 Privilege Exercise

This exercise has been designed to bring a group to certain conclusions regarding the concept of privilege and disadvantage. Because of the prevalence of racism and sexism in the US, and for the sake of obtaining clear results, this exercise focuses on those two forms of prejudice. Many people attribute a person’s economic standing to their character. “Poor people are lazy and stupid. Rich people get rich because they are smart and work hard.” This belief in the quality of people in the US discounts or ignores the fact that some people have many advantages and opportunities which they take for granted.

Because of this system of privilege, it is not possible to operate on a “level playing field.” It is quite common to believe that everyone has started on a level playing field. They believe, like the Horatio Alger books taught us, that it is our individual abilities that earn us wealth and success.

Success, however, depends on many variables, including the development of self-esteem, our educational opportunities and attainment, and the support structures this society offers.

Before we being, please make a mental note of where you are and where the rest of the class is currently positioned. I will be making a series of statements and offering directions. Please close your eyes now and keep them closed for the duration of the exercise.

Questions:

1. Few white people in the history of the U.S. have ever been convicted and executed for killing a person of color. All white persons take a step forward.

2. If you or your ancestors have ever learned that because of your race, skin color, gender, or ethnicity that you are ugly or inferior, take one step back.

3. African Americans, Latinos, Native Americans, Asians, and women have been denied the right to vote in the US. White males take on step forward.

4. If you have ever been called bad names because of your race, ethnicity, gender, or skin color, take one steop back.

5. If you or any member of your family has been treated for depression, alcoholism, or drug abuse, take one step back.

6. If prior to your 18th birthday you took a vacation outside the United States or your native country, other than Mexico, take one step forward.

7. If, as a child, your parents keep or kept over 40 books in your home, take one step forward.

8. All those who have a parent that never completed high school, take one step back.

9. All those who have a parent that completed college, take one step forward.

10. All those who were raised sharing their bedroom with another person take on step back.

11. If you are living with both of your biological parents, take on step forward.

12. All those who were raised in a rented apartment or house, take one step back.

13. All those who went to a school where the majority of teachers are of your race or ethnicity, take one step forward.

14. All those who were taken to art galleries or museums by their parents or guardians (not including school field trips), take one step forward.

15. If your high school offered AP of honors classes, take one step forward.

16. All those with immediate family members who are doctors, lawyers, or “professionals,” take one step forward.

17. If your parents are able to or will provide significant financial support for your college costs, take one step forward.

18. If you will never have to wonder if you were hired to meet a racial affirmative action goal, take on step forward.

19. If you were ever told you must dress or act in a proper way because it reflected on your whole racial or ethnic group, take one step back.

20. If your hometown has a population of less than 10,000, take one step back.

21. If you were ever told to speak better English, take one step back.

22. If your high school graduating class had less than 100 people in it, take one step back.

Discussion Questions:

Do you think people start at a level playing field on the road to success?

Are you more aware of certain privileges that have helped you in your academic career?

Are you more aware of stereotypes against any groups you belong to than you were before the exercise?

Are you more or less convinced that socioeconomic status has a great bearing on what level of success a person attains?

Are you more or less convinced that a person’s race influences what level of success he attains?

How did you feel during the exercise? Did you feel guilty if you were constantly taking a step forward? How did you feel at the end of the activity when you saw where you were standing relative to everyone else?

