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I would like to begin my presentation today by sharing a poem with you:

What If We Othered Your Child and You?
By Nina Miriam

What if We Othered Your Child and You?
What if we surrounded you in a sea of blackness
And in an attempt to get to know you, 
Peppered you with a barrage of questions and statements
That only served to undercut your value
In our eyes, if you fail our surprise
battery of quizzes and challenges to test your knowledge, your worth,
your view on issues deemed insignificant by you.

What if we told you you’re the first white-skinned Caucasian we knew
and asked to run our hands through your straight hair of red hue?
Without regard for how our actions feel like an assault to you?
On your mind, your body, and Lord, help me, your spirit, too?
Our words leave your young ones off-balance, feeling out of place
Even in what used to feel like the safest space.

We let you know, with our lingering gaze, you are an oddity
we do not encounter most days
For we choose to isolate ourselves in the most myriad of ways
What we read, watch, see, and play
Is a reflection of us, our experiences, our tastes
That only serve to exclude or erase
Your being, your existence.

Would you persist in these dark spaces? Encourage your ill-equipped child
to shoulder the burden of educating us, all the while
fighting the temptation to say nothing and just smile?
To hide their confusion, the shock and dismay,
That in a multicultural world, we still isolate ourselves in such a way
we have so little knowledge of your whiteness that we can say,
you’re the first white-skinned Caucasian I’ve met to this day.
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If day out and day in, we othered your child and you,
would we wear you down?
Would you begin to frown
at your pale complexion, and fine thin hair?
To question your right to breathe the same air,
without the awkward pauses, and malignant stares? Maybe you’d invest in
cornrows and tanning creams, as part of a carefully designed plan to make you seem
A little less white.

Or would you seek the comfort of another venue,
One where you were free to just be you,
where your brothers and sisters understand they are created imago dei and
assert that you are, too?

Or maybe you’d simply come to take a stand, and from an early age
guide your sons and daughters through the real world,
not an artificial land
through stories, films, plays, and shows,
through worship, interpersonal relationships, bridge-building, and who knows?
I’m confident they would come to see, the world is full of people like them, and me.
That we’re all a part of God’s intricately woven tapestry
stitched together with an abundance of love, grace, compassion, and empathy.
You’d continue to shield them from the not-so-well intentioned few, and surround  
     them with curious
but loving people who do
learn to celebrate differences, rather than eschew.

What if We Othered Your Child and you

I am talking about ‘othering’ or treating people from another group as essentially 
different from and generally inferior to the group you belong to, because it is 
extremely personal for me and my time at Central. It was here where I was asked by 
my coach “why was I taking all those hard classes?”

But more importantly I wanted to share this poem today because Central has made it 
clear that we want to bring in a variety of students from different backgrounds. That 
we want to be considered a safe, secure, and successful place for all students. That we 
want to be a stepping stone for first generation students and a model for their success. 
This is all incredibly inspiring to me and I so want it to be true, but if we are going to 
talk in a grand way like this, then we must make sure that we walk our talk.

I do not come before you today to accuse, to judge, or to preach. Instead, I come 
to share some of my own insights as a CWU grad, a parent of two college grads, a 
63-year-old member of our society, and as a Trustee who is desperately trying to be real 
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with you. What I share here today is my truth and please know that as Leonard Pitts 
once wrote, “I am tired of being an unreliable witness to my own experiences.”

Research shows that the process of ‘othering’ can lead to complexes around identity, 
inferiority, and inequality, that it creates stress and tension—which we know 
negatively impacts learning—and that it even promotes conflict between others. But 
the biggest fundamental thing it does is create a clear us vs. them environment . . . 
and being one of them is such a lose-lose proposition. It is detrimental to motivation, 
identity, and sense of inclusion, it robs self-esteem, and makes students feel like they 
are unwanted guests in someone else’s home.

‘Othering’ usually manifests itself through language, and so how we use language 
can have some pretty severe unintended consequences. For instance, how we talk 
about students who don’t have the necessary or optimal prerequisites can cause 
them to be labeled as remedial, disadvantaged, difficult, and harder to educate. If the 
faculty complain about having to take so much time to bring them up to speed, if the 
administrators complain about how much support and guidance they need, then even 
when fellow students don’t complain about them, they still perceive them as different.

Collectively, we applaud and pat ourselves on the back for the attempt to bring “them” 
into the university community, but that applause rings hollow and falls on deaf ears 
if you are one of the others being labeled. As you feel you are unwelcome, unwanted, 
and not part of something bigger than yourself. Let me be clear on this point, bringing 
students in is NOT worth our applause, however getting students through college is 
worthy of our praise, appreciation, and expectations.

So, what can we do?

  1.  We can create inclusive learning environments where classrooms are as 
culturally neutral as possible.

  2.  We can employ pedagogical strategies that reflect an understanding of social 
identity and dominate culture.

  3.  We can be aware of our own biases, assumptions and limitations.

  4.  We can encourage conversations and dialogue that connects students but does 
not spotlight them.

  5.  We can focus on social development and justice as well as learning.

  6.  We can treat all students as individuals, not unique individuals and not 
representatives of some group, just individuals.

  7.  We can believe that all students can achieve excellence and be successful.

  8.  We can celebrate the enhancements that students from different cultures can 
bring to our educational experience by using materials that highlight many 
cultures and contributors.

  9.  We can employ a faculty that reflects the diversity of the student body.
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10.  We can enact policies which undo institutional bias.

11.  We can ask the students before, during and after they are here what could we 
do to be more inclusive, open and welcoming. 

12. We can listen to their stories.

As I stated earlier this is personal for me because I have experienced othering here, 
have felt somewhat helpless while trying to support my children through it like when 
my 16 year-old son asked if he could transfer out of the best school he had ever been 
in (his words) because he was tired of being spotlighted (he was in every publication, 
he hosted every prospective family, he had a role in every assembly) and said he just 
wanted to be a teenager, and so I have become determined that somehow, someway  
I am going to do something about it.

So here I am before you today not judging, accusing, or preaching but asking you to 
join me in making Central a place where we will commit to meeting any student where 
they are and promise to help them succeed in their chosen field or study. That we will 
do so in an inclusive, engaging and supportive way. That we understand and believe we 
are made better by the shared experiences of all our students. And that we will judge 
our success or failure by their graduation rates.

I started my talk with a poem, and I would like to end with another one . . . 

We Wear the Mask
By Paul Laurence Dunbar

We wear the mask that grins and lies,
It hides our cheeks and shades our eyes,—
This debt we pay to human guile;
With torn and bleeding hearts we smile,
And mouth with myriad subtleties.

Why should the world be over-wise,
In counting all our tears and sighs?
Nay, let them only see us, while
       We wear the mask.

We smile, but, O great Christ, our cries
To thee from tortured souls arise.
We sing, but oh the clay is vile
Beneath our feet, and long the mile;
But let the world dream otherwise,
       We wear the mask!

Thank you…Peace
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