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WELCOME 
Hello! I’m so happy to see you here because it probably means you’re 
someone who cares about other people and wants to learn more about 
how to care for others in meaningful ways. Reading this book is a great 
step toward that goal. I appreciate your willingness to learn.

Allyship is a complicated matter, so be prepared to get a little messy 
here. My own journey to being an ally to others hasn’t been easy or clear. 
I’ve made mistakes. I can always do more. I’m still learning, and some-
times that learning is hard. But don’t let the complications and mess stop 
you from reading on. Anything worthwhile is going to take some work. I 
know you have what it takes to be a great ally—if you’re willing to keep 
an open mind, try some new things and keep going, even when it’s hard.

This book isn’t meant to be the final word on allyship. It’s a piece 
of a much bigger puzzle. But you may never get the complete picture, 
because conversations about allyship can change and evolve, and 
there are so many ways to be an ally. Don’t expect to be a perfect ally 
to everyone—that’s impossible! But you can learn to be a better ally to 
more people. This book is meant to help you do that in practical and—
hopefully—accessible ways. I hope this book gives you tools to be a 
better ally, sparks new questions for further learning, and inspires you 
to take action. 

iv



A FEW NOTES
•	•	 While I feel I have some knowledge to contribute to the area 

of allyship, I know that there are many, many people who have 
made and are making huge contributions as well. Some of those 
people and organizations can be found in the Resources section 
of this book.

•	•	 If you really want to get the most out of this book, I recommend 
reading it with others so you can discuss the issues and hear 
different perspectives. It’s good to get outside of our own brains 
sometimes!

•	•	 Even though we are mainly considering individual allyship in this 
book, just know that many injustices are built into systems (like 
educational institutions, legal systems, etc.). That means that the 
project of allyship and creating justice for all is bigger than any 
one person.

•	•	 We all know books are magical, but know that allyship will 
require you to go beyond this book toward action. We can read 
books on every topic, but if we’re not putting our learning into 
actions and practice, we're not making the impact we could.

EXTRA-SPECIAL NOTE: I think you’re 
awesome for being here. Now let’s dig in!

v



QUALITIES OF AN ALLY
ALLIES ARE WILLING TO CONTINUALLY REFLECT, 
LISTEN AND LEARN.

ALLIES KNOW THAT ALLYSHIP REQUIRES ACTION.

ALLIES UNDERSTAND THAT ALLYSHIP ISN’T EASY OR 
COMFORTABLE, YET ARE UP FOR THE CHALLENGE.



ACTION ONE: DO Reflect 
on the Similarities and 
Differences between 
Yourself and Others

THE SITUATION:  
Think More, Act Better

Jesse walks to the bathroom between band performances at a concert. A 
lot of other people have also gone to the bathroom, and because the lineup 
is very long, all of the eight stalls are in use, including the accessible stall 
(a stall for people with disabilities). Jesse stands in line like everyone else, 
and when it’s their turn, the next open  stall happens to be the accessible 
stall. Jesse thinks nothing of it as they use this stall, then wash their hands 
and leave. As they leave, they notice someone waiting in line who is using 
a wheelchair.

When someone has privilege, they have an advantage over others 
in some way, and this advantage is often supported by the places and  
people around them. In this scenario, Jesse has able-bodied privilege. 
Jesse can easily walk from their seat to the bathroom, stand in line for a 
few minutes, use any of the stalls in the bathroom, then walk out again. 

Allies Are Willing to Continually Allies Are Willing to Continually 
Reflect, Listen and LearnReflect, Listen and Learn

{            }
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Jesse doesn’t even think about how easy this is because they’re used to 
it—most public spaces are set up in a way that meets the needs of able-
bodied people. 

However, most buildings and spaces are not set up to meet the needs of 
people with disabilities. And many people who are able-bodied don’t auto-
matically think about how their actions or inaction might affect people with 
disabilities. Part of being privileged is not always considering how people 
who don’t have the same privilege experience things. The world is built for 
us in certain ways, so we might not even think about how it’s unfair for others.

So let’s think about it now—what might this situation be like for some
one with a disability?

2



WHAT COULD JESSE DO DIFFERENTLY 
NEXT TIME?

1	 Look around to see if there might be someone 
who needs the accessible stall, including a 
person with children, an older person with 
mobility issues or a person with an injury. 

2	 Ask if anyone needs to go ahead of them  
in line or use the accessible stall.

3	 Choose a non-accessible stall whenever 
possible.

4	 Consider how other spaces they use in the 
future might be made more accessible and 
then seek out people who could help them 
advocate for any changes that need to be 
made. What if all stalls were accessible?

Think

spark
Your Thinking
spark

Privilege:  
An unearned advantage given 
to some people but not all. 
Privileges are based on factors 
such as race, gender, sexu-
ality, class and more. Unfair 
advantages we might have in 
society can include things like 
having a safe home, seeing our 
identities represented consis-
tently in the media or feeling 
a sense of belonging in most 
places we go. Having privilege 
doesn’t make you a bad person, 
but it’s important to be able 
to recognize our privilege and 
use it to help others who face 
unfair disadvantages.

Marginalized:  
Treated as “less than” by 
society due to race, religion, 
age, gender, etc. 

Allyship:  
Active and consistent effort 
by someone to understand, 
empower and support people 
who might not have the same 
rights and freedoms as they 
themselves have.

WORDS
 to KNOW
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A DIFFERENT KIND 
of EXPERIENCE
Of course, every individual is different, 
but someone with a disability may not find 
it easy to make their way to the bathroom. It 
may take them a little longer, they may need to wait  
for an elevator, they may have a hard time maneuvering around other 
people. Once they get to the bathroom, they may have to wait in line 
because the accessible stall is being used by everyone—able-bodied and 
disabled alike. They may not feel like they can ask to move ahead in the 
line to use the accessible stall, and sometimes those with invisible disabil-
ities—like dizziness caused by a chronic illness—may feel nervous about 
being seen as able-bodied if they do ask to move ahead. 

Marginalized means one 
is valued less due to some aspect 
of their identity. Being devalued limits that 
person’s ability to function in society. Sometimes 
marginalization is obvious—excluding a group 
of people because of the color of their skin,  
for example, or imprisoning a group because 
of their religious beliefs. These are examples of 

ASK YOURSELF

For example, I have a warm bed to sleep 
in at night, which helps me get a good night’s 

sleep and pay attention in school. This 
relates to the privilege of having a 

home and a family with a certain 
amount of wealth.

What Are the Privileges  
I Have Based on My Identities? 

Think
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marginalization, but sometimes margin-
alization is less obvious. Not being able 
to easily access a bathroom stall that 
suits one’s needs is a way of being margin-
alized. It makes the entire experience 
harder and less comfortable or conve-
nient for that person. They cannot experi-
ence an event or space in the same way as 
others and may not even want to attend a 
similar event in the future.

A main message of this book, as you’ll 
see, is that allyship equals action. In order 
to be a good ally, we must take action. So how could Jesse have been a 
better ally in this situation? What actions could they take in the future?

TAKING a CLOSER LOOK 
at OURSELVES

A first step Jesse can take is noticing, observing and self-reflecting. It’s 
important to understand what our privileges are before we can act in ways 
that counteract those privileges. Noticing and acknowledging them can 
be hard, for two main reasons. 

First, our privileges are often invisible to us because we’re so used to 
them. For instance, using the stairs in a building is an obvious choice for 
me because my legs can move up and down stairs easily. I don’t even have 
to think about this because most multilevel buildings have stairs, and I’ve 
always been able to use stairs. Buildings that are designed for the way my 

“Being privileged doesn’t 
mean that you are 

always wrong and people 
without privilege are 
always right. It means 
that there is a good 

chance you are missing 
a few very important 
pieces of the puzzle.

”Ijeoma Oluo, author 
and activist 
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body functions are the norm for me—like 
the air I breathe. I expect them to be this 
way. Because I don’t have to think about 
how to get around a building, I don’t think 
about it. So noticing and acknowledging 
that I have this privilege is harder. Someone 
needs to point it out to me, or I need to take the 
time to stop, reflect and consider that this is an area 
in which I may be privileged.

Second, it might not feel good to admit that we have it easier than 
others and have privileges that others don’t. We might feel surprised or 
sad or guilty. We might feel angry or resentful if people point out our priv-
ileges. But if we’re interested in being better allies, understanding where 
we have privilege is key. If we don’t know where we have advantages, how 
can we use those advantages to support and uplift others? How can we act 
in ways that help make the world less limiting and more successful for all? 

We can’t. So allyship requires us to REFLECT, LISTEN and LEARN.

“ Allyship is [...] 

helping people 

belong.”Danica, age 12

“ Acting as an ally means helping and 

standing with people who don’t have 

the same privileges as you.”Theo, age 12

“ When I think of allyship, I think of a warm 

hug that makes people feel comfortable and 

at home. I think of all those communities 

feeling the joy of having someone respect 

and support them for who they are.” Ellie, age 126



ACTION TWO:  
DO Continually Listen  
and Learn

THE SITUATION:  
Learning to Listen

Quinn has been doing the work to be a great ally. He’s 
been reflecting on how various aspects of his identity 
as a white, cisgender male might offer him unearned 
privileges that others don’t have, and he’s excited 
about what he’s learning about himself, others and 
the world around him. Quinn wants to share his 
reflections and learning, as many of us would. 

In Quinn’s English class one day, the group is 
talking about a book they’re reading and how the 
female characters are treated versus the male char-
acters. Here’s how the conversation goes:

TEACHER: What do we think about the characterization 
of male and female characters in this book?

QUINN: The author is a guy, right? So I think he’s writing his 
female characters through his privileged male perspective. 

That’s why the female characters all seem so weak.

{           } “Change happens 
by listening and 
then starting a 
dialogue with 

the people 
who are doing 
something you 
don’t believe 

is right.

”Jane Goodall, 
scientist and activist
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RASHIDA: I don’t think the female characters are all weak.

QUINN: But they are! Look how much they have to care for the 
men in their lives. It’s like all the women are just there 

to serve the men. I see that in my own family. When there 
are dinner parties at our house, all the women are in the 

kitchen cooking and then cleaning, while all the men 
are playing cards or whatever. I realize I’ve been letting 

my mom and sisters do all the work at these things.

CHARLOTTE: That might be true in your family, but in the 
book, the female characters actually find empowerment 
with each other as they do the housework. 

8



RASHIDA: Right. It’s like they find community there. They—

QUINN: But at the end of the day, they’re still being marginalized, 
right? Like, they’re practically banished to the kitchen and 

stuff, so how can that be empowering? If they were really 
empowered, they’d be able to move about freely and do 

whatever they wanted, whenever they wanted. Right?

How do you feel about Quinn’s participation 
in this conversation? 

Think

“The most basic of all human 
needs is the need to understand 

and be understood. The best 
way to understand people 

is to listen to them.

”Ralph G. Nichols, educator and author 9

Cisgender:  
Of, being or relating to someone 
who feels that their gender 
identity matches the one they 
were given at birth. The term is 
often shortened to cis.

Gender Identity:  
How someone sees their own 
gender. Someone’s gender 
identity can match or differ 
from the gender they 
were labeled with 
at birth or the 
gender other 
people assume 
they are.

WORDS
 to KNOW



MAKING ROOM for OTHERS
Did you notice how much space Quinn takes 
up in his excitement to share his perspective 
and learning? Quinn has been reflecting 
on his male privilege—that’s clear. And 
good on him! It’s not easy to acknowledge 
our privileges, as we’ve already talked 
about. Plus, he’s trying to show that he 
understands how the male privilege of the 
author might be playing into the portrayal 
of women in the text. He’s viewing the text 
through his newfound knowledge and applying it! 
This is a positive thing. 

ACTIONS FOR 
LISTENING AND 
LEARNING 

•	 Practice pausing before 
speaking. Let people who 
may have experienced 
marginalization speak 
before you do.

•	 Diversify the media you 
read/watch/listen to. 
Include perspectives and 
identities that fall outside 
of your own.

•	 Avoid expecting people 
from marginalized 
identities to teach you 
unless they want to.

    
YOUYOU
          DODO

          what  

YOUYOU
can

 DODO
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But in his excitement he’s missing out on 
continued opportunities for listening and 
learning as well. It’s not wrong for him to 
disagree with his female classmates over 
the text, but he’s not allowing a lot of space 
for the other perspectives to be shared. 

Unfortunately and fortunately, allyship 
involves continued listening and learning, 
which can be tricky. How do we share our learning and remain open to 
more learning? How might Quinn have shared his learning here without 
marginalizing other perspectives?

“I learned so much from 
listening to people. 

And all I knew was, the 
only thing I had was 

honesty and openness.

”Audre Lorde, activist 
and author

Think

11

1	 Where might I take up more space 
than I need to? Where can I listen a 
little more or pause before talking? 
How could I help create more space 
for others’ perspectives—especially 
perspectives that might often be 
marginalized?

2	 When have I felt like I wasn’t being 
given space to be heard? How did I 
feel in that moment?

1	 What questions do I have about 
allyship? How could I go about 
finding responses to these 
questions?

spark
Your Thinking
spark



GIVE  
and TAKE 

Here are some possibilities: 

•	 He could wait to see what others have to offer before offering his 
own opinions. 

•	 He could share briefly and then allow others to share more of 
their ideas. 

•	 He could most definitely let people finish their thoughts before 
speaking again!

But first he’d need to notice that what he’s doing is problematic. This 
might take more of that self-reflection we talked about earlier. It might 
require his teacher or another student pointing out how much space he’s 
taking up, and Quinn being open to listening to that feedback and learning 
from it. 

The main point is the reflection, the LISTENING, the LEARNING —it 
never ends! That might sound a little tiring or overwhelming, and it defi-
nitely does take a lot of energy. But these are all opportunities for learning, 
and if we can see them as such, it might feel a little less overwhelming and 
a bit more inspiring. That’s how I try and look at it, anyway (but I can still 
get overwhelmed, because I’m only human!).

WANT TO  
DIG DEEPER?Head to  the Resources  
section of  this book. 

“ Allyship means supporting 
others and taking time to 

learn new things.”Asha, age 12

12



Allies Know That  Allies Know That  
Allyship Requires ActionAllyship Requires Action

ACTION THREE:  
DO Act in the Moment

THE SITUATION:  
Tricky Conversations 
and Daring Actions

Twelve-year-old Hannah is at the dinner table with her family, including 
several relatives. The occasion is celebratory—it’s Nana’s birthday! 
Everyone is having a wonderful time, enjoying the food, conversation and 
company. But at one point a relative that Hannah really loves—an aunt—
expresses some views about transgender 
people that Hannah finds troubling. This 
aunt doesn’t believe that gender identi-
ties should be talked about in schools.

In her classes and through her school’s 
Gender and Sexuality Alliance—a club 
that celebrates different identities—
Hannah has learned about some of the 
issues her aunt is raising. Her aunt’s 
comments make her feel uncomfortable. 

{            }
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Hannah herself is cisgender, but she knows people at school who are 
transgender or nonbinary, some of whom are friends.

But she’s one of the youngest people at the table, she really respects 
her aunt, no one else seems to have a problem with her aunt’s comments, 
and Hannah doesn’t feel like she knows enough to say anything. What 
could she possibly say or do in this situation?

HARD TALK
Allyship can be (and usually is) hard. Being an ally to others will often 
make us feel uncomfortable, and not everyone will be able to get past that 
discomfort. But if Hannah feels safe and able, one thing she could do here 
is speak up for people who might be harmed by her aunt’s views, even if 
she feels uneasy about doing this. 

Think

WORDS to KNOW

Transgender:  
An umbrella term used to describe 
a person whose gender identity 
is different from how they were 
labeled at birth. May be shortened 
to trans.

Nonbinary:  
A way of identifying and/or 
expressing oneself outside the 
more traditional gender cate-
gories of male/masculine and 
female/feminine.

14



Should Hannah have to explain to her aunt things like gender and 
sexuality in childhood development, or share statistics about the impact 
of inclusion and acceptance in schools? No, she shouldn’t. At age 12 she 
might not know much about that stuff anyway (most adults don’t either)! 

If she knows that what her aunt is saying is different from what she 
sees her trans and nonbinary friends experiencing at school, she could say 

“ Do the best you can until you know better. 
                Then when you know better, do better.    ”Maya Angelou, author

15



something like: “But Auntie, some of my friends really appreciate learning 
about these things. Some of them even feel safer because we hear about 
these things at school. I think it’s important too.”

What happens if her aunt pushes back a little? What if her aunt does 
start to talk about childhood development or parents’ rights or other 
things Hannah doesn’t feel she knows a lot about? How could Hannah 
respond then?

Think
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“ Being an ally, first of all,  
               is a constant act—not a state of being.”Dana Alison Levy, author

1	 What are some other things Hannah could have said?

2	 Can you think of any instances where you’ve heard people 
talking about marginalized communities in a way that 
could be harmful? What did you do or say? Or what could 
you have done or said?

spark
Your Thinking
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SAYING WHAT’S  
TRUE for YOU

Hannah doesn’t need to engage in a full-blown debate with 
her aunt. In situations like this, it might be best to stick to what 
you do know and share what is true for you. For instance, Hannah 
could say, “I don’t really know about all of that. I just know that people 
I care about at school feel safer because we talk about these issues at 
school. Some of them knew they were trans even when they were younger. 
And some of their parents don’t make them feel safe. So I think it’s a good 
thing if schools are a place where we can talk about these things, even at 
a younger age.”

Hannah’s aunt probably won’t change her mind. It’s fair to say that some 
adults don’t necessarily take young people’s opinions all that seriously, 
unfortunately! But Hannah has spoken up. She’s said what she knows to be 
true. She’s acted in allyship with people who need allies to speak up. Maybe 
someone else at that dinner party hears what she’s said and experiences a 
slight shift in thinking. Maybe her aunt thinks twice about her views. Maybe 
someone there has a trans child or sister or parent or cousin or friend and is 
thankful that Hannah said something. Maybe someone at the party is trans 
or nonbinary but not out yet, and Hannah’s words make them feel cared for. 
We might never know the impact of our actions, but those actions are still key 
to being a good ally.
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“ Allyship, for me, 

is: ‘I will stand by you 

and make sure you 

feel loved, cared for 

and appreciated.’”Briar, age 12

“ Allyship is 
standing up for 

people when they 
can’t do it on 
their own.”Amelia, age 11



ACTION FOUR:  
DON’T Be a 
Performative 
Ally

THE SITUATION:  
Empty Words?

Each week in Kai’s seventh grade classroom,  
the teacher asks a different student to start 
off Monday morning with a land acknowl-
edgment—a statement acknowledging 
that the land a person is on is the Traditional 
Territory of specific Indigenous Peoples. 

So far, several students have recited 
the words the teacher has written up on 
the white board: “I acknowledge the land 
of the Indigenous Peoples who first resided 
here.” The whole class listens as the student 
stands up at their desk to speak, and then 

the student sits down and the teacher introduces their first lesson for the day. 
Kai has listened attentively each week to the words spoken. They’re 

sometimes left with questions, but since no one else raises their hands to 
say anything after the acknowledgment, Kai isn’t sure they should either. 

Kai knows a few things about Indigenous Peoples and their relationship 
with the land—they remember going on a nature walk with an Indigenous 
Elder in fifth grade, where the class learned about plants native to the area and 

{         }
Performative Ally: 
Someone who is more interested in 
being seen as an ally than actually 
acting as one and taking action. 

Land 
Acknowledgment: 
A statement that recognizes the 
Traditional, Ancestral and unceded 
Territory and Land of the Indigenous 
Peoples who have lived and continue 
to live on it. It honors their enduring 
connection to the Land and shows 
respect for their history and rights.

2SLGBTQIA+:  
An acronym that stands for the terms 
Two-Spirit, Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 
Transgender, Queer or Questioning, 
Intersex, Asexual and other identities on 
the spectrum of gender identities and 
sexual orientations.

WORDS
 to KNOW
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how some Indigenous people use these plants for ceremonies and medicines. 
Kai has heard their parents talk about some of the ways the government has 
harmed Indigenous people, including by displacing them and taking control 
of their Traditional Lands and Territories. And Kai has heard land acknowl-
edgments shared before other events they’ve attended, like when their family 
attended the Pride Festival last June. But some of those land acknowledg-
ments sounded a little different from the one Kai’s class recites.

As Kai’s turn on Monday approaches, they’re starting to feel uncomfort-
able and nervous, and they’re not quite sure why. Something about this class-
room practice just doesn’t feel right, and Kai is starting to dread doing it. 

Can you think of any reasons why Kai might be feeling the way they do?
Kai might be sensing several things here. The fact that they have ques-

tions about the land acknowledgment but don’t feel there’s room to ask 
those questions might signal to Kai that learning is not the priority in this 
particular instance, which might also seem strange to Kai, given that this is 
a classroom!

19

Are we doing 
this right? 



Kai also has had some prior experiences 
that suggest there is more to think about 
here. They know that land acknowledgments 
can look and sound different, and that might 
make Kai question why those differences exist,  
and why the land acknowledgment they use 
in their class sounds quite vague compared to 
others they’ve heard. Kai’s experience going 
on the nature walk with an Indigenous Elder 

and interacting with the land could signal to them that acknowledging the 
land goes beyond mere words. And some of those conversations Kai has over-
heard their parents having might feel serious and important in a way they 
can’t fully grasp but still perceive on some level.

Kai might not know precisely why they feel uncomfortable about what’s 
going on in their classroom, but their discomfort is still real and important, 
and it’s worth exploring further. Let’s help Kai do that!

Read through “Authentic Allyship” versus “Performative Allyship” on 
the facing page. After reading, do any items feel particularly relevant in this  
situation? Might any of these statements help Kai navigate their feelings  
and how to proceed? Do you have any suggestions for Kai as the date for  
their land acknowledgment approaches?

“Allyship is not self-
defined—our work 

and our efforts must 
be recognized by the 

people we seek to 
ally ourselves with.

”Layla Saad, author 
and activist 
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Think 1	 What are some examples of performative 
allyship that you have seen? Or that you 
have participated in?
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AM I  
PRACTICING  
ALLYSHIP OR  
PERFORMING  

IT?
AUTHENTIC ALLYSHIP 

	∆ I take time to reflect on my privileges.

	∆ I use my privileges to make room  
for others.

	∆ I push myself to act when action is necessary.

	∆ I expect and sit with discomfort.

	∆ I make this work about benefitting others,  
not about making myself look good. 

	∆ I know allyship is an act that requires  
ongoing engagement.

	∆ I act in allyship even when no one is going to know.

	∆ I continue my learning.

PERFORMATIVE ALLYSHIP 

	∆ I don’t really spend time learning or reflecting on my 
privileges or where others may be marginalized.

	∆ I am concerned with appearances more than making a 
positive difference for others.

	∆ I only show allyship when I benefit too.

	∆ I center myself in conversations and actions.

	∆ I “jump on the bandwagon” but do not commit  
for the long term.

	∆ If called out, I respond with defensiveness or self-pity rather 
than open-mindedness and self-reflection.

	∆ I make sure people know when I act in allyship.

AM I  
PRACTICING  
ALLYSHIP OR  
PERFORMING  

IT?
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LOOKING GOOD ISN’T ENOUGH
Performative allyship is when a person is more concerned with looking like 
they’re doing the right thing than with challenging inequality or injustice. 
They might go through the motions, but people who “perform” allyship do 
little or nothing to actually create meaningful change.

Kai is starting to sense that the land acknowledgment their class recites 
every Monday is performative. No learning or reflection accompanies this 
act. The land acknowledgment seems more like a checkbox to be ticked off, 
or something to do because others are doing it, rather than a meaningful 
act in the service of others. No one who is Indigenous is benefitting from this 
land acknowledgment. In other words, the reflection, listening and learning, 
and action discussed in earlier chapters are all missing from this scenario.

What are some ways Kai could approach this situation? 
Talking to someone would be a good start! Maybe Kai 

could share their feelings and questions about the land 
acknowledgment with their parents or a friend. This might 
help clarify some things and provide ways to proceed. 

Kai could also spend a little time on their own learning 
about land acknowledgments—what are their purposes, 
how are they helpful (or not), and what could be included in 
one to make it more meaningful? Kai isn’t too young to do some research!

Another, harder thing Kai could do is share their research and learning 
with their teacher and ask to share it with the class, too, as part of their own 
land acknowledgment on Monday. They could attach an invitation to further 
learning or action to their land acknowledgment as well. Sharing one’s 
learning can be helpful in creating awareness, getting others to think about 
their actions and assumptions, and creating change. Would that be hard for 
a young person? Most definitely! But remember, action is important to ally-
ship, and acting as an ally will almost always include some discomfort.
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COMPLICATING THINGS 
EVEN MORE!

Let’s add some more complexity to this conversation. Is sharing a land 
acknowledgment at the beginning of an event on its own ever enough? Is 
it possible that merely acknowledging the Indigenous territories one is on 
(or wearing a pink shirt for anti-bullying, or posting a Pride/rainbow flag 
on a store window, or adding your pronouns to your email signature) can 
make some kind of impact on its own, or is this just a performative action?

Personally, I love seeing rainbows around a school, signaling that the 
school is a safe space for 2SLGBTQIA+ people. Rainbow signage makes 
me feel more welcome…at least for a little while. But if the school doesn’t 
match its actions to that statement, the welcome wears out for me. A land 
acknowledgment might do something similar—it can show Indigenous 
Peoples that non-Indigenous people are thinking about them and that they 
recognize Indigenous Peoples have a longstanding and integral relationship 
to the land, which can feel supportive. But if the people making those land 
acknowledgments aren’t also taking action to make the lives of Indigenous 
Peoples better, that’s not allyship! Allyship is continual, action-oriented and 
often uncomfortable.

Think
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“ [Allyship] means not supporting something 

just because all of your friends are, but [...] 

because it’s what you think is right.”Ash, age 12

“ When I think of allyship, I think of helping 

someone out, even if there’s nothing in return.”Avery, age 11

“ Acting as an ally means not just saying you’re 

an ally to make yourself look good but actually 

putting in effort to demand equality for people 

who lack some of the privileges you have.” Nero, age 13
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ACTION FIVE:  
DON’T Assume

THE SITUATION:  
To Act or Not to Act?

Remember when I said action is key to being a strong ally? Well, sometimes 
action can look like listening and not acting. Weird, right? Here’s what I mean.

Yifan is a fierce protector of her friends and family. She always sticks up 
for her little brother if others pick on him, and if anyone tries to insult her 
friends—even in a jokey way—Yifan says something.

One day at recess, Yifan, who is female, light-skinned and of Chinese 
ancestry, and her friend Riley, who’s female, dark-skinned and of Nigerian 
ancestry, are outside kicking a ball around. A couple of kids start hovering 
nearby and begin to make rude comments about the girls’ soccer skills. 
Then the kids’ comments turn to racist insults about Riley’s dark skin.

Yifan is angry! She tells the kids, “Leave Riley alone.” But the kids 
keep taunting Riley, asking her why she isn’t playing basketball instead 
of soccer, since she’s Black. Yifan is about to say something, but Riley tells 
her to just leave it alone. She tries to pull Yifan away from the kids. But 
Yifan isn’t having it—this is her friend!

Allies Understand That Allyship Allies Understand That Allyship 
Isn’t Easy or Comfortable, Isn’t Easy or Comfortable, 

Yet Are Up for the ChallengeYet Are Up for the Challenge

{            }
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Yifan tells the kids they’re ignorant and that their comments are  
racist. She tells them to get lost or she’ll tell the teacher on supervision. 
The kids finally leave. But Riley seems angry with Yifan, and Yifan is 
confused by this. 

Why might Riley be angry at Yifan?

WORDS to KNOW

Bystander:  
A person who witnesses an inci-
dent of bullying or harm but does 
not step in to help.

Upstander: 
Someone who takes action 
in situations of bullying or 
violence.
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WHAT TO DO?
Remember when I said allyship is a messy, tricky business? Well, here’s a 
good example of that! Yifan is a good friend. She cares about Riley and 
wants to protect Riley from the kids who are bullying her. She takes action, 
like a good ally should. So what could possibly be problematic here?

Sometimes we have to listen and observe carefully to decide when and 
how to act as an ally. If Yifan really wants to act in Riley’s best interests 
in this scenario, she might pay a bit more attention to Riley’s cues—her 
request that Yifan leave things alone and her attempts to physically pull 
Yifan away. Instead of assuming that she knows best in this scenario, Yifan 
might trust that Riley knows what is best for herself.

But wouldn’t that have just made Yifan a bystander? A bystander is 
someone who sees someone else being bullied or treated unjustly and 
doesn’t do anything about it. In this scenario, Yifan was an upstander, 
someone who does their best to support and protect their peers. Yifan did 
what she thought was right in the situation, but could she have supported 
and protected her friend Riley in a different way while also respecting 
Riley’s wishes?

Think
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Think

“You’re not expected to become an expert, and there definitely 
won’t be a test, but it’s good to understand what people around 

you might be going through, so you can support them.

”Lizzie Huxley-Jones, author

1	 Do you still have questions or 
concerns about this situation? If 
so, this could be a great time to 
chat with someone about them. 

2	 How does it feel to know that 
sometimes allyship might actually 
mean not doing or saying 
something in a situation where 
someone is being treated unfairly?

3	 To push your thinking even further, 
consider this: Both Yifan and Riley 
could experience marginalization 
and racism based on their racial 
identities. But how might their 
experiences of racism differ? Why 
might it be important to note these 
differences?

spark
Your Thinking
spark
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OBSERVE and 
RESPECT

One possibility could be for Yifan to walk 
away with Riley, if that’s what Riley wanted 
in the moment. Perhaps once they walked 
away, Yifan could have asked Riley what she 
wanted to happen next, if anything. Maybe Yifan 
could have simply said to the other kids, “This isn’t right,” and then walked 
away with Riley.

But what if the bullying continued—either that day or the next or 
the next? And what if Riley is too scared to say anything or let Yifan say 
anything? What should Yifan do then? How will she know when to listen to 
Riley’s requests to leave it alone and when to say something?

Tricky business! If Riley's safety is at risk, Yifan should definitely tell 
someone, even if Riley doesn’t want 
her to. Yifan might have to manage 
Riley’s hurt or angry feelings after, 
but Riley’s safety should come first.

Sometimes we have to listen to 
our friends and what they want and 
need in the moment. Sometimes an 
ally’s best action is to listen carefully 
and pay attention to what someone 
wants and then do that thing. 

“Being an ally means 
anticipating when 
someone may need 
support. It’s about 

understanding the power 
dynamics within a room.

”Naomi and Natalie Evans, 
authors and founders 
of Everyday Racism

29



TRUSTING OTHERS and OURSELVES

Why wouldn’t Riley have wanted Yifan to speak up for her in that moment? 

Maybe Riley didn’t want to be caught in the 
middle of the taunts and Yifan’s defenses. 

Maybe Riley knew those kids and knew that the more Yifan 
defended Riley, the more they would continue to bully her. 

Maybe Riley was worried that if Yifan continued to 
defend her, things would escalate and get worse. 

Maybe Riley felt that Yifan had assumed Riley couldn’t defend 
herself simply because she chose not to say anything or react. 

Whatever the reason, sometimes it’s important as allies to simply trust 
that people know what is best for themselves—especially in the heat of a 
moment. It’s not always easy to know when to step in and when not to. It’s 
not easy to let people be treated unkindly or unfairly, even if they’re asking 
us to walk away. It’s not always easy to know if someone even means what 
they’re saying or is just scared or tired!

Being an ally is not easy in so many ways. But as allies, it’s important to 
struggle with these gray areas and do the best we can with the information 
we have in the moment. And understand that sometimes we might make 
mistakes, but that’s part of allyship too.

“ Acting as 
an ally is to 
be inclusive, 

respectful and 
a fantastic 
friend.”Julia, age 11

“ [Allyship] 
means [creating] 
a safe space, and 

being a safe person 
to talk to.”Salma, age 1230



ACTION SIX:  
DO Be Ready for Mistakes 
and Saying “I’m Sorry”

THE SITUATION:  
Willing to Make It Right, 
Willing to Be Wrong

Consider the previous scenario with Yifan and Riley. Remember how Riley 
was angry with Yifan after their encounter with the two students who were 
bullying Riley? How does she go about repairing her relationship with 
Riley?

Acting in allyship will almost always lead to discomfort and mistakes. 
Challenging ourselves to be better in some way will require going outside 
of our comfort zones, which means things will be hard sometimes and we’ll 
make mistakes.

{             }

31



So part of being a good ally is also 
learning how to address mistakes 
when we make them. What could 
Yifan do in this scenario? 

I’M SORRY

If you said “apologize,” that is a great 
start! Once Yifan realizes she’s hurt 
her friend, even if she didn’t mean to, 
she can apologize. If you were Yifan, 
how might you word your apology?

Think

WORDS to KNOW

Intention:  
What someone means to do.

Impact:  
The results of someone’s 
actions.

Microaggression:  
A slight, subtle discriminatory comment or action that shows negativity 
toward marginalized groups. It may be unintentional, but it can still hurt 
people and make them feel bad.
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WHAT WOULD YOU DO IN 
THESE SCENARIOS?

1	 You accidentally use she/
her pronouns for someone 
who identifies as nonbinary 
and uses they/them 
pronouns. What do you do 
in the moment? What do you 
do afterward? What do you 
not do?

2	 You ask a friend’s cousin, 
who has brown skin but was 
born in the same city as you, 
where they are from. Your 
friend later tells you that 
this was a microaggression, 
and it made your friend 
angry. What do you do in 
the moment? What do you 
do afterward? What do you 
not do?

spark
Your Thinking
spark



Some possibilities:

“I realized I didn’t listen to what you were 
telling me at recess, and I’m sorry.”

“I’m sorry if I said something 
you didn’t want me to say 

in front of those kids.”

“I was trying to help, but I think I made 
you mad instead. I’m really sorry. I’ll 
try my best to do better next time.”

You might be thinking, But Yifan was just 
trying to help. Why should she apologize for 
trying her best to be a good ally?

Fair question! Let’s make an important 
distinction: the difference between inten-
tions and impact. We might have all the best 
intentions, but if our actions end up having 
a negative impact on people, an apology 
can do a lot to reduce that negative impact. 
When apologizing, try to think more about 
the impact you made rather than your inten-
tions. Focus on how the other person might 
be feeling. It can be a powerful gesture to 
take responsibility for your impact on others 
and—if that impact is negative in some 
way—to apologize for the harm you caused.  

“What if I make a 
mistake? Racism 

is a volatile 
issue, and I 

don’t want to 
say or do the 
wrong thing. 

In almost 40 years 
of teaching and 

leading workshops 
about racism, I have 
made many mistakes. 
I have found that 
a sincere apology 

and a genuine 
desire to learn from 

one’s mistakes is 
usually rewarded 
with forgiveness. 

If we wait for 
perfection, we will 

never break the 
silence. The cycle of 
racism will continue 

uninterrupted.

”Beverly Daniel Tatum, 
author, educator 
and psychologist
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What if Riley is still angry with 
Yifan, even after Yifan apologizes? 
What should Yifan do then?

One possibility is to accept that Riley might need more time to process 
Yifan’s apology before accepting it, so Yifan might need to give Riley a bit 
of space at this stage. In the meantime, Yifan can pay attention to Riley’s 
needs, continue to listen and continue to learn. Some things Yifan might 
want to avoid are pressing Riley to accept her apology, getting angry 
with Riley for not accepting the apology and not learning from her own 
mistakes. 

Think

“ [Allyship] is really 
having someone’s back 
from start to end.”Eliza, age 12
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ACTION SEVEN:  
DO Revisit and Continue  
to Learn and Act

THE SITUATION:  
You. Here. Now.

Maybe, as you’re learning about allyship, it’s starting to feel overwhelming. 
There’s a lot to know and many opportunities to make mistakes. It seems 
like a lot of work, time and effort. It also feels like things are constantly 
changing, and you’ll never know everything. 

Or perhaps you’re excited to practice what you’ve learned, even if you 
know you’ll make some mistakes along the way and there will be times 
when you don't know what to do.

Or you might be feeling something in between. Whatever those feel-
ings are, they’re natural and okay.

What is truly important, though, is that you find a way to move forward. If 
you’re excited, that won’t be much of a problem. But if you’re overwhelmed 
or scared or frustrated or unsure, it may feel easier to just keep doing what 
you’ve been doing, or ignore these issues altogether, or run and hide when 
difficult situations come up.

So how do we keep going? Following are three practical strategies: 

{           }

REMINDERSREMINDERS
BUDDIESBUDDIES

GOALSGOALS
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REMINDERSREMINDERS

Find a favorite resource—a book (maybe it’s 
this one!), a video, an article, a few quotes—that 
inspires you toward allyship, and keep it close 
to your heart and mind. Come back to it every 
few weeks or months. Use it to remind yourself 
that allyship requires reflecting on yourself and 
the people around you, that it requires action, 
that it involves mistakes and apologies. Check in 
with yourself using questions such as: 

GOALSGOALS
Identifying one or two key goals for yourself around allyship could help 
make this work more manageable and less overwhelming for you. What 
is a goal that will help you become a consistent, active ally? Maybe it’s 
a simple one to start, or maybe you’re ready for something a little more 
challenging. Try coming up with one or two right now! 

Some Possible Goals 

	∆ I’m going to follow [a particular account]  

on YouTube and watch at least one video  

per week that it produces. 

	∆ I’m going to practice listening by waiting until at least 

one person from a marginalized group has spoken 

before sharing my own ideas in class discussions.

	∆ The next time my [family member] says something 

harmful about [a particular group of people], I’m 

going to ask them why they think that and then 

share what I think, even if it feels super awkward.

	∆ What else do I need  

to learn? 

	∆ In what ways do I  

have more freedom 

than others have? 

	∆ Where might I be 

leaving people out? 

	∆ How is my allyship 

helping people?  

Or is it?

    
YOUYOU
          DODO

          what  

YOUYOU
can

 DODO

36



It’s important to revisit goals as well. Maybe post your goal somewhere 
that will remind you of it daily or weekly.

BUDDIESBUDDIES
Making progress can be more powerful in 
pairs or groups, because we have someone 
to cheer us on, discuss our messy thoughts 
with, learn from and hold us account-
able to our goals.

Is there someone you can speak with 
about the ups and downs of allyship? 
Someone who will help motivate you to 
continue this learning and work? You don’t 
have to form a book club or study group or 
anything like that (although no one’s stopping 
you!), but maybe you and a friend can plan to talk about the hard stuff 
when it comes up, ask questions of each other with no judgment or share 
resources with each other. Or maybe you could join a group at school, such 
as a Gender and Sexuality Alliance or social justice club, that discusses 
these kinds of things.

“The aim of this work is truth—seeing it, owning it and 
figuring out what to do with it. This is lifelong work. 

Avoid the shortcuts, and be wary of the easy answers.

”Layla Saad, author and activist 
37



There’s certainly time for quiet, 
reflective, personal learning, but 
going beyond our own brains and 
feelings can also help us grow in 
unexpected and wonderful ways.

If I’ve learned anything about 
allyship, it’s that being an ally 
takes time, patience and continual 
learning. It can’t be summed up 
in any one resource or by any one 
person. There are plenty of people 
who can offer you great suggestions 
as well, so head to the Resources 
section for more options!

Plan for Action

Come up with a small plan of action 

now by filling in the blanks. 

	∆ One way I’ll remind myself of 

what I’ve learned here is… 

	∆ One goal I have is… 

	∆ Someone I can ask to be my 

partner in learning is…

	∆ A resource I’m going to read/

watch/listen to is…

“Each person, human or no, 
is bound to every other in 
a reciprocal relationship. 
Just as all beings have a 
duty to me, I have a duty 
to them . . . An integral part 
of a human’s education is 
to know those duties and 

how to perform them.

”Robin Wall Kimmerer, 
author and scientist

    
YOUYOU
          DODO

          what  

YOUYOU
can

 DODO
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MY GRATITUDE TO YOU! 

Did I mention how proud I am of you for being here? Well, I am. It takes 
something special to devote your precious time and energy to learning 
about allyship. If you’ve made it through this book, then I have faith that 
you’re going to contribute something valuable to others, and I thank you 
in advance! A world filled with young people like you is one I want to live 
in, and I feel lucky to have spent this bit of time with you. 

“ Acting as an  
ally means supporting  
and not judging people  
who are trying to be who  
they are or want to be.”Taylor, age 13

“ An ally is someone who is there 
for people who really  

need them.”Gemma, age 11
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wife, Jennifer, who’s a powerful ally in so many ways to the people around her. 
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Links to external resources are for personal and/or 
educational use only and are provided in good faith 
without any express or implied warranty. There is 
no guarantee given as to the accuracy or currency 
of any individual item. The author and publisher 
provide links as a service to readers. This does not 
imply any endorsement by the author or publisher of 
any of the content accessed through these links.
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taking action, 3, 21, 35–38

allyship, authentic
about, 3, 22
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intention and impact, 17, 

32, 33–34
reflections on, 18–24

allyship, performative
defined, 18
example, 18–24
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Ancestral Territory, 18

bathroom accessibility, 1–5
bullying, 25–30
bystanders, 26, 27

cisgender, 7, 9
conversations

with adults, 13–17
apologies, 31–34
give and take, 7–12

empowerment
inspiration, 23, 35–36
by listening, 7–12
setting goals, 36–38
of trust, 30

friends
and apologies, 31–34
buddies, 37–38
experience of, 15–16, 

25–30

Gender and Sexuality 
Alliance, 13, 38

gender identity
2SLGBTQIA+, 18, 23
and school curriculum, 

13–17

identity
experience of others, 

7, 10
and privilege, 5–6

Indigenous Peoples, 18–21
inspiration

action plan, 35–37, 38
buddies, 37–38

intention and impact, 17, 32, 
33–34

land acknowledgment, 18-23
learning
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27–30
listening skills, 7–12, 25–30

marginalized communities
defined, 3, 4–5
different experiences, 28
experience of, 15–16, 

25–30
safe spaces, 23

microaggression, 11, 32

nonbinary, 14, 17, 32

people with disabilities, 1–6
privilege

able-bodied, 1–5
about, 3, 4, 5

pronouns, use of, 20, 32

racism, experience of, 25–30
reflection on ourselves

learning from mistakes, 
31–34

on meaningful action, 
22–23

openness to others, 12, 
27–30

on privilege, 5–6
resources, 10, 38, 40

safety, 4, 17, 23, 29
schools

curriculum, 13–17
as safe space, 23
social justice clubs, 13, 38

sexism, 7–9
social media, use of, 19
speaking skills, 10–12, 14–17

Traditional Territory, 18
transgender, 13, 14

unceded Territory, 18
upstanders, 26, 27–28

when to act
support of a friend, 25–30
tricky conversations, 

13–17
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