
HOW TO ADDRESS RACISM IN SCHOOL: NOTES 
 

Fundamental Concepts & Shift In Thinking 
 
Racism involves one group having the power to carry out systematic discrimination through the institutional 
policies and practices of the society and by shaping the cultural beliefs and values that support those racist 
policies and practices. Racism is different from racial prejudice, hatred, or discrimination. It is racial 
prejudice + social and institutional power; a system of advantage based on race; a system of oppression 
based on race and, ultimately, a white supremacy system. 
 
Racial prejudice is a pre-judgment or unjustifiable, and usually negative, attitude of one type of individual 
or groups toward another group and its members based on race.  
 
White Supremacy is the ideology, conscious or unconscious, that white people and their ideas, thoughts, 
beliefs, and actions are superior to those of Black, Indigenous, and People of Color . While most people 
associate white supremacy with extremist groups like the Ku Klux Klan and the neo-Nazis, white 
supremacy is actually ever present in our institutional and cultural assumptions.  
 
Systemic racism, also known as institutional racism, refers to the ways that white supremacy is reflected 
and upheld in the systems in our society. It looks at larger, structural and institutional operations rather than 
individual biases and behaviours.  
 

How Racism Shows Up 
Overt racism or explicit racism is the intentional and/or obvious harmful attitudes or behaviors towards a 
racialized individual or group because of the color of his/her skin. It can be practiced by individuals, groups, 
institutions, and even across societies. It is the type of racism that has become largely recognizable and 
taboo. 
 
Covert racism, on the other hand, is racial discrimination that is concealed or subtle. It is often also called 
“microaggressions” or “everyday racism”. It may be implicit as a result of unconscious biases that exist 
within an individual, regardless of ill-will or any self-aware prejudices. One key feature is that its disguised 
nature allows perpetrators to claim "plausible deniability" and to essentially gaslight their victims, that is to 
deny that the act was racist and undermine any claim of harm. “That was not my intent…”  

 

We All Have Internalized Racist Beliefs or Racial Bias 

Because we live in a white supremacy system of racial prejudice + power and systemic racism is used to 
maintain that inequity, racism is everywhere and in everything. Even in you;everyone holds racist beliefs.  
These are internalized beliefs. Beliefs that run so deep we may not even recognize they are there.  
 
We need to shift our thinking to see that an act of confronting racism is actually an act of caring as it allows 
the individual, the group, or the institution, the opportunity to recognize and address racist internalized 
beliefs they may otherwise have never known were there. This is called engaging in “brave conversations”. 

   

 



 
Five Strategies Needed when Addressing Racism 
 
1. Do the Work  

Get active in your antiracism education. Read books, listen to podcasts, attend workshops and classes 
all with the intention of increasing your knowledge and understanding. When you have done the work 
you will be more confident when compassionately challenging someone’s internalized racist beliefs, or 
a racist system. 

2. Speak in “I” Statements 
When addressing racism you need to use “I” statements.  By using “I” statements and speaking from 
your own point of view, rather than trying to speak on behalf of the person who was on the receiving 
end of the racist incident, you approach the incident from a place of integrity and accountability - 
instead of as “saving”. This is the number one rule when it comes to addressing racism.  

3. Build Relationships 
The better the relationship we have with someone, the easier it is to broach those brave conversations. 
If you have not invested the time in getting to know your students on a personal level, they are not 
going to make the emotional investment asked of them to examine and challenge their internal beliefs. 
Relationship and connection can increase your agency when it comes to addressing racism effectively.  

4. Practice, Practice, Practice 
Just like anything else we are learning to do, we must practice to increase our skill. Rehearse situations 
in your head and the things you would say should they happen. Pretend practice with friends on how to 
interrupt racist jokes or comments. Engage in real life real training by taking it up with your racist aunt 
or grandparent or by jumping in the comments section on any news article that is about Black, 
Indigenous, or People of Colour. 

5. Follow Up 
Be ready for the follow through and follow up. This could mean you personally following up with the 
student or colleague or oversight body, for example. Or, if you are not yet confident in the follow 
through, finding someone else who can support you in the bigger conversation. This could be someone 
from your school or district’s Social Justice team, a member of the PACs Anti-Racism committee, or a 
colleague you know who has put themselves out there as doing this work. Do not lean on the Black, 
Indigenous, and People of Colour you know as this creates more emotional labour for them. 

 
 

Four Areas Racism Shows Up in the School System 
 

1. In teaching materials - lesson plans, books, videos, guest speakers 
2. In Colleagues - fellow teachers, educators, support staff, administrators 
3. In Students - towards each other, racialized groups, prominent figures 
4. In Yourself - we all have internalized racist beliefs we need to root out 

 
   



 
In teaching materials 

 
Tools: Examples of what one could say 
 
Situation: You realize while teaching it that the lesson plan is racist.  

Response: “We are going to end this today because this isn’t what I expected it to be and I am 
uncomfortable continuing because I think (I know) this is racist.” 
 

 
 
Situation: A colleague is teaching, or wants to teach, about the experiences of a marginalized/racialized 
community but the materials being used are problematic.  

Response: “I know teaching these topics can unintentionally cause harm and the materials you are using 
do not seem culturally appropriate to me. Have you reached out to our Anti-Racism Committee? They may 
have some resources/presentations/lessons available to use in your classroom.”  

 
 

 
Situation: You realize after a lesson has been taught/presentation has been given that the materials had 
racist content. 

Reponse:  
To students - “Some of the material in that lesson plan/presentation didn’t sit right with me. I felt 

[identify what material] was racist because [say why it was racist]. I’m sorry about that. I’m working to be a 
better ally but still make mistakes sometimes. I'll review our lessons more carefully going forward.” 

To colleagues/administration - “Some of the material in that lesson plan/presentation didn’t sit 
right with me. I felt [identify material] was racist because [say why it was racist]. We should not have this 
lesson plan taught/book used/presentation booked back at our school. Here is a culturally competent 
alternative that I found.” 
 

 
 
Pitfalls to be mindful of regarding materials: 

1. You or your colleagues getting stuck on “this is how it has always been done”. 
-Who benefits from this lesson? Who might be harmed? 

2.  Being committed to the idea or intent of a lesson but ignoring the impact. 
-Teach without othering or highlighting students who do not have a  desire to be highlighted.  

3. Continuing to teach racist materials to teach what’s racist and what NOT to do 
-When talking about race, racism, and culture stick to what should be done 

 
  



 
In Colleagues 

 
Tools: Examples of what one could say 
 
Situation: You witness a colleague make a microaggression or engage in covert racism towards a student 
where their intent was to create inclusion but the impact is actually othering. 

Response:“I saw [identify the interaction] which I felt was racist and I’m not okay with it. With your 
permission I would like to address this with [identify the person]. May I have your permission?” 

If they say no, respect their response but let them know they can change their mind and you will be 
there to support them. 

If they say yes, explain in detail for them the steps you want to take and confirm they are okay. 
Then take those steps. 
 

 
 
Situation: For crazy hair day a teacher comes to school wearing an afro wig. 

Response: “Wearing an afro wig is cultural appropriation and is racist. I would like you to take it off.” 
 

 
 
Professional guidelines to be mindful of: 

1) First, talk to your colleague directly. 

2) If you need to involve others, you must inform your colleague in writing.  

3) Depending on the severity, mediation and professional discipline may be required.  
 
As we are not familiar with each District’s or individual school’s policies, we recommend you look into the 
policies and/or guidelines that apply to you specifically. As stated earlier, these are important to know when 
working to dismantle racism in education. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



 
In Students 

 
Tools: Examples of what one could say 
 

Situation: An Indigenous student’s band has paid for them to go on the school ski trip.  When talking about 
the ski trip to a classmate, he reveals that the Band is covering the trip for all students from his reserve if 
they want to go.  The other student then says, “It is so unfair, Indian students get everything paid for.” 
 
Response:  

First: Address the unfair comment. “Hey, I heard you mention it was unfair [Indigenous student’s 
name]’s ski trip was paid for by his Band. What about it makes it unfair?”  

Second: Address the use of the word Indian. “Indigenous Peoples - First Nations peoples, Metis 
peoples, and Inuit peoples - don’t like to be called Indian anymore by other people. People who are not 
Indigneous have made it mean a lot of bad and untrue things. So when we say it, it is hurtful.”  
 

 
 

Situation:    An Asian student is passing a group of students in the hall. One of the group members calls 
out angrily “Thanks for the China virus. You ruined our grad year!” You are the only adult who witnessed 
the interaction. 
 
Response: This is an act of overt racism and no matter where you are on your anti-racism journey 
you have a duty to act and escalate this situation. Here are the steps you could take: 
 

First: Check in with the student whom the racist comment was directed at and let them know you 
need to take the other student to the office. Make a plan so they know you will follow up. Try to ensure they 
have someone with them who can be a support. Give them a choice of what they can do, and the space 
needed, to process what has happened to them. 

Second:  Pull the offending student aside and escort them to the office.  This is overt racism and 
needs to include administration in the decision making process on how to deal with it.  Be present for the 
meeting with the student and use I statements to explain what you observed and state why it is a racist 
statement. This student will need a staff member to guide them through their understanding of why what 
they said was racist and help them to examine their racist beliefs. It will be important that the person who 
works with them has a relationship built on respect and trust.  If you witnessed it but do not have that kind 
of relationship with the student, you need to find a staff member who does. 

Third: Follow up with the student who the statement was aimed at.  Depending on the impact it had 
on the student a visit with a school counsellor or administration may need to happen.  Make sure if there is 
any restitution happening from the student who made the comment that it is authentic and that the student 
it was aimed at is interested and ready to participate. 

Fourth: The parents/guardians of both students need to be notified by a teacher or the 
administration about what occurred and the follow up that happened with staff after the incident. 

 
 
  



 
Additional General Strategies to Address Racism in Students 

1) Ask clarifying questions 

2) Always address questions on racism even if your reply is “I don’t know”. 

3) Make the situation relatable to their own personal experiences 

4) Be willing to admit you don’t know 

5) Create a clear Classroom Code of Conduct with inclusive language 
 
 
In Yourself 

 
Tools: Examples of what one could say 
 
Situation: You are teaching a lesson on drawing a self portrait and talking out loud about your colour 
choices when you say “and now I am going to fill in my face with skin colour”, while indicating a peach 
coloured crayon. A Black student in your class says “That’s not my skin colour”.  
 
Response: “You are right! Thank you. I did just say skin colour but this is only MY skin colour. There are 
many different skin colours. I would call mine peach [or whatever colour you feel is closest to your skin 
tone]. So what I should have said is “and now I am going to fill in my face with this peach colour.”  
 

 
 
Situation: You are teaching a lesson and a few Indigenous students are not engaged and just walk out of 
the room together. Later you are talking to a colleague about how frustrated you are and they suggest it 
might have something to do with the lesson.  
 
Response: Upon reflection you reach out to the Indigenous students, “I noticed you weren’t engaged with 
my lesson on [insert topic]. I was curious why and thought it might be how I am teaching it or perhaps what 
I am teaching doesn’t sit well with you. I am trying to improve the lesson so that next time I teach it I do a 
better job of making it interesting for everyone. Do you have any suggestions for me?” 
 
 

Remember... 
 
Everyone has internalized racist beliefs and biases. We are often unaware of them. The only way to 
change them is to become aware of them. Therefore an act of confronting racism is actually an act of 
caring. You are either gifting someone, or being gifted, the opportunity to see those biases one might 
otherwise have never known were there. 
 


