
LEVEL PLAYING FIELD


Content objectives:

•	To amplify the definition of both oppression and privilege with common examples.
•	To increase awareness and sensitivity to the realities of oppression and privilege.
•	To illustrate our own and others’ diverse experience of oppression and privilege.

Time Required:
· Approx. 30 minutes (leave plenty of time to process)

Materials required/logistics:

No materials needed other than question sheet for instructor only. 

Space: You can use a wide hallway, the foyer to an auditorium, a gym, or an outdoor space if time and weather allow. Have a goal for students (an unobstructed wall, sidewalk, string, or other “wall”).  In this version, students stand in a line holding hands and move backwards or forwards accordingly.  This allows them to see inequalities visually.   

Instructions: 

· Ask the group to line up side by side in one line across the room. Have them face you and the flat wall or sidewalk behind you. There should be about equal space in front as behind them.
· Instruct folks to offer respect to one another by remaining silent during the exercise. (You will have to repeat this often.)
· Tell the group you are going to read a series of statements about life experiences. After each one you will instruct them to move either backward or forward depending 	on their experience. 
· Since “stepping” is something only people who walk do, try saying “move one space forward,” rather than “take one step forward.” This phrasing is less ableist and more affirming to people who use wheelchairs.
· At this point you should illustrate the size of the step/move participants should take each time. Determine this by the size of the room and the number of statements you’re going to read. You don’t want half the room nose-to-the-wall after only a few statements.
· If a statement is not heard clearly, anyone can ask for “repeat.”
· Ask the group to hold the hands of the people next to them, and to keep holding hands as long as they can. If someone in the group uses a wheelchair or a walker, be sure the people on either side of her/him figure out how to keep physical contact. You may tell folks here that at some point they may have to let go. Later in the exercise, you may have to remind folks to let go rather than risk falling down.
· When you finish all statements, pause. Ask the group to remain where they are. Drop hands and look around. Ask them to note where they are, where their friends are.

· Tell the group, “the wall” in front of them represents the benefits, rights and responsibilities of the society. It represents basic food, clothing, shelter and meaningful work. It also represents the affirmation of human dignity.” (This may be the actual wall of the room indoors, or the edge of the sidewalk outdoors, whatever line / wall you can have them see / imagine in front of them) “On my count of three, race to this wall.”
	
· You may begin to count immediately, leaving no time to really think about what you asked. Or you may wait a few seconds before you start the count and note how some people prepare for the “race.”

Process:

	Alter the order of these questions based on time available and which “take home 	messages” you want to emphasize.

1. How did it feel to be in your position at the end? (before the race to the wall)
2. How did it feel to have to let go of your friends’ hands?
3. Were there any questions that surprised you? 
4. What did you notice about your reactions as the exercise progressed?
5. What did you think and feel when you looked around at the end? 
(before the race to the wall.)  Was there anything that surprised you about people’s positions? Including your own?
6. How many “cheated” or adjusted their step size (eg, took larger steps backward than forward?) or did not move when they could have? Why?  What feelings or thoughts prompted you to do that?
7. What was your first reaction to my instruction: “Race to the wall?”
8. This exercise is called “A Level Playing Field.” What might that mean?
9. If the playing field is not level, how can we work to make it fairer? Refer to Diversity Chapter and how to be an ally. 


Some Take-Home Messages:

•	None of the exercise statements was about any individual’s choice or decision. Each 	was dependent on parents, other people or social circumstance. While recognizing the feelings of guilt and blame that can arise, reinforce this “no choices” point.

•	None of the statements, nor any person’s position at the end of the exercise, has anything to do with how hard people worked, how smart they are, how well-intended or determined they were.

•	Many of the statements relate the multi-generational impact of oppression and privilege. While there is no denying that substantial social change has occurred, it is still true that, at least, some of the effects of oppression from one generation do impact subsequent generations.

•	The statements in the exercise (and the life experiences they represent) have a cumulative effect. People of Color do not have just one opportunity denied; women do not experience just one incident of harassment, etc.

•	In the exercise, no matter how fast or hard folks near the back run, they will not beat the front folks to the wall. Relate to perceptions and reality in the comments: “women have to work twice as hard as men” or “People of Color have to be twice as qualified as whites,” etc.

•	What emotional responses might logically be evoked by these common, repeated and expected (by adulthood) experiences? (by both the target and privilege groups?)

	You can begin here to talk about internalized oppression and internalized privilege.
	The feelings, particularly of young people (in target groups) of “Why bother? I can’t get 	there.” or “I can’t do that.”
	The assumptions by people in privilege groups of “I accomplished that simply on my 	own merit and determination.”

•	The “playing field is NOT level. Race, class, gender, etc. (depending on which issues are addressed in the statements of the exercise) continue to have significant influence on people’s access to the opportunities of this society.

•	There remains a need for programs like affirmative action.


LEVEL PLAYING FIELD

	The following statements all relate to race and class. You can develop statements based on gender, sexual orientation, presence or absence of disability, spirituality, et al, to meet the needs of your design.

1.	If your parents spoke English as a first language, move up a space

2.	If, as a child, you had a room of your own with a door, move up a space.

3.	If you were raised in a community where the vast majority of police, politicians and 	government workers were not of your racial group, move back a space.

4.	If you can get your hair cut in most any hair salon in this nation, move up a space.

5.	If your racial or ethnic group has ever been considered by scientists as “inferior”, move back a space.

7.	If, in your home as a child, there were more than 10 children’s books and 30 adult books, move up a space.

8.	If you were discouraged from pursuing activities, careers or schools of your choice by 	teachers or guidance counselors, move back a space.

9.	If one or both of your parents completed college, move up a space.

10.	If you have been never been harassed or disrespected by police because of your race, religion, or perceived sexual orientation, move up a space.

11.	If one or both of your parents never completed high school, move back a space.

12.	If you can easily find hair care products, skin care products and bandaids to suit your 	skin color and hair, move up a space.

13.	If you ate government “surplus” food as a child, move back a space.

14.	If you read, thoroughly, about the history of your racial or ethnic group in-depth in K-12 school books, move up a space.

15.	If you needed braces or other dental or medical care as a child, but you did not get them, move back a space.

16.	If you have never had your gender questioned when entering a men’s or women’s bathroom, move up space.   

17.	If neither you nor your parents had to spend any amount of time on public assistance, move up a space.

18.	If you have ever been asked “Where are you from?,” or “When did you come to this country?” – and you were born in the U. S., move back a space.

19.	If your bags have never been searched in a store, move up a space.

20.	If your bags are REGULARLY searched in airports, move back a space.

21.	If you were insulted, belittled, demeaned or ignored this week because of your race, ethnicity, gender, religion, level of ability, or sexual orientation, move back a space.

22. 	If you were ever stopped or questioned by police or other people about your presence in a particular neighborhood, move back a space.

23.	If your relatives of any generation were forced to leave ancestral lands, move back a space.

24.	If you had a relative of any generation who was lynched, move back a space.

25.	If you have seen the owner of a purse (or other valuable) close it, move it or clutch it 	tighter when you approached, move back a space.

26.	If you have been never been followed by the security guard in a store, move back a space.

27.  If you can hold your boyfriend’s/girlfriend’s hand without fear of harassment based on their race, gender, ethnicity, or sexual orientation, move up a space.

28. If you have seen pictures of more than one person of your race or gender in your chosen field of study or your career of choice, move up a space.     

29.  If you have ever been told “man up,” “act like a lady,” or been otherwise criticized for your particular gender performance, move back a space. 

30. If you or any relative was ever forced to live in an internment or relocation camp, 		move back a space.
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