
DAY 16: The Power of Representation
“You can’t be what you can’t see.” – Marian Wright Edelman, Founder and President of the
Children’s Defense Fund

By 2060, the country’s racial makeup is expected to change dramatically, with one in three
Americans—32 percent of the population—projected to be a race other than white.  And yet
portrayals of our country’s demography – in the media, among our elected officials, and within
the business community– do not square with the increasing diversity of our populace.

Representation refers to the basic idea that if people see those like them reflected in a given
space, they are more likely to identify with and be able to imagine themselves as belonging
there. Importantly, the reverse is also true.

Historically, Black people and marginalized
groups– Native Americans, people with
disabilities and women– have been both
underrepresented and misrepresented
on-screen. What we do or don’t see–  has a
unique power both to inspire us to achieve our
goals and to perpetuate harmful stereotypes
that keep historically excluded people from
reaching their full potential.

Why does this matter? Whether and how
people and characters carrying our identities
are represented are indicators of our values
and the stories that we tell– about ourselves,
about groups of people, about our society (see
the visual below).  What if those
representations were inaccurate, or harmful?

About this image: Kyra Harris Bolden, the first Black female Michigan Supreme Court Justice.

Share your reflections on today’s topic on social media using the hashtag
#unitedforequity or #uwwcequitychallenge and tag @uwwashtenaw.

https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2020/demo/p25-1144.pdf
https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2020/demo/p25-1144.pdf
https://www.mlive.com/news/2022/11/whitmer-on-appointing-first-black-woman-to-supreme-court-its-about-damn-time.html
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/uwwc-equity-challenge-community-conversations-tickets-488279486087


Source: Waves: A model for deep narrative change

These resources explore both how a lack of representation can be extremely harmful, and how
diverse representation can empower people historically excluded by racism, ableism and
sexism.

Today’s Challenge:

Listen:
● Listen to this segment of Washtenaw United on WEMU, featuring Iman Grewal of HOPE Scholars

at Eastern Michigan University, where she shares how they are leveraging the power of
representation to recruit and retain a more diverse generation of teachers.

● Listen to this episode of Both And, where hosts Beth and Leila define "representation," talk about
the research behind the importance of representation, and wonder what a recognized and
represented multiracial community would look like in the media.

Read:
● Did you know that as a result of the 2022 midterm elections: 1) Ypsilanti voters made history by

electing Nicole Brown, a Black woman to serve as the city’s mayor for the first time. 2) Ann
Arbor’s new city council is the most diverse in the city’s history.

● Learn about the unintended consequences of Michigan’s 2020 redistricting efforts, which gave
Democrats the key to take over the House and Senate after winning the majority in both
chambers, but subsequently stripped down the political power of Black residents.

● Has the emphasis on diversity, equity, and inclusion by American companies resulted in actual
leadership changes? Read this piece which details progress on corporate leadership by race and
gender.

Share your reflections on today’s topic on social media using the hashtag
#unitedforequity or #uwwcequitychallenge and tag @uwwashtenaw.

https://narrativeinitiative.org/blog/waves-a-model-for-deep-narrative-change/
https://www.wemu.org/show/washtenaw-united/2022-10-24/washtenaw-united-emu-asst-professor-develops-program-to-better-recruit-and-retain-a-next-generation-of-teachers-while-redefining-the-student-teaching-experience
https://www.wemu.org/show/washtenaw-united/2022-10-24/washtenaw-united-emu-asst-professor-develops-program-to-better-recruit-and-retain-a-next-generation-of-teachers-while-redefining-the-student-teaching-experience
https://www.wemu.org/show/washtenaw-united/2022-10-24/washtenaw-united-emu-asst-professor-develops-program-to-better-recruit-and-retain-a-next-generation-of-teachers-while-redefining-the-student-teaching-experience
https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/why-representation-matters-for-the-mixed-community/id1370123948?i=1000432188383
https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/why-representation-matters-for-the-mixed-community/id1370123948?i=1000432188383
https://www.mlive.com/politics/2022/11/ypsilanti-voters-make-history-by-electing-new-mayor-bring-new-faces-to-city-council.html
https://www.mlive.com/politics/2022/11/ypsilanti-voters-make-history-by-electing-new-mayor-bring-new-faces-to-city-council.html
https://www.mlive.com/news/ann-arbor/2022/11/ann-arbors-new-city-council-most-diverse-in-our-citys-history-mayor-pro-tem-says.html
https://www.mlive.com/news/ann-arbor/2022/11/ann-arbors-new-city-council-most-diverse-in-our-citys-history-mayor-pro-tem-says.html
https://www.mlive.com/politics/2022/11/democrats-big-midterm-win-overshadows-loss-of-black-voices.html
https://www.investopedia.com/corporate-leadership-by-race-5114494
https://www.investopedia.com/corporate-leadership-by-race-5114494


Watch:
● Watch this video featuring young people sharing the power of on-screen representation and how

impactful it is to see people and characters who share their identities.
● Watch this short film in which nonspeaking autistic people talk about how nonspeakers are

represented in books, theatre, and film. They provide guidance for changing the narrative.
● Watch Aisha Thomas's TEDx talk, which challenges us to imagine a world where all races are

represented in all aspects of life.

Act:
● Journal, reflect and share:

○ How does it make you feel to think about the representation of people in power and the
media versus the people you see in your day-to-day life?

○ Why is it that so often, the people we see on screen are not like us? (Or, if they look like
us, they are often stereotyped and not complex like we are.)

○ What’s something you will carry with you based on what you learned today?

Share your reflections on today’s topic on social media using the hashtag
#unitedforequity or #uwwcequitychallenge and tag @uwwashtenaw.

https://www.pbs.org/newshour/arts/why-on-screen-representation-matters-according-to-these-teens
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2XZFNZBwsAw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2XZFNZBwsAw
https://www.ted.com/talks/aisha_thomas_why_representation_really_matters
https://www.ted.com/talks/aisha_thomas_why_representation_really_matters
https://www.uwwashtenaw.org/21-day-equity-challenge

