WHAT DO WE MEAN BY RACISM?
Racism in the United States is a complex topic- with different implications for different people and many manifestations. Even the word itself has so many meanings: 40 people in a room would probably come up with 40 different definitions!  Any dialog about racism or effort to undo racism is more effective with a shared, working definition of it. So, what do we mean by undoing racism at Orca?

INSTITUTIONAL RACISM

We’ve chosen to focus our work at Orca on systemic or institutional racism. We look at the ways institutions channel power and privilege towards white people and away from people of color. Research consistently shows that, for example, in housing, health care, banking and education, whites as a group receive better treatment, better access or more opportunity than African-Americans, Latinos, Asians or Native Americans.  Many of these research studies control for differences in income, experience or education- yet power differentials between whites and people of color persist. The PBS series, Race: The Power of an Illusion, is an excellent resource for exploring the history of how racism was constructed and is maintained in our country.

WHY INSTITUTIONAL RACISM?  We focus on systemic or institutional racism because that is where the biggest potential for change lies.  While bigotry, prejudice and hatred are serious problems in the U.S. (and, yes even in Seattle), if we shipped all the white supremacists to another planet, racism would still be alive and well in our country.  We need to examine, understand, and then change our institutions to treat people more fairly, more equally and to eliminate the biases in our institutional policies and practices. While many of the most blatant examples of discrimination (like Jim Crow laws) are now illegal, subtle, yet powerful biases remain. Most institutions in the U.S. were created by and for white people.  Even now, new policies and procedures often end up having a differential impact on children and people of color, even though there was no specific intention to hurt them. Institutional racism is embedded in the fabric of our society, and it often takes work to see exactly where it is and understand how it operates. 

Why racism?  Racism operates closely with other oppressions, such as sexism, classism, homophobia or ageism. When we begin to untangle the effects of racism, we usually find and can undo ways that we perpetuate other oppressions.  By talking honestly about racism, it often opens up opportunities to see how other forms of oppression happen.  

Fundamentally, we are talking about racism because it has a terrible impact on children of all races.  At Orca, we are a small enough community that we CAN make a difference for our school’s children and families.  This is the institution we can change. We have the opportunity to learn from each other, learn from our children and make a healthier, safer and more equitable environment for all.

