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Elena Aguilar:

Hello and welcome to the Bright Morning Podcast. I'm Elena Aguilar. Welcome back, folks, to our series 
Focusing on Racial Equity. And today, I am joined by my teammate Becky Barstein, who is going to 
engage in a conversation with me around why we need affinity spaces in learning experiences or even 
beyond that, I'll say. Before we get into that, I do want to shout out a friend of the show, Elisa G. Thank 
you so much for your support. And I also want to remind you, if you haven't already done so, if you 
could hop over to iTunes and leave us a quick rating and review, we'd be so grateful. So Apple Podcasts, 
when you leave a review, first of all, I do read them all, and doing so helps us to get the word out about 
this show.

So in this episode, you are going to get an understanding of why we need to have affinity groups, what 
affinity spaces can do for folks in a learning space or in an organization. We're going to give you a few 
tips for setting them up, and we are going to bring you back to thinking about the purpose for learning 
spaces and offer you a potential big paradigm shift to consider when you are setting up those spaces. 
That's what you'll get in this episode. So first, Becky, I invite you to introduce yourself in the way that 
you want our listeners to know you, and particularly in the context of this episode.

Becky Barstein:

That sounds great. My name is Becky Barstein. My pronouns are she her, hers, and my core values are 
authenticity, joy and justice. I'm a former educator and coach, and I'm a presenter here at Bright 
Morning, and you might see me in other spaces like on our social media or our webinars, but I think in 
general, the Bright Morning community is just such a special place. And so the podcast is very near and 
dear to my heart for a variety of reasons.

Elena Aguilar:

And Becky, for the sake of this conversation, I think it would be helpful if you identify yourself racially, 
ethnically, culturally, so folks have a little bit of frame around the experiences that you might be drawing 
on in this conversation about racial affinity spaces.

Becky Barstein:

My mom is Japanese, my dad is Eastern European Jewish descent, and so I identify as Asian and white.

Elena Aguilar:

Thank you. All right, so in our Coaching for Equity workshops which you present a great deal, we offer 
options for people who identify as BIPOC, that's Black, Indigenous, people of color to opt into a BIPOC 
affinity breakout space. And sometimes or frequently, we get questions about why we do this, and so 
we want to answer those. So when you get that question in a workshop and you have a couple of 
minutes to respond, what's your brief response to why we do that?

Becky Barstein:

I always affirm that it's a good question because if one person is asking it, that means many people are 
thinking it. And when we're talking about Coaching for Equity, especially racial equity in our workshops, 
one of the number one things we want to do is as much as possible, reduce harm for folks who have 
historically and currently marginalized identities, especially along lines of race. And so inviting folks to 
identify as BIPOC and saying when you go into small group spaces, you will be with folks who also 
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identify as BIPOC, that's one tool to as much as possible reduce racial harm in our workshops where 
we're talking about dismantling racism.

Elena Aguilar:

Okay, so this is how I think about why I have racial affinity spaces when I have to respond very 
succinctly, is that especially when talking about race and equity, especially when we're going into 
breakout groups to talk about those, we are in a power context that's both current and historical. 
There's a reality that comes into those spaces which often means that people of color end up needing to 
do some more work in those spaces either to educate the white people, so when these are mixed 
spaces, either people of color have to provide additional explanation of things related to race and equity 
or some people of color also feel like the space when we're talking about race and equity is just not as 
psychologically safe when we are in groups with white people, and that is just the reality of the broader 
context in which we live and work.

We live, we work in very racist societies, organizations, institutions, ideology of white supremacy, the 
institutionalization of the ideology, it's a fact. And so that comes into breakout spaces, and maybe now 
I'll just be for myself and say, when talking about race and equity in small group breakouts, even if it's a 
mixed group and there's other people of color, but when there's white people, I just don't feel as 
psychologically safe. And so when we offer racial affinity spaces, we are centering the needs of BIPOC 
educators, we're centering the need for having a space to share experiences, to explore group identity, 
to cultivate a sense of solidarity and compassion. We're holding space for BIPOC educators to be able to 
discuss things without having to explain everything because sometimes, there is amongst a group of 
BIPOC educators, a higher level of understanding of things. When you get into those groups and you're 
talking about things, that people are just nodding their head.

There's that connection, support, the understanding, and so that experience that we want to invite 
BIPOC people into, it's always an invitation, and when we do make this in our workshops, we always 
have BIPOC people who say, "I prefer to just be in a mixed group," and that's fine. That's just giving 
people the option. That's also basic adult learning theory and practice, but we want to offer that space 
again, especially when we're doing our Coaching for Equity workshops where people of color need a 
space to talk about their experiences of racism and racial equity issues in school without having to teach 
white people or without feeling that pressure, and being able to let our guard down just a little bit. Let 
me pause there and see what that brings up for you.

Becky Barstein:

It just makes me think about the questions I ask myself when I'm creating spaces with who is this space 
for, whose needs are centered or are not centered, and what is the purpose of this space? And then if 
you're in a broader group and you're in an organization creating learning spaces for adults, looking 
around the room and saying, who here is in this room and who isn't in this room as we're making these 
different considerations? Because oftentimes there is a space between the intent and the impact 
between how spaces are intended versus the impact, and if we don't de-center whiteness in those 
spaces, the impact means that oftentimes people of colors needs aren't centered which results 
sometimes in harm that I know I've personally experienced.

Elena Aguilar:

I thought it might add something to this conversation if you and I speak from some of our personal 
experiences, perhaps, around either having the opportunity to be in a racial affinity space or wishing we 
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had had it so we can illustrate from our own experience what that was like. Does something come to 
mind or do you want a moment to think about that?

Becky Barstein:

I was in an affinity space where everyone in the space identified as Asian, and we specifically were 
talking about when there was a visible influx of violence against Asian people, and there was an 
opportunity for everyone just to speak from their experience and really hold without any feeling of 
judgment or that feeling of, did that really happen to you? Or that sort of questioning which when I have 
been in alternative spaces that were racially mixed or even predominantly white, whether it's implicit or 
sometimes even explicit a question of, why are you reading too much into that? Or are you sure that 
really happened to you? And what I hear them saying is something like, "I want to try to better 
understand your experience," but the actual impact is I feel like I have to justify what I know to be true 
or what is my own story, and I feel like I don't have to justify my existence as a person of color when I'm 
in affinity spaces or spaces that are for BIPOC folks.

Elena Aguilar:

Yeah, that resonates a lot. People don't question your reality or experience. And I think so many people 
either have had or wish they had the kind of experience of sitting around with a small group of people 
who you're explaining your experience and people just nod, and you can see they get it. I was thinking 
about how their experience of being with a group of women and talking about PMs or something, or 
now for me it's talking about menopause and we're like, "Yeah," and we don't all have the same 
experience, but we're like, "Oh wow, that happened to me too," or, "Oh, that did not happen to me." 
And it's like there's just this, it's sort of easy and relaxed, and you don't feel like you have to prove that 
your experience is what your experience is. And I think most people, again, have either had or wish they 
had that kind of experience whether it's around some aspect of being marginalized or it's just having 
some kind of physical thing that's going on or illness and being able to feel heard and understood in a 
really deep, quick and easy way.

I was thinking about when I worked in the Oakland Unified School District, there were a couple of years 
where I was part of a team and we were doing really great work with leaders in the district, and I loved 
this team, I loved the work we were doing. And my manager was a white woman and the six other 
women on the team were also white women, and we were doing a lot of work around equity and 
racism. And there were times when that work affected me differently and I experienced it and felt it in a 
way that I knew that they didn't, and I just remember this feeling of being in team meetings and 
conversations where I just felt lonely, and I felt isolated and I felt more drained by the meetings. I felt 
like I came out of them just wiped out, and that was a time when I wish I had an affinity group that I 
could go to, and I did have colleagues in other departments that were people of color who I could 
informally connect with.

But as leaders, as an organization, as people facilitating PD, when we're talking about intentionally 
holding racial affinity spaces, we are setting those up. We're structuring them so that people don't have 
to go and seek them out so that it's right there and available for them. And the other thing that I 
remember hearing years ago, I wish I remember who said this, but hearing someone talking about, 
especially when we're doing learning, someone said, bringing white people and people of color together 
to talk about race is like putting pre-algebra students into a calculus class.

And what happens is that the people of color are often so far ahead of the white people. They've had so 
much more experience and understanding that they have to slow down. The people of color have to 
slow down to let the white people catch up, and this idea of, I think, you see who's in the room, whose 
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needs are we centering? How do we provide, we're not talking about always having separate 
experience, we're talking about having opportunities for folks to go into breakout spaces or affinity 
groups for a period of time to do some learning and processing and then come back together.

Becky Barstein:

Yeah. That makes me think about how, for me, as someone who was able to see whiteness at a really 
early age, I remember even I was four years old when I asked my mom how much of the KKK like me 
because I understood their orientation to whiteness in my proximity to whiteness, but that I wasn't 
white. And that was just such an ongoing journey of who am I and what is my racial identity that I never 
feel like I wasn't able to not have. Whereas sometimes when someone identifies as white, and they're 
just in the discovery phase of their whiteness, they're really nescient in their journey, and people are on 
different journeys. And I feel like offering BIPOC spaces or affinity spaces allows for that differentiated 
support and scaffolding in a way that makes sure that we're not causing additional harm for people of 
color just in our society who have experienced so much harm.

Elena Aguilar:

Yeah, so there is that. I also heard someone say a PLC affinity space is like an oasis in the middle of a 
desert. People of color get to feel psychologically safe to let down our guard, that resonates. And I also 
just want to throw in the sort of, and racial affinity groups are not the be-all and end-all answer to 
everything. There's still lots of ways in which people of color need to get to know each other. The 
experience of being a person of color is not a monolithic experience. There is still racism within 
communities of people of color. There is still anti-blackness, there is still linguistic biases, so I don't want 
to say, "Yeah, throw a bunch of people of color together and they're just going to understand 
everything." There is the shared experience of marginalization, and so it can be a space where people of 
color do get to continue exploring those prejudices, the biases, the anti-blackness, all of that, that shows 
up and that is real, and exploring our own internalized depression as well.

Becky Barstein:

In that, I hear the idea that affinity spaces offer the potential for validation, and even in healing, when 
you were talking about your experience being isolated, I was like, that feels really harmful and that feels 
really exhausting. But then as you were making the connection between, when I'm with other women 
who have the shared experience around menopause or PMs, I can feel that like, "Oh wow, that feels 
really validating, being seen, being heard," and I appreciate you naming that. I think a lot about anti-
blackness a lot within Asian communities even in my own family, and that's work that we really have to 
interrogate and that's how whiteness has centered itself within people of color, that anti-blackness 
perspective. But I think sometimes when I hear people talk about affinity spaces, they'll point out those 
flaws and say, "Well, then we shouldn't have them," and I'm like, it can be a helpful tool and a helpful 
scaffold, and it offers the space for healing.

And we use lots of tools and lots of spaces recognizing their imperfections, but we don't just throw them 
out. But sometimes when folks are uncomfortable with the idea of whiteness being pointed out, i.e, 
spaces are oftentimes default light. And to your point, we're going to create this oasis or we're going to 
create this space that people of color can opt into where there's potential for additional validation and 
healing. I think by pointing out some of those flaws it's like, well, let's just get rid of that space where 
really what's happening in that moment is the re centering of white comfort. What makes me feel 
uncomfortable? We should all just be together and let's keep moving on forward, and so I think the 
affinity space is not perfect. It can be a really helpful and powerful tool.
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Elena Aguilar:

I appreciate you naming the potential in those, for healing, and I also just want to emphasize again, and 
for learning. And so there are organizations, and sometimes there's opportunities to create affinity 
groups based on racial identity like you talked about. The thing that I've often seen in racial affinity 
groups, whether they are mixed or more specific, is that there tends to be a space for more honesty and 
more authenticity, and that can be both for the BIPOC groups as well as for the white groups, where 
people are less afraid to say the wrong thing or less afraid to hurt the feelings of other people, and 
things get said in those smaller groups that aren't said in the whole group. And I think that's where a lot 
of healing and learning, it can be a place to begin all of that processing.

Becky Barstein:

What I appreciate about what you were saying is the affinity spaces are places where learning can begin, 
which to me implies that we will come back together. We are learning in those different affinity spaces, 
and it's a helpful scaffold, but when we come back, hopefully we're that much more prepared to engage 
in our collective healing and our collective learning. And ideally, we live in a world where we don't 
explicitly need affinity spaces or designated BIPOC spaces because we're all so far along on our learning 
journeys, and we're in spaces where we're inherently learning, in spaces that have dismantled white 
supremacy or that have dismantled racism to engage in that work, but until we reach that goal, for me, 
BIPOC spaces or affinity spaces are helpful interventions.

Elena Aguilar:

I agree with that. I think I would also just say, again, regardless of the broader context, there's just 
human need sometimes to be with people who get what we're going through without having to explain 
it, and that's going to be a permanent experience of human beings because there's so much diversity in 
our experience. And so whether it is around age or like right now, I'm really wanting to talk to other 
parents who have kids who are 18, 19 and who are leaving home, just that phase of parenting. And so 
sometimes they're temporal, sometimes they're permanent. I always appreciate when I have an 
opportunity to go into a specific racial affinity group because sometimes you're in a space where they're 
like, we've got a black affinity group, a Latinx Affinity group, an Asian... For me, the one I always want is 
the mixed identity. I don't like saying mixed race, but the mixed people group because I'm endlessly 
fascinated by learning about my own experience as a mixed person and hearing about others, and that's 
going to be a lifelong experience.

I'm always going to keep learning about that. So I think it's both, and there's a need for BIPOC educators 
to have space to do learning together and to do some processing, and then to come back together. And 
there's probably just always going to be a need for those kinds of experiences. I wanted to add in a little 
bit of context for people who might be thinking about starting racial affinity groups, and that could be a 
BIPOC space or it could be more specific racial affinity groups, and maybe it's a nudge or why you might 
want to think about doing that, especially if you have BIPOC educators who you want to center their 
needs or consider retaining them or whatever your commitment is.

So half of the students in our public schools are students of color, but educators of color represent only 
about 20% of the educator workforce, and workforce includes all kinds of support staff. So when we 
look at people in teaching and administrative roles, that percentage is even smaller, those who are 
people of color in those roles. And so as I said, I've been in many schools and organizations where there 
might be one or two educators of color, and in those situations as well as in situations where there are 
more people of color in the organization, people of color report feeling, as I did, that loneliness, 
isolation, feeling like there's a lack of support.
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They report the experience of having to be the one who is in the role with our disciplining students of 
color. They report feeling like they carry an additional emotional weight because they witness how 
students of color are affected by the racism in schools. They report feeling afraid to speak up for 
students of color. They report feeling like they're viewed as less competent than their white peers. They 
report feeling like they're asked to be the voice for all students of color. They report having to tone 
police themselves or having to moderate their tone so that they're not perceived as being angry or 
threatening and a whole lot more. So the experience for educators of color can feel like it's a double 
burden, an additional role to play, additionally draining.

So again, when we come back to when BIPOC educators come to our workshops, we've centered their 
needs. We want to give them spaces to have a break and to process some of these experiences, and so 
that could be an impetus for folks who are listening who might want to create affinity spaces in their 
organizations. Now, in our workshops and more broadly, there can be pushback, particularly from white 
people who want to say, "Let's all stay together," or "Isn't this segregation?" Or, I just don't understand. 
I think we've explained some of those, but there's additional questions that I've heard about BIPOC 
affinity spaces, and I'm curious if you've gotten these and how you respond. So one of the questions 
that I get, sometimes from white people is, "Can I go into a BIPOC affinity space just to listen just so I can 
learn?" Do you get that? And if so, how do you respond?

Becky Barstein:

I get that and it makes me think about the purpose, and I am rereading the PD book right now and 
rereading the chapter on purpose. And so I think about, well, why did we create a BIPOC space? And 
when I think about the purpose of the BIPOC space, it really is to center the healing and learning needs 
of BIPOC educators, and to really have that opportunity to de center and in many cases remove 
whiteness from the equation of the conversation. And while I hear the intent of folks who identify as 
white wanting to say, "I want to learn, I want to better understand," that really is in conflict with the 
purpose of that space. And so I'll just come back to the purpose of BIPOC spaces and say in this moment, 
we are prioritizing and centering the needs of BIPOC folks, and there are other ways to learn about 
[inaudible 00:24:05] side of whiteness. And I would encourage folks to take flight and really think about 
what it looks like for them to take the initiative to learn versus extracting from BIPOC folks and their 
experiences.

Elena Aguilar:

Yeah. I was just like, "I'm so glad you want to learn and this isn't the space for you to learn, and there's 
so many books which you can read. And so start there because then you can listen and you can learn 
and process, and this isn't the space." What about if a person of color sends you a message and says, "I 
don't want to go to a BIPOC space," how do you respond?

Becky Barstein:

I affirm them. When we create the BIPOC spaces, we create them, and you mentioned the principles of 
adult learning before by really thinking about people's agency. We say, "This is an offer, you can opt into 
BIPOC spaces, and in fact you can choose to be in them in the beginning and switch later if that's 
supportive for your learning." And so folks who identify as BIPOC really have the agency to choose 
where they want to go, and I think that's a really critical part of creating affinity spaces and BIPOC 
spaces choice.

Elena Aguilar:
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Yeah. What about when someone says, "I'm perceived as white, people think I'm white, but my parent is 
not white. I'm perceived as white, but my dad is from Mexico. Can I go into a BIPOC space?" How do you 
respond?

Becky Barstein:

That's a really good question. I think for me, I would still come back to agency and choice. It's not my 
role to tell a person of color based on how light or dark other people perceive them to be or how they 
present that you are not a person of color. And we offered the definition of this acronym BIPOC, and we 
include all of the different races and ethnicities that live within there, and we say, if this is how you 
identify, you can go into those spaces. And we also recognize that the BIPOC spaces are an opportunity 
to reduce harm, and then when we go into those spaces, we share aspects of our identity and who we 
are and offer that so that way folks know a little bit about us as we're going into those different 
breakout rooms. I'm curious how you would answer that.

Elena Aguilar:

What comes up for me when I hear that question is that the asker has some more learning and 
exploration to do around their own identity, and so often I'll refer them to resources like, I love the 
Racial Healing Handbook. That's a resource that we recommend often. I think they just need to do some 
more learning about what is their identity and what does it mean to present as white but have this kind 
of relationship. I think we've narrowed our language so much and our thinking so that it doesn't allow 
for all the gray and all the complexity, and so someone who, like my brother came out looking like my 
Jewish Polish grandfather.

My brother has blue eyes, he had blonde hair, he's much taller than me. He looks so different than I do, 
and he calls himself white. He identifies as white even though he speaks Spanish. He has spent many 
years living in Costa Rica. He identifies culturally in some ways with what he has experienced in Costa 
Rica and with Latinx communities or what he's experienced in those, but he identifies as white, and so I 
think there's just a lot of exploration to do of what is culture, what is ethnicity, what is race? What is 
identity? What does it mean to you to identify in one way or another, what are you seeking?

So if someone asks me that, sometimes I'll just say, why don't you try going in and naming this element 
of your identity for yourself and see how the other people respond to that. And be open to people 
feeling like, "Yeah, you're welcome," or, "Actually, we prefer to have this conversation with folks who 
have shared the experiences that come from being perceived as a person of color." It's a tricky question, 
but usually I'm like, "I think you deserve to have some more learning for yourself." This is another 
question I've got sometimes, don't racial affinity groups promote segregation? I think we've answered 
that, but how would you respond to that if you got that?

Becky Barstein:

First, I would definitely come back to myself when I hear that question because for me, big emotions 
come up as a presenter and a facilitator, and I would name my own emotions that I'm tending to, would 
be frustration or even just anger or rage. My internal dialogue that I wouldn't necessarily share with 
folks would be something like, "We got to this racist place without affinity groups. What do you mean 
that these affinity groups are creating more racism?" That feels so counterintuitive, but I think that 
speaks to the necessary work it takes as a coach and as a presenter or someone who holds these spaces 
to continue to work on my own healing and tend to myself, and do what I need to do to make sure that 
I'm not centering my own emotions when participants are asking me questions like this, and so that's 
just like a pullback the curtain moment for me.
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Elena Aguilar:

Thank you for narrating what comes up for you.

Becky Barstein:

When I hear that question again, I just come back to the purpose of affinity spaces. The purpose of the 
affinity spaces is in those moments to offer space for folks who identify as people of color, to share their 
experience, the potential commonalities that they have, and the purpose really is to center their 
learning and healing in those micro moments. And then when we come back together, hopefully we all 
come back together and we're able to continue the learning and the dialogue, but that reprieve there 
really is to center the needs of folks of color.

Elena Aguilar:

Yeah, I love how you've emphasized that so many times and to keep coming back to that. I think that's 
such a big paradigm shift for people to be like, "What, really? We can do that?" Yeah, you can. So when 
I've been asked this question and when I was asked it, particularly when I was doing in-person events 
and I would have the opportunity to chat with someone, sometimes they come up in a break or 
afterwards and ask this question, when I can engage in some dialogue, my response is, "Tell me what 
this brings up for you."

Because what I hear is fear and I want to help them unpack that, so I take a coaching stance. Again, it's 
the luxury of having the space and time to do that, "But tell me what this brings up for you." Sometimes 
I'll ask directly or say something like, "Am I hearing some fear? What do you think that's about?" And 
there is fear. Doing equity work brings up so much fear for people, and I think we're never going to truly 
transform our schools or our country or our society until we explore the fears, the fears of loss because 
there is loss on the horizon, loss of privilege, and we have to explore that. And there's also potential for 
healing and gain and community, and belonging and peace and freedom in ways that we can't even 
imagine, but first, we have to explore the uncomfortable emotions.

We have to explore the fear, the anger, the sadness, the regret, the shame, even the envy. Those people 
have something that's connecting them. I mean, this goes into talking about BIPOC need to explore our 
identity experiences and white people do too. White people have lost a tremendous amount in even the 
categorization of them being white people, so much loss. There's just a lot of healing to do. There's a lot 
of attention to a lot of emotions that needs to happen.

Becky Barstein:

The only thing I would add there is when people ask me, "Don't these spaces create more separation or 
segregation?" And to your point around fear, I sometimes hear fear in someone fearing that they 
weren't a good person. All of a sudden, I'm so aware of my whiteness and it is separating me from 
people who have experienced harm because of whiteness, and it really forces people to come back to 
themselves when it comes to equity work because so often when we think about dismantling racism or 
dismantling white supremacy culture, my experience is that people are really quick to go outside of 
themselves. Let's look at our curriculum, let's look at our dress code, let's update these systems or 
policies. Whereas in all of our workshops, we say we have to tend to ourselves and come back to how 
we consciously or unconsciously embodied some of these characteristics of white supremacy in our very 
way of being.

How might we as folks who identify as white be perpetuating harm? And the separation of groups 
sometimes really forces people to be confronted with that reality of, "I am white, I am whiteness, I hold 
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this privilege and I really have to grapple with it," and that can be really scary. And I hear you talk a lot 
about identity threat. People oftentimes, want to be good people and live within their values, and 
sometimes when confronted with their white privilege, they might have to realize that sometimes the 
way that they have been moving through this world might be incongruent with their values, and there's 
some grappling that they have to do there.

Elena Aguilar:

Yeah. It really brings up a lot, that we've touched on so many different elements of this broader topic 
around addressing inequities and they go really deep, these other topics, these other threads, and we all 
need and deserve the space to explore those. We are going to close out this episode, and I just want to 
ask listeners, if you found this helpful, would you share it with a friend or colleague who might also find 
it helpful? I want to thank Becky for being a part of this conversation. I really enjoyed it. I feel like we 
could keep talking about this so much longer, so thank you for being a part of this conversation.

Becky Barstein:

Thank you for having me.

Elena Aguilar:

I also want to thank Leslie Bickford, who is the podcast producer, and Stacy Goodman who does the 
sound engineering. Take care, everyone.
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