
 


 If you forget someone’s pronouns (the way 
they want to be referred to) or are unsure what 
they are, it is okay to ask them again. Treat it 
like when you forget someone’s name. OR just 
use their name or the pronoun “they”. 

 If someone laughs or says something exclusive 
when you’re explaining pronouns, please say 
something in support of why we share our 
pronouns (to promote an inclusive space for 
all) or please seek out the assistance of an FoT 
staff person. 

 


 If you are having trouble getting folks to do the 
work or they are standing around, check in 
with them about their needs. Do they need 
more water? Are they tired? Do they need a 
snack? 

 Let them know how much time you have left 
until a break and ask if it’s okay if they keep 
working until then. Giving an end goal is a good 
way to motivate. 

 If folks are super tired, have them take a 15 
minute break with some water and sitting 
down. We don’t want to push people too much 
physically.  

 Suggesting a task that is integral to the planting 
process could help redirect focus for folks. 

 Do another icebreaker activity to help get 
people loosened up. 

 


 If you have teenagers in your crew that seem 
quiet or disinterested, don’t automatically 
assume they don’t care.  

 Ask questions to get an understanding of what 
the situation might be for them. 

 Don’t take it personally if they seem 
disinterested. 

 Use humor and be persistent with your good 
attitude! 

 Treat them as an equal, not like you’re talking 
down to a younger person. 

 This is an opportunity to provide a space for 
young people to learn something new, grow, 
and develop leadership skills. 



 If someone doesn’t have the “right” rain gear or 
shoes for planting, please don’t ask them if they 
are okay getting them wet or dirty in front of 
the larger group.  

 Ask them individually if they would like to 
wear rain boots or a rain jacket from the box of 
gear we have near the boxes of gloves. 



 If folks with different and/or limited physical 
abilities on your crew tell you they either can’t 
do something or are having trouble, ask them 
what their needs are in the moment only. 

 Don’t ask for too many details on what 
happened or what their physical limitations 
are. They might not want to talk about it in a 
public place. 

 Suggest some activities that are not physically 
strenuous i.e. cutting tree tags, trimming roots, 
getting plants out of the containers, and more. 

 Don’t reference or announce their physical 
limitation or disability to others. 

 


 Some comments may be passively offensive. 
They aren’t direct insults, could be used in 
coded language, or maybe even be intended as 
compliments. But if someone feels put down by 
a comment, please support them and hear 
them out and let a Friends of Trees staff person 
know. 

 If someone says something oppressive (i.e. 
against minorities, women, the LGBTQ 
community, etc.), please let them know that is 
not okay and does not align with the mission of 
FoT.  

 OR please let an FoT staff person know and 
they will be able to assist you in how to handle 
it. 

 Don’t put yourself at risk if you don’t feel 
comfortable saying something to someone but 
please also don’t let it slide by and do mention 
it to a Friends of Trees staff person. 

  
  

  



21 Ways to Use Inclusion to Create Community  
By Lee Mun Wah 

 
Inclusion means… 

1. Not just representation, but a desire for a meaningful relationship based on trust, safety and 

authenticity  

2. Sharing of a variety of ideas 

3. Sharing of different approaches  

4. Being open to hearing & experiencing differences 

5. Valuing & implementing different approaches/ideas 

6. Having a curiosity about another culture or approach  

7. Beginning where someone is, not where we want them to be 

8. Willing to hear what is being said and not said  

9. Noticing the intent and impact of all our communications 

10. Noticing & taking responsibility about how we, ourselves, exclude others: 

- by the way we use certain familiar clichés  

- by noticing only similarities, not our differences 

- by not noticing the subtitles of exclusion because of privilege 

11. Asking what does inclusion mean to you? In what ways do you feel excluded and/or 

included? 

12. By asking, “In what ways do I contribute to your feeling of exclusion? 

13. When someone shares how they feel excluded, asking “How does that affect you? What’s 

familiar about this experience? How many others also feel this way? 

14. Discussing what parts of another culture we value and what parts do we not? What kinds of 

stereotypes do we carry? How do we relate to others based on those stereotypes? 

15. Learning what to respond to someone if they’ve shared with you… 

16. “I only feel safe with people who look like me. When I am with them I can be myself.” 

17. Adjusting how we communicate to meet the needs of another culture. 

18. Integrating the values, perspectives, knowledge, and wisdom of another culture into the 

business practices of the workplace and community. 

19. Asking questions of another culture about things we don’t understand. 

20. Desiring to embrace diversity, not just accept it. 

21. A willingness to go beyond tolerating someone, to truly having a meaningful relationship 

and sense of community. 

 

 

 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
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Interrupting Problematic Language 
 

Objective:    

 

 Interrupting comments that are homophobic, transphobic, racist, classist, ableist, sizeist, etc., in an 

immediate and safe manner will help create an environment that respects all people at all times. 

Respond to problematic language understanding that everyone has varying experiences and 

knowledge, and that interruption can be done with compassion and education. There are many 

different ways that problematic language can be interrupted, and you should try to find methods 

that are genuine and fitting for your personality. The best way to get good at these strategies is to 

practice, practice, practice, so that when you do have to interrupt, you can do it quickly, effectively, 

and with confidence. 

 

Some of our favorite tools include: 

 

1.) Questioning/Feigning ignorance: “What do you mean by a ‘gay’ shirt?” 

2.) Personalize: “Hey, that offends me! My aunt is gay and she’s amazing.” 

3.) Humor: “That shirt is gay? I didn’t know shirts have a sexual orientation!” 

4.) Education: “Did you know what you just said is considered derogatory? Let’s 

brainstorm five words that better describe what you meant to say.” 

5.) Assume the best: “I know that you’re a good person, and you’d never intend to offend 

someone, but what you just said is hurtful.” 

6.) Fall back on rules or policy: “It is unacceptable to use language like that here.” 

7.) Be direct: “That term is really hurtful, and I’m offended by what you said.” 

 

Key Points: 
 

- The most important thing is to stop the problematic language in hopes of returning safety to 
the environment. You will not always be able to change a person’s mind in the moment, and 
that’s ok. 

- Choose your battles. You will not be able to interrupt every comment that is made. It is 
important to strive to create safe environments without burning yourself out or 
endangering your safety. 

- Consider time and place; sometimes a direct intervention may not be safe, possible, or ideal. 
- Consider pulling the person/people aside and talking to them privately. This is especially 

important if you need to be considerate of confidentiality or if there are extenuating 
circumstances to think about.     

 
 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
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Responding to Problematic Language 
 

 RESTATE OR PARAPHRASE. 

“I think I heard you saying _________   (paraphrase their comments). Is that correct?” 

 ASK FOR CLARIFICATION OR MORE INFORMATION. 

“Could you say more about what you mean by that?” 

“How have you come to think that?” 

 ACKNOWLEDGE THE FEELINGS BEHIND THE STATEMENT. Express empathy and 

compassion. 

“It sounds like you’re really frustrated/nervous/angry….” 

“I can understand that you’re upset when you feel disrespected.” 

 SEPARATE INTENT FROM IMPACT.  

“I know you didn’t realize this, but when you _________   (comment/behavior), it 

was hurtful/offensive because _________. Instead you could _________    (different 

language or behavior). 

 SHARE YOUR OWN PROCESS. 

“I noticed that you _________   (comment/behavior). I used to do/say that too, but 

then I learned _________. 

 EXPRESS YOUR FEELINGS. 

“When you _________   (comment/behavior), I felt _________   (feeling) and I would 

like you to _________.” 

 CHALLENGE THE STEREOTYPE. Give information, share your own experience 

and/or offer alternative perspectives. 

“Actually, in my experience _________.” 

“I think that’s a stereotype. I’ve learned that _________.” 

“Another way to look at it is _________.” 

 APPEAL TO VALUES AND PRINCIPLES. 

“I know you really care about _________. Acting in this way really undermines 

those intentions.” 

 PROMOTE EMPATHY. Ask how they would feel if someone said something like that 

about their group, or their friend/partner/child. 

“I know you don’t like the stereotypes about _________ (their group), how do you 

think he feels when he hears those things about his group?” 

“How would it feel if someone said that about/did that your sister or girlfriend?” 

 TELL THEM THEY’RE TOO SMART OR TOO GOOD TO SAY THINGS LIKE THAT. 

“Come on. You’re too smart to say something so ignorant/offensive.” 

  



 
[continued from previous page] 
 

 

 PRETEND YOU DON’T UNDERSTAND. As people try to explain their comments, they 

often realize how silly they sound. 

“I don’t get it…” 

“Why is that funny?” 

 USE HUMOR. Exaggerate comment, use gentle sarcasm. 

“She plays like a girl?” You mean she plays like Serena Williams? Or Mia Hamm? 

 POINT OUT WHAT THEY HAVE IN COMMON WITH THE OTHER PERSON. 

“I’m tired of hearing your Muslim jokes. Do you know he’s also studying _________ 

and likes to _________? You may want to talk with him about that. You actually have 

a lot in common. 

 W.I.I.F.T. (What’s in it for them). Explain why diversity or that individual /group can 

be helpful/valuable. 

“I know you’re not comfortable with _________ but that can help us reach out to/ 

better serve other groups on campus/in the community.”  

“In the real world, we are going to have to work with all sorts of people, so might 

as well learn how to do it here.” 

 REMIND THEM OF THE RULES OR POLICIES. 

“That behavior is against our code of conduct and could really get you in trouble.” 

 

 

 

 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 

Adapted from: Goodman, D. (2011). Promoting Diversity and Social Justice: Educating 

People from Privileged Groups. New York: Routledge. Excerpt available at 

www.dianegoodman.com 

Diane J. Goodman Ed. D.        www.dianegoodman.com 

http://www.dianegoodman.com/


One of the amazing things about Friends of Trees is that we bring people together across 

many different identities and communities to engage in the simple act of planting a tree. 

Our commitment is to create welcoming spaces where volunteers feel included and 

supported, whether it’s their 1st planting or 200th planting. 

Here are seven simple ways we can create a welcoming atmosphere at a planting: 

● Give an overview of the day: Describe the types of activities involved in the 

planting (lifting, digging, etc.) so that newcomers know what to expect and can plan 

ahead should they have physical or other personal needs. 

● Include gender pronouns in your introductions: It is crucial to provide people 

with the spaces and opportunity to share their pronouns that reflect their identity, 

and then use those pronouns accordingly. (Example: My name is... and I use she/her 

pronouns).   

● Support youth planters: Explore their interests and provide leadership 

opportunities. Welcome young people's contribution as well as their opinions and 

suggestions. 

● Minimize physical barriers to participation: Break tasks into smaller steps so 

that they can be tailored to fit people's skills and be shared. Focus on the strengths 

of your volunteers by reassigning or redesigning tasks or parts of tasks to maximize 

volunteer strengths and minimize barriers that make tasks difficult to accomplish. 

● Be aware of your environment: When you are giving direction, is your space 

relatively free of background noise? Cutting down background noise can support 

people with hearing loss. 

● Photography: Tree planters often take photos of the day to post later online – 

which is encouraged! Remind your crew members to ask before photographing 

other people. Then send your photos to your planting manager or 

photos@friendsoftrees.org ! 

● Encourage feedback and communication: Ask volunteers how you can support 

their experience during planting day and offer yourself as a point person that 

volunteers can check in with should they have feedback or need assistance. 

Similarly you can encourage volunteers to check in with each other during the event 

to make sure everyone’s needs are being met. 

 

Resource: http://hrcouncil.ca/hr-toolkit/diversity-supportive-environment.cfm 

  

http://hrcouncil.ca/hr-toolkit/diversity-supportive-environment.cfm


On your Crew Leader clipboard you’ll find the following suggestions for introductions, 

icebreakers, and check-ins (IBC’s) to set the stage for a successful day of planting: 

Before you head out to plant, please facilitate a round of introductions, icebreakers, 

and check-ins with your crew. If people are shy, that’s ok. They may open up later in 

the day. 

 

 

I. Introductions & Pronouns 
Introductions can help a group of people feel more comfortable, have 

more fun, and work more productively together! 

 

Asking for someone’s pronouns might be a new experience for some folks, but it 

doesn’t need to be a big deal. As you get to know the members of your crew, be a 

leader in creating space for people to share their pronouns. Your introduction can be 

as simple as:  

 

“Welcome everyone, thanks for coming out to plant trees with us this morning! I’ll be 

your Crew Leader today. Let’s go around the circle and introduce ourselves! Please tell 

us your name, your pronouns, and your favorite tree! I’ll start- my name is Max, I use 

he/him/his, and my favorite tree is a Ponderosa Pine.” 

 

 

B. Ice Breakers 
1) What’s your favorite tree? 

2) Why did you decide to come out planting today? 

3) What tree is the most memorable to you? 

4) If you could have any type of pet what would it be? 

5) What is your favorite smell? 

6) If you could have a condiment dispensed from your navel, what would it be? 

7) Do you have a music guilty pleasure? 

8) If you could have any superpower, what would it be and why? 

 

 

C. Check-ins 
1) Does everyone have gloves? 
2) Does anyone need rain gear or boots?  (Send them to FOT staff to check our gear bin.) 
3) Does everyone know the destination address, and does everyone have a ride? 
4) Don’t forget to use the bathroom, and grab a snack and water. 

  



 

Recognizing white privilege begins with truly understanding the term itself. 

By Cory Collins 

 

Today, white privilege is often described through 
the lens of Peggy McIntosh’s 
groundbreaking essay “White Privilege: Unpacking 
the Invisible Knapsack.” Originally published in 
1988, the essay helps readers recognize white 
privilege by making its effects personal and 
tangible. For many, white privilege was an invisible 
force that white people needed to recognize. It was 
being able to walk into a store and find that the 
main displays of shampoo and panty hose were 
catered toward your hair type and skin tone. It was 
being able to turn on the television and see people 
of your race widely represented. It was being able 
to move through life without being racially profiled 
or unfairly stereotyped. All true. 

This idea of white privilege as unseen, unconscious 
advantages took hold. It became easy for people to 
interpret McIntosh’s version of white privilege—
fairly or not—as mostly a matter of cosmetics and 
inconvenience. 

Those interpretations overshadow the origins of 
white privilege, as well as its present-day ability to 
influence systemic decisions. They overshadow the 
fact that white privilege is both a legacy and a cause 
of racism. And they overshadow the words of many 
people of color, who for decades recognized white 
privilege as the result of conscious acts and refused 
to separate it from historic inequities.  

In short, we’ve forgotten what white privilege 
really means—which is all of this, all at once. And if 
we stand behind the belief that recognizing white 
privilege is integral to the anti-bias work of white 
educators, we must offer a broader recognition.  

A recognition that does not silence the voices of 
those most affected by white privilege; a 
recognition that does not ignore where it comes 
from and why it has staying power.  

Racism vs. White Privilege  

Having white privilege and recognizing it is not 
racist. But white privilege exists because of historic, 
enduring racism and biases. Therefore, defining 
white privilege also requires finding working 
definitions of racism and bias.  

So, what is racism? One helpful definition comes 
from Matthew Clair and Jeffrey S. Denis’s 
“Sociology on Racism.” They define racism as 
“individual- and group-level processes and 
structures that are implicated in the reproduction 
of racial inequality.” Systemic racism happens 
when these structures or processes are carried out 
by groups with power, such as governments, 
businesses or schools. Racism differs from bias, 
which is a conscious or unconscious prejudice 
against an individual or group based on their 
identity.  

Basically, racial bias is a belief. Racism is what 
happens when that belief translates into action. For 
example, a person might unconsciously or 
consciously believe that people of color are more 
likely to commit crime or be dangerous. That’s a 
bias. A person might become anxious if they 
perceive a black person is angry. That stems from a 
bias. These biases can become racism through a 
number of actions ranging in severity, and ranging 
from individual- to group-level responses:  

 A person crosses the street to avoid walking 
next to a group of young black men. 

 A person calls 911 to report the presence of a 
person of color who is otherwise behaving 
lawfully. 

 A police officer shoots an unarmed person of 
color because he “feared for his life.” 

 A jury finds a person of color guilty of a violent 
crime despite scant evidence.  

https://www.tolerance.org/classroom-resources/texts/white-privilege-unpacking-the-invisible-knapsack
https://scholar.harvard.edu/files/matthewclair/files/sociology_of_racism_clairandenis_2015.pdf


 A federal intelligence agency prioritizes 
investigating black and Latino activists rather 
than investigate white supremacist activity.  

Both racism and bias rely on what sociologists 
call racialization. This is the grouping of people 
based on perceived physical differences, such as 
skin tone. This arbitrary grouping of people, 
historically, fueled biases and became a tool for 
justifying the cruel treatment and discrimination of 
non-white people. Colonialism, slavery and Jim 
Crow laws were all sold with junk science and 
propaganda that claimed people of a certain “race” 
were fundamentally different from those of 
another—and they should be treated accordingly. 
And while not all white people participated directly 
in this mistreatment, their learned biases and their 
safety from such treatment led many to commit 
one of those most powerful actions: silence.  

And just like that, the trauma, displacement, cruel 
treatment and discrimination of people of color, 
inevitably, gave birth to white privilege. 

So, What Is White Privilege? 

White privilege is—perhaps most notably in this 
era of uncivil discourse—a concept that has fallen 
victim to its own connotations. The two-word term 
packs a double whammy that inspires pushback. 1) 
The word white creates discomfort among those 
who are not used to being defined or described by 
their race. And 2) the word privilege, especially for 
poor and rural white people, sounds like a word 
that doesn’t belong to them—like a word that 
suggests they have never struggled. 

This defensiveness derails the conversation, which 
means, unfortunately, that defining white privilege 
must often begin with defining what it’s not. 
Otherwise, only the choir listens; the people you 
actually want to reach check out. White privilege 
is not the suggestion that white people have never 
struggled. Many white people do not enjoy the 
privileges that come with relative affluence, such 
as food security. Many do not experience the 
privileges that come with access, such as nearby 
hospitals. 

And white privilege is not the assumption that 
everything a white person has accomplished is 
unearned; most white people who have reached a 
high level of success worked extremely hard to get 
there. Instead, white privilege should be viewed as 
a built-in advantage, separate from one’s level of 
income or effort. 

Francis E. Kendall, author of Diversity in the 
Classroom and Understanding White Privilege: 
Creating Pathways to Authentic Relationships 
Across Race, comes close to giving us an 
encompassing definition: “having greater access to 
power and resources than people of color [in the 
same situation] do.” But in order to grasp what this 
means, it’s also important to consider how the 
definition of white privilege has changed over time. 

White Privilege Through the Years 

In a thorough article, education researcher Jacob 
Bennett tracked the history of the term. Before the 
Civil Rights Act of 1964, “white privilege” was less 
commonly used but generally referred to legal and 
systemic advantages given to white people by the 
United States, such as citizenship, the right to vote 
or the right to buy a house in the neighborhood of 
their choice. 

It was only after discrimination persisted for years 
after the Civil Rights Act of 1964 that people like 
Peggy McIntosh began to view white privilege as 
being more psychological—a subconscious 
prejudice perpetuated by white people’s lack of 
awareness that they held this power. White 
privilege could be found in day-to-day transactions 
and in white people’s ability to move through the 
professional and personal worlds with relative 
ease. 

But some people of color continued to insist that 
an element of white privilege included the 
aftereffects of conscious choices. For example, if 
white business leaders didn’t hire many people of 
color, white people had more economic 
opportunities. Having the ability to maintain that 
power dynamic, in itself, was a white privilege, and 
it endures. Legislative bodies, corporate leaders 
and educators are still disproportionately white 
and often make conscious choices (laws, hiring 

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/06/13/magazine/white-people-are-noticing-something-new-their-own-whiteness.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/06/13/magazine/white-people-are-noticing-something-new-their-own-whiteness.html
https://www.cpt.org/files/Undoing%20Racism%20-%20Understanding%20White%20Privilege%20-%20Kendall.pdf
https://scholarworks.gsu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1051&context=history_theses


practices, discipline procedures) that keep this 
cycle on repeat. 

The more complicated truth: White privilege is 
both unconsciously enjoyed and consciously 
perpetuated. It is both on the surface and deeply 
embedded into American life. It is a weightless 
knapsack—and a weapon. 

It depends on who’s carrying it. 

 White Privilege as the “Power of Normal” 

Sometimes the examples used to make white 
privilege visible to those who have it are also the 
examples least damaging to people who lack it. But 
that does not mean these examples do not matter 
or that they do no damage at all.  

These subtle versions of white privilege are often 
used as a comfortable, easy entry point for people 
who might push back against the concept. That is 
why they remain so popular. These are simple, 
everyday things, conveniences white people aren’t 
forced to think about. 

These often-used examples include:  

 The first-aid kit having “flesh-colored” Band-
Aids that only match the skin tone of white 
people.  

 The products white people need for their hair 
being in the aisle labeled “hair care” rather 
than in a smaller, separate section of “ethnic 
hair products.” 

 The grocery store stocking a variety of food 
options that reflect the cultural traditions of 
most white people. 

But the root of these problems is often ignored. 
These types of examples can be dismissed by white 
people who might say, “My hair is curly and 
requires special product,” or “My family is from 
Poland, and it’s hard to find traditional Polish food 
at the grocery store.” 

This may be true. But the reason even these simple 
white privileges need to be recognized is that the 
damage goes beyond the inconvenience of 
shopping for goods and services. These privileges 

are symbolic of what we might call “the power of 
normal.” If public spaces and goods seem catered 
to one race and segregate the needs of people of 
other races into special sections, that indicates 
something beneath the surface. 

White people become more likely to move through 
the world with an expectation that their needs be 
readily met. People of color move through the 
world knowing their needs are on the margins. 
Recognizing this means recognizing where gaps 
exist. 

 White Privilege as the “Power of the Benefit of 
the Doubt” 

The “power of normal” goes beyond the local CVS. 
White people are also more likely to see positive 
portrayals of people who look like them on the 
news, on TV shows and in movies. They are more 
likely to be treated as individuals, rather than as 
representatives of (or exceptions to) a stereotyped 
racial identity. In other words, they are more often 
humanized and granted the benefit of the doubt. 
They are more likely to receive compassion, to be 
granted individual potential, to survive mistakes. 

This has negative effects for people of color, who, 
without this privilege, face the consequences of 
racial profiling, stereotypes and lack of compassion 
for their struggles. 

In these scenarios, white privilege includes the 
facts that: 

 White people are less likely to be followed, 
interrogated or searched by law enforcement 
because they look “suspicious.” 

  White people’s skin tone will not be a reason 
people hesitate to trust their credit or financial 
responsibility.  

  If white people are accused of a crime, they 
are less likely to be presumed guilty, less likely 
to be sentenced to death and more likely to be 
portrayed in a fair, nuanced manner by media 
outlets (see the #IfTheyGunnedMeDown 
campaign).  

  The personal faults or missteps of white 
people will likely not be used to later deny 

https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/mrloganrhoades/how-the-powerful-iftheygunnedmedown-movement-changed-the-con#.vvnVZk5oKD
https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/mrloganrhoades/how-the-powerful-iftheygunnedmedown-movement-changed-the-con#.vvnVZk5oKD


opportunities or compassion to people who 
share their racial identity. 

This privilege is invisible to many white people 
because it seems reasonable that a person should 
be extended compassion as they move through the 
world. It seems logical that a person should have 
the chance to prove themselves individually before 
they are judged. It’s supposedly an American ideal. 

But it’s a privilege often not granted to people of 
color—with dire consequences. 

For example, programs like New York City’s now-
abandoned “Stop and Frisk” policy target a 
disproportionate number of black and Latinx 
people. People of color are more likely to be 
arrested for drug offenses despite using at a similar 
rate to white people. Some people do not survive 
these stereotypes. In 2017, people of color who 
were unarmed and not attacking anyone were 
more likely to be killed by police. 

Those who survive instances of racial profiling—be 
they subtle or violent—do not escape unaffected. 
They often suffer from post-traumatic stress 
disorder, and this trauma in turn affects their 
friends, families and immediate communities, who 
are exposed to their own vulnerability as a result. 

A study conducted in Australia (which has its own 
hard history of subjugating black and Indigenous 
people) perfectly illustrates how white privilege 
can manifest in day-to-day interactions—daily 
reminders that one is not worthy of the same 
benefit of the doubt given to another. In the 
experiment, people of different racial and ethnic 
identities tried to board public buses, telling the 
driver they didn’t have enough money to pay for 
the ride. Researchers documented more than 
1,500 attempts. The results: 72 percent of white 
people were allowed to stay on the bus. Only 36 
percent of black people were extended the same 
kindness. 

Just as people of color did nothing to deserve this 
unequal treatment, white people did not “earn” 
disproportionate access to compassion and 
fairness. They receive it as the byproduct of 
systemic racism and bias. 

And even if they are not aware of it in their daily 
lives as they walk along the streets, this privilege is 
the result of conscious choices made long ago and 
choices still being made today. 

White Privilege as the “Power of Accumulated 
Power” 

Perhaps the most important lesson about white 
privilege is the one that’s taught the least. 

The “power of normal” and the “power of the 
benefit of the doubt” are not just subconscious 
byproducts of past discrimination. They are the 
purposeful results of racism—an ouroboros of 
sorts—that allow for the constant re-creation of 
inequality. These powers would not exist if 
systemic racism hadn’t come first. And systemic 
racism cannot endure unless those powers still 
hold sway. 

You can imagine it as something of a whiteness 
water cycle, wherein racism is the rain. That rain 
populates the earth, giving some areas more access 
to life and resources than others. The evaporation 
is white privilege—an invisible phenomenon that is 
both a result of the rain and the reason it keeps 
going. 

McIntosh asked herself an important question that 
inspired her famous essay, “White Privilege: 
Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack”: “On a daily 
basis, what do I have that I didn’t earn?” Our work 
should include asking the two looming follow-up 
questions: Who built that system? Who keeps it 
going? 

The answers to those questions could fill several 
books. But they produce examples of white 
privilege that you won’t find in many broad 
explainer pieces. 

For example, the ability to accumulate wealth has 
long been a white privilege—a privilege created by 
overt, systemic racism in both the public and 
private sectors. In 2014, the Pew Research Center 
released a report that revealed the average net 
worth of a white household was $141,900; for 
black and Hispanic households, that dropped to 
$11,000 and $13,700, respectively. The gap is huge, 
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and the great “equalizers” don’t narrow 
it. Research from Brandeis University and Demos 
found that the racial wealth gap is not closed when 
people of color attend college (the median white 
person who went to college has 7.2 times more 
wealth than the median black person who went to 
college, and 3.9 times more than the median Latino 
person who went to college). Nor do they close the 
gap when they work full time, or when they spend 
less and save more. 

The gap, instead, relies largely on inheritance—
wealth passed from one generation to the next. 
And that wealth often comes in the form of 
inherited homes with value. When white families 
are able to accumulate wealth because of their 
earning power or home value, they are more likely 
to support their children into early adulthood, 
helping with expenses such as college education, 
first cars and first homes. The cycle continues. 

This is a privilege denied to many families of color, 
a denial that started with the work of public leaders 
and property managers. After World War II, when 
the G.I. Bill provided white veterans with “a magic 
carpet to the middle class,” racist zoning laws 
segregated towns and cities with sizeable 
populations of people of color—from Baltimore to 
Birmingham, from New York to St. Louis, from 
Louisville to Oklahoma City, to Chicago, to Austin, 
and in cities beyond and in between. 

These exclusionary zoning practices evolved from 
city ordinances to redlining by the Federal Housing 
Administration (which wouldn’t back loans to black 
people or those who lived close to black people), to 
more insidious techniques written into building 
codes. The result: People of color weren’t allowed 
to raise their children and invest their money in 
neighborhoods with “high home values.” The cycle 
continues today. Before the 2008 crash, people of 
color were disproportionately targeted for 
subprime mortgages. And neighborhood diversity 
continues to correlate with low property values 
across the United States. According to the Century 
Foundation, one-fourth of black Americans living in 
poverty live in high-poverty neighborhoods; only 1 
in 13 impoverished white Americans lives in a high-
poverty neighborhood. 

The inequities compound. To this day, more than 
80 percent of poor black students attend a high-
poverty school, where suspension rates are often 
higher and resources often more limited. Once out 
of school, obstacles remain. Economic forgiveness 
and trust still has racial divides. In a University of 
Wisconsin study, 17 percent of white job applicants 
with a criminal history got a call back from an 
employer; only five percent of black applicants with 
a criminal history got call backs. And according to 
the National Bureau of Economic Research, black 
Americans are 105 percent more likely than white 
people to receive a high-cost mortgage, with Latino 
Americans 78 percent more likely. This is after 
controlling for variables such as credit score and 
debt-to-income ratios. 

Why mention these issues in an article defining 
white privilege? Because the past and present 
context of wealth inequality serves as a perfect 
example of white privilege. 

If privilege, from the Latin roots of the term, refers 
to laws that have an impact on individuals, then 
what is more effective than a history of laws that 
explicitly targeted racial minorities to keep them 
out of neighborhoods and deny them access to 
wealth and services? 

If white privilege is “having greater access to power 
and resources than people of color [in the same 
situation] do,” then what is more exemplary than 
the access to wealth, the access to neighborhoods 
and the access to the power to segregate cities, 
deny loans and perpetuate these systems? 

This example of white privilege also illustrates how 
systemic inequities trickle down to less harmful 
versions of white privilege. Wealth inequity 
contributes to the “power of the benefit of the 
doubt” every time a white person is given a lower 
mortgage rate than a person of color with the same 
credit credentials. Wealth inequity reinforces the 
“power of normal” every time businesses assume 
their most profitable consumer base is the white 
base and adjust their products accordingly. 

And this example of white privilege serves an 
important purpose: It re-centers the power of 
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conscious choices in the conversation about what 
white privilege is. 

People can be ignorant about these inequities, of 
course. According to the Pew Research Center, 
only 46 percent of white people say that they 
benefit “a great deal” or “a fair amount” from 
advantages that society does not offer to black 
people. But conscious choices were and are made 
to uphold these privileges. And this goes beyond 
loan officers and lawmakers. Multiple surveys have 
shown that many white people support the idea of 
racial equality but are less supportive of policies 
that could make it more possible, such as 
reparations, affirmative action or law enforcement 
reform. 

In that way, white privilege is not just the power to 
find what you need in a convenience store or to 
move through the world without your race defining 
your interactions. It’s not just the subconscious 
comfort of seeing a world that serves you as 
normal. It’s also the power to remain silent in the 
face of racial inequity. It’s the power to weigh the 
need for protest or confrontation against the 
discomfort or inconvenience of speaking up. It’s 
getting to choose when and where you want to 
take a stand. It’s knowing that you and your 
humanity are safe. 

And what a privilege that is. 

Collins is the senior writer for Teaching Tolerance. 
 

So, what can I do once I recognize my white 
privilege? 

Beyond recognition, white people can use their 
white privilege in a way that is beneficial to all 
people. Here’s how.*   

Don’t take it personally or use discomfort as an 
excuse to disengage.  

Feelings of guilt or defensiveness are common 
responses, but ultimately, they’re 
counterproductive. Rather than centering your 
own feelings of discomfort, center the feelings of 
people of color in evaluating what to do with this 

information. If your instinct is telling you it’s more 
comfortable to retreat or reassure yourself that 
you are not racist, think instead, What actions can 
I take to help?  

Learn when to listen, when to amplify and when 
to speak up.  

When people of color speak to their experiences of 
oppression, it’s important for white people not to 
dominate the conversation or question those 
experiences. You can use your privilege to amplify 
those voices. Share the work and perspectives of 
people of color on social media. Credit colleagues 
of color for ideas. This not only helps marginalized 
people reach that audience but also helps spread 
their message from the source, rather than through 
the lens of a white person. 

That said, there are also times when white people 
should speak up. It’s not fair to burden people of 
color by making them always take the lead on anti-
bias work or intervening when something offensive 
is said or done. If you hear racist remarks, speak up. 
If you see opportunities to educate fellow white 
people about race, do so. As an ally, your privilege 
can be a tool to reach people who may be more 
likely to listen to you or relate to your journey in 
understanding your own relationship to race and 
white privilege.  

Educate yourself. 

Just as you should not always expect people of 
color to take the lead on speaking out against 
racism, you also shouldn’t expect them to educate 
you on racism. While it’s OK to ask questions of 
those who have expressed a willingness to answer 
them, you have the power to educate yourself. 
Seek out books and articles on the topic written by 
people of color. Critically evaluate documentaries 
that surround topics like slavery, race, the U.S. 
prison system and more. We have more access to 
information created by people of color than ever 
before. Take advantage of it, and avoid burdening 
friends or coworkers of color with constant 
questions about their experiences.  

Educate fellow white people.  

http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2013/08/28/the-black-white-and-urban-rural-divides-in-perceptions-of-racial-fairness/


Share what you’ve learned. Push through 
discomfort and demand courageous conversations 
in your circles. Do not let peers get away with 
problematic remarks without making a serious 
effort to engage them. 

Risk your unearned benefits to benefit others. 

You have most likely seen a viral video featuring 
Joy DeGruy talking about her biracial sister-in-law 
using her white skin privilege to question why Joy 
was receiving undue scrutiny from a cashier. She 
risks her comfort and her easy transactions with 
the store to point out this unfairness and ultimately 
receives support from witnesses and 
management.  

There are other ways to do this in our daily lives. It 
can be as simple as intervening if you see a boss or 
fellow educator treating someone differently 
because of their racial identity. It can mean 
advocating for a coworker to receive equal pay or 
opportunities. It can mean being an active witness 
when you see people of color confronted by law 
enforcement or harassed by bigots and letting 
them know you are there to support them and 
record the interaction if necessary. And it most 
certainly can mean engaging directly in anti-bias 
work, such as instilling more inclusive practices at 
your school or business or working with people 
committed to allyship and anti-racist activism, such 
as SURJ.  

*Some of these steps were adapted from 
suggestions in Emily Chiariello’s “Why Talk About 
Whiteness?” 

 

Reprinted with permission from Teaching 
Tolerance, a project of the Southern Poverty Law 
Center.  
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