We Must Take This Journey Together

Senator Barack Obama has raised a significant issue in America. An issue that has started a conversation among all parties – and in the media especially - on race, ethnicity and the importance of diversity. 
This “conversation” is indeed taking place – loudly on our airways.  The analysis goes on and on, but where “the rubber meets the road” on this is issue is not nationally. It’s locally – in our communities, schools and workplaces – places where we come together and intersect in our daily lives.

Many people don’t know how to start or be a part of a conversation on a “taboo” subject which brings to light the conflicting thinking and deep divisions that race has brought to our country. We call it the “unfinished business” of living in a diverse society.
We believe that the first place to start locally on this “unfinished business” is through equal and respectful dialogs with one another, starting in places where we live, work, learn and play. In New Jersey, one of the most diverse states in the country, we have many more opportunities to have this conversation than nationally. In fact, through American Conference on Diversity educational and business-focused initiatives, these conversations have been going on for a long time. 
For example, The American Conference on Diversity uses training, networking and workshops throughout the state that help people connect on multicultural issues, giving them an environment where discussion of these sensitive topics can be encouraged and flourish. We coordinate gatherings of individuals from various backgrounds throughout New Jersey to lead conversations on sensitive and difficult subjects. An issue such as race – impacting businesses, in high schools and on college campuses and for community groups – is just one of many of these subjects. These conversations take place with trust, understanding, candor and positive movement towards greater understanding and inclusion. By creating opportunities for true discourse and disclosure on these issues we can hope to overcome them.

Here is a quick snapshot on just how diverse the state of New Jersey is and why the premise of his remarks can resonate for New Jersey. According to our recent study, New Jersey: A Statewide View of Diversity, the White population in New Jersey has decreased over the last ten years, last measured at 63 percent. The rate of growth for minorities in New Jersey is surpassing that of Whites, to the extent that New Jersey will soon become a “majority of minorities”. New Jersey is the fifth largest state in percentage of foreign-born citizens, with over 130 languages spoken. According to the Department of Education, in regards to New Jersey’s future workforce, 30 percent of New Jersey college students are minorities, a number that will grow to 40 percent by 2015. From a business point of view, New Jersey is ranked fifth in the country in multicultural buying power, according to the Selig Center for Economic Growth at the University of Georgia.
There are discussions which our state leaders, teachers and the business community can lead locally on prejudice and stereotyping behavior, which within safe environments can bring people together on common ground and create a wealth of understanding. Through local forums, young people and adults are already coming together to share emotions, insights and feelings related to race, gender, ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation and all other aspects that make each of us unique, celebrating our differences and learning how to create more inclusive schools, workplaces and communities. 
 Leading with our young people is a significant part of the conversation. Through our organization’s work with high school and college students, the American Conference on Diversity’s Youth Leadership Institute, sees deep conversations and an openness to discuss issues of race, stereotypes and personal experiences. Programs in our schools educate and empower our next generation of leaders – high school students from suburban, urban and rural schools  and college students on campuses across New Jersey – encouraging  the future of our civic discourse, community life and business growth.
Our goal, as a diverse society in a very “global” world should be to move beyond stereotypes, beyond prejudice, and beyond bigotry toward a recognition that, yes, we do need to continue to talk about race and respect and dignity for all. Our hope is that through personal experience, exploration and recognition of ourselves in these issues, conversations about what race means to each of us and our children and grandchildren will continue beyond the upcoming election, and beyond the swell of media attention. We believe that conversations on race and other important diversity related issues will continue to illuminate the impact on all of us. 
It is a journey we can all take together.
