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“Is this job really for me?”- Racial 
trauma and social workers of color in 
education settings 
Tonika Boston, LMSW 

Before we get started, I wanted to make clear on the main 
objectives of this session-

• Awareness- I want everyone in this room to be aware that racial trauma is a real thing and 
it affects the way in which we all do work in our individual settings. Whether you are a POC 
in the school that has been impacted or endured some form of this trauma, or a white 
person that has witnessed it as a bystander or perhaps contributed to inflicting racial 
trauma, it affects the way in which we stand together as a greater collective that have all 
come into this work with better intentions to develop the potentials of the Black and Brown 
students under their practice.

• Advocacy- When racial trauma occurs, often times we do not know how to advocate for 
ourselves in a way that doesn’t result in punitive actions or brushed under the rug by the 
powers that be in the administrative hierarchy.  When we feel like our voices are not heard 
or that there is little to no support to address the trauma, it often leaves us feeling isolated 
and in a rage that simmers, which in turn leaves us feeling powerless and impacts our 
practice. On the other hand, our white counterparts, may not know how to help in utilizing 
their privilege to advocate on our behalf  and their silence contributes to this isolation and 
rage.

Before we get started, I wanted to make clear on the main 
objectives of this session-

• Allyship- Racial trauma can thrive in settings where there is little allyship. 
Whether we care to admit it or not, school systems often times reflect and 
reverberate forms of institutionalized racism with subtle forms of oppression 
resonating within school environments. Allyship in the bigger sense is a verb. 
It is a working process in which those that hold privilege and forms of power 
build and develop empathy towards marginalized and oppressed groups of 
people and the challenges that they endure on a consistent basis. The main 
purpose of allyship is to create a culture where the marginalized group feels 
valued, supported and heard. 
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Before we get started, I wanted to make clear on the main 
objectives of this session-

• Empowerment- Racial trauma often times leaves those impacted by it with a 
sense of disempowerment. Disempowerment changes the way in which staff 
of color interact and operate within their work environments, particularly in 
educational settings, where cultivating empowerment within students is a part 
of the job. In addition to disempowerment, many staff of color also experience 
a sense of disillusionment within their roles, which reverberates into their 
practice with students. My hopes for everyone here, both POC and white, are 
that they leave with tools to not only feel empowered to do this work, that they 
feel empowered to have courageous, yet necessary conversations around 
racism and that they feel empowered to support each other when racially 
traumatic incidents occur. 

The Drama of Racial Trauma

• Often seen as hidden wounds of racial oppression left masked and untreated. 

• According to Ken Hardy, it stems from racial oppression and it is a traumatic 
form of interpersonal violence, which can lacerate the spirit, scar the soul and 
puncture the psyche. 

• Sometimes we find ourselves asking, “What is wrong with them?” versus 
“What has happened to them?”

• To be honest, those affected cannot always coherently convey their pain, let 
alone heal. 

The 4 effects of Racial Trauma

• There are 4 toxic effects that can 
occur within a person that has 
experienced a racially traumatic 
event-

1. Internalized devaluation

2. Assaulted Sense of Self

3. Internalized Voicelessness 

4. Rage
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Internalized Devaluation 

• Direct by-product of racism, inextricably linked to the exaltation of whiteness and 
the demonization of non-white hues.

• It is enacted throughout society, which include the very systems (i.e. educational 
systems) that are supposedly committed to serving Black and Brown 
children/teens/young adults. 

• It is interwoven with other variations of disrespect to one’s dignity such as 
neglect, abuse, and rejection.

• In varying cases, some individuals that have experienced significant devaluation 
become hypervigilant in gaining and retaining respect. We see it a lot with the 
students we work with particularly Black and Brown teens and young adults. The 
need for respect helps to assuage the impact and discomfort of devaluation.

Assaulted Sense of Self

• It is the build up of frequent experiences of internalized devaluation. 

• Continued exposure of devaluation, shape how POC’s see themselves.

• Becomes very challenging to develop or maintain healthy sense of self when 
one’s emotional- psychological setting is overwhelmed with repeatedly 
damaging race correlated message. Some examples of this are:

• “ I am not good enough.”
• “ Can I really do this job?’
• “ I don’t have what it takes to be successful here.”
• “ I’m not welcomed here.” 

Internalized Voicelessness

• Determines the ability to shield against an onslaught of unwelcomes and 
unjustified negative, paralyzing messages.

• Results from and energizes internalized devaluation and an assaulted seene
of self.

• It impairs the ability to advocate for oneself. One either speaks up and risks 
appearing to be threatening or remains silent and has their sense of self 
further assaulted.

• No matter how much they renounce the views others have of them, they have 
little to no ability to effectively address or change them.

• In their suppression of feelings, they inadvertently plan the seeds of rage.   
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Rage

• Rage can be defined as an ingrained emotional response to experiences of 
degradation and devaluation.

• Builds up over the time as a result of growing suppressed emotions triggered 
by Voicelessness. 

• It is different and deeper from anger, which is an emotion triggered by 
immediate situations.

• Very complex feeling that can be depicted as anger, explosiveness, sadness 
and depression. 

10 Things to consider prior to commencing a courageous 
conversation around race

1. Effective courageous conversation involve 4 stages (preparation, encounter, 
engagement and execution) that need to be experienced prior to even 
commencing said dialogue.

2. Require both will (readiness to do it) and skill (having a structure other than 
raw, passionate emotions that will assist in steering the conversation). 

3. The necessary space to hold a racial conversation needs to be created.

4. Awareness about power and privilege and the roles they both play in holding 
racial conversations.

5. Power is interpersonal, contextual and inequitably distributed. Lets get it out of 
our minds that equal power in relationships exist. Furthermore, racism is fueled 
by impermeable and unequal distribution of power with whites holding societal 
control and POC being placed in supportive roles.

10 Things to consider prior to commencing a courageous 
conversation around race (cont.)

6.  Whiteness, the focus of whiteness and the possession of white skin are assigned 
profound power and privilege in American society.

7. The degree of responsibility and accountability that one has to a relationship should 
be proportional to the relative degree of power and privilege one possess (otherwise 
in the words of Uncle Ben from Spiderman, with great power comes great 
responsibility and accountability).

8. Deep introspection and self examination are critical components. (This means check 
your location of self and when the conversation becomes antagonistic, be mindful 
on how your position when shifted can control the outcome of the dialogue).

9. Self In Relationship to Other (SIRO): There needs to be a balance between self and 
other in a racial conversation. There should not be an overemphasis on self or other 
because the conversation will go no where. 

10. Participants prior to the conversation should take on a set of tasks that are 
corresponding with their social location in their relationship.
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Tasks for White People (Task of Privilege)
• Draw distinction between intention and consequences. 

• Simply put, when one is in a privileged position, they talk about intentionality, but people 
in a subjugated position (POC) talk about consequences. Hence, when POC talk about 
consequences, the conversation becomes broken when white people feel the need to 
clarify their intentions.

• For instance, a common example can be the following:  POC-“ When you walked by me 
in the hallway and didn’t speak to me, it felt racist.”  White person- “that wasn’t my 
intention.” CONVERSATION DONE 

• What occurred in that example is that when the POC expressed to the white person 
how their action impacted them and the white person then clarified the purity of their 
intention, they (meaning the white person) became completely oblivious of the fact that 
you can have perfectly good intentions that bred disingenuous consequences. 

• Overall in conversations about race, POC never get an opportunity to talk about 
consequences in a way that is actually heard and responded adequately by whites 
because the conversation disintegrates, which can be typical for any relationship where 
there is a power dynamic.

Tasks for White People (Task of Privilege) –cont.
• White people need to comply with consequences if they are willing to have a 

racial conversation. 

• Resist empathy of the privilege.
• For further clarity, empathy of the privilege or privempathy (as coined by Dr. Ken Hardy), occurs 

when the privileged person utilizes empathy while in said privileged role and usurps the 
conversation. Although it may seem genuine, the conversation shifts away from the person of 
color that is sharing their experience and now becomes monopolized to the privileged person’s 
storytelling. (To be transparent, this only adds to the problem, so stop)

• Avoid equalization of suffering.
• This may sound a bit harsh, but a poor white person’s struggles do not equate to the struggles 

of a person of color. Stop trying to avoid the conversations around race by discussing the 
struggles of being white and growing up in poverty. 

• Develop thick skin.
• For some reason, when conversations around race are discussed, white fragility is on high and 

the white tears start shedding. Conversations again shift from the experiences of POC and goes 
to comforting white sensitivity. In other words, for white people, not everything is about you and 
your egos. Humility will be your best asset in the dialogue. 

Tasks for POC (Task of Subjugation) 
• STOP!! Emotionally taking care of White People

• When you are now in a space where you can freely discuss your experiences, please stop 
feeling obligated to cater to white tears. When you see a white person becoming upset, 
just pass them the box of tissues that may be circulating and carry on with unburdening 
your soul. This is your moment to flourish!

• Reclaim your voice!
• Please unmute your voice. You do have an obligation to express your voice to the fullest 

during a racial dialogue. Although it is not your fault that society has marginalized you, it is 
still your responsibility at this moment to be heard and to provide a teachable moment to 
your white counterparts. How else are you supposed to build awareness and allyship, but 
also empower yourself?

• Develop methods to help cope with Rage
• Because a courageous conversation will now provide a liberatory space to express 

yourself, please be mindful that all of that rage simmering inside is ready to burst. You will 
hear things that will trigger it and because of this, you will need to find healthy ways  in 
managing it. Perhaps writing down your thoughts, having water nearby, giving a nonverbal 
check in with an ally in the conversation, or even getting up to go for a brief walk can help 
sublimate your rage. The point of these conversations should be to empower you and lift 
you up, not having you feel more defeated or letting the rage get the best of you and your 
moment. 
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Establishing the Four Agreements of Courageous 
Conversation.

• Stay engaged

• Experience discomfort

• Speak your truth 

• Expect and accept non-closure

Stay Engaged
• When having courageous conversations, participants must stay engaged. It 

must be a commitment that each participant must make in spite of the 
engagement of others.

• Means remaining morally, emotionally, intellectually and relationally involved in 
the dialogue. 

• One’s heart and mind cannot check out of the conversation, while leaving your 
body seated at the table.

• Racial topics tend to be “hot button” issues that either cause people of color to 
become vocally angry or make White people silently defiant or disconnected.

• The challenge is to resist the natural inclination to move away from such intense 
conversations. 

• There needs to be awareness that the initial step in having participants stay fully 
engaged is by creating a BRAVE space to facilitate such conversations. 

Experience Discomfort
• Participants of this racial dialogue must agree and acknowledge that experiencing 

discomfort will be a part of the process. This discomfort is significant because it 
creates better channels for an effective conversation to occur and that everyone can 
deal with the reality of race and racism in a direct and transparent manner.

• Whether anyone wants to acknowledge it, there is always a racial divide when it 
comes to handling issues of race and equity especially within educational settings. 
Despite the discomfort, giving the voice and significance to the divide can commence 
the process of healing and transformation.

• For white participants, discomfort reveals their own fears of offending POC when 
expressing their implicit/explicit biases or their racial perspectives that may come off 
apathetic.

• For POC, their discomfort can depict their hesitancy of expressing their rage and it 
being misunderstood, ignored, feared or in some cases punished later on by their 
White colleagues.  

• To develop authentic interracial relationships and provide brave spaces for 
courageous conversations, the collective silence must be broken. 

• As the tolerance for discomfort builds amongst all participants, it will also expand
their ability to directly discuss the most challenging institutional racist issues that 
impact achieving equity for Black and Brown students within educational settings.
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Speak Your Truth
• This too again requires willingness to take chances.

• There is a need for complete honesty in regards to one’s feelings, thoughts, and 
opinions despite what other participants may think. 

• There is a fear of speaking one’s truth due to being perceived as ignorant, offending 
someone, or angry (when in fact it may just be passion).

• Sharing internal truths need to overcome the mundane impulse to preserve external 
peace otherwise a honest and vocal dialogue will be restricted and ineffective.

• White people need to speak their own internal truths because in turn it will improve 
their engagement and build their racial consciousness.

• POC will be more willing to open up about their own experiences when White 
people can genuinely provide validation without further interrogation, redefining the 
experience, or shutting them down.

• White people cannot “own” the experiences of POC and POC cannot “own” the
experiences of being white. There needs to be a sense of honesty that  part of the
problem is the inability to search for significance in varying racial perspectives, 
despite how they may differ from that of our own experiences. 

Expect and Accept Non-Closure
• Be mindful that closure may not come in finding racial understanding or in the 

interracial interactions of the participants.

• Solutions to conflicts cannot be discovered without the process entailed in holding an 
effective racial dialogue. Furthermore, the conversation around the challenge must be 
held with specificity and intentionality.

• Solutions are constantly evolving and forming and there are no “quick fixes” 
particularly due to the racial disparities and ongoing conflicts that occur in the larger 
American society. Conversations may be continuous as situations and circumstances 
can change daily especially within educational settings. Hence, participants (both POC 
and Whites) must commit to having an ongoing dialogue, which is poignant in building 
and sustaining racial equity and decreasing racial trauma within educational settings.

Let’s Hold an Actual 
Conversation!
Group work!
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Ground Rules
• One Mic!

• Respect!

• Step up/Step Back!

• Brave Space- This means a need for complete honesty and having the courage to 
speak one’s truth without fear of scrutiny or judgment.

• Oops/Ouch!

• Self care- Some part of the dialogue may become too heavy, its okay to check in 
with how you are feeling and take care of yourself (appropriately of course) 

Scenario Time!

• We will break up into smaller groups, where each group will be given a 
scenario to discuss. 

• In each scenario, participants are required to discuss their feelings, 
perspectives and how they would realistically address the scenario.

• Based off what they have learned from this workshop (insight gained), what 
would you do differently to approach it? 
• For POC, challenge yourselves to be proactive in advocacy. For our white 

counterparts, challenge yourselves in how can you build allyship in this scenario. 
Also remember, you are a team in a school and a part of a team is to support one 
another.  

Take Away
• It is important to address racial trauma that staff of color incur over time 

working in educational settings because it reflects the bigger racial 
oppression that occurs outside of the school buildings and in the larger 
society.

• In order for a school to progress successfully, overall, all staff regardless of 
race must feel empowered, heard and supported in their roles. A school that 
can create brave spaces to hold courageous dialogue around race moves 
closer to building racial equity within their environment.

• Racial equity is one of the most significant components in closing the 
achievement gap with students and when the staff can feel empowered and 
safe in fulfilling their responsibilities, students also thrive and develop a 
stronger sense of esteem and meaningful racial and cultural identity. 


