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Advancing equity in our schools and society requires deep thought
and honest conversations about tough topics. These conversations 
about emotionally charged subjects, including race, class, and
culture, can be daunting.

Authors Brenda CampbellJones, Shannon Keeny, and Franklin 
CampbellJones, experts in research and equitable practices, guide 
you through a meaningful framework for thinking about, preparing 
for, and having such critical conversations. They invite you to 
ponder your own cultural identity and assumptions, reflect and
deeply consider values and beliefs, and then understand how these 
factors affect your conversations and interactions with others.

They provide essential information about the types of
conversations and behaviors we all consciously and subconsciously 
exhibit and witness, with authentic stories and experiences from
people who have used the authors' framework to enrich their 
communities. As you explore the information and activities in this 
book that are specifically designed to help you scaffold new ideas 
into practice, you and your colleagues will examine biases and
begin to build equitable experiences for all students.

The book's field-tested approach enables every educator to grow
professionally by using the power of conversation to develop trust, 
ask powerful questions, really hear the answers—and learn together 
in ways that strengthen and invigorate the school and community.
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Brenda CampbellJones, Shannon Keeny, and Franklin CampbellJones 
have creatively expanded the expectations and conversation for 
establishing a more equitable society. It is a clear call to improve 
relationships in ways that are practical, engaging, and inspiring.

The authors take us beyond conversations on race, class, and culture 
to alignment with our inner core via asking and answering difficult 

questions. Finally, a conversation that can be held . . . honestly.

Dr. Theresa Saunders

Associate Professor, Education Leadership and Counseling,  

Eastern Michigan University; Consultant, African American Student Initiative,  

Michigan Department of Education

This book is not just read—it is “lived.” The authors challenge and 
encourage each reader to be a mindful participant in a dynamic 

conversation of life. Individual voices carry the potential of the heart 
while our collective voices have unmatched power to liberate the 

dormant power of human potential.

Richard S. Martinez, EdD

Diversity Consultant, Leadership Coach, Founder of the Artful Alliance

Instead of pathologizing and exploiting differences, the authors offer 
core components of meaningful conversation about the real and often-

divisive issues that emerge from the power dynamics implicit within 
diversity. They teach us how to engage with each other in a way that 

honors dignity, affirms personhood, and builds community.

John Krownapple

Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Coordinator, Howard County, Maryland

As we have deeper conversations beyond race, class, and cultural 
boundaries, this book inspires readers to pose questions that “open up 

what is possible rather than shut down the emergence of newness.”

I am inspired to reflect on why I teach, how I communicate and 
cocreate with all members of the learning community, and what  

I need to do to expand my capacity to communicate truthfully and 
freely on behalf of the students and families that I serve.

Alicia S. Monroe, EdD

Career Expert & Adjunct Professor, Rowan University; ASCD Faculty;  

CEO/Founder, Solutions for Sustained Success, LLC
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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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• 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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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?

ADVANCE UNCORRECTED COPY - NOT FOR DISTRIBUTION



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 

ADVANCE UNCORRECTED COPY - NOT FOR DISTRIBUTION



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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Prepare to Engage

It is our experience that members of the education community— 
including students, teachers, counselors, psychologists,  administrators, 
parents, and board members—want to connect with one another 
beyond societal norms. Within or across these groupings, however, 
conversations about gender assignments, racial identity, social classi-
fication, and ethnic affiliation are often considered dangerous to the 
point of being unapproachable. Connecting across all these identities or 
affinity groups (real and imagined, personal and professional) requires 
engagement and purposeful conversation along with an exchange of 
ideas that reach into our individual experiences, which are unique to 
our background knowledge or lifeworld. The act of authentically shar-
ing our lifeworld experiences has the potential of unveiling the imag-
inary differences that divide us into affinity groups. Sharing who you 
are and your unique experiences and perceptions allows others to enter 
and experience the world as you do. Stripping away the illusion of sep-
aration frees us to see and explore the many nearby pitfalls and entrap-
ments as we learn to eviscerate them from our conscious experience.

With free-flowing purposeful conversation, interconnected rela-
tionships are possible. Many school environments, however, func-
tion as conversational deserts with sparse dialogues, malnourished 
relationships, and withered communities. Conversationally famished 
educators come to our workshops and eagerly break their silence, par-
ticipate in active discourse, and share their lifeworld. They frequently 
express fulfillment after a day of productive exchange centered on race, 
class, sexual orientation, and culture.

We find that conversations that flourish and are free-flowing share 
the following attributes.

• We love to share our stories. An exchange of struggles, concerns, 
and joy is a way of connecting and discovering how similar we are.

• We like to feel unimpeded when sharing elements of truth. Our 
personal perception is truth, at least until we hear more infor-
mation or different truths. Sharing multiple versions of a story or 
truth gives us perspective and allows us to be open to hearing and 
seeing from other points of view. To be open to other points of view 

ADVANCE UNCORRECTED COPY - NOT FOR DISTRIBUTION



Culture, Class, and Race6

is our primary orientation of expression. Consider the metaphor of 
a flower unfolding as it blooms to people “opening up” to commu-
nicate and exchange ideas.

• We enjoy consensus. The more we agree with one another, the 
more stable and confident we are in our lifeworld. The more con-
fident we become, the more certain we are of the actions we take.

• We negotiate the perceived shared space among us. Learning the 
ground rules is essential, especially when cultivating new terrain 
around traditions perceived to threaten our lifeworld experiences.

• We believe trust is fundamental to communication. Without trust, 
communication breaks down and relationships are dysfunctional.

We discuss these attributes and highlight their importance in cre-
ating healthy relationships. They help us disconnect from unhealthy 
associations with race, class, and culture. Our intent is to establish a 
platform for your engagement in healthy relationships beyond these 
outdated affinity groups.

Begin with a Story

We draw from our vast experience as equity facilitators working with 
schools and community organizations in the United States and Canada. 
We share our proven techniques for facilitating sensitive critical con-
versations and nurturing relationships. Just as important, we share 
stories of individuals who are traversing the journey of eviscerating 
oppressive behaviors and traditions from their personal and profes-
sional lives. Stories matter. We honor the years of stories shared by 
people who have wrestled with challenges that were presented by 
an illusion of separation. Their stories and insights provide richness 
and depth to our work. We anticipate that your experience with these 
topics will be confirmed and challenged, ultimately adding to the rich-
ness of your perspective and expanding your horizon of the human 
experience.

We use different formats to convey our key concepts. The sto-
ries, poems, reflections, and activities can help you find the materials 
needed to construct new meanings and forge better ideas that fit your 
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community. The stories are from our own experiences and from the 
experiences of colleagues who gave us permission to share with you. 
We invite you to consider your own story in similar situations, when-
ever appropriate. We begin with Shannon’s story.

Shannon’s Story

 My home is in Baltimore, Maryland. Of the many things that 
define Baltimore—poets, musicians, history—it is noted most 

often for the crime rate (an average of one murder each day in 2017). 
My city has the third largest police force in the United States and 
remains divided both racially and economically. As a white female in a 
historically white neighborhood, I feel very comfortable and safe in my 
community and in my three-level row home with a rooftop deck. Here 
is an experience that I’d like to share.

On a clear January day with sun shining and the temperature about 
60°F, I decided to sit on my rooftop deck and disconnect from my busy 
work life. With no phone and no company, I knew at the click of the 
door that I’d locked myself out. Somewhat bemused, I wondered how I 
was going to get back inside.

My first idea was to break the glass door with the table on my deck. 
When that didn’t work, I climbed over the railing to the adjacent home. 
Three railings and decks later, I still did not have success—no one was 
home to hear me knock on the windows or cry out for help. Panic came 
over me as I wondered what I would do if I couldn’t get inside.

In desperation, I looked down and spotted a man on the sidewalk. I 
yelled to get his attention. When he looked up, I said, “Please help me— 
I am locked out of my house.” He looked shocked when I pointed to my 
house (three rooftops away) and said, “I live there.” He asked if it would 
be helpful to call the police for assistance. I insisted that he climb the 
fence to my backyard and enter the unlocked back door. He agreed. 
Within a few minutes he climbed the fence, entered my house, climbed 
the three flights of stairs, tracked through my bedroom, and opened 
the deck door. Hooray! I was free. With laughter and a sigh of relief, I 
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hugged him and thanked him from the bottom of my heart for having 
rescued me. He was my hero!

After seeing him off, I sat down on my couch and began to laugh and 
then cry. I called my parents and said, “Don’t worry, I am OK.” Of 
course, they had no idea what had happened, so I explained. They 
laughed and agreed that I had created quite the story.

Two days later, I took an emotional pivot. My joy at being rescued 
waned as a troubling reality entered my consciousness. As I traced 
the event from start to finish, I was saddened by the many times the 
story could have ended tragically. If I were a black female, would I have 
attempted to break the glass on my own door? Would I have climbed 
my neighbors’ railings, walked across their decks, and knocked on their 
windows? Would I have called to a stranger from a neighbor’s deck and 
asked him to enter my house to rescue me? Would it have mattered if 
the rescuer was white or black? Male or female?

These questions and more flooded my mind. What was most disturbing 
is that I did not think about any of these problems at the time. Why? 
As a white female, I am nearly oblivious to the perils that people of 
color face every day. I did not consider that anyone would be concerned 
about me climbing over railings to neighbors’ rooftops or that anyone 
would call the police to report me as a thief. I felt completely justified 
in trying to break into my own house. At that moment, I realized that 
my whiteness meant something. It gave me the privilege and the con-
fidence to climb on roofs, knock on third-story doors, and demand 
the help that I needed. In a moment of reflection, I felt both guilt and 
anger: Guilt because race isn’t something I think about every moment 
of every day. Anger because other people have to think about race  
every moment of every day.

I thought of Dr. Henry Louis Gates Jr., prominent scholar at Harvard 
University, creator and host of many PBS movies and film projects, and 
author of many books and journal publications. His front door jammed 
and Gates was arrested for breaking into his own house. The police 
questioned Gates about his proper identity and residence. Despite 
attempts to prove his identity, he was taken to jail on charges of disor-
derly conduct. The charges were later dropped (Thompson, 2009).
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I thought of Lolade Siyonbola, an African American student who fell 
asleep while completing papers for her master’s degree. A white stu-
dent reported her to the campus police as an “unauthorized person” in 
the dorm. She was questioned by police, who told her, “we need to make 
sure you belong here” (Caron, 2018).

I remembered Rashon Nelson and Donte Robinson, two African 
American men arrested within 10 minutes of entering a Philadelphia 
coffee house while waiting to meet a friend to discuss a potential busi-
ness investment. Their reported crime was “not ordering drinks and 
refusing to leave.” Charges were later dropped and the CEO apologized 
in an open letter to the public (Whack, 2018).

I thought of these events and wondered about all the ones that I didn’t 
hear about. I’m convinced these sorts of events happen daily. I felt 
anger that these atrocities occur and guilt because I have the privilege 
not to think of them at all.

Try 
This

Exploring Your Cultural Identity
We often associate with our sociocultural identities, 
including race, class, ethnic background, gender affilia-

tion, religion, occupation, and sexual orientation. In Shannon’s Story, 
Shannon later realized that her experience could have been different, 
depending on her race and gender affiliation. For this activity, explore 
how you might experience advantages or disadvantages related to one 
aspect of your cultural identity. Use the following exercise to remind 
yourself of a time when you experienced your identity and how the 
experience affected you.

1. Recall a story connected to one aspect of your social cultural 
identity (e.g., white, female, dad, soccer parent, or religious affiliation). 
Make a few notes about the story that connects with how that aspect of 
your identity affected the experience (who was there, where you were, 
and why the event was memorable).

2. Identify a trusted friend, family member, or colleague and share 
your social cultural identity and story. Ask your partner to do the same 
and share.
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3. After you and your trusted friend, family member, or colleague 
have shared stories about your experiences, gather two or three other 
parties to engage in the same process (steps 1 and 2). We find it’s best 
for you to offer your story and then allow everyone time to think and 
write. Give everyone the opportunity to share their experience in a 
dialogic setting. Below are some questions to consider when creating a 
safe and nurturing space for authentic sharing.

• What do members of the group need to feel safe while sharing?
• What are some ways that you would like the group to share their 

story? For example, round robin, in pairs, in group, or in a circle?
• What is a good location for sharing?
• Afterward, use the following prompts to guide your reflection on 

the activity.

 ɞ What does this experience evoke in you?
 ɞ What did you learn about yourself?
 ɞ What did you learn about how groups share stories and listen to 

others sharing stories?
 ɞ In what ways might you apply this learning?
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5
Communicate with  
the Power of Trust

One of the most important things you do is communicate with some-
one else. The urgency to sensibly communicate can be heightened 
when the climate threatens to maintain classism, racism, xenopho-
bia, homophobia, and other anxieties associated with the allocation of 
social power. Not only must we communicate with one another, but we 
must do it competently.

Jürgen Habermas (1990) gives insight as to key elements of com-
petent communicating that can lead to what he terms “communicative 
action.” The hallmark of communicative action is two or more people 
engaging in dialogic conversation with the intent of coming to an agree-
ment about something they encounter in the objective (outside) world. 
In their discussion, they agree to use subjective (internal) reference 
points to make sense of external occurrences. The internal references 
are drawn from what Habermas terms the “lifeworld.”
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Lifeworld
Imagine your life experiences as a wellspring and you have the ability 
to draw from it to solve problems, understand situations, and formu-
late plans of action. This wellspring is what Habermas (1990) calls the 
lifeworld—the sum of your life experiences that operate as background. 
The lifeworld undergirds all presuppositions you make—and nestled 
within are cultural patterns, rules, and regulations that shape your 
view of the world and establish parameters for your vision and identity. 
Your gender identity, racial identity, ethnic identity, faith association, 
and social assignment coalesce within the lifeworld.

The lifeworld provides the information that fills your conversa-
tions and your daily life, whether you are aware of its presence. Your 
idea of reality is made of experiences that are stored in your lifeworld, 
projected into the objective world. Everyday lifeworld experiences lead 
to everyday objective realities. For example, your notion of a wooden 
table is labeled according to how you have experienced it. Beyond a 
collection of cells that were once a tree, you may experience it as the 
cultural object that is to be used as a place for dining or propping your 
digital tablet. Your familiarity with it most likely depends upon how 
you have come to culturally associate it based upon the experiences 
you have with other people. Comfortable, pretty, and useful are all 
descriptors of cultural associations with a wooden table. This example 
emphasizes that what you call an object (a table) and how you expe-
rience it in the objective (outer) world is born from the experiences 
referenced in your subjective (inner) world. Be conscious of your par-
ticipation in this phenomenon.

Bring Lifeworld Forward
Because we constantly subconsciously process our lifeworld experi-
ences, how do we purposefully and consciously engage these expe-
riences in our everyday interactions? Good question. Conscious 
awareness and purposeful use of the lifeworld requires us to let go of 
egocentric methods that are intended to strategically overpower an 
opponent, as in raw debate. Adopting an attitude where your primary 
goal is to reach consensus with someone about what you encounter 

ADVANCE UNCORRECTED COPY - NOT FOR DISTRIBUTION



Communicate with the Power of Trust 53

or observe in the objective world is the pathway for coconstructing an 
equitable reality. Our expectation is that you intentionally engage and 
share your lifeworld while you are involved in conversation.

Maintaining positive intention about working toward consensual 
agreement is fundamental when entering authentic relationships with 
others who have vastly different lifeworlds. Entering a multicultural 
space committed to an inclusive community requires negotiating a 
variety of points of view. The high probability of different lifeworld 
reference points and data streams converging produces opportunities 
for rich perspectives. Having positive intent lowers the risk of highly 
contentious conflict among widely varying perspectives.

Reaching consensual agreement through reciprocal engagement 
about what is objectively observed happens when each party describes 
what they initially perceive based upon their lifeworld experience. 
They then negotiate and agree upon a new description or experience. 
Herein lies the collective work of extending old ways of understanding 
to creating new ways. Through communicative action, it is possible to 
move from a described world where race matters to an agreed-upon 
redescribed world for which race is an illusion and carries zero value. 
This redescribed world allows new possibilities.

Conversational Pathways and Claims of Validity

Reaching new understandings in a dialogic format is an important 
focus of this book. Purposeful engagement among people with differ-
ent lifeworlds requires you to be responsible for participating in civil 
discourse. As mentioned previously, the opportunities for multiple 
conversational mishaps are myriad given multicultural lifeworld expe-
riences. Yet the opportunity for expanding our perspectives and rela-
tionships through purposeful conversation is rich.

It is possible for people entwined in the same conversation to 
travel two separate pathways. One pathway is paved with strategic 
action (contentious conversation or raw debate ), while the other fea-
tures inquiry (discovery conversation or dialogue). Parties traveling 
down the corridor oriented toward strategic action use maneuvers 
designed to win over the other’s perspective. They may even go so far as 

ADVANCE UNCORRECTED COPY - NOT FOR DISTRIBUTION



Culture, Class, and Race54

to sabotage the conversation for the sake of claiming the win. Familiar 
power tactics (e.g., “I am your boss. So, it’s my way or the highway”) 
are common practices. Contentious conversation highlighted with raw 
debate is the primary method of communicating, with winning the 
argument as the objective. Another prominent feature of contentious 
conversations is masked conversation, during which one or more par-
ticipants appear to agree with something or someone that they do not 
agree with. When taking the strategic action path, a group can arrive at 
an end point without knowing how they got there or why the journey 
commenced.

In contrast, the pathway of discovery conversation proceeds 
through inquiry with the goal of reaching consensual agreement about 
something encountered in the real world, such as equitable schools. 
Parties engage in honest exploration of the topic openly sharing and 
questioning each of their lifeworld experiences to form a predicate 
for a possible new understanding of something they both view as old. 
Out of this exchange, a shift in perspective emerges. An example of 
such a shift is when schools forthrightly consider the yearly calendar 
relative to the change in student demographics of the students they 
serve. The current educational calendar for most U.S. public schools 
is based upon traditional norms of the Anglo-Saxon Christian tradi-
tion. Restructuring the district calendar so that it is more inclusive 
of nondominant faith-based groups such as Muslim, Hindi, Buddhist, 
and Jewish, to name a few, would be more equitable. Many school 
employees of these groups are frequently penalized by needing to take 
personal leave or students receive an “excused absence” when the 
dominant group does not have to do the same. These current practices 
maintain structural unfairness and systemic injustices.

We wish to highlight that society functions as a collective. How 
we go about our daily tasks as a collective is dependent upon the way 
we choose to come together. An assembly oriented toward strategic 
action in conversation most often leads to dictatorial and egocentric 
outcomes. An assembly of people with an attitude of discovery through 
dialogue can achieve heightened understanding. When we learn more 
about one another and acknowledge that our lifeworlds are linked, we 
see ourselves as one and the same and make our community stronger.
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Validity Claims

How do you know what is being communicated is dependable and 
valid? Communicative action requires application of conditions that 
let us know the acceptability of what is said. These are called validity 
claims (Habermas, 1990). We use three measures to gauge if what is 
being said is suitable: truth, rightness, and truthfulness. Although we do 
not present what individuals consider as truth, rightness, or truthful-
ness to be a universal objective, we do consider these three subjective 
claims when establishing what is perceived is judged valid.

These three claims are subjective and operate subconsciously. We 
use them to determine whether the conversation is open or shut, frank 
or dishonest, continues or terminates. In the quest for “the truth” or 
“who is right,” be mindful of the subjective nature of truth, right, and 
truthfulness and how using them to establish legitimacy of what is 
being said influences the daily coconstruction of our objective world. 
Recognizing that our world is consensually coconstructed opens the 
probability for accepting that my truth looks different from your truth. 
In turn, this puts us in a position to have a conversation that leads to a 
common truth between us, particularly around the topic of equity. Our 
intent is to highlight the importance of these three points of measure 
as legitimate claims for consensual agreement rather than advocating 
which truth is the “real truth.” More important, we contend that every-
one becomes comfortable with the relative nature of our objective 
world and its dependencies upon our taking responsibility for cocon-
structing it.

Listed below are terms to further describe application of each 
validity claim. Each term is applied to the worthiness of what is spo-
ken by the other party when considering whether to agree with their 
perspective. Study the list and consider how you might measure the 
worthiness of your agreement or disagreement with someone as you 
converse and interact with them.

Truth: certainty, reality, actuality, veracity, genuine
Rightness: correctness, appropriateness, aptness, exactness, 

properness
Truthfulness: honesty, openness, candor, frankness, faithfulness
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When we engage in conversation, we automatically register a yes or 
no response when considering what is spoken against the measures of 
truth, rightness, and truthfulness. Each person ponders if what is being 
said by the other party is real, appropriate, or honest. All three metrics 
gauge whether what is being said is valid. A yes response indicates that 
the conversation is valid and signals it is safe to pursue inquiry toward 
further understanding. A no response indicates that what was said fails 
at least one of the tests and the conversation is deemed invalid, halting 
the pursuit of further understanding.

Trust Matters

Trust is a major force for establishing cohesive relationships and mov-
ing conversations across borders of perceived social-political, cultural, 
racial, and power differences. We refer to trust as the intangible tangi-
ble in the fabric of human relationships. Trust is the thing that cannot 
be touched or seen, but it solidifies relationships among and between 
people establishing community, organizations, and institutions. Trust 
has been described as a state of expressed confidence and reliability in 
something or someone.

Covey (2006) offers a simple straightforward description of trust 
and how it manifests in our lives.

Simply put, trust means confidence. The opposite of trust—distrust—is 
suspicion. When you trust people, you have confidence in them—in their 
integrity and in their abilities. When you distrust people, you are suspi-
cious of them—of their integrity, their agenda, their capabilities, or their 
track record. (p. 5)

Trust describes a condition of the bond between or among people. 
This connection can be strong or weak, high or low, and any point in 
between. It signifies the level of cohesiveness within relationships. 
The level of trust in a relationship denotes how close or distant people 
are with one another. The level of closeness people maintain with each 
other dictates the ease of flow in and among lifeworld experiences.

What happens when trust is lost? In the pursuit of understand-
ing the essence of trust, Larson and LaFasto (1989) take great care to 
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display what might happen when trust is lost. They give an explanation 
of the level of trust by graphing its ebb and flow through moments of 
disappointment with effective, high-performing teams. They describe 
trust as a virtuous trait that is essential to bonding people and conclude 
that relationships are doomed to fail without trust. Their research of 
what makes effective high-performing teams revealed four essential 
operational principles:

(1) honesty—integrity, no lies, no exaggerations; (2) openness—a willing-
ness to share, and a receptivity to information, perceptions, ideas; (3) con-
sistency—predictable behavior and responses; and, (4) respect—treating 
people with dignity and fairness. (p. 85)

Larson and LaFasto emphasize that a breach of any of these four 
principles by a team member leads to disappointment and severely 
compromises the group’s trust. Figure 5.1 depicts a progression of what 
happens to trust levels when principles are violated.

Figure 5.1  When Trust Is Broken

Source: Adapted from TeamWork: What Must Go Right/What Can Go Wrong by Carle E. 
Larson & Frank M. J. LaFasto, 1989. Newbury Park, CA: Sage. Used with permission.

Trust over Time

Disappointment Disappointment Disappointment

High

Low

Moving from left to right, the graphic shows a bar on the far left 
indicating a high level of trust. When a violation occurs, disappoint-
ment is introduced into the relationship and the level of confidence 
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plummets from the highest point to the very lowest. Trust plummets 
when what was expected did not happen. For example, when your 
loved one doesn’t explain and meets you for dinner three hours later 
than planned. Or, when you were scheduled to meet with your work 
group at 8:30 a.m. but no one notified you when the time changed to 
11:30. In both cases the principles of honesty, openness, consistency, 
and respect are violated. What was agreed upon and expected did not 
happen. If the violation is not reconciled, over time trust will rise from 
this low point but will plateau at a much lower level and never reach its 
original high point. It simply sinks to a significantly lower, less trusting 
point than before. Any recurring violation eventually leads to more 
disappointment, which can be envisioned as a downward spiral to a 
collapsed relationship in which open engagement is all but impossible.

These simple examples demonstrate how violating principles of 
trust fractures the bond in a relationship, yet they pale in compari-
son to the generational breaches throughout U.S. history. Legalized 
enslavement followed by years of segregation and disenfranchisement 
served to institutionalize skepticism between African Americans and 
European Americans. Into the mix of breaches, add the practice of 
legally barring women from legislative process and economic prosper-
ity; the seizure of properties of Japanese Americans and placing them 
in internment camps; the subjugation of Chinese Americans leaving 
them to suffer horrific working conditions and oppressive segregation; 
the abduction of land from Mexican Americans; the forced migration 
of First Nation people onto reservations while placing their children 
in boarding schools to make them more American; LGBTQ+ people 
forced to hide for fear of physical and psychological harm. For the most 
part, these violations go unreconciled, leaving trust levels at their low-
est points.

Restoring Trust

When trust has been lost, can we get it back? The good news is that 
under the proper conditions, trust can be restored to its original value 
or reach new heights in the relationship. Here are conditions under 
which it can be resurrected.

ADVANCE UNCORRECTED COPY - NOT FOR DISTRIBUTION



Communicate with the Power of Trust 59

Condition 1: Crisis. When in a crisis, people come together and 
form a tight bond to effectively handle the immediate emergency. You 
may be familiar with stories about estranged family members work-
ing together when one member needs critical health care. And, we’ve 
all witnessed communities joining together during and after natural 
disasters—and political adversaries joining forces to provide assistance 
in times of need (e.g., New Jersey Governor Christie and President 
Obama in the aftermath of Hurricane Sandy). The downside to trust 
restoration under crisis is that people tend to resume the lower trust 
levels after resolution.

Condition 2: Successfully working together. Trust can be 
restored when people work together and achieve a common goal. 
Success breeds success and fuels confidence. Confidence grows as 
people rely on one another more often and reliability is anticipated. 
Disappointments are replaced with accomplishments when expec-
tations are met. A sense of attainment replaces doubt and restores 
faith. Over time, trust can be strengthened and accelerates until it is 
fully restored. Figure 5.2 shows that trust grows with each successful 
accomplishment.

Source: Adapted from TeamWork: What Must Go Right/What Can Go Wrong by Carle E. 
Larson & Frank M. J. LaFasto, 1989. Newbury Park, CA: Sage. Used with permission.

Figure 5.2  When Trust Is Regained

Trust Regained
High

Low

Growth over time with each success
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Condition 3: Forgiveness. Perhaps the most potent condition 
that leads to rapid trust restoration and new heights of trust is the act 
of forgiveness. Because of the magnitude of forgiveness in restoring 
relationships, it is worth a longer explanation. Keep in mind that for-
giveness happens when the person who has been offended or violated 
releases all resentment for the transgression.

Madsen, Gygi, Hammond, and Plowman (2009) conducted exten-
sive research to find a definition for forgiveness. They provide the 
following:

1. There is an injury or violation with subsequent emotional/phys-
ical pain.

2. The violation results in a broken/fragmented relationship 
between parties.

3. Perpetuation of injury is halted.
4. A cognitive process is pursued where the painful event or action 

is understood or reframed with a fuller context.
5. There is a release or letting go of justifiable emotion and retalia-

tion related to the event.
6. There is a renegotiation of the relationship. (p. 249)

These elements outline the steps that occur during a breach and 
restoration of trust. Beginning with the injury through the point of 
renegotiation, we gain a clear view of what is required to move toward 
reconciliation. We add the crucial components of acknowledgment and 
acceptance of the breach by both parties. When the parties realize that 
a breach has occurred and acknowledge the role they played, they are 
able to engage in negotiation. Without acknowledgment and accep-
tance of involvement, trust further deteriorates and the relationship 
continues on the path to perdition.

Try 
This

Regaining Trust

Studying Figures 5.1 and 5.2, you see how trust is lost 
when promises are broken, leading to disappointment. 

Trust can be regained through focused efforts and purposeful actions. 
In this exercise, you will focus on the practice of forgiveness. It is our 
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belief that you can’t receive forgiveness if you are unwilling to practice 
forgiveness.

1. Think about someone who has deeply wronged you—someone 
you feel is impossible to forgive. When you think about this person, you 
experience pain, sadness, fear, and anger.

2. When you have identified that person, begin the process of for-
giveness by composing a letter. Using that person’s perspective, write 
a letter to yourself and ask for your forgiveness. Think about what you 
need to hear to promote healing. Think about what wrong needs to be 
acknowledged.

3. Begin the letter with a salutation “Dear [Your Name],” and be 
careful to write from the other person’s perspective. In the body of the 
letter, write everything that you want that person to say to you.

4. Sign the letter from that person.
5. Read the letter to yourself every day. Reflect on the letter- writing 

experience using the following questions as guides:
• What are you learning about forgiveness?
• What did you notice about yourself before, during, and after you 

wrote the letter?
• What was enlightening about this process?
6. When you no longer need to read the words, put the letter away 

in a safe place.
7. Destroy the letter when you have developed some distance from 

the initial writing and no longer need to read it to yourself.
8. Finally, allow time to reflect on the entire experience, choosing 

time intervals from the point you wrote the letter through the point 
you threw it away.

Try 
This

Shifting Experiences
It is our belief that storytelling can move mountains, 
though we aren’t trying to move mountains here, just 

you! Your movement has far greater influence than the greatest of 
mountain chains. Sometimes you are unable to form words to detail 
what you are thinking, feeling, or experiencing. For this exercise, we 
selected a poem to guide a shift in perspective. The poem offers a 
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common experience that we can share with others, giving us the oppor-
tunity to see how different people make various meanings from the 
same experience. This is an opportunity to synthesize content and 
experience from previous chapters. Consider your social cultural iden-
tity, how we communicate with each other, and the power that trust 
plays in relationships.

1. As you read the poem, underline words or phrases that resonate 
with you. We define resonate as something that deeply affects you, con-
nects with you, or aligns with your values.

Judge Softly
Pray, don’t find fault with the man that limps, 

Or stumbles along the road. 
Unless you have worn the moccasins he wears, 
Or stumbled beneath the same load.

There may be tears in his soles that hurt 
Though hidden away from view. 
The burden he bears placed on your back 
May cause you to stumble and fall, too.

Don’t sneer at the man who is down today 
Unless you have felt the same blow 
That caused his fall or felt the shame 
That only the fallen know.

You may be strong, but still the blows 
That were his, unknown to you in the same way, 
May cause you to stagger and fall, too.

Don’t be too harsh with the man that sins. 
Or pelt him with words, or stone, or disdain. 
Unless you are sure you have no sins of your own, 
And it’s only wisdom and love that your heart contains.

For you know if the tempter’s voice 
Should whisper as soft to you, 
As it did to him when he went astray, 
It might cause you to falter, too.

Just walk a mile in his moccasins 
Before you abuse, criticize and accuse. 
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If just for one hour, you could find a way 
To see through his eyes, instead of your own muse.

I believe you’d be surprised to see 
That you’ve been blind and narrow-minded, even unkind. 
There are people on reservations and in the ghettos 
Who have so little hope, and too much worry on their minds.

Brother, there but for the grace of God go you and I. 
Just for a moment, slip into his mind and traditions 
And see the world through his spirit and eyes 
Before you cast a stone or falsely judge his conditions.

Remember to walk a mile in his moccasins 
And remember the lessons of humanity taught to you by your 
elders. 
We will be known forever by the tracks we leave 
In other people’s lives, our kindnesses and generosity.

Take the time to walk a mile in his moccasins.

—Mary T. Lathrap (1895)

2. Choose one or two of the words or phrases that you underlined 
and write a reflective response. Think about why that word or phrase 
is important and what it means to you. Think about how that word or 
phrase shows up in your actions.

3. Read the poem with a trusted friend, family member, or col-
league. Invite your partner to read and underline meaningful phrases.

4. Share your phrases reflections with each other.
5. Share highlights from this chapter with your partner. Think 

about the following questions to guide your conversation:
• What are the implications for having conversations in a space of 

cross-social identities?
• In what ways do our actions support or go against the information 

in this chapter?
• What might be some purposeful actions that you will take as a 

result of reading this book?
• What validity claim (truth, rightness, truthfulness) can you iden-

tify that support underlining certain words or phrases?
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