An Uncomfortable Journey
By Sara Allan – 5th grade parent

As a white middle class person growing up
in a majority white environment, it is so very
easy to have no inkling of the advantages
inherent in membership in the majority. I am
from a small city in Canada, where the population was at least 85% white, and economic inequality was largely invisible. My first
exposure to a black person did not occur
until 5th grade. We were not intentionally
racist — our parents taught us to treat everyone the same. But when everyone looks
pretty much the same, it is easy to be colorblind. Race is simply not a tangible issue.
College was the first place I had some
friends of different races… but not too
many. I thought of myself as someone who
embraced diversity and advocated for social
justice. But I did not really understand the
experience of the excluded or the disadvantaged. I lived in a white cultural bubble that
enabled me to experience the opportunities
that came to me as a natural result of my
hard work and inherent talents. And so I
could have stayed for my entire life.
However, my first major job gave me a stark
awareness of systemic racism and segregation. The culture of the Wall Street firm I
joined was dominated by confident, powerful white guys in suits, served each day by
mail room, print shop, shoeshine, and cafeteria employees who were all black and
brown. It would have been impossible to
avoid seeing the vastly different paths of
opportunity we faced. The unfairness made
me uncomfortable, but I had no tools at the
time to confront the inequity. The system
was deeply entrenched. No one talked about
it. But when I left, I carried the discomfort
of that memory with me.
It was when I made a career change into
public education that I finally had the opportunity to confront my discomfort head on.
Even in progressive and socially conscious
cities like Portland, racial and socioeconomic inequity remain the status quo in our
schools. During my time in Portland, communities of color were frustrated and cynical about long standing inequities in program quality in schools serving low income
and minority students versus those serving
predominately white students, not to men-

Issue

Diversity News

02
“There is important work underway at all levels at Meridian to confront these questions and engage in
the types of dialog that will result in
greater awareness and better solutions.”

tion the persistent and large racial achievement gaps. Yet decision makers remained
reluctant to tackle the issues in a meaningful way and the voices of the disenfranchised were rarely heard at the decision
to have similar opportunities, but I know
making table.
from my own experience that it won’t just
I fancied myself as someone who could happen unless we make it an intentional
come in and help change the system, using priority. So now my discomfort is centered
great data and analysis to point the way. on the decision we made to send our chilBut I was actually one of those stereotypi- dren to private school, even knowing that a
cal privileged liberal do-gooders who think public school would be a more truly diverse
they have all the answers. It didn’t occur to environment.
me to engage in any meaningful dialog with
representatives of the groups I sought to I wrestle constantly with a feeling of hypocserve prior to imposing a solution on them. risy about this decision, knowing what I
Suffice it to say that it didn’t work so well. know about how school systems struggle to
make equity a reality for many students, and
Everything felt like a struggle.
having a better toolkit now myself to advoFortune intervened in the form of a series of cate for all students. We all make tradeoffs
professional development opportunities in that we believe to be in the best interests of
which I participated alongside many col- our children and find ways to rationalize
leagues of color. The exercises we under- them. It’s never perfect.
took forced me to acknowledge that many
things I took for granted in life — feeling But having chosen private school over pubcomfortable walking into pretty much any lic, I’m personally committed to do what I
room, buying a house in any neighborhood, can to make sure that the Meridian communot worrying about my husband or son be- nity invests time and energy in examining
ing apprehended by the police — my col- issues of race, privilege, equity, and incluleagues of color could not. I became aware sion. How do we build authentic relationof the blinders I’d had on all my life about ships among parents, teachers, and students
the unearned benefits of my privilege. I had across racial and socioeconomic lines? How
to recognize that despite what I believed, can we make Meridian an attractive and
everything I had accomplished in life was welcoming place for people of all backnot completely based on my own merit — grounds? How do we help ensure that the
some doors were opened to me and some concept we have for our children — to be
people responded to me based on my race competent global citizens, deeply engaged
in their community — is not just a politicaland socioeconomic standing.
ly correct sound bite emanating from within
With this new awareness, my inner discom- a hermetically-sealed bubble of white privifort was now even greater, but so was a lege?
new appreciation for and deeper connection
with my colleagues of color. I had a new There is important work underway at all
lens for looking at the world that enabled levels at Meridian to confront these quesme to be more aware of and open to multi- tions and engage in the types of dialog that
ple perspectives than I had been before will result in greater awareness and better
from taking the time to really listen to oth- solutions. For me, it has been important to
er peoples’ experience and build stronger recognize that to make these goals real for
my family and community, it requires me to
relationships.
engage in an ongoing, uncomfortable jourHaving these opportunities to connect deep- ney myself. I hope many of you feel comly with people of diverse backgrounds has pelled to join in the journey that Meridian,
been incredibly important to me as a per- through its diversity committees and mission
son. Now as a parent, I want my children statement, is undertaking.
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DIVERSITY
STATEMENT
(EXTRACT)
The Meridian School promotes diversity of thought
and identity by bringing
together community and
curriculum to open minds
and hearts, connect awareness to actions, and celebrate the contribution of
the individual to the community.

Diversity Committees
Board Diversity Committee, BDC: Ronnie Cunningham (chair), Jennifer
Zell, Sandy Aslanian, Gary
Peterman, Ron Waldman,
Rafael Del Castillo, and
Yaneth Vrentas.
Parent Diversity Support
Team, PDST: Katie Renschler, Bonnie Tilghman,
Elena Kuo, Lisa Smith, Jan
Backstrom, Sara Allan,
Jennifer Winick, Rachel
Acosta, Haeryung Shin,
and Yaneth Vrentas.
Faculty Diversity Committee, FDC: Eilene Glasgow,
Luzelvia Diaz, Larissa Weber, Claudia Sibila, and
Yaneth Vrentas.

The Meridian School
4649 Sunnyside Avenue North
Seattle, Washington 98103
206 632 7154 ph.
www.meridianschool.edu

Reviewing, Learning, and Envisioning
We believe that promoting awareness on issues
of diversity, equity and inclusion, and creating
an inclusive and culturally competent community requires the participation and commitment of
all school constituencies. For this reason, we
have Board, faculty, and parent committees
overseeing institution, program, and parent involvement. On March 25th, these three committees met to review and celebrate our progress in
the last five years and to start looking at the role
of diversity in the new strategic plan process.
We also invited other members of the community including the new Head of School (Jack
Shea), the president of the Parent Association
(Christian Reynolds), the Chair of the Strategic
Planning Committee (Maria Gingerich), the
Leadership Team, and members of the faculty
Global Studies, Curriculum, and School Climate
committees. This is one of the different ways in
which we will collect input from the school
community. The meeting was facilitated by
Maketa Wilborn, “an educator, facilitator and
artist who employs an inquiry-based approach
that effectively draws out the collective
knowledge of the group, inspires creative problem-solving and participation, and creates space
for authentic connections across difference.” (http://www.maketawilborn.com/)

Teaching children about equity and inclusion
takes us from the concept of celebrating diversity
and learning about different cultures to a deeper
level of understanding concepts like cultural
competency, equity, inclusion, bias, and prejudice. This is work that develops over time and in
different phases. Identifying where we are as an
institution and community will inform our next
steps. With Mr. Wilborn, we explored questions
such as: Where is Meridian at in relation to this
commitment? What have been critical catalysts
that have moved the school forward in this area?
What are the next steps? What are the gaps and
opportunities?
We also invited Mr. Wilborn to our staff inservice on May 6th. In interactive and engaging
conversations, we identified the current development phase of Meridian School related to equity
and inclusion and team development to provide a
baseline for ongoing growth. We also created a
shared vision for our equity and inclusion work.
Mr. Wilborn will continue working with us to
help our institution move safely into progressively more challenging dimensions of the work on
equity and inclusion. As Mr. Wilborn says, “This
work requires a consistent and ongoing commitment in order to create positive change that supports student learning and community development.”
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DIVERSITY IN ACTION
A Teachable Moment
One of our goals is to involve and engage
the school community in courageous conversations. We have used school assemblies,
parents’ community service initiatives, and
speakers that have presented at Meridian as
opportunities to encourage these conversations in the classrooms and at home. For this
reason, the Parent Diversity Support Team
created A Teachable Moment, a tool to help
parents and teachers begin some conversations about “hot button” topics and offer
ideas of how to respond to children when
questions come up. So far, we have addressed topics such as how to talk with children about discrimination, how to talk with
children about supporting differences in our
learning community, as well as courageous
conversations about poverty and homelessness. You can find questions, points to consider, and a set of resources including books
for adults and children. Find copies of A
Teachable Moment at the office or on the
Meridian website.

School Assemblies

Monica Rojas and Miguel Balumbrosio

In addition to the different ways in which
our faculty infuses diversity in their curriculum, our school assemblies often offer opportunities for our students to understand,
learn, and reflect on different diversity topics. These presentations have been offered
through our Global Studies, School Climate,
Character Education, Diversity Education,
and Events faculty committees.

“We are trapped in our history,
and our history is trapped in us.”
James Baldwin

Survive the Streets

Poverty and Homelessness is one of the areas
that we have worked on as a community.
Last year, we presented a parent forum and a
school assembly on poverty and homelessness
with our guests LueRachelle Brim-Atkins and
Marcelas Owens. This academic year, the
Parent Association led a drive to collect gear
for Survive the Streets to help people who are
living on the streets stay warm and protected.
Second to fifth graders attended the play Danny, King of the Basement at the Seattle Children’s Theatre. This play tells the story of a
boy who lives in poverty.

Through these programs, we encouraged conversations about stereotypes, the cycles of
poverty, charity and political advocacy. We
hope to inspire students and adults to learn
more about homelessness and poverty and to
take action, while helping children develop
empathy and social responsibility. Charity
and compassion are important, but they become more relevant with a deeper understanding of poverty, addressing stereotypes, exploring actions in addition to charity and reflecting about the difference between wants
and needs.

Global Studies

In January, we invited Kathya Alexander, a
storyteller who shared her own stories growing up in the South during the Civil Rights
Movement. This presentation offered a teachable moment to talk about discrimination,
segregation, stereotypes, and fairness. Fairness is a concept that students deal with every day. Using this concept and their empathy
and compassion, students were encouraged to
identify injustice and discrimination and seek
inclusivity and fairness.

Each year, our Global Studies program offers great opportunities for our community
to learn about different cultures of the world.
With our focus on South America this year,
students learned about differences and similarities in the way people live in different
countries, and how their lifestyle is influenced by their location and environment.
This imaginary trip to South America took
students from the Amazons to big cities, and
from learning about the Incas to learning
about the way people live today. School assemblies related to global studies this year
included Quichua Machis an Ecuadorian
group who played Andean music, the DeCajon project featuring Monica Rojas and Miguel Balumbrosio playing traditional AfroPeruvian music, Show Brazil featuring Brazilian music and dance, and Rhythm Ambassadors featuring Latin music.

Bullying Prevention
In November, the faculty School Climate
Committee invited Taproot Theatre to present Wild Wes. This program teaches children the importance to recognize, refuse,
and report bullying behaviors, and how to
be and ally and form friendships. Teaching
about equity and inclusion requires education about bullying prevention to recognize
unjust behavior, and to empower students to
stand up for themselves and for others.

Learning Differences
In November, we invited Book It Theater to
present a play about learning differences, specifically on dyslexia. Parents and staff joined
efforts to share talking points and resources
with the community. Students talked about
learning differences, strengths, and stereotypes.
With this program, we hoped to promote a
healthy learning environment that understands
and supports learning differences and encourages effort, persistence, respect and empathy in
our students. Being able to have a safe space to

Civil Rights Movement

talk about why and how they learn differently,
empowers students to stand up for themselves
and for others.
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For our in-service day on March 18th, the
faculty School Climate Committee invited
Caltha Crowe, author of the book How to
Bullyproof Your Classroom K-5. This training was based on the Responsive Classroom
program approach to build a supportive
learning community. Faculty learned ways
to integrate bullying prevention and intervention within the Responsive Classroom
techniques that they already use in the classroom.

Show Brazil

The Dynamics of Privilege
and Race
In March, Dr. Robin DiAngelo came to talk
about the dynamics of privilege and race.
She presented to parents and later to staff.
Through personal reflection, awareness of
messages in social media, and analysis of
systems of power and economics, she talked
about the dynamics of whiteness in our society. In the last five years we have focused
our racial conversations on people of color
and the definition of diversity, but DiAngelo
helped shift the conversation to the roles and
responsibilities of people who identify as
white. More information is in her new book,
What Does It Mean To Be White?

“What does it mean to be white in a society
that proclaims race meaningless yet is deeply divided by race? In the face of pervasive
racial inequality and segregation, most
whites cannot answer that question. Robin
DiAngelo argues that a number of factors
make this question difficult for whites—
miseducation about what racism is; ideologies such as individualism and colorblindness; defensiveness; and a need to protect
(rather than expand) our worldviews. These
factors contribute to what she terms white
racial illiteracy. Speaking as a white person
to other white people, Dr. DiAngelo clearly
and compellingly takes readers through an
analysis of white socialization. She describes how race shapes the lives of white
people, explains what makes racism so hard
for whites to see, identifies common white
racial patterns, and speaks back to popular
white narratives that work to deny racism.
Written as an accessible introduction to
white identity from an anti-racist framework, What Does It Mean To Be White? is
an invaluable resource for members of diversity and anti-racism programs and study
groups and students of sociology, psychology, education, and other disciplines.” (Book
description on Amazon.com)

