
IN THE WINGS

Premise 

Welcome to “In the wings,” an anti-oppression workshop organized by students, faculty, and recent 
graduates from Carleton University and Ottawa University. 

Participants in the workshop will have the opportunity to join break-out rooms and enact a role-play 
exercise about racism and resistance co-authored by students, faculty, and recent graduates from Canadian 
post-secondary institutions. This role-play seeks to facilitate critical and creative reflections about systemic 

racism, hierarchies of knowledge and expertise, and structural inequities embedded in universities.

Following the role-play, there will be a group discussion and conversation about how students and 
faculty experience these systemic issues in their everyday lives. We anticipate that these discussions and 

conversations will involve knowledge-sharing about the ongoing legacies of oppression within which 
pedagogy and research take place as well as the potential of education as a decolonial practice. 

Cast of Characters 

ACHIMWISACHIMWIS | akim - wiss |

TAAJTAAJ | t-è-j | 

COLLEAGUE COLLEAGUE 1

COLLEAGUE 2COLLEAGUE 2

CONTENT WARNING

This exercise includes content that some may find disturbing, traumatizing and/or offensive. It will touch 
on topics of police brutality, racism, colonialism and violence. We ask that all participants help create an 

atmosphere of mutual respect and sensitivity. If someone is triggered by the material, please refer them to 
the resources section at the end of the Facilitation Guide. 



TAAJ:TAAJ: (monologue) In my final year of university, I got a job working with the administration. While this 
job was a means for me to afford my textbooks and help with bills at home, it was also an opportunity for 
me to make connections with prominent influential people, go to events and gain some valuable work 
experience.

When I started, I was excited and eager to leave a good impression. I worked twice as hard as my colleagues, 
worked beyond what was expected of me and was constantly praised for my work ethic and my high level 
of professionalism. But as I spent longer at the job, I began face discrimination and microaggressions from 
my colleagues and superiors that made the work environment uncomfortable.  Many of the few other 
Black, Indigenous, and racialized people that worked at this job left because the blatant acts of racism and 
discrimination became unbearable.

And because we all feared for our positions, none of us could speak up. The university policies had restrictions 
on who qualified to be unionized and as a contract employee I did not meet those qualifications. And with 
so few racialized people at the job, anonymity was not an option.

I was willing to put up with this though. While it was hard and frustrating, I thought that if I worked hard 
enough, I could be formally hired and advocate for diversity and inclusivity   from within. However, after 
the summer, what I thought would be a helpful transition into my career ended in more hardship than I 
would expect.

ACHIMWIS (NARRATOR):ACHIMWIS (NARRATOR): During the same summer and timeframe, George Floyd was brutally and 
publicly lynched on May 25, 2020, by a white police officer in Minnesota. Organizations, corporations, national 
leaders, everyone was making statements standing in solidarity with Black communities and denouncing anti-
Black racism at a systemic and institutional level. Protests all around the world were unprecedented. 

TAAJ:TAAJ: After the news about yet another recorded incident of police violence, I emailed my supervisor, 
asking them for their support in sending out an email to my colleagues to share some mental health 
resources and educational material.

ACHIMWIS:ACHIMWIS: As Taaj waited for a response from their supervisor, they connected with the other racialized 
colleagues in the office.

ACT 2



TAAJ:TAAJ: I’m kind of struggling with the fact that our supervisors haven’t addressed what happened and 
haven’t checked in with their racialized employees. It’s almost like they think something like this can 
only happen in the United States, as if Canada isn’t complicit in upholding the structures of racism, anti-
blackness and colonialism that allow incidents like this to happen.

COLLEAGUE 1: COLLEAGUE 1: They definitely don’t consider this to be a priority. I remember when something 
like this happened in our own city a few years ago, one of our colleagues asked for time off to process 
everything but they refused. The colleague ended up quitting 3 days later. 

TAAJ: TAAJ: That is so messed up! We need to do something about this. I actually reached out to my 
supervisor and let them know that I wanted to send an email out to everyone to share some mental 
health resources and educational materials. I haven’t heard back yet.

COLLEAGUE 2: COLLEAGUE 2: Goodluck with that. But I would be careful if I were you, these systems weren’t 
designed with us in mind. 

ACHIMWIS:ACHIMWIS: After speaking to their colleagues, Taaj decides to send the email.

TAAJ: TAAJ: I sent the resources by email to the entire university administration and five minutes later, my 
supervisor called me to recall it because it was ‘too political’ and that our workplace is apolitical. Can 
you believe that?

COLLEAGUE 1:COLLEAGUE 1:  Unfortunately, I do believe that. One of the things I’ve learned from working in white 
spaces for the past twenty years is that they always claim a ‘neutral’ or ‘impartial’, or ‘apolitical’ role as if 
there’s such a thing. This is ‘too political’ for them because they can detach themselves from this. But for 
us, this is our lives. The personal is political. So Taaj, I thank you for sending those resources by email, it 
made me feel seen and heard.

COLLEAGUE 2COLLEAGUE 2: : Yeah, thank you Taaj. No other colleague or supervisor has ever acknowledged 
something like this before. You even got our white colleagues to speak up in solidarity, definitely a rare 
occurrence.



TAAJ: TAAJ: There’s no need to thank me, I did what I thought was right. What shocked me the most though 
is when I learned that my supervisor reached out to the white colleague to express thanks for sharing 
their feelings and speaking on this issue. To me this was a flagrant example of racism in action! My 
supervisor was able to empathize with a white employee, but the same was not true for me, and they 
were unable to appreciate or recognize my viewpoint as a racialized employee. The only conversation I 
had with my supervisor was a reprimand masked as a mental health check. 

ACHIMWIS:ACHIMWIS: On their way home from work, Taaj reflects on what happened.

TAAJ: TAAJ: I was unable to sleep for days, due to the bottled-up anger, sadness, and betrayal. I stuffed my 
emotions down to the point that I was clenching and grinding my jaw extremely hard, I eventually broke a 
tooth in half. For weeks, I felt so suffocated and so weak, to the point that I felt that if I inhaled too hard, my 
heart would explode. 

Dealing with this whole situation was exhausting. I was constantly feeling angry, sad, and hurt. At one 
point the stress got so bad I couldn’t sleep for days. It wasn’t until I broke a tooth from clenching my teeth so 
hard that I realized bottling these feelings up is only hurting me.

I decided I needed to do something about it, but I didn’t know where to start. I reached out to friends and 
looked up different services on campus until I eventually came across an article in the student newspaper 
that made me furious. It was yet another story about racialized students being targeted by campus police. 

I decided to reach out to the student equity representative since they were already organizing with racialized 
students on this issue. When I was appalled by what I heard. Incident after incident of blatant racism and 
censorship on campuses across the country. This whole experience only reinforced the reality that the 
Canadian education system has failed the leaders of today and will continue to do so if there’s no change.



Discussion Questions

The following questions are created to help you critically engage with the characters and 
the script more deeply and further reflect on your own experiences as they relate to this 
role-play. Feel free to create your own questions as you gauge what concepts and ideas 
you’d like to focus on and prioritize.

Once you finish each Act, run through every participant and answer the first question 
below. Then use the second question to run through the circle again, with each person 
taking a turn to offer ideas. Speak from the heart; refrain from commenting on the ideas of 
others. If you prefer not to speak when it is your turn, simply say you prefer to pass.

•	 Search through the role play and find instances of power inequalities. What 
is the power structure and tangible means through which power is enacted? 
Who holds power? What kinds of power are held? What mechanisms create 
hierarchies? Do you have a story to relate to this?

•	 Walk back through the role play and find instances of socially accepted myths. 
What are the ideals and the belief system that enable harms to be enacted? What 
are the commonly held notions that uphold hierarchies? Do these messages 
connect with you and your life?

For more specific questions on each act, feel free to use the questions below as examples to 
guide you through the reflective process:

•	 Taaj stepped out of the role of ‘model minority’ when she sent that email to the 
university administration. How can we collectively define a model minority? 
How does the model minority myth perpetuate structures of racism in the 
workplace?

•	 The supervisor reprimanded Taaj because her email was ‘too political.’ How 
are the actions of the institution disconnected from the lived experience of its 
workers? What power structures enable this disconnect? How can we begin to 
close that gap?


