Racially Diverse Community Conversations:
Designing a Process That Includes All Voices
Jill Slipper Scholtz1
I have had the privilege of attending several thousand hours of workshops and presentations
on racial awareness, cultural competence, and racial equity in education. Hearing from national experts on racial equity and listening to people of color share their personal experiences
have given me a deeper understanding of my own racial identity as a white woman and how
interactions are shaped by race. These experiences have also helped me understand how many
elements and challenges must be considered in order to plan community conversations that effectively value racially diverse voices. In this article, I reflect on patterns of interaction between
white people and people of color that I have observed in more than a decade of facilitating and
participating in community conversations.
Becoming aware of and identifying some of the patterns that contribute to marginalizing
the voices of people of color can help organizers and planners of community conversations
design a more racially inclusive space for dialogue. Further, becoming more aware of our own
social location within any group can help us identify inaccurate assumptions that inhibit the
development of racially inclusive communities.
While multiple patterns of behavior and interaction contribute to marginalization and inequity, I will focus on three: inaccurate assumptions, expecting assimilation, and the ignorance
of privilege. Understanding (and hence being able to foresee) these barriers will help everyone
involved in community conversations address and change practices that perpetuate racial discrimination in government and local community decision-making.
During my years of working in the public arena, I have noticed the continued marginalization of the voices and ideas of people of color in government and community decision-making.
Communities, including those in Minnesota,2 have historically lacked representative diversity
in leadership and decision-making positions. Promoting racial equity and inclusion requires
white individuals in government and other public institutions to be culturally competent and
racially aware in order to gain meaningful participation from the entire community.
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“How can we help you?”
During the winter of 2016-17, the Dispute Resolution Institute at Mitchell Hamline School
of Law, the Office of Collaboration and Dispute Resolution, and the Center for Integrative
Leadership at the University of Minnesota helped organize a multi-session, community conversation in the city of Falcon Heights, Minnesota.3 This was the location of the shooting of
Philando Castile, a black man who was killed by a police officer who pulled him over on a
neighborhood road for what was considered a routine traffic stop. The small suburb of St. Paul
was distraught over the event, and community conversations were initiated by the City Council
to work in concert with the Council’s Taskforce on Inclusion and Policing. My experiences facilitating in Falcon Heights proved to be an excellent example of a well-designed community
conversation. However, even using the most well-designed process, it is important for facilitators to be continually aware of barriers to participation in order to ensure that the process
remains open.
The circle dialogue format in Falcon Heights was informed by restorative justice circles,
a method of restorative practice with roots in Native American cultures.4 It was modified for
these sessions to account for time and other limitations. Participants were randomly grouped
into circles of about 10; each circle was led by two facilitators/circle keepers. Members of the
circle were asked to respond to a series of questions, one at a time, using a talking piece that was
passed from one person to the next around the circle. When they held the talking piece, participants could reflect on the question or they could pass. Participants were encouraged to speak
their truth using “I” statements and to listen to each participant’s comments without judgement
or immediate comment.
At one of the sessions I helped facilitate, two of the 10 circle members were people of color.
As the talking piece was passed around the circle, each participant spoke to the question of
what s/he valued about the community. One individual, a white woman I will call “M,” spoke
at length during her turn and offered lots of comments about her positive experiences with the
city and government. Once everyone had a turn, M asked to speak again. I gave her the talking piece out of order and she proceeded to direct a question to the only black woman (“S”) in
the circle. “How can we help you?” she asked. I paused the circle to remind the participants of
the format for circle dialogue. Rather than single out an individual and put them on the spot,
I suggested that M state her question as a “wondering” and anyone in the circle who wished to
respond could do so when the talking piece was passed around again. This was to maintain full
participation of the circle as a community and to ensure a safe space for everyone to speak their
truth. M responded, “Well, now I don’t feel safe.”
This interaction played over in my mind as I drove home that night. And I have continued
to reflect on, and discuss with others, the many layers of racial marginalization that are contained this interaction. I’ll use this experience to examine three common patterns of interaction
in cross-racial community conversations.
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1. Inaccurate Assumptions
When we interact with others, making assumptions about them seems to be our default mode.
In his book The Nature of Prejudice, Gordon Allport explained that it is human nature to
think in terms of categories.5 Additionally, Dr. David Premack developed “The Theory of Mind”
to explain how our brains are designed to guess at and draw conclusions about what others are
thinking, assumptions that subsequently guide our actions.6 But how we categorize and act on
information is subject to the limitations of our awareness. One example of this limitation is
called implicit bias.
Implicit bias comes from a collection of associations that are held deep in our unconsciousness.7 As Mahzarin Banaji and Anthony Greenwald explain in Blindspot: The Hidden Biases
of Good People, we all carry implicit biases that may not be consistent with reality, or even
with our conscious belief system.8 Thus, we are often “blind” to the associations that guide our
words and actions. There exists a wealth of research on how our brains make judgements and
sort information based on prejudice, stereotyping, implicit bias, assimilation/contrast, and ingroup favoritism.9 Our judgement is limited and not always inclusive of other perspectives;
particularly those of cultures or races that we have little experience with. The result is that inaccurate conclusions may be drawn without evidence and are frequently hidden from our consciousness. Since implicit bias and cultural influences operate unconsciously, good intentions
are not enough to create the conditions necessary for effective dialogue. In order for diverse
communities to gain participation and function more equitably, we must make a conscious effort to seek accurate information through intergroup contact.
In general, I have noticed that when a predominantly white group of individuals designs a
community input session, organizers often make assumptions about what will affect the participation of minority or non-white populations. For example, during my years in school board
service, a common excuse that I often heard from white people to describe non-attendance
from parents of color at teacher conferences, is that “those parents don’t care.” Upon reflection,
I have never actually met a parent who did not care about his/her child’s education. Even this
brief examination of an assumption reveals the absurdity in concluding that people would care
about their children differently based on the melanin in their skin. Data does not support the
conclusion that not attending conferences proves a lack of concern; there could be many other
reasons for non-attendance. Checking all assumptions with data is an effective way to eliminate
the barrier of inaccurate assumptions.
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Another barrier rooted in inaccurate assumptions is the concept of “illusory truth.”10 For
example, when a statement has been repeated many times in predominantly white spaces, it can
take on the appearance of truth even when there is no evidence that supports the statement and
the assumptions behind it. Even with knowledge to the contrary, illusory truth can dominate
one’s beliefs.11 Making such assumptions often perpetuates negative stereotypes. Sometimes, a
simple logic check or further reflection can reveal a negative stereotype. Identifying assumptions and checking them with reflection or actual data is necessary to avoid the barrier of illusory truth.
Another common assumption is that (all) people of color experience poverty and need organizers to provide meals, transportation, and daycare in order to attend a community event.
These may be the needs of some families regardless of race, and providing access is important;
however, targeting services based on race or ethnicity will often backfire. Community members of color can certainly identify actions, even those meant to be helpful, that are based on a
negative stereotype. Organizers and planners must take the necessary steps to know their communities.
Returning to the Falcon Heights example, the design team included multiple perspectives
and checked themselves for inaccurate assumptions. It was also important that as a facilitator I
continued to scan for inaccurate assumptions in the circle process. When M singled out S, the
only black woman in the circle, to answer the question “How can we help you?” I needed to
pause the conversation immediately. The question triggered my awareness of the pressure commonly put on people of color in predominantly white spaces to speak for their entire race. There
are a number of assumptions in this question:
1) that S can speak for all black people;
2) that M is asking for all white people;
3) that S needs or wants help; and
4) that M is in a position to help.
These assumptions are likely products of the brain’s categorization system and implicit bias.
While M’s question may have had its source in good intentions, the unconscious interference
of implicit bias makes intent irrelevant. The effect of M’s question, and the assumptions therein,
must be stopped and examined to avoid supporting an illusory truth and the negative stereotypes that result in marginalization of black voices in Falcon Heights.
Using social science research and technical conclusions based on data is one way to eliminate bias. However, in my experience, the best way to determine how to provide a welcoming
environment for all voices is to seek intergroup contact through relationships between an institution and diverse populations.12 The contact needs to be proactive, authentic, equal, widely
representative, and based on common humanity. Including a person of color on a committee
and expecting them to answer for all people of their race will not meet this need. It is also
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helpful if the individuals designing community conversations are trained to recognize implicit
bias.13 There are tools available that can increase our understanding of implicit bias and how it
affects our judgement.14 Paying attention to verbal cues, using logic and data to follow through
on assumptions, using tools to become aware of one’s own implicit bias tendencies, and seeking
intergroup contact are all ways to mitigate the barrier of inaccurate assumptions when predominantly white groups design racial and culturally diverse community input sessions.
2. Expecting Cultural Assimilation
Culture is a term that is widely used, yet its meaning remains vague. For this article, I define
culture as a multi-dimensional framework that shapes our identity and how we interact. In addition, I describe the common experience of people who identify as white in the United States
as a culture of experiences and expectations.15 Drawing on the expertise of social psychologist
Geert Hofstede,16 culture is often unconscious, and we do not always know when we are affected
by it.17 This is especially true for a dominant cultural group. My own culture becomes much
more noticeable when I step outside of my predominantly white environment. Therefore, it
becomes vitally important for leaders who design community dialogue to not only be aware of
other cultures, but to know and recognize their own culture.
There are layers of norms and expectations that dictate the “how” and “why” of the democratic process in the United States. A white family moving into a predominantly white community will have a sense of ownership over decisions that are made at the local level. To be heard
by local decision makers, and to have a say in how tax dollars are being spent is not experienced equally by all racial populations. The cultural expectation to have a voice in decisions is
uniquely “white.” An individual from a non-white racial group is often expected to assimilate to
the dominant culture; that is, the culture that influences systems and institutions. This assumes
that the way things are done is already the best way for everyone.
Dominant cultures often portray an inflexible control and paternalism18 that stifles creativity, progress, and authentic inclusion for the greater community. Expecting assimilation is a
13
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cultural expression of paternalism. Even if input is welcomed, a paternalistic entity may reinterpret the input to make it fit the cultural norms of the dominant culture. This is another way
the barrier of expecting cultural assimilation preserved the status quo of inequity, even when it
appeared that input was welcomed and given.
When paternalism becomes deeply ingrained in our country’s lawmaking, and the lawmakers lack racial and cultural diversity, assumptions based on implicit bias and homogenous white
experiences become part of the laws of our nation. The assumption that “we” (as white people)
know what is best, or that people of color need our help, continues to exist as a strong cultural
influence, informing structures and systems that perpetuate racial inequity.
Organizers of racially diverse community input sessions need to be keenly aware of the
effects of cultural influence and develop a process that effectively receives input from people
of color. When M asked “How can we help you?” her question was loaded with paternalistic
perspective. “We” assumes that there is some group that is in charge of helping. When the statement is made by a white community member, and the “you” refers to a person of color, the “we”
is seen as referring to white people. By asking how to help, M reflects the cultural influence of
paternalism that whites are in a position to help, and that S is subordinate. This is why I stopped
the discussion when this question was asked during the Falcon Heights community conversation.19 I tried to take the focus off of the single person of color and placed the responsibility of
answering the question on the entire group, allowing all group members an equal opportunity
to respond to the question when they had the talking piece. This is consistent with restorative
justice circle process in keeping a balanced community during discussion.20 The circle process
is a great tool to “redress the abuse of power and the resulting imbalance”21 as long as the circle
facilitator has “a critical consciousness about her own social location.”22
Assimilation is a strong cultural expectation that is rooted in our country’s paternalistic
history and legal system. Including other cultures and perspectives into the design process is
an effective way to resist paternalism. If the diversity of the greater community is given power
and control over designing a process for community conversation, the likelihood of it being
inclusive increases dramatically. As the Falcon Heights conversations illustrate, circle process
is a helpful tool for leveling the playing field for participants and for avoiding the assimilation
barrier.
propriate for government to interfere with individual freedom and autonomy. Dworkin, G. 1971 Paternity, Morality and the
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3. The Ignorance of Privilege
Awareness of explicit and implicit bias, as well as one’s own culture, are important skills for
community leaders, especially for white leaders in diverse communities. But perhaps the most
humbling and challenging awareness for a white person in this country is that of one’s own
privilege. Peggy McIntosh introduced the phrase “white privilege” to describe the invisible unearned benefits that society confers upon white people as an institutional phenomenon.23 She
lists those benefits metaphorically; it is as if white people have an invisible knapsack of unearned privilege.24 “Power from unearned privilege can look like strength when it is, in fact,
permission to escape or dominate.”25 The power that comes from privilege is the power to be
comfortable. The comfort comes from living in a society that is set up for your success.
White people in the United States live in an environment that is set up for their success
based on cultural assumptions.26 People of color do not share that same privilege. Inaccurate
and negative assumptions about people of color and the culture of paternalism create and perpetuate systems of inequality. As a white person, awareness of privilege, along with awareness
of one’s own race and culture, is a necessary skill for influencing actions to equalize the power
base of communities. In order to combat racial inequality, it becomes necessary to actively work
against the systems that privilege whites.
When Beverly Daniel Tatum coined the phrase “the moving walkway of racism,”27 she was
describing the effect of systems of oppression for people of color and the power that comes from
a history of repeated norms that perpetuate that oppression because they become entrenched
in society. So even if a white person’s behavior is not racist or prejudicial, she contributes to
preserving systemic racism by just living her daily white existence (on the moving walkway of
racism).
The foundation upon which I base much of my understanding of the world and the values
that I hold changed as I began to learn about the experiences of people of color. Twenty years
ago, I was not aware of my unconscious bias, the biases embedded in the culture that I lived in,
or how I supported racial inequity. Cruising along the moving walkway of racism, it was easy
for me to be blind to policies and practices that oppressed people of color. As a person with
privilege living in a predominantly white environment, I did not see the effects of racism. If I
witnessed racial inequity, it was easy for me to explain it as an isolated occurrence, and not part
of a system. By not objecting to things I noticed, my silence endorsed racial inequity. My ignorance of privilege helped preserve the status quo of social racial hierarchy.
Only through many years of interactions and relationships with people of color have I come
to better appreciate my own privilege and, alternatively, what it means to live without those
23
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same benefits. I now understand that regardless of my intent, the effect of my actions can either
be consistent with the walkway, or in resistance to it. This has changed my perspective, behavior, and world view. I am more aware of power dynamics within society and how they play out.
Witnessing racism and then being able to deconstruct my perspective with a racially conscious
person of color was critical to my learning. I have become more culturally cognizant and better
understand my own racial identity. And I still make mistakes and seek multiple perspectives so
I can continue to learn.
White privilege showed up in Falcon Heights, when M said she did not feel safe. M presented as a very knowledgeable, confident white woman. Her participation content, length of
speaking, and perspective sounded like she was a leader in the community and a caring person.
My own experiences as part of white culture made it easy for me to relate to her. Whether or
not it was conscious, M understood that certain achievements and titles gave her the authority
to speak without being challenged in many environments.
However, the circle process levels the playing field for all who are participating. It does not
matter what racial, professional, or societal role you hold, everyone is equal. There is no place
for privilege or the expectations that come with it. M did not actually have the privilege of stepping outside the circle format. As a facilitator, I should have not given her the talking piece out
of order. Doing so allowed her to exert a social position that circle practice does not recognize,
and I should have sent the talking piece around the circle again with a specific prompt. To correct the imbalance, I brought the question to the group as a whole. I believe this alerted M to
her privilege and made her uncomfortable. When she stated, “Now I don’t feel safe,” she equated
not being comfortable with not being safe.
Shortly after this circle exchange, I became aware of the work of Robyn DeAngelo and the
term “white fragility”.28 Dr. DeAngelo explains that one of the ways white fragility presents itself
is when white people equate discomfort with a lack of safety.29 Talking about race can be uncomfortable for anyone. The fear of being called racist is often cited as a reason white people avoid
the topic of race. It is especially difficult for white people to get to a place where their reaction to
being called a racist is one of curiosity about what they may have to learn about themselves or
others. In fact, it is a common avoidance technique for white people to claim that the mere word
“race” stifles conversation. However, it is the reaction to the word that stifles conversation, and
that reaction is caused by white fragility. I’ve found that when I react to an assertion of racism
with open curiosity and actually listen, the conversation is quite enlightening. Being cognizant
of dynamics related to white privilege is crucial to providing a place where people of color can
show up, speak their truth, be believed, heard, and honored. “[F]eeling safe” as a person of color
in a predominantly white environment has a different meaning than when used to describe a
white person’s experience in that same environment.30 It is important to understand these dif-
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ferent perspectives. A person’s life experience with feeling safe is often different based on skin
tone and the culture of the environment they live in.
Being aware of one’s privilege and being able to maintain an open curiosity about race can
lessen the effects of white privilege. This awareness, along with an understanding of implicit
bias and ways that a dominant culture can perpetuate structural inequities are skills that will
improve access to community decisions for people of color.
More importantly, building and maintaining authentic relationships with people of color
reduces barriers to creating the understanding necessary for racial equity. Deep and intentional
listening is a skill that helps build relationships and opens up new perspectives. The more we
open space for other possibilities and points of view and listen to what is said, the better our
communities will be. The circle process used in the Falcon Heights community conversations
was an excellent tool to promote equality in participation. When assumptions, assimilation
and privilege crept into the discussion, circle practice allowed me as the facilitator the ability to
quickly correct the imbalance and bring the discussion back to the community conversation.
A Note About Perfection

The desire to design a perfect process can itself be a barrier to effectiveness. Similarly, fear of
doing or saying something wrong in a relationship can paralyze us. Humility and curiosity are
helpful when designing processes to counteract systems that have repeatedly marginalized or
silenced the voices of people of color. When seeking multiple perspectives, it is helpful to suspend judgement about what is right or wrong and allow space and time for different perspectives to surface and be heard. Mistakes can bring critical new understanding. When we speak
out, we may make a positive difference or learn ways to do better.

Conclusion
Understanding how specific patterns of interaction can marginalize the voices of people of
color is helpful in creating a safe space for authentic dialogue. What is perhaps more helpful is
increasing our awareness of implicit bias, white privilege, and cultural influences through selfreflection. My relationships with people of color are the source of most of my awareness of my
own white privilege. I reflect more deeply on my beliefs when they are challenged by experience. It is critical to make a conscious effort to seek accurate information through intergroup
contact in diverse communities. When personal relationships are authentic, meaningful, and
honest, they help remove barriers across race and culture. In Falcon Heights, when M asked S,
the only person of color in the circle, “How can we help you?” S responded, “Get to know me.”

