. Well, I can tell you that soon after arriving in Mangetti, I was 
humbled and realized that while that wasn’t my intention, it didn’t matter because I did have that 
“White Savior” complex. At that point, I started to truly listen and see how I could support in 
some type of sustainable way. I’d say that my students started to open up more with me once 
they realized that I was there to listen and support and not try to change them. I learned so 
incredibly much about Namibia, important life values and myself during that year. I had many 
valuable experiences that involved supporting my students as they stood up to corporal 
punishment, standing up to the White Afrikaaners in the village who acted as if Namibia was still 
South West Africa living in Apartheid rule, and helping students build their first school library that 
still is use to this day.  
 
When I returned to the States and was teaching kindergarten again, I became aware of a shift in 
how I was interacting with my students. I still deeply cared for them, but I noticed that I was 
more impatient. I realized that I was struggling personally, and I was taking some of it out on my 
students. I needed help. I went to therapy and was diagnosed with PTSD (post-traumatic stress 
disorder) from severe trauma experienced in my childhood. I was dealing with depression and 
anxiety and my therapist encouraged me to explore mindfulness as a means to help me 
manage triggers and everyday struggles.  
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I would end up using mindfulness in my classroom for the next 6 years and move into a very 
unique role as the Social Emotional Learning Mindfulness Specialist for the Austin Independent 
School District. I understand the struggles of being a teacher and the need for self-care. The 
main focus of every professional learning experience that I lead is on the adult. If we’re 
constantly ignoring our own needs, we’re not going to be our best selves for our students.  
As the saying goes, “You can’t pour from an empty cup.” I learned this the hard way. I cared 
deeply for my students, but I was ignoring my own needs and ended up taking my issues out on 
my students. To compound the impact of that, most of my students at the time were Brown & 
Black. My personal struggles were then perpetuating existing inequities in our schools. 
Mindfulness helped me fill my cup and be my best self for my students.  
 
Connecting deeply with oneself can lead to connecting more deeply with students. I’ve learned 
much from Zaretta Hammond’s book Culturally Responsive Teaching and the Brain. This 
proved to be extremely helpful when my culture and lived experience was different from my 
students and their families. As a White teacher teaching mostly Black and Brown students, I 
occasionally caused harm because I wasn’t aware of how my words and actions could impact 
others. It didn’t matter that my intentions were coming from a good place, if the impact was 
negative. Through mindfulness practice, I’ve learned to be more aware of my own culture and 
how that impacts how I move through the world.  
 
Mindfulness is a way of raising awareness, both self-awareness and social awareness. In our 
country, the vast majority of our teachers are White. Indigenous and Students of Color are being 
disproportionately disciplined which creates a school-to-prison pipeline. I don’t believe that all 
White teachers are intentionally trying to do this, but again impact outweighs intent. I do believe 
that we can use mindfulness as a tool to raise awareness and improve educator self-awareness 
about this issue. Just as I used the H-A-L-T method of inquiry with my students as a means to 
truly listen to them, I believe we need to pause and recognize that, as Zaretta Hammond says, 
“Culture is the way that every brain makes sense of the world.”  
 
I will always be learning and growing. I used to be very goal-oriented and focused on the 
destination, and I still have goals, but I am much more focused on the journey. One thing that 
I’m learning is to be careful and explicit about the benefits and potential harms of mindfulness. 
Last summer, I had the honor and privilege of attending an amazing institute led by Dr. Angela 
Rose Black titled Disrupting Systemic Whiteness in the Mindfulness Movement. It was the most 
profound professional learning experience I’ve ever attended.  
 
To be honest, I went with the intention of learning strategies that I could use to help my White 
colleagues and family members realize how their words and actions cause harm to Indigenous 
and People of Color, and left with a deeper personal understanding of how I need to be more 
aware of how I move through the world. It wasn’t a shaming experience, but an incredible 
experience full of growth. “Make the covert, overt” is something that Dr. Black said that stuck 
with me regarding sharing my own experiences with how mindfulness helped me understand my 
biases, especially implicit ones, and how to move forward so I don’t act on those biases like I 
once did. 
 
In addition to authentic conversations about my own growth and learning, I’m collaborating with 
the AISD Cultural Proficiency and Inclusiveness Department to make their powerful professional 
development titled Isolating Race a prerequisite for some advanced mindfulness PDs. This will 

http://www.ticiess.com/


 
 

81 © Dirt Path Publishing 2020 
For more information visit Tici’ess, Inc.at www.ticiess.com 

Cultivating Conscious, Connected, & Courageous Leaders™ 
 

allow us all to have common language and understanding when we discuss race and the racial 
dynamics in our school district. If we’re not careful, mindfulness can also be used as a tool to 
oppress marginalized populations of students. I don’t believe this happens with ill intent, but by 
focusing on what mindfulness is (tool to help increase self and social awareness, etc.) and what 
mindfulness is not (tool to get kids to be quiet, comply, etc.), we can share mindfulness in 
extremely powerful ways.  
 
I strongly believe that mindfulness is a tool that can help us disrupt the school-to-prison pipeline 
and educational injustices that happen to Indigenous and Students of Color every day. It can 
help the adults realize their biases, take a pause, and then act in a way that more clearly aligns 
with helping each individual student succeed based on what they need in that moment to be 
successful. It looks different for every student, and culture plays a significant role – so adult 
social-awareness is crucial. And mindfulness can help our students find their power and their 
voice to speak up when they or peers are not being heard or seen. It can provide a tool to stay 
as clear-minded as possible during difficult situations. This is why I’m trying to be as overt as 
possible with regards to mindfulness and it’s connections to social justice during professional 
learning opportunities in our district. 
 
I hope that sharing about my struggles and learning inspires authenticity and vulnerability so we 
can truly love ourselves. I have learned that I’m able to truly listen and hear perspectives other 
than my own when I’m intentional about caring for myself. Race, and mental health, should be 
discussed more openly and I’m striving to do it more in my personal life. I strongly believe that 
the stigma behind talking about these issues makes them more severe and divisive. In my life, 
I’ve been through a lot, made mistakes and caused harm, and I’ll always be focused on learning 
and growing. All the while, I’m holding that young kid from the east side of Cleveland, my 
younger self, near to my heart as I share tools with educators to learn and grow with me as we 
work to make truly equitable education exist. A place where no one is turned away and 
everyone is given exactly what they need and deserve.  
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Regional Director of Customized Services   

Partners in School Innovation, San Francisco, CA 

15 Years in Education  

 
“But Mom, that doesn’t make any sense! Why would I 
spell my name with a double E? Even my teacher 
doesn’t understand!”  
 
“It’s your dad’s fault. He listened to the nurse when 
they were asking for a name to put on the birth 
certificate. She insisted S A N E E with an accent 
above the E. You’re dad agreed, very French maybe”  
 
In retrospect, might it have been that my dad, a 
displaced Palestinian who spent a few years in 
Northern Africa, knew a thing or two about the French 
language. Or might it have been one of my dad’s 
early, subconscious, adherences to that “they know 
better”.  
 
My father, a strong, brave, proud, Palestinian 
American, with roots so beautifully deep, yet such an 
appreciation for the country that took him in, deferring 
to, an American woman who clearly had to know 
better than the immigrant couple.  
 
Well wait, or could it be that my parents really didn’t 

care too much? What’s in a name anyway when it is spelled and written in a foreign language. 
Was it that my name was meant to be written in Arabic, and no translation would do it justice? If 
so, why would it have mattered?  
So, maybe this young, American nurse “knew better”?  
 
So here I am, S A N E E,  SANE-E. Shania. Sha-nay-nay Sa-knee  
 
Hi, I’m Sanee. 
“Wait what? Like insane?” 
 
“Hi, I’m Sanee” 
“How do you spell it?  
“S A N E E” 
“Oh, that doesn’t help”  
 
Teacher taking roll, silence… 
“Oh that’s me, Sanee Ibrahim”  
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“Oh that’s not how it’s spelled.”  
 
Hi, I’m Sanee 
That’s so pretty. Where are you from? …. 
 
Hi, I’m Sanee 
Oh that’s so pretty. Where is that name from?”  
It’s an Arabic name.  
Oh Arabic. Where are you from….. 
Do you mean, what’s my ethnicity?  
Yes.  
I’m Palestinian.  
Is that near Pakistan?  
 
Hi, I’m Sanee 
Oh that’s so pretty. What kind of name is that”?  
It’s an Arabic name.  
Oh Arabic. Where are you from? 
Do you mean, what’s my ethnicity?  
Yes.  
I’m Palestinian.  
Palestine? Never heard of it?  
 
Hi, I’m Sanee 
Oh that’s so pretty. What kind of name is that”?  
It’s an Arabic name.  
Oh Arabic. Where are you from? 
Do you mean, what’s my ethnicity?  
Yes.  
I’m Palestinian.  
Palestine? Do you mean Israel?  
 
Hi, I’m Sanee 
Oh that’s so pretty. What kind of name is that”?  
It’s an Arabic name.  
Oh Arabic. Where are you from? 
Do you mean, what’s my ethnicity?  
Yes.  
I’m Palestinian.  
Palestine? Is that even a country?  
 
Hi, I’m Sanee 
Oh that’s so pretty. What kind of name is that”?  
It’s an arabic name.  
Oh Arabic. Where are you from? 
Do you mean, what’s my ethnicity?  
Yes.  
I’m Palestinian.  
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Palestine? So you’re Arab?  
What do you think about……. 
 
Hi, I’m Sanee 
Oh that’s so pretty. What kind of name is that”?  
It’s an Arabic name.  
Oh Arabic. Where are you from? 
Do you mean, what’s my ethnicity?  
Yes.  
I’m Palestinian.  
Oh are you Muslim?  
What do you think about…… 
 
So, what’s in a name? I’ll tell you, my whole identity is wrapped, woven through these 5 letters, 
SANEE.  
My last name, 7 letters, which hold my heart and can tell my family’s story.   
Life and love in a breathtaking, beautiful land 
Life and love in a land under siege 
Life and love while being jailed/exiled 
Life under occupation, a life of resistance. 
 
About 2 years ago, as my Facebook feed was filled with pictures of friends celebrating 4th of 
July and posts about the World Cup, I vividly remember sitting up in the early hours of the 
morning, unable to sleep. I was pregnant. We didn’t know if we’re having a boy or a girl, but my 
husband and I felt great pride in that we would soon welcome a little Palestinian baby into the 
World! 
  
So imagine my despair, as I sat up in the wee hours of the morning watching endless footage of 
Israel’s: missile air strikes, artillery bombardment of civilian areas, violent raids of Palestinian 
villages, and the mass arrests and detention of Palestinian youth. For weeks, it felt like the 
region was coming undone at the seams and the loss of Palestinian lives at the hands of 
Israeli’s occupying forces was increasing quickly. From the small villages and refugee camps in 
the Occupied West Bank, to East Jerusalem, to Gaza, nowhere was safe for Palestinians. I 
remember the story of a man on his way to Morning Prayer, murdered. He was shot repeatedly 
at point blank range. He was 30. I too was 30 at the time. I searched for more info about him, 
nothing came up. It felt like most people “here” did not care, well at least most of the people I 
knew. He lost his life for simply walking to the mosque in the early hours of the morning. His 
crime, being Palestinian in Palestine. 
  
Days after, the holy month of Ramadan started and with that Israel intensified its assaults at 
every level. A few days into Ramadan, yet another war on Gaza began. My heart ached as I 
thought of the little kids, beautiful little Palestinian boys and girls, living essentially in an open-air 
prison with 1.7 million other people. Trapped. Now this, the 3rd war they would experience in 
their short, yet heavy, lives. 
  
I had a hard time understanding how everyone’s World wasn’t stopping. I’d filter through pics of 
fireworks, family vacation snapshots, or other adorable or fabulous highlights of people’s lives I 
typically would have liked, only to try to find some glimmer of solidary, understanding, 

http://www.ticiess.com/


 
 

86 © Dirt Path Publishing 2020 
For more information visit Tici’ess, Inc.at www.ticiess.com 

Cultivating Conscious, Connected, & Courageous Leaders™ 
 

compassion for what was happening to my beloved Palestine. I avoided people for a period of 
time because I couldn’t articulate how I felt. I remember feeling a precious little baby kick inside, 
and thinking to myself, “How on Earth am I going to explain this all to you one day! How will we 
help you make sense of trips “back home” to visit loved ones in the beautiful country of your 
father, your grandparents, your aunts and uncles.”  
 
Over two years later, I still don’t know how I’ll answer my son’s questions or help him make 
sense of the world. I long for more positive images of “our people” and in the meantime, I gather 
up anything I can find, always feeling special gratitude when I find art that resonates… 
 
Blood 
Naomi Shihab Nye, 1952 
  
 
“A true Arab knows how to catch a fly in his hands," 
my father would say. And he’d prove it, 
cupping the buzzer instantly 
while the host with the swatter stared. 
 
In the spring our palms peeled like snakes. 
True Arabs believed watermelon could heal fifty ways. 
I changed these to fit the occasion. 
 
Years before, a girl knocked, 
wanted to see the Arab. 
I said we didn’t have one.  
After that, my father told me who he was, 
“Shihab”—“shooting star”— 
a good name, borrowed from the sky. 
Once I said, “When we die, we give it back?” 
He said that’s what a true Arab would say. 
 
Today the headlines clot in my blood. 
A little Palestinian dangles a toy truck on the front page.  
Homeless fig, this tragedy with a terrible root 
is too big for us. What flag can we wave? 
I wave the flag of stone and seed, 
table mat stitched in blue. 
 
I call my father, we talk around the news. 
It is too much for him, 
neither of his two languages can reach it. 
I drive into the country to find sheep, cows, 
to plead with the air:  
Who calls anyone civilized? 
Where can the crying heart graze? 
What does a true Arab do now? 
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This racial autobiography makes me feel... This racial autobiography makes me 
remember... 

This racial autobiography makes me 
curious or wonder about.. 

This racial autobiography makes me feel 
gratitude for... 
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4 Years in Education 

For a long time, I have felt uneasy about my privilege. I 
am a WASP: a white, Anglo-Saxon, protestant woman. 
Historically, my ancestors came from England and 
Ireland, immigrating to America early enough that I 
could belong to Daughters of the American Revolution 
if I so chose. For those who don’t know, to belong to 
DAR, one must “prove lineal, bloodline descent from an 
ancestor who aided in achieving American 
independence.” This fact alone represents to me the 
privilege I have been born into: that my family has been 
here long enough that my ancestors had the 
socioeconomic power to oppress others, whether as 
slave owners or shopkeepers. In fact, I realize now that 
being able to trace my lineage throughout the centuries 
is a privilege not all Americans can claim.  

For most of my life, this was the most “history” I knew 
about my family: that my maternal grandmother hailed 
from the south, and my earlier ancestors had once 
lived in the United Kingdom. Other than that, I grew up 

with a sense that I did not have a culture, a history. As a young child, I looked at my black, 
Indian, and Asian classmates and found their foods, their hair, their clothes more interesting 
than my own. Still, I am grateful that I grew up in Sacramento and Elk Grove, because even 
though my parents rarely spoke about race — only to mention that we ought not treat someone 
badly because they were different from us — I still managed to learn that I share a common 
humanity with people of varying abilities and ethnic backgrounds.  

My most significant experiences with ethnicity often took place in school, usually during 
multicultural fairs or trips to museums where I learned about Mexican Americans or ancient 
Egypt. To me, being non-white often meant eating delicious food, wearing beautiful and intricate 
dresses, and engaging in spectacular dances, and mysterious, melodious languages. 

Even though I learned about the historical oppression of Black, Asian, and Native Americans in 
history, I don’t think I grasped how much more challenging one’s life can become because of 
their ethnic identity. Most likely, I will never fully understand what it means to be treated unjustly 
because of one’s ethnicity.  

Although I never had to live with the reality of being subject to racial prejudice, as a child I had 
been bullied and had struggled with suicidal thoughts from the age of nine and so I did know 
what it was like to feel like I didn’t belong or fit in. I knew what it was like to live with the 
message that I didn’t matter; that I was unworthy of attention or love.  If nothing else, I am 
grateful to depression for teaching me how painful these lies are, as my experiences with 
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mental illness have allowed me to catch a glimpse of what it might be like to live in a world that 
does not perceive you as “ideal.”  

When depression opened this door for me it created a willingness to learn about the emotional 
experiences of people who were different from me. In high school, my best friend Kat — half 
Caucasian, half Mexican — shared with me how she often felt like she wasn’t white or Mexican 
enough. In college, attending a mostly white Christian university, my friend Vanessa Cruz asked 
me if I had ever had a hard time making friends at Biola, to which I replied, “No.” Vanessa then 
explained to me that being a Latino woman at an overwhelmingly Caucasian school made it 
hard for her to fit in and make new friends. As I studied literature, I found myself focusing on the 
group of people in a novel or time period who experienced the most oppression, and I became 
fascinated with the concept of “othering.” It was clear to me that, historically, white men had 
“othered” and thus dismissed the humanity of women, of African Americans, of Native 
Americans, of Chinese Americans, of Latino Americans, of people with disabilities, etc. 

Thus, by the time I graduated college, to me being white meant a history of chosen ignorance. 
To be white meant to be on the wrong side of history: it meant feeling guilt and shame about the 
heinous actions of my ancestors. With this sense of shame paired with a desire to be a ‘good’ 
white person, I began my student teaching at Luther Burbank High School. LBHS is composed 
of primarily black and Latino students, and I felt out of place there, given that most of my honors 
and AP classes had been composed of white and Asian kids. I taught a mainstream 10th grade 
English class, and I didn’t get why some of my students didn’t seem to care about their 
education; why some of them refused to simply be quiet and do what they were told. Though I 
never yelled or shouted at my 10th graders, their lack of engagement and behavioral norms 
perplexed me. 

My supervising teacher, Lara Hoekstra, was most likely was a little wary of me. To be fair, she 
was right to be: I was an ignorant but well-intentioned white girl who was unaware of her own 
culture. At times, my comments about my students were reminiscent of someone with a white-
savior complex. I didn’t want to send the incredibly disruptive kid outside, because then I would 
be perpetuating the school to prison pipeline! Surely if I just tried a little harder, I could help this 
student care about school again! Slowly, Lara guided me towards a greater understanding of 
both my students and myself, specifically how our cultures were different. For instance, I had 
never before thought about how the WASPness of my upbringing had taught me that children 
ought to be quiet and obedient; any other behavior was disrespectful. No wonder why I was so 
dumbfounded at the loud expressiveness I encountered in some of my black, male students. 

At Luther Burbank, the tenth graders study Tupac and undocumented immigration, two subjects 
I had given little thought to. I’d never really listened to rap much as a kid, largely because my 
Christian parents forbid any profanity-laden music from our house. As I simultaneously learned 
about Tupac’s life and read Jay-Z’s autobiography, Decoded, I began to realize why so many 
African Americans find themselves in rap; why the story of Tupac Shakur, a brilliant man who 
predicted he’d either end up dead or in prison, spoke to my students.  

During the next unit on undocumented immigrants, I read excerpts from The Devil’s Highway: a 
story about a group of 26 men who attempted to cross the Mexican border into the desert of 
southern Arizona. As we read, my students and I discovered that 14 of those men had ended up 
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dead due to exploitative coyotes. Next, we read the stories of young boys attempting to escape 
countries like Guatemala to flee gang violence, abuse, and poverty. While the tragedy of these 
narratives upset me, the power of their truth weighed on me more when I began to recognize 
that many of my students were DACA kids, including some who had willingly left Central 
America in search of a better life.  

Spiritually, I became the most aware of the disparate worlds my students and I occupied on 
November 8, 2016. I was at Luther Burbank High School when Donald Trump was elected 
president; I felt the heavy fear and haunting disbelief that hung around my students, particularly 
my Latino students. Frightened and angry, my tenth graders asked me, “Did you vote for Donald 
Trump, Ms. Thompson?” “No,” I was glad to say. How could I support a man so full of prejudice 
and hate? How could a support a man who would willingly spew vitriol about distinct ethnic 
groups in order to keep the privileged and the rich comfortable? As a white Christian woman, 
this event more than any other in my life has made me feel the most alienated from my own 
ethnicity, my own culture. I am still not over it. 

Even though I left Luther Burbank with a greater understanding of the culture of my black and 
Latino students, I also left with an awareness that I was still too ignorant to, in my own opinion, 
safely teach at schools like LBHS. Thus, when I did start working for EGUSD, I went to the year-
long Equity Institute so I could learn more and become a more culturally proficient educator, and 
here I am again, at another Equity Institute so I can serve all students at my school. 

Am I still uneasy about the privilege I have as a white, Anglo-Saxon, Protestant woman? Yes, 
but mostly no. Yes, because even as I typed this racial autobiography I was aware that — if I 
am not careful — my words may come off as privileged or ignorant, or both. I am wary of any 
self-congratulating for simply trying to learn about the different cultures of those I interact with. I 
am wary of sounding like a white woman who thinks because she’s learned a bit about 
institutional inequality, that she has now become a ‘good white person’. Regardless of ethnicity, 
cultural proficiency is a journey, not a destination, and I have begun to make my peace with this 
truth. 

Yet, I am less uneasy about my privilege now, because I see that my very belonging to the 
dominant culture will allow me to better help those who are being marginalized. At times, my 
whiteness will provide me with a platform so that I can put a spotlight on others to share their 
own stories, their own truths. Already, my WASP card has allowed me to have conversations 
with my white friends about race, gender, social inequality, LGBTQ+ rights: topics that they 
might never had had if it weren’t for me.  

My whiteness is a tool, and I intend to use it. 
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This racial autobiography makes me feel... This racial autobiography makes me 
remember... 

This racial autobiography makes me 
curious or wonder about.. 

This racial autobiography makes me feel 
gratitude for... 
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Certified Mindfulness Instructor since 2016 

Teaching at UM-Dearborn since Fall 2019 

My racial autobiography is a story of seeing – seeing 
for the first time with new eyes as an adult, and then 
seeing back through my life at the infinite number of 
ways I’ve absentmindedly benefitted from my 
whiteness. How did I not see before? How did I 
become an adult in a white supremacist society without 
knowing it as such? I know now that my ignorance was 
not an accident. Everything around me obscured the 
truth of systemic whiteness. The power structures of 
racial hierarchy are set up to confuse and deny, to 
construct walls and mirrors that keep white people from 
seeing the far-reaching effects and systemic nature of 
white dominant culture. Just by being white in our 
society, I inevitably participate in the collective 
dominance of whiteness and resulting collective 
oppression of people of color. It has taken me many 
years, but I now understand that I cannot live in this 
society without benefitting from whiteness. 

When I first realized my racial privilege, I felt ashamed. 
One of the teachings of whiteness is that white people are better-than, “perfect,” and don’t make 
mistakes. Discovering that I was on the side of the perpetrator, that my whiteness put on the 
side of the “bad guy,” shook me to the core. I was a “good person” – how could I be part of this 
horrific, violent, de-humanizing system? My shame rotated in and out with other uncomfortable 
emotions including fear, anger, denial, defensiveness, despair, and apathy. For years, I found 
myself engaging and disengaging with racial awareness, using my privilege to flee racial 
distress again and again.  

Now I know, because of writers like Beverly Daniel Tatum and Robin DiAngelo, that this is an 
incredibly common experience for white people as we awaken to our racial identities. We are 
not accustomed to racial distress. We have not built up the muscle of racial awareness. As 
such, we are like toddlers learning to walk, stumbling and crying and then either getting back up 
or resorting back to the comfort of crawling. At the same time, we are in adult bodies, interacting 
in a racially-diverse society. And as we react to racial distress in maladaptive ways, we create 
more racial harm.  

I was stuck for a long time in this place of reactivity – resisting and denying my part in causing 
harm, shying away from my responsibility to make it better. In conversations with other white 
people, I have learned that many of us get stuck in this place. We want to make it better, but we 
don’t know how. When we try to make it better, we inadvertently (and inevitably) do something 
wrong and end up making things worse. Then, we retreat into the busyness of our lives, feeling 
like racial justice may just be something out of reach. We give up, even temporarily, because we 
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can. Giving up is a luxury of white privilege. But if we can’t do this work, who will? White people 
must be a part of the solution. Without our active resistance, systemic whiteness will continue to 
live in us and move through us, harming people of color, threatening our own humanity, and 
destroying the possibility of a just future.  

The question for me has become, “How do I heal myself for the greater good?” This has been a 
general question of mine for a long time, and I only recently learned to apply it to my racial 
identity. Through the brilliance of teachers like Ruth King and Sandra Kim, I’ve discovered that 
white peoples’ work is to heal ourselves that we may transform the legacy of whiteness in our 
own minds, bodies, and lives. Whiteness is not our fault, but it is our individual and collective 
responsibility. For a white person to awaken to whiteness, we have to face the shame, sit with 
the fear of being wrong, and hold ourselves as we acknowledge the ways in which we 
participate in racial oppression both by doing and not-doing. Each white person who wakes up 
in this way, each of us who can hold our brokenness up to the light and say, “I am responsible 
for this, too,” heals a small piece of our collective body toward a truly just society. 

ALL I COULD SEE: A SEGREGATED CHILDHOOD 

As I review my experiences growing up, all I see is white… For example:  

• All of my schools from preschool through graduate school were majority-white 
institutions. In grade school, I can count the students of color I encountered on one 
hand.  

• All of my friend groups were primarily white. My most intimate friendships, from grade 
school through today, have been white.  

• Everywhere I’ve lived has been majority white. Even during the year I worked on the 
south side of Chicago in a primarily African-American community, I lived on the far north 
side of the city which was “safer” (and whiter) and commuted an hour and half one-way.  

• My extracurricular activities have all been primarily white (ballet, dance team, soccer, girl 
scouts, service clubs, etc.). 

Looking back, I realize that I didn’t notice this extreme segregation. Being white and being 
surrounded by whiteness is unremarkable. Living in segregated communities, going to 
segregated schools, participating in segregated institutions isolated me in a sea of whiteness in 
which being white was normal, the default, and there was no need to acknowledge it. 
Segregation meant that I experienced a deep sense of belonging wherever I went. Segregation 
meant that I was exposed to the intergenerational wealth that white families have had the 
opportunity to accumulate. This economic privilege meant that there were well-kept parks and 
public pools in our community; it meant that we had a choice of grocery stores, restaurants, 
banks, shopping areas, and entertainment centers. It meant that we could expect the police to 
be on our side (a fact it never occurred to me to question), and that the law was something 
meant to uphold our rights.  

Growing up, I took all of this for granted, as white children tend to do. As a child, I didn’t have a 
clue that my lived experience was only one version of reality. At some point in my youth, I 
remember appreciating my “good fortune.” I know now that it’s not a question of fortune, luck, or 
some kind of “blessing” – it is a social construct around which our lives have been organized 
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resulting in my receiving a disproportionate share of resources, opportunities, and power. This is 
systemic whiteness.    

Again – to the question of blame. I don’t blame myself for this not-knowing. I’m learning to see 
every aspect of my experience as evidence of the system that we were all born into. This 
system is the “smog in the air we’re all breathing,” as Beverly Daniel Tatum suggests. It’s the 
foundation of the home we all live in. Not-seeing was not my fault but learning to see is my most 
urgent responsibility. For me, it is the most important thing I can do as a human being on this 
planet right now. I can learn and keep learning to see, to challenge, to change, and to heal for 
our collective liberation. 

LIFTING THE VEIL: CONSCIOUSLY EXPERIENCING RACIAL DIVERSITY 

In college, my friends called me “Save-the-World-Grace.” I had learned about suffering in the 
world and created an identity around fixing it. During this time, while I was surrounded by white 
friends and classmates, I started volunteering at the local Salvation Army where I encountered 
mostly Black families. With a team of student volunteers, I ran weekly afternoon programs for 
the children. I remember feeling love and despair, not sure what to make of the inequalities in 
opportunity and resources I was witnessing. I remember going back to my apartment afterward 
and “needing a drink” to make myself feel better. I didn’t understand then the myriad ways 
institutionalized, historical racism and classism led these families into homelessness. My heart 
was open, but my mind was not wise, and so I experienced sadness, sympathy, and perhaps 
even pity. I understood this was injustice, but I did not see my part in it. At this egoic age, I 
made the suffering about myself.  

It was also during this time that I took my first international trip to what was considered an 
“underdeveloped” country. At the age of 22, I spent five months in the Dominican Republic, 
living at an orphanage and providing programming and English lessons for the children. I 
remember being called “Gringa” by men I passed in the streets. I remember feeling much more 
aware of my gender than my race, although this term referred to both of these aspects of my 
identity. I am still learning about the implications of white international volunteerism, how it ties 
in with colonialism and ethnocentrism. In what ways was my presence there reinforcing my own 
“white savior complex”? I was not conscious of this happening, but I certainly knew (and the kids 
and community members knew) that I was there in the role of the “helper” and that assigned 
them the role of the “helped.” I am still unpacking this experience, now 15 years later, trying to 
understand what I learned and what I taught, letting my awareness continue to deepen through 
past experiences and inform current and future choices I make.  

While in the Dominican, I learned about the “colorism” that exists in Dominican culture (where 
lighter-skinned Dominicans are favored over darker-skinned Dominicans and Haitians). I was 
shocked by some of the blatant acts of discrimination I saw amongst the children based on race. 
Seeing this dynamic alerted me to the same dynamic that I had ignored in my own country. It 
was as if I had to step out from under the blanket of systemic whiteness in the U.S. to see 
racism elsewhere. I didn’t know I was in the fog until I stepped beyond it and looked back.  

A few months after returning to the States, I started my year of service with City Year Chicago. 
My cohort of fellow corps members was the most diverse group of peers I’d ever had. Even 
though my friend group included people of color, the closest friendships I cultivated that year 
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were with other white women. I worked in a historically Black community at a school with 
primarily Black and Latinx students. I got to meet Jesse Jackson and then-Senator Barack 
Obama! I did all of these things with an awareness of racial diversity and excitement about 
developing friendships across racial lines. I knew that my whiteness and upper-middle class 
background gave me privilege, but I did not see how my whiteness was operating. I did not see 
that my whiteness kept me from developing deeper friendships with my Black and Latinx peers, 
prevented me from being afraid when I was pulled over for speeding on Lake Shore Drive, and 
afforded me the freedom to move about the city freely without worrying if I’d be followed in a 
store or eyed suspiciously in a park.  

A powerful moment during my year living in Chicago happened in a courtroom. I’d received a 
citation for speeding and was assigned a court date. My dad, an attorney in the city, agreed to 
go with me. We entered the courtroom to see a Black woman standing before a white male 
judge. My memory is that she was pleading with the judge and that he was imposing a harsh 
sentence. Then it was our turn. As I approached the judge, he smiled at me and my dad. In a 
few short minutes, I was let off with the gentle consequence of attending traffic school. As I 
turned to leave, I saw the Black woman still standing in the courtroom, looking directly at us. I 
suddenly saw myself through her eyes. I cannot know what she was thinking, but I was 
consumed with shame. My whiteness was magnified, and I could not hide from it. This moment 
shook me. It started me on the journey of seeing white dominance as the other side of racial 
oppression. Afterward, I went out to breakfast with my dad and shared my feelings. He knew. 
He helped me to see that what I saw was real. My whiteness, our whiteness, had protected me. 
Due to my whiteness, I was favored before I even said a word to the judge. The opposite was 
true for the Black woman. She knew this from a lifetime of these experiences. I had been able to 
ignore my lifetime of racialized experiences because they had only benefited me.  

SEARCHING IN THE DARK: INTENTIONALLY LEARNING ABOUT RACE & RACISM 

When I was 23, I moved to Ann Arbor, Michigan to start an MSW program at the University of 
Michigan. It was considered the top-rated social work school in the country, and I’d received a 
partial academic scholarship. It didn’t occur to me then how many ways my whiteness had 
contributed to this opportunity. Regardless of intelligence, hard work, and passion, without my 
whiteness, my life path would have been much different. I wouldn’t have gotten here without 
access to well-resourced educational institutions from preschool through college; without a 
myriad of extracurricular activities in which I belonged and thrived; without high quality 
healthcare, clean air and water, and the many other needs and wants fulfilled by my white, 
upper-middle class background… The list is long. Everything that came before had allowed me 
to take this next step into an even higher tier of educational achievement.  

During this phase of my journey, I started to process the dynamics of race and racism in a world 
that clearly didn’t want me to. Surprisingly, every course in my social work program was infused 
with issues of diversity, social justice, privilege and oppression. In my courses, I started to 
understand racism as a system. I heard students and faculty of color share candidly about their 
lived experiences. I started to identify as an advocate for racial justice. I co-led student groups 
and social justice events and changed my concentration area from interpersonal youth work to 
community organizing. Even with this new awareness and identity, I didn’t know how to handle 
my whiteness. When issues of race arose in the classroom, I unconsciously used my privilege 
to opt-out and remain silent. If I did speak up, it required enormous effort and initiated a 
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complete stress response in my body – my heart would beat as if it were leaping from my chest, 
my body would become hot and numb, and my words would come out broken. I can see now 
that this is classic white fragility. I’d never had to talk about my race. I was not prepared. I was 
at step one of discussing these issues while my peers of color were well beyond. I remember 
trying so desperately to be a “good white person,” but I was still primarily looking outside of 
myself to achieve this status.  

In an effort to work toward racial justice without knowing how, I signed up to become a trained 
dialogue facilitator with the University’s Program on Intergroup Relations. In my training, I 
engaged in dialogue and activities about race and other issues of social identity with a diverse 
group of students. Once trained, I helped to facilitate these dialogues on campus. This was the 
next step on my journey toward becoming racially aware. In these dialogues, I heard intimate 
stories from students of all backgrounds, and as such, my whiteness became more and more 
apparent. At this time, I remember feeling like my whiteness was my defining identity, but 
something in me wanted to divert my attention to my other identities, especially my gender. As a 
woman, hadn’t I experienced oppression? Didn’t this make me a better person? Didn’t this make 
me a little less white? After digging into this over a number of years, I can acknowledge that 
throughout my life, I’d experienced very little discrimination due to my gender because my 
whiteness all but obscured any subordinated identities. Whiteness felt like my defining identity 
because it was. 

After graduating with my MSW, I immediately took a job with a local, social justice non-profit, the 
Interfaith Council for Peace and Justice (ICPJ). Over six years, I staffed a variety of programs, 
including the Racial and Economic Justice Taskforce. As passionate as I felt about these topics, 
when our group decided to host a Racial Justice Book Group, I helped to organized it but did not 
participate myself. I rationalized that I was too busy. I had two young children at home and was 
working part-time, and I already knew so much about race. I am embarrassed now to 
acknowledge this audacious claim. But I remind myself that at each stage, I was where I was. I 
am now committed to life-long learning on these topics. 

Through ICPJ, I developed lasting friendships with colleagues and mentors of color. With them 
and my white anti-racist community of friends, I was able to dig deeper into systemic racial 
inequality and my own role in it. Today I would refer to these mentors as my first “racial 
accountability partners.” My heart feels full and I feel a great debt of gratitude to these friends 
who supported me patiently as I started to learn what I didn’t know I didn’t know.  

MINDFUL & WHITE: LIFELONG LEARNING 

In my late twenties, after a traumatic loss, I fell into a deep depression. I had experienced 
depressive symptoms since adolescence, but this was a new low. As I struggled to find meaning 
and purpose in life, my therapist suggested mindfulness meditation. I was willing to try anything, 
and so I went all in, sought out a meditation teacher, and began practicing daily. A few months 
later, I experienced what I consider an awakening. The depression lifted like a cloud dispersing. 
I felt alive and well for the first time in a long time. I was able to taper off of my anti-depressant 
medication. Mindfulness meditation had changed my life, and I quickly became a committed 
practitioner. 

http://www.ticiess.com/


 
 

97 © Dirt Path Publishing 2020 
For more information visit Tici’ess, Inc.at www.ticiess.com 

Cultivating Conscious, Connected, & Courageous Leaders™ 
 

A few years later, I felt called to a career shift. I left my job with ICPJ and began searching until, 
within six months, the answer found me. I completed 1.5 years of training to become a certified 
mindfulness instructor. I immediately began teaching mindfulness in various community settings 
with diverse audiences. I offered mindfulness to youth, families, educators, and other 
professionals as a tool for self-transformation. I engaged groups in mindfulness exercises for 
enhanced self-awareness, emotional regulation, attention, and compassion. While this work felt 
somewhat equity-based (I was using a trauma-informed lens, working with under-resourced 
schools, and practicing inclusive teaching methods), there was a part of me that felt 
disconnected from my passion for social justice. There was this recurring voice, a stirring in my 
belly and a flutter in my heart re-directing me, slowly… In many moments, I paused to reflect on 
what I was doing and what was missing. The answer was blatantly clear. I was meant to be 
engaging directly with injustice, specifically racial injustice, somehow in this work. But how? And 
why me? And what if I made mistakes and created more harm? I just wanted to “keep things 
simple.” So, I sat with this knowing for a good couple of years without acting on it. The fear and 
insecurity were formidable barriers. Again, I was able to retreat into the safety of white privilege 
and “take a break” from challenging racism.  

I am a firm believer that we are meant to learn certain lessons in our lives. We are meant to 
contribute in certain ways. Each of us has gifts and purpose. I also believe that I cannot escape 
my lessons. They will continue to present themselves in gentle or not-so-gentle ways until I 
acknowledge them, work with them, and learn from them. This feeling of “something missing” 
did not go away. Instead, it got stronger and stronger until I could no longer ignore it. This was 
happening on a collective level, too. This was around the Fall of 2016 when the presidential 
election so clearly revealed the long-enduring consequences of a society founded upon white 
supremacy. Like many of my white friends, I was shocked by the election of Donald Trump. 
Many of my friends of color were not shocked. I remember that time as a haze of fear, anger, 
and despair. I also remember the energy of it. Like a swarm of bees, we resisted. I joined a 
white anti-racism group practicing racial awareness and allyship. I had recently collaborated 
with a Black colleague in facilitating a mindfulness and racism workshop, and I realized that this 
was my work. Slowly but surely, I was saying “yes” to the discomfort, “welcome” to the fear, and 
“I accept” to the lesson. As a white person, this was a choice. I got to decide when and how I 
would engage on race.  

My work became centered on racial justice. I consumed books on mindfulness and justice 
including: The Way of Tenderness by Zenju Earthlyn Manuel; Radical Dharma by Rev. Angel 
Kyodo Williams, Lama Rod Owens, and Jasmine Syedullah; Trauma-Sensitive Mindfulness by 
David Treleaven; The Next American Revolution by Grace Lee Boggs; Why Are All the Black 
Kids Sitting Together in the Cafeteria by Beverly Daniel Tatum; Between the World and Me by 
Ta-Nehisi Coates; Emergent Strategy by Adrienne Marie Brown; and others. I started offering 
trainings on using mindfulness to challenge implicit bias and explore social identity. I offered 
programs on mindfulness and justice for families at the local library. I became more committed 
to discussing systemic whiteness within my own white children and actively sought out books 
and other media on the topic. I shared resources and wrote articles. I developed presentations, 
workshops, and classes for businesses, community groups, and educators (pre-K through 
college). After two years of working on my own for the most part, I started to hear the voice and 
feel the stirring again. It was telling me to collaborate. It had become clear that I could only do 
so much on my own. This work was meant to be done with others.  
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In saying “yes” to this call, partnerships and collaborations started popping up all over the place. 
I developed trainings with colleagues of diverse racial backgrounds. I partnered with diverse 
coalitions. I attended conferences and continued self-education by listening, opening, learning… 
This expansion from my work to our work felt exciting but vulnerable. I was making mistakes in 
front of others. I was exposing my not-knowing – exposing my whiteness. It also felt real. I felt 
for the first time like I wasn’t pretending to understand when I didn’t. Coming into myself fully as 
a white person meant that I was acknowledging my whiteness! It meant that I could honor my 
ethnic heritage (which I started intentionally exploring), own the harm done by my ancestors, 
and admit the harm I’d done throughout my life by participating in systemic whiteness. It meant 
that I could uplift my identity as an ally to people of color and a white anti-racist activist. It meant 
that I could say or do something that revealed my racist conditioning, feel the pain in my body, 
and then apologize from my heart, allowing the lesson to contribute to my continued healing 
from internalized whiteness.   

As I reflect on this journey of seeing, there have been two key components that opened my 
eyes and strengthened my vision. The first was education. Society had conditioned me (and 
everyone else) to be “colorblind” – not to “see” race. It had taught me that I was either “good” 
(“not racist”) or “bad” (“racist”) based on my individual actions. When I began to understand 
racism as systemic and collective, I was free of these false labels, this false dichotomy. I was 
not “bad” for seeing race and its social implications. In fact, when I examined racism, I was 
actually able to challenge it in a real way! This understanding empowered me to really dig in and 
educate myself further. Of course, I had to seek out resources to fill in the gaps left by my public 
school education (which omits information about our country’s founding policies which 
established economic privilege based on “whiteness,” the lasting economic implications and 
intergenerational trauma caused by slavery, near-genocide of Native Americans, internment of 
Asian Americans, etc.). Had I not been educated to see through the lie that racism is individual 
and intentional, I would not have been motivated to learn about these topics and unlearn myths 
perpetuated by an educational system rooted in whiteness. 

The second was mindfulness. It was my mindfulness practice that finally empowered me to face 
my whiteness head-on. It is my mindfulness practice that allows me to remain committed to this 
work. Before mindfulness, I was trapped in shame, denial, and despair. My engagement in 
racial justice was sporadic and mood dependent. I watched myself opt-in and out of 
acknowledging my whiteness for years. Through a daily meditation practice and consistent 
mindful awareness, I can now more clearly see and challenge how whiteness manifests in me. 
But let me be clear – mindfulness doesn’t make me super-human. I inevitably make mistakes, 
acting out deeply conditioned racial biases and unconsciously capitalizing on my privilege. This 
is all OK. It is my work. Mistakes are part of learning. Now, I can sit with racial discomfort, 
allowing the emotions to transform me. When I’m present to my own white fragility, its effects 
don’t devastate me. With mindful awareness, these challenging emotions help to open my heart 
and change my mind. I can be less oppressive, challenge inequity in my own circles, and live a 
more justice-oriented life.   

(In terms of current resources, this is a list of books I’m currently reading and/or are in the pile 
on my desk waiting to be read: White Fragility by Robin DiAngelo; Me and White Supremacy by 
Layla F. Saad; Deep Diversity by Shakil Choudhury; My Grandmother’s Hands by Resmaa 
Menakem; and The Inner Work of Racial Justice by Rhonda Magee.) 
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This racial autobiography makes me feel... This racial autobiography makes me 
remember... 

This racial autobiography makes me 
curious or wonder about.. 

This racial autobiography makes me feel 
gratitude for... 
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