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WHY THIS TIP SHEET 
In the fall of 2017, NJJN instituted new membership requirements in which all members must 

declare that they will pursue their work with an anti-racist lens and that organizational members 

also conduct an organizational self-assessment. We have since received many requests for 

information on how to conduct such a self-assessment. This tip sheet walks NJJN members 

through NJJN’s national office’s self-assessment process. We do not hold ourselves up as a 

model. Rather, we provide this information so that if some part of our experience is at all useful 

to others, our sharing enriches all. Please also visit this recording of our webinar with Choice 

Baltimore, in which they discussed their self-assessment process.   

NJJN has divided our organizational self-assessment into a three-step process towards change: 1) 

tilling the field; 2) planting the seeds; and 3) tending the seedlings. While at first these change 

components were sequential, we have found that they ultimately are iterative. We don’t view the 

work as being finished. Instead, within NJJN, we engage regularly in all three of those change 

processes.  

    

Tilling the Field 

While there are numerous anti-racist, organizational self-assessment tools available, the 

important part is the process, not the tool. Staff must be able to have honest discussions about the 

state of the organization. NJJN staff had unintentionally readied themselves for this process over 

the course of about six months starting in April of 2016, by hosting bi-weekly, staff-facilitated, 

racial justice staff discussions.  Prior to the discussion, a staff member would propose a video or 

a short reading, which the entire staff read or viewed prior to the discussion. These readings 

weren’t particularly curated, but they were critical in getting NJJN staff to a more comfortable 

place in talking about anti-racism and white supremacy.  

http://www.njjn.org/members-area/racial-ethnic-disparities-juvenile-justice-members
http://www.njjn.org/members-area/racial-ethnic-disparities-juvenile-justice-members
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Most importantly, the on-going, regular discussions moved us to a place of greater honesty and 

decreased deflection, retreat, and anxiety. We stress the terms ‘greater’ and ‘decreased,’ because 

this work is difficult and on-going. We won't pretend that we have achieved total comfort or 

honesty.   

A few readings that we found to be provocative and helpful include: 

• “The Characteristics and Dynamics of Race Talk,” chapter 2 from Race Talk and the 

Conspiracy of Silence: Understanding and Facilitating Difficult Dialogues on Race, by 

Derald Wing Sue (New Jersey: John Wiley & Sons, 2015). Why race can be so difficult 

to talk about -- the various social norms it challenges, as well as why it’s uncomfortable 

for people of color and for white people. 

• “Interview with John A. Powell” – edited transcript of an interview with Dr. Powell, a 

nationally recognized scholar on race, poverty, and regional equity. Fascinating 

discussion from 2003 that covers a range of topics from how race is socially constructed 

to the stories about race we tell now. 

• “Ethos of the Ally: Deference, Dialogue, and Distance,” blog post, Toby D. Rollo, July 7, 

2013. Illuminating meditations to assist allies in anti-oppression work in thinking through 

their roles and responsibilities. 

• “So you want to work in solidarity with black and Indigenous peoples,” blog post, Toby 

D. Rollo, April 26, 2016. A brief, useful piece pointing out common misunderstandings 

white people have about being a useful white ally. 

A shortened list of some of these resources can be found here. We continue to hold sacred time 

for these bi-weekly racial justice discussions. 

 

Planting the Seeds 

In the fall of 2016, as part of our racial justice discussions, we read the portion of the Western 

States Anti-Racist Handbook that included the self-assessment process and decided as a staff to 

engage in that self-assessment. The process was as simple as working through the questions that 

Western States provided. We found that the Western States assessment was easy enough to 

tweak to the needs of NJJN as a policy and membership organization.   

The Western States rubric includes questions such as: 

1. How does your organization work in alliance with people of color organizations?  

2. Who are the members of your organization and what decision-making power do they 

have?  

3. Are the people most centrally implicated in your programs (policies) involved in planning 

the program (policy)? 

http://www.njjn.org/uploads/digital-library/Racial%20justice%20resource%20guide.pdf
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As a group, we determined where we had strengths, where we had room to grow and where that 

might put us on the Western States’ continuum of "all-white club" to "anti-racist organization." 

For example, in the decision-making category, we were somewhere between a "token" 

organization and a "multi-cultural" organization. We made this assessment based on factors such 

as high member participation in decision-making, lack of direct connection to youth and 

families, and lack of transparency in some of our decision-making processes.   

In no substance area were we an "anti-racist organization," a standard that, as described by 

Western States, would be almost impossible for us to achieve fully without a dramatic overhaul 

of our operations such as not receiving money from any foundations. This knowledge that, as 

currently structured, we could not be an anti-racist organization according to Western States did 

not invalidate the assessment for us. Again, the value for us of engaging in the self-assessment 

was that it provided a structure for us to undertake an honest inquiry to our operations, set goals 

for change and revisit progress.  

We finished this assessment process during our annual staff retreat in the winter of 2016, in 

which we devoted a full day to racial justice. We conducted our assessment without the help of 

an outside facilitator, however, if your organization has funds to hire a facilitator, it can certainly 

be helpful.   

 

Tending the Seedlings 

We then identified actions that we could take to move ourselves along the anti-racist continuum. 

We generally found that in all categories there were easy or quick fixes and more in-depth and 

resource-intensive fixes. For instance, we set collective goals and assigned individual 

responsibility to actions such as: 

• Make transparent our decision-making process, our budget, and our internal lines of 

accountability. 

• Reach out to potential ally and member organizations such as BYP 100, Center for 

Native American youth, and community organizing groups. 

• Determine how our national office of NJJN can be accountable in a real way to youth and 

families. 

• Change our membership criteria to elevate the focus on anti-racism. 

• Evaluate the language that we use to talk about our Leadership Institute and our anti-

racism work in general. 

• Carefully evaluate who we invite to speak on panels. 

• Revisit our hiring policies and our board development to maintain a clear commitment to 

diversity. 

• Engage our board of directors in setting strategic goals around our anti-racism work. 
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We continued to revisit these objectives as a staff, and included the Racial Justice Working 

Group, Racial Justice Steering Committee and the Membership Advisory Council in discussions 

around membership changes. In our staff retreat in the fall of 2017, we revisited the objectives 

that we had set for ourselves in the prior year, looked afresh at where we stood on the continuum, 

and set new objectives for ourselves. At our regular staff meetings, we hold ourselves 

accountable by checking in on our progress in achieving these objectives.  

Perhaps most importantly, this process has cleared the path for us to regularly raise new issues 

and discuss them with an anti-racist lens.  For instance, most recently we discussed whether the 

primary purpose of our intern program is merely to increase staff capacity or if it is part of our 

larger anti-racist efforts, thus affecting where we would advertise for interns and how we would 

select them.   

CONCLUSION 
Staff at NJJN do not believe that there is a one-size fits all approach to anti-racism work. We 

found the organizational self-assessment to be a useful tool to investigate privilege and power 

and how we perpetuate racism in our daily work. We also don't think that there is one right way 

to conduct an organizational self-assessment. Our way worked for us but may not work for 

others. We also want to stress that we approach our anti-racist efforts as both urgent and long-

haul. There is no shortcut to dismantling white supremacy in our society; there is only a process 

that must include honesty, bravery and commitment.  

 


