
 
 
 
 
  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Here we highlight some key talking points (in no particular order), some background research to keep in 
mind, and some potential conversation starters to open and continue a dialogue with your students. 
 
 

Talking 
Points  What Does the Research 

Say?  Conversation Starters 

 

Validate 

 

 
Your student is not in the wrong. Research shows 
that students of color benefit when they have 
educators and mentors who look like them.1 
However, there is a long and unfair history of White 
educators making decisions about what's "best" for 
students of color. Therefore, acknowledging racial 
biases in the education system can be one 
important step to better understand and reduce 
ethnic-racial disparities in education.2  
 

 
“You’re right. I will not be able to 
know your experiences…” 
 
“That’s a great point. My role in 
this process will not be to give you 
answers about your own identity, 
but rather to help guide our class 
as we each go through our 
individual process of learning 
more…” 

 

Recognize Trust 
 
With a statement like this, your student is 
demonstrating that they trust you enough to not 
let this go unsaid. Trust is a key ingredient for 
building quality relationships with your students. 
Research shows that behavior problems (as 
reported by students and teachers) are lower 
when students of color report that their teachers 
are trustworthy authority figures.3 

 

“I know that might have been 
hard to share, so thank you for 
trusting me with that…” 
 
“Thank you. I appreciate you 
trusting me enough to say that…” 
 

 

? 
You may be wondering … 
 
What should I do if I’m a 
White educator and a student 
of color says that I shouldn’t be 
teaching the Identity Project 
because I’m White and I can’t 
understand their ethnic-racial 
identity or experiences? 
 

The development of this resource was supported by a grant from the William T. Grant Foundation (PI: Umaña-Taylor). 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Your Own 
Journey 

 
This student’s comment is a useful reminder: No 
one’s ethnic-racial identity journey is the same. 
Research shows that educators who have explored 
more about their ethnic-racial identity, including 
White educators, are better positioned to support 
their students in this process.4 This conversation 
can be used as an opportunity to reiterate that 
everyone is on their own journey and every 
journey is unique. 
 

 
“When it comes to learning about 
your identity, you’re going to be 
the expert. My role is to support 
you…”  
 
“I’m creating time for us to 
explore what our own ethnic-
racial backgrounds mean to each 
of us on our own and then share 
this with each other…” 
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Key Takeaway:   
While it can be difficult to hear your students question your role as a White educator leading the Identity 
Project, their question is a sign of trust in you as their teacher and a sign that they are becoming aware of 
systemic injustice. It is important to validate your students, express your commitment to supporting them 
on their ethnic-racial identity journeys, and continuing on your own so that you may continue to model this 
difficult but necessary work to understand our ethnic-racial backgrounds. 
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We don’t want to take away from the fact that being confronted with this information will be hard. 
Despite the challenges you may feel, keep in mind that students who are raising these valid concerns 
are demonstrating a level of critical consciousness (i.e., becoming aware of and challenging injustices) 
that can be beneficial for their academic success. In fact, research shows that developing critical 
consciousness positively predicts later standardized test scores and grades for students of color.5 

 

Critical Consciousness 


