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Abstract 
This policy project outlines racial equity policy tools and explores opportunities for furthering 

the impact of the Legislative Report Card on Racial Equity produced by Voices for Racial 

Justice in Minnesota. Voices for Racial Justice is a Minneapolis nonprofit organization that 

began in 1993 as the Organizing Apprenticeship Project, working to train community organizers 

and catalyzing work for social and economic justice. In 2014, the organization shifted focus 

exclusively to the work of racial justice. The Legislative Report Card on Racial Equity began in 

2005 as an opportunity to evaluate the work of the Minnesota State Legislature in terms of racial 

equity. It provides accountability, education, and a community resource. This report makes the 

case for assessing governance and policy through a racial equity lens, lays the framework for 

racial equity reporting, details the longstanding report card model at Voices for Racial Justice, 

and explores new opportunities for the report card. Outside of the scope of this project are 

explanations of and opportunities for federal and local level racial equity assessments, although 

they are addressed. It is my hope that this analysis will be useful in informing racial equity 

reporting in Minnesota, and can be an informational and inspirational  guide for those working 

for racial justice nationwide. 

  

  
         Keywords: racial equity, racial justice, policy, Minnesota, legislature, report card, 

 assessment, social justice 
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Grounding  
If I love you, I have to make you conscious of the things that you do not see. 

-James Baldwin, Conversations with James Baldwin 
  

         Components of love play strongly into our political processes. What our elected leaders 

do for us involves great trust. It involves stories. It involves various styles of communication, 

relationships both strained and strong, heightened emotion, betrayal, dishonesty, and a struggle 

for better. What remains, ultimately, is hope. 

         I hold a strong belief in the capacity of the government to do good, for and by the people. 

I have experienced this belief on a pendulum that also sways to deep cynicism, dismay, and 

disappointment. But ultimately, the hope remains. I continue seeking out opportunities in 

government for change, growth, humanity, nonpartisanship, empathy, active listening, and true 

representation. 

         Democracy allows people to choose their leaders and hold them accountable for the 

actions they take with that leadership (Diamond 2004). Elected leaders work for the people, and 

yet for people of color, representation, opportunities, and outcomes from policy are far from 

equal. As demographics shift and we arc towards a day when no one racial or ethnic group 

dominates in the United States, leaders must know clearly who their constituents are and what 

they face, and be held accountable for actions that affect those constituents (Chappell, 2015). 

Ultimately, those who have been historically disenfranchised from political processes and from 

policy ought to be represented in it, served by it, and have tools for full participation in our (Vina 

Kay, personal communication, August 2017).  

         In the conversation quoted above, James Baldwin continues, “I will not see without you, 

and vice versa you will not see without me.” This mutual and reciprocal relationship of trust and 
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gratitude between people and policymakers, is vital, though difficult in a system that is 

historically unequal.  

         Those who dream of a better world envision a day of universal opportunity and pursuit of 

happiness, in which one’s identity is not tied to deservingness for quality of life. Our histories are 

owed the creation of this future.  One way to do so is by sticking to the democratic call to hold 

government accountable to its task. 

         In Stir it Up: Lessons in Community Organizing and Advocacy, Rinku Sen of Race 

Forward (formerly the Applied Research Center) writes: 

         If we are to shift power, our organizing has to be grounded in a clear and common    

understanding of how the world works. Because our world has expanded and changes at a 

 rapid pace, we can easily become overwhelmed by the scale and character of the change        

 taking place around us. But our analysis of the world provides more background for our  

work, more than an interesting discussion every once in a while. It provides an evaluative       

benchmark against which to measure the effectiveness and need for our particular     

organizing program (Sen, 2008, p. ). 

We must know from where we came and where we are. 

Invisible Histories 

         While it is not possible in this report to address the vast breadth and depth of racism and 

colonization in this country, it is important to establish a short summary in laying the 

groundwork for racial equity. Over the course of its histories, our nation has been successful in 

taking and decimating the land and culture of the indigenous tribes who originally inhabited, 

cultivated, shared, and respected what we now know as the United States. After this, a history of 

racism continued: kidnapping and enslavement of African people and instituting a slave 
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economy that continues to exist today through our prison system (Alexander 2010); rampant 

anti-Semitism preventing some Jewish immigrants from coming to the US; violent internment of 

Japanese Americans; discrimination against Latinx and Chicano peoples; marginalization of 

many immigrant groups; and hateful Islamophobia towards Muslims (Siddiqui 2017). 

Hundreds of white supremacist hate groups remain in the United States today (Southern 

Poverty Law Center 2017). Long-standing health effects last for communities who have 

undergone trauma throughout history, and who continue to face inequities. (University of 

Minnesota Extension 2017). 

 

Kate Schatz writes that “[white people] are raised to believe that we know it all, which is 

especially easy when we’re reflected in every book, every morality tale, every film, every history 

lesson” (2017, p.106). When only one version of these histories is taught, often only one side of 

the stories told, the lived truths of people of color are erased.  

While accepting that the United States is not the gleaming beacon of freedom we hope it 

to be is difficult, this understanding is critical to moving forward. When we have come to terms 

with our histories and repented, true commitment to rising from the ashes and creating a brighter 

tomorrow may be realized.  

Levels of Racism 
         Racism can be defined as: 

  any act that, even unwittingly, tolerates, accepts, or reinforces racially unequal  

What is marginalization? “Marginalization has been defined as a complex process of 
relegating specific groups of people to the lower or outer edge of society. It effectively pushes 
these groups of people to the margin of society economically, politically, culturally and 
socially following the policy of exclusion” (Sociology Guide 2017).  
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opportunities for children to learn and thrive; allows racial inequalities in opportunity as 

if they are normal and acceptable; or treats people of color as less worthy or less complex 

than ‘white’ people” (Pollock, 2008).  

It can also be defined in a myriad of other ways. Racism is embedded into our status quo, from 

education to incarceration. Deciphering where it lurks and how it works is multifaceted. The 

assumption that racism only exists on an individual-to-individual level, in acts of hate, is simply 

inaccurate. Yes, an act of bigotry is a form of racism, but it is not the only one, and the racism 

that is more invisibly built into structures is arguably more dangerous. As explained in the 

Voices for Racial Justice Legislative Report Card on Racial Equity, racism operates at four 

levels: 

! Internalized Racism: Racism within individuals, through personal attitudes, thoughts, and 

internalized oppression (feeling inadequate because of your race). Solutions focus on 

changing individual attitudes through conversation, groups, and other educational 

opportunities. 

! Interpersonal Racism: Racism between individuals resulting in bigotry and bias. Solutions 

should include diversity training, building cultural awareness, and developing relationships. 

! Institutional Racism: Racism within and between institutions which results in 

discriminatory treatment, unequal treatment, and disparate outcomes. Solutions to mitigate 

institutional racism must focus on change in policies and practices that focus on equity, as 

well as demand accountability for disparities. 

! Structural Racism: Racism that permeates through society through history, culture, and 

systemic inequality. Solutions must expose historical roots, assumptions, and biases and lead 
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to racial justice movement building that connects issues and systems that are part of the 

fabric of structural racism. (Voices for Racial Justice, 2016, p.4). 

         Each of the levels have prevailed throughout history, and must be acknowledged in their 

full collaborations in the pursuit of abolishing oppression. The work of racial equity seeks to be 

multi-racial, multi-generational, and intersectional.  “…[W]hy are racial structures reproduced in 

the first place?” asks Eduardo Bonilla-Silva in Racism without Racists. He continues,  

         Would not humans, after discovering the folly of racial thinking, work to abolish race as     

a category as well as a practice? Racial structures remain in place for the same reasons 

that other structures do. Since actors racialized as ‘white’—or as members of the 

dominant race—receive material benefits from the racial order, they struggle (or 

passively receive the manifold wages of whiteness) to maintain their privileges. In 

contrast, those defined as belonging to the subordinate race or races struggle to change 

the status quo (or become resigned to their position). Therein lies the secret of racial 

structures and racial inequality the world over. They exist because they benefit members 

of the dominant race (2010, p.9). 

 

The work of racial equity seeks to be multi-racial, multi-generational, and intersectional.  

A note on whiteness: ‘Whiteness’ and ‘white supremacy’ refer to the historical and ongoing 
ways that white supremacy as a culture has operated in our nation. ‘Whiteness’ has operated as 
a normality around which policies and institutions were created and against which other racial 
groups are belittled. Sometimes ‘whiteness’ can be heard or understood as ‘white people’. As 
described by the different levels of racism, there are times when critiques of individual people 
are necessary. However, it can be derailing to interpret ‘whiteness’ as ‘white people’. 
Whiteness is a structure that whites along with people of color can work to dismantle for 
liberation. 
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What is Racial Equity? 
  

         Many words are associated with racial justice work. The discourse has shifted from 

‘equality’ language to ‘equity’ language, and the goal is often racial justice. What do they all 

mean? 

         Simply put, racial equity involves equal opportunity. Racial justice imagines a future 

beyond, when equal opportunities for all are functioning as a reality. Racial equity work 

ultimately seeks racial justice for the future. Glenn Harris, the President of the Center for Social 

Inclusion says, “Racial equity is about applying justice and a little bit of common sense to a 

system that’s been out of balance. When a system is out of balance, people of color feel the 

impacts most acutely, but, to be clear, an imbalanced system makes all of us pay” (Harris 2017). 

 

The baseball field metaphor is used to teach about the differences between equality, 

equity, and justice. It is not everyone’s favorite analogy for racial equity and justice, because it 

uses height as the reason for inequality. Height is a biological determinant, which race is not 

[humans created it for subordination] (Gannon, 2016). Additionally, it focuses on the people 

instead of the wall blocking them, but it provides a somewhat helpful visual as a starting point 

for understanding. 

What is Intersectionality? Intersectionality is a term credited to Kimberle Crenshaw that 
encompasses the lived oppressions of multiple identities. Because each of us occupies more 
than one identity (for example gender, race, ability, sexuality) and because identity groups are 
tied to historic and systemic oppression, people experience various types of lived oppressions 
in their lives. Identites are multifaceted. An intersectional approach or framework involves 
thinking about issues through the lenses of many perspectives, and some at the same time 
(Crenshaw 1993). 
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Figure 1: Equality, Equity, and Liberation, from the Center for Story-Based Strategy. 
  

Giving everyone ‘equal treatment’, as shown in the first box, seems a good idea in theory, 

but it ignores the fact that some people live with privilege, and others have been disenfranchised 

and marginalized. Equality of process does not ensure equality, and often ends up replicating 

oppressive outcomes and the status quo. Equity, on the other hand, involves the understanding 

that some groups of people have had things stacked against them in ways that are out of their 

control, so everyone is offered opportunity in a manner that accounts for this marginalization. 

The liberation frame is comparable to justice, because the obstructive wall blocking what lies 

beyond isn’t even there – it has been torn down, and the world functions in a way that allows 

many different people, of all backgrounds and lived experiences, to have the same quality of life. 

The fence might operate as a metaphor, for the barriers to participation, access, and opportunity 

faced by some communities (Mike Davis II, personal communication, August 2017). 

 

What is privilege? “I have come to see white privilege as an invisible package of unearned assets 
that I can count on cashing in each day, but about which I was ‘meant’ to remain oblivious. White 
privilege is like an invisible weightless knapsack of special provisions, maps, passports, 
codebooks, visas, clothes, tools and blank checks.” (McIntosh, 1989). 
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         Policy is a vehicle for enacting racial equity in our societies, so that people of color have 

opportunities for full participation with our systems, and  structural barriers are torn down. 

 

What Are Racial Equity Policy Tools? 

 
Figure 2: A humorous take on a racial equity tool, original source unknown 

  
When asked, “Why Lead with Race?”, the Government Alliance on Racial Equity (GARE) 

answers: 

...the creation and perpetuation of racial inequities has been baked into government,  

and… racial inequities across all indicators for success are deep and pervasive...other 

groups of people are...marginalized, including based on gender, sexual orientation, ability 

and age, to name but a few. Focusing on racial equity provides the opportunity to 

introduce a framework, tools and resources that can also be applied to other areas of 

marginalization...It is critical to address all areas of marginalization, and an institutional 

approach is necessary across the board. As local and regional government deepens its 

ability to eliminate racial inequity, it will be better equipped to transform systems and 

institutions impacting other marginalized groups (GARE 2017). 
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A variety of tools can be used in the work to achieve racial equity: agendas, guides, 

assessments, reports, report cards, research, stories, and more. According to GARE, racial equity 

tools “integrate explicit consideration of racial equity in decisions, including policies, practices, 

programs, and budgets” (Nelson & Brooks, 2015). In racial equity work, the most affected 

stakeholders- people of color - are trusted as experts in their own lived experiences. Those who 

have lived racial disparities are best equipped to understand them. Racial equity tools seek to 

advance equity by engaging community, hypothesizing unintended outcomes, and creating 

implementation strategies, ideally at the point of decision making (Ibid, 2015). 

Models 
         Racial equity policy tools tend to fall under two major models, the first being a proactive 

racial equity impact assessment and the second being reporting on racial equity outcomes. 

         Racial Equity Impact Assessments, or REIAs, are used to “reduce, eliminate and prevent 

racial discrimination and inequities” by examining “how different racial and ethnic groups will 

likely be affected by a proposed action or decision” (Keleher, 2009). Considerations in the 

creation of a racial equity impact assessment include:  

1. Identifying stakeholders 

2. Engaging stakeholders 

3. Identifying and documenting racial inequities 

4. Examining the causes 

5. Clarifying the purpose 

6. Considering adverse impacts 

7. Advancing equitable impacts 

8. Examining alternatives or improvements 

9. Ensuring viability and sustainability 
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10. Identifying success indicators (Ibid, 2009, p.2). 

Impact assessments are used at the front end of policy work, can be a tool for inquiry 

when an idea is being considered, and can also take the form of policy agendas at the front end of 

a voting cycle or period of action. Using impact assessments makes racial equity a consideration 

from the start. A notable example of a racial equity impact assessment model is the City of 

Seattle Race & Social Justice Initiative. 

The second racial equity policy model involves reporting on outcomes. Outcomes 

reporting can be done in typical report style, but might be put together as a report card ‘grading’ 

a governing body and its actions. This is the model used for the Minnesota Legislative Report 

Card on Racial Equity explored in this report. Race Forward’s guide for Race Reporting suggests 

“allocat[ing] time and resources for on-the-ground local and state reporting [as] disparities and 

reform measures differ from community to community”(Race Forward, 2015). Outcomes 

reporting is clearer when regional context is accounted for, and when the criteria for grading and 

assessment are simple and transparent. Because reports are informing on what is already being 

done or has been done, there’s no set framework. At the national level, a notable example of 

outcomes reporting is the Civil Rights Legislative Report Cards produced since 1914 by the 

National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). States noted for doing 

racial equity report cards are California, Illinois, Oregon, and Minnesota (Race Forward).  

           
Making the Case for Racial Equity Assessments of State Governments 

Artists and activists have long demanded better representation for people of color, women, poor 
people, and rural people. They have asked: Who is represented in and through cultural 

production? How does their representation, underrepresentation, or misrepresentation undo or 
reproduce various forms of inequality? But cultural equity is not just about representation. It is 
also about access and power. How can important cultural knowledge survive? Who has access 

to the means of production of culture? Who has the power to shape culture? 
- Jeff Chang, We Gon’ Be Alright: Notes on Race and Resegregation 
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By 2020, more than half of children in the United States will be part of what is currently 

considered a minority ethnic or racial group, and by 2044, no one group will dominate in the 

U.S. in terms of population (Chappell, 2015). As the landscape of the country shifts, the makeup 

of democratic representation continues to lag behind. Although the United States Congress is at 

its most diverse point in history, it has only 19% people of color across both houses.  

 

State legislatures are worse: the average legislator is a white Christian man with a 

graduate degree and state legislatures, overall, are less diverse than the country in general (Kurtz, 

A note on representation: Having a government that is accurately representative is crucial. 

Does having more people of color in our state government guarantee racial equity? Certainly 

not. The presence of people of color does not make racial justice a priority in a space, nor 

should racial justice be the assumed sole purview of leaders of color. Additionally, white 

elected leaders have the ability to (and have) advocate(d) for policies promoting racial equity. 

In any case, representative bodies should reflect the diversity of the population, so that policy 

and politics are heterogeneous and so that children can see that they are not excluded from any 

possibilities.  A study from the New American Leaders Project did find, however, that 

when candidates on the ballot and elected officials in government reflect the diversity of 

the population, racial minorities feel less political alienation and more trust in 

government. They are more likely to participate in various civic activities, notably the 

quintessential civic act of voting. Through shared experiences and a deep understanding 

of community, minority representatives (“descriptive representatives”) are more likely 

to advocate for issues of importance to their communities than non-minority or non-

immigrant candidates (Reny et al., 2014).  
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2015). State governments are ideal for racial equity reporting: they are arenas local enough to 

create major changes and consequences for constituents; small enough to be diligently tracked 

and held accountable in contrast the federal government; and slow, stagnant, and white enough 

compared to city level government to require assessment through a racial equity lens. Racial 

equity assessments of state governments are an important accountability step in the journey 

towards racial justice.  

Where We Are in Minnesota 
As residents of a state and territory that is wealthy in resources (Indigenous knowledge shared 

with early European traders; abundant waterways, forests, minerals, soil; hardworking 
immigrants in every generation) and has been an economic and quality-of-life success story in so 
many ways, Minnesotans cannot continue to bury the lede in the national conversation about us. 

– Sun Yung Shin, A Good Time for the Truth: Race in Minnesota 
  

         Mni Sota Makoce are Dakota words meaning “land where the waters reflect the 

clouds”(MatoNunpa 2017).  The state of Minnesota sits on Dakota land. People of color and 

indigenous people make up 19% of Minnesota’s population, yet 54% of its prison population, 

and only 7.9% of its state legislature (MN Demographic Center, 2017; Mannix, 2016; Kaul, 

2016).  “Minnesota has some of the best overall statistics anywhere on employment, education 

outcomes, and health,” writes Vina Kay, Executive Director of Voices for Racial Justice,  

yet we also have among the worst disparities. What we have in Minnesota that must be 

confronted is a culture of racism that is embedded in our structures and institutions. It is, 

of course, embedded in everyday interactions between individuals as well. Along with — 

not instead of — employment, housing and education programs, there must be an 

acknowledgment of racism and a strategy for undoing its effect on our communities 

(Kay, 2013). 
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In 2016, the Governor created the Governor’s Office of Diversity and Inclusion, and, 

after the killing of Philando Castile,the Governor’s Council on Law Enforcement and 

Community Relations by Executive Order. Indigenous Peoples Day is now celebrated in 

Minneapolis. Steps are being taken to increase wages and housing opportunities for all. The 

Government Alliance on Racial Equity now has a midwest coordinator, and in partnership with 

GARE, “14 Minnesota cities, counties, and other jurisdictions” have undergone a year-long 

process to “reach concrete [racial equity] solutions”(Smetanka, 2016). 

These are beginning institutional steps. 

Sun Yung Shin writes of progress: 

         Some progress has been made in Minnesota toward eliminating racial disparities, but       

 things have gotten worse in some notable ways, including racial diversity among K-12               

 teachers, poverty rates for children of color, access to fresh food and exercise and play,       

 declining real wages, and job security for the parents and caregivers of those children. 

 The children of color growing up in Minnesota today are subject to those limiting beliefs,         

 often unacknowledged and unbidden, held by those in charge of their education, health 

 care, and physical safety in public and private spaces (Shin, 2016, pg. 6). 

       

Minnesota’s tribal and immigration histories position it uniquely, making our need for 

contextual, multiracial, and intersectional racial justice work critical. There is much work to do. 

Several Minnesota organizations support the work of racial equity and moving the state forward, 

and can be found in Appendix 1 at the end of this report. At the forefront is Voices for Racial 

Justice. 
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Voices for Racial Justice 

         Voices for Racial Justice is a People of Color and Indigenous (POCI)-led organization 

working for multiracial, multicultural transformative racial justice. The organization is centered 

around organizing, advocacy, and policy, and believes that “structural change is necessary; 

outcomes are important; and our voices matter” (Voices for Racial Justice, 2017, n.p.).  

 Voices for Racial Justice began in 1993 as the Organizing Apprenticeship Project, 

implementing unique, active community organizer training. (Voices for Racial Justice 2017). 

The program involved training organizers in the field and working with mentors in an apprentice 

capacity to grow as leaders. In 2014, the organization shifted from a focus on grassroots training 

to amplifying racial justice work in Minnesota, and changed its name to reflect that. Voices for 

Racial Justice works with partners on the ‘inside’ of structures of education, government, and 

health, as well as putting pressure on those inside leaders and institutions from the outside. 

         The work of Voices for Racial Justice includes but is not limited to education equity, 

health equity, Greater Visions (organizing trainings in greater Minnesota), media justice, Our 

Minneapolis and Our St. Paul (racial equity assessments and plans for local government), youth 

organizing, healing justice, community-engaged participatory research, BRIDGE (a partnership 

project with organizers who are currently incarcerated), and policy agenda-setting and reporting. 

         Voices for Racial Justice utilizes virtually all policy tools for racial equity. The 

organization has developed a pocket racial equity impact assessment (REIA) to be used in policy 

and decision making processes at several levels. It asks: 

• Who is most impacted? 

• What disparity is being addressed? 

• How would the proposed policy change the situation? 
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• Are there potential negative impacts? 

• Can the policy be sustainably successful? (Voices for Racial Justice, 2015, p.1). 

Additionally, the organization releases a legislative bill watch and a statewide racial equity 

agenda at the start of each year, outlining both “specific policy solutions and broad visions 

brought forth by community members”( [our] mnisota 2017). And finally, a noted staple of the 

policy work at Voices for Racial Justice is the Legislative Report Card on Racial Equity. 

  
The Legislative Report Card on Racial Equity  

 The Legislative Report Card on Racial Equity produced by Voices for Racial Justice is 

one of the most consistent and comprehensive assessments of state government through a racial 

equity lens in the nation. The first report card was released after the 2005-2006 biennium (when 

the organization was still the Organizing Apprenticeship Project), and then every annual 

legislative session from 2007 to 2012, at which point it again became a biennial report. Each 

session is different, as is each report. It is an extraordinarily useful recap of what’s gone on 

behind the Capitol’s doors pertaining to racial justice in policy.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

What is a biennium? The Minnesota State Legislature operates on a biennial calendar. 
One biennium consists of two years – a “long year” session from January through May, and 
a “short year” session, the following year from February through April. Biennia begin in 
odd-numbered years and end in even-numbered years. Budgets are typically set during the 
first year of a biennium (Minnesota State Legislature 2017).  
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Audiences 

The Report Card on Racial Equity is intended to influence elected leaders, and serve as a tool for 

community members. The audiences of the report card local communities, artists, healers, 

activists, advocates, organizers, and elected leaders. 

Goals 
The goals for the Legislative Report Card on Racial Equity surround accountability, education, 

and organizing. The Report Card seeks to act as a watchdog and provide a system of 

accountability for elected leaders; be an educational resource for community members; to be a 

tool for community organizers and constituents; and to highlight policy change and solutions, 

and create hope (Gabriella Anais Deal-Márquez, personal communication, August 2017; Vina 

Kay, personal communication, August 2017). 

Reporting Process and Methodology 
 At the beginning of each year and legislative session, Voices for Racial Justice releases a 

racial equity agenda that includes, “both specific policy solutions and broad visions brought forth 

by community members” (Voices for Racial Justice, 2017, p.2). As the session continues and 

legislation is drafted and introduced, “[b]ills are selected based on their potential to impact racial 

equity in a positive or negative way” (Legislative Report Card on Racial Equity 2015-2016). The 

legislation is explained descriptively in the Report Card, beyond what is found on the 

legislature’s website. These bills are tracked throughout the legislative session, and their 

contributors noted. A bill watch is released to let leaders know which of their actions are being 

tracked for racial equity implications. Bill issue areas encompass: American Indian communities 

and Tribal sovereignty, civil rights, criminal justice, economic equity, education equity, 

environmental justice, health equity, legislating against structural racism (positive racial equity 

bills), and legislating structural racism (negative racial equity bills). Missed opportunities (bills 
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that did not receive floor votes and were not included in omnibus bills) are highlighted. These 

are the bills whose outcomes are ultimately tracked in the Legislative Report Card on Racial 

Equity, giving an overall picture of the work being done at the Capitol. 

 

Elected officials recieve grades in the Report Card on Racial Equity based on their work. 

Eighty points come from floor votes on the final racial equity bills that make it to the floor. How 

they vote on the floor on the racial equity (or racial inequity) bills selected for the report card 

increases or decreases their score from that point. Votes in favor of positive racial equity bills 

add points, votes opposing positive racial equity bills decrease points; conversely votes in favor 

of negative racial equity bills decrease points and votes against negative racial equity bills 

increase points. Additionally, twenty or more points are earned by being a chief author or co-

author of a positive racial equity bill (including missed opportunity positive racial equity bills), 

What is an omnibus bill? “A large, single document bill that is accepted in a single vote by a 
legislature but packages together several measures into one or combines diverse subjects” 
(Bierschbach, 2017). Omnibus bills can be stealthy because the smaller bills within are supposed 
to relate to the same broad policy topic, but legislators may sneak in other legislation that wasn’t 
passed on its own. 
 

Criteria for positive racial equity bill selection:  
1. Does the legislation explicitly address and work to eliminate racial disparities and racial 

inequalities?  
2. Will the legislation help eliminate barriers to access to public benefits and institutions for 

Native American communities, communities of color and immigrants?  
3. Will the legislation seek to advance enfranchisement and full civic participation for 

everyone in the state? 
4. Will the legislation protect against racial violence, racial profiling, and discrimination? 
5. Does the legislation seek to improve conditions for American Indian communities and/or 

preserve, protect, or strengthen the ability of American Indian tribes to exercise their 
rightful sovereignty?  

6. Does the legislation seek to improve the conditions of immigrants, undocumented persons 
and refugees? (Legislative Report Card on Racial Equity, 2016, p. 5). 
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and those points are deducted for being a chief author or co-author on negative racial equity bills. 

Due to the leadership points, it is possible for legislators to receive a score over 100. Percentages 

are deduced from these scores out of 100. Legislators receiving grades of A+ (100% and up), A 

(90-99%), and B (80-89%) are highlighted as racial equity champions. A percentage of 70-79% 

denotes a C grade, 60-69% a D grade, and 0-59% an F grade. 

 

Figure 3: A section of the Minnesota House of Representatives legislator report card chart, 
taken from the Minnesota Legislative Report Card on Racial Equity 2015-2016 (p. 46).  
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The legislature as a whole also receives a grade. The total number of positive racial 

equity bills that are passed is divided by the total number of all bills passed in the session (either 

individually or in an omnibus bill). Then, the total individual racial equity leadership points for 

legislators is divided by the total number of legislators. These two yields are combined to create 

a score for the full body (Legislative Report Card on Racial Equity, 2016, p.45).  

  

Figure 4: The grade for the entire Minnesota Legislature, taken from the Minnesota 

Legislative Report Card on Racial Equity, 2015-2016 (p. 45). 
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From 2005 to 2007 the governor received a letter grade based on votes and vetoes of bills 

with racial equity implications. From 2007 – 2010, the Legislature and the Governor received a 

shared letter grade based on the number of racial equity bills enacted into law out of the total 

number of bills analyzed by the report card. From 2011-2014, the Governor again received a 

letter grade. And from 2015 on, the Governor received an evaluation. Nuances in the Governor’s 

varied actions, such as sentiments expressed in speeches, judicial appointments and pardons of 

convictions can be accounted for in an evaluation. Letter grades, however, are more stark and 

clear and could cause greater accountability. The team at Voices for Racial Justice and 

stakeholders are discussing returning to a letter grade methodology for the Governor. 

Conversations with community stakeholders and partner organizations may lead to 

methodological changes. Additionally, as the political landscape changes in the future, so may 

the methodology.    

    
  

Opportunities for the Legislative Report Card on Racial Equity 
Note: These opportunities are applicable to the Legislative Report Card on Racial Equity 

produced by Voices for Racial Justice in Minnesota, but are suggestions and practices that 

can be contextually adapted in other regions. Some recommendations may be under 

multiple subheadings. 

Criteria for evaluating the Governor in the 2015-2016 Legislative Report Card on 
Racial Equity:  

a) Sign legislation to advance racial equity 
b) Exercise of veto on legislation that would hinder racial equity 
c) Policy proposals that advance racial equity 
d) Use of executive orders to move forward with measures important to communities of 

color and American Indian communities 
e) The appointment of commissioners whose work has advanced racial equity 

(Legislative Report Card on Racial Equity, 2016, p. 5).  
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         At the end of a reporting cycle, the Legislative Report Card on Racial Equity is 

distributed to all 201 legislators, the Governor, and organizational partners. It is given out at the 

legislative session debrief, and is on hand at events and meetings. The report card can now be 

accessed online, as well. However, several printed copies remain in excess. Are there missed 

opportunities for utilizing this tool in community? Might larger shifts in its production make it 

more accessible and in demand? How can we account for nuances of leadership and policy work 

at the State Legislature and various administrative levels? Are there new directions the report 

card can go (in style, methodology, approach, or implementation) that will allow its impact to 

grow? 

Goals Revisited 
         Ultimately, the question remains: whom does the report card serve? Is it fully accessible 

to community audiences? Is a ‘report card’ in the typical A-F style replicating a tool of 

institutions that have racism embedded within them? Are there missed opportunities for 

innovation? How can we make policy exciting, colorful, and alive? (Brett Grant, personal 

communication, July 2017). The following opportunities are musings in service of the goals of 

the report card.  

 It is possible that as Voices for Racial Justice moves forward, a single goal or a few goals 

or audiences might be highlated to prioritize a certain aspect of racial equity work. Is it more 

important that legislators are held accountable, or that community and youth have a tool to use 

for organizing and civic engagement? It’s hard to say. In the case that a specific goal or audience 

is prioritized, the Report Card might then be modified in light of that, to increase the impact of 

the tool as related to the highlighted goal(s). It is also possible that additional projects or 

offshoots of the report card will be envisioned and developed with specific report card goals and 

audiences in mind.  
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Assessing Impact 

 As it stands, there is opportunity for Voices for Racial Justice to further understand how 

impactful the report card is. It would be useful to survey legislators and their staff, community 

members, organizers, advocates, and students about their knowledge of the report card and their 

ideas about how it functions as a tool to advance racial equity. This data could be the starting 

point for any changes or innovations that could be made to increase clarity and impact.  

Communication with Legislators 

 Legislators receive copies of the racial equity agenda, the bill watch, and, ultimately, the 

Legislative Report Card on Racial Equity from Voices for Racial Justice. Additionally, they may 

see the Voices for Racial Justice presence at the Capitol during bill tracking for the Report Card 

and when racial equity rallies are hosted by the organization. However, merely due to resource 

constraints, it is difficult and often impossible to have meetings with 201 legislators as follow up 

to the agenda and bill watch, at the same time that bill tracking is happening. Further 

communication with legislators in the interim periods between the release of the policy tools 

could make a difference in raising their understanding of the state of racial equity, the work of 

the organization, the tool and how it works, how they are graded, and the session-specific actions 

that they will be evaluated on. Engaging in conversation with leaders about racial justice as 

advantageous to all and as a step to making Minnesota great is crucial. 

Criteria for Evaluating the Governor 

 A question currently posed by the Voices for Racial Justice team is how to best evaluate 

the work of the Governor pertaining to racial equity. Should a letter grade system be maintained? 

An evaluation? A methodology meeting with community partners and stakeholders revealed the 

following opportunities: 
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• Use a narrative style to explore not only the diversity in the Governor’s staff, Cabinet, 

and administration, but also the policy end of things. 

• Include an analysis of budget priorities, remembering that it’s not the Governor driving 

many of these details, but advisors. 

• Create an offshoot report of the administration more largely, given that it’s not just one 

leader who is making racial equity decisions (Voices for Racial Justice Methodology 

Meeting, August 2017). 

Aesthetic and Design 
         The Minnesota Legislative Report Card on Racial Equity is 8.5” x 11” in dimension, and 

is colorful, eye catching, and pleasant to look at. It features readable font and icons to indicate 

items included in the racial equity agenda or bill watch, Additionally, it features photographs of 

individuals and families across Minnesota. The 2015-2016 report used photographs from noted 

Minnesota artist Wing Young Huie. The integration of photographs brings humanity to policy. 

Situated amongst the data analysis and outcomes, the photos remind us that all of this work is 

about people. An additional opportunity pertaining to design is to: 

" Have visible tabs on the side of the report to indicate what contents are in what areas so 

that readers can flip directly to a section of interest, since the report is organized by 

policy area (Youth Cohort, personal communication, August 2017). 

Accessibility Considerations 
         Activists, advocates, and leaders come from many walks of life. The inclusion of as many 

people as possible in the work of a more racially just future involves ensuring that partners and 

participants have the ability to understand the report card. Opportunities to increase accessibility 

for various communities are to: 
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" Have a number of report cards, or the report highlights and key findings, brailled for 

those who are hard of sight. 

" Have a number of report cards, or the report highlights and key findings, translated into 

additional languages for constituents for whom English is not native or preferred tongue. 

" Create an interactive online tool, audio recordings of the report card, a podcast, or videos 

so that activists who aren’t able to physically be at the Capitol can take part, and so that 

those who are hard of sight are invited to hear the outcomes. 

" Integrate qualitative and anecdotal data like interviews with legislators and activists to 

bring life to the bills.  

" Assemble focus groups, or invite outside comment, to ensure that report card language is 

accessible and priorities are reflective of community. Consistent work to make sure the 

report card can be understood by an academic, an elder, and a student is encouraged. 

Clarity of Methodology 
         The methods used to grade legislators must be crystal clear, so that if an elected official 

inquires why they received a grade of C, the response is quick and understandable. (Voices for 

Racial Justice is engaged in ongoing conversations with partners and stakeholders about the 

clarity and potential for the methodology of the report card.) Methodological opportunities are 

to: 

" Change the first racial equity criterion, to include bills that explicitly/directly address 

and/or work to eliminate racial disparities and racial inequities (Voices for Racial 

Justice 2017). All bills heard at the legislature could be indirectly affecting racial 

disparities in the state, because the power dynamics of race are in all aspects of our 

society. Making this criterion as specific as possible will ensure simpler grading for 

compilers and simpler rationale for legislators.  
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" Tighten up the point system, for ease in grading and explanation.  

" Brainstorm possibilities for grading legislators who are integral in defeating legislation 

that would perpetuate racial disparities (Legislative Report Card on Racial Equity 2005-

2006). 

Visibility to Elected Leaders 
         Each lawmaker receives a racial equity policy agenda at the beginning of each legislative 

session, and a copy of the Report Card on Racial Equity at the end of each biennium. 

Opportunities to increase legislator interaction with the Report Card on Racial Equity are to:  

" Create a digital tracking map that can be manipulated to show policy changes over time 

and based on district (Youth Cohort, personal communication, August 2017). 

" Send follow-up letters when the legislature is not in session, explaining the legislator’s 

grade, the reasons for it, and what to keep in mind/action steps for moving forward. 

Partner activists and organizers could meet with legislators who would like to discuss 

their grades. 

" Create a simple survey on structural racism and racial equity to gauge legislative 

understanding of systemic oppression and racial justice (Octavia Smith, personal 

communication, June 2017).  

" Send reminders of important upcoming racial equity votes and thank-you cards after 

votes in support of racial equity (NAACP).  

" Partner with artists to put billboards and posters in constituent districts that bear their 

representatives’ racial equity grades, link to the Report Card on Racial Equity, and 

include contact information for elected officials. This would be a public, district-specific 

way to hold leaders accountable by showing their constituents the grades they’ve earned. 
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Usability for Community Members 
         The Report Card is a tool that community organizers can use to track the racial equity 

progress of their districts and note how they are being served. Currently, partner organizations 

and community members receive copies of the Report Card on Racial Equity, and it is distributed 

at Voices for Racial Justice events, but further opportunities are:  

" Utilize the Report Card on Racial Equity for learning in community organizing and civic 

engagement trainings led by Voices for Racial Justice as well as by other organizations. 

" Create an organizing campaign around the report card and have a team of partners 

galvanize support for the work by circulating the report card in their communities and 

spaces (Brett Grant, personal communication, August 2017). 

Opportunities for Learners and Students 
         There is tremendous opportunity for racial equity assessments to be used as educational 

tools. When shown the Legislative Report Card on Racial Equity, the 2017 Youth Cohort of the 

Cultural Organizing Summit at Voices for Racial Justice were excited about its possibilities. 

They had many questions, including whether the killing of Philando Castile in the summer of 

2016 had affected legislators’ actions and grades (although the report card for this biennium is 

not done, the short answer is yes). The young organizers agreed that it would be a great resource, 

especially in college courses, when young people are beginning to vote and become politically 

engaged. Using the report card could help them to get involved in the process (Youth Cohort, 

personal communication, August 2017). Further opportunities to explore include: 

" Partner with schools and teachers to integrate the Report Card on Racial Equity into 

curriculum. As part of of a unit on representative government, civic engagement, or state 

legislatures, the report card could be a reference for teaching how to track a bill 
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throughout a semester or for calling a representative about a bill related to the Voices for 

Racial Justice policy agenda.  (Brett Grant, personal communication, June 2017). 

" Invite youth as policy interns to be part of gathering the data and compiling the outcomes. 

" Brainstorm new ways to get the report card to youth via after school programs, 

community or college centers, instructors, mock trial, speech and debate, and Girls & 

Boys State gatherings. 

" Create a digital tracking map that can be manipulated to show policy changes over time 

and based on district (Youth Cohort, personal communication, August 2017). 

Online and Technological Opportunities 
         Voices for Racial Justice currently uploads the Report Card on Racial Equity to its 

website, and maintains social media presence throughout bill tracking and legislative actions. 

Further growth might include the use of online tools for community engagement and even 

legislator access. Opportunities include:   

" Create a digital tracking map that can be manipulated to show policy changes over time 

and based on district (Youth Cohort, personal communication, August 2017). 

" Partner on an organizational level with Civic Eagle, a St. Paul based tech startup that 

developed Eagle, a mobile civic engagement application. 

" Create short video recaps of important votes, speeches, or actions at the Capitol, as well 

as bills to keep an eye on. These can be sent via e-mail or uploaded on social media. 
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 New Horizons and Thinking Outside the Box 
         Racial equity reporting is not confined solely to the traditional notion of a report or a 

report card style. Reporting on racial equity can be creative, and it’s possible that new means of 

reporting on racial equity might be more impactful than traditional models. Opportunities outside 

the box are: 

" Create a small pocket guide on racial equity in Minnesota, including qualitative, 

anecdotal research from community members about racial disparities. Separate the guide 

by district, and include local art and policy recommendations. This could be a small book 

given to legislators in lieu of the report card, allowing them to become familiar with 

racial equity concerns specifically affecting their constituents. This would also serve as a 

community resource (Octavia Smith, personal communication, July 2017). 

" Use music to fuse the rhythms of our communities with the words spoken at the State 

Capitol. Mix rallying cries with legislator speeches and music. 

The Our MPLS project, a Voices for Racial Justice initiative, is a great example of an 
interactive policy tool. A 2014 policy agenda has become an interactive tool for holding local 
government officials accountable. After the creation of a 2014 policy agenda, a research team 
was assembled to assess the Minneapolis City Council, Park Board, and School Board. In 
2016, the team was charged with creating a report on local leadership based on leaders’ self-
assessments, community surveys, and policy outcomes as measured by equity criteria. Because 
there was such a difference in scope of the State Legislature and city level government 
structures, the report card framework didn’t work well in a local capacity – the data at-a-glance 
was not matching the stories and lived truths in the city. Ourmpls.com was created as an 
interactive hub of the research collected with a clear list of actions needed to advance the 
agenda created by Voices for Racial Justice and partners. Moving forward, it allows for 
stakeholders to easily access information about the city of Minneapolis, agenda items, policy 
opportunities and victories, and action steps.. A similar module will be built for St. Paul. This 
a model for the possibilities for innovation (Ashley Fairbanks, personal communication, June 
2017).  
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" Commission public art that puts racial equity policy agenda items into the street. 

  
         All of the above ideas are for chewing and pondering. Resources available for this work 

are often limited, and done by small teams in partnership with others who are passionate about 

making government and the state and nation more equitable. Imagining, brainstorming, and 

innovating have the potential to catalyze growth, even if they cannot become immediate realities. 

  

Dreaming 
“Revolutionary hope identifies possible actions despite situational limits; it recognizes that 
justice requires ongoing work and struggle. It is precisely the embodiment of this work and 

struggle in a way of life that avoids the trap of despair.”  
– Ronald David Glass, Staying Hopeful, Everyday Antiracism 

 
 Racial equity policy tools, be they proactive assessments, responsive reporting, anecdotal 

evidence, conversations and forums, or a combination, are crucial in today’s democracy. The 

Minnesota Legislative Report Card on Racial Equity created by Voices for Racial Justice is one 

such tool that provides a lasting example of policy work for justice, and offers a strong 

framework on which to build up impactful opportunities for the future.  

 There is work yet to do in our world. The possibilities for this work bring hope, healing, 

joy, and love. May the tomorrows unencumbered by racial inequity approach steadily, honestly, 

and courageously.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

OPPORTUNE TIMING 
34 

 
For the Children 

Gary Snyder 
 

The rising hills, the slopes,  
of statistics,  
lie before us.  
the steep climb 
of everything, going up,  
up, as we all  
go down. 
 
In the next century,  
or the one beyond that,  
they say,  
are valleys, pastures,  
we can meet there in peace 
if we make it. 
 
To climb these coming crests 
one word to you, to 
you and your children: 
 
   stay together 
   learn the flowers 
   go light 
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Appendix 1: Supportive and Partner Organizations for the 2015-2016 Minnesota 
Legislative Report Card on Racial Equity 
 

! Minnesota Budget Project 
! Minnesota Asset Building Coalition 
! Take Action 
! Alliance for Metropolitan Stability 
! Parents United 
! Minnesota Housing Partnership 
! Council on Crime and Justice 
! ISAIAH 
! H1RE Minnesota 
! Minnesota Education Equity Partnership (MNEEP) 
! YWCA 
! Legal Aid 
! MS Strategies 
! Minnesota Council on Latino Affairs 
! Minnesotans of African Heritage 
! Indian Affairs Council State of Minnesota 
! Council on Asian Pacific Minnesotans 
! Minnesota Council of Nonprofits 
! Generation Next 
! Jewish Community Action 
! MIGIZI Communications, Inc.  
! NAVIGATE 
! Centro de Trabajadores Unidos en Lucha (CTUL) 
! MinnCAN 
! MN Coalition for the Homeless 
! Neighborhoods Organizing for Change (NOC) 
! Juvenile Detention Alternative Initiative (JDAI) 
! Metropolitan Consortium of Community Developers 
! HOPE Community  
! Waite House 
! Somali Action Alliance 
! Asian American Organizing Project 
! Metropolitan State University 
! Center for Asian and Pacific Islanders (CAPI) 
! Minneapolis NAACP 
! Project Sweetie Pie 
! Appetite for Change 
! Blandin Foundation 
! Blue Cross Blue Shield Foundation 
! Blue Cross Blue Shield Center for Prevention 
! Bush Foundation Center for Urban and Regional Affairs 
! Headwaters Foundation for Justice 
! The Joyce Foundation 
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! The McKnight Foundation 
! The Minneapolis Foundation 
! Minnesota Department of Health 
! Nexus Community Partners 
! Northwest Minnesota Foundation 
! The Jay & Rose Phillips Family Foundation 
! The Saint Paul Foundation 
! Still Ain’t Satisfied – A Foundation with Attitude 
! The Unitarian Universality Veatch Program at Shelter Rock 
! The Voqal Fund 
! Youthprise 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


