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Racial Literacy: 

Key Terms and Definitions

Racial Literacy originally stemmed from the term "Race Literacy" which was developed by a Black Woman scholar and

Critical Race Theorist from Harvard University named Lani Guinier. Guinier called for a need to read the concept of race

as an instrument of social, geographic, and economic control to expose the way racism structures political and economic

opportunities. She stated:

"We need to become racially literate, not "postracial". Racial literacy is the capacity to conjugate the grammar of race

in different contexts and circumstances. Like the verb "to be," race takes a different form when we speak about "I am"

versus "you are" compared with "he is." In other words, race still matters at a psychic, economic, and sociological level

for people of color, even for those who are middle class or multiracial. Always the meaning of race needs to be

interrogated and conjugated carefully in light of relevant local circumstances and their historic underpinnings. 

All Americans, not just people of color, need to be better schooled in the subtle yet complex ways that race actually

works in the 21st century. Racial literacy requires familiarity with structural racism. It demands a far more nuanced

approach than typical charges of racism or race-carding."

"Racial Literacy" often referred to as "Critical Racial Literacy" expanded upon the original term and was created by

France Winddance Twine, also a Black Woman scholar. It refers to a set of practices designed by parents and others to

teach their children how to recognize, respond to, and counter forms of everyday racism. The emphasis here is on

teaching children as well as adults how to identify routine forms of racism and to develop strategies for countering it and

coping with it.

According to Nash (2018) critical racial literacy is a humanizing epistemology (theory of knowledge) requiring parents and

educators to recognize, refute, critique, and synthesize the structure of race in daily living, moving toward actions,

curricula, communication, and restructuring of oppressive structures that allow us to realize equity.

It's important to cover basic building blocks that will help create a shared language around the development and

understanding of racial literacy. We will be breaking down different terms, such as "race", "racism", "equity", "culture",

"whiteness" "systemic racism", etc. that people often feel like they understand intuitively, but may not necessarily have a

clear, critical, or accurate definition or context for. 

Ally         

Describes someone who supports a group other than one's own (in terms of racial identity, gender, sexual orientation,

etc.) Allies acknowledge disadvantage and oppression of other groups; take risks and supportive action on their behalf;

commit to reducing their own complicity or collusion in oppression of those groups, and invest in strengthening their own

knowledge and awareness of oppression (Center for Assessment and Policy Development; Racial Equity Tools, 2019).

When thinking of the term “Ally”, Ta-Nehisi Coates states, "I think one has to even abandon the phrase 'ally' and

understand that you are not helping someone in a particular struggle; the fight is yours." Roxane Gay adds: “We need

people to stand up and take on the problems borne of oppression as their own, without remove or distance. We need

people to do this even if they cannot fully understand what it's like to be oppressed for their race or ethnicity, gender,

sexuality, ability, class, religion, or other marker of identity."

Anti-Black Racism/Anti-Blackness

The personal, cultural, social, legal, and structural attacks on Black people. This term highlights the unique and

disproportionate amount of racism that Black people face. This term is unique because colorism, white supremacy, and

structural racism work in tandem to specifically marginalize Black people. Anti-Blackness is not limited to Black people, it

impacts all dark-skinned people.

Colorblindness/Race Evasiveness

This racial ideology that suggests that the best approach to racism is to disregard racial differences and treat everyone

equally, regardless of race (“I don’t see color”). Colorblindness reinforces a perspective that race is insignificant, does not

limit a person's opportunities, and does not matter. It ignores race, racism, and the social, 
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historical, and present effects they have, including the cultural wealth of communities of color (Ansell; Yosso, 2005).

The transition to the term race evasive expands the framework of colorblindness by acknowledging the intentionality in

avoiding substantive discussion or acknowledgment of race and it's connection White Supremacy, power and/or

privilege and ableist language. 

Colorism 

Colorism refers to discrimination based on skin color. Colorism disadvantages dark-skinned people while privileging

those with lighter skin. Research has linked colorism to lower incomes, lower marriage rates, longer prison terms, and

fewer job prospects for darker-skinned people (Hall, 2014; Hunter, 2007). This stems from racial hierarchies where

white skin or whiteness (viewed as superior, intelligent, beautiful, civilized, pure, ideal, normal, etc) is juxtaposed against

Black skin or Blackness (viewed as subordinate, incompetent, ugly, deviant, different, other). All communities, including

communities of color, are susceptible to colorism.  

Critical Consciousness

The ability to recognize, analyze, and critique systems of inequity, and the commitment to take action against these

systems (El Amin, et. al, 2007; Ladson-Billings, 1995)

Dysconscious Racism

Refers to an uncritical habit of mind (including perceptions, attitudes, assumptions, and beliefs) that justifies inequity

and exploitation by accepting the existing order of things as a given. Is the unquestioned acceptance of problematic

norms and privileges (King & Akua, 2012).  

Equality

Equality is commonly defined as providing the same opportunities for everyone. The problem is that equality does not

take into consideration historical and contemporary forms of discrimination, such as racism, which privilege white

people at the expense of people of color. We don't all start or exist on a level playing field, so having the same response

or resources for everyone is actually not "equal."

Equity

Recognizes historical and contemporary oppression and acknowledges that different communities require different

types and levels of support to succeed and survive. To achieve equity, policies and procedures may require unequal

distribution of resources to redress disparities and disadvantages and achieve equal outcomes.  

Implicit Bias

Refers to the attitudes or stereotypes that affect our understanding, actions, and decisions in an unconscious manner.

They cause us to have feelings and attitudes about other people based on characteristics such as race, ethnicity, age,

and appearance. They develop over the course of a lifetime beginning at a very early age through exposure to direct and

indirect messages, including through early life experiences, the media, and news programming (Kirwan Institute, 2015).

Individual Racism

Refers to an individuals discriminatory beliefs, assumptions, or behaviors (Henry & Tator, 2006). Includes examples

such as telling a racist joke, committing a hate crime, or using hate speech. Individual racism is connected to broader

socioeconomic histories and processes and is supported and reinforced by systemic/structural racism. The U.S. cultural

narrative about racism typically focuses on individual racism and fails to notice structural racism. Racism is often seen

as a psychological bias that can be cured rather than an embedded structural problem that is indefinite.  

Intersectionality

According to Dr. Kimberlé Crenshaw (who coined the term),"Intersectionality is simply a prism to see the interactive

effects of various forms of discrimination and disempowerment. It looks at the way that racism, many times, 
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interacts with patriarchy, heterosexism, classism, xenophobia — seeing that the overlapping vulnerabilities created

by these systems actually create specific kinds of challenges. “Intersectionality 102,” then, is to say that these

distinct problems create challenges for movements that are only organized around these problems as separate and

individual. So when racial justice doesn’t have a critique of patriarchy and homophobia, the particular way that

racism is experienced and exacerbated by heterosexism, classism etc., falls outside of our political organizing—it

means that significant numbers of people in our communities aren’t being served by social justice frames because

they don’t address the particular ways that they’re experiencing discrimination." 

Micro-affirmation

Rowe (2008) coined the term micro-affirmation, and explained that it comprises small gestures extended on a daily

basis that foster inclusion, listening, comfort, and support for people who may feel unwelcome or invisible in an

environment. For example, because of the common experiences of Black students at Predominantly White

Institutions (PWIs), micro-affirmations can be utilized to communicate important messages that students are

welcome, visible, and capable of performing well, which lead to a greater sense of belonging, self-efficacy, and

resiliency to persist despite the challenges faced (Powell, Demetriou, & Fisher, 2013). Examples of micro-

affirmations include: When students tell you they feel they have been targeted because of their identity, you believe

them; acknowledging that a microaggression may have occurred; visibly confronting inequitable, hostile, or biased

behavior; stopping to ask for someone's opinion or contribution who has not had a chance to speak (in a group

setting, during a meeting); a flyer for a dance that includes multiple representations (i.e. same-sex couples, non-

coupled people); an advertisement for an event that includes information on disability accommodations (dela Peña,

2017).

Microaggressions

Dr. Chester Pierce coined and defined microaggressions as: "subtle, stunning, often automatic and nonverbal

exchanges which are put-downs of Black people." Psychologist Derald Wing Sue (2007) expanded the definition to

include “everyday verbal, non-verbal and environmental slights, snubs or insults, whether intentional or

unintentional, which communicate hostile, derogatory or negative messages to target persons based solely upon

their marginalized group membership.” Microaggressions can be seen in jokes, low expectations, insults, assaults

and everyday practices of belittlement, exclusion, and invalidation of people of color. Examples include: "You speak

good English"; "Where are you really from?"; You are so articulate"; When I look at you, I don't see color"; I'm not

racist, I have Black friends"; touching a Black person's hair.

Race

The categorizing of humans into different groups based on perceived physical differences. There is no biological

foundation to "race." Humans share 99.9% of our DNA with each other. Physical differences between individuals

and groups of individuals are genetically/scientifically so minute that they are meaningless. Race is significant

because of the social meanings attached to perceived physical differences, such as a skin color, hair color, facial

characteristics, etc. and the political and economic forces that reinforce these perceptions. Race is an institution.

Although race is not biologically grounded or natural, it has very real implications regarding the current and

historical marginalization of Black and Brown communities because of institutional racism. Race is not to be

confused with ethnicity; your race is determined by how you look, while your ethnicity is determined based on the

social and cultural groups you belong to (Fanon, 1952). The fundamental difference is that race is socially imposed,

hierarchical, and inequitable (Conely). 

Prejudice 

A preconceived judgement or opinion, usually based on limited information. 

Racial Prejudice

A set of discriminatory or derogatory attitudes based on assumptions deriving from perceptions about race and/or

skin color (ACLRC, 2020). People of all races can hold racial prejudices. 



Racism

Racism is a system of advantage based on race (Tatum, 2017). It includes laws, institutions, cultural messages, and

policies working in tandem with individual and group level behaviors to reproduce white supremacy and racial

inequity (Claire & Dennis, 2015). A simple way of defining racism is prejudice plus power. There are different types

of racism, including individual, systemic, institutional, and internalized.

Stereotype

A fixed, preconceived, and oversimplified idea or set of beliefs about a person or group. Stereotypes can either be

positive or negative, and are based on an inaccurate understanding and generalization that all people with a

particular characteristic are the same.

Systemic/Structural Racism

A historical and present system in which public policies, institutional practices, cultural representations and other

norms work in various, often reinforcing ways to perpetuate racial inequity specifically against Black and Brown

communities. Can be seen in discriminatory laws, residential segregation, poor health care, infant mortality rate,

inferior education, unequal economic opportunity, and the exclusion and distortion of the perspectives of people of

color in cultural institutions. It is the most profound and pervasive form of racism, and all other forms of racism

emerge from structural racism (Lawrence & Keheler, 2018). White supremacy is at the core of systemic racism.  

White Privilege

White privilege refers to the unquestioned and unearned set of advantages, entitlements, benefits, and choices

bestowed on people solely because they are white (Racial Equity Tools, 2013; McIntosh, 1989). Generally, white

people who experience such privilege do so without being conscious of it. White privilege is not the suggestion that

white people have never struggled or had it hard, but that race/skin color is not one of the things making it harder.

White Supremacy

The preferential norms, laws, treatment, privilege, power, access and opportunities that benefit white people at the

expense of cumulative and chronic outcomes for Black and Brown communities. It is infused in all aspects of our

society which include our laws, history, education system, culture, and entire social fabric.

This article was written by The Conscious Kid.They are a non-profit dedicated to

creating Parenting and Education Resources through a Critical Race Lens. IKAR

was given permission to reprint this article and share it with our families. 

To learn more about this amazing non-profit and community resource please

visit: www.theconsciouskid.org. 

@theconsciouskid
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https://www.theconsciouskid.org/


 READINGS TO 

INSPIRE JUSTICE

Below is the recommend reading list for each age group. We encourage you to

purchase the book(s) for your family library. While the books have been chosen

with certain age groups in mind, your family should feel free to pick and choose.

Consider supporting small locally owned and BIPOC-owned book stores. Check

out bookshop.org and the Lithub list of Black owned book stores. 

Age 0+
Lgbtqia author 

Kindergarten & 1st Grades   

BIPOC Author

2nd & 3rd Grades 

All three authors are child psychologists focused on

children's behavioral health and social justice.

4th & 5th Grades 

diverse contributors including Jewish, bipoc, and lgbtqia

Peaceful Fights for Equal Rights written by Rob Sanders and

illustrated by jared andrew schorr

Black is a rainbow color written by Angela joy and illustrated by

ekua holmes

Something Happened in Our Town: A Child's Story About Racial

Injustice By Marianne Celano, PhD, ABPP, Marietta Collins, PhD,

and Ann Hazzard, PhD, ABPP and Illustrated by Jennifer Zivoin

We are the Change: Words of Inspiration from civic rights leaders

created by the Aclu introduction by harry belafonte

Why I Have Come to Support Defunding the Police by Rabbi Sharon

Brous published on June 12, 2020, Jewish Forward

introduction: embracing social justice in early childhood

education article by Ann Pelo pgs. ix - xiii, published in Rethinking

early childhood education edited by ann pelo

www.rethinkingschools.org

https://bookshop.org/
https://lithub.com/you-can-order-today-from-these-black-owned-independent-bookstores/
https://forward.com/opinion/448650/why-i-have-come-to%20support-defunding-the-police/
https://forward.com/opinion/448650/why-i-have-come-to%20support-defunding-the-police/
https://rethinkingschools.org/articles/embracing-a-vision-of-social-justice-in-early-childhood-education/


CURATED
ADDITIONAL
RESOURCES 

CHECK OUT THESE LISTS. 

Expand your family's library and add books and
other resources to help keep the conversations
going through 5781 and beyond!

Is your families favorite resource missing? 

Share it with our community Limudim Facebook Page 

and with IKAR's Little Mensches. 

Jewish

Diversity

Online

Instagram

#Hastags

Our

Community

Diverse Book Review
App 

Be'chol Lashon Kids Booklist

jewishcenterforjustice.org

Article: Seeing Color Anti-Bias & ECC

Jewish Education Project Racial Justice Resources

Not Free to Desist Open Letter

Jewish Multicultural Network Kids Booklist

@thetinyactivits

@thetututeacher

@scituatestands

@inclusivestorytime

@booksfordiveristy

@embracerace

@littlefreediverselibraries

@inclusivereadings

@hereweread

@equalbookbox

@theconsciouskid

@EJI (Equal Justice Initiative)

@Showing Up for Racial Justice 

#decolonizeyourbooks
#ownvoicebooks
#raisingactivists
#consciouskids

#socialjusticeeducation
#consciousparenting

We Read Too 

Social Justice Books
childrenscommunityschool.org
tolerance.org
Raising Little Allies PDF
BLM Activity Book PDF
rethinkingschools.org
neaedjustice.org

Article: "Talking to Children After
Racial Incidents" from Penn GSE

Minyan Tzedek

Little Mensches 

Racial Justice & Inclusion Task Force 

FB Parent Group about Race started by an Ikarite

Letter from Dr. Jane Rosen, Director ECC

Worthy of Love (WoL) & Little Mensches 

Justice Book Drive List (300+ Titles)

Ikar's The Educated Activist (Kids)

Good Trouble by Christopher Noxon

https://globaljews.org/resources/childrens-books/
https://jewishcenterforjustice.org/project/racial-justice/
https://ejewishphilanthropy.com/seeing-color-a-vision-for-anti-bias-jewish-early-childhood-classrooms/
https://www.jewishedproject.org/resources/racial-justice-responding-moment-and-beyond
https://www.notfreetodesist.org/
https://www.jewishmultiracialnetwork.org/books-for-children/
https://socialjusticebooks.org/booklists/new/
http://www.childrenscommunityschool.org/justice/
https://www.tolerance.org/
https://documentcloud.adobe.com/link/track?uri=urn%3Aaaid%3Ascds%3AUS%3Adb1fd0ce-b359-430d-9b11-33ebf74e1dd6#pageNum=1
https://smallpdf.com/shared#st=59d7171d-cea9-4050-945e-66f3e08dec25&fn=English+Activity+Book.pdf&ct=1598930681168&tl=share-document&rf=link
https://rethinkingschools.org/
https://neaedjustice.org/take-action/
https://www.gse.upenn.edu/news/talking-children-after-racial-incidents
https://ikar-la.org/do-justice/
https://ikar-la.org/events/little-mensches/
https://ikar-la.org/writings/happy-freedom-day/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/270965660690269
https://mcusercontent.com/c3a91ba41847dd15a63a37616/files/17df7c69-81d7-4960-984e-a1d5d8abdf69/A_Note_from_Jane.pdf
https://smallpdf.com/shared#st=15565cf7-3660-4bee-b543-cc41778fa863&fn=Justice+Book+Drive+List+300%2B+%282%29.pdf&ct=1598990325598&tl=share-document&rf=link
https://ikar-la.org/for-children-young-adults/
https://www.christophernoxon.com/books/good_trouble

