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Elena Aguilar:

Hello and welcome to the Bright Morning Podcast. I'm Elena Aguilar.

So folks, this episode is the first in a series that focuses on some of the issues that arise when we are 
Coaching for Equity. Perhaps some of the knowledge components that we need to have, some of the 
other tangential or related issues. So this episode is on microaggressions. We will have another one 
about why we at Bright Morning use racial affinity groups, or why in our workshops we set up affinity 
groups for BIPOC educators. And we'll unpack those decisions and tell you a little bit about what you 
might consider if you want to set up affinity groups. We will also have an episode talking about why we 
explore behaviors, beliefs, and ways of being when it comes to Coaching for Equity, why we spend the 
time to unpack all those beliefs and not just tell people, here's what you've got to do to change.

So this is this next miniseries. I hope you've been listening to the podcast for a while, and just in case 
you missed it, we recently had a series of coaching conversations that I did with a coach whose name is 
Jessica. So if you missed those, you might want to go back and listen to those. But let's get into this 
episode.

All right, friends, in this episode, I am going to tell you all about microaggressions. I'm going to offer you 
a definition, give you lots of examples, and give you some ideas of what you can do when you hear or 
witness a microaggression. And I'm also going to provide the broader context in which to understand 
what microaggressions are. So I have a suggestion for you with this episode. Even before you start 
listening, I actually want to encourage you to reach out to a friend or a colleague and propose that you 
both listen to it today or within the next couple of days, and set aside a time to discuss it together, 
because I know you're going to want to process this with someone else. So make a plan for that now.

All right, before I get into this episode, just a few things. First, do you know that our podcast has a 
friends of the show? These are people who make it possible for us to create the podcast without having 
to have ads. So I want to thank Kate Crossett for being a friend of the show. Kate, your support really 
means a lot to me. I also want to extend a heartfelt thank you to our listener with the username, Sophia 
Pelafugue, who wrote, "Excellent resources for a beginning coach. I've learned so much through these 
podcasts that go so well with the professional books and professional development trainings. We are so 
fortunate to have so much support and information for our coaching practices. Elena's wisdom is 
invaluable." Sophia, thank you so much for that lovely review and also for being a part of my community 
for so long now. Friends, leaving a review on Apple Podcasts really helps this show to spread and leaving 
a review is really easy and it's a free way to support the show.

Okay, one last thing before I get into this episode. If you want more resources from me, if you want to 
know about new offerings, then be sure to sign up for my weekly newsletter and you'll find a link to that 
in the show notes. All right, onto the show now.

So many years ago, in 1999, in anticipation of our first wedding anniversary, my husband got 
reservations at this super cool new restaurant that had opened in the Mission District of San Francisco. 
In that time, there was a tech boom and there were all these cool places opening. In case you don't 
know, I am Latina, people perceive me as being Latina. My husband is Black. So when we arrived at this 
restaurant, I vividly remember the look on the hostess's face, and it was surprise and maybe also 
something else. And she looked at us and looked around the restaurant and she walked us to a table in 
the very back, by the restroom. And it was early in the evening, the restaurant wasn't full yet, and there 
were a lot of other open tables. And I wanted to say, "Could we sit there at one of those tables by the 
window?" But I didn't. I had this feeling, she doesn't want people who look like us sitting at the window.

And then I felt like maybe I was imagining all of this, and maybe I should just be grateful that we were 
able to get a reservation. Maybe I should not push my luck. Maybe I was being too sensitive and I knew 
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that my husband was having similar thoughts. And when we sat down, we said something very briefly to 
each other because we wanted to enjoy our evening. And talking about what we were perceiving felt 
painful, that we were being placed in the back by the bathrooms because people who look like us, who 
belong to the racial and ethnic groups that we belong to didn't belong in a hot new San Francisco tech 
boom restaurant. Now this might sound like a trivial experience, and in some ways it was. But it was a 
microaggression, and it was one of hundreds or probably thousands, really, that we've experienced as 
people of color living in a racist country.

So in this episode, I'm going to define microaggressions. I'm going to make some suggestions for what to 
do when you hear them or experience them. But before we get into that, I need to talk a little bit about 
the context in which microaggressions occur. And that context is an oppressive system, which is based 
on the idea of inferiority and superiority. Now, systems generate ideology, systems create beliefs to 
justify their existence. And it's really important to understand this. This is what Ibram X. Kendi describes 
so brilliantly in his book, Stamped from the Beginning. You'll find a link to that in the show notes. And a 
key idea in that book is that racism was an outcome of the slave trade. That in the late 15th century as 
Europeans discovered that there was tremendous wealth to be amassed by enslaving Africans, an 
ideological campaign was launched, which elevated Europeans and denigrated Africans and dark-
skinned people from the Southern Hemisphere.

So this is not a conspiracy theory, it's history. There's extensive documentation of this. So many of us 
were taught to think that racism led to slavery. But this is not true. In order to justify the slave trade and 
the enslavement of millions of Africans, as well as to justify the genocide of Native people in the US and 
European colonization in India and Australia and Asia, and almost everywhere in the world, there had to 
be this mental model constructed about inferior and superior people. And this mental model posed that 
the Northern European phenotype, Northern European culture, as well as Christianity, Northern 
European languages and English language was superior to everyone else. So this is the broader context 
that you need to remember. It's a context in which one thing is better than something else. So we're not 
talking about individual personal biases.

When you have a personal bias, it's really a preference. And yes, biases can be problematic because they 
can cut you off from connection with others, or they can cause you to treat people unfairly. But it's also 
less potent than when a bias has institutional systemic backing. So for example, I'm short, I am five foot, 
one inch, and I have a bias against tall people because when they sit in front of me in a movie theater, I 
can't see. But I have no power to create rules about where people sit in movie theaters. So I cannot 
make all the tall people sit at the back. My bias is pretty benign. But when biases are backed up by 
systems, they have tremendous power. So it's really inaccurate to say that in the United States, Black 
people can be racist towards white people. Black people might have a bias, they might not feel 
comfortable around white people, or they may have a preference for Black friends, but because racism 
only exists within a system that enables it, it's not accurate to say that Black people are racist against 
white people.

So when we talk about microaggressions, we have to recognize this context, the context of the ideology 
of inferiority and superiority and the power structures that uphold those beliefs. Those power structures 
have the power to profoundly affect people's lives. Okay, let me narrow in now and talk about 
microaggressions. And I'm focusing on racial microaggressions because this is something that comes up 
a lot in our Coaching for Equity workshops where we focus on coaching for racial equity. But 
microaggressions can be directed at individuals who belong to other groups that are marginalized. They 
can be directed to women, to people who are disabled, to people from marginalized religious groups, to 
folks who aren't cisgendered and heterosexual and so on. So remember, folks from dominant groups 
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don't experience microaggression because they are in the dominant privileged group. They can't 
experience racism. Maybe they experience bias but not racism.

So I'm going to give you a basic definition of microaggressions and then I'll give you lots of examples, 
and then I'm going to come back to this kind of more academic definition. So the term microaggression 
was first used in 1978 by Dr. Chester Pierce, who was a Black psychiatrist and professor. And he wrote, 
"Microaggressions are subtle, stunning, often automatic and non-verbal exchanges, which are put 
downs." So Dr. Pierce deserves credit for coining this term and concept, but the person who has done a 
tremendous amount of work about microaggressions is Dr. Derald Wing Sue. Dr. Sue published a book in 
2010 called Microaggressions in Everyday Life: Race, Gender, and Sexual Orientation. And so I'm going 
to share three ideas from that book that help you understand what microaggressions are. These are his 
three definitions.

So first, "Microaggressions are small, subtle, verbal insults or non-verbal actions directed at people of 
color that intentionally or unintentionally communicate mistrust, hostility, and non-belonging."

Here's the second definition from Dr. Sue's book. "Microaggressions are brief everyday exchanges that 
send denigrating messages to certain individuals because of their group membership. These generally 
happen below the level of awareness of well-intentioned members of the dominant culture. A key idea 
here is that the perpetrators often don't realize what they're doing."

And the third definition, "Microaggressions communicate hidden messages of inclusion, exclusion, 
superiority, inferiority, desirability, undesirability, normality, abnormality."

Okay, again, those are from Dr. Sue's book. And now I want to give you some examples of common 
racial microaggressions. And with the example, I'll explain the underlying or hidden message. So I'm 
going to start with one that has been said to me so many times, which is, "Your English is so good." So 
what's the underlying or hidden message? It's you don't look like somebody who would speak English 
well. You're not American, are you? You don't belong here. There's disbelief in credibility that someone 
who looks like me speaks English so well. Here is another one I've heard that's been said to me many 
times. "Where are you from?" Again, the underlying message here is you don't belong. You don't look 
like someone from the US. And here's another one that has been said to me so many times. "What are 
you?" This is a microaggression. The message here, the underlying message is you look different, you 
look ambiguous. That's strange. You are other.

Here's another really common microaggression that people of color, particularly some groups of people 
of color here, which is, "You're so articulate." The underlying message being people of your race usually 
aren't very intelligent, aren't well spoken. Here's a microaggression that some Asian people have 
experienced. "Can you help me with this math problem?" The underlying message there is, Asian people 
are so good at math. This is an description of intelligence. And maybe you would think, well, what's 
wrong with that? It's dehumanizing. And I think this is one of the key ideas to lean into is that when 
you're trying to figure out if something is racist, think about does the assumption make the person to 
whom the statement is directed, feel perhaps or be seen as more or less human, more or less complex? 
So there's a stereotype that Asians are good at math, and that reduces people, it makes them narrow, 
makes them flat.

Here's another one that's happened to me more times than I can count, which is when I'm in a public 
place like a restaurant or a store or a hotel, someone approaches me and asks me to throw out some 
trash, or they say something like, "The restroom needs attention." And I'm just standing there walking 
around, maybe looking for a place to throw out my own trash. The assumption here is that someone 
who looks like me, who has a phenotype that's perceived as being Latina, can only be in that space if 
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they are a service worker. That's a microaggression. I'm not seen as someone who deserves to be in that 
store or restaurant or hotel.

Speaking of stores, another microaggression that many people of color experience, particularly some 
groups is that of being in a store and having a clerk follow them around. The assumption is that that 
person is going to steal. Here's another one that I've experienced, speaking of stores or being in a 
restaurant or a bar or something, and being ignored over and over and over by the person who's 
working there while the attention is given to the white customers. So I stand there feeling invisible and 
feeling like, well, the white customers are more valuable. The perception being they will buy something, 
they will spend more money, they will tip better. I'm going to give you a few more. I know this is a lot.

Here's another microaggression that is experienced sometimes by Black men, Latinx men, Brown 
skinned men who walk down the street and notice that the white woman approaching him crosses the 
street, clutches her purse. The underlying assumption being a Brown skinned man is dangerous. All 
right, I'm going to give you a couple more.

Okay. So when someone says, "My best friend is black." That's a microaggression. You might be like, 
why? The underlying message there is, I'm not racist. I'm immune from racism, which is just impossible. 
It's impossible when we live in such a racist society to be immune from it. And when you presume that 
you are immune from racism, some people of color feel a little unsettled, a little unsafe, because if you 
don't recognize your biases or your racism, then it can come out. Okay, two more.

Here's another statement. "When I look at you, I don't see color." So why is this considered a 
microaggression? This kind of statement. It's a negation of identity experiences. It's not acknowledging 
the experience of being Black or Brown. And people of color don't want our identity experiences to be 
erased. We may feel proud of our identities, and some of us also want the acknowledgement, the 
recognition of the struggles that go along with this identity when we live in a racist society. So it's not a 
compliment, it's hurtful.

The last example I'll give you is of the way that people's names are said or not said. So many people in 
my life have struggled to say both of my names: Elena and Aguilar. There were many times as a child 
when I had teachers say, "Oh, can we just call you Helen or Elaine?" And I'd say, "No, that's not my 
name." Having my name mispronounced over and over and over, the message is that because my name 
isn't a standard Anglo name, it's just too hard for people to say. My name doesn't belong. I don't belong.

So I've got to say, when I first read Dr. Sue's book, it was such a relief. I felt like, wow, there's actually 
words for this. There's a way to describe all these experiences that I've had. When I was asked, "What 
are you?" It never really felt accurate to say this is racist or that felt racist. The concept of 
microaggressions provided a name for what had felt like this repeated, alienating, uncomfortable 
experience.

One of the things about microaggressions is that when you experience them, you often question 
yourself. You doubt your own experience. The way that my husband and I doubted when we were 
seated in the back of the restaurant, we were like, is this really what's happening? Or maybe all those 
other tables really are reserved. The number of times I have been followed around in a store and I go 
through this thinking, am I being followed? Is this store clerk doing this to me and everybody else is 
well? And so then I start thinking like I'm being too sensitive. I must be imagining it. Or it shouldn't really 
be that big of a deal. Who cares if we were sat at the back of a restaurant? When you experience lots 
and lots of microaggressions, they can make you doubt yourself. And first you kind of start wondering if 
like you're too sensitive or maybe you really are inarticulate, maybe you're really not worthy.

So here's the thing that lots of people of color talk about when the topic of microaggressions comes up, 
which is what is it that's actually micro about this experience? What's small about this? Nothing. Most 
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people of color experience far, far more moments that could be considered microaggressions than we 
do the big macroaggressions. And those big ones are terrifying and they are devastating, but it's the 
little ones that add up and add up and add up. So I pulled my husband, my Black husband from the 
South, he's 55 years old. "How many times in your life have you been called the N word?" And he said, 
"Once." And I said, "How many times have you been told you were so articulate?" And he said, "Oh, I 
can't even count."

So listen, I am not saying that being called the N word isn't very, very, very harmful. I am saying the toll 
that microaggressions take is tremendous. They constantly erode a sense of self. It feels easier 
sometimes for me to wipe off the infrequent macroaggressions, but brushing off the constant 
microaggressions is exhausting.

So for me, as a person of color, it's the microaggressions that have contributed at times to me feeling 
like I don't belong in a professional space or a social space. It's being asked so many times, where am I 
from? What am I? These messages that say I'm different, I'm not as valuable, I don't belong. In some 
way, I'm inferior because there's a perception that I'm not a fluent English speaker. It's exhausting. And 
anticipating these kinds of biases has made me feel like I have to prove myself over and over and over 
when I enter a new space, I have to prove my capabilities, my intelligence, my right to belong, my right 
to be paid for something and so on.

I also want to say that for myself as a person of color, it is true that there is a lot of racism. And I have 
learned that I belong regardless of what people think about me. I have learned how to not be subject to 
losing all my power and all my energy because I live in a racist society. This racist society needs to 
change. We need to dismantle the ideology of white supremacy. And I know that I am worthy, I am 
complete, I am valuable. You hear the two truths in there. This feels hard to explain, but it's an 
important internal shift for me to name. I no longer feel like I don't belong or that I have to prove myself 
when I enter a new context, a context in which I'm pretty sure there are going to be people who don't 
see me as equal to them. So that feels important to name the two truths: microaggressions and racism 
do exist. They need to stop, and I know that I'm valuable.

Okay, I want to return now to the definition of a microaggression. And again, this comes from Dr. Sue's 
work that I mentioned earlier. So I just want to repeat it and I want you to listen and see if you 
understand this more deeply perhaps. "Microaggressions are small, subtle, verbal insults or non-verbal 
actions directed at people of color that intentionally or unintentionally communicate mistrust, hostility, 
and non-belonging." I hope you can hear how those examples I provided are small and subtle, how they 
communicate mistrust, hostility, and non-belonging. And here again, is the important thing to 
remember. People of color tend to experience many, many, many of these so-called microaggressions. 
On their own, maybe they seem like not a big deal. Again, not being seated by the window in a 
restaurant seems trivial, but it's the constant messaging of non-belonging, not worthiness, distrust, 
suspicion that is a problem.

I want to read you another quote from Dr. Sue's book. He writes, "Microaggressions are constant and 
continuing experiences of marginalized groups in our society. They assail the self-esteem of recipients, 
produce anger and frustration, deplete psychic energy, lower feelings of subjective wellbeing and 
worthiness, produce physical health problems, shorten life expectancy and deny minority populations 
equal access and opportunity in education, employment, and healthcare." What Dr. Sue is describing 
here is racism. Racism erodes the physical emotional wellbeing of people of color. Racism is the 
problem. So what can you do when you hear or see or experience a microaggression?

First, you have to be able to recognize them. You need to know what they are and to hear or see them 
when they are delivered. And then you need to know what to do. There's so much that you can do, and I 
want you to be prepared and skilled at responding to racism because again, that's what we're talking 
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about. Racial microaggressions are racism. The first resource I want to direct you to is the podcast series 
that I did called What To Do When You Hear Something Racist.

Second, I want to encourage you to read my book, Coaching for Equity, if you haven't. And third, I want 
to make sure that you know about my Coaching for Equity workshop. So you can read my book, you can 
listen to my podcast, but unless you actually practice new skills, you won't be prepared to take new 
actions because you can't read your way into new behaviors. So if you want to commit to taking action 
to interrupting racism and microaggressions, you've got to do some practice and some deep learning. 
And folks, there are links in the show notes to the resources I just mentioned, but I will give you a few 
suggestions for what to say. And this differs according to your racial identity.

So if you're a white person and you witness a microaggression, let's say you hear someone say to a Black 
person, "You're so articulate." You could say, "What makes you think he wouldn't be articulate?" You 
could say, "Are you surprised he's articulate because he's Black?" You could say, "Are you aware of what 
a microaggression is? Can I share that idea with you?" So this is complicated because first of all, let's say 
you witnessed this, you don't want to just jump in right in the moment and rescue the Black person from 
the microaggression. That can be problematic.

There's so much to say about what to say and when to say it and how to say it. Maybe you approach 
that person afterwards. Maybe you see how the Black person responds. And that's why I want you to do 
more than just listen to this one podcast if you're committed to stopping racism, because it is complex. 
There are times when you might need to stand up and say something in the moment. There's a lot of 
times when you may need to say something later, but that needs to be explored more deeply than what 
I'm going to do here right now.

Okay. I do want to say something to people of color about when you experience microaggressions, you 
have lots of options for what to do. But more than anything, I want you to know that whatever you do is 
your choice. There is no right or wrong. It's your choice whether or not you respond or how you respond 
or when you respond. So there are times when someone has said to me, "What are you?" And I've said, 
"I'm a human being." Or I've said, "I'm Latina and Ashkenazi Jewish." Or I've said, "Your question makes 
me feel like I'm an object. When you ask someone that you perceive as being racially ambiguous, where 
they're from or what they are, it communicates a message of non-belonging. And the impact that has on 
me is that it makes me feel like I'm less than, I feel alienated, I feel lonely. I don't think that was your 
intention, but that was the impact."

Lots of times I ignore the microaggressions because it is exhausting to have to engage. That is my choice. 
Sometimes I don't, sometimes I name the impact. Remember, there's a difference between intention 
and impact. Sometimes I name the microaggression. Not long ago, I was talking to a superintendent who 
asked me where I learned to speak English so well. And I said, "Why are you assuming I wouldn't speak 
English?" And he stammered and he turned a little red, and I said, "I think you're making that 
assumption because of my name and my phenotype. And the assumption is that people who look like 
me don't speak English well. That's racist. There are about 33 million Latinx people in the United States 
who are proficient in English." That's what I said in response.

But people of color, it is your choice, what you say and when and how. Your sense of comfort and safety 
is always paramount. Folks, there is so much more for us to talk about and explore related to 
microaggressions, which again is really just racism. And I have to share, I am leaning away from using the 
term microaggressions. I think it's a really valuable concept, and the nuances of the definition do give 
language to the subtlety of the experience that people of color can have, which sometimes feels really 
hard to explain. But I also think that using the term microaggression can obscure the root cause of the 
problem, which is racism.
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Language is really powerful. We need to align on our definitions. We need to use language in a way that 
keeps us paying attention and energized to make change. And I know racism can feel like a loaded term, 
but I also think we need to desensitize ourselves to it to some degree, not to the impact it has, but to 
the use of the term. So sometimes when I witness microaggressions or when I experience them, I'm 
leaning towards just saying, "That's racist, that's dehumanizing of a group of people. It's racist." This 
whole inquiry, this is a journey into how we create just and equitable schools and societies. And I hope 
you now have a far greater understanding of what a microaggression is. I want to encourage you, again, 
to check out the show notes for further resources. And I want to encourage you to keep your ears and 
eyes open today and see if you can spot any microaggressions. Maybe racial microaggressions, but 
maybe microaggressions against women, people with low incomes, religious minorities, non-binary 
people, queer people, and so on.

Unfortunately, dominant culture has created a whole lot of groups of people who are marginalized and 
seen as less than. So sadly, it shouldn't be too hard for you to spot some microaggressions today. Maybe 
in your communities, in the media, TV shows, they're not going to be hard to find. Just start noticing 
them and then perhaps think about what you might say in response. Okay, friends, that is it for this 
episode. I hope you found it helpful. If you did, I would love for you to share it with a friend or a 
colleague. The Bright Morning Podcast is produced by LesLee Bickford and Stacey Goodman does the 
sound engineering. Take care, everyone. Be well.
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