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Foreword

Our society, as well as esteemed members of our profession, have diffi-
culty discussing issues of equity, let alone potentially more combusti-
ble topics such as “inequities.” Drawing from their extensive research, 
academic training, and on-the-ground experiences in preK-12 schools, 
the authors seek to demystify and “demythify” these topics by offer-
ing field-tested approaches, strategies, and activities. Every educator—
whether a first-year teacher or an experienced teacher, counselor, or 
administrator—can gain valuable professional knowledge and insights 
that will ultimately benefit all students academically and socially.

This professional learning experience, shared in the pages of this 
book, seeks to break barriers of inequity. It is about providing students 
in our schools access to the ideals of a democratic society. The authors 
provide ways to assess

• Your comfort and skills in conversations that involve issues of 
equity.

• Your knowledge and understanding of issues related to educational 
inequities.

At the end of each chapter, the authors provide activities that are spe-
cifically designed to guide your personal learning and reflections and 
to serve as dialogic strategies that you can use in your professional 
learning communities.

One thing comes through clearly in this book: conversations do 
matter! The authors have captured the essence of why conversations 
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Culture, Class, and Racexii

matter when the topic is about -isms, including racism, sexism, clas-
sism, and ableism. These topics and other learned treatments of peo-
ple as a result of systemic oppression are typically avoided or often 
result in anger, denial, stuckness, and even broken relationships. This 
well-curated text gives educators guidance for engaging in intentional 
and meaningful conversations about the best ways to relate to each 
other, including step-by-step practical plans and strategies for thinking 
together, even when their points of view and life experiences differ.

Early in the book you will find definitions of vocabulary terms often 
used in conversations about diversity but rarely understood through a 
common frame or common experiences. The definitions have emerged 
through understandings developed through dialogue, research, and 
shared experiences. Too often school leaders make decisions about 
access to resources, lack of resources, and abundances without shared 
understanding of important terms that are basic to education, such 
as inequity, disproportionality, disparity, and equality versus equity. 
Without such understanding, leaders often make decisions in isolation 
from the marginalized, disenfranchised, and silenced individuals for 
whom the decisions are being made. Shared visioning, decision mak-
ing, resources, and opportunities rarely happen without first engaging 
in mindful and intentional dialogue that is needed to develop shared 
understanding of these terms and those who do and those who do not 
benefit from them. Using the guidance offered, facilitators and partici-
pants alike will learn the intricacies and highly prized skills involved in 
true dialogue.

It’s All About Trust and Relationships

Margaret Wheatley, scientist and systems thinker, describes organi-
zations by using the metaphor of living, breathing systems (Wheatley, 
2009). Systems must be nurtured and energized for growth. They do 
not depend on hierarchy and organizational charts. They do depend on 
growth processes and energy exchanges and interactions. These inter-
actions lead to connections and relationships. Wheatley says that for 
growth to occur, organizations must pay attention to

• Their vision and identity;
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Foreword xiii

• The information that flows throughout the organization; and, most 
important,

• The relationships.

The authors emphasize the importance of relational trust among 
members of schools and organizations that serve diverse student pop-
ulations and are confronting issues surrounding and including lack of 
access and inequity. After all, schools are composed of people learn-
ing and working together. Without trust, teachers are suspicious of 
decisions administrators make, parents are reluctant to believe what 
teachers and leaders say about how decisions and rules are made, and 
administrators might hesitate to implement board policies when the 
only response to the question “Why do we do it this way?” is “We’ve 
always done it this way.” Without trust, the organization loses energy, 
lacks nurturing, and suffers from loss.

The Power of Questions 
for Transformative Action

Powerful questions can change the way people think. Some questions 
can cause educators to shut down their thinking and refuse to engage 
further in a conversation about some demographic groups. Consider 
this example: “Why do we always have to focus on those kids? Do you 
actually think they can do this work and graduate?” Responses to this 
and similar questions range from people leaving the room to others 
arguing with the questioner: “Sure, they can. Just because you can’t 
teach them doesn’t mean they can’t make it. Have a little sympathy, 
will ya?”

These questions and comments are barriers and do not support 
thinking. Well-crafted, nonjudgmental, open-ended questions can 
prompt new ways of thinking that actually break down the barriers. 
Powerful and breakthrough questions (Lindsey, Jungwirth, Pahl, & 
Lindsey, 2009) use a protocol for framing action to mediate thinking. 
In this book, the reader is led through the protocol, learning how to 
enable new ways of staying in the conversation and to spur transfor-
mative action.
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Culture, Class, and Racexiv

How Stories Help Us Connect at New Levels

Stories connect us. In her book Storycatcher, Christina Baldwin (2005) 
says:

Story—the abundance of it, and the lack of it—shapes us. Story—the 
abundance of it, the lack of it—gives us place, lineage, history, a sense 
of self.�.�.�. The power of story is understood by the powerful, yet the 
power of story belongs to all of us, especially the least powerful. 
History is what scholars and conquerors say happened; story is what 
it was like to live on the ground. (pp. 3–4)

Storytelling is also a powerful resource in this book. In some cases you 
will relate to the narrator and say, “That happened to me, too.” Other 
times you may read the story and think, “How could that happen? Why 
would it still be happening today?” As educators we must be willing to 
ask each other, “What is your story? What do I need to know? What 
would you like me to know?” The purpose of asking these questions of 
each other is so we can learn together.

Baldwin (2005) says, “Not every word that comes out of our 
mouths is a story. Story is a narrative. Words are how we think; nar-
rative is how we link” (p. 10). The authors of this book use story to 
link critical terms and definitions and to enable readers to learn new 
concepts through different experiences, via the Try This exercises. 
Clearly, Culture, Class, and Race: Constructive Conversations That Unite 
and Energize Your School and Community is a book about developing 
trust, relationships, and conversations that lead to understanding the 
importance of how race, class, and culture intersect. These intersec-
tions affect our identity, our values, our beliefs, and our assumptions. 
Mindful conversations help educators clarify and unify their efforts so 
that more students know who they are in this complex world.

Delores B. Lindsey, retired associate professor, 
California State University–San Marcos

Randall B. Lindsey, emeritus professor, 
California State University–Los Angeles
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1
Prepare to Engage

Racial affiliation, gender identification, social stratification, and eth-
nicity are conversational minefields where few people choose to ven-
ture. After 25 years’ experience in guiding educators through these 
difficult conversations, we are sharing tangible, practical advice on 
how to explore these traditionally taboo topics on your own and with 
your colleagues. We write about these topics with direct and simple 
language that, in turn and with practice, will enable you and your col-
leagues to discuss them as you build community.

Although these topics are complex, we are guided by the philoso-
phy that complexity is built from multiple simple components. And, 
beginning by discussing simple or basic components frees us to explore 
our common ill-informed understanding and ignorance and generate 
connections for future collaborations. More immediate, we want you to 
be confident when engaging in meaningful conversation about societal 
challenges surrounding the power dynamics founded upon classifica-
tions of race, gender, and class, and the many other excuses and reasons 
used for misunderstandings that fragment society and disrupt civil 
community.
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Culture, Class, and Race2

We apply these key principles to our work and suggest that you use 
them to guide your conversations:

• Understanding our values and beliefs is key to knowing ourselves 
and why we do what we do. In knowing how we come to under-
stand, we begin to know how others understand as well.

• Listening with empathy is important. Listening to others informs 
our ability to empathize with people who are thought to be differ-
ent from us. Empathy further expands self-knowledge and fortifies 
trust within a community.

• Promoting belongingness and focusing on developing healthy rela-
tionships between and among us is both needed and wanted.

• Engaging authentically with one another requires developing skills 
to do so—and using them. We do not live alone.

Read with Purpose
As an educator, you know that thinking about your intentions for 
reading—reading with purpose—will help you focus your learning and 
memory. And, one good pre-reading routine is to raise self-reflective 
questions about what you are going to read. Ask yourself several key 
questions:

• What are my assumptions about what I am going to read?
• What are my hopes for reading?
• What do I need to know about myself as I read?

We recommend the good practice of taking notes or keeping a jour-
nal. Sometimes you may be provoked in a way that reveals background 
information stowed deep within your life experience. Such revelation 
could provide insight as to your willingness or ability to respond to 
certain situations. Take notes about key ideas you want to remember. 
What spikes your curiosity may be the entry point to exciting self- 
discoveries and lead to knowledge of others. What ideas are discussed 
that are in alignment with your core beliefs? What ideas do not align 
with the way you self-identify? How might this book relate to you as a 
person and a professional?
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Prepare to Engage 3

Reading this book is an active learning experience that we hope will 
engage you and help you to involve others in a commitment to equity. 
Our hope is that it will help you to raise questions, generate ideas or 
new ways of thinking, and ignite your courage to have conversations of 
great meaning that change the culture of schools, social interactions, 
and larger community environments.

Practice
You will find a Try This section in each chapter. The activities within 
have been carefully selected and designed to promote and support 
your exploration of key ideas. In many cases, a deeper experiential dive 
into a topic will help you grasp the simple understandings within the 
complex topic. Reading this book and using the questions and activities 
will assist you—and your colleagues, if applicable—in developing neural 
pathways for processing and behaving differently. These experiences 
can help make connections and further unpack experiences and con-
cepts over time and can help integrate these thoughts and learning into 
daily life.

As humans, we aspire to social engagement and connection with 
our community. Through social engagement, we generate, negotiate, 
and renegotiate experiences to make sense of what we learn and do. 
Share with your colleagues what you learn and how you react as you 
read and participate in the activities. If possible, read this book along 
with colleagues and use the activities to share experiences and have 
larger, better-informed conversations.

Summon Courage

As attributed to ancient Chinese philosopher and writer Lao Tzu, 
“Being deeply loved by someone gives you strength, while loving some-
one deeply gives you courage.” On those grounds, everyone has cour-
age—though it may be a challenge to summon it when most needed. 
Today, our capacity to be courageous is smothered under a cloak of 
political correctness given the highly volatile space where relation-
ships coalesce. The toxicity is so pervasive that it has permeated our 
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Culture, Class, and Race4

homes and private encampments. Some of the most contentious con-
versations reportedly occur at traditional family gatherings, even 
Thanksgiving. Even in these personal spaces and under special con-
ditions, or perhaps because of them, summoning courage is necessary.

When we view courage as a muscle, we gain a sense of how cour-
age development might work. As with the muscle, your courage gains 
strength when used regularly. We also recognize that it shrinks and 
weakens when not used. But what is courage? How do we describe it?

Courage: 1. the attitude of facing and dealing with anything recognized as 
dangerous, difficult, or painful, instead of withdrawing from it; quality of 
being fearless or brave, valor. 2. mind; purpose; spirit (Merriam-Webster 
Dictionary, May 5, 2019).

We easily understand the first part of the definition as it captures 
the essence of heroes and heroines in books and movies. As for the sec-
ond, we believe mind, purpose, and spirit are embodied within a per-
son’s heart or cor. The temperament for brave action rises from within 
and offers us strength for acts of valor. It is cor that enables a person’s 
action in the instance or instances of adversity. We encourage you to 
reach into your cor and summon courage—courage to have conversa-
tions that cross cultural borders, social status lines, and gender-specific 
assignments. Our intent is to help you and your colleagues follow Lao 
Tzu’s lead to love yourself and your neighbor enough to engage in con-
versations that harness the potential to bind us rather than to split us 
apart.

These conversations take effort. If your experiences with these 
sorts of conversations were divisive or degenerated into shouting 
matches or tears, you may find it difficult to begin. If you are accus-
tomed to generating critical conversations that lead to positive out-
comes, you may embrace these opportunities. If you have been silent 
on many issues and feel disconnected from your community, take the 
opportunity to be heard and join in. Despite your experience, the risk 
of not engaging overshadows the risk of pursuit. Disengaging in a space 
where your participation is needed withholds an important perspec-
tive that could inform the action of the entire community. Your voice 
matters.
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Appendix: Extension Experiences 121

Try 
This

Using Your Imagination

Profound questions are inspired by curiosity. The simple 
desire to know about someone or something is funda-

mental to human development, interaction, and progress. You will 
need your imagination and a childlike innocence for this exercise.

1. Think of a current or historical figure with whom you would like 
to have a conversation. Imagine having this conversation in a casual 
setting, such as around a dinner table. Choose any figure, but here are a 
few ideas: Chinua Achebe, Susan B. Anthony, Cesar Chavez, Red Cloud, 
Alexander Hamilton, Delores Huerta, Nelson Mandela, Mother Teresa, 
Eleanor Roosevelt, Amy Tang, and Leonardo da Vinci.

2. Develop questions to ask. Focus on open-ended questions 
because you are curious to understand the thinking behind his or her 
work. Powerful questions create a window into what a person thinks 
and believes. Here are a few ideas that may help you develop potentially 
powerful questions:

What you want to know: What beliefs undergird how and why you 
took action?

• Dr. King, what principles did you draw upon to prepare and deliver 
the “I Have a Dream” speech in Washington, DC?

• Delores Huerta, what values guided your actions as you led the 
Chicano movement?

• Mother Teresa, what assumptions did you make that caused you to 
conclude that caring for the sick and poor was the right thing to do 
with your life?

3. Now that you have created questions to ask someone in an imag-
inary setting, invite someone who is actually in your life to have coffee 
to ask them powerful questions about their life experiences.

4. Use these prompts to guide your reflection about the conversa-
tion.

• What did you learn about yourself when you were asking ques-
tions?

• What did you learn about your invitee?
• What was easy about this process?
• What was difficult about this process?
• Why was this experience meaningful?
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