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What is Racial Literacy?
Yolanda Sealey-Ruiz, Ph.D., Associate Professor of English Education, Teachers College, 
Columbia University; Founder and Faculty Sponsor of the Racial Literacy Roundtable 
Series and Co-Founder of the Teachers College Civic Participation Project.

Purpose 
In this video, Yolanda Sealey-Ruiz provides a definition for racial literacy, a term that is 
fairly new in academia and the public discourse but is not a new concept in reality. Sealey-
Ruiz grounds the conversation by connecting familiar terms like literacy and our racialized 
lived experiences to racial literacy. She shares how being a racially literate individual 
provides all of us with an opportunity to be more fully human with each other.   

Background 
Conversations about race are often seen as taboo but they don’t have to be. Society 
sees literacy and education as important things that we should strive for but doesn’t 
often talk about the importance of having different types of literacies. Yolanda Sealey-
Ruiz reminds us that you can be math literate, science literate, social studies literate and 
she makes the point that we should also be striving to be racially literate.   

Reflections 
How often do you engage in constructive conversations about race? Who do you engage 
in these conversations with?

How can you cultivate a regular practice of examining how race and other types of 
oppression (gender, class, religion, etc.) functions in your life and the lives of other people 
from different racial/ethnic backgrounds?

Yolanda Sealey-Ruiz has created a framework to help people develop their racial literacy 
and identify where they are in their racial literacy journey. Where are you in your racial 
literacy journey and how can you move towards becoming an interrupter?

Identify someone in your sphere of influence that you can partner with to further develop 
your racial literacy and begin a conversation that includes next steps for your journey. 
This might include starting a racial literacy book club, inviting other people into your 
conversation, designing a regular practice of journaling, and sharing an excerpt from your 
journal with your racial literacy thought partner(s). 



Extended Connections 

TED Talk: Truth, Love, & Racial Literacy 
TEDx Talks

Racial Literacy
 National Council of Teachers of English

Our Journey Toward Racial Literacy: A 
Mother and Daughter's Story

 Journal of Adolescent and Adult LIteracy

https://ila.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/jaal.1272
https://ncte.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/SquireOfficePolicyBrief_RacialLiteracy_April2021.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-V_GdpVR6NI



