
CREATING A COMMON LANGUAGE 
 

OVERVIEW 

OBJECTIVES – Following this session, participants will: 

• To provide a common language and definitions for concepts used in the workshop 

and work related to issues of race, racism, and other forms of oppression 

• To identify the theoretical and political assumptions that inform our work 

• To begin to create a common language within and across the organization to 

facilitate a more coherent cross-cultural dialogue 

SETTING: 

• Small group work on common language worksheet 

• Large group processing of common language concepts 

HANDOUTS: 

• Common language work sheets for all participants 

• Common language answer sheets for all participants (given at the end of activity) 

TIME:  

• 30 minutes 
 

PROCEDURE:   [brief overview in bullets such as example below] 

• Begin the exercise by asking participants to break into small groups of three or four.  

• Give each participant a “Creating a Common Language” worksheet. 

• Ask the small groups to work collaboratively to complete the “Creating a Common 

Language” worksheet.  

• They should feel free to use any resources available to them in their small group, 

with the exception of smart phones.  The focus of the activity is not necessarily to 

get every answer “right” but rather to grapple with others in your group to come up 

with what you think best answers the question.  

• After the small groups have worked approximately 10 minutes, ask them to put 

down their pencils and let them know that we will move to sharing the answers and 

explaining the concepts, if needed. 

• After answers are shared, hand each participant a copy of the answer sheet. 
 

PRIOR PREPERATION:   [Explain any materials that require set up prior to the session] 

• Prepare enough copies of the ‘Common Language’ worksheet and answer sheet for 

each participant 
 



CREATING A COMMON LANGUAGE 

INSTRUCTIONS 

LECTURETTE: 

It might sound something like this… 

We believe that there is value in creating and using a common language or vocabulary in order 

to better understand the concepts of racial equity and change. Often the biggest barrier to 

dialogue and moving forward on race relations is the possibility that we may be using similar 

terms or ideas but find out that the meaning for some may be different than what we are 

familiar with. Building a common language can be a valuable tool in our work within our 

organizations and our communities.  To begin that process, we would like for you to work in 

groups (three or four) to complete the “Creating a Common Language” worksheet.   

 

Note to facilitator: 

Give instructions to group on process to use to break into subgroups. 

We encourage your subgroups to work collaboratively to complete the worksheet, using the 

resources available to you in including the collective knowledge of your group members. The 

only restriction on resources is that I do not want you to pull out your smart phone to 

try to find answers.  

 

Find the answer you believe is the most appropriate for each of the 20 questions, using the 

terms on the left-hand side of the page. Each term will be used only once. No extra terms have 

been thrown in to confuse your work.  Take the time that you need with each question. Don’t 

be concerned if some of these terms seem unfamiliar or confusing. Just do the best that you can 

in your group. There are additional definitions on the back of the page. The terms on the back 

of the page are the same ones on the front, they are just there so that you don’t have to flip 

the paper back and forth to see all the terms.  

 

These are all concepts we will become much more familiar with over our training.  Please 

note that these definitions are not offered as the “right” or “only” definitions or 

that knowing these terms and definitions implies a high level of cultural 

competency.  We are asking each of us to “try on” the concepts and the definitions we are 

providing. 

 

You will have ten minutes or so to complete the worksheet. Are there any questions? 

 



CREATING A COMMON LANGUAGE 

INSTRUCTIONS 

Note to facilitator: 

After small groups have worked for approximately ten minutes, reassemble the group and share 

the questions and answers. One option for doing this is to use the format of the television game 

show “Jeopardy.” It may be helpful to have two facilitators alternate sharing the answers. As you 

provide the answers, it may also be important to take a moment to add additional information 

or examples about the term/concept.  You will find examples of additional information that can 

be shared, in italics below the terms.  Feel free to use these examples or develop some of your 

own that can support the group’s learning.  

Now let’s share our answers! Remember that these definitions are not offered as the 

“right” or “only” definitions for the concepts. We are asking that you try them on as a 

way of having a common language with which to communicate. 

1. Groups that are more likely to receive privileges and benefits in a society and who 

believe that their “way” is better.  What are non-target groups? 

You have learned some things about me today, can you name one non-target group that I 

belong to?   

 

2. Groups that are “targeted” as “less than” or different because of their race, gender, age, 

sexual orientation, role or job, and other differences.  What are target groups? 

You have learned some things about me today, can you name one target group that I belong 

to?  As we learn more about these concepts, you should be able begin to recognize that we 

have membership in both target and non-target groups. 
 

3. The act of creating environments in which any individual or group can be and feel 

welcomed, respected, supported, and valued to fully participate What is inclusion? 

 An inclusive and welcoming culture and climate embraces differences and offers respect in 

 words and actions for all people.  In many cases this means seeking first to listen to and accept   

 leadership from marginalized people and groups before moving forward.  It also encompasses 

 intentional work at the personal, interpersonal, institutional and cultural realms to inform 

 change.  

 

4. The contemporary and usually implicit existence of institutions, policies, and practices 

that continue to foster inequitable access to resources and opportunities resulting in 

disparate outcomes between people of color and whites. What is 

systemic/institutional racism?  

Prejudice is an attitude or belief. When we treat someone unfairly based on a negative attitude 

or belief, we are discriminating. In this country, systemic oppression has occurred historically 

when groups have been targeted to receive less. In the case of racial oppression, for example, 

whites have been able to practice racism because they have had and continue to have power – 

economic, social and political power – to institutionalize the view that people of color are 

inferior and deny them access to opportunities or positive life outcomes. 

 



CREATING A COMMON LANGUAGE 

INSTRUCTIONS 

 

5. An attitude that targets another group as “less than” and leads to that group receiving 

fewer resources, such as power, privileges and opportunities, because of color, gender, 

economic status, age, class, religion, sexual orientation, and other differences. What 

are isms? 

There are many different forms of isms, including racism, sexism, heterosexism, classism, 

ableism and others.  These forms of oppression operate systemically to support access and 

privileges to some (non-target groups) at the expense of others (target groups). 

6. The act of one person holding, expressing, and/or acting upon racist attitudes toward 

another person. This is typically what is thought of when a person is said to be racist. 

What is personally mediated racism?  

For many in the non-target group, personally mediated racism is the only way that racism can 

be expressed and is usually the individual act of a “bad person.”  Personally mediated racism 

may be the most visible form of racism and coupled with racism at the interpersonal, 

institutional and cultural levels works to create the system of racism which impacts all.   

7. Unfair treatment of a person or group.  What is discrimination? 

Discrimination can occur at the interpersonal level, between two people and at the institutional 

level when you are told directly or indirectly that you are not welcomed or can not be a part of 

that institution/system. When we discriminate, we treat people as “less than.”  
 

8. Treating people the same regardless of social, economic or cultural differences. What 

is equality? 

Often in this country people use equality and equity interchangeably as if they are synonymous.  

They are not.  Equality leads to the support and maintenance of the status quo and has 

contributed to the many inequality that exist across differences.  
 

9. This is about fairness and equal access to opportunity. It takes social differences and the 

social structures of inequality into account rather than assuming that we all begin on a 

level playing field, and through hard work, anyone could succeed.  What is equity? 

Equity recognizes that current and historical systems have lead to some groups receiving more 

at the expense of others and having unequal access to opportunities for positive life outcomes.  

Working toward equitable outcomes for all should be central to our work across differences.  
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INSTRUCTIONS 

 

10. In the United States, this is a system in which white people maintain supremacy over 

people of other races through a set of attitudes, behaviors, social structures, plus 

institutional power. What is racism? 

Racism is about privilege and power, and within a U.S. context, white people are the only racial 

group that has both privilege and power to support and enact racism.  All racial groups have 

the ability to be bias, prejudice or discriminatory in their interactions with others but lack the 

power and privilege to be racist.  
 

11. The unconscious acceptance of cultural norms that value certain attributes more than 

others, and then valuing people or groups who hold those attributes more than those 

who do not. This affect our very rapid, subconscious decision-making processes and our 

behaviors.  What is unconscious/implicit bias?  

When it comes to unconscious/implicit bias, the problem is not with the thought, it is whether or 

not my actions are informed by my biases and negatively impact my interactions across 

differences.  I have to be honest with myself that I can not help but have some biases and work 

to replace them with new or updated information.  

12. A word describing many cultural differences.  What is diversity? 

We use the word diversity primarily to describe the demographics of groups. For 

example, the diversity of this group today is ________________. (Facilitator gives 

examples of the diversity in the group). 
 

13. The values, beliefs and ways of thinking and speaking that a group develops to survive in 

a particular environment.  What is culture? 

It’s common for people to think only about race and ethnicity when they hear the word 

“culture.” Culture actually refers to all the social groups that we are part of including race, 

ethnicity — and socio-economic class, faith-based groups, gender, sexual orientation, region of 

the country, and many other aspects of who we are.  
 

14. The process whereby people in the target group make oppression internal and personal 

by coming to believe that the lies, prejudices, and stereotypes about them are true. 

What is internalized oppression?  

It may seem difficult or even impossible to believe that we would participate in our own 

oppression.  However, it is a conscious and intentional act to work against internalizing the 

negative information you experience daily about your target group status and even from those 

in your own target group. 
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INSTRUCTIONS 

 

15. These operate at the personal, interpersonal, cultural, and institutional levels and grants 

advantages, favors, and benefits to members of non-target social groups at the expense 

of members of target groups. These are unearned, often invisible and they are granted 

to people in the dominant groups or non-target groups whether they want those 

privileges or not and regardless of their stated intent. What are unearned 

privileges?  

I have unearned privilege because of my non-target group status as a (Note to facilitator: 

use an example of your non-target group). These unearned privileges may be very 

difficult for me to recognize. However, they tend to be very easy for members of the target 

group to see. In my non-target identities, I can get stuck in feeling shame or guilt about the 

unearned privileges society bestows on me, or I can choose to use my privilege in a way that 

takes responsibility and helps to create positive organizational and social change. 
 

16. A judgment or opinion that is formed on insufficient grounds before facts are known or 

in disregard of facts that contradict it. These are learned and they can be unlearned.  

What is prejudice? 

It is important to stress that prejudices are attitudes and beliefs that are learned and can be 

unlearned.  One way that this is possible is through building and sustaining authentic 

relationships across differences that are grounded in honesty, support and challenge. 

 

17. The condition that would be achieved if one’s racial identity no longer predicted, in a 

statistical sense, how one will likely fare in life.  It is the proactive reinforcement of 

policies, practices, attitudes and actions that produce equitable power, access, 

opportunities, treatment and impacts for all.  What is racial equity?  

To achieve racial equity we need the purposeful, honest and authentic engagement of  

both target and non-target group members.  Racial equity will also demand that we look at 

issues of race and racism at the personal, interpersonal, institutional and cultural realms to 

understand how oppression is operating and where/how change is needed and can be achieved. 
 

18. People who are passionately committed to eliminating the systems of oppression that 

unjustly benefit them.  What are allies?  

The work of non-target group members, in the case of race – white people, to become effective 

and authentic allies working toward a more racially just society can be difficult and joyful.  It is 

not a badge that I wear/display proudly, it is how I use my privileges, in community with people 

or communities of color, in powerful ways to support equitable outcomes for all, even when my 

voice shakes and the risks seem high.  
 

19. Four realms at which “isms” are expressed (personal, interpersonal, institutional and 

cultural) and where positive change can be made.  What are realms of oppression?  

The four realms, working together, create and sustain the many forms of oppression. Our work 

to create and sustain change must provide suggestions and solutions at each realm to support 

systemic transformation. 
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INSTRUCTIONS 

In closing (shared by the last facilitator sharing a definition): 

It might sound something like… 

We have just spent time developing a common language, which will allow us to communicate 

more effectively and fully in cross-cultural situations.   

(Use as many of these questions or others as time allows) 

• What was that activity like for you? 

• Did you learn some new terms or definitions? 

• What do you think would be the benefit to creating a common language in a change 

process grounded in racial equity and transformation? 

 

Once you have heard a few responses to as many questions as above that are discussed:  

I am passing around an answer sheet that has all of the terms and definitions for your future use.   

 

NOTES TO MYSELF: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CREATING A COMMON LANGUAGE 

 

1. Groups that are more likely to receive privileges and benefits in a society and 

who believe that their “way” is better.  What are 

_______________________? 

 

2. Groups that are “targeted” as “less than” or different because of their race, 

gender, age, sexual orientation, role or job, and other differences.  What are 

_________________? 

 

3. The act of creating environments in which any individual or group can be and 

feel welcomed, respected, supported, and valued to fully participate. What is 

__________________? 

 

4. The contemporary and usually implicit existence of institutions, policies, and 

practices that continue to foster inequitable access to resources and 

opportunities resulting in disparate outcomes between people of color and 

whites. What is _____________?  

 

5. An attitude that targets another group as “less than” and leads to that group 

receiving fewer resources, such as power, privileges and opportunities, because 

of color, gender, economic status, age, class, religion, sexual orientation, and 

other differences. What are ____________? 

 

6. The act of one person holding, expressing, and/or acting upon racist attitudes 

toward another person. This is typically what is thought of when a person is said 

to be racist. What is _____________?  

 

7. Unfair treatment of a person or group.  What is __________________? 

 

8. Treating people the same regardless of social, economic or cultural differences. 

What is ____________________? 

 

9. This is about fairness and equal access to opportunity. It takes social differences 

and the social structurs of inequality into account rather than assuming that we 

all begin on a level playing field, and through hard work, anyone could succeed. 

What is __________________? 

 

10. In the United States, this is the system in which white people maintain 

supremacy over people of other races through a set of attitudes, behaviors, 

social structures, plus institutional power. What is _________________? 

  

TERMS 

Equity 

 

Culture 

 

Discrimination 

 

Diversity 

 

Racial Equity 

 

Internalized 

Racism 

 

“Isms” 

 

Realms of 

Oppression 

 

Personal 

Mediated 

Racism  

 

Inclusion 

 

Unconscious/ 

Implicit Bias 

 

Non-Target 

Groups 

 

Racism 

 

Systemic/ 

Institutional 

Racism 

 

Prejudice 

 

Target Groups 

 

Unearned 

Privilege 

 

Equality 

  

Allies  



11. The unconscious acceptance of cultural norms that value certain attributes 

more than others, and then valuing people or groups who hold those attributes 

more than those who do not. This affect our very rapid, subconscious decision-

making processes and our behaviors.  What is _____________?  

 

12. A word describing many cultural differences.  What is _____________? 

 

13. The values, beliefs and ways of thinking and speaking that a group develops to 

survive in a particular environment.  What is ________________? 

 

14. The process whereby people in the target group make oppression internal and 

personal by coming to believe that the lies, prejudices, and stereotypes about 

them are true. What is _________________?  

 

15. These operate at the personal, interpersonal, cultural, and institutional levels 

and grants advantages, favors, and benefits to members of non-target social 

groups at the expense of members of target groups. These are unearned, often 

invisible and they are granted people in the dominant groups whether they want 

those privileges or not and regardless of their stated intent. What are 

______________________?  

 

16. A judgment or opinion that is formed on insufficient grounds before facts are 

known or in disregard of facts that contradict it. These are learned and they can 

be unlearned.  What is ________________ 

 

17. The condition that would be achieved if one’s racial identity no longer 

predicted, in a statistical sense, how one will likely fare in life.  It is the proactive 

reinforcement of policies, practices, attitudes and actions that produce equitable 

power, access, opportunities, treatment and impacts for all.  What is 

____________________?  

 

18. People who are passionately committed to eliminating the systems of 

oppression that unjustly benefit them.  What are _______________? 

 

19. Four realms at which “isms” are expressed (personal, interpersonal, institutional 

and cultural) and where positive change can be made.  What are 

_________________? 
  

TERMS 

Equity 

 

Culture 

 

Discrimination 

 

Diversity 

 

Racial Equity 

 

Internalized 

Racism 

 

“Isms” 

 

Realms of 

Oppression 

 

Personal 

Mediated 

Racism  

 

Inclusion 

 

Unconscious/ 

Implicit Bias 

 

Non-Target 

Groups 

 

Racism 

 

Systemic/ 

Institutional 

Racism 

 

Prejudice 

 

Target Groups 

 

Unearned 

Privilege 

 

Equality 

  

Allies  
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Answer Sheet  

 

1. Groups that are more likely to receive privileges and benefits in a society and 

who believe that their “way” is better.  What are non-target groups? 

 

2. Groups that are “targeted” as “less than” or different because of their race, 

gender, age, sexual orientation, role or job, and other differences.  What are 

target groups? 

 

3. The act of creating environments in which any individual or group can be and feel 

welcomed, respected, supported, and valued to fully participate What is 

inclusion? 

 

4. The contemporary and usually implicit existence of institutions, policies, and 

practices that continue to foster inequitable access to resources and 

opportunities resulting in disparate outcomes between people of color and 

whites. What is systemic/institutional racism?  

 

5. An attitude that targets another group as “less than” and leads to that group 
receiving fewer resources, such as power, privileges and opportunities, because 

of color, gender, economic status, age, class, religion, sexual orientation, and 

other differences. What are isms? 

 

6. The act of one person holding, expressing, and/or acting upon racist attitudes 

toward another person. This is typically what is thought of when a person is said 

to be racist. What is personally mediated racism?  

 

7. Unfair treatment of a person or group.  What is discrimination? 

 

8. Treating people the same regardless of social, economic or cultural differences. 

What is equality? 

 

9. This is about fairness and equal access to opportunity. It takes social differences 

and the social structures of inequality into account rather than assuming that we 

all begin on a level playing field, and through hard work, anyone could succeed.  

What is equity? 

 

10. In the United States, this is a system in which white people maintain supremacy 

over people of other races through a set of attitudes, behaviors, social 

structures, plus institutional power. What is racism? 

 

11. The unconscious acceptance of cultural norms that value certain attributes more 

than others, and then valuing people or groups who hold those attributes more 



than those who do not. This affect our very rapid, subconscious decision-making 

processes and our behaviors.  What is unconscious/implicit bias?  

12. A word describing many cultural differences.  What is diversity? 

 

13. The values, beliefs and ways of thinking and speaking that a group develops to 

survive in a particular environment.  What is culture? 

 

14. The process whereby people in the target group make oppression internal and 

personal by coming to believe that the lies, prejudices, and stereotypes about 

them are true. What is internalized oppression?  

 

15. These operate at the personal, interpersonal, cultural, and institutional levels and 

grants advantages, favors, and benefits to members of non-target social groups at 

the expense of members of target groups. These are unearned, often invisible 

and they are granted people in the dominant groups whether they want those 
privileges or not and regardless of their stated intent. What are unearned 

privileges?  

 

16. A judgment or opinion that is formed on insufficient grounds before facts are 

known or in disregard of facts that contradict it. These are learned and they can 

be unlearned.  What is prejudice?  

 

17. The condition that would be achieved if one’s racial identity no longer predicted, 

in a statistical sense, how one will likely fare in life.  It is the proactive 

reinforcement of policies, practices, attitudes and actions that produce equitable 

power, access, opportunities, treatment and impacts for all.  What is racial 

equity?   

 

18. People who are passionately committed to eliminating the systems of oppression 

that unjustly benefit them.  What are allies?  

 

19. Four realms at which “isms” are expressed (personal, interpersonal, institutional 

and cultural) and where positive change can be made.  What are realms of 

oppression? 
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