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Of course, not all White people engage in White Talk, and not all people of 
color and indigenous people engage in Color Commentary. In fact, to survive and 
advance in educational contexts usually governed by White people, people of 
color typically learn and practice White Talk, because it is the language of power 
and influence. Likewise, some White people have developed Color Commentary 
characteristics as a way of being more effective and accepted in their conversa-
tions with people of color and indigenous people.

Table 8.1 Understanding White Talk and Color Commentary

White Talk Color Commentary 

Verbal: Characterized by loud, 
authoritative, and interrupted 
speech. Value is placed on 
expressing oneself and 
controlling the conversation. 

Nonverbal: Characterized by silent 
respect for as well as disconnect from 
the one talking and/or positional/
cultural authority. Communication 
takes place through body motions and 
other nonverbal expression. 

Example: Who speaks first, 
longest, and most often 

Example: Folded arms, silence, sighs, 
rolling of the eyes, refusal to offer 
direct eye contact 

Impersonal: Typically spoken in 
third person. Prone to explaining 
opinion through use of other 
people’s stories or experiences. 

Personal: Typically spoken in first 
person. Great value placed upon 
sharing one’s own story and 
experiences. 

Example: “My best friend who is 
Black. . . . ” “I am married to a 
person of color who thinks 
that. . . . ” “I grew up around 
Asians and they said. . . . ” 

Example: “The police pulled me over 
because I am Black. . . . ” “As an 
indigenous person, I don’t trust White 
people. . . . ” “We believe that [such-
and-such a place] has a problem with 
indigenous people.” 

Intellectual: Dialogue is abstract 
and disconnected from 
immediate and local reality. More 
interested in quantitative analysis 
of one’s thinking. 

Emotional: Dialogue is centered on an 
immediate and local racial reality. 
More interested in qualitative analysis 
and feelings. 

Example: “Statistics say. . . . ” 
“Do the data really suggest that it 
is because of race?” “I once read 
that. . . . ” “[So-and-so] 
said. . . . ” “Can you give me a 
citation that supports that?” 
“What university did he attend?” 
“He studied with. . . . ” 

Example: “I don’t feel as though you 
like or respect me as a Black 
teacher. . . . ” “I feel alone here as the 
only teacher of color. . . . ” “I get so 
angry when they speak for me, 
misinterpret and misrepresent me. . . . ” 
“I don’t trust. . . . ” “I don’t feel safe.” 

(Continued)
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Balancing Power in Communication

Consider this common illustration of how White Talk and Color Commentary 
can collide, resulting in a nonproductive exchange:

A White teacher prepares to be in conference with an indigenous family. 
As the parents sit down, the time-conscious teacher dives right into a list 
of what the student has and has not accomplished according to the grade-
level standards. With achievement data in hand to support her assess-
ment, the teacher continues by explaining what types of support she is 
trained to provide and what assistance might not be possible, given her 
time with respect to the large number of children in the classroom. The 
teacher then politely suggests to the parents what they need to do for 
their child at home to ensure success.

Now finished, the teacher has talked only about the “to do’s” and the 
data. Breathless, angry, and flustered, the parents unsuccessfully fight 
back intense emotion as they challenge the teacher with one question: 
“Do you like my child, and is her spirit safe while in your care?” After 
saying this, they begin to express to the teacher how special they believe 
their child is and how important it is that their child feel appreciated by 
the teacher. Not prepared to converse at this level, the teacher grows 
flustered and launches into a defense of her practice. In the end, both the 
parents and teacher fail to engage in meaningful dialogue about the 
student’s experience.

White Talk Color Commentary 

Task oriented: Organized around 
the need “to do” something and 
to find solutions. An impatient 
focus on locating tools and 
strategies to address racial issues. 
Views the racial challenge as a 
technical problem in which the 
solutions exist and simply need 
to be unearthed. Sees 
introspective conversation as a 
waste of time. 

Process oriented: Organized around 
the need “to be” respected, validated, 
and affirmed. Developing trust in 
others occurs through the examination 
of racial attitudes and beliefs in public. 
Racial challenges are viewed as 
adaptive problems that require us to 
deal with our inner thought processes 
and to explore our biases to create 
undiscovered solutions. 

Example: “When are we going to 
get to the actions? I’m tired of 
talking. . . . ” “What does talking 
about race have to do with the 
achievement gap? Give me a 
strategy.” 

Example: “How do you feel about this 
Brown student?” “How do you believe 
your students of color feel about you as 
a teacher?” “How do Latino faculty feel 
about working in a predominantly 
White school?” 
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