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Land Acknowledgment
We are on the lands of the Peoria, 
Kaskaskia, Piankashaw, Wea, Miami, 
Mascoutin, Odawa, Sauk, Mesquaki, 
Kickapoo, Potawatomi, Ojibwe, and 

Chickasaw Nations. 

These lands were the traditional 
territory of these Native Nations prior 
to their forced removal; these lands 

continue to carry the stories of these 
Nations and their struggles for survival 
and identity.
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Land Acknowledgment Continued

The University of Illinois has a 
particular responsibility to acknowledge 
the peoples of these lands, as well as the 
histories of dispossession that have 

allowed for the growth of this 
institution for the past 150 years. 

We are also obligated to reflect on and 
actively address these histories and the 

role that this university has played in 
shaping them. 

Pictured: Beyond the Chief
exhibit by Hock E Aye Vi Edgar 
Heap of Birds



We CU Supports Instructors
• Connections to local community organizations through 

the Community Learning Lab
• Consultations on course design
• Trainings for instructors and students 

• Mini-grants for students



One Thing I Do…
• What is one thing that you do to ensure your service 

learning experiences promote equity? 

• In small groups, share your ideas. 

• Write your major insights on the Jamboard (see link in chat)

https://jamboard.google.com/d/1NUGf7i8uCgUUMAVx2kMT16X6t8tO1ubQSRwS8mNIYwo/edit?usp=sharing




Today’s Goals
• Uncover some of the subtle (and not subtle) ways 

racism may show up in service (and other) work 
with communities of color

• Examine consequences of racism in service learning

• Identify strategies to challenge racism in your 
community engagement

• Engage with a panel of University instructors 
thoughtfully addressing these concerns



Assumptions
• Racism, sexism, ableism, classism, antisemitism, 

and other forms of oppression harm our homes, 
workplaces, and communities

• We have all been exposed to systems of inequity and 
we have each adapted to them. 

• We each have a role and responsibility to fight for 
fairness and equity for everyone

• This conversation is only a beginning!



What are barriers to this convo?
• Discussion can be re-traumatizing, painful

• Stories of racism, marginalization, and resistance are often 
hidden

• It isn’t polite to discuss (colorblindness, power-blindness)

• Lack good skills, role modeling to have the conversation

• Afraid people will walk away with hurt feelings

• We don’t know what we don’t know

• Worry that someone will say something offensive



Defining Racism



What is Racism?

Racism is a complex system of beliefs and behaviors, 
grounded in a presumed superiority of the white 
race. These beliefs and behaviors are conscious and 
unconscious; personal and institutional; and result 
in the oppression of people of color and benefit the 
dominant group, whites. A simpler definition is
racial prejudice + power = racism.
http://www.racialequityresourceguide.org/about/glossary 



Structural Racism

A system in which public policies, institutional 
practices, cultural representations, and other 
norms work in various, often reinforcing ways to 
perpetuate racial group inequity. It identifies 

dimensions of our history and culture that have 
allowed privileges associated with “whiteness” and 
disadvantages associated with “color” to endure and adapt 
over time. 

- Aspen Institute 



Policy, Not People

“This is the consistent function of racist 
ideas - and of any kind of bigotry more 
broadly: to manipulate us into seeing 
people as the problem, instead of the 
policies that ensnare them.”

- Ibram Kendi How to be an Antiracist



White Supremacy

"White supremacy is not simply the idea that 
whites are superior to people of color (although it 
certainly is that), but a deeper premise that 
supports this idea—the definition of whites as the 
norm or standard for human, and people of color 
as an inherent deviation from that norm."

- Robin DiAngelo



Three Pillars of White Supremacy
• Slavery/Capitalism

Renders an individual – particularly Black folks in the US – as property, 
commodification and exploitation of one’s labor

• Genocide/Colonialism

In order for claim to land/property, frames some groups – especially 
Indigenous folks in the US – as a “present absence” who must be 
“disappearing”

• Orientalism

Process of defining the West as superior as compared to an “exotic” and 
inferior groups – particularly Middle Eastern, Asian Pacific Islander, and 
Latinx folks in the US – who are seen as a perpetual foreign threat

Based on work of Andrea Smith



Racism Without Racists

• Eduardo Bonilla-Silva’s book Racism Without 

Racists posits the notion that racism continues 

whether or not individual actors intend to be racist. 

• Structures of racism (and other forms of oppression) 

do not need to be explicitly “evil” to harm people of 

color. 

• Racism is supposed to look like the status quo, which 

is how it is so easily perpetuated. 



Does Intent Matter?
The impact of unintentional racism—the ways we 
participate in and bolster racism without actively 
trying to do so—is indistinguishable from the 
impact of intentional racism. Imagining myself as 
a good person, as a progressive person, means 
little if I am not examining and changing the 
impact I’m having even through actions I once 
took without intention. 

- Paul Gorski, EdChange.org



Racism in Service 
Learning



Racism in Practice
• In small groups, discuss your thoughts:

• How might service-learning support racism and/or white 

supremacy?

• How could service-learning challenge racism and/or white 

supremacy?

• Come up with 3 key insights and add those into 

the Jamboard (see link in chat)!

https://jamboard.google.com/d/1NUGf7i8uCgUUMAVx2kMT16X6t8tO1ubQSRwS8mNIYwo/edit?usp=sharing




Ways Service Learning Combats 
Racism
• Increase understanding, empathy, knowledge 

about experiences of marginalized communities

• Increase available narratives about community 

strength, resistance



How might service learning support 
racism?
• Paternalism/Savior Complex

• Centering the Dominant Voices (Who defines the 

problem?)

• Exploiting labor of community of color

• Not showing up consistently, breaking promises

• Racist treatment from volunteers



Guest Instructor: 
Dr. Ann Abbott 



Meet Dr. Abbott

• Associate Professor 

• Director of Undergraduate 
Studies, Department of Spanish 
& Portuguese 

• Teaches SPAN 232: Spanish in 
the Community



Questions to Consider

• What are some examples of service learning that you 
utilize in your courses?

• How do you construct your service learning 
experiences to minimize/address racism and other 
forms of exploitation or harm?

• What should instructors using service learning 
consider when implementing service learning 
experiences?



SPAN 232: Spanish in 
the Community

Ann Abbott, Department of Spanish & Portuguese
arabbott@illinois.edu / @AnnAbbott



Offered every semester since 2004

Community partners:

● Human service agencies
○ The Refugee Center
○ Immigration Services of Champaign-Urbana
○ New American Welcome Center

● Schools
○ Dual immersion schools
○ ESL classrooms
○ Tutoring
○ Events

● Other
○ Clinics, research projects, public engagement 

(e.g., CLACS)

Logistics:

● Partner with WeCU
● My homegrown system

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1IUHyswYwmiCncGx46i9ezGLEyX3mvmSRgUZ42iHqD9g/edit?usp=sharing


In class, use active learning techniques.

Giving students clear instructions on 
what to do with information regarding 
racism might help alleviate some of the 
tensions that can hold us back in our 
classroom discussions.

This example highlights the importance 
of showing students specific examples of 
structural racism. 



Localize your anti-racist approach. 

Because of our relatively large Maya community in 
Champaign-Urbana, we have a unit on “Indigeneity.”

Illustrate the process of racialization, not just racism.

Help students engage with discussions regarding 
racism that go beyond the limits of our 
conversations in the United States.

Connect our discussion of immigrant justice to other 
justice movements (e.g., racial, environmental, etc.). 
Example: Black Alliance for Just Immigration.

https://baji.org/


Explicitly address Whiteness.

We look at videos about undocumented Irish 
immigrants. Many students connect this to Polish 
immigrants in Chicago.

I explictily address my own Whiteness:

● Linguistic ideologies. I am praised for being 
multilingual; racialized immigrants are told 
“Speak English!”

● Maps. I share my neighborhood and compare 
its data with immigrant neighborhoods.

● #doilookillegal 



Addressing Racism 
in Service Learning



Considering Exploitation in Service 
Learning
• What did you appreciate about Dr. Abbott’s work? 

• How might you incorporate her strategies into your 
work? 

• What are some of the most important strategies for 
you as you think about challenging racism in 
traditional service learning? 



Solutions to Racism in Service 
Learning
• Focus on the goals/intent of your experiential 

service

• Develop reciprocal partnerships with community 
organizations/leaders

• Create avenues for communication during service 
experiences

• Prepare students for experience

• Provide reflective opportunities with room for 
feedback



Racism is Everyone’s Problem

“When we choose to be antiracist, we become 
actively conscious about race and racism and take 
actions to end racial inequities in our daily lives. 
Being antiracist is believing that racism is 
everyone’s problem, and we all have a role to play 
in stopping it.”

- National Museum of African American History and Culture



Addressing 
Exploitation in Our 
Service Learning



Applications for Our Instruction

• In small groups, discuss strategies you can 
incorporate into future service learning. 

• Add your group’s ideas into the Jamboard

• You may also identify barriers/challenges that keep 
you from implementing – add those to the bottom so 
we can discuss!

https://jamboard.google.com/d/1NUGf7i8uCgUUMAVx2kMT16X6t8tO1ubQSRwS8mNIYwo/edit?usp=sharing






Strategies for Antiracist Service 
Learning
• What were some of the strategies that felt useful? 

• What are the major challenges you have 
encountered? 

• What resources do you need to actualize these 
strategies? 

• What resources do you need to overcome the 
barriers you identified? 



Who Needs Allies?
Black people do not need allies. We need people to 
stand up and take on the problems borne of oppression 
as their own, without remove or distance.

We need people to do this even if they cannot fully 
understand what it’s like to be oppressed for their race 
or ethnicity, gender, sexuality, ability, class, religion, 
or other marker of identity.

We need people to use common sense to figure out how 
to participate in social justice.

- "On Making Black Lives Matter" by Roxane Gay



Questions? 



Contact Us

Margarita Garcia Rojas

mg48@illinois.edu

Ross Wantland

(217) 244-1814

wantland@illinois.edu

mailto:mg48@illinois.edu
mailto:wantland@illinois.edu


Resources

• Okun, T. White Supremacy Culture. 

• Recognizing Racism in Volunteer Engagement. 
MAVA. 

• Guidelines for higher education programs that 
require students to do special projects with 
nonprofits. NonprofitAF.

• White Women Doing White Supremacy in Nonprofit 
Culture. Tzedek Social Justice Fund. 

https://collectiveliberation.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/01/White_Supremacy_Culture_Okun.pdf
https://www.mavanetwork.org/content.aspx?page_id=5&club_id=286912&item_id=55066
https://nonprofitaf.com/2020/02/guidelines-for-higher-education-programs-that-require-students-to-do-special-projects-with-nonprofits/
https://nonprofitaf.com/2020/02/guidelines-for-higher-education-programs-that-require-students-to-do-special-projects-with-nonprofits/
https://nonprofitaf.com/2020/02/guidelines-for-higher-education-programs-that-require-students-to-do-special-projects-with-nonprofits/
https://tzedeksocialjusticefund.org/white-women-doing-white-supremacy-in-nonprofit-culture/
https://tzedeksocialjusticefund.org/white-women-doing-white-supremacy-in-nonprofit-culture/
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