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T
his guide is the result of reflection on 15 years of transform

ative educa-
tion – education that aim

s to upset the status quo. T
he context for this

educational practice w
as in com

m
unity settings, w

orking w
ith both m

ar-
ginalized and m

ainstream
 audiences. It occurred in the m

idst of the neo-
liberal onslaught w

hen activists w
ere forced into the defensive, trying to

preserve the social safety net from
 being dism

antling in the spirit of fiscal
responsibility and rugged individualism

, the trium
ph of econom

ic over
social priorities and the grow

ing erosion of social solidarity as the elites
abandoned the m

ajority of the population. It w
as also a tim

e for a new
focus on corporate pow

er and a w
illingness to nam

e capitalism
 as the

founding cause of social and econom
ic deterioration.

D
uring this tim

e, there w
ere m

any educational endeavors w
hich helped

thousands of people gain critical consciousness about the pitfalls of glob-
alization and the erosion of the w

elfare state. H
ow

ever, the dom
inant dis-

course w
as that of capital and the econom

ic elite w
hich curbed the

capacity of politicians to act in the interests of the m
ajority, and instead

directed them
 tow

ards serving the elite.  

T
hese past 15 years have been difficult tim

es for educators and for social
m

ovem
ents in general. S

erious reflection has been required in order to
assess effectiveness and to consider a broad range of strategic and tac-
tical options. H

ow
ever, there is still hope that participants w

ill create their
ow

n vision for change. W
e are sim

ply catalysts along their journey. 

T
his educational guide offers a m

enu of possible activities. S
elect from

the m
enu those activities that fit w

ith your objectives and goals, rather
than follow

ing the outline as a prescriptive solution for educational prac-
tice.

C
hanging the w

orld calls for grand plans and even grander organizing
abilities. O

ur legacy, as people concerned w
ith social justice and ending

oppression, is sim
ilarly grand. C

anadians have a significant history of
dealing w

ith such issues, and our vision and organizing ability rendered
significant gains, in fact, generating a collective identity as com

passion-
ate people concerned w

ith the com
m

on good. W
e ended child labour,

shortened the w
orkday, sanitized our drinking w

ater, protected our w
ork-

places, created a m
inim

um
 w

age and built the w
elfare state – a system

of safeguards and protections from
 unem

ploym
ent, ill health, poverty,

and old age. W
e know

 that collective action can create change. D
espite

the array of forces undoing the hard-earned gains of an earlier genera-
tion, w

e still w
ork for change, in coalitions and partnerships w

ithin com
-

m
unities and across this broad country. 

C
ollective action is the m

ost significant arena of change, as individuals
and groups com

m
it them

selves to various strategies and tactics to build
support for issues and solutions. W

ithin this educator’s guide, there are
several 

resources 
to 

assist 
in 

these 
efforts. 

Look 
at 

the 
activity,

“P
reparing for C

ollective A
ction” to help educators w

ork w
ith groups that

are able to m
ake such com

m
itm

ents. T
he handout, “C

riteria for C
hoosing

S
trategies and Tactics” can help even seasoned activists to assess their

action options. T
he earlier section, “M

echanics of O
ppression” helps

learners unravel the w
ays in w

hich system
s of privilege and oppression

a
re

 
cre

a
te

d
 

a
n

d
 

re
cre

a
te

d
 

in
 

so
cie

ty. 
T

h
e

 
“M

o
d

e
ls 

o
f 

S
o

cia
l

Transform
ation” provides learners w

ith a w
ay of understanding various

options in w
orking for change, as it covers the follow

ing m
odels: revolu-

tion, 
safety 

net, 
liberal 

em
pow

erm
ent, 

com
m

unity 
developm

ent 
and

social justice. O
nce understood, learners can select the m

odel that m
ost

closely reflects their energies and enthusiasm
s, and join groups that cor-

respond w
ith the various m

odels. 

T
his text recognizes the fullness of opportunity w

ithin collective action yet
seeks to extend educator’s practice w

ith a focus on how
 system

s and
structures of dom

ination have been replicated at the individual level.
W

hen individuals appear in educational settings, educators have a ripe
arena for practice – reflecting upon how

 individuals em
body the unjust

system
s, through their unconscious em

brace of the status quo, and
bringing their w

orldview
 into the light for scrutiny and reassessm

ent. In
the ideal transform

ation process, privileged learners com
e to understand

their privilege as unearned and unjustified, and building their com
m

it-

In
tro

d
u

c
tio

n
S

e
ttin

g
 th

e
 S

c
e

n
e
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m
ent to m

ore just and equitable system
s. Learners w

ith oppressed iden-
tities also learn of the unearned and unjust features of their ow

n identity,
and are encouraged to rally for change. 

E
ducators thus give priority to reconstructing the individual’s w

orldview
(also referred to as the “unlearning process”) and assisting their individ-
ual transform

ation into activists and allies w
orking for social justice. T

his
is the educator’s arena for changing the w

orld. R
egardless of w

hether
the educator seeks to encourage their participation in collective action or
individual action, the transform

ational tasks are the sam
e: building em

pa-
thy for self and others, building an aw

areness of the dynam
ics of oppres-

sion and privilege, becom
ing aw

are of how
 the im

pacts of these dynam
-

ics, and preparing for and planning for action. 

T
he tw

o sections on action planning, “T
he B

ridge: P
relude to A

ction” and
“Taking It H

om
e,” serve to com

plem
ent the existing educator’s guides on

action 
planning, 

w
hich 

focus 
prim

arily 
on 

collective 
action. 

T
hese

resources are identified in the activity, “P
reparing for C

ollective A
ction,”

specifically recom
m

ending activities and resources that are published
elsew

here. T
he collection or activities contained in this guide are focused

on individual action. P
lease note that w

e do not favor individual over col-
lective action, but are sim

ply recognizing and responding to the fact that
individual action is not w

ell developed in the literature. T
here are three

activities listed in “T
he B

ridge: P
relude to A

ction” section that prepares
individuals to engage directly w

ith injustice, to react to it w
hen it arises

(see “S
ticky S

ocial S
ituations”), to have dialogue w

ith those w
ho uphold

the status quo (see “W
hat to do w

hen people disagree w
ith you”), and

how
 to understand and respond to organizational issues of injustice (see

“R
ole P

laying and S
cenarios”). 

T
he section “Taking It H

om
e” includes activities focused on individual

action. T
he first, “40 W

ays to G
et P

olitical,” provides a good starting point
for those w

ho are new
 to social justice. It covers an array of w

ays to learn
and take action that can be done quite sim

ply. T
hey are relatively low

 risk
areas of action, perfect for those w

ho are new
 to this w

ork. T
he activity,

“G
lobalization and M

y E
veryday Life” takes the issue of econom

ic injus-
tice to the realm

 in w
hich learners w

ould engage w
ith globalization in

their daily life. It provides inform
ation on both how

 they m
ight be support-

ing globalization and suggestions for how
 to resist. It has proved useful

for m
any groups w

orking on econom
ic justice, and has been reproduced

in m
ore than 10 resource packages throughout the U

S
A

.

In sum
m

ary, the guide is firm
ly grounded in an analysis of pow

er, privi-
lege and oppression as they operate to create injustice. It recognizes that
individuals em

body this status quo in their attitudes, beliefs and actions.
It is this arena of struggle, the individual’s internalized beliefs about the
w

orld that becom
es the focus of anti-oppression and social justice edu-

cation. T
he educational process is not com

plete w
ithout action planning.

T
his guide offers new

 activities in collective action, yet em
phasizes

resources for educators in assisting learners consider the range of indi-
vidual actions they can undertake, enhancing their individual agency for
change.

T
his guide is based upon num

erous principles of transform
ative educa-

tion that com
bines our objectives w

ith the developm
ental aim

s of the
activity. T

his interplay of educator goals and learner developm
ent coin-

cides in interesting and som
etim

es contradictory w
ays. W

e have placed
the prim

ary focus on the learner developm
ent, w

ith secondary em
phasis

on how
 the educator attem

pts to m
ove the group forw

ard in a tim
ely m

an-
ner.

T
his guide assum

es that learners m
ove through various stages of aw

are-
ness, group building, em

pathy developm
ent, cognitive re-structuring and

em
otional expression. It is also clearly prem

ised on popular education
that encourages reflection, analysis and action, leading the learner to
com

m
itm

ents to social justice and an end to oppression. 

T
his guide has been prepared w

ith flexibility in m
ind. It is adaptable to

various axes of oppression and privilege. M
any curriculum

 activities are
suggested, but they can easily be replaced w

ith other activities, as long
as the principles of the replacem

ent activities resem
ble those contained

w
ithin this guide.

P
r
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c
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le

s
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T
here is a logical order to the follow

ing sequence of activities:

1.
W

arm
 

U
p

s 
– 

designed 
to 

de-center 
the 

facilitator 
and 

help
participant find their voices.

2.
V

isio
n

 S
ettin

g
 – To inspire and encourage participation.

3.
R

eflectio
n

 o
n

 th
e In

terp
lay o

f O
p

p
ressio

n
 an

d
 P

rivileg
e –  

A
llow

s 
participants 

to 
recognize 

the 
dysfunctionality 

of 
both

oppression and privilege and to struggle against both.
4.

B
u

ild
in

g
 E

m
p

ath
y fo

r S
elf an

d
 O

th
ers – 

T
he 

sharing 
of 

our
oppression helps the group to bond and support each other’s pain
and loss.

5.
A

w
aren

ess 
B

u
ild

in
g

 
o

f 
D

ifferen
ce 

– 
W

orking 
w

ith 
data 

and
stories generated outside of the group, participants gain a shared
understanding of inequities, social injustice and oppression. A

w
ide

array of sensitivity-enhancing tools are provided.
6.

M
ech

an
ics o

f O
p

p
ressio

n
 an

d
 P

rivileg
e –

F
or m

any learners, an
exploration of the how

 and w
hy of oppression is signifcant. It helps

identify the critical points for disrupting oppressive system
s and

structures and satisfies our search for understanding and our hope
for change.

7.
T

h
e B

rid
g

e: P
relu

d
e to

 A
ctio

n
– It is very useful to practice new

skills and anticipate real life situations, before m
aking com

m
itm

ents
to 

change 
and 

plan 
for 

action. 
T

hree 
options 

are 
identified 

–
practicing responses to sticky social situations, practicing talking to
people w

ho don’t agree w
ith you, and role playing in the organiz

tional context w
here such issues often em

erge.
8.

P
lan

n
in

g
 

fo
r A

ctio
n

– 
M

ost 
social 

justice 
and 

anti-oppression
w

orkshops focus on collective action. T
his guide expands the arena

of action by offering individually focused resources and tools they
can use w

hen they leave the w
orkshop.

9.
E

valu
atio

n
 – S

im
ple evaluation activities are recom

m
ended, w

ith a
rem

inder to do evaluation m
id-w

ay as w
ell as at the end of the

program
.  

Learning about oppression and privilege is best understood as a partic-
ular lens on the w

orld that provides insight into the “how
” and “w

hy” of our
social and econom

ic structures. W
hen w

e ask learners to use this lens to
understand the w

orld, w
e m

ust first provide them
 w

ith a w
ay to deal w

ith
their previous learning, and then encourage them

 to be open to this new
inform

ation. 

A
ssum

ptions can be m
ade about our learners’view

 of the w
orld. T

hey
w

ill have internalized m
uch of society’s teaching about social and eco-

nom
ic structures, as w

e all have. T
hey w

ill, to varying degrees of inten-
sity, believe in individual pow

er and autonom
y and the ability of an indi-

vidual to overcom
e disadvantage. T

hey w
ill, in this sense, believe in both

the m
erit of the w

ealthy and the pow
erful and, sim

ilarly, believe that the
poor and unsuccessful w

ill have been instrum
ental in creating their living

environm
ent. W

e need, as educators, to rem
ind ourselves of the natural-

ness of our learners to adopt this status quo interpretation of the w
orld.

W
e m

ight be angry and frustrated at this dynam
ic, but it is not the fault of

the learners to have internalized those m
essages. 

It is critical to acknow
ledge this dynam

ic. R
ather than ask learners to

abandon their perspectives, ask them
 to suspend judgm

ent on new
 per-

spectives and w
ork w

ith us beyond their com
fort zones for the next

stretch of tim
e. You are best to ask this directly of them

, otherw
ise their

discom
fort w

ill spill into the training if you are asking them
 to accept too

m
uch too fast.

Let the learners know
 that you are asking them

 to consider a new
 w

ay of
understanding the w

orld. W
e w

ant to em
phasize that our identity is

socially constructed, and de-em
phasize the role of personal choice and

agency. T
his is key – w

e are asking them
 to consider that their lives are

largely a function of their identity, their gender, race, class, etcetera. T
his

identity is not som
ething that they can control; it is typically som

ething w
e

are born into and unlikely to change. Just as their ow
n accom

plishm
ents

are tied to their identity, so too everyone else’s accom
plishm

ents (or lack
thereof) are tied to their identity. 
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It is im
portant to rem

ind learners that they have agreed to suspend judg-
m

ent and spend som
e tim

e hearing you out. T
his is to avoid their knee-

jerk reactions of denial and m
inim

ization as their custom
ary perspectives

creep back in.

T
he learners have considerable tasks before them

 – to reconfigure how
they understand the w

orld, to let go of their previous understanding, and
to deal w

ith their feelings in this regard. D
ifferences am

ongst the learn-
ers w

ill have a significant im
pact on the nature and scope of this task. 

F
or oppressed learners, the task is considerable. T

hey need to allow
their prior understanding to be w

eakened, and perhaps to understand
that their ow

n agency (or ability to affect their w
orld) is less than they had

previously thought. O
n the dow

n side, this m
eans that they w

ill under-
stand that there are significant forces keeping their access to pow

er very
lim

ited. T
his m

ay instill feelings of hopelessness, som
ething that m

ust be
anticipated and responded to by the educator. O

n the plus side, such
understanding m

eans that oppressed learners are not to blam
e for their

ow
n poor situation and status, usually a liberating experience. 

F
or privileged learners, the task is m

uch m
ore considerable. C

om
ing into

an educational setting like this requires courage, typically m
ore than that

of the oppressed. O
nce in, the dem

ands are m
uch greater. To fully under-

stand an anti-oppression perspective m
eans being w

illing to understand
oneself as the oppressor, typically a reviled perspective that is very hard
to em

brace. M
uch m

ore w
ill be said of this later, sufficient now

 is to rec-
ognize the significance of the transform

ation task for the privileged learn-
er and the special dem

ands that puts on the educator. 

F
ortunately, the process can also be liberating for the privileged learner.

A
lthough it w

on’t feel like liberation m
ost of the tim

e, w
e can offer them

 a
sense of hope and possibilities from

 this process. It is likely that they w
ill

becom
e less fearful of others, m

ore spiritually grounded, less in denial of
the harm

 that com
es from

 oppression and m
ore open to full relationships

w
ith the oppressed. G

aining a m
ore realistic view

 of the w
orld and of

them
selves can im

prove their m
ental health.  

T
he m

ost difficult learning environm
ent is a m

ixed group, w
hich is also

the m
ost com

m
on situation. A

s you can im
agine, and have probably

experienced, the tw
o different groups have com

peting needs – at tim
es

the privileged group m
ay express sexist or racist opinions w

hich reinforce
oppression. T

he oppressed group need to stop such opinions being
raised.  M

ost educators respond accordingly and, usually gently, let the
learner know

 they are inappropriate. S
uch m

essages shut dow
n the priv-

ileged learner. 

F
rom

 an educator’s perspective, it is im
portant for opinions to be sur-

faced and exam
ined if change is to occur. T

his poses a dilem
m

a as the
oppressed learner needs to be in an environm

ent that is free from
 put-

dow
ns and judgm

ents, that allow
s their voices to take priority, and revers-

es traditional pow
er relationships. In m

ost w
orkshops, it is im

portant for
the needs of the oppressed to com

e first and avoid having w
hite m

ales
dom

inate the tim
e and space. S

uch efforts at “counter-hegem
ony 1”

have
inspired social m

ovem
ents, popular education and coalition organizing

for m
ore than a decade. 

B
ut reversing privilege is not w

ithout its costs, nam
ely the relative de-

em
phasis on the needs of privileged learners. If the w

hite m
ale’s needs

are overlooked in the educational process, or m
ore m

arginally attended
to, the chance for understanding and change is lim

ited.

1
T

his term
 com

es from
 the w

ork of A
ntonio G

ram
sci. G

ram
sci noted the hegem

ony of the pre-
vailing culture (and all related system

s). T
his hegem

ony form
s the basis of w

hat is understood as
norm

al, and all of us buy into it, regardless of our social identity. T
he task for social m

ovem
ents is

thus one of counter-hegem
ony, w

hereby the traditional patterns of pow
er and privilege are disrupt-

ed. 

H
ow

 do w
e navigate this terrain? It is not easy, but w

e suggest that w
hen

you begin a group, you not only call for safety and attention to the feel-
ings and needs of others. W

e advocate for m
ore full exploration of this

issue. O
f course, safely is im

portant since w
e learn best w

hen w
e are

free from
 danger. B

ut the concern for safety has often been the justifica-
tion for shutting dow

n expressions of anything said or done that is
rem

otely sexist, ageist, racist, etcetera. Typically, educators w
ork hard to

do this gracefully, sensitively and gently, but nevertheless shut dow
n the

offending learner, usually at the expense of their learning. 
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O
ur prem

ise is that w
e cannot nor should not prom

ise safety in learning
environm

ents. T
he w

orld is racist, sexist and classist, and it is fully real-
istic that such dynam

ics w
ill not be left at the door, they w

ill be brought
into the training room

. S
uch is the nature of our lives and such is the

nature of education. To attem
pt otherw

ise is artificial. A
nd, as educators,

w
e need this m

aterial w
ithin the room

 to w
ork w

ith, since it is part of our
reality. S

om
e learners experience oppression as part of their daily life

w
hile others experience privilege on a daily basis. 

H
ere is a very quick w

ay to have the group understand the concept of
safety. T

he educator draw
s an oval on a flip chart and poses the ques-

tion, “w
hat are the various form

s of pow
er that exist in society?” T

he
answ

ers are recorded in the oval. A
fter the first round of answ

ers is gen-
erated, the educator stands back and looks at the page. R

eflecting, she
says, “S

ince this is w
hat exists in society, this is w

hat w
ill exist in our

training room
.” T

here are options for em
phasizing the concept, such as

asking the participants to silently reflect on w
hat they m

ight bring into the
room

, or having the facilitator tear a strip from
 the diagram

, illustrating
that the group is a part of w

ider society. It is im
portant to reflect for the

group that the training room
 is a m

icrocosm
 of broader society and that,

despite our best intentions, there w
ill be incidents of racism

, hom
ophobia

and elitism
 that w

ill show
 up in our sessions. W

e w
ant our training room

to reflect reality rather than pretend w
e can check our life experience at

the door. G
iven that our training room

 is a m
icrocosm

 of the broader soci-
ety, w

e can draw
 on our various experiences both of oppression and priv-

ilege.  

A
ll educators em

phasize the principle of “acceptance of everyone and
support for all” in our educational settings. N

o m
atter how

 dam
aged or

how
 unexam

ined their belief system
s are, all learners need to be accept-

ed. U
nderstanding the hum

anity in all of us allow
s us to be com

passion-
ate w

ith others. A
s M

artin Luther K
ing, Jr. said, “Love is the only force

capable of transform
ing an enem

y into a friend” (as quoted in G
oodm

an,
2001:187). 

A
lthough w

e question w
hether safety can be or should be guaranteed,

w
e recognize there are “degrees of safety.” O

ur concern, as noted above,
is that safety not be used as a justification of shutting dow

n real life, and
that real experiences in the w

orld cannot be checked at the door. W
e do,

how
ever, advocate for active facilitation w

hereby the educator provides a
safety net for learners, and that intense violations of safety m

ust not be
accepted. T

he learners need to feel the active support from
 their educa-

tors, and know
 that they w

ill intervene w
hen the risk levels becom

e too
high. T

he educators can chose how
 that intervention is m

ade – w
hether

to shut dow
n the conversation or to use it as a stim

ulus to encourage a
m

ore respectful dialogue.

S
afety can be equated w

ith com
fort, but w

e do not advocate for either
com

fort or safety. T
he opposite of com

fort is tension, a critical com
ponent

of anti-oppression training. Tension helps learners appreciate the signifi-
cance of the issue and to understand how

 others experience oppression
or privilege. Tension provides the im

petus for resolution, to m
ove through

the process and aw
ay from

 confusion, m
urky thinking and intense em

o-
tional turm

oil. 

T
here is an interesting paradox in understanding com

fort, especially as it
applies to anti-oppression training. T

his paradox is that the m
ore that is

know
n, the m

ore one experiences the unknow
n. A

s learners m
ove into

the m
aterial, and unpack their history as w

ell as their em
otions and per-

ceptions, they seem
 very far aw

ay from
 resolution. T

he issues seem
 to

burgeon and m
ultiply, and it seem

s that greater confusion em
erges. A

s
educators w

itnessing this process, w
e can feel very responsible for bring-

ing such tension to their lives, even though w
e m

ay believe that the w
ork

is essential to forw
arding agendas of social justice and equity. 
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O
ne explanation of this paradox is that in building greater aw

areness
(w

here w
hat w

e know
 expands), w

e rub up against w
hat is not know

n
m

ore frequently and usually m
ore intensely. E

ssentially w
e becom

e m
ore

aw
are of the dynam

ics, the com
plexities and m

any im
pacts on society

and on ourselves. C
onsider this scenario: A

s a w
hite learner becom

es
aw

are of racism
, she subsequently begins to understand her ow

n privi-
lege and that of her group. S

he w
ill start to understand colonialism

 and
the role her ancestors played in exploiting and violating others. T

his
requires of her to question her ancestors, to see them

 in a new
 light and

to reassess her ow
n role in upholding the system

s of oppression and
privilege. S

he w
ill consider her reaction to people of colour, her friends,

her fam
ily, and how

 she responds to racist com
m

ents even am
ong

strangers. H
er w

orld w
ill be disrupted, and in her grow

ing know
ledge of

racism
, she w

ill encounter m
any m

ore questions and concerns about
how

 to be in the w
orld.

W
e m

ust rem
em

ber that w
e are offering know

ledge and a particular w
ay

to understand the w
orld. B

ut it com
es w

ith its ow
n burden, the burden of

responsibility w
hen learners com

e to understand system
s and structures

of oppression, their role in it and how
 it plays out in their daily lives. W

e
are offering an enlightened w

ay of seeing the w
orld but it com

es w
ith

considerable consequences that can feel burdensom
e instead of enlight-

ening.

If, how
ever, the educator truly believes that the privileged bear costs as

w
ell as benefits from

 oppression, then w
e can refram

e this loss as em
an-

cipation from
 privilege. T

here are certainly benefits for the privileged – in
ending oppression.  

S
uch is also true for the oppressed learner. W

hen w
e help a w

om
an of

colour understand that her m
arginalization is not of her ow

n m
aking, but

that it is a continuation of our legacy of slavery and colonialism
, she m

ay
feel hopeless and despairing, particularly if she has children or plans to
have children. F

or w
hile w

e are saying to this learner that she is not the
creator of her ow

n distress, w
e are also saying, by logical extension, that

she is not likely to overcom
e her distress because she does not have the

pow
er or the influence to do so. T

his is an im
plicit dilem

m
a for the

educator. 

T
here is hope im

bedded action, as learners express their com
m

itm
ents

and changed understanding of the w
orld. T

his is the prem
ise of popular

education and in transform
ative learning. Yet the action arena is full of

strife and uncertainty regarding individual agency and social change. W
e

encourage both the privileged and the oppressed to join social m
ove-

m
ents that are w

orking for social change, on the assum
ption that social

m
ovem

ents have the capacity to affect change, change that w
ill im

prove
conditions w

ithin our lifetim
es. U

nfortunately, w
e are w

orking w
ithin an

environm
ent w

here social justice achievem
ents have been rolling back-

w
ards instead of forw

ards. T
he social m

ovem
ents them

selves have been
sites of oppression and privilege. M

any have spent tim
e struggling inter-

nally against oppression and privilege, w
ith varying degrees of success.

T
here has been criticism

 that this inw
ards focus occurs at the expense of

real social change. A
s interpreted by G

itlin (1995), the Left m
arched on

the E
nglish D

epartm
ent w

hile the R
ight took the W

hite H
ouse. T

here is
m

erit to this analogy, but it is likely that the R
ight w

ould have gained con-
siderable ground anyw

ays, given their m
assive pow

er and resources to
forw

ard their agenda.

In short, w
e m

ust recognize that it is a serious responsibility to assist all
learners through a transform

ation process. It w
ill disrupt their lives in

w
ays that w

e can anticipate and w
ays w

e cannot. S
econdly, w

e m
ust not

suggest that there are “quick fixes” that w
ill generate real or im

m
ediate

solutions to the harsh conditions m
any people experience. Instead, w

e
m

ust assist learners in the quest for solutions that fit their circum
stances,

and that all areas of action should be considered, be they individual,
sm

all group or collective in nature.

W
e are asking a lot of our learners, and it is natural and logical that they

should at som
e point resist, as they grasp the significance of w

hat is
being taught, and w

hat is w
ill require of them

. R
esistance takes m

any
form

s – from
 being late to leaving the room

 (actively or psychologically),
from

 fidgeting to crying, from
 questions about the nature of the “evi-

dence” to subtle discrediting of the educator, and from
 disagreem

ent to
outright accusations of lying. 
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T
he best w

ay to deal w
ith resistance is to recognize it as natural. It helps

to anticipate that there w
ill be attacks (overt or covert) on the legitim

acy
of the know

ledge and the educator. T
his is a strong justification for the

use of co-facilitators, so as to be able to support each other, and to allow
for a m

ixed race team
 to provide different perspectives on the dynam

ics
of oppression and privilege for the learners. If a learner is not able to hear
about racism

 from
 a person of colour, then hearing about it from

 a w
hite

person m
ay be m

ore effective for their learning – and vice-versa. 

It is critical to be able to discuss racism
 in such a w

ay that w
orks best for

the learner. T
here are m

any that advocate for using only educators of
colour to deliver anti-racism

 training, arising from
 a belief that the learn-

er needs to appreciate the authority w
ith w

hich they speak, and the fail-
ure of a w

hite person to be able to discuss racism
 from

 a lived experi-
ence. A

lthough a w
hite person m

ay not be able to discuss the experience
of racism

, they can pow
erfully discuss the experience of w

hite privilege
w

ithin a racist society. F
or these reasons, a m

ixed race team
 of educa-

tors is preferable w
hen dealing w

ith any form
 of privilege and oppression.  

W
e have com

e to understand the issue of racial identity of educators as
a choice to be m

ade w
ithin a com

prehensive understanding of the edu-
cators them

selves as w
ell as the issues facing the participants. T

he fol-
low

ing can assist in these reflections:

1.
C

an you understand the participants? A
re their realities som

e-
thing you can em

pathize w
ith? Is your em

pathy natural and
spontaneous? H

ow
 hard do you have to w

ork at accepting
them

?
2.

C
an you provide them

 w
ith encouragem

ent during tough tim
es?

A
re you hopeful that transform

ation is possible for both the
oppressed and the privileged? D

o you believe that this process
m

akes the w
orld a better place? C

an you instill your hope in
them

? 
3.

C
an you allow

 participants to m
ake m

istakes? C
an you see the

goodness in them
? 

4.
C

an you help them
 understand oppression, its harm

 and its
dam

age?
5.

C
an you help them

 unravel their ow
n lives from

 a perspective of
oppression 

and 
m

arginalization? 
F

rom
 

the 
perspective 

of
privilege and internalized superiority? 

6.
C

an you handle their anger? T
heir experiences of violation? A

t
you? A

t other participants? A
t the w

orld? A
t them

selves? 

7.
C

an you handle their accusations of bias? C
an you stand behind

your decisions? 
8.

C
an 

you 
understand 

your 
reactions 

to 
different 

types 
of

learners? C
an you bracket these reactions in the interests of the

group and the individual learners? 
9.

C
an you get angry at them

? C
an you love them

? 

W
hile w

e have discussed learners in distinct categories of oppressed
and privileged, the truth is that w

e are all a m
ixed bag of identities, on

som
e issues w

e are privileged and on others, oppressed. E
ven if educa-

tors encounter a predom
inantly oppressed learner, there w

ill be som
e

elem
ent of privilege, likely class privilege, w

hen they com
pare them

-
selves to the less fortunate living elsew

here in the w
orld, or living in a

region of the w
orld that is w

ar torn or drought stricken. S
uch is the nature

of class privilege since it depends on w
ith w

hom
 w

e com
pare ourselves.

Ideally, the educator needs for learners to see them
selves as both privi-

leged and oppressed, for in that space w
e can build em

pathy for each
other.

T
he start of the education process is critical for it sets the tenor of the

experience. T
he educator w

orks for the first half-day to achieve the fol-
low

ing: a sense of vision that can be referred to through the process (that
keeps us going w

hen things get tough), an em
erging sense of em

pathy
for oneself and for the other learners, and an understanding of our
shared experiences of oppression (albeit to different degrees and on dif-
ferent issues). Laying such a sound foundation that builds a good rela-
tionship am

ong the participants ensures that the group w
ill be strong

enough to deal w
ith their differences, w

hich are the real nuts and bolts of
the educational experience. 

D
raw

ing from
 w

hat w
e know

 about the stages of group developm
ent,

group m
em

bers need to be afforded the tim
e to connect, to bring them

-
selves into the group, to build som

e trust through the lim
ited taking of

risks, and to develop confidence in the facilitator’s com
petence to 
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respond to the group as a w
hole and to each participant as individuals

(m
ore im

portant). F
rom

 w
hat w

e know
 about participants’m

otivations, w
e

also need to tap into their em
pathy, their experience, their spirituality and

ethics and their self-interest. E
ach factor is potentially significant in keep-

ing them
 m

otivated for staying in a social justice program
. 

S
ince this beginning is so im

portant, the educator needs to be w
ell pre-

pared. S
elect activities that w

ill engage them
, that w

ill allow
 them

 tim
e for

dialogue and that w
ill illum

inate your know
ledge and com

passion. T
he

selected m
aterial for the start of the w

orkshop attem
pts to m

eet these
goals. 

A
t the onset of the training, m

ost participants defer to the authority of the
educator and tend to dim

inish the role of the other learners in the pro-
gram

. E
ducators recognize this pattern – all eyes are upon them

 and all
questions are directed their w

ay. T
hey have to invite other participants to

com
m

ent, and defer to their authority on certain issues. T
hey can redi-

rect eye contact aw
ay from

 them
selves by focusing their attention on one

of the participants. 

T
his initial investm

ent in the authority of the educator can be heady to the
novice educator. P

articipants are really asking for your opinion and
know

ledge. B
ut this tends to evoke a “banking” m

odel of education (as
articulated by F

reire, 1968) w
hereby the educator fills the learner w

ith
her/his know

ledge instead of bringing forth the expertise of the partici-
pants and em

phasizing their know
ledge and capacity to create m

eaning. 

It is im
portant to recognize the “deferring to the educator” patterns as a

stage in the developm
ent of individuals w

ithin a group. D
raw

ing from
P

erry’s schem
e of intellectual developm

ent, there are specific patterns of
discourse w

ithin learners that can be attributed to different intellectual (or
cognitive) abilities. T

he excessive orientation to the educator can per-
haps be a sign of the “dualistic” learning phase. T

his phase em
phasizes

a sim
plistic understanding of truth, difficulty w

ith am
biguity and divergent

opinions, and dissatisfaction w
ith group-oriented discussions, especially

those that do not include the educator. D
epending on the age 

and experience in educational settings, there w
ill be m

ore or less dualis-
tic thinkers in any given course. C

om
plicating this pattern is the tenden-

cy of all learners to slip back into dualistic m
odes of relating especially

w
hen they are in new

 learning environm
ents. 

It is im
portant for the educator to understand this dynam

ic and to consid-
er w

hat options are open to her/him
. Ideally, all learners are at least at

the “m
ultiplicity” phase, w

here diversity is the norm
, and participants are

keen to learn from
 each other, not turning to the educator for the “right”

answ
er. A

ccordingly, it is ideal for the “deferral to the educator” pattern to
only be tem

porary, and if so, the interventions recom
m

ended above are
appropriate. F

requently in groups, there w
ill be at least one participant

w
ho continues to defer to the educator and is firm

ly suspicious of the
expertise of other learners. Try to m

eet the needs of the dualistic thinker
by providing him

/her w
ith enough structure and centralized authority as

you can. R
espond to direct questions w

ith direct answ
ers – nothing frus-

trates the dualistic thinker m
ore than an educator w

ho seem
s to duck

providing inform
ation. B

ut you can com
m

unicate an alternate approach
to the other learners, e.g. “H

ere is w
hat I think, but there are diverse opin-

ions on the subject. W
hat do others think?” or “T

hat is an interesting
question. I have som

e ideas, and I am
 sure that you do too. Let’s break

into groups and discuss the issue further. I am
 happy to join the last

speaker’s group w
here w

e can further discuss the earlier point raised.” It
rem

ains im
portant to get all learners to engage w

ith each other. 

Typically as groups advance through their learning, they becom
e better

able to cope w
ith difficult dynam

ics and to speak directly to each other.
B

ut until they are ready to do so, the educator m
ust retain this responsi-

bility. O
ne exam

ple is w
here a learner m

akes a racist statem
ent (for

exam
ple), declaring that em

ploym
ent equity is a form

 of reverse racism
.

T
here is a pause in the room

, and a couple of participants look at the
educator. T

he pause is interrupted by som
eone deflecting and re-focus-

ing on another activity. T
here are likely to be several stream

s of thought
in the educator’s m

ind, including:

• H
ow

 can I shut him
 up and m

ake space for others?
• I hope som

eone else picks this up. I don’t w
ant to have to deal w

ith
this (our ow

n resistance is natural and to be anticipated).
• F

inally, som
ething juicy to w

ork w
ith!
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W
hen considering how

 to intervene, know
 that the decision to intervene

is significant especially given that the group w
ill be at an early stage of

developm
ent. T

hey w
ill need to know

 of your w
illingness to address diffi-

cult issues. W
hile there are m

any w
ays to intervene, w

e suggest the fol-
low

ing, w
ith the rationale in the brackets:

Ò
John just m

ade a com
m

ent about em
ploym

ent equity that reflects
the w

ay a lot of people think about it. [ie. John is norm
al and to think

this is norm
al.] T

his is a tough issue to deal w
ith. [T

he group has a
challenge to rise to.] IÕ

d prefer not to let it slip w
ithout talking about

it. [W
e have a choice in how

 to deal w
ith this. M

odels courage.]
W

ould anyone like to ask John questions about how
 he cam

e to
believe this? [Invitation to the group to explore the issue w

ith John
instead of condem

ning him
 for his belief. D

irects the group to engage
w

ith each other.]Ó

B
oth sides of 

Toronto


