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ELEVATING EQUITY COMMUNITY OF 
PRACTITIONERS 

 
Inaugural Program 2022 

 
Elevating Equity would not have been possible without an abiding practice of collectivity and generous 
collaboration on behalf of the program's team for which Gathering Ground is deeply thankful.  We offer 
our tremendous gratitude to Justin Laing, Hillombo LLC, whom we engaged to lead, teach, and facilitate 
core elements of the program.  We also give our big thanks to an amazing working group that advised 
and provided guidance for this work and an incredible team of racial and social justice facilitators and 
documenters that engaged and supported a committed and courageous cohort of experiment creators.   
 

Elevating Equity Core Team 
Gathering Ground Staff     Consulting partner and Co-creator 
Alyssa Calderone      Justin Laing, Hillombo LLC 
Jeanette Mitchell  
Elizabeth Murphy  
Kacy O'Brien  
 
Working Group Members 
Ivette Guillermo-McGahee, Allies in Caring 
Andrea McChristian, New Jersey Institute for Social Justice 
Brandon McKoy, New Jersey Policy Perspective / Center on Budget and Policy Priorities 
Derek Minno-Bloom, Trinity Episcopal Church 
Grace Penn, Princeton University 
Evan Sanchez, Authentic City Partners; formerly Olo 
Alysia Souder, The Institute of Music for Children 
 
Facilitators 
Bonnie Cushing, Center for Racial Justice in Education 
Tyneisha Gibbs, 144th & Vine 
Drew Giddings, Giddings Consulting 
Dr. Francoise K. Kazimierczuk, Dept. of Rehabilitation, Exercise and Nutrition Services - University of 
Cincinnati  
Derek Minno-Bloom, Trinity Episcopal Church 
Orville Morales, The People's Lobbyist 
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Yvette Murry, YRM Consulting Group, LLC 
Sharon Stroye, Truth, Racial Healing, and Transformation (TRHT) Center 
Wynnie-Fred Victor Hinds, Stepping Stones Resources 
 
Documenters 
J. Crystal Adams, Prestigious Touch Client Services LLC 
Chantel Fletcher, ACPA  
Rosslin Mensah-Boateng, Newark Trust for Education 
JacQueline Mestre, Nonprofit Consultant 
Kacy O'Brien, Gathering Ground 
Renee Shalhoub, Anti-Racist Alliance North Jersey 
Sheldon Steele, Youth Action YouthBuild – East Harlem 
Marcelo P Vargas Banos, MPH, Public Health Activist 
Bernice Vasquez 
 
Learning Codification and Analysis; Report Writing 
Gathering Ground staff, Dr. Francoise K. Kazimierczuk, and Justin Laing 
 
 

Cohort Members   
Paula Alekson, McCarter Theatre Center 
Lupe Amate, The Fund for New Jersey 
Andrew Binger, Yendor Theatre Company 
Leslie Brown, Change Management Consultant 
Fredric Byarm, Invincible City Farms, Inc 
Tennyson Coleman, Black in New Jersey 
Pamela Daniels, The Brickerati 
Angeline Dean, Intersystemz 
Frances Dixon, New Hope Now Community 
Development Corporation 
Jim Donio, Town of Hammonton 
Debbie Duncan, NJ Center for Nonprofits 
Natasha Dyer, Greater Newark Conservancy 
Erik Estrada, Community Foundation of South 
Jersey 
Vicki Fernandez, Rutgers Institute for Ethical 
Leadership 
Ivette Guillermo-McGahee, Allies in Caring 

Shira Haaz, Subaru of America 
Julie Hain, South Jersey Cultural Alliance 
Shagufta Hakeem, ReThink Media 
Lori Hohenleitner, Horizons Jersey Shore 
Anysa Holder, Easter Seals New Jersey 
Samuel Huber, Stone Foundation of New Jersey 
Suzanne Ishee, NJIT Hub for Creative 
Placemaking 
Denalerie Johnson-Faniel, PhD, HS-BCP, 
University Hospital 
Susan Justiniano, RescuePoetix Management 
Peter Kasabach, New Jersey Future 
Jeffrey Key, Nfinity Enterprises 
Christi Kobus Rokicki, National Summer 
Learning Association 
Veronique Lambert, Sustainable Jersey 
Toni Lewis, NNPHI 
Nicolette Lynch, Yendor Theatre Company 
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Jennifer Made, Abbott Leadership Institute 
Pamela Major, Melia Bloom 
Tenisha Malcolm, The Nature Conservancy 
Andrea McChristian, NJ Institute for Social 
Justice 
Stephen McGahee, Allies in Caring 
Courtenay Mercer, Mercer Planning Associates 
Eve Niedergang, City of Princeton 
Grace Penn, Princeton University 
Adam Perle, ArtPride New Jersey Foundation, 
Inc. 
Gina Pisasale, McCarter Theatre Center 
Dan Rhoton, Hopeworks Camden 
Itzel Saldana, Allies in Caring 
Dr. LaTesha Sampson, Great Joy Counseling and 
Consulting Services 
Evan Sanchez, Authentic City Partners; formerly 
Olo 
 

Laura Leigh Smith, PhD, LPC 
Alysia Souder, The Institute of Music for 
Children 
Inge Spungen, Paterson Alliance 
Sheryl Steadman, H.O.P.E. Collective, Inc. 
Jyoti Venketraman, New Jersey Future 
Teresa Vivar, Lazos America Unida 
Dr. Charles Wallace II, HomeFront 
Ivan Wei, The Wei LLC 
Kimi Wei, The Wei LLC 
Craig Weinrich, Council of New Jersey 
Grantmakers 
Tom Werder, Morris Arts 
Patrecia West, West Orange Human Relation 
Commission 
James Williams, Fair Share Housing Center NJ 
Kareem Willis, Yendor Theatre Company 
Marc Wurgaft, Paying Reparations Now 
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ELEVATING EQUITY: A DIALECTICAL 
EVOLUTION 
By Elizabeth Murphy, Gathering Ground 
 
Elevating Equity in NJ began as an outgrowth of Gathering Ground’s decade of community building 
work coupled with our productive organizing response to the 2020 Covid-19 pandemic crisis and 
shutdown.   
 
The first half of 2020 was a harrowing time locally, nationally, and globally.  But for Black people in the 
United States, it was an excruciatingly difficult and dangerous time due to continued state violence and 
the disproportionate impact and exacerbated health, economic, and social inequities brought on by the 
Covid-19 pandemic.   
 
During this time, Black people led the largest social movement in US history in demanding justice in the 
wake of the murders of Breonna Taylor, George Floyd, Ahmaud Arbery, and countless others before 
and since.  Outraged calls for the abolition of state instruments of violence such as police and prisons 
were vocalized from coast to coast.  Numerous offshoots from this movement sprung up that focused 
on injustice and oppression in a variety of sectors. This was an American reckoning with racializing and 
oppression, facilitating a number of shifts in institutions. 
 
It is within this timeframe and context, that Gathering Ground’s senior staff and Kaitlyn Meirs, MPH, 
program associate from the NJ team at Robert Wood Johnson Foundation began conversations around 
the idea of creating a new program that would seek to explore, understand, and codify ways in which 
people, nonprofit organizations, and communities are on a path toward creating equitable outcomes 
throughout New Jersey:  uncovering and examining the barriers to equity and the ways in which equity 
is advancing.  2020/21’s Black-led nationwide social justice movement created an opening for us to 
ideate on creating a program focused on equity, centering our organization’s historical practices to 
foster inclusion and equity and enabled by our history of working in several of New Jersey’s major cities 
(Newark, Paterson, Camden, Trenton, and Atlantic City) where equitable community-rooted solutions 
were being addressed, coupled with our staff participating in a comprehensive 5-month anti-
racism/anti-oppression training program sponsored by Gathering Ground’s founding funder: The 
Geraldine R. Dodge Foundation.  Equally important, the Dodge Foundation was leading its own years-
long transition to becoming an anti-racist funder and therefore, was very supportive of Gathering 
Ground centering its programming on advancing equity and disrupting oppression.   
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We envisioned our new program, titled Elevating Equity in New Jersey, would include a statewide 
series of convenings engaging a highly diverse group of people from New Jersey’s social sector1.  
Following our Host Team model utilized for our community-based Calls to Collaboration, we knew the 
design of this program needed to be guided by a representative sampling of the people and 
communities who would be involved in the convenings, and as such, we planned to assemble a 
Leadership Team with people representing different lived-experiences, skills, fields, and viewpoints to 
help guide the work.  We also knew that we didn’t want to come at this work with an 
erasure/colonization point of view:  meaning that we didn’t want our work to show up as if nothing 
had come before it and that the conversation on equity started now.  We were and are very conscious 
of the decades-long commitment to, and activism for, racial justice from our colleagues in New Jersey 
and beyond.  And lastly, we knew we needed to find and engage a racial justice consultant to help us 
design the content of the convenings.   
 
This was our starting point in February 2021 and what took place over the next 18 months was the 
creation of a program that was far more substantial, productive, dialogic, and dynamic than we had 
originally imagined.  We owe a huge debt of gratitude to Justin Laing, Hillombo LLC, who partnered 
with us on the creation and development of Elevating Equity, bringing his deep expertise in adaptive 
leadership, designing anti-racist and anti-oppression programs, and knowledge of multiple frameworks 
including Paolo Freire’s “Pedagogy of the Oppressed,” which became the foundational framework used 
for Elevating Equity.  Justin’s contribution to the program cannot be overstated.  In collaboration with 
our Working Group (originally conceived as the leadership team), plus a team of eighteen racial justice 
facilitators and documenters, alongside 58 cohort members representing nearly as many organizations 
(please see page 60 for the list of Elevating Equity members), Justin facilitated a journey that resulted 
in:  


· A transformative experience of anti-racist and anti-oppression learning; 

· A dialogical approach that examined stories of oppression submitted by cohort members; 

· The teaching of an anti-oppressive framework that can be replicated and scaled, and one that 

strengthened our muscle to be able to name the oppressors (our social sector is good at 
naming the oppressed but loathe to specifically name those who are carrying out the 
oppressive acts – meaning, ourselves); 


· The coalescing of a community of people dedicated to taking action that disrupts oppression in 
their organizations, communities, or in the social sector at-large; and 


· A cohort-wide commitment to staying mutually accountable to each other through the spring 
of 2023, and possibly beyond. 

 
We leaned in hard to the dialogical approach which made for a dynamic, fluid, ever-expanding process 

 
1 For the purposes of this document, “social sector” refers to both charitable nonprofits and philanthropic 
organizations. 
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that deeply benefitted from the suggestions and criticisms offered by the working group, facilitators, 
documenters, and cohort members.  This created an ecosystem of dialogue, examination, 
experimentation and action, learning, and more dialogue.  The process is a sustainable cycle of 
learning, improvement and action.   

 
Racism and oppression are not occurring outside of our organizations and social sector; we in the social 
sector work in a system that is fundamental to maintaining White dominance and oppression, keeping 
BIPOC communities under-resourced, unacknowledged and unliberated, and manipulating working and 
professional class people racialized as White fearful of disrupting the status quo and joining BIPOC 
communities in solidarity to address root causes of inequity and oppression -- even though we in the 
social sector like to think of ourselves as providing solutions.  We must share power, space and 
resources and, in doing so, change ourselves.  This kind of partnering helps us to name, examine, and 
disrupt the racism and oppression that exists within our own organizations and sector.  And we must 
aspire to increase the power of those who are oppressed, and increase the self-examination and 
interconnectedness of those working for greater equity and fairness in New Jersey.   
 
The aim of Elevating Equity evolved into one of challenging oppression and uplifting resistance by 
working with a team of ant-racist facilitators and organizers and an invited group of participants (our 
inaugural cohort) to name the practices and behaviors that are serving as barriers to equity, as well as 
those that are furthering it in the areas with which our work intersects: charitable nonprofits, 
philanthropic organizations, and communities engaged by the nonprofit/philanthropic sector.   
 
Our ongoing and longer-term goals are to a) foster and support an accountable community of people 
working in the social sector focused on disrupting and building alternatives to the oppression created 
by this sector and (b) create a digital Reflection and Action Center in which there are documented 
examples of oppression and resistance in the social sector and, in doing so, contributes to reframing 
the conversation around equity to one of oppression and resistance, a reality that is known by many 
people working in the sector, particularly people of color.  
 
Elevating Equity team member Dr. Francoise Kazimierczuk’s analysis of the program data, in 
combination with the program’s framework developed by Justin Laing, and experienced by our full team 
and cohort, gives us the leverage to make visible the oppressive systems at work in our own sector, 
allows us to lift ourselves that much more out of immersion in the machinations of these oppressive 
systems, and suggests meta-themes of oppression and resistance that can help us develop strategies 
specific to what’s happening in NJ; strategies to continue making visible the ways in which oppression is 
operating, providing direction for the roles we can all play in disrupting how our sector perpetuates 
oppression and how we can collectively begin to repair and heal the historic and continuing inequities so 
that we can move toward a more just and fair state where all people can thrive. 
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Given the ongoing risks of in-person gathering as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic, all design and 
planning meetings, orientations, trainings, and cohort workshops were conducted remotely over Zoom.  
Thus, in the early summer of 2021, we assembled a Working Group – a diverse team of professionals, 
possessing a deep knowledge of historical and present-day structural racism and White supremacy, and 
have experience advancing a racial equity agenda at organizational, community and statewide levels.  
Working Group Members include:  Andrea McChristian, Esq., Law & Policy Director, NJ Institute for 
Social Justice; Ivette Guillermo-McGahee, Founder & CEO, Allies in Caring; Brandon McKoy, Immediate 
Past President, NJ Policy Perspective; Derek Minno Bloom, Co-founder, Racial Justice program and 
Director, Food & Social Justice Program, Asbury Park’s Trinity Church; Grace K. Penn, Associate Director 
for International Affairs & Operations, Provost Office, Princeton University; Evan Sanchez, Business & 
Technology Entrepreneur, Co-founder of OLO, Philanthropist, Atlantic City-based; and Alysia Souder, 
Executive Director, The Institute of Music for Children. 
 
Over the next eight months, with Justin as our facilitator, we created Elevating Equity.  Over the course 
of the process Gathering Ground embraced many different critical frames (see the design and 
implementation section) as we designed a cohort-based model to begin to shift the frame of our work 
from “equity” and “inequity” to oppression and anti-oppression. Through the core content for cohort 
workshops and the creation of anti-oppression experiments developed during this program, our 
aspiration was to model the openness to approaches that were new to us as we invited our network to 
join the cohort.  
 
Between December of 2021 and February 2022, we recruited candidates for this cohort-based program, 
held several program orientations2, and identified and hired eighteen racial justice facilitators and 
documenters in preparation for the cohort workshops.  Facilitators and documenters were identified 
from Gathering Ground networks of professionals with area expertise, many of whom had some level of 
trusted relationship and/or familiarity with individuals in the cohort.  This team included facilitators 
Bonnie Cushing, Tyneisha Gibbs, Drew Giddings, Dr. Francoise Kazimierczuk, Derek Minno-Bloom, Orville 
Morales, Yvette Murry, Sharon Stroye, and Wynnie-Fred Victor Hinds, and documenters J. Crystal 
Adams, Chantel Fletcher, Rosslin Mensah-Boateng, JacQueline Mestre, Renee Shalhoub, Sheldon Steele, 
Marcelo P Vargas Banos, MPH, and Bernice Vasquez.  The team participated in two pre-workshop 
trainings, and four prep sessions over the course of the workshops to share learning, reflection and 
iteration of the process in real time. 
 
The cohort welcomed 58 people from fifty different nonprofit, philanthropic, local government and 
community organizations, spanning industries/fields including: environmental justice, health, 

 
2 These orientations were structured to make visible the assumptions, frameworks and processes of the program, 
in part to disrupt the narrative that the nonprofit sector is an apolitical, or neutral space.  Assumptions and framing 
can often be hidden or unexplored, and Justin’s approach directly challenged that. 
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philanthropy, social justice, arts, municipal and regional planning, education, local government, 
community development, immigrant support services, housing and homelessness, nonprofit service 
organizations and consultants, youth leadership and workforce and development, and local business. 
 
Between February 2022 and April 2022, we held a sequential series of four workshops, each three hours 
in length and facilitated by Justin and our team of anti-racist facilitators who were the bedrock of our 
engagement with participants and to whom we also owe a debt of gratitude. These sessions consisted of 
full group education on counter thinking-frames led by Justin and (more on this in the “Designing and 
Implementing Elevating Equity”), small group facilitated breakouts in which cohort members could 
practice the steps of the counter thinking-frames, and full group conversation and debriefing sessions 
with the support of our facilitators who brought expertise in the work of Paulo Freire antiracism, 
somatics and Adaptive Leadership.  
 
In workshops 1 and 2, cohort members analyzed stories of oppression that had come directly from the 
cohort as a way to practice and apply the framework developed by Justin, which was a modification of a 
framework by Paulo Freire, looking at the limits to equity and actions to disrupt the oppressive systems 
at work.  In workshops 3 and 4, the cohort generated individual and/or collective actions/experiments 
intended to disrupt oppression or further anti-oppressive actions in the sector.  These workshops are 
explained by Justin in detail in the next section “Designing and Implementing Elevating Equity.” 
 
 

Our Elevating Equ ity Community  
Elevating Equity benefits greatly from the sincere and productive input of everyone who joined the 
program:  our consulting partner and co-creator of Elevating Equity Justin Laing, Hillombo LLC, seven 
Working Group members, eighteen racial justice facilitators (9) and documenters (9), fifty-eight cohort 
members, and seven Gathering Ground staff and board members.  This community represents a diverse 
mix of racialized identities, genders, ages, socio-economic classes, and geographic locations.  
 
Candidates for the cohort were identified from: 


· Working Group member networks 

· Gathering Ground’s statewide and community-level networks 

· Nonprofit Professionals of Color Collective networks 

 
Cohort members were selected through several different criteria: 


· The majority of spaces were designated for people racialized as Black, people racialized as 
people of color, and people racialized as White who have experience addressing intersections of 
White supremacy, racial capitalism, sovereignty, patriarchy, transphobia, climate change, and 
other intersectional issues.   
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· Attendance at one of three orientation sessions was required. 

· Consideration of self-described racial and gender identities, age and geographic location, and 

sector to ensure the diversity of the cohort, as recorded in the candidate expression of interest 
form (sent to candidates after attendance at an orientation session). 


· Availability to commit to all four workshops as well as the year-long Community of Practice. 
 

Community Demographics 

· 58 people representing fifty nonprofit, philanthropic, local government, and community 

organizations, spanning a variety of industries/fields, as mentioned above. 

· Cohort members identified3 as: 

�Ñ 65% BIPOC and 35% White 
�Ñ 21% ages 24-38; 39% ages 39-53; 37% ages 54-74; and 2% each for 23 or younger and 75 or 

older 
�Ñ 67% female; 32% male, 2% non-binary 


· Facilitators and Documenters identified as: 
�Ñ 83% BIPOC and 17% White 
�Ñ 44% ages 24-38; 33% ages 39-53; 22% ages 54-74; and 0% each for 23 or younger and 75 or 

older 
�Ñ 67% female; 28% male, 6% female, non-binary 


· Working Group members identified as: 
�Ñ 86% BIPOC and 14% White 
�Ñ 43% ages 24-38 and 57% ages 39-53 
�Ñ 57% female and 43% male 


· Collectively, cohort members, working group members, facilitators and documenters represented 
36 municipalities; 48% north Jersey; 29% central Jersey; 17% south Jersey4; 5% out of state 

 
To see more detailed demographic information, please go to the Support Materials section. 
 
 

 
3Cohort members were asked to fill out a demographic survey prior to beginning the workshops. For demographic 
categories other than age, cohort members were asked to self-identify by clicking on all categories that applied.   

4 Lines between north, central and south New Jersey are often debated.  For these calculations, north Jersey 
counties include: Bergen, Essex, Hudson, Morris, Passaic, Sussex, Union, Warren.  Central Jersey counties include: 
Hunterdon, Mercer, Middlesex, Monmouth, Ocean, Somerset. South Jersey counties include: Atlantic, Burlington, 
Camden, Cape May, Cumberland, Gloucester, Salem. 
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Our Learning, Analysis and Continued Action  
We write this report on our inaugural Elevating Equity program in the summer of 2022, with our 
learning, analysis, and action in motion and ongoing.  The following pages of this compendium offer 
detailed information on:  


· Program design and implementation; 

· Anti-oppression frameworks employed; 

· Learning, identifying and analysis of themes of oppression emerging from the work; 

· Sample stories of oppression submitted by cohort members with corresponding examples of 

meta-analyses using Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed framework; 

· Listing of all the individuals involved in Elevating Equity; 

· Additional key points;  

· Our ongoing Community of Practice, Action, and Accountability; and 

· Plans continued action and program expansion. 

 

Anti-Oppression Experiments 
The inclusion of anti-oppression experiments in the Elevating Equity program evolved directly from 
input by Working Group members as a way to strengthen accountability for action, as Justin describes 
more fully in the following section.  
 
All Elevating Equity cohort members are charged with designing their own anti-oppression experiments 
based on their own personal and professional experiences and the oppression they are either causing or 
being harmed by in their everyday lives. Utilizing the framework that was taught during our workshops, 
members are currently developing ideas and actions that either disrupt racism and oppression or further 
resistance to oppression.  
 
On page 31 we’ve included some examples of these ideas and a sampling of them are:  

�x Accountability in collaborative partnerships: often, grassroots organizations with relationships 
to the community are required to have a partner to whom a grantmaker is “comfortable” giving 
the grant to manage, but accountability that the resources are equitably shared with the 
grassroots organization doing the work is lacking 

�x Disrupt and decentralize decision-making authority in regional planning processes which are 
currently designed to reinforce white, colonialist values and suppress the influence of oppressed 
people 

�x Requiring commitment of resources form organizational leadership to identify white 
supremacist ingrained behaviors and thought patterns in hiring practices; develop new 
recruitment and hiring practices with additional anti-oppression, anti-racism trainings 
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�x Building a coalition of grantmakers currently funding, or willing to fund, reparations work, and 
aligning this coalition with nonprofits who focused on reparations to build solidarity and 
influence other philanthropic institutions to join in this work. 

 
This compendium was conceived and compiled by Gathering Ground’s Elizabeth Murphy and Kacy 
O’Brien, and the finished product is a collaborative effort between Gathering Ground, Justin Laing, 
Hillombo LLC, and Dr. Francoise K. Kazimierczuk, PhD, University of Cincinnati.  Both Justin and Francoise 
contributed to the intellectual design of this report, and participated in several content-creation 
meetings with Gathering Ground as we all worked toward the creation of this product.  Furthermore, 
each of them has also written a specific section of this compendium (authorship noted in the pages to 
follow).  It’s important to note that Franciose also served as one of our racial justice facilitators during 
the workshops, and her analysis and writing carries the benefit of having participated as an important 
team member of Elevating Equity.  Francoise also suggested that our report writing team offer our own 
positionality in this work (below) to raise our own critical consciousness of oppression and immersion 
and to disrupt the idea that any of us are writing from an objective position.  I will share my own 
positionality as the author of this introduction, and you’ll see my colleagues’ positionality statements in 
the pages that follow – thank you Francoise for raising this.   
 
Elevating Equity would not have been possible without an abiding practice of collectivity and generous 
collaboration on behalf of the program's team and cohort for which Gathering Ground is deeply 
thankful.  We offer our tremendous gratitude to Justin Laing, Hillombo LLC, whom we engaged to lead, 
teach and facilitate core elements of the program.  We also give our big thanks to an amazing working 
group that advised and provided guidance on the development Elevating Equity (with special thanks to 
members Ivette Guillermo-McGahee, Derek Minno-Bloom, and Grace Penn for helpful comments on 
portions of an early draft of this report), and an incredible team of racial and social justice facilitators 
and documenters that engaged and supported a committed and courageous cohort of ani-oppression 
experiment creators.   
 
We also offer our deep thanks to our philanthropic partners: Robert Wood Johnson Foundation and The 
Geraldine R. Dodge Foundation for their leadership support in making this work possible, and to the 
Community Foundation of New Jersey for serving as the program’s fiscal sponsor.   
 
THANK YOU to our entire Elevating Equity community for their courage, honesty, graciousness, humility, 
support, and ongoing commitment to disrupting racism and oppression in the social sector.      
 
In solidarity and allyship,  
 
Gathering Ground Staff:  Elizabeth Murphy, Kacy O’Brien, Jeanette Mitchell, and Alyssa Calderone 
Gathering Ground Board of Directors:  Laurence Capo, Natasha S. Dyer, and Evan Sanchez 
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Author Positionality 
I am a cisgender, heterosexual, second generation American woman, raised in Queens, NYC, with dual 
Irish and USA citizenship, and racialized as White.  The daughter of working-class parents, my birth 
family operated within Eurocentric Catholic frameworks.  I am the first person in my family to earn a 
college degree and am very much aware that my Whiteness facilitated the advancement of my 
economic, professional, and social station in life.  For much of my adulthood, I have lived and worked in 
service to others.  As a practicing Buddhist, I live sober with a growing commitment to loving-kindness, 
self-examination, and self-improvement. Today, I am not the same person as I was when we began the 
journey of developing Elevating Equity. I have learned a great deal about racism and oppression from 
our partner Justin Laing and from our entire Elevating Equity community.  Justin has taught me how to 
name and “spot” Whiteness as the oppressor, and to see my own implicit bias in action and the effects 
my own immersion has on me, my relationships, and my work.  
 
 
Author: Elizabeth Murphy, Gathering Ground 
Editors:  Justin Laing, Hillombo LLC and Kacy O’Brien, Gathering Ground 
Special thanks to Dr. Francoise K. Kazimierczuk and Jeanette Mitchell, Gathering Ground, for reviewing 
and providing feedback on this narrative. 
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DESIGNING AND IMPLEMENTING 
“ELEVATING EQUITY IN NEW JERSEY” 
By Justin Laing, Hillombo LLC 
 

Author Positionality 
A son of Clarence and Susan Laing, father of Kufere, Etana, and Adeyemi, fiancé of Ebony Ross, and an 
Afro Caribbean immigrant and European colonialist- descendant, I am racialized as a Black cis-
heterosexual man from the professional and managerial classes, a three year priest of Oshun in the 
Lukumi religious tradition, a member of Omega Psi Phi Fraternity, Inc. and the owner operator of 
Hillombo LLC, the company through which I was fortunate enough to secure this engagement to work 
with Gathering Ground. I write this section of the paper as someone influenced by and aspiring to the 
Black Radical Tradition, a tradition that has been said to be “the continuing development of a collective 
consciousness informed by the historical struggles for liberation and motivated by the shared sense of 
obligation to preserve the collective being, the ontological totality.”5 However, having my own class, 
gender and racial conflicts and contradictions and having worked almost 30 years in what we call “the 
nonprofit sector”, I continue to work through what will be explained below as “immersion” - a fog and 
mud of sorts making it more difficult to see and act against oppression. What you will read below is the 
continued struggles against that immersion and my resistance against perpetuating it for others. Thank 
you to my colleague, Dr. Francoise Kazimierczuk for her invitation to locate ourselves at the outset of 
each of our writings.  
 

Introduction 
As was noted earlier, our initial guiding question for the “Elevating Equity” program was “what are the 
barriers and contributors to equity”. However, we agreed the frame of “equity” hid the explicit calls for 
abolition of the carceral state in the face of continued police murder of Black people, the need for 
immigration justice, the murder of transwomen, the disappearance of Indigenous women, a livable 
wage and many other race, gendered and class oppressions.  Rather than “barriers to equity” we agreed 
that what we are experiencing are indicators of oppression and resistance that are created by “racially 
gendered capitalism”6(RGC) a term I offered integrating concepts of Cedric Robinson, Oyeronke 

 
5 “Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical Tradition”, p. 171, Robinson, Cedric, University of North Carolina 
Press, 2000. 

6 An economic formation of European development that carries within it a gender and racial logic that both 
justifies and guides the injustice oppressive classes generate in their accumulation and distribution of financial, 



   
 

p. 16 
PO Box 722 | Neptune, NJ | 07754-0722        gatheringground.us 
 

Oyewumi and Friedrich Engels7. We added to our assessment that the “nonprofit sector”8 that we work 
within is actually an important part of this oppression, particularly in the narrative or ideology to which 
it contributes.  For example, that the Federal Government’s 501-C-3 framework names this work as 
“charity” reflects the liberal political framing that we live in a fair, market-based system in which some 
people may simply need a “leg up” from time to time. Instead, we offered that we live in a system in 
which structural oppression produces inequity just as it produces “success”. Naming the sector as an 
ideological space suggests that we are working in a political space9 in which one of the political acts of 
the sector is to name itself as politically-free or neutral, erasing critical examination of whose viewpoint 
has constructed the ideology behind how processes and protocols are developed, and concepts like 
"best practices", "effective leadership" and "strategic planning" are defined.  With this analysis that we 
explain further below, disrupting the ways in which racially gendered capitalism employs us in its 
reproduction through the nonprofit sector felt like the most important contribution we could make in 
weakening “barriers to equity”. 
 
This section will explain the assumptions, design and implementation of Elevating Equity. Our hope is 
that it will contribute to the expanding conversation about the need to name and disrupt the harm we 
cause or allow in this sector. We will explain our biases, theoretical framework, the sequence of the 
design and implementation process and close with some of our learnings. The footnotes are added to 
provide further background, but are not required in order to understand the design and implementation 
processes. 
 

 
labor, environmental and social resources. In the assumptions of the Elevating Equity program, this is a very high 
order “limit -situation”. 

7 “Racial capitalism” is a term made popular in the U.S. through Cedric Robinson’s “Black Marxism” in which he 
explains that racialism was endemic to European culture before it confronted African people and that capitalism’s 
method of distributing resources follows racial ideologies present in the people that began it. In doing so, Robinson 
creates space to integrate the role that many have argued gender plays in its distribution pattern. For example, 
Oyeronke Oyewumi, in the “Invention of Women: Making an African Sense of Gender Discourses”, explains the 
way gender itself is a construct of dominating Greek/European cultures and that gender is inscribed with meaning 
that justifies and guides resource distribution. Lastly, Friedrich Engels, in “The Origins of the Family, Private 
Property and the State”, makes the case that because the concept of property was enacted in a system that only 
transferred it from men to their sons, the first exploited class was women. 

8 There was not agreement about what name we should use to refer to this sector. Some participants referred to it 
as the “Nonprofit Industrial Complex” others the “Nonprofit Social Sector”.  

9  “[T]he quality of arranging the relationship of things and of people within some form of society. It is an ordering 
principle, distinguishing the lawful or authorized order of things while itself being the origin of the regulation”. 
From “The Terms of Order: Political Science and the Myth of Leadership”; Robinson, Cedric, Chapel Hill: The 
University of North Carolina Press, 2016 Edition. 
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Biases 
We disclose the biases and ideological leanings underpinning this program to allow critique, learning 
and to emphasize that no program is ideology-free. As we stated above, our central ideological leaning 
(bias) was that “inequity” is created and furthered by a mix of racial, gender and financial class 
oppressions and relations, it is not simply the product of vague histories of being “at risk” or 
“underserved”. The framing of the work of this sector as “charity” or “service” is one of the ways in 
which it participates in oppression because it serves to mystify and make less visible the racial, gender 
and class oppressions that are at the heart of the inequity. It is for this reason that the question was 
framed as it was and the project was focused on people developing experiments to disrupt our own 
relationship to systemic oppression. 
 
Our second bias was that “race” is a concept emerging out of exploitative relationships between the 
European capital class, the European working class and African and Indigenous people. Thus, we used a 
definition of “race” as “a hierarchy in which European people are framed as the most intelligent, 
creative, and ethical, in order to lessen class conflict between people of European descent so that they 
will together hold the world system of racially gendered capitalism in place10. Race is as much a process 
as category11.” In order to disrupt the process of racialization, we used the framework “racialized as 
White” or “racialized as Black” rather than simply referring to people as “Black” or “White”. “Latine”, 
“Asian” and “Indigenous” all have geographic connotations as well as different histories, and so we 
didn’t use “racialized as” for those categories. 
 
Our third central bias was that we believed that people could best be supported to create anti-
oppression experiments with a combination of being provided counter thinking-frames, or frames that 
challenge the dominant liberal consensus named above, and space to theorize different ways of 
working. To this end we designed a process in which people would be asked to struggle with new 
concepts and with one another to design experiments disrupting the ways in which they participate in 
oppression. 
 

 
10 For the idea that one of race’s key objectives is to hide class conflict within the group at the top of the hierarchy 
we are indebted to “The Invention of the White Race Vol 1: Racial Oppression and Social Control” by Theodore 
Allen. 

11 “A Critique of ‘Our Constitution is Color Blind’” by Neil Gotanda offers that we use race in four different ways: 
Status-Race: ”I am better than you because of my race”; Formal-Race: ”this person is Black and this person is 
White”; Historical-Race: “This person is racialized as White, a process that first began towards the latter part of the 
17th century”; Cultural-Race: “Say it loud, I am Black and I am proud!” Status Race is rarely used, but Formal Race 
obscures that race is a process and by treating it as a simple category facilitates processes of racialization. 
Historical Race puts race in context and so disrupts its normalization and Cultural Race, disrupts race’s initial 
purpose which was European Supremacy without mimicking it in some reverse supremacy. 
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Counter Thinking-Frames 
 

Pedagogy of the Oppressed (PO) 
The foundation counter thinking-frame of this program was rooted in Paulo Freire's “Pedagogy of the 
Oppressed”. PO is a combination of critical analysis, and by “critical” we mean to say there is a 
presupposition of class conflict and domination, as well as anti-oppression teaching, learning, 
organizing, and research practices. This mutually reinforcing relationship between analysis and practice 
is one example of Freire’s method of generating insight though juxtaposition, including ‘telling’ v. 
dialoguing (‘depositing’ v. ‘problem posing’), acting for oneself v. being acted upon (subject v. object), 
oppressors v. oppressed and the foundational concept of shutting down conversation and awareness of 
oppression (anti-dialogic) and creating space for conversation and liberation (dialogic). This 
juxtaposition, in order to generate insight and more effective practice, could also be referred to as 
Freire’s method of ‘dialectics’. 
 

Adaptive Leadership (AL) 
Adaptive Leadership, on the other hand, is a model developed in the Harvard Business School by three 
organizational development and management consultants, Ronald Heifetz, Marty Linsky and Alexander 
Grashow12. This model offers a number of strategies for distinguishing between complex challenges that 
require changes in ourselves and collective mobilization (Adaptive), and problems with known solutions 
which can be addressed within existing authority structures (Technical). Relevant for this project was 
AL’s focus on the need to create experiments that foster a productive and sustainable level of disruption 
that bring the variety of organizational political forces into play so that there is constant feedback about 
what is sustainable and what is likely to be shut down by those who benefit from the current systemic 
arrangements. This is similar to what Freire calls “educational projects”, which are efforts to apply the 
principles of PO at a smaller scale designed to build broad “critical consciousness” or the awareness of 
and practice to change class-based oppression (and which Freire distinguishes from “systemic 
education” which would require a revolution). Therefore, the idea of experiments from AL seemed like a 
good fit and provides more strategies on this topic than PO. 
 

Black Feminism/African Studies 
Learning from Black Feminists such as the Combahee River Collective on the intersections of racism, 
sexism and capitalism13 and the work of African Studies scholar, Oyewumi Oyeronke, on the 

 
12 “The Practice of Adaptive Leadership: Tools and Tactics for Changing Your Organization and the World” by 
Ronald Heifetz, Marty Linsky and Alexander Grashow. 

13 The Combahee River Collective Statement, Original Statement Dated April 1977. 
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intersections of patriarchy and colonialism14, we offered a frame of “racially gendered capitalism”15 as 
the key source of oppression that generates inequity. Racially gendered capitalism delivers benefits and 
penalties according to logics favoring Whiteness and maleness, but as those characteristics do not exist 
separately from one another, this system particularly benefits people racialized as White and cis-
gendered as male. Time did not allow us to unpack this subject, but we wanted to offer an expansion 
past the liberal frame that racism is a disease in an otherwise healthy body. The “racism is a disease” 
framing invites us to look for racism to show up in very specific and identifiable ways, often as individual 
actions or clear policies. Instead, we wanted to offer that the inequity was the product of an almost 
infinite number of hierarchical social relationships embedded in race, gender, property and narrative 
and more skeleton than disease. 
 

Non-reformist Reforms 
Taking from the work of André Gorz in “Strategy for Labor: A Radical Proposal” and his frame of the 
“non-reformist reform”, we offered that we need to have criteria to define when an experiment is 
challenging oppression and when it is facilitating it, and provided examples of criteria to participants 
before inviting them to develop their own. The major piece of criteria we offered were reforms that 
constrained racialized as “White” ruling classes by expanding decision making, decentralizing authority, 
destabilizing Whiteness by making its histories and strategies of normalization visible, and organizing 
BIPOC people. Our goal was to emphasize that oppression is based on actual relationships between 
different groups and not simply in the ideas that are dominant at one time or another. 
 

Phenomenology  
This framework posits that when we collect data in which phenomena are described without 
interpretation, we then can use this to generate themes and insight that are more powerful than when a 
person simply tells about their own interpretations of their experience. This model was used in the 
collecting of stories from participants as we asked them to describe a situation of oppression, lack of 
opportunity or resistance that they had witnessed or participated in.  Submitting a story was a condition 
of acceptance into the program.16  We then used those stories as the basis from which participants 
could generate themes, limit-situations, untested feasibilities and limit-acts.  
 

 
14 “The Invention of Women: Making an African Sense of Gender” by Oyeronke Oyewumi. 

15 “Racially Gendered Capitalism” builds off of the work of Cedric Robinson and “Black Marxism: The Making of the 
Black Radical Tradition” and his use of a term first developed in South Africa “racial capitalism”, but integrates the 
central role of gender exploitation in this process. 

16 Phenomenology of Practice: Meaning-Giving Methods in Phenomenological Research and Writing by Max Van 
Manen. 
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Now we’re going to show you how all these frames are applied to the overall design of the program and 
to the content of the cohort workshops/experience. 
 
 

Design and Experiment Creation – Our Process   
To demonstrate and explain our program design and experiment creation process, what follows is our 
example of the method of “generative themes” as outlined in the third chapter of Freire’s PO. In this 
approach, descriptions or themes of an oppressive condition are identified and then those themes are 
aggregated and synthesized into what is called the “limit situation”, which is the naming the crux of the 
oppression we face. The opposite of this “limit situation” is an “untested feasibility”, a relation between 
oppressed and oppressor that we’ve not experienced but can be reached with a “limit act”. The “limit-
act” is essentially an experiment or Freire’s “educational project”.  We do this to demonstrate how the 
model worked in the Elevating Equity program in addition to describing the method we used.  
 

Step 1: Reframe question from one using a White Racial Frame to one 
using a more Pro-BIPOC frame 
As noted, our project began with the question “what are the barriers to equity and what is working to 
create or further equity in New Jersey?”  but a theme we saw embedded in this question was its erasure 
of the answers generated by Black Power, Black Feminist, Decolonial, and Abolitionist movements that 
have for centuries and are currently naming these barriers as “White people”, “systemic racism”, 
“patriarchy”, “colonialism”, “genocide”, “heteronormativity”, “capitalism”, “anti-Blackness”, 
“transphobia”, “police”, “prisons”, and the “nonprofit industrial complex”17 to name several.  The frame 
of “barriers and catalyzers of equity” displaces the frame of oppression and replaces it with one that 
serves ruling classes in the ways it evades, deflects and sits silent on the source of the problem18. As the 
initial aim of the project was to create a report without an accompanying practice to further justice, an 
additional theme was “idealism” or the notion that simply sharing good ideas is enough to change 
outcomes. However, because inequity is rooted in the self-interested relationships between peoples, 
genders and classes19, and not a lack of information, this will not work. 
 
Looking behind these themes of “erasure” and “idealism” I’d offer a limit-situation of the ruling class 
ideas embedded in our daily work. In other words, whether in grantmaking or how we frame our 

 
17 Reference to Ignite and “The Revolution Will Not Be Funded” 

18 Evading, deflecting and silence as to the source of oppression are all indicators of what Dr. Joe Feagin named as “the White 
racial frame” in his book: “The White Racial Frame: Centuries of Racial Framing and Counter Framing”. 

19 “The Ruling Class and Ruling Ideas (with Engels) (1845-6) by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels found in “Marx and Modernity: 
Key Readings and Commentary edited by Robert Antonion. 
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programs on our websites or in our reports to funders, we embody these ruling class ideas in our day-to-
day work experiences. The ubiquity of charity framing and practice connects what Freire names as “false 
generosity”, or the provision of resources that glorify the giver, humble the receiver, and make no 
change to the conditions that generated the disparity to his notion of “ immersion” or the dominant 
constructs of society that normalize the social standing of ruling and professional classes as that of a 
“meritocracy”, or justly earned success.  This “immersion”, prevents us seeing and acting against a set of 
social arrangements that privilege intersections of White, male and upper classes and penalize BIPOC, 
working class and women.  As a result, we do not see the political, economic and social factors in 
society’s lack of equity. Thus, I would expand this limit-situation to be “philanthropy’s false generosity 
and the way social sector practice contributes to immersion”.  
 
Having defined the “limit-situation”, the first aspect of the “limit-act” we came up with was to apply a 
counter frame that could contribute to “critical consciousness” and to reframe the question as: “In what 
ways does the social sector contribute to the oppression, particularly of BIPOC communities, in the areas 
of philanthropic practice, nonprofit activity in neighborhoods and in the nonprofit organization itself, and 
what strategies can we employ to disrupt this oppression?”   
 

Step 2: What process would find answers to our guiding question? 
Over the course of three months, Justin, Gathering Ground Staff and the Working Group worked 
through a series of project design questions: 
 


· Who should the audience for this project be in terms of their familiarity and subscription to 
ideas of antiracism and anti-oppression?  


· Do we want to lean towards helping people along a journey of learning or organizing those of 
like mind?  


· Do we want a series of public dialogues that reach a broad swath of people or a sequential 
workshop for a smaller cohort?  


· How candid should we be in naming “racism”, “oppression”, “White people”?   

· How would we hold people, particularly people racialized as White, accountable for applying 

what they learned in the process?  

· Do we frame the problems of equity as those of “lack of opportunity” or “oppression”?  How 

would we protect BIPOC people from White microaggressions? 
 
Ultimately, we decided that we would see this project as “organizing through research” and that while 
we wanted to work with a broad swath of people, we wanted to be sure to attract those who were firm 
in their view that oppression was the source of inequity and that we would offer that that was the bias 
of the program producers. We also determined that a cohort model would best serve the aim to get 
answers to the guiding question. Finally, the Working Group insisted that clear accountability be built 
into the project, particularly for people racialized as White, so inclusion as a member of the cohort was 
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contingent upon a substantial commitment of accountability and action, and as a result, we created the 
following process and conditions.   
 

�x Commitment #1:  attend and fully participate in all four 3-hour workshops. 
 

�x Commitment #2: submit a story of oppression identifying a way in which the nonprofit sector 
contributed to oppression, particularly of BIPOC people within a nonprofit organization, 
between a nonprofit organization and a neighborhood or between a funder and a nonprofit. 

 

�x Commitment #3: create an anti-oppression experiment (using the program’s Pedagogy of the 
Oppressed framework) disrupting the way the sector contributes to oppression. 

 

�x Commitment #4: activate the experiment and participate in a year-long Community of Practice 
where all program members and Gathering Ground staff engage in an ongoing cycle of dialogue, 
reflection and learning, in a community of accountability and action. 

 

Step 3: Introducing the program and orienting our facilit ation team and 
interested cohort members  
Having agreed upon the program design, framework, and process, we designed a 90-minute orientation 
program where individuals with an interest in becoming a cohort member could learn about the 
program and the commitment required in order to participate.  Attendance at one of the three 
orientations was required before an individual was invited to submit their expression of interest to join 
the cohort.  This introductory step ensured that potential participants understood the framing of the 
program, the centering of people of color in the work, the naming of whiteness as a barrier to equity 
(among other barriers), and the commitment to learning, action, and accountability that was a 
requirement of acceptance into the cohort. 
 
Concurrently with these public facing orientations, we also held two orientation/training meetings with 
our team of facilitators and documenters.  This team of eighteen people20, identified and engaged by 
Gathering Ground’s staff, played a central role in our four, sequential workshops.  Each workshop 
included approximately 75 minutes of time for dialogue and learning in small groups.  Facilitators and 
documenters were paired with each other and worked together as a team to guide a group of between 
six to nine people in conversation focused on unpacking the stories for themes of oppression, limit-
situations, untested feasibilities, and limit-acts.  Our sessions with this team were focused on teaching 

 
20 See the appendix for a list of all the people involved in this program - cohort members, facilitators, 
documenters, and program team. 
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them the framework and understanding what else they might need in order to facilitate the small 
groups.   
 

Step 4: Assembling the Cohort and Story Selection  
At the conclusion of the public orientations, interested individuals submitted their expression of interest 
form to join the program, and our inaugural cohort of fifty-eight people and eighteen facilitation team 
members was formed.   
 
The cohort’s first assignment was to think about a story of oppression, one in which they had personal 
knowledge or experience, either as the oppressor or as a person being oppressed.  They were asked to 
write this story and submit it to us (Justin and Gathering Ground).   
 
We chose the model of story solicitation because it aligns with Freire’s research method of observing 
communities and taking detailed notes, but was an improvement over Freire, we felt, because it allowed 
people to be the tellers of their own stories. Stories also allow for multiple interpretations and a more 
complex conversation regarding the themes, limit-situation, untested feasibility and limit-acts on which 
the process would be based. 
 
Once all of the stories had been submitted, Gathering Ground then selected a story for each of the nine 
small groups to examine for themes of oppression. The criteria that we used for selecting the stories 
were simply stories that had enough detail to be interpreted in multiple ways.  
 

Step 5: The Workshops:  Identification of Themes and Development of 
Experiments 
We began each workshop with time for each person to connect and then I led the group through about 
20-30 minutes exploring Freire’s analysis as well as his process for identifying themes of oppression, 
limit-situation (main oppression), untested feasibilities (the reality that lives right outside the limit 
situation, it is the world we want that is the opposite of the oppression described in the limit-situation) 
and limit-acts (the act/experiment to organize against the main oppression and bring about the untested 

feasibility). In the first two workshops, participants then went to work with their small group and a 
facilitator and documenter, practicing Freire’s method of thematic analysis and experiment creation 
before returning to the main group, debriefing and then preparing for the next session. In the final two 
sessions participants worked in their small groups creating their limit-act experiments that were loosely 
based on the limit situations that were identified in the first two sessions. To provide support for the 
group during the final two sessions, I created a macro analysis offering themes, a limit situation, 
untested feasibility and limit act based on all the stories used in small groups and participants and 
Gathering Ground staff also offered examples. We also offered participants a sample set of anti-
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oppression criteria on which to ground experiments and created a meta-analysis using the model of 
themes, limit-situation, untested feasibility, and limit act which can be seen here. 
 
Immediately following and mid-way between each workshop, we met with our team of facilitators and 
documenters to process what they had seen in their work with participants and share the next 
workshop’s agenda for their reaction and feedback. This work culminated in each participant developing 
or beginning to frame an anti-oppression experiment that named the principles upon which it was 
based, the desired outcome and how any sense of “loss” that was generated for people impacted by the 
experiment would be addressed. 
 
 

Reflections  
 

1. There is room to offer more critical, anti-capitalist, anti-racist solutions that name “ruling 
classes”, “White people”, as an alternative to the dominant liberalism of the social justice 
work in the nonprofit sector, but pre-existing relationships matter. There is often a cynicism or 
fatalism that naming explicitly anti-racially gendered capitalist ideas or frameworks such as 
Marxism, critical race theory or socialism is simply not possible in the sector, but we did not find 
this to be the case. Participants struggled with some of the language specific to Freire but not 
with the terms named above. This was most obvious in the case of the Gathering Ground which 
took to the model and is applying it on their own and supporting other organizations in 
understanding it. Critically important as well are the relationships Gathering Ground had 
established with the participants in advance of this program that went back years. 
 

2. Provide more time for people to acclimate to Freire’s dialectic. The 20- to 30-minute sessions 
that we held at the outset of each of the four sessions was simply not enough time for 
participants not familiar with the framework to really understand the generative themes 
approach nor were the two training sessions for facilitators sufficient time. Had participants had 
a couple of months to read Pedagogy of the Oppressed and discuss it collectively, we feel 
confident that even more anti-oppressive experiments could be generated. Without this kind of 
time allotted, participants may struggle to complete their experiments or thematic analysis may 
produce themes that reflect dominant framing rather than counter framing. 
 

3. The solicitation of stories to assess oppression works well and even more time on “what is a 
story and why are we using this format” would help in their submission.  Some of the stories 
submitted by participants described a clear picture of the ways in which the social sector 
contributes to oppression of BIPOC communities and this was the initial goal of the project. 



   
 

p. 25 
PO Box 722 | Neptune, NJ | 07754-0722        gatheringground.us 
 

However, some participants also simply named oppressive themes of the sector which did not 
facilitate inquiry and dialogue in the same way.  
 

4. Take risks and the lead of BIPOC communities and consultants bringing critical, non-dominant 
approaches. This project would not have been possible without Gathering Ground, a 
predominantly White organization, being willing to take a risk and try an approach that could 
potentially ruffle the feathers of stakeholders, nor would it have been possible without Justin 
offering up this framing as an opportunity for Gathering Ground to disrupt its own role in 
perpetuating oppression. 

 
 
 
 
Author:  Justin Laing, Hillombo LLC  
Editors:  Elizabeth Murphy and Kacy O’Brien, Gathering Ground.  
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ANALYZING AND CODIFYING THE 
LEARNING FROM “ELEVATING EQUITY IN 
NEW JERSEY” 
By Dr. Francoise K. Kazimierczuk  
 

Author Positionality 
The construct of race has always been rooted in a white supremacy. In America, race has been 
structured in a way to create a binary opposition, bifurcating Whiteness from other racialized identities. 
This division promulgated a narrative of superiority and inferiority, which positioned Black, Indigenous 
People of Color (BIPOC) into the role of “other”. This notion of otherness presupposes a deviant, under 
class, which conjures specific dehumanizing imagery, which Patricia Hill Collins cites in her book “Black 
Sexual Politics”. The lack of humanness means the individual is devoid of agency and power, which 
means other actors can dictate the circumstances of their existence. Whiteness in conjunction with 
maleness and heteronormativity has privileged these characteristics and established them as the 
standard by which to measure individual value. The privileging of whiteness, maleness and 
heteronormativity means those embodying these traits get to create the narratives for and about those 
occupying a positionality different than the “standard”. In the case of Black women, being doubly 
minoritized, the ability to affect change on their lives is limited by the power exerted on them by the 
White male esthetics. This esthetic reifies Black racialized women as subaltern and subservient, raising 
questions of personhood and thus places Black women in a precarious social and economic position. 
Race and gender are negotiations of power which constructs and reproduces racialized and gendered 
narratives to control access to resources.  
  
As a woman racialized as Black, I have often negotiated hostile spaces and am acutely aware of what 
racialized gendered violence looks and feels like. For me, my experience has been one that has led to a 
great deal of introspection. My social positionality based on my visible double minoritized status means 
that my life experiences are informed and limited by Eurocentric ideological perspectives, which 
relegates me and others with my shared experience to marginal positions, where I must navigate the 
tension of the oppressed/oppressor relationship. Hill-Collins’ work focusing on narrative and imagery 
has greatly informed my perspective on the use of misrepresentation as a tool of whiteness to devalue 
black and brown bodies, determining merit. Hill-Collins provides the example of the Reagan 
administration’s use of narrative to reallocate federal funds. The “welfare queen” construct is one of 
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many misrepresentative social texts21 used to control and determine worthiness for the allocation of 
resources. This construct, when evoked, allowed for the reform of federal aid programs, shifting millions 
of dollars from programs established to assist in feeding and housing families in poverty to bolstering 
the military and prison industrial complexes. Through the construction and reproduction of social text, 
whiteness is able to maintain supremacy and assert control over Black and brown bodies. The process of 
control is insidious, due to the entrenchment of images and narratives which circulate through the 
circuit of culture, allowing the viewer to read/engage with the social text and then reproduce the text 
through narrative and imagery. These images and narratives do not only operate at a personal level, but 
also through institutions and systems. BIPOC people are subjected to laws, policies, and microaggressive 
actions which lead to negative experiences and adverse outcomes. 
 
Our collective marginality allows for the devaluation and the silencing of our voices, which means our 
stories are discounted or not heard. This erasure of the ‘Black Female’ voice to provide a 
counternarrative to the hegemonic narrative of our experiences has continued to perpetuate 
inequalities throughout society. Social change starts with the collective voice of the voiceless, seeking 
space to utter a dissenting cry against those who would oppress them. This is why I knew I could not be 
silent about injustice. I would need to be a voice advocating and pushing against marginalization. 
Additionally, I decided that I would have to build bridges through empathetic reflexivity, as the work of 
social justice is not merely the work of the marginalized. This work requires intentional thought and 
action, which I have dedicated myself to for approximately the last twenty-five years using a critical lens 
to reflect and critique societal structures and systems. 
 
 

Critical Race Theory as Conceptual Model 
Critical Race Theory (CRT) was first developed to address the inability of critical legal studies to center 
race as an important component of the judicial system.  CRT aims to expose the way in which race and 
racism shapes the legal system and additionally, to show how race is informed by the structure of the 
system (Martinez, 2014). The framework of CRT, proposes four assumptions: 


· Racism is embedded in the fabric of America and thus is not readily visible to those who are in 
the White, male, ruling class;  


· Experiential knowledge of Black, Indigenous, People of Color (BIPOC) is critical for the 
understanding of racism; 


· Narratives promoting color blindness and/or race neutrality perpetuate the self-interest of the 
dominant group; and 

 
21  Social text: A collection of symbols that require a reader to ascribe meaning. A text can be any item which 
possesses symbols. Daily life exists as a text due to social interaction requiring symbols for interaction and a reader 
to interpret the symbol in order to respond. Social text is thus everyday interactions occurring between groups of 
people. (Rousmaniere, Quantz, and Abowitz, 2006). 
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· Interdisciplinary work is needed to challenge, affirm, and further develop the CRT framework 
(Martinez, 2014). 

 
The incorporation of critical scholarship in psychology and education has provided researchers a way to 
view the whole of a problem and then break it down into its parts focusing on power and action for a 
just society (Davidson et al., 2006). These disciplines approach problems of inequity from a space that 
interrogates and challenges the status quo, examining the dialectic between the individual and social 
structures with emphasis on the operation of power (Davidson et al., 2006).  
 
The incorporation of a critical framework to specifically examine how the non-profit sector perpetuates 
oppression via predominantly White male power which is mediated largely by a White professional class 
over BIPOC communities is the new direction needed to begin developing a better understanding of the 
nuances of precarity and performativity in this sector.  
 
One of the main program goals of Elevating Equity in New Jersey was to challenge oppression and uplift 
resistance by working together to name the practices and behaviors that are serving as barriers to 
equity, as well as those that are furthering it in the areas with which our work intersects: charitable 
nonprofits, philanthropic organizations, and communities engaged by the nonprofit/philanthropic 
sector.  It is the aim of this paper to contribute to the body of knowledge of racism and oppression in 
the social sector in New Jersey through analysis and codifying data collected during Gathering Ground’s 
Elevating Equity program using a Critical Theory lens, while also beginning a preliminary exploration of 
the historical and social convergence of racialized gendered capitalism, as described by Hillombo LLC22. 
 
In the case of exploring the experiences of non-profit organizations espousing a mission of addressing 
inequities/disparities in low resourced communities of color, a Critical Race theoretical framework 
should be employed to elucidate these lived realities. Through the process of interrogation and 
deconstruction, socioeconomic inequities can be examined in a social, historical, cultural, and race-
based trauma context with the power dynamics that link and intersect these domains. As a critical 
approach used in the analysis of Elevating Equity program data, a Critical Race theoretical framework 
employs interrogation and deconstruction to make sense out of how the intersection of race, class, and 
gender might operate within the non-profit sector. More specifically, the use of Black feminism centers 
the experience of Black women (cis, trans, non-binary, etc.) challenging racism, patriarchy, and classism, 
focusing on how these intersecting identities of being racialized as Black, gendered as female, and being 
poor informs the value and thus the relationship society assigns to those who are not White, male, and 
affluent. Likewise, Critical Race Theory (CRT) challenges the sanitized history and narratives offered by 
society and calls attention to the inherently racist system, which often remains invisible to those 

 
22 This work is in the tradition of INCITE, The Greenlining Institute, Nonprofit AF and the extensive body of posts of 
BIPOC participants in and served by the nonprofit sector. 
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racialized as white, male, and in power due to the benefits obtained from complicity.  This works in 
parallel with the critical consciousness raising framework of Freire and Adaptive Leadership utilized by 
Justin for cohort workshops.  
 
 

Qualitative Approach 
A phenomenological qualitative research design was used to analyze the data gathered from working 
group meetings, workshops, debrief meetings, stories, and experiments. Phenomenology is a type of 
qualitative research rooted in both psychology and philosophy. The phenomenological approach focuses 
on lived experiences and meaning making, consisting of two approaches (Worthen and McNeill, 2002). A 
hermeneutic phenomenological approach was employed, as described in detail in the “Our Learning” 
section below, where I as the investigator interpreted the cohort members' experiences through a CRT 
and Freirean framework. Hermeneutic Phenomenology is an interpretive process, which begins with a 
phenomenon of interest shared by a group of people (Bradbury-Jones, Sambrook, and Irvine, 2009). The 
choice to overlay CRT and a Freirean framework was done to bring race, racism, inequities, and 
oppression to the foreground. These two critical approaches allow investigators to cut through what 
Freire would name as immersion created by ruling classes but perpetuated by all of us, which provides a 
whitewashed version of historical and current events. Additionally, an elite White male perspective is 
presented as the universal narrative. Thus, CRT and a Freirean approach is required to disrupt the 
normative narrative and allow space for other epistemologies.   
 
 

Our Data Collection & Analysis 
As stated in previous sections, the design process was led by Justin Laing of Hillombo LLC, using Freire’s 
models of generative theme analysis, adaptive leadership and non-reformist reforms. The cohort 
participated in four workshops during which they participated in analysis of stories of oppression and 
resistance and developed experiments for action. The cohort consisted of 58 members from various 
nonprofits throughout New Jersey, led by a project team (including project leads, facilitators and 
documenters) of 23. All program members (cohort + team) completed a demographic survey prior to the 
start of the four workshops.  During workshops, cohort members were divided into small groups led by a 
facilitator and documenter. All workshops were conducted virtually, and content was not captured via 
video or audio recordings to maintain anonymity for protection of the individuals, as this was an 
expressed concern.  Workshops were conducted from February 2022-April 2022 and used a semi-
structured format.  
 
Through an ongoing dialogue-based approach, personal and organizational stories of where equity has 
been obstructed and furthered—covering the interpersonal to the systemic— were shared by our 
statewide, diverse cohort, and nine of them were unpacked in dialogue in small groups for themes of 
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oppression and limit conditions.  Collectively, the cohort in collaboration with the program’s facilitators, 
documenters, and creators, explored the themes of these circumstances depicted in the stories of 
oppression and what they imply about how oppression can be disrupted, and equity can be furthered.  
An Adaptive Leadership framework inviting and managing disruption was also utilized to learn from and 
make adjustments to the program as we moved through the sequential four workshops. 
 
To aid the cohort members in this process and to ensure they would be able to successfully move 
forward with identifying their own generative themes, limit situation, and untested feasibility, Justin 
offered an example analysis based on the aggregated commonalities across all nine stories, which 
included a meta-theme and meta-limit situation from all the stories (see page 32).  
 
Data was collected by a team of documenters.  Our documenters transcribed comments shared during 
the development and implementation of Elevating Equity, including:   


· Ideation and design meetings among the program’s producing team of Gathering Ground and 
Justin Laing, Hillombo LLC; 


· Design meetings the producing team held with our Working Group members; 

· Public orientation/information sessions for the Elevating Equity Program; 

· Six training/preparatory sessions with the team of facilitators and documenters; and 

· 12 workshop hours engaging the statewide cohort of 58 individuals and the full Elevating Equity 

program team of facilitators, documenters, working group members, and producers. 
 
Data from the Elevating Equity program was analyzed by reading transcripts of each session, story, and 
anti-oppression experiments highlighting significant statements, phrases, and quotes which elucidated 
the experiences of the cohort members. As themes emerged, each one was coded. Coded themes were 
reviewed, and data re-read to capture additional themes. Freirean dialectic of oppressed/oppressor was 
used to develop and cluster themes. Nvivo 12 was used to create codes and cluster the codes.  
 

Our Learning  
In the initial reading of the data, thirty-three distinct categories (themes) were coded from key 
statements, phrases, and quotes which were central to the experiences of the cohort members. Re-
reading the collected notes, stories, and experiments, the initial categories were grouped, and some 
categories were identified as main ideas for the categories, shifting to the coded theme. The 
categorization into subthemes and themes, resulted in ten themes being coded. The ten themes which 
were identified are as follows:  

(a) Accountability 
(b) BIPOC Leadership 
(c) Community 
(d) Disrupt 
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(e) Healing 
(f) Mobilize 
(g) Community Disconnection 
(h) Fragility 
(i) Power 
(j) White Supremacy 

 
These themes were further abstracted to meta-themes using a CRT and Freirean theoretical framework, 
which focused on the relationship between anti-oppressive action and oppression. The use of these 
frameworks is a methodological tool employed to deconstruct and elucidate racism and oppression -- 
oppression due, in part, to our immersion in racially gendered capitalism, which privileges a “traditional” 
research paradigm framed by a white male aesthetic (Creswell, 2007). Themes (a) through (f) were 
representative of the meta-theme anti-oppressive action and the remainder of the themes, a total of 
four, coalesced to provide meaning for the meta-theme oppression. While there were only four themes 
for oppression, this is not due to a limited number of subthemes (initial categories). On the contrary, 
twenty-two out of the thirty-three initial categories were collapsed into the four themes.  
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Theme Dialectics: Oppression and Anti-Oppressive Action as 
Resistance 
 
In this section, the themes are presented in more detail in a dialectical fashion to exemplify Freire’s 
approach of praxis, which requires reflection and action. This specific arrangement of themes was 
suggested by Justin, to enable readers to grasp the relational nature of the data, which exists in dialogue 
due to their interdependence.  In pairing oppressive acts with anti-oppression action it is our aim to 
create dialogue between the themes and provide examples of oppression to contemplate and potential 
actions to dismantle it. 
 
 

Theme Dialectic I: White Supremacy/Disrupt & White 
Supremacy/Mobilize 
 
White Supremacy 
White supremacy is a colonizing process of physical space (land), psychological space, and intellectual 
space. The act of colonization is violent, oppressive, and dehumanizing. It constructs those in black and 
brown bodies as primitive and unintelligent, who are now better for being colonized because before 
they were a people without grace (Fanon, 1991). Colonization affords the ‘other’ salvation, and it comes 
in the form of denial and rejection of that which whiteness has deemed less valuable. 
 
The process of creating the other establishes the binary of us and them positioning each in opposition to 
the other. Tension arises from the polarity of “us” and “them”. The “us” strives to further distance 
themselves by mythologizing their history, telling stories of great odysseys, conquests, and inventions 
(Painter, 2010). In this new history the “us” begat the civilized world, founding rational thought, logic, 
and all that leads to a fully functional society. The “them” is constructed in juxtaposition to the “us,” 
being irrational, illogical, and destructive to society. It is within this context that individuals racialized as 
black operate, faced with daily marginalization.  
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The struggle then becomes internalization of white ideological beliefs and subjectification (Collins, 2004 
& Butler, 2006).  Living in a perpetual world of performance due to the white gaze can create an 
experience of loss of ‘self’ forcing those in black racialized bodies to take on the embodiment of the 
oppressor’s image of other. As seen in the cohort generated themes on pages 29 to 31, themes of white 
supremacy ran through all conversations. 

 
Disrupt 
White supremacy is a central feature of American society, and thus central within the non-profit sector. 
The prevalence of white supremacy and its sociopolitical-economic entrenchment makes it invisible to 
those who do not directly experience the negative consequences of it (Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Hill-Collins, 
2003). The pervasiveness of white supremacy in all our systems (often perceived as benign by those 
entrenched in white supremacy) has led to a perpetual cycle of false attempts to address social 
disparities via charitable endeavors. The metastatic spread of white supremacy, of course, is not 
harmless, it is cancer which must be cut out lest it leads to death. However, immersion creates an 
illusion for individuals racialized as white to believe neither racism nor white supremacy exist, and that 
social systems and structures were designed via egalitarian principles. But there is no truth to this 
illusion as these systems and structures were constructed through hegemonic masculinity (which 
excludes all those individuals outside the dominant group of men who hold power). Meaningful action 
cannot be had by using the same system as it is antithetical to the desired outcome. For most of us, we 
have been brought up within this system, and are daily indoctrinated through social interactions, 
policies, media, etc., our actions to resist can maintain the status quo via providing solutions to 
oppression which continue to oppress.  
 
One such example of disrupting use of the oppressive system was an experiment developed by 
Gathering Ground staff member Kacy O’Brien (who identifies as a racialized as White, cis-gendered, 

From the Cohort… 
Cohort members considered the implications of white supremacy on BIPOC communities and 
lamented a system intentionally designed with white supremacy as its foundation. These are 
examples of statements from cohort members experiencing white supremacy in the New Jersey 
nonprofit sector. 
 
“To STOP, and acknowledge the degree to which injected white supremacy, by imposing a culture of 
violence and moral degeneration among BIPOC communities, has affected our individual ability to 
feel and process emotions.” 
 
“Whiteness, White Supremacy, I’m naming it. What do we do when the process is in fact the barrier -
- this process is consciously designed to thwart what is stated…” 
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heterosexual woman) related to safety within the cohort, where she indicated lack of legal recourse to 
create safe spaces was a problem and identified the need for legal recourse as the antithesis. However, 
due to immersion, the solution she offered (creating a legally-binding recourse to establish safety) 
perpetuated a system of oppression. She was not able to develop a solution outside of the current 
system initially, until pressed (see the “Support Materials” section to follow in detail how this immersion 
and critical consciousness building was addressed). The current system of white supremacy must be 
disrupted and dismantled, which requires an intentional approach of analysis, deconstruction, 
monitoring, and evaluation outside of the context of traditional white supremacist frameworks.  
 
The nonprofit sector has focused on mitigation efforts of social ills for individuals versus systems, and 
even now with greater emphasis on social determinants and systemic change, this sector is limited by 
classist patriarchal whiteness, making substantive change virtually impossible (Smith, 2017). Non-profit 
organizations have supported the interests of societal elites implicitly and explicitly maintaining the 
hierarchical structure and perpetuating oppression in the communities they serve. Disrupting the 
system begins with decoupling organizational actions from funders’ rigidly defined narratives of success 
and from their unstated agendas.  
 

From the Cohort… 
Non-profit organizations need to have sovereignty to act with community-driven plans that may not 
be reflective of white notions of success. In one of the working group sessions economic justice as a 
means to disrupt and promote anti-oppressive acts was discussed. Communities of color have been 
systematically and intentionally targeted by distributive racism, whereby resources are allocated 
based on racialization. One principle of economic justice focuses on distributive justice, which 
equally assigns value to an individual’s/organization’s efforts.  Thus, privileges conferred due to 
whiteness would be removed along with the barriers of being BIPOC. However, due to the vestiges 
of white supremacy, economic justice is not enough to dismantle an entrenched system. We must 
stretch the definition to encompass restorative justice to include the process of reparations to repair 
harm via economic autonomy. This theme showed up explicitly in a working group session: 
 
“Economic justice is a consideration because a lot of organizations will need some sort of financial 
support to make these actions come to fruition.” 
 
Additionally, some cohort experiments incorporate principles of economic justice to disrupt the 
racialized gendered capitalism of charity through a paradigm shift which owns and tries to reconcile 
racial violence through reparations. 
 
“A shift from charity to reparations to effect systems change through philanthropy” 
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Mobilize 
The last theme which was identified within the anti-oppressive action meta-theme was mobilization. 
This theme focuses on the movement of people, funds, and other resources to aid in liberatory action 
against white supremacist ideologies. The mobilizing is more than a call to action, it requires capital 
building which comes through trust, accountability, and a ceding of power to black and brown 
communities. Mobilization offers a Freirean counter-frame as described in an early section of this 
report, which implemented authentically can create dialogical action. There is an inextricable link among 
all the emergent themes in the data, which can be distinctly seen in the action of mobilizing. Community 
building to bring individuals together in an authentic way which does not ascribe to whiteness and is not 
co-opted for monetary means requires deliberate empowerment of community members to lead and 
organize constituents for their own identified causes. Additionally, moving financial control away from 
funders and foundations via BIPOC community led campaigns in order to secure resources to implement 
projects is needed. 
 
For cohort members, mobilization represented a bringing together of BIPOC supporters to apply 
pressure to obtain leadership positions within existing non-profit organizations, access to stakeholder 
meetings, and great access to funds. Funding and access are issues deeply connected to how white 
supremacy is operationalized within the new racial landscape. As such, the theme of silencing and 
economic control are iterative in the non-profit sector, meaning these tools of control are used 
repeatedly within nonprofit organizations -- visible in explicit policies and procedures as well as implicit 
cultural features of the organization. Interestingly, despite disrupt being a theme among cohort 
members and members identifying the need to change the dynamics of the funder-organization 
relationship, the discussion related to mobilization maintained the status quo of the funder-organization 

Cohort members also discussed the inherent racism rooted within the non-profit sector due to white 
supremacy and discussed the need to question and take on the challenge of making whiteness 
visible for dismantling. Several cohort members focused their experiments on exposing and 
disrupting whiteness through an examination of internal organizational policies: 
 
“Unmasking the paternalism inherent in the idea of charity/challenge the white supremacy 
structures within the sector” 
 
“Destabilize whiteness as the lens by which organization understands policy and the impacts of policy 
decisions on BIPOC communities” 
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relationship, illustrating the challenge of immersion and imagining solutions that do not utilize existing 
systems.  
 
In one of the working group meetings, value for work was discussed. The discussion alluded to the 
devaluation of community work particularly when it is done by a person of color. The issue of wage and 
promotion gaps for BIPOC is well documented and is often grossly underestimated by those not 
impacted. Studies have found that rich white men are least aware of these gaps and when they perceive 
them as not significant (Mayerhoff and Schulz, 2022). The appeal to funders and white organizational 
leaders steeped within the system seems a futile act that relinquishes agency, shackling oneself back to 
the system you are trying to dismantle. Freire offers the frame of dialogical-liberation suggesting 
authentic organizing and cooperation, which both requires unity and communication as a key means to 
shift reality for the oppressed. And in the process of liberation of the oppressed, there is potential for 
liberation/redemption of the oppressor.  
 

 
 

Theme Dialectic II: Community Disconnection/Community  
& Community Disconnection/Accountability 
 
Community Disconnection 
One of the end results of racial violence through white supremacy is societal dissolution, as in order for 
white supremacy to remain the dominant cultural lens by which Americans relate to each other, a 

From the Cohort… 
Communities of color in the U.S. have long used gathering as a tool to address oppression. 
Organizing as a collective with a common goal, in a united voice, confers power. This power is 
sociocultural and political, impacting economic resources. Additionally, organizing and mobilizing 
has the potential to create a system whereby white led organizations and funders can be held 
accountable due to community/public support and pressure, in these ways mobilizing is a disruptive 
tool.  
 
Mobilizing and organizing as a way to disrupt oppressive systems and practices came up across small 
breakout groups, in both general and specific ways: 
 
“Mobilize together (union) say to the foundation that we aren’t doing this work for just $5K -- you 
have to start valuing that” 
 
“Mobilizing/infiltrating this coalition’s stakeholder’s meetings.” 
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disavowal of individuals in black bodies must occur. This comes in the form of segregation, hoarding of 
resources, incarceration, and the murder. Additionally, this process requires disengagement and 
dehumanization to develop justifications to assuage the cognitive dissonance felt when one causes such 
injurious damage to their own humanity. The fracturing of one’s humanness would in turn be associated 
with inter-relational harm, particularly this would be the case for individuals perpetuating white 
supremacy while espousing aid and caring for black racialized communities (i.e. Freire’s understanding 
of “false generosity” as previously mentioned). In the white-led non-profit sector there are numerous 
examples of organizations who have positioned themselves as social justice advocates, but maintain the 
very system of white superiority that they have repudiated (King and Osayande, 2017). In the confines of 
this structure there can be no trust, which translates to an inability to connect. 
 

 
Community 
Community is relational and signifies a sort of a third space, even when not referring to a geographic 
location. Shared identity, struggles, and interest which can be bound to a location is the nexus which 
creates a community. Social change movements have long advocated for BIPOC community-driven 
alternatives in lieu of white dominated bureaucratic organizations situated outside of the community 
served. BIPOC Community members are capable of discerning problems and solutions, as they have a 
nuanced insider knowledge of structures imposing harm and hampering efforts for change. BIPOC 
Community-led efforts have the potential to develop systems and structures of opportunity for those 
most impacted by the interconnected sociocultural-politico economic inequities of systemic racism 
(Santiago and Ivery, 2020).  

From the Cohort… 
A couple cohort members identified a general disingenuousness in the interactions initiated by 
individuals racialized as white, with a social consequence of a lack of connection.  
 
“White people do not express how they really feel. There’s a certain dishonesty that people of color 
pick up on. This makes them afraid and not able to trust.” 
 
“Not enough people of color attend our church because they are uncomfortable with how white 
people present.” 
 
Another cohort member offered an experiment which emphasized the superficial nature of 
interactions by white led non-profits, and the ineffectiveness of such efforts to address community 
concerns.  
 
“Surface level repairs in a community that needs deep rooted level reparations between the white 
and Hispanic populations.” 
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Accountability 
In this theme, cohort members discussed a need for accountability of funders and non-profit 
organizations. Accountability was described as lacking within this sector, particularly accountability to 
the community being served. Accountability is a key component of racial justice work, as it is linked to 
trust and community. Accountability has several means used within the context of the binary opposition 
of racialized people. Accountability is not one simple definition but a combination of several important 
concepts that emphasize relational proximity (Martinas, 2005). This lack impacts the ability to 
implement meaningful change, due to an inability to build community capacity. White-led organizations’ 
intentions must be deemed trustworthy through repeated and consistent community participatory 
action. The community drives the plan and evaluates the action, determining if the outcomes are 
beneficial for their lives. 

From the Cohort… 
One cohort member identified community as a needed source of support for BIPOC to gain access to 
opportunities. 
 
“Having a community that can give you a good reference or talk on your behalf matters because it 
helps people of color gain access to endless opportunities. Therefore, creating that window of 
opportunity every chance we have would be ideal for further reach.” 
 
In addition to creating opportunities for access to decision making through networks of connection, 
community for BIPOC serves as a support system due to the shared history and emotional burden of 
navigating white spaces. One cohort member in the development of their anti-oppression 
experiment focused on building a community within the setting of their non-profit, indicating white 
privilege and white leadership as hindering support and cohesiveness. The aim of this individual’s 
experiment would be to empower the team to have open dialogue, to build trust and connection. 
 
“Create focused opportunities for personal sharing, identify keys to effective support to build trust, 
mutual support and emotional safety.” 
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Theme Dialectic III: Fragility/Healing 
 
Fragility 
Robin DiAngelo has written about and popularized the term White fragility, which is a defensive reaction 
to the exposing and challenging of an individual racialized as white racial perspective, which is 
entrenched within a white supremacy ideology. The defensive positioning arises due to discomfort 
related to racial stress deemed to be intolerable no matter the level (DiAngelo, 2011). Fragility is a 
privilege afforded to whiteness as it accepts visible displays of emotion (i.e., tears, anger), physical 
intimidation, arguments aimed at berating and discrediting, and unilateral decisions to remove those 
exposing white supremacy from private and public spaces. The latter we have witnessed numerous 
times in recent years through social media, as stories circulate about white racialized women having 
black and brown people removed from social media platforms as well as public spaces. 

From the Cohort… 
Accountability was discussed in several sessions with a focus on the lack of accountability that exists 
in the nonprofit sector at the funder and organization level. Cohort members agreed that a 
significant problem to change was the level of accountability, which allows organizations to 
implement programming, policy, and hiring practices which are not reflective of DEI practices. 
Superficial performative efforts of DEI only increase distrust and further harm.  
 
Accountability provides a system of redress and action to mitigate and prevent future damage. 
Communities of color assert their social, cultural, and political capital through organizing as a 
collective oppositional force and plying pressure. Public/community pressure can serve as a 
counterbalance to a system which has centered the white ruling class. Myriad explicit examples 
came up during workshops identifying the need for accountability: 
 
“nonprofit structures are designed to be accountable to the White ruling classes and not Black 
communities” 
 
“No repercussions / no accountability for board members or white staff when DEI effort failed” 
“No true accountability of Leadership; complete disillusionment of others.” 
 
“ It is hard to enforce implementation/follow through but some sort of public pressure leads to some 
sort of accountability.” 
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Healing 
The process of creating equitable spaces is fraught. Organizations make gestures and take small steps 
forward only to have parts of the work or the work in its entirety challenged due to fragility, which holds 
tightly to white supremacy. In the defensive backlash BIPOC staff members advocating for change are 
often harmed professionally, socially, and emotionally. The path forward to advancing racial justice 
requires healing past and current harms inflicted upon BIPOC via direct and indirect racist assaults. 
Racial trauma is thought to be widespread among racially marginalized groups (Villines, 2020). Racial 
trauma is often discussed within the context of biomedical manifestations such as psychological and 
physical symptoms. However, racial trauma is social, political, and economic. Wrongs must be 

From the Cohort… 
In the context of non-profit organizations, cohort members, cited incidents of racial anxiety and 
discomfort promulgating avoidance, silence, and argument. One cohort member discussed the 
experiences of discomfort a white led board felt navigating the development of a diversity, equity, 
and inclusion statement. 
 
“When my organization was writing our statement, board members were vocal and uncomfortable.” 
 
“Some existing board members may feel uncomfortable discussing their inherent bias and the white 
power structure. They may leave the board or no longer support the organization.” 
 
In addition to identifying they experienced racial anxiety, some cohort members expressed concern 
about the discomfort felt by individuals racialized as white, suggesting a less direct approach to 
addressing racial inequities. Tension exists between what some cohort members described as a 
necessary step to advancing equity and the desire of other members to ensure white comfort.  
 
“Some white people may be challenged/frightened by this, so we need to make a space that is safe 
from shame and judgment.” 
 
During one of the workshops in a small group breakout room one cohort member pushed back 
against the notion of softening language. 
 
“Hesitation toward antiracism and privilege -- I see that as protecting the white fragility.  I 
understand that using these words, trigger people to feel bad about themselves, how important is it -
- if it’s triggering, and is it important to name it and work with white people to get them further in 
understanding their process, and this is why we have to name these words.” 
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acknowledged, and a process of restoration has to be implemented within all these areas to begin the 
complex journey of healing the harm of racial injustice.  
 

 
 

Theme Dialectic IV: Power/BIPOC Leadership 
 
Power 
It was Foucault who coined the term dispositif in his work to describe devices that impose a strategic 
function aimed at serving the purpose of the dominant culture; critiquing institutions, laws, 
philosophical and scientific statements.  The positionality of those racialized as white asserts power, 
shrouding identity formation of those racialized as black in a veil, sewn with images that are constructed 
to maintain power structures.  
 

 

From the Cohort… 
Cohort members identified the need to heal as a path forward for non-profit organizations wanting 
to implement anti-oppressive action. 
 
“Success looks like individual healing within collective spaces that are safe, inspiring, and that follow 
evidence-based practices that are culturally literate, respected, sustainable, and reproducible.” 
 
“Reconditioned psychological health systems that heal rather than re-traumatize or sustain injected 
white supremacy.” 

From the Cohort… 
During a working group session, one participant indicated the lack of power sharing within the non-
profit sector as an impediment to racial justice. The working group discussed the elusive nature of 
power even when an organization is completely black led due to power hoarding. Additionally, due 
to the interconnectedness of power and money trustees and board can devest financially if 
leadership and/or initiatives shift to more direct action to address power imbalances. 
 
“There's no shared power, one is taking one is giving when power structure decides no more, without 
conversation dialogue or care of what they’ve taken, they shift and take a change.” 
 
“decreased engagement and financial support from White Trustees who view new systems 
addressing racism and oppression as a reduction in their power and standing.” 
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BIPOC Leadership 
This theme came up in the working group sessions as well as the workshops and the experiments. BIPOC 
leadership was identified as a solution to addressing oppression in the non-profit sector. Erasure and 
silencing are all too often the experience of BIPOC in white spaces. In the non-profit sector, which is 
dominated by individuals racialized as white and funded by private and public entities with a history 
engaged and complicit in classist gendered black racism, it is a common oppressive act to make BIPOC 
voiceless.  
 
The need for BIPOC leadership to disrupt these spaces and create room for authentic unapologetic 
BIPOC voices is central for dialogue and analysis. This is the foundation for the exploration of what Freire 
terms as generative themes and limit situations. Silencing is viewed as a dehumanizing act, whereby the 
oppressed must regain their humanity through finding their voice and speaking truth. Per Freire the act 
of speaking an authentic word along with reflection is enough to transform reality through an awareness 
of a person’s lived experiences within the world. It is through this awareness that the oppressed can 
identify generative themes and limit situations in the context of their lives. Thus, BIPOC leaders are 
needed in order to give voice to their own experiences and to amplify the voices of other BIPOC.  

 
Author:  Dr. Francoise K. Kazimierczuk  
Editors:  Elizabeth Murphy and Kacy O’Brien, Gathering Ground 
Special thanks to Justin Laing, Hillombo LLC for reviewing and providing feedback on this narrative.  

 
  

From the Cohort… 
As seen in the themes generated during cohort analysis of stories, the need for BIPOC leadership 
threaded through many of the group discussions and included statements such as: 
 
“The black leaders need to have the power (where is it and where does it sit); they need to be able to 
make the decisions.” 
 
“ they (Black leaders) must have the ability and power to make the decisions” 
 
“Staff to lead (vs White Board members), empowered to speak; community collaborators invited in.” 
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CONTINUED ACTION 
By Kacy O’Brien, Gathering Ground 

 

Community of Practice, Action and Accountability 
As we moved through the workshops and subsequently launched the Community of Practice, Action and 
Accountability in May 2022, it has become clear to us that this community has the potential to be a 
robust, vibrant space of solidarity for imagination and action in disrupting oppression in our sector, and 
therefore will require a variety of supports to meet the evolving needs of cohort members.   

 
Currently, Gathering Ground is able to provide the following:   


· Dialogue Time: these are twice-monthly, open, one-hour zoom meetings where our members 
workshop their anti-oppression experiments and provide each other with feedback and 
observations.   
 


· Large group gatherings: drawing from Gathering Ground’s Call to Collaboration and 
Communities in Conversation programs, we are holding full cohort virtual sessions that create 
the space for self-generated ideation/action sessions on nonprofit ecosystem and systems level 
change.  Recently, we have been spotlighting cohort members during these sessions, who share 
with their peers the progress they are making on their anti-oppression experiments and where 
they need feedback and the collective brain trust of this group. 

o Cohort members have expressed the enormous benefit in being part of a larger group 
with dedicated time for knowledge and resource sharing.  We see these larger group 
sessions as meeting an essential need in disrupting oppression: dedicated time and 
space for idea exchange and collaborative action across organizations, disciplines, and 
fields. 

 

· Private Facebook group: to provide additional safe spaces for open sharing of ideas, resources, 

opportunities and perspectives, the Elevating Equity cohort has a private Facebook group to stay 
in touch and communicate between virtual sessions. 

 
Longer-term, we envision our Community of Practice to need the following supports and Gathering 
Ground is actively seeking funding for this work:  
 


· Coaching on anti-oppression projects - both small peer group feedback and one-to-one 

· Small group peer discussion, learning, and relationship building 
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· Continued learning and training on DEI, racial justice, anti-racism, anti-oppression frameworks 
and tools for mobilizing, organizing, and disrupting oppression 


· Large group ideation on disrupting oppression in the social sector and potential collective action 

· Emotional and mental health support, particularly for people who identify as BIPOC, to process 

and heal from the ongoing harmful effects of oppression and racism 

· A continued safe and supportive space for honest conversation, as many individuals feel that 

they are unable to have conversations with this level of openness in their workplaces. 
 
Furthermore, we are seeking resources to create an online Digital Reflection and Action Center. We 
envision this center as an interactive digital space that documents examples of oppression and 
resistance to oppression in our sector, and in doing so contributes to reframing our sector’s 
conversation around equity to one that examines power, oppression, disruption and resistance. 
 

Author Positionality 
I am a racialized as white, cis-gendered, heterosexual woman, daughter of a first-generation Polish 
immigrant mother and third generation Irish-American father, and became class-conscious at an early 
age because of the way my mother was treated while trying to become a naturalized citizen of the 
United States. I am the first person in my family to graduate college, an atheist, and grew up on Abenaki 
and Wabenaki land in what is now New Hampshire, a state with a majority of people racialized as white.  
My evolution in understanding, unlearning and resisting racism and oppression began mostly as an 
adult, and has deepened due to the amazing teachers, mentors, trainers, friends and humans who have 
been willing to bear with me as I learn to see and fight my own immersion, my deeply ingrained 
assumptions, prejudices and harmful actions, as well as my growth into my own authenticity and the 
liberatory practices I hope to inhabit someday.  Working with Justin, and all the members of the 
Elevating Equity Community, has catapulted my understanding farther than I could have ever 
anticipated and deepened my commitment to anti-racist and anti-oppressive work.  Thanks to Francoise 
for inviting us to include this positionality – it both makes visible some of the subjective ways in which 
we show up in this work and also makes clear that the work to be done is personal as much as it is 
institutional and systemic. 

 
 
Author:  Kacy O’Brien, Gathering Ground 
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REACHING BEYOND THE LIMITS OF OUR 
OWN CONDITIONING 
By Elizabeth Murphy and Kacy O’Brien, Gathering Ground  

 
As the producing organization for Elevating Equity, this program has enabled Gathering Ground to 
deepen its own understanding of and commitment to making its own practice and outcomes more anti-
racist and anti-oppressive.  We recognize that, as an organization led, predominantly, by people 
racialized as White, we benefit from the systems of White supremacist culture.  Through the year-long 
journey that our consulting partner and co-creator Justin Laing facilitated for us, our collective work on 
the development and implementation of Elevating Equity illuminated our own ingrained levels of 
immersion and perpetuation of oppressive systems, and we remain indebted to Justin for his consistent 
effort to spotlight our words, ideas and actions that were rooted in oppressive frameworks.  We have 
learned a great deal from Justin and our entire Elevating Equity community, and as a result, Gathering 
Ground commits to using its resources to leverage its mission and mobilize its networks to disrupt 
oppression and join the community of BIPOC leaders and other people who are furthering the 
advancement of a fair and just social sector in New Jersey and beyond.  After more than a decade of 
serving as the state's cross-sector, cross-community convener, we are in transition to becoming 
organizers; we are shifting from being supporters to active participants in the work; and from working 
behind the scenes to becoming visible in anti-oppression work.  We are not the same organization that 
we were when we started this work.   
 
We are more conscious of how we “show up” in our work.  We used to think of ourselves as neutral 
conveners, working in service to a particular community and its people, but our Elevating Equity 
program has taught us that there is no such thing as a neutral position:  we all come to the work with 
biases, assumptions, personal and professional historical context and experiences; we are anything but 
neutral.  This program helped us to make visible what had been invisible to us, namely our own practice 
of employing a liberal frame to our work thinking that it was the same as an anti-racist and anti-
oppressive frame – not so.   
 
As our Elevating Equity program valued dialogue, we operated in a continuous cycle of reflection and 
iteration.  The notion of dialectics is that it is self-generating: if we follow it, it takes us deeper and 
deeper.  Our core team (Gathering Ground staff and Justin Laing) consistently shifted our thinking and 
program design as we moved through the work because of being in dialogue with the full Elevating 
Equity community. The work of Elevating Equity and the courageous, honest, and substantive 
contributions of our program’s community, has gifted us with the following observations and learning.  
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We offer these observations in dialogue with and addition to the reflections offered by Justin on pages 
23 and 24 and the thematic analysis offered by Francoise on pages 41-51.  Many of these ideas and 
actions have been formulated, raised and led by BIPOC leaders from around our country and beyond -- 
and we name them here in order to make them visible and so that we can, together, disrupt how they 
are at work in our state. 
 

Immersion   
As previously noted by Justin and Fran, immersion is a formidable barrier to furthering equity in NJ.  
Immersion is real, damaging, and self-perpetuating.  As we’ve seen from workshops, from anti-
oppression experiment creation, and from the evolution of our own learning at Gathering Ground, the 
level of immersion we all experience in oppressive systems has a direct relationship to how disruptive or 
perpetuating our solutions can be.  Therefore, it is essential to introduce counter thinking-frames and 
develop critical consciousness in the social sector to assist people in seeing the ways in which oppressive 
systems work and how we can change that. 

 

Narrative Change   
False generosity perpetuates oppression in our social sector – we are never addressing the root causes, 
always attempting to alleviate symptoms instead of the cause. We must begin to shift the narrative of 
our sector to talk about issues from the dialectic of oppressors/oppressed, to make visible how power is 
wielded, who benefits, and who is harmed.  The framing of our sector as “charitable” purposefully 
perpetuates the status quo and allows those in oppressor roles to maintain control of power, resources, 
and the system that is designed to benefit them. 


· Given that erasure is primary tactic of colonization, and that we are conscious of the decades-
long commitment to, and activism for, racial justice from our colleagues in New Jersey and 
beyond, it is important to help build the social sector’s awareness of and identification with 
existing and historical anti-oppression and anti-racism work. 

 

Whiteness  

· Whiteness is property; those of us who can access it, trade on it, leverage it, consciously or 

unconsciously use it to our advantage.  

· Far too often, people racialized as White think they are more advanced/ aware/ informed/ 

educated/ knowledgeable on racial justice, racism and oppression than they, in fact, really are.    

· People racialized as White see all spaces as “their spaces”; see all situations as opportunities 

for their input or point of view, regardless of appropriateness or actual invitation to do so.  

· Whiteness doesn’t exist outside of oppression; White identity has to be re-thought and 

reformed. 

· We saw all of these elements at work during the program and within ourselves. 
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Funding Practices  
There exists a great opportunity for trust-building if philanthropy will move money into the control and 
benefit of people racialized as BIPOC.  BIPOC-led organizations need to be resourced in a way that 
redresses historic underfunding and centuries of stolen labor (physical, creative, emotional) and White-
led organizations need to dismantle assumptions about how to approach issues of racism and 
oppression, and address their root causes by following the lead of BIPOC communities. 


· This also extends to nonprofit board and executive leadership representation and nonprofit 
fundraising practices.  Shifting the ways in which nonprofits perpetuate inequitable, oppressive 
fundraising framing, strategies and tactics to center people, particularly BIPOC, as subjects of 
their own lives, not objects to be used to bring in dollars is essential, and having BIPOC 
representation across all levels of leadership is important and essential for creating the shift. 

 

Manipulation 
There is a pervasive theme of manipulation in our social sector: “people aren’t ready” for certain 
material – it’s “too academic” or “too disruptive” and therefore information that can advance 
understanding and critical consciousness-building is withheld.  According to who? What hidden biases 
and assumptions are manifested in that positioning?  Withholding information is manipulative and 
oppressive, and treats people as objects rather than subjects capable of wrestling with information and 
making their own decisions. This manipulation also fosters work avoidance on the part of those who 
hold power, because it creates an environment where people lack available information, fall into the 
trap of thinking “I can’t do anything to change the situation”, and abdicate responsibility for affecting 
change. 

 

Organizing and Solidarity Movement Build ing 
Our social sector needs to push collective action farther, and we need more collective mobilizing and 
resources supporting those efforts. 


· As a sector, we need to be clear about who can hold risk and loss (frequently White-led well-
resourced organizations and people with positional power within an oppressive system can 
hold more risk), and be intentional about asking those people and organizations who have 
more protection and who can hold risk and loss to agree to do this. 

 

Redress and Reparations 
The entire social sector must be part of the conversation and action on redress and reparations; it is 
unfair and wrong for those of us benefitting from the current oppressive system to absolve ourselves of 
responsibility, dismissing this work as something that “other” organizations do.  In this area, our sector 
can follow the lead of and work in solidarity and support of efforts by BIPOC-led organizations, working 
together to take action. 
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Naming and Making the Invisible Visible 
Naming, out loud, who the oppressors are, along with the key issues of oppression, can lead to change: 


· All of us (all racialized identities but especially people racialized as White) need to become 
more comfortable with naming Whiteness as a barrier and oppressor in order to disrupt its 
ability to operate in the shadows. Doing so builds critical consciousness and normalizes the 
practice of examining power dynamics and how power is used to oppress. 


· There is tension when we name the oppressor – people feel at risk when they do this, 
especially BIPOC who have experienced retaliation, spanning from blocked promotions and 
isolation to threats and assassination.  There is vulnerability present in naming the oppressor 
and each of us needs to push into and through our own discomfort, acknowledge the harm we 
cause when we remain silent, and the responsibility we have to disrupt oppression and hold 
ourselves and each other accountable.  Those of us who identify as members of the oppressor 
group have a responsibility to speak up in solidarity with BIPOC. 

 

Creating Safe Spaces for Dialogue, Learning and Reflection 
We all need more time for reflection and dialogue on how racism, oppression and the disruption of 
oppression is showing up in our personal experiences: our families, friends, colleagues, organizations, 
neighborhoods, fields, disciplines, and sectors.  The way we learn is by being in dialogue together, being 
in relationship together, and developing community and solidarity together.  Over and over, we are 
hearing feedback from cohort members that the community and space that is being created because of 
the Elevating Equity program is sometimes the only space where members feel safe talking about 
oppression, racism, disruption and resistance.  The need to build unity, organize and mobilize in order to 
resist and disrupt the isolation, scapegoating and retaliation that is used to divide us is urgent. 

 

Accountability 
This is one of the most important learnings we have seen emerge from this work.  Gathering Ground 
itself learned to become more accountable and responsible.  Our Working Group member Andrea 
McChristian challenged us to adopt and incorporate a level of accountability and responsibility for 
continued action that we had not originally envisioned (more detail can be found in the accompanying 
support material).  Her leadership and action-oriented commitment to racial and social justice is what 
steered us toward ensuring that we designed an action component to the work whereby cohort 
members would be required to design their own anti-oppression actions (experiments) and commit to 
staying with the program through the spring of 2023 as a member of our Community of Practice, Action 
and Accountability.  By leaning into accountability, we create an expectation that fosters connection and 
responsibility.  Without a culture of accountability, we fall short. 
 
And as we move through this work, we think: what if accountability became synonymous with 
responsibility?  How might that accelerate the disruption of oppression?  How much farther might our 
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generation carry the baton of dismantling White supremacy if we agree to hold ourselves responsible 
and accountable to each other and the next generation?  The work is personal.  It’s about ourselves; our 
own organizations, our own nonprofit and philanthropic sector.   
 
Are we willing to ask ourselves:  How can I be a transformative agent for change?  What should become 
our standard of an equitable sector?  What would positively change the relationships between 
philanthropy, nonprofits, and the communities where they all work?  So much of this work requires 
people racialized as White to let go of our power and privilege and reach beyond the limits of our own 
conditioning.  Our country, now in its 500th year of upholding and furthering racism and oppression, is 
long past the turning point; we need to learn and act our way forward toward reparations, 
reconciliation, healing and new structures and relationships that create fairness and justice for all 
people.       
 
As we close out these reflections, we have one more to add: we think the name of our program, 
Elevating Equity, is no longer accurate nor authentic to what this work has become.  This program, due 
in large part to Justin’s thought-leadership and contributions to the program, coupled with important 
contributions from our Working Group, our team of facilitators and documenters, and our 58-member 
cohort, is now squarely oriented toward identifying oppression in the social sector, envisioning what’s 
just beyond the current condition, and designing and acting upon interventions that disrupt that 
oppression.  In dialogue with our full community, we look forward to renaming this program to one that 
better represents the fullness of this work. 
 
Our Gathering Ground staff and board offers its sincere thanks to everyone who joined in the creation 
and launch of this work:  thank you Justin Laing; Dr. Francoise Kazimierczuk; Working Group members; 
facilitators and documenters; cohort members; and funding partners: Robert Wood Johnson Foundation 
and the Geraldine R. Dodge Foundation, and the Community Foundation of New Jersey for partnering 
with us as our fiscal sponsor for this program. 
 
 
Author:  Elizabeth Murphy and Kacy O’Brien, in collaboration with Jeanette Mitchell, Gathering Ground 
Editor:  Justin Laing, Hillombo LLC 
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SUPPORT MATERIALS 
 
Below are a sampling of documents utilized during the Elevating Equity program to provide additional 
information, grounding in terms, and clarity on policies and procedures.  Also included is Gathering 
Ground staff member Kacy O’Brien’s anti-oppression experiment, as an example of the steps cohort 
members moved through.  Support materials include: 
 

�x Community of Practitioners List 

�x Program Team Bios 

�x Thematic Glossary of Terms 

�x Accountability Statement 

�x Note taking & Codifying learning statement 

�x Elevating Equity Detailed Program Overview 

�x Kacy O’Brien’s Anti-oppression Experiment 
 
 

The development and launch of Elevating Equity was funded by 
Robert Wood Johnson Foundation and The Geraldine R. Dodge Foundation, 
and was fiscally sponsored by the Community Foundation of New Jersey. 
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Elevating Equity would not have been possible without an abiding practice of collectivity and generous collaboration on behalf 
of the program’s team, for which Gathering Ground is deeply thankful.  We offer our tremendous gratitude to Hillombo LLC 
whom we engaged to lead, teach, and facilitate core elements of the program design.  
 

Gathering Ground fosters community cohesion and collaborative action by bringing together highly-diverse groups of people with 
varied backgrounds, lived experiences, expertise and influence to amplify community dialogue around critical issues, build and 
strengthen networks, encourage cross-sector and multi-cultural partnerships and cultivate equitable community-rooted 
solutions. 

 
 
   

 
 

 
 
 
 

Program Team Bios 
 

Gathering Ground Staff 
 

Elizabeth Murphy (Founding Director) draws inspiration and conviction 
from Gathering Ground’s community of changemakers and visionaries 
whose dogged determination to improve community life is changing lives 
across NJ and beyond.  Her work for Gathering Ground is focused on the 
organization’s vision, impact, growth, strategic partnerships, and financial 
sustainability.   
 
In addition to her work with Gathering Ground, Elizabeth also runs a 
coaching and consulting practice named RATHÚ (an Irish word for thrive). 

She partners with philanthropic and charitable organizations as a strategist providing short- and long-
term strategic advising and planning for Boards and executive staffs as they meet the challenges of 
leading their organizations during times of growth, crises, or turnaround.  She has also co-created a 
number of original projects including the Disaster Philanthropy Playbook, a multi-year joint project of the 
Council of NJ Grantmakers and the Washington DC-based Center for Disaster Philanthropy. 
 
Elizabeth has also served as the executive director for the American Liver Foundation Mid-Atlantic 
Chapter, and as a Creative Producer for four professional theatre companies (3 nonprofits and 1 
commercial company).  She has produced over 125 theatrical productions throughout New York City, 
New Jersey, Belfast, Dublin, London, Edinburgh, and Australia; primarily world premieres, but also as an 
assistant producer for three Broadway shows and several National Tours.   
 
Elizabeth served as a member of NYC’s Regional Planning Authority’s Tri-State Committee on the Fourth 
Regional Plan, and has been an adjunct professor at Fairleigh Dickinson University, the University of 
Nevada/Las Vegas, and Hofstra University.  Born and raised in Queens, NYC, Elizabeth holds dual  
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citizenship – Irish and American, and from 2008 to 2012 she lived and worked in Ireland, during which 
time four of her poems were published.  She earned a Bachelor of Arts degree from St. Mary’s College 
/University of Notre Dame, and successfully completed two executive education certificate programs: 
Stanford University’s Graduate School of Business—Executive Education Program for Nonprofit Leaders 
(focus on strategy and leadership), and Rutgers University’s Leadership Coaching for Organizational 
Performance.  
 

Kacy O’Brien (Director of Programming) leads cross-sector teams in cities, 
towns, counties and regions through Gathering Ground’s community 
engagement process; plans and facilitates large-scale public engagement 
initiatives for each community and for statewide gatherings; and helps 
communities leverage their own creativity and innovation through coaching 
and network building.  As a facilitator for retreats, conferences and panels, 
she has conducted workshops on creative decision-making, community 
engagement, leadership, and time management for groups including NAMI 
Mercer, Environmental Leadership Program, Geraldine R. Dodge Foundation 

Emerging Leaders, and Citizens Campaign, among others.  Prior to Gathering Ground, Kacy spent a 
decade producing deeply-rooted community-centric shows at Passage Theatre (Trenton, NJ), where she 
also co-conceived, managed and produced unprecedented theatrical collaborations with NJ 
environmental organizations to raise awareness on environmental-justice issues. She is a 2018 Victoria 
Emerging Leaders Program Fellow and a 2015 Lead NJ Fellow. 
 

Jeanette Mitchell (Community Engagement Manager) started her career in 
the nonprofit sector as an intern for the South Ward Super Neighborhood, 
a project developed by Senator Cory Booker when he became the Mayor of 
Newark. Ms. Mitchell continued her community organizing work through 
her senior year in college and upon graduation, she became a consultant 
with Clean Water Action/Clean Water Fund (CWA/CWF). In this role, Ms. 
Mitchell was responsible for community organizing, educating residents 
about climate resilience and developing working relationships with city 
stakeholders. As a big believer in social justice, Ms. Mitchell became a 
qualified organizer who grew within the CWA/CWF organization. Since then 

Ms. Mitchell has worked with several community groups, two city government administrations and has 
been a part of countless canvassing and community centered projects. During her time as a consultant in  



         
 

 
             Program Consultant  

 

 
PO Box 722 | Neptune, NJ | 07754-0722 gatheringground.us 
 

Elevating Equity would not have been possible without an abiding practice of collectivity and generous collaboration on behalf 
of the program’s team, for which Gathering Ground is deeply thankful.  We offer our tremendous gratitude to Hillombo LLC 
whom we engaged to lead, teach, and facilitate core elements of the program design.  
 

Gathering Ground fosters community cohesion and collaborative action by bringing together highly-diverse groups of people with 
varied backgrounds, lived experiences, expertise and influence to amplify community dialogue around critical issues, build and 
strengthen networks, encourage cross-sector and multi-cultural partnerships and cultivate equitable community-rooted 
solutions. 

 
 
 

 
the environmental field she has also consulted for several media firms, where she has worked closely 
within various departments, fine tuning her skills in media relations and expanding on her natural 
creative talents.  Ms. Mitchell holds a Bachelor of Arts degree in International Relations from the City 
College of New York. 
 

Alyssa Calderone (Operations Associate) Graduating from St. John’s 
University in 2008, Alyssa has built her career in the nonprofit sector as 
an efficiency expert in logistics and operations. Alyssa began working with 
Gathering Ground in 2018 at the Paterson Call to Collaboration and in 
2020 became a part-time team member.   
 
Over the past six years, Alyssa has also done operations consulting work 
for Monmouth Arts, New Jersey Theatre Alliance, Rathu Consulting, 
Salons in NJ and NYC, The Champlin Foundation, and Frontline Arts. 

Alyssa has a passion for holistic healing and is a Reiki II Practitioner, Certified Crystal Healer, and owner 
of the virtual crystal shop, Above Tha Clouds. 
 
 

Consulting partner and Co-creator 
 

Before starting Hillombo in 2017, Justin Laing worked as a Senior 
Program Officer of Arts & Culture at The Heinz Endowments for more 
than a decade.  His work focused on small and midsized arts 
organizations, out of school time arts education and Black arts 
organizations, with a particular interest in participatory grantmaking. 
He came to philanthropy having worked for ten years as the Assistant 
Director of Nego Gato, Inc, an Afro Brazilian Music, Dance, and Martial 
Arts company where he taught, performed and ran the day-to-day 
operations. Justin has a BA in Black Studies from the University of 
Pittsburgh and a Masters Degree in Public Management from 

Carnegie Mellon University.  
 
Justin serves as the co-chair of ArtsinHD, an arts planning and creation process in Pittsburgh’s Hill District 
to support the neighborhood’s master plan and mark the neighborhood as a place for liberatory Black  
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culture. Justin is the son of Susan and Clarence Laing, the father of Kufere, Etana and Adeyemi Laing, and 
a member of Omega Psi Phi Fraternity. 
 
 

Working Group Members 
 

Andrea McChristian, Esq. is the Law & Policy Director at the New Jersey 
Institute for Social Justice ("NJISJ"). In this capacity, she leads the 
implementation of the strategic vision and the direction of the law and policy 
program. Andrea oversees the programmatic function of the Institute’s three 
pillars of social justice: democracy & Justice, economic justice, and criminal 
justice reform. Prior to becoming Law & Policy Director, Andrea served as the 
Director of the Criminal Justice Reform initiative and was the primary author 
of Bring Our Children Home: Ain't I A Child, which forms the basis of the 150 
Years is Enough campaign. Andrea's writing on juvenile justice and racial 
justice has been published in the Star Ledger, the Juvenile Justice Information 

Exchange, and NJ Spotlight.  
 
Before joining the Institute, Andrea served as a Litigation Associate at the New York office of Fried, Frank, 
Harris, Shriver & Jacobson ("Fried Frank").  During her time at Fried Frank, Andrea worked on complex 
commercial litigation and pro bono cases. 
 
Andrea is a 2008 graduate of Yale University, graduating with distinction in the major of Political Science. 
At Yale, Andrea served as co-President of the Yale NAACP, co-reactivating the chapter after a years-long 
absence from campus. After graduation, Andrea joined Teach for America, teaching Head Start for two 
years in the Las Vegas Valley. Andrea then attended Columbia Law School where she participated in the 
Challenging the Consequences of Mass Incarceration Clinic, interned in Auckland, New Zealand as part of 
the law school's Human Rights Internship Program, and interned at the NAACP Legal Defense and 
Educational Fund. After graduating from Columbia Law School in 2013 as a Harlan Fiske Stone Scholar, 
Andrea clerked for Chief Judge Petrese B. Tucker of the Eastern District of Pennsylvania. 
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Ivette Guillermo-McGahee, is the founder and CEO of Allies In Caring, a 
New Jersey nonprofit offering a continuum of behavioral health services, 
which include: In-home treatment — for families experiencing a crisis, 
respite services and outpatient services for individuals diagnosed with a 
behavioral health disorder. Additionally, its new “Wellness Hub, 
ConVivir” offers:  Promotion — skill building programs that enhance the 

ability of immigrants and individuals with disabilities to withstand their life challenges and Prevention 
— interventions for children and parents exposed to traumatic experiences and other risks associated 
with the onset of behavioral health disorders.  
 
Ivette's recent work has also been focused on pursuing pioneering solutions to address the social 
determinants of mental health and developing innovative alliances to enhance the capacity to improve 
the health and wellbeing of the local communities.   
 
Mrs. Guillermo- McGhee is a Licensed Professional Counselor. She is also an Approved Clinical 
Supervisor (ACS). Her professional training includes a Master in Mental Health Counseling from  
 
Gallaudet University, D.C. Her post-graduate training includes Multicultural Therapy, Systems 
Centered Therapy (SCT), Trauma Focus – CBT, and Mindfulness Based Interventions. Additionally, she 
studies and practices Theory U and Social Presenting Theater.   
 
Ivette's experience as a Mexican-born child of Deaf parents, has provided profound understanding of 
the potential for growth that lies within the hardships that are a part of the human experience. Her 
vision is to help families thrive and develop into more skillful, mindful, and compassionate human 
beings, while working through the adversity in their lives.  
 
AIC offers:   
1. A continuum of language accessible and culturally affirmative behavioral health services, including 

crises intervention, home based interventions, and outpatient counseling.  
2. Programs that foster wellness, promote prevention, and empower self-management of 

physical and mental health.  
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Brandon McKoy, is the Immediate Past President of NJPP, and is now the Vice 
President of State Partnerships at the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities.  
While at NJPP, Brandon led the organization's efforts in shaping policy debates 
to advance economic justice for the many, not a chosen few. Prior to being 
named President of NJPP in February 2019, Brandon served as NJPP's Director 
of Government and Public Affairs, where he designed and implemented the 
organization's outreach, advocacy, and government relations activities. He also 
produces timely, credible and accessible research and analysis on issues 

including, but not limited to, economic security, the social safety net and economic opportunity. 
Brandon’s research interests include: state tax policy, the minimum wage, paid sick leave, the earned 
income tax credit, urban planning and criminal justice. 
 
Before joining NJPP in August 2014 as a national fellow under the State Priorities Partnership’s and 
Center on Budget and Policy Priorities’ state policy fellowship program, Brandon worked as a Program 
Associate at The Fund for New Jersey, where he assisted in grantmaking on public policy issues that 
particularly affect low-income and minority populations in New Jersey. He also worked as an AmeriCorps 
VISTA at HANDS, Inc., a community development corporation in New Jersey, where he worked to 
mitigate the negative impact of foreclosures and increase citizen participation in local decision-making. 
 
Brandon formerly served as the Deputy Chapter Director of New Leaders Council – New Jersey and is an 
alumnus of the 2013 fellow’s class. He currently serves on the board of the New Jersey Work 
Environment Council, Shelterforce and the I Am Trenton Community Foundation. He received a MA in 
City & Regional Planning and Policy Development from Rutgers University’s Edward J. Bloustein School of 
Planning and Public Policy and holds a BS degree in Social Psychology from The College of New Jersey. 
 

Derek Minno Bloom was born on occupied Lenni Lenape land 
north of Philadelphia and is of German, Italian and Polish decent. 
Derek self identifies as a white settler cisgendered antiracist 
queer male who currently lives on Sand Hill Nation Lenni Lenape 
territory known today as Asbury Park, New Jersey.  
 
Derek has organized with many organizations over the last 
twenty years. He was part of a solidarity collective called Black 
Mesa Indigenous Support that works against settler and resource  
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colonialism in joint struggle with the Dineh (Navajo) people who are resisting a forced relocation in 
northeastern Arizona.   
 
He worked as a radical history teacher in Brooklyn and Harlem New York and was a high school counselor 
for youth coming out of the prison system in Flagstaff Arizona. He has been involved in counter military 
recruiting and the anti-war /anti-globalization movement, was a founding member of (Un)Occupy 
Albuquerque (ABQ) and ABQ Copwatch and was a live-in social worker and antinuclear activist at the 
ABQ Catholic Worker and has been working with people experiencing homelessness and housing issues 
for twenty years now. Derek is currently working as Trinity Church Asbury Park’s Food and Social Justice 
Director.  
 
Derek is compelled to help meet the immediate needs of hunger and housing in Asbury Park and to 
organize at the community level to prevent hunger and injustice in the future and has created and 
intersectional program to organize to end settler colonialism, racism, sexism, trans/homophobia, 
economic injustices, ableism and LGBTQIATS+ injustices. He also is currently part of the Asbury Park 
Transformative Justice Project, Asbury Demands Police Oversight, The AP Affordable Housing Coalition, 
The Racial Justice Project at Trinity, The Asbury Park Voice, The Asbury Park Green Team, The Asbury 
Park Rent Leveling Board, The AP Dialogue Group, The Women's Hospitality Network and the Emergency  
 
Committee for Rojava. Derek enjoys long walks in what is left of wild places, reading, writing, surfing, 
liberation and earth theologies, and spending time with friends and family. 
 

Grace Penn is the Associate Director for Affiliated Groups and 
Princeton Prize in Race Relations at Princeton University. In this role 
she helps to lead University strategy for affinity programming at 
Princeton. Grace supports volunteer leaders for the Asian American, 
Black, Latino and LGBTQ+ alumni groups, working with them to 
strengthen organizational capacity and increase alumni engagement. 
When one of these constituencies is the target of a university affinity 

conference, Grace manages the conference planning process. She represents advancement in the Senior 
Diversity Practitioners group comprised of senior DEI practitioners across the university community. 
Grace also supports the Princeton Prize in Race Relations, a national prize for high school students doing 
work in their schools or communities to advance racial equity.  
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Prior to Princeton Grace worked in K-8 education as a teacher, teacher coach and reading specialist in 
public schools in the Bronx, NY and New Jersey. Grace is passionate about equity, and particularly 
educational equity. She was an active member of New Jersey Educators Association and elected to 
attend the National Educators Association national conference as a delegate for New Jersey.  Grace is a 
1999 alumna of Princeton with a BA in Politics and holds an MA in international education from Columbia 
University Teacher’s College. 
 

Evan Sanchez is an entrepreneur with his sights set on the long-term 
renaissance of Atlantic City. While still an undergrad at Columbia 
University in New York City, Evan joined the founding management 
team of Olo. For nearly a decade he worked in leadership positions 
across Olo including Operations, Account Management, Sales and 
Business Development helping to build it into the industry leader in 
digital ordering and delivery for over 400 restaurant brands including 
Shake Shack, Sweetgreen, Jamba Juice, and Applebee’s.  
 

Evan returned to his hometown of Atlantic City in 2015 and co-founded Authentic City Partners to create 
development projects in Atlantic City like the Orange Loop to better the lives of those in our community 
and build spaces that unify and inspire like Hayday, Atlantic City's Coffee Shop. Evan has served as Board 
President of Atlantic City-focused non-profits including the Atlantic City Arts Foundation and the Atlantic 
City Community Fund. 
 

Alysia Souder has served as the Executive Director of The Institute of Music 
for Children in Elizabeth, NJ since 2008 and has over 25 years of experience 
in arts education. Guided by its vision of HARMONY – Helping Achieve 
Responsible, Motivated, Optimistic, Neighborhood Youth – the Institute is 
building a community of high-achieving citizens who are arts lovers and arts 
makers through professional instruction, mentorship, and family 
engagement and serves over 1000 youth annually. 
 
As a teaching artist, she has taught theater arts for organizations across New 
Jersey including Arts Horizons, Playwrights Theatre, Papermill Playhouse and 

the NJ Performing Arts Center (NJPAC). She is passionate about the role the arts and should play in young  
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people's growth and development and bringing the arts to under-served youth has been central to her 
work.  
 
Actively involved in the development of arts education on a statewide level, Ms. Souder serves as the 
Chair of Arts Ed Newark, a collective impact organization, and co-chaired the Creative Elizabeth: Call to 
Collaboration initiative and the statewide Charting the Course arts education conference. In 2013 she 
was honored as a NJ Emerging Leader, presented by the Center for Non-Profits and Fairleigh Dickenson 
University’s Center for Excellence.  
 
Ms. Souder is also an international presenter, having been featured at education conferences in 
Guatemala, Germany, South Africa and in the US. She is currently training educators in Trauma Informed 
Care through the arts and working with communities as a facilitator with the Truth, Racial Healing and 
Transformation Center.  
 
 

Facilitators  
 

Bonnie Cushing, LCSW, is a Licensed Clinical Social Worker, a Lifecycle 
Celebrant and an Antiracist Organizer and Educator. She has worked in the 
mental health field for 34 years as a family-systems therapist and group 
facilitator, and for over 25 years has devoted herself to the movement for 
racial and social justice. She received her BA in Theatre Arts from Hofstra 
University, her MSW from Adelphi University, her training as a family therapist 
from the Multicultural Family Institute of New Jersey, and her initial antiracist 
training from the People’s Institute for Survival and Beyond. Bonnie was 
certified as a Celebrant by the Celebrant Foundation and Institute in 2003. 

Working as what she describes as a “Cleric Without Borders,” Bonnie has collaborated on and officiated 
at countless weddings, civil unions, baby welcoming’s, memorials and other milestone rites of passage 
for multi-cultural, multi-faith, and ‘unaffiliated’ individuals and families. Bonnie has been a Core Trainer 
with the People’s Institute for Survival and Beyond since 2006 and is the co-founder of the North Jersey 
Chapter of the Antiracist Alliance. She is a senior consultant, trainer and curriculum collaborator with the 
Soul Focused Group and also facilitates workshops with the Center for Racial Justice in Education. Bonnie 
sits on the Board of the Center for the Study of White American Culture, where she develops curriculum 
and co-facilitates workshops on issues of white culture, white privilege, white identity and the impact of  
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race on the delivery of human services. Among the various organizations Bonnie has consulted with and 
facilitated antiracist workshops and discussion groups for are the KIPP Foundation, Rutgers University 
School of Social Work, Family Connections, Ackerman Family Institute, Eikenberg Institute for 
Relationships, Bank Street College of Education and the New Jersey Educational Association. 
 

Tyneisha K. Gibbs is the founder and Principal Consultant of 144th & Vine, 
LLC, a nonprofit consulting agency, the co-founder of the Nonprofit 
Professionals of Color Collective at Rutgers Business School’s Institute for 
Ethical Leadership and the co-creator of “Cuz I said So Podcast.” As a state 
level educator, Mrs. Gibbs currently serves as the Director of Expanded 
Learning Opportunities for NJSACC: New Jersey’s Statewide Network for 
Afterschool Communities. In 2019, she was selected and recognized 
nationally as a White Riley Peterson Policy fellow, a prestigious fellowship 

named for the former US Secretary of Education, Dick Riley. Mrs. Gibbs is also a national speaker, trainer 
and facilitator, having spoken at conferences, colleges and universities. Besides teaching and working in 
various roles for non- profit organizations throughout NJ, she is a PROUD member of Alpha Kappa Alpha 
Sorority, Incorporated, serving on both the local and regional levels. She was born in Newark, NJ and 
raised in the Jersey shore town of Neptune. In addition to being passionate about her career, she is a 
phenomenal wife and an amazing mother who enjoys summers in the vineyard and serving in the PTA. 
 

Drew Giddings is Founder and Principal of Giddings Consulting Group, LLC - a 
boutique consulting firm working with diverse clientele including, social 
enterprises, nonprofits, faith based, schools (public, private and charter) local 
municipal governments and small businesses.  
  
Giddings Consulting Group provides project-based leadership and management, 
philanthropic advising and planning for strategy and impact, and innovation.  
  
Drew is a strategic thought leader, executive coach, philanthropic advisor and 
organizational development specialist. He serves as a board advisor to social 

entrepreneurs, founders and charities.  He has over 20 years’ experience leading social change and 
community engagement. A few of his "superpowers" are being a network weaver and connector, and his 
commitment to disrupting the status quo.  
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Dr. Francoise Knox-Kazimierczuk, is an Assistant Professor in the Department 
of Rehabilitation, Exercise, & Nutrition Science at the University of Cincinnati 
in Cincinnati, Ohio. She is a member of the Healthy Foods Steering 
Community for the American Heart Association and Cradle Cincinnati’s 
Research & Evaluation Advisory Board due to her work locally in underserved 
communities and research with and for Black women. Additionally, Dr. Knox-
Kazimierczuk serves as a board member for The Well, a women’s wellness 
center focused on improving birth outcomes and maternal health in 
Kettering, Oh. Dr. Knox-Kazimierczuk worked in clinical dietetics for over 
fifteen years focusing on chronic disease management before coming to UC. 
Prior to her career in dietetics, Dr. Knox-Kazimierczuk worked as an assistant 

athletic trainer and strength coach at the University of Chicago. It was her experience at the University of 
Chicago that facilitated her return for another master’s degree in dietetics. Dr. Knox-Kazimierczuk earned 
a master’s degree in Kinesiology and Health from Illinois State University and two additional master’s 
degrees in dietetics and chemistry from Ball State University. She completed an interdisciplinary Ph.D. in 
Educational Leadership and Health Promotion with an emphasis in cultural studies from Miami 
University. 
 
Dr. Knox-Kazimirczuk is passionate about addressing birthing and breastfeeding disparities through 
engaging and cultivating community assets to shift narratives, policies, and resources. This paradigm shift 
requires a thorough examination of societal structures which perpetuates power imbalances and scarcity 
in low resourced neighborhoods. Dr. Knox-Kazimierczuk has used her experience as a trained Qualified 
Administrator for the Intercultural Competence Development Inventory (IDI) and her twelve years of 
experience facilitating Diversity, Equity, & Inclusion (DE&I) workshops to address inequities. Dr. Knox-
Kazimierczuk’s believes an integral component of systems change is supporting the community, enabling 
them to act agenticly. 
 

Before he began building the People’s Lobbyist®, a consulting 
practice focused on teaching Pragmatic Activism to CEOs, Orville 
Morales was a campaign manager for the Public Good Projects, 
leading major behavior change campaigns across the State of New 
Jersey. He also served as a public liaison for one of New Jersey’s 
longest-serving members of the U.S. House of Representatives in 
New Jersey. Orville is also an adjunct professor of Health  
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Administration and Policy, Community Organizing and Health Advocacy as well as Addressing Health 
Disparities using Social Justice at Montclair State University.   
 
While serving as the People’s Lobbyist®, Orville plays a role as Senior Director of Field Building for 
TheCaseMade, a consulting firm where he facilitates leadership development workshops that coach 
activists, changemakers, and good risk-takers on how to influence public will towards a world where 
everyone thrives, no exceptions, using evidence-based social science. 
 

Derek Minno Bloom (Elevating Equity Working Group member & 
Facilitator).  See bio above in “Elevating Equity Working Group.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Yvette R. Murry is the President and CEO of YRM Consulting 
Group.  YRM Consulting Group is a 35-year-old minority and female-
owned firm.  
 
Yvette’s work is grounded in the transformative nature and power of our 
collective humanity.  Yvette supports and guides organizations to “lean 

into” practices and policies that disrupt systemic racism and demonstrate a commitment to attracting 
and retaining a wide array of perspectives and voices. Yvette is a staunch advocate for the inclusion and 
embracing of people with neurological differences, guaranteeing full physical and mobility access, and 
mental and physical health support for individuals with visible and invisible differences.  
 
Yvette’s clients have included NGOs/non-profits, foundations, governments, higher education, and multi-
national firms throughout North America, Europe, the Middle East, South Africa, and democratic countries 
of the former Soviet Union.  She is a leader in the promotion of civic engagement at all levels of life.  She 
is an instructor at Rutgers University’s School of Management and Labor Relations, and the Bloustein 
School for Executive Leadership in Government and FEMA. 
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Yvette is a long-time and ardent supporter of AmeriCorps.  As a servant leader, Yvette continues to be 
engaged in her community.  She is proud of her 12-year service as a Girl Scout leader.  She is currently a 
member of the Non-Profit Professionals of Color Collective, NJ Statewide Cultural Competency Network, 
Center for Non-Profits Racial Equity Task Force, Superior Court Advisory Committee on Minority Concerns, 
the Advisory Council on Addiction & Drug Dependency, and is a resource facilitator for the People’s 
Institute for Survival and Beyond’s (PISAB) Undoing Racism workshops.   
 
Yvette holds a Master of Social Work degree from Rutgers University, with a concentration in Non-Profit 
Management and Public Policy.  Yvette was recognized as a senior fellow at the Harvard Business School, 
Rutgers School of Business, and the Salzburg Global Forum.  She is an alumna of LEAD NJ.  Yvette is a 
licensed clinical social worker with a private practice in NJ. 
 

Sharon Stroye currently serves as the Director of Public Engagement in 
the School of Public Affairs and Administration at Rutgers University – 
Newark, where she also serves as the Director of the Truth, Racial Healing, 
and Transformation Center at Rutgers.   
 
The TRHT Center @ Rutgers University – Newark is one of 55 
campus centers located on college/university campuses across the 
country. The TRHT Campus Centers were established by the American 
Association of Colleges and Universities in 2017. The vision of the TRHT 

framework is to dispel the belief in a racial hierarchy of human value. The TRHT Center @ RU-N 
mission is to prepare the next generation of strategic leaders to dismantle institutional and 
structural racism through a shared humanity perspective.  
 
Sharon is a Strategic and Transformative Leader with the ability to create empowering and inclusive 
spaces and places for individuals. Sharon is also a trained Racial Healing Circle Practitioner and has 
trained 100+ new racial healing circle facilitators in multiple sectors to incorporate racial healing into 
their everyday practices. In the dual roles of Director, Sharon’s expertise has produced community-
engaged environments in diverse industries, sectors, and organizations.   
 
As the owner and founder of CTW Consulting Services, LLC, a professional and personal development 
agency established to transform the cultural environments of organizations, institutions, agencies, and  
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companies to represent inclusivity for all people, Sharon has a proven track record of creating 21st 

century spaces and places for the next generation of leaders.  
 
In the midst of the coronavirus global pandemic in 2021, Sharon and her husband launched an online 
church ministry God’s Kingdom Heavenly Church (GKHC) where she serves as the Associate Pastor. 
GKHC is a new ministry with the vision of being a church in the time of the millennium for all people.  
 
Sharon Stroye was born and raised in the city of Newark, NJ where she is the proud mother of three 
adult children and a grandmother. She has a 30-year career in higher education and a member of the 
Rutgers University – Newark community since 2001 with two Master’s Degree in Business and Public 
Administration (MBA and MPA) and an undergraduate degree in accounting. 
 

Wynnie-Fred Victor Hinds, is the Executive Director Pro Tempore of Stepping 
Stones Resources and Co-Chair of the Newark Environmental Commission.  She 
is also the Executive Director of the Weequahic Park Association.  
 
A former Teacher, she’s a Social and Environmental Justice Activist fluent in 
French, Haitian-Creole, Spanish and English. She worked as a Community 
Development Worker, Social Activist and Educator in South America, before 
relocating to the U.S. 

 
 
 

Documenters 
 

Joshlyn Crystal Adams is a Newark native and founder of Prestigious Touch 
Client Services, which offers organizations a variety of business solutions to 
facilitate their businesses growth. Joshlyn has over 15 years of experience in 
community building and nonprofit management. She is an active member of 
her community. She believes in giving back to the community and industry 
through volunteering, mentoring, creating standards of excellence, and raising 

the bar of professionalism. 
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Chantel Fletcher has a background is in Public Health and Healthcare 
Administration. She received her bachelors at Johns Hopkins University and her 
masters at Rutgers University. This is how she ended up in Jersey. Originally from 
Detroit, Michigan, she’s been living in NJ since 2016. She founded a nonprofit 
organization called the Sis and Bro Initiative to promote trauma informed care and 
provide healing centered engagement to families in NJ/NY. She is passionate about 
mental health and her position at the Academy of Clinical and Applied 
Psychoanalysis allows her to be involved with training the new generation of 
mental health counselors. She is an awarded Gates Millennium Scholar and a 
member of the Nonprofit Professionals of Color Collective. In her free time, she 
enjoys pouring candles, floral design/arrangement and going to visit family in 

Detroit. 
 

Rosslin Mensah-Boateng is a first-generation Ghanaian American, 
professional and scholar aspiring to have an impact in public service. She 
served as a Notetaker for Gathering Ground’s Elevating Equity Project. She 
holds a Bachelor's Degree in Political Science from Rutgers University - New 
Brunswick, School of Arts and Sciences. She graduated from college in 2014 as 
an Education Opportunity Fund (EOF) Scholar, a member of the Chi Alpha 
Epsilon (XAE) EOF National Honor Society, and a Douglass Residential College 
(DRC) scholar.  She graduated from Rutgers University - Newark, School of 

Public Affairs and Administration (SPAA) with a Master of Public Administration Degree in Spring 2022.  
 
At Rutgers SPAA, she has participated in the SPAA Student Ambassador Program for the past two years, 
including being one of the Ambassadors of the inaugural cohort in 2020. For the 2021-2022 academic 
school year, she served as a Program Coordinator for the Ambassador Program, in which she supports 
coordinating activities, events, and programs with the newly incoming cohort and implements feedback 
on successes, challenges, and recommendations from previous cohorts. She, also, has participated in a 
graduate student panel presentation for the virtual 2020 NECoPA (Northeast Conference on Public 
Administration), a conference experience that provides educational opportunities for scholars, 
practitioners, and others by educating the general public and members of the organization on current 
issues. Her presentation was on a paper she wrote on “How the Coronavirus Pandemic Has Exacerbated 
Housing Discrimination and Inequality.” She works as the Operations Manager at the Newark Trust for 
Education, an education non-profit organization dedicated to coordinating ideas, people, and resources  
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to provide efficient and effective delivery of a quality public education to children. In her free time, she 
likes to try new food at different restaurants and festivals, listen to music, and travel. 
 

JacQuelin Mestre, Nonprofit Consultant. No bio. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Kacy O’Brien (Gathering Ground staff and Documenter) See bio above in 
“Gathering Ground Staff.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Renee Shalhoub (she, her) is passionate about advocacy and rights around 
mutual aid, immigration, environmental issues and sustainability, LGBTQIA+ 
rights and education. She is a special education teacher specializing in 
working with people with autism. Renee has served on the Jane Goodall 
Institute’s Roots & Shoots College Leadership Council, Madison 
Environmental Commission, volunteered with Wind of the Spirit Immigrant 
Resource Center and has organized with People’s Institute for Survival and 
Beyond, Center for the Study of White American Culture and Anti-Racist 
Alliance of North Jersey. She is the co-founder of Mutual Morris, a mutual aid 
network in Morris County, New Jersey.  
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Sheldon Steele is an interdisciplinary artist, arts administrator, non-profit leader, 
and educator. Sheldon currently serves as the Director of Programs at Youth Action 
YouthBuild - East Harlem. A graduate of Rider University, he holds a B.F.A. in 
Musical Theatre and a M.A. in Arts Management and Executive Leadership.  He is 
passionate about advancing the arts and culture sector through Diversity, Equity, 
and Inclusion.   
 
 
 

 
 

          Bernice Vasquez. No bio, no headshot. 
 
 

Marcelo P Vargas Banos is a public health activist originally from Ecuador. He has a 
Bachelor of Science in Biology and a Master of Public Health in health education 
from Montclair State University in Montclair, New Jersey. He was born in the small 
town of Babahoyo, Ecuador. While living in Ecuador he took part in a public health 
awareness campaign about dengue fever. Marcelo noticed that this was a very 
recurrent issue among the impoverished people of Babahoyo, Ecuador. Thus, he 
volunteered to go to the rural parts of his town to hand out pamphlets and 
medicine to the locals who were affected by the virus. From this experience, he 
developed a fervent interest in public health and medical issues affecting his fellow 

Ecuadorians. Later in college, he decided to study biology and public health as an undergraduate student 
and public health as a graduate student; to excel and thrive in applying his knowledge to help his 
Hispanic community and Ecuadorians.     
 
Marcelo is an active member of the Hispanic and Latinx community in Paterson and Passaic, New Jersey. 
While completing his Master of Public Health, he worked for The Public Good Projects (PGP) which is a 
nonprofit organization. This organization combats current public health issues by building relationships 
among other organizations throughout New Jersey. Marcelo conducted a campaign to change Sugar-
Sweetened Beverage consumption behaviors among Hispanic/Latino or Latinx people living in Sussex, 
Passaic, and Essex counties in New Jersey.  
 



         
 

 
             Program Consultant  

 

 
PO Box 722 | Neptune, NJ | 07754-0722 gatheringground.us 
 

Elevating Equity would not have been possible without an abiding practice of collectivity and generous collaboration on behalf 
of the program’s team, for which Gathering Ground is deeply thankful.  We offer our tremendous gratitude to Hillombo LLC 
whom we engaged to lead, teach, and facilitate core elements of the program design.  
 

Gathering Ground fosters community cohesion and collaborative action by bringing together highly-diverse groups of people with 
varied backgrounds, lived experiences, expertise and influence to amplify community dialogue around critical issues, build and 
strengthen networks, encourage cross-sector and multi-cultural partnerships and cultivate equitable community-rooted 
solutions. 

 
 
 

 
Marcelo is currently living in Babahoyo, Ecuador. He volunteered to help as a public health consultant 
and staff at the beginning of Ecuador’s covid outbreak in March 2020. He has worked diligently to assess 
supplies and vaccines to inoculate and treat patients with covid. He has eagerly advocated for bringing 
public health to his fellow Ecuadorians.   
 
 

Learning Codification and Analysis 
 

Dr. Francoise Knox-Kazimierczuk.  See bio above in “Facilitators.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Justin Laing.  See bio above in “Consulting partner and Co-creator.” 
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Elevating Equity – Community Demographics 
 
6.7.22 
 

Overview 
The Elevating Equity community consists of cohort members, facilitators, documenters and working 
group Members.  
 
Cohort members included 58 people from fifty different nonprofit, philanthropic, local government and 
community organizations, spanning industries/fields including: environmental justice, health, 
philanthropy, social justice, arts, municipal and regional planning, education, local government, 
community development, immigrant support services, housing and homelessness, nonprofit service 
organizations and consultants, youth leadership and workforce and development, and local business. 
 
Cohort members identified1 as: 


· 65% BIPOC and 35% White 

· 21% ages 24-38; 39% ages 39-53; 37% ages 54-74; and 2% each for 23 or younger and 75 or older 

· 67% female; 32% male, 2% non-binary 

 
Facilitators and Documenters identified as: 


· 83% BIPOC and 17% White 

· 44% ages 24-38; 33% ages 39-53; 22% ages 54-74; and 0% each for 23 or younger and 75 or older 

· 67% female; 28% male, 6% female, non-binary 

 

 
1Cohort members were asked to fill out a demographic survey prior to beginning the workshops. For demographic 
categories other than age, cohort members were asked to self-identify by clicking on all categories that applied.   
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Working Group members identified as: 

�Ñ 86% BIPOC and 14% White 
�Ñ 43% ages 24-38 and 57% ages 39-53 
�Ñ 57% female and 43% male 

 
Collectively, cohort members, working group members, facilitators and documenters represented 36 
municipalities; 48% north Jersey; 29% central Jersey; 17% south Jersey2; 5% out of state 
 
 

 
 

 
2 Lines between north, central and south New Jersey are often debated.  For these calculations, north Jersey 
counties include: Bergen, Essex, Hudson, Morris, Passaic, Sussex, Union, Warren.  Central Jersey counties include: 
Hunterdon, Mercer, Middlesex, Monmouth, Ocean, Somerset. South Jersey counties include: Atlantic, Burlington, 
Camden, Cape May, Cumberland, Gloucester, Salem. 

25%

2%
7%

16%
12%3%

35%

Elevating Equity Cohort
self-defined racial identity

African-American Asian Bi-racial

Black Hispanic / Latino(a) / Spanish origin Indian / Southeast Asian

White
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11%
2%

3%

9%

25%

3%

25%

5%

3%

2% 2%
5%

5%

Elevating Equity Cohort by county 

Atlantic Bergen Burlington Camden Essex Hudson Mercer

Middlesex Monmouth Morris Passaic Union Out of state

33%

5%
5%

11%

17%

6%

6%

17%

Elevating Equity Facilitators & Documenters
self-defined racial identity

African-American African-American, Black

Bi-racial Black

Hispanic / Latino(a) / Spanish origin Indigenous person / American Indian / Alaska Native

Middle Eastern White
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Elevating Equity Facilitators & Documenters
by county 

Bergen Essex Mercer Middlesex Monmouth Morris Passaic Union Out of State

43%

14%

29%

14%

Elevating Equity Working Group
self-defined racial identity

African-American Bi-racial Hispanic / Latino(a) / Spanish origin White
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Elevating Equity Working Group by county 
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Elevating Equity Thematic Glossary 
 
Note: This glossary is a working document, which will grow as terms and definitions for small and 
large group conversations and analysis need to be added. 
 

 
 
Accountability: Andreas Schedler offers a definition of accountability that contains two levels: 
answerability and enforceability. At the first level, answerability, a group or groups share information 
and explain decisions to one another. Enforceability involves the ability for one group to enact 
consequences on another for the violation of the agreements. Typically, those with more power are 
able to enact consequences on those with less and don’t even have to meet the “answerability” level 
of accountability.   
 
The “answerability” form of accountability guides the ongoing work of our Community of Practice, 
Action and Accountability, and is why cohort member’s anti-oppression experiments/projects will be 
visible to the entire cohort.  That said, we must all examine the ways in which we can leverage 
answerability and enforceability to enact transformation and hold social and political systems of 
oppression and oppressors accountable, including ourselves and where we each individually sit in this 
system. 
 
Justin wrote an article about this in the Stanford Social Innovation Review and you can read Schedler’s 
work directly in “Conceptualizing Accountability,” a chapter in “The Self Restraining State: Power & 
Accountability in New Democracies.”)  
 
Anti-oppression experiment:  These experiments or “limit acts” are designed to help us get beyond 
the “limit condition” , and to reach the “untested feasibility”, or the imagined world that sits beyond  
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the current one defined by oppression. The experiment or limit-act is simply “if we take x and y steps, 
we will achieve z (i.e. the untested feasibility)”. 
 
Authentic word: This idea is central to Freire’s work as can be seen in the comment “To speak a true 
word is to transform the world.”  The authentic word both contains thoughtful reflection and inspires 
action. It names the oppressors and oppressed to the best of our understanding. Words without 
aligned action = verbalism / empty words.  Action without reflection = acts without transformation.  
(pg. 86). In our conversations and experiments we are challenged to use authentic words and to 
provide feedback to one another authentically. 
 
Conscientização / Critical consciousness: Critical thinking and self-awareness that, through dialogue 
and action, empower people to examine their current situation and relationship to social and political 
systems that are causing oppression and inequity, in order to change that situation so that all people 
are humanized and dignified.  In the Freirian model, critical conscious can mean the capacity to see 
the underlying themes in a material situation, see the heart of the issue in terms of oppression, 
oppressor and oppressed, summarize it in naming the limit situation, imagine a world beyond the 
current oppression with the untested feasibility, and bring this world into being with limit acts.  
Here’s another local perspective on critical consciousness theory from the Newark Community 
Collaboration Board:  
https://newarkccb.org/framework/critical-consciousness-theory/  
 
Dialectics: There are many versions and meanings for the term "dialectics", but essentially it is a 
process to find deeper and deeper truths, or an understanding of both the whole and the particular, 
using some manner of conversation or dialogue. Whether the question-and-answer style attributed to 
Socrates where two people are literally in an ever-deepening dialogue or Freire's style of looking at 
the relation or conversation between opposites: subject/object; material/abstract; limit-
condition/untested feasibility; fatalism/limit-acts. After Socrates, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel may 
be the most famous person associated with dialectics and he influenced Marx and both influenced 
Freire. European culture is often given sole credit for the idea of dialectics, but many cultures have 
ideas on interplay between opposites. Most familiar to us as Americans may be the Asian system of 
yinyang (yin/yang). 
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Dialogue / Dialogic: Dialogue sits at the heart of Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed. At the heart of 
the generative dialogue is our use of the “authentic word”. The dialogue develops as we pose 
problems to one another to name the factors of oppression we see or are experiencing (themes),  
continues as we identify the unifying factor of these themes (limit -condition), develops further as 
imagine a situation in which this oppression has been overcome (untested feasibility) and could be 
said to culminate in defining the actions that will take us beyond the oppression i.e the limit-act, our 
commitment to action.  “True dialogue cannot exist unless the dialoguers engage in critical 
thinking…thinking which perceives reality as process, as transformation, rather than as a static entity – 
thinking which does not separate itself from action, but constantly immerses itself in temporality 
without fear of the risks involved.” (Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed – 50th Anniversary 
Edition, 2020. pg. 92). Dialogue also sits in the underlying “twoness” to much of the Pedagogy of the 
Oppressed i.e. limit-situation/limit-act; immersion/critical consciousness; banking education/problem 
posing education. In this way, problems contain their solutions and vice-versa. This could also be said 
to be a dialectic. 
 
False Generosity: The nonprofit sector is framed in terms of “charity” both from a narrative 
standpoint and from legal structure.  Freire sees structures such as this as a form of “false generosity” 
born of oppression and states: “In order to have the continued opportunity to express their 
‘generosity, the oppressors must perpetuate injustice as well.  An unjust social order is the permanent 
fount of this ‘generosity,’ which is nourished by death, despair and poverty. […] That is why the 
dispensers of false generosity become desperate at the slightest threat to its source. True generosity 
consists precisely in fighting to destroy the causes which nourish false charity.” (pg. 44-45) As a name 
for a number of funder behaviors, False Generosity is also a “limit -situation”. 
 
Generative Theme:  indicators or elements of oppression; often these are symptoms of a deeper 
underlying, unifying or summary root-cause or “limit situation.”  These are often designed to be 
obscured. 
 
Immersion: This is a state in which oppression is made normal and is thus invisible to the oppressed 
and oppressors. White privilege is a form of immersion and so immersion is a limit-situation. The 
purpose of critical consciousness is to disrupt immersion and so can be an untested feasibility. 
 
Limit-Act: The limit act is that which moves beyond the limit situation and brings about the untested 
feasibility.  
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Limit-Situation:  The fundamental and addressable summary of the identified themes. Deeper root 
causes of oppression, intended by oppressors to be perceived as an immutable “reality” or “truth” an 
unchangeable limit. “For (Professor Alvaro) Viera Pinto, ‘the limit-situations” are not the impassable 
boundaries where possibilities end, but the real boundaries where all possibilities begin.’ They are not 
‘the frontier which separates being from nothingness but the frontier which separates being from 
being more’”. (Footnote 15 in Chapter 3 of Pedagogy of the Oppressed). In other words, limit -
situations invite limit -acts. 
 
It could be argued that Freire sees the ultimate limit situation as the anti-dialogic nature of the system 
and the ultimate limit-act as the construction of dialogic processes and practices. He then offers 4 key 
expressions of what it is to be anti-dialogic and dialogic. Please see below the key strategies of anti-
dialogic (oppression) and dialogic practice (resistance). 
 
 

ANTI-DIALOGICAL (oppressive) 
 

1.Conquest. This demands that men be 
subjugated, kept passive and made to adapt, 
and therefore remain oppressed. 
 
2.Divide and rule. This aims at preserving the 
status quo. People's problems are here not 
looked upon as part of a totality but focalized 
into problems of local areas. This prevents the 
people from having a proper understanding of 
their real condition and militates against the 
process of the oppressed people's unification 
and united action on their part. 
 
3.Manipulation. This is achieved by means of 
myths propagated by the oppressors. This 
prevents people from thinking critically and 
also the emergence of an authentic 

DIALOGICAL (liberatory) 
 

1.Co-operation. This is based on the communion 
between leaders and the people and promoted 
the process of liberation. 
 
2.Unity for liberation. This must necessarily be 
based on cultural action on the part of leaders 
and the people, which permeates all spheres of 
living and is based on a real understanding of 
their total situation. 
 
 
 
 
3.Authentic organization. This involves the 
process by which real unity is forged for the 
common task of liberation. 
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organization of the people for their real 
liberation. 
 
4.Cultural Invasion. By this process, the 
oppressors impose their views of the world 
and inhibit the creativity of the invaded by 
curbing their expression and also creating in 
them a sense of inferiority. 
 

 
 
 
4.Cultural synthesis. This is achieved through 
continuous dialogue between the leaders and the 
people, thereby enabling them to create their 
own guidelines for action. 
 

 
(Chapter 4 concept definitions from Summary of Pedagogy of the Oppressed as summarized by Kacy 
O’Brien of Gathering Ground) 
 
Nonprofit Industrial Complex: Non-profit industrial complex, or "NPIC" for short, is a term which is 
used by social justice activists to describe the way non-profit organizations, governments, and 
businesses are related. Many activists carry out their work as employees of or with the assistance of 
non-profit organizations. Many of their goals need money in order to be achieved, and nonprofits are 
registered with the government in order to be allowed to receive large amounts of money legally. 
These activist nonprofits usually get money from even bigger nonprofits, which are connected to big 
businesses and rich people who control industries. But because many activists criticize things in 
society that businesses and rich people support, they might not get the money if they are too critical. 
So, in order to stay funded, they may have to change the ideas they have for improving society to be 
more acceptable to industry. 

People who believe these kinds of relationships between activists and industries are harmful to activism 
use the term non-profit industrial complex as a faster way to discuss these relationships, instead of 
explaining the whole system each time. They have written many articles and books describing the effects 
of the NPIC by studying patterns of funding or discussing how the goals of some activists changed once 
their movements began to receive more money. - Source Wikipedia 

 
Oppressed: Classes of people that are acted upon and in an effort to make them objects of the will of 
oppressors. In the multi-level and complex society developed by racially gendered capitalism, these 
categories are not fixed, but are relational. One can be in a class oppressed by others and also be in a 
class oppressing others.  
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Oppressors: Classes of people that seek to deny the humanity, the subjectivity, of other classes of 
people in order to keep the capacity to be subjects for themselves and to turn other classes into 
objects, i.e. those that will be acted upon. In the multi-level and complex society developed by racially 
gendered capitalism, these categories are not fixed, but are relational. One can be in a class 
oppressing others and also be in a class oppressed.  
 
Praxis (Action/Reflection): Praxis is the fusion of theory and action. A “limit -act” or “anti-oppression 
experiment,” ideally, is praxis. 
 
Racialization: Learning from the work of critical race scholar, Neal Gotunda, we are attempting to make 
visible that race is not simply a category, but rather an ongoing process and, in doing so, to disrupt that 
process. Racialization is the process of assigning human beings into arbitrary and hierarchical categories 
with those appearing to be fully of European descent to be ranked at the top of the human scale and 
those appearing to be full and direct descendants of Africa to be at the bottom of the scale 
 
Racially gendered capitalism: An economic formation of European development that carries within it 
a gender and racial logic that both justifies and guides the injustice oppressive classes generate in 
their accumulation and distribution of financial, labor, environmental and social resources. In the 
assumptions of the Elevating Equity program, this is a very high order “limit -situation.”  
 
Structural Racism in the U.S.: the normalization and legitimization of an array of dynamics – historical, 
cultural, institutional, and interpersonal – that routinely advantage whites while producing cumulative 
and chronic adverse outcomes for people of color. It is a system of hierarchy and inequity, primarily 
characterized by white supremacy – the preferential treatment, privilege, and power for white people at 
the expense of Black, Latino, Asian, Pacific Islander, Native American, Arab and other racially oppressed 
people. Keith Lawrence, Aspen Institute on Community Change and Terry Keleher, Applied Research 
Center at UC Berkeley For the Race and Public Policy Conference, 2004 
 
Untested Feasibility: The untested feasibility could be said to be the reality that lives right outside the 
limit situation, is the way we imagine reality if the themes of oppression were eliminated.  
 
White Fragility: A state in which even a minimum amount of racial stress becomes intolerable [for white 
people], triggering a range of defensive moves. These moves include the outward display of emotions 
such as anger, fear, and guilt, and behaviors such as argumentation, silence, and leaving the stress- 
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inducing situation. These behaviors, in turn, function to reinstate white racial equilibrium.  From 
https://www.racialequitytools.org/glossary.  SOURCE:  Robin DiAngelo, “White Fragility” (International 
Journal of Critical Pedagogy, 2011). White fragility is a regular occurring theme in the nonprofit sector 
and often exposes its false generosity, which could be said to be a higher order theme or limit -situation. 

White Supremacy: “By "white supremacy" I do not mean to allude only to the self-conscious racism of 
white supremacist hate groups. I refer instead to a political, economic, and cultural system in which 
whites overwhelmingly control power and material resources, conscious and un- conscious ideas of 
white superiority and entitlement are widespread, and relations of white dominance and non-white 
subordination are daily reenacted across a broad array of institutions and social settings.” 

-Frances L. Ansley, Stirring the Ashes: Race, Class and the Future of Civil Rights Scholarship, 74 CORNELL 
L. REV. 993, I024 n.I29 (I989) as cited in Cheryl Harris’ “Whiteness as Property” Harvard Law Review, Jun., 
1993, Vol. 106, No. 8 (Jun., 1993), pp. 1707-1791 

Work Avoidance: “In every organization people develop elaborate ways to prevent the discomfort 
that comes when the prospects of change generate intolerable levels of intensity.” Work avoidance 
has “two common pathways in the patterns by which people resist the potential pain of adaptive 
change: diversion of attention and displacement of responsibility.”  (Ron Heifetz, Alexander Grashow, 
Marty Linsky, The practice of Adaptive Leadership, 2009. Pg. 84-86).   
 
We see the following work avoidance tactics detailed by Heifetz, Grashow, and Linsky, deliberate or 
unconscious, as overlapping with White Fragility and avoidance to change oppressive systems: 


· Diverting Attention: 
o Focus only on the technical parts of the challenge and apply a technical fix. 
o Define the problem to fit your current expertise. 
o Turn down the heat in a meeting by telling a joke or taking a break. 
o Deny that the problem exists. 
o Create a proxy fight, such as a personality conflict, instead of grappling with the real 

problem. 
o Take options off the table to honor legacy behaviors. 

 
Solutions can be said to be work avoidant in that they are not attempting to create a world that lives 
beyond the oppression we experience but rather make ever so slight adjustments so as to make the 
oppression more tolerable. This is one of the prime goals of false generosity. 
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This Thematic Glossary, unless otherwise cited, was written by Justin Laing of Hillombo LLC with 
assemblage support provided by Kacy O’Brien of Gathering Ground. 
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Elevating Equity - Accountability Framework 
 
1.24.22 
 
There is a long tradition of Black and Indigenous people speaking truth to people racialized as White 
about racism, including the perpetuation of conditions that facilitate the dominance of White people, 
and challenging White institutions to live into their values.  Elevating Equity Working Group members 
challenged Gathering Ground to live into its equity values and incorporate an accountability framework 
designed to support an ongoing commitment to action and accountability.   
 
As a result, we are incorporating learning and adjustments from our Working Group and the feedback 
received during Elevating Equity orientation sessions to strengthen and center the value of 
accountability of the nonprofit sector for its antiracist work, particularly for those organizations 
predominantly consisting of people racialized as White, in the design and implementation of Elevating 
Equity in New Jersey.   
 
Our framework for accountability includes:  

1. How cohort members are accountable to each other 
2. How Gathering Ground is accountable to the cohort  

 
 
How cohort members are accountable to each other: 


· Our program framework is now incorporating the creation of an accountable community of 
practice to address the oppression created by the nonprofit sector. Originally, the “Community 
of Reflection and Action” was voluntary for cohort members.  We heard from our Elevating 
Equity Working Group members that ongoing accountability structures were missing from our 
design to clarify our own commitment to improving the material conditions of oppressed people,  
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particularly BIPOC, and to account for the ways in which predominantly White led organizations 
often absorb antiracist language and conversation with little or no assessable  
 


· Commitment to improve these conditions, or ignore the truths spoken by BIPOC about the 
perpetuation of oppressive practices and structures.  

 

· The anti-oppression actions/projects of cohort members are visible to one another so that 

members can learn together and, in the spirit of community, hold one another accountable. 
These actions/projects can be leveraged to move the equity goals of your own organization 
forward, aligning intention and action for positive change. 

 

· Therefore, if you would like to participate in the program, you must agree to participate in the 

four sequential workshops (late February through mid-April) plus four meetings over the 
course of the next year to report on progress of your personal/collective anti-oppression 
actions/projects.  Your action/project will be one that you bring into the workshops and/or 
design based on the conversations. The personal and/or collective actions/projects will be shared 
with cohort members and made visible, and cohort participants will continue to be accountable 
to each other for action, reflection, and feedback in the post-workshop quarterly meetings. 

 
 
How Gathering Ground is accountable to the cohort:  
 
Gathering Ground will be accountable to all of you in the following ways: 
 


· We will be transparent about the adaptive adjustments we make during the course of the 
program, based on feedback and learning from working with all of you. 

 

· We will not convene participants around the topic of equity unless they make a commitment 

to be willing to be held accountable to implement their learning for the benefit of BIPOC, 
particularly Black and Indigenous people. 
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· Gathering Ground will be doing the same work as cohort members, including 
personal/collective anti-oppression action projects that we will also report on in quarterly 
meetings after the workshops. 
 


· The digital Reflection and Action Center is intended to be a centralized space for the learning 
and action from this program, informed by and in collaboration with cohort members, and that 
documents the oppression and resistance to the nonprofit sector.  In doing so, this digital 
center will contribute to reframing the conversation around equity to one of oppression and 
resistance. 
 


· Gathering Ground is committed to collaborative design of program elements (like the 
Community of Practice, Action and Accountability), which means that we cannot always tell you 
exactly what an end product will look like, because we will be creating it together, addressing 
emergent issues and needs as we meet them.  This collaborative design is intentional and is 
intended to disrupt the ways in which organizations in our sector often operate - without 
direct input in the design process from the people involved in or affected by the work. 
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How we are taking notes, listening for learning, and codifying information  

 
Elevating Equity aspires to (a) create an accountable community of people working in the nonprofit  
sector focused on disrupting and building alternatives to the oppression created by oppressing classes  
and felt by oppressed classes within this sector and (b) create a digital center that documents the  
oppression and resistance within the nonprofit sector and in doing so contributes to reframing the  
conversation around equity to one of oppression and resistance, a reality that is known by many people  
working in the sector, particularly BIPOC.  
 
Our note taking and data collection is aligned with our program goals and will contribute to the digital 
Reflection and Action Center. The Digital Reflection and Action Center is intended to be a centralized 
space for the learning and action from this program, informed by and in collaboration with cohort 
members, and that documents the oppression and resistance to the nonprofit sector. In doing so, this 
digital center will contribute to reframing the conversation around equity to one of oppression and 
resistance.  
 
In an effort to not replicate data practices that identify and track individuals and demographic data 
without full transparency, our team will be collecting data in the following ways:  
 

•  Our note takers will be listening for and recording:  
o stories of oppression - naming both oppressors and oppressed  
o generative themes, limit conditions, untested feasibilities  
o obstacles that stand in the way of furthering equity  
o actions that are challenging the status quo and advancing equity  

 
•  What our note takers are NOT doing is recording “who says what”. They are not taking 

“minutes.” The notes they take will not be attributed to a specific person. 
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•  Therefore, if particular identities are a critical component of the situation or point 

being discussed, and we believe generally this detail is important, cohort members 
are encouraged to verbalize those identities, e.g. “as a Black woman” or “as a person 
racialized as Latina / White / Indigenous” or “the person who did or experienced this is 
someone racialized as x.” This also helps the group practice explicitly naming race, 
Whiteness, and unearth 
 

•  Assumptions about the “who” that is being spoken about without notetakers being in 
the position to have to racialize participants.  
 

•  At no time in our work together will Gathering Ground write about, discuss, or publicly 
mention anything that someone shares without their express consent.  

 
 

Overall Program Goals  
1. To create a mutually accountable and supportive community of practitioners that are working 

on a defined anti-racist, anti-oppression project that disrupts or further disrupts the nonprofit 
sector’s contribution to racism and other forms of oppression either in the work nonprofits do in 
community, with their internal culture and operations, and in the specific practices of 
philanthropy or their relationship with government.   
 

2. To have the data with which we can create a narrative that explains the way the nonprofit 
sector contributes to a society that fosters oppressed and oppressors and explains the 
processes in which this both happens and is resisted. Build relationships within and across 
identity groups. Plan for the impact of various forms of oppression. 

 
3. To challenge our immersion (the ways in which we do not see oppression) and increase our level 

of critical consciousness re: the New Jersey in terms of how the nonprofit sector does the work 
of the ruling classes (would philanthropic classes be a clearer term?) in creating barriers to 
equity for the oppressed, particularly BIPOC people.  
 

4. Implement and share a just research methodology so that others may learn from it and improve 
upon it.  
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5. For Gathering Ground to deepen its own commitment and practice of anti-racism and anti-

oppression by implicating and further disrupting its own role in the nonprofit sector creating 
oppression, particularly for BIPOC, by centering the issue of oppression in its work to further 
equity. 
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            3.8.22 

Elevating Equity in New Jersey  
 
Program Description  
Elevating Equity aspires to (a) create an accountable community of people working in the nonprofit 
sector focused on disrupting and building alternatives to the oppression created by this sector and (b) 
create a digital center that documents the oppression and resistance to the nonprofit sector and in 
doing so contributes to reframing the conversation around equity to one of oppression and resistance, 
a reality that is known by many people working in the sector, particularly BIPOC.  
 
Our aim will be to, first, challenge oppression and uplift resistance by working with an invited group of 
participants to name the practices and behaviors that are serving as barriers to equity, as well as those 
that are furthering it in the areas with which our work intersects: charitable nonprofits, philanthropic 
organizations, and communities engaged by the nonprofit/philanthropic sector.  
 
This new program assembles a diverse cohort of individuals representing different entities: nonprofits, 
foundations, community organizations, government agencies, individuals and points of view regarding 
the source of New Jersey’s inequity. The majority of spaces will be designated for BIPOC people and 
people racialized as White that have experience addressing intersections of White supremacy, racial 
capitalism, sovereignty, patriarchy, transphobia, climate change, and other issues.  
 
Gathering Ground understands the lack of equity in this state as the ongoing legacy of structural White 
supremacy, which includes capitalism, and we acknowledge that some see this lack of equity as simply a 
lack of well-distributed opportunity. Our Elevating Equity program is open to and welcomes all points of 
view as long as there is a commitment to making New Jersey a fairer place to live, love, work, learn and 
play.  
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Our cohort will participate in a statewide series of four sequential, virtual workshops in which 
participants a) examine stories they have generated regarding the kinds of experiences they have had, 
and in which they have seen the sector generate oppression and/or resistance to this oppression and b) 
generate individual and/or collective actions/projects intended to disrupt or further alternatives to this 
oppression. 
 
Our aim is to use this process both as a means of building an accountable community of practitioners 
and documenting equitable practices and barriers in plain and clear language, as well as to help all 
cohort members understand and strategize to disrupt this well-documented inequity, which often shows 
up as systemic material advantages held most often by, but not limited to, people racialized as White. 
We see this as the most central material advantage, even as it simultaneously degrades the humanity of 
those racialized in this way.  
 

Our Approach  
Recognizing that equity, broadly speaking, is quite a large scope, and that we do not want to begin 
this work as though the conversation on equity starts “now”, we are devising a process that 
provides focus and also acknowledges work (both in New Jersey and beyond) that was designed to 
address ongoing inequity.  
 
Learning and Reflection (Workshops 1 & 2)  
Through an ongoing dialogue-based approach, personal and organizational stories of where equity has 
been obstructed and furthered—covering the interpersonal to the systemic—will be shared by the 
cohort, and collaboratively analyzed using a modification of a framework by Paulo Freire in his book 
“Pedagogy of the Oppressed”, to explore the themes of these circumstances and what they imply about 
how equity can be furthered.  
 
The cohort will analyze and unpack these stories (which we at Gathering Ground are naming as examples 
of oppression) -- stories that the cohort themselves have offered, defining both the limits to equity (who 
is being harmed and who is benefitting) and how it can be different—envisioning different kinds of 
relationships and actions that would increase fairness for those being oppressed.  
 
Action and Accountability (Workshops 3 & 4)  
Cohort members will design personal and/or collective anti-oppression actions/projects, which will be  
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shared with and made visible to cohort members, and cohort members will continue to be accountable 
to each other to report on the progress of their projects in post-workshop quarterly meetings over the 
following year, as part of a “Community of Practice, Action and Accountability.  
 
Community of Practice, Action and Accountability (Post-Workshop and ongoing)  
This Community of Practice, Action and Accountability with cohort members and others over time, will 
be a place where together we undertake the defined actions developed by cohort members, learn from 
them, make adjustments, hold each other accountable, and provide support and cover for one another. 
This Community will be a place to explore and disrupt all of our roles in New Jersey’s lack of equity, and 
increase the power, self-examination and interconnectedness of those working for increased justice and 
fairness.  
 
Digital Reflection and Action Center  
The digital Reflection and Action Center is intended to be a centralized space for the learning and 
action from this program, informed by and in collaboration with cohort members, and that documents 
the oppression and resistance to the nonprofit sector. In doing so, this digital center will contribute to 
reframing the conversation around equity to one of oppression and resistance. 
 

Our Accountability  
Gathering Ground will be accountable to the cohort in the following ways:  


· We will be transparent about the adaptive adjustments we make during the course of the 
program, based on feedback and learning from working with all of you.  
 


· We will not convene participants around the topic of equity unless they make a commitment 
to be willing to be held accountable to implement their learning for the benefit of BIPOC, 
particularly Black and Indigenous people.  
 


· Gathering Ground will be doing the same work as cohort members, including 
personal/collective anti oppression action projects that we will also report on in quarterly 
meetings after the workshops.  
 


· Gathering Ground is committed to collaborative design of program elements (like the 
Community of Practice, Action and Accountability), which means that we cannot always tell 
you exactly what an end product will look like, because we will be creating it together,  
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addressing emergent issues and needs as we meet them. This collaborative design is 
intentional and is intended to disrupt the ways in which organizations in our sector often 
operate - without direct input in the design process from the people involved in or affected by 
the work.  
 

Our Outcomes  
We foresee Elevating Equity producing the following outcomes:  
 

1. Creation/strengthening of a Community of Practice, Action and Accountability of people 
working in or adjacent to the nonprofit sector who together—over an extended period of 
time—test actions focused on disrupting and building alternatives to the oppression created by 
this sector. These projects aim to take cohort members one step beyond the named conditions 
of oppression and lack of opportunity and implement strategies identified during the 
workshops: whether it is changing the relationships of power they have with governing classes, 
releasing power they are holding that is oppressing others, or some balance of the two, and 
which will be designed in collaboration with the Community of Practice members;  
 

2. Development of our digital Reflection and Action Center -- a written/digital product describing 
oppressive factors, people and groups in New Jersey and the actions being taken across the 
state to resist oppression and increase the power of people to define and live their lives in ways 
more aligned with the best visions for themselves, families, communities and people. This digital 
Reflection and Action Center also documents the learning from this program and amplifies 
action steps and commitments from our cohort of practitioners; and  
 

3. Strengthened relationships among those working for fairness in New Jersey.  
We hope that this work may also help support the statewide discussion on equity: raising the 
issue of oppression and this social process, kept in motion by the ruling class, as the obstacle to 
equity, and bringing greater clarity in the nonprofit sector, which often mystifies this issue.  
 

Our Program Team  
The program is co-created with Justin Laing, Hillombo, LLC who led the design of the program with 
Gathering Ground’s staff (Elizabeth Murphy, Kacy O’Brien, Jeanette Mitchell and Alyssa Calderone) in 
consultation with a diverse team of professionals, some of whom have deep knowledge of historical and  



         
 

 
       Program Consultant  

 

 
PO Box 722 | Neptune, NJ | 07754-0722 gatheringground.us 
 

Elevating Equity would not have been possible without an abiding practice of collectivity and generous collaboration on behalf 
of the program’s team, for which Gathering Ground is deeply thankful. We offer our tremendous gratitude to Hillombo LLC 
whom we engaged to lead, teach, and facilitate core elements of the program design.  
 

Gathering Ground fosters community cohesion and collaborative action by bringing together highly-diverse groups of people with 
varied backgrounds, lived experiences, expertise and influence to amplify community dialogue around critical issues, build and 
strengthen networks, encourage cross-sector and multi-cultural partnerships and cultivate equitable community-rooted 
solutions. 

 
 
 

 
present-day structural racism and White supremacy, and experience with advancing a racial equity 
agenda at organizational, community and statewide levels. This team of professionals is organized as a 
Working Group, and includes: Andrea McChristian, Esq., Law & Policy Director, NJ Institute for Social 
Justice; Ivette Guillermo-McGahee, Founder & CEO, Allies in Caring; Brandon McKoy, Immediate Past 
President, NJ Policy Perspective; Derek Minno Bloom, Co-founder, Racial Justice program and Director, 
Food & Social Justice Program, Asbury Park’s Trinity Church; Grace K. Penn, Associate Director, Affiliated 
Groups and Princeton Prize in Race Relations, Princeton University; Evan Sanchez, Business & 
Technology Entrepreneur, Co-founder of OLO, Philanthropist, Atlantic City-based; and Alysia Souder, 
Executive Director, The Institute of Music for Children.  
 
The program also engages a group of facilitators, writers, and note takers:  
Facilitators: Bonnie Cushing, Tyneisha Gibbs, Drew Giddings, Dr. Francoise Kazimierczuk, Derek 
Minno-Bloom, Orville Morales, Yvette Murry, Sharon Stroye, Wynnie-Fred Victor Hinds  
Documenters: J. Crystal Adams, Chantel Fletcher, Rosslin Mensah-Boateng, JacQueline Mestre, 
Renee Shalhoub, Sheldon Steele, Marcelo Vargas Banos, Bernice Vasquez,  
Data Analysis / Writer: Dr. Francoise Kazimierczuk  
Digital design of Reflection and Action Center + cohort engagement strategies: Ennis Carter/Social 
Impact Studios  
 
As the producing organization for Elevating Equity, Gathering Ground is seeking to make its own practice 
and outcomes more equitable by naming the oppression that we, in some ways, benefit from as an 
organization predominantly led by people racialized as White. Since our founding in 2011 (as Creative 
New Jersey) our work and approach to community building and organizing has matured and progressed.  
 
We have deepened our understanding of and commitment to racial equity and justice, and we have 
evolved our mission, vision and programming to prioritize this commitment. It is within this sharpened 
focus and orientation that we have changed our name to Gathering Ground and dedicate our resources 
to working with others to create an equitable society. We are certain that when this initial phase of this 
process is complete, our own understanding and practice of how to leverage our mission, networks, and 
resources to help New Jersey become a place of greater fairness will be further developed and more 
effective.  
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