
“KNEES”  EXERCISE  by NIBS STROUPE 

I have used this exercise  to work on the power of race, but it could be used for gender issues,  
sexual orientation issues, materialism and others.  The main goal is to get people thinking, 
listening, talking, and reflecting together on the particular issue and its power in our lives.   

I will use “race” as the issue for this outline.  There will need to be at least 8 people for this 
exercise to work well.  It can handle any number higher than that, but each small group should 
be no larger than 24 (12 on each row).  Each group will need to have an even number of 
participants so that each person has a partner.   If there are an odd number of people, the 
facilitator (FAC) can even it out and participate, though it is much better for the FAC to remain 
“outside” the exercise. 

Begin by having chairs set up in two rows, where the participants can face one another, just 
about touching knees, hence the name “Knees.”  One row will be doing the moving after each 
question, so the FAC should tell people with mobility issues to be seated in the row that will not 
move each time.  Here are the rules after all are seated.   

1. One row will be talking, and the other row listening.  The listening row cannot respond 
verbally but can give signals like nodding, etc.  The talking row will have three minutes 
to share their answer to the question that FAC gives them.  FAC may need to warn the 
listening row if FAC observes listeners commenting.  FAC will give the talking row a 30 
second warning to finish up. 

2. After question one is finished, those on the moving row will shift seats, with the person 
on the end getting up and going to the other end, and all others on the moving row 
moving down one seat towards the vacated seat. 

3. For question 2, the previous listening row will now become the talking row, and they will 
share answers to the FAC’s second question – same rules apply for rule #1. 

4. For question 3,  the moving row will follow the same pattern as in rule #2, and the 
previous listening row from #3 will now become the talking row, with same rules from 
#1. 

5. Here are the three questions – the first one should be a general question, unrelated to 
the issue that will be discussed.  I usually ask:  “Share a story about a person outside 
your family who has had a positive impact on your life.  Tell your partner about them 
and their influence.” 

--Question #2 – Tell your partner about an early memory of the power of race  
in your life. 

--Question #3 – Tell our partner about a recent engagement that you had  
with the power of race. 

 Depending on the size of the group, FAC can have them stay in their rows to de-brief 
the exercise.  These are questions that I use:  What did you learn about race?  What did you 
learn about yourself?  How did it feel to have to listen without being able to interrupt or respond 
verbally?  How did it feel to do your sharing without your partner interrupting or making a 
verbal response?  Are their any other thoughts or insights that you would like to share from this 
exercise?  FAC should make certain that everyone has a chance to respond – don’t let one or 
a few people dominate the responses. 
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