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During this talk, please feel free to manage your experience in 
the way that is best for you.

 
That might include:

• Taking pictures of the board
• Making audio/video recordings
• Using a laptop or other device
• Eating or drinking
• Standing or stretching
• Leaving the room for a period
• Stimming
• Sitting or laying on the floor
• etc.









Building a healthy physics community



Some givens….

Many of the structural systems of thought 
interwoven into academic cultural are 
harmful to a lot of people.



Some givens….

Many of the structural systems of thought 
interwoven into academic cultural are 
harmful to a lot of people.

•  Ableism
•  Homophobia
•  Transphobia 
•  Racism
(to name a few)

•  White supremacy 
•  Colonialism
•  Misogyny 
•  Capitalism 



Institutional Racism

“Institutional racism is distinguished from 
racial bigotry by the existence of institutional 
systemic policies, practices and economic and 
political structures which place minority 
racial and ethnic groups at a disadvantage in 
relation to an institution’s racial or ethnic 
majority.”

Wikipedia, “Institutional Racism”

developed by Stokely Carmichael and Charles V. Hamilton in the 60s



Some givens….

These structures give rise to systems that 
center very specific groups of people and sets 
of ideas, creating environments that are 
hostile to minoritized people and limiting our 
intellectual landscape.



Some givens….

We can change our structures, our systems, 
and our behaviors.





Understand the Problem



“…And the outlook for 
me in terms of getting a 
PhD…is really 
contingent upon whether 
or not I have the right 
type of support system 
around me to be able to 
facilitate my success.”
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“Research also shows 
that, by far, the greatest 
predictor of the 
occurrence of sexual 
harassment is the 
organizational climate 
in a school, department, 
or program, or across an 
institution.”



Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity 
Politics, and Violence against Women of Color

Kimberlé Crenshaw
Stanford Law Review
Vol. 43, No. 6 (Jul.,1991), pp. 1241-1299

Marilyn Frye



Devise a Plan



You can’t “solve” workplace/field climate 
issues without the input of those impacted.



Chanda Prescod-Weinstein

“You are not objective. You are not more 
objective than other people. You are especially 

not more objective about issues of 
marginalization than people who are 

marginalized relative to you.”



Carry out the Plan



Discomfort as a part of 
community building

We tend to surround ourselves with people 
who have had shared experiences. Moving 
towards comfort is human - but also leads to 
exclusion and the consolidation of power.



Discomfort as a part of 
community building

How many times have you heard (or 
uttered):

“They just make me comfortable.”

“He’s our kind of person.”

“She’s a good fit.”



Discomfort as a part of 
community building

How many times have you heard (or 
uttered):

“What if I say the wrong thing?”

“They won’t be comfortable here.”

“I don’t want to offend anyone!”



If you are not minoritized along a particular axis, 
make a commitment to 

TAKE ON THE BURDEN OF DISCOMFORT



You will screw up.

Probably a lot.

Embrace it.

Apologize.

Learn.



The power of a real apology

When we screw up, we tend to feel defensive. 
It feels bad to get it wrong.

Stopping this instinct is the first step - lashing 
out is our ego being fragile.



The power of a real apology

Once we’ve stopped, we can listen and learn. We 
decenter our embarrassment and center the harm 
of our colleague, and react from a place of 
compassion and a desire to change.

It isn’t up to us if an apology is accepted. It isn’t 
always so easy to remove hurt or harm. An apology 
isn’t a demand for acceptance or a social nicety. It is 
an acknowledgement of a mistake, and of someone 
else’s humanity.



The power of a real apology

The real trick - You actually have to do the 
work to change your thinking/behavior. 
Although not easy, apologizing is the start, 
not the end. 



Look Back/Evaluate



Outreach is great…
But it isn’t the sole core of inclusion work. We’ve been doing lots of 

recruiting. But what happens when they actually join our fields?



Write down the name 
of one or two scientific 

mentors who have 
influenced your career.



Write down the name 
of one or two scientific 
mentees whose careers 

you have supported 
over several stages.



Write down the name of 
someone you know who has 

left the field on less than 
optimal/independent terms.



What is the climate at your institution? 
In your group? In your subfield?

• Actions speak louder than words
• “Ally” is not a title to be earned, but actions taken.
• Remember power dynamics.
• Spend your social/institutional capital to support 

minoritized colleagues.
• Step outside your experience.
• Treat mentorship relationships as a two way street - your 

mentee is not the only one who is learning.



Stop prioritizing your comfort over 
the survival of others, and use your 
power to build communities where 

we can thrive together.





Resources

Decolonizing Science Reading List, by Chanda Prescod Weinstein: https://
medium.com/@chanda/decolonising-science-reading-
list-339fb773d51f#.om5w2ivfq

NAS study on the Sexual Harassment of Women: http://
sites.nationalacademies.org/SHStudy/index.htm

APS study on LGBT+ Climate in Physics: https://www.aps.org/programs/lgbt/

Combahee River Collective Resources: https://
combaheerivercollective.weebly.com/resources.html

The Systemic Birdcage of Sexism by Marilyn Frye: https://cpt.org/files/US%20-
%20Bird%20Cage%20of%20Sexism.pdf
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