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“Education is the passport to the future, for tomorrow belongs
to those who prepare for it today.” Malcom X
Welcome to the North Orange County Community College District (NOCCCD)! This
handbook was created in an effort to provide you with various resources you can
use throughout your teaching career. In it you will find multiple resources ranging
from new innovative teaching practices, to classic articles and tools proven to be
effective over the years. Additionally, this handbook gives you tools to help you put
together your own teaching portfolio, including materials you will need to apply for
a teaching position at a community college. In this digital age, a lot of material can be
found online, which is why we will also provide you with access to additional
resources (available only online). Our hope is that you will find this content helpful.
Teaching at the college level can be challenging as most of the pedagogical programs
are focused on teaching K through 12 grades. The training required to teach at the
college-level centers on specific disciplines and research, hardly ever is andragogy
(or the teaching of adults) discussed in graduate programs. The idea of a teaching
portfolio is one where future community college faculty can compile both tools for
effective teaching, as well as documents and materials and resources to apply for a
teaching position. This portfolio is designed to enable you to add achievements and
resources to your curriculum vitae that would help you stand out as a future
instructor/faculty when you apply for a teaching position.

The handbook is divided into different chapters with relevant themes. These
resources were created and compiled by the Diversity Equity & Inclusion Faculty
Fellows and the NOCCCD Office of Diversity & Compliance. Some of us started our
teaching career as interns in our district many years ago and found that having a
handbook and teaching portfolio was very helpful. Our hope is that you will as well.
We are excited to welcome you to the Future Instructor Training Program!
Arturo Ocampo, JD
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Program Goals, & Important Dates

About the F.I.T. Program Goals &
Expectations
Spring Semester Calendar
F.I.T. At a Glance

About the Future Instructor Training Program
Purpose
The Future Instructor Training Program (FIT) addresses the need to attract and hire
instructors who are diverse and able to teach in an equity-minded and culturally
affirming manner. The purpose of the program is to foster growth of the next
generation of community college faculty with a focus on serving the growing diverse
student population in our region.

Statistics from the State Chancellor’s Office show 72% of community college students
are students of color, and yet only 36% of community college faculty are faculty of
color. Similarly, District demographics show that 73% of NOCCCD students are
students of color, while only 41% of NOCCCD full-time faculty are faculty of color.
The mission of the California Community College system is to serve all Californians.
Serving all segments of our community not only ensures their success but is
necessary for a brighter economic and democratic future for the State.1

Goals
The goals of the Future Instructor Training Program are as follows:
(a) To enhance the recruitment of qualified persons pursuing a master's or doctoral

degree into faculty positions in community colleges in California. This is particularly
important

for

disciplines

for

which

recruitment

is

difficult

and

where

underrepresentation exists. To accomplish this purpose, the F.I.T. Program shall
serve to introduce graduate students to the community college environment and
student population.
1 In

addressing the diversity of our student population, the program will also consider other forms of diversity and
will not limit diversity to only mean gender, race, and ethnicity.

(b) To enhance the recruitment of qualified persons pursuing an associate degree into

faculty positions in community colleges in California. This is particularly important
for disciplines for which current industry experience is important and disciplines for
which recruitment is difficult and in which diverse faculty are underrepresented. To
accomplish these purposes, the internship program shall serve to introduce
industry practitioners to the community college environment and student
populations while encouraging them to complete their associate degree.
(c) To enhance community college efforts toward building a diverse and

representative faculty. To accomplish this purpose, the internship program shall
place special focus on locating and attracting qualified graduate students who are
members of underrepresented groups.
(d) To enhance and develop the intercultural competencies of new faculty and to

provide aspiring faculty with the tools and skills necessary to infuse concepts of
diversity, equity, multiculturalism, and inclusion into their curricular content and to
teach in an equity minded and culturally affirming manner.

Expectations
Mentor and Intern Duties and Responsibilities
The interns will attend the mentor’s classroom for at least one Carnegie-hour per week.
They will attend mandatory training seminars. Interns will also be provided the

opportunity to discuss and share their experiences in organized cohort group sessions.
Interns will keep records, including a journal of reflection during the program to be
submitted and reviewed by the mentor and committee. The program will consist of regular
attendance in the professor’s classroom, regular activity with the cohort for training
purposes, and regular review of skills observed and learned.
The mentor and intern will agree, in contract form, to a minimum number of lessons
and/or class sessions for the intern to teach, under the aegis of the mentor. Suggested
intern-led activities include: guided in-class discussions, followed by formal lectures or
lessons (dependent upon the field), and followed by the intern leading a class project, as
a capstone activity. These three (3) minimum activities should be spaced through the
semester/term. More activities may be scheduled.
The intern must show growth as a future instructor for a positive report to be
submitted by the mentor to the project committee. The intern is expected to attend the
mentor’s class, and engage in observation, at approximately the same hours of which the
mentor spends in the same class. Mentors are also expected to hold mentor-intern
meetings regularly, at least once a week with a minimum of two (2) hours per month.
Both interns and mentors are required to attend training, not all trainings will be applicable
to mentors. The mentor’s duty is to guide the intern through the process of learning to
teach effectively at a community college. This will be done through guidance, mentorship,
and collegiality. Intern presence in department and division meetings and activities, to
their benefit, will be encouraged and may be negotiated between intern and mentor.

Spring Semester Calendar of Workshops and Events
January 19, 2022
9:00 a.m. – 2:00 p.m.

Mentor and Intern Orientation R
February 11, 2022

9:00 a.m. – 11:30 a.m.

1:00 p.m. - 2:30 p.m.

Grading for Equity R
Presenter: Sim Barhoum
February 16, 2022
Day of Remembrance (Japanese Americans)
Presenter: Eric K. Yamamoto
February 25, 2022

9:00 a.m. - 11:30 a.m.

9:00 a.m. – 11:00 a.m.

The Racialized Other
Presenter: Dr. Joely Proudfit
March 11, 2022
Documentary: WE STILL HERE R
March 31. 2022

5:00 p.m.

Anti-Racism Poster Campaign Unveiling & Workshop
April 15, 2022

9:00 a.m. – 11:30 a.m.

Critical Race Theory R
Presenter: María C. Malagón, Ph.D
May 6, 2022

9:00 a.m. – 11:30 a.m.

Cultural Somatics and Racial Healing for Equity
Presenter: Nisha Abuja
May 13, 2021

9:00 a.m. – 11:30 a.m.

Understanding the Hiring/Interview Process for Faculty
Positions R
Presenter: Arturo Ocampo
May 13. 2021

12:00 p.m.

Completion Ceremony R
Presence of Mentors and Interns

R

Mandatory for Interns

F.I.T. Participants Responsibilities At-a-Glance
INTERNS:
•

Attend a mandatory orientation at the beginning of the program/term.

•

Attend and observe the mentor’s classroom for at least one hour per week during
the Spring 2022 semester.

•

Teach a minimum number of lessons/class sessions (under the supervision of the
mentor, pursuant to the agreement between the mentor and intern).

•

Attend mentor-intern meetings once a week, with a minimum of 2 hours per month.

•

Attend intern cohort group session meetings.

•

Keep record of activities, including a journal of reflection during the program to be
submitted and reviewed by the committee.

•

Attend four mandatory training workshops, 1-4 hours in length.

•

Attend a completion ceremony/graduation at the end of the semester.

MENTORS:
• Attend mandatory orientation at the beginning of the program/term.
• Ensure interns complete classroom observations.
• Provide the intern with the opportunity to teach.
• Attend mentor-intern meetings once a week with a minimum of 2 hours per month.
• Guide the intern through the process of acquiring skills to teach effectively in a
multicultural and ethnically diverse community college classroom.
• Attend one mandatory training session.
• Encourage the presence of the intern at departmental and division meetings.
• Conduct midterm review and assessment.
• Attend a completion/graduation ceremony at the end of the semester.
• Estimated commitment of 15-20 hours per semester, beyond time spent in classroom.

II. Program Questionnaires & Feedback

•
•

Mentor Questionnaires- Pre & Post Program
Intern Questionnaires- Pre & Post Program

II. Program Questionnaires & Feedback
PRE-FIT PROGRAM ASSESSMENT
MENTOR-2022

Dear Mentor,
Please take a few minutes to answer the following survey about you and your field
PRIOR to the beginning of the Future Instructor Training Program. All this
information will be used to tailor the program to more specific needs/interests and
attempt to assess changes/transformation. All information you share is optional
and will only be shared with members of the Office Diversity & Compliance. Please
return it to your assigned Faculty Fellow during orientation.

I. Please tell us about your interest in this program. What do you know about the
program and why do you think it is important? How is this program relevant to
your field & to you?

II. What are some areas our district needs to work on in regards to Diversity, Equity
& Inclusion regarding 1) faculty, 2) students?

III. How well prepared are you to address issues of Diversity, Equity & Inclusion? Do
you have any strategies you already use in your classes?

IV. What are some of the areas you would like to improve on or learn more about?
How can this program help?

1

II. Program Questionnaires & Feedback
PRE-FIT PROGRAM ASSESSMENT
MENTOR-2022

V. What criteria makes a faculty member be considered under-represented? In what
context?

VI.

Why do you think our district has so few faculty of color? What strategies can be
used to change this?

VII.

How important is it for us to also address issues of class, ability/disability, race
& ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, religious respect, etc.? How can we do
this?

VIII.

Any other suggestions or comments:

2

II. Program Questionnaires & Feedback
POST-FIT PROGRAM ASSESSMENT
MENTOR-2022

Dear Mentor,
Please take a few minutes to answer the following survey about the Future
Instructor Training Program. All this information will be used to improve the
program in the future and will be confidential. Please return it to your Faculty
Fellow by 5/20/2022.

I. Comment on your intern’s fulfillment of the duties required by the program:

II. What are some strengths of the intern?

III. What are some of the areas your intern can work on?

IV. Would you recommend your intern for a full time position? If not, why?

V. What are some strengths of the Future Instructors Training Program?

1

II. Program Questionnaires & Feedback
POST-FIT PROGRAM ASSESSMENT
MENTOR-2022

VI.

What are some areas of improvement of the Future Instructors Training Program?

VII.

Do you think the office of Diversity & Inclusion provided adequate support? What
did you appreciate?

VIII.

IX.

What advice would you give future mentors?

Any other suggestions or comments:

2

II. Program Questionnaires & Feedback
PRE-FIT PROGRAM ASSESSMENT
INTERN-2022

Dear Intern,
Please take a few minutes to answer the following survey about you and your field
PRIOR to the beginning of the Future Instructor Training Program. All this
information will be used to tailor the program to more specific needs/interests and
attempt to assess changes/transformation. All information you share is optional
and will only be shared with members of the Office Diversity & Compliance . Please
return it to your assigned Faculty Fellow during orientation.

I. Please tell us about your interest in this program. What do you know about the
program and why do you think it is important? How is this program relevant to
your field & to you?

II. How well prepared are you to address issues of Diversity, Equity & Inclusion?
What training has helped you to better understand these issues?

III. What are some of the areas you would like to improve on or learn more about?
How can this program help?

1

II. Program Questionnaires & Feedback
PRE-FIT PROGRAM ASSESSMENT
INTERN-2022

IV. What criteria makes a faculty member be considered under-represented? In what
context?

V,

VI.

VII.

What are some challenges Faculty of Color may face ?

How important is it for us to also address issues of class, ability/disability, race
& ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, religious respect, etc.? How can we do
this?

Any other suggestions or comments:

2

F.I.T. Program Handbook
II. Program Questionnaires & Feedback
POST-FIT PROGRAM ASSESSMENT
INTERN-2021

Dear Intern:
Please take a few minutes to answer the following survey about the Future
Instructor Training Program. This information will be used to improve the
program in the future and will be kept confidential. Please return it to your
Faculty Fellow by 5/20/22.
I. Comment on your mentor’s fulfillment of the role and duties required by the
program:

II. What are some strengths of your mentor?

III. What are some of the areas your mentor can work on?

IV. What are some strengths of the Future Instructors Training Program?

V. What are some recommendations for areas for improvement for the Future
Instructors Training Program?

1

F.I.T. Program Handbook
II. Program Questionnaires & Feedback
POST-FIT PROGRAM ASSESSMENT
INTERN-2022

VI.

VII.

VIII.

IX.

What can you suggest for future workshops and events?

Did you think the office of Diversity & Inclusion provided adequate support?
What did you appreciate?

What advice would you give future interns based on your experience?

Any other suggestions or comments:

2
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PART V: TECHNOLOGY
Multicultural Curriculum and the Web: Transformation and Integration

1

Paul Gorski
University of Maryland, College Park
Curriculum transformation is an
essential dimension of the holistic
reexamination of schools and
schooling that constitutes multicultural education. A multicultural approach to curriculum transformation
is based on a dedication to providing accurate and complete understandings of all covered topics and
subjects. The purpose of this article
is to examine how the Internet can
supplement these efforts through
the integration of Web resources at
various stages in the transformation
process.

Conceptualizing Multicultural
Curriculum Transformation
The accuracy and completeness
of a multicultural curriculum is
achieved, in part, through the inclusion of diverse perspectives and
sources, including those representing traditionally unheard or
underrepresented individuals or
groups. For example, instead of relying on textbooks and other
sources written from a purely European perspective to learn about the
lives and experiences of Native
1

This article is based on a chapter from
the book Multicultural Education and the
Internet: Intersections and Integrations
(2000, McGraw-Hill Higher Education, pp.
37–56) and is used with permission from
McGraw-Hill.
Requests for reprints should be sent to
Paul Gorski, 1130 Shriver Laboratory, East
Wing, University of Maryland, College Park,
MD 20742. E-mail: gorski@earthlink.net

Americans, students in a multicultural education classroom have access to first-person sources and
other resources that relate history
from the perspective of Native
Americans.
The “transformation” in multicultural curriculum transformation
refers to the extent of change
needed to establish a curriculum
free from a blatant reliance on Eurocentric and male-centric perspectives, voices, and worldviews. An
often-cited illustration of the deepness of this problem is a “fact” that
establishes the foundation for many
American history textbooks and
classes: “Christopher Columbus discovered America.” This statement,
of course, begins the story with a
perspective clearly not shared by
Native American historians, or by
other historians who recognize how
this view presents American history
by immediately elevating the status
of European explorers over that of
the people who already occupied
the land those explorers supposedly
“discovered.” Examples can also be
cited readily from the language arts
classroom, where literature textbooks have made strides in including the work of women and some
American people of color but are
often still limited to conceptualizing
“classic literature” in a way that excludes literature from entire continents such as South America, Asia,
and Africa. Math and science curricula are not free from the need for
transformation either, as recent
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studies show only slight improvements in the male-centered focus of
these subjects. These examples,
coupled with the fact that too many
teachers and students do not recognize the need for change, serve to illustrate how deep the problem runs.

“The ‘transformation’
in multicultural curriculum transformation refers to the
extent of change
needed to establish a
curriculum free from
a blatant reliance on
Eurocentric and
male-centric perspectives, voices, and
worldviews.”
Ultimately, the goal of multicultural curriculum transformation is
for a diversity of voices, experiences, and perspectives to be woven
seamlessly with current frameworks
of knowledge, providing fuller understandings of all subjects. Presented with a wider array of
resources, students will develop
greater critical thinking skills,
which can then be applied outside
the classroom. Moreover, student
voices and experiences will be

brought to the fore in the classroom,
making the learning experience
more accessible and immediately
relevant to the lived experience of
each student.
Some argue that multicultural
curriculum transformation is
anti-White and anti-male, or that it
is purely a political movement that
caters only to the interests of students of color. Others suggest that it
is simply an attempt to improve the
self-esteem of female students or
students of color. To the extent that
this encompasses a greater inclusion
of historically unheard or
underrepresented voices and perspectives, and to the extent that this
will lead some students to learn
about the world in such a way that
they feel more personally connected
to the educational process, increased self-esteem for some students is a likely, and important,
outcome. Still, these arguments fail
to take into account the massive injustice that traditional, Eurocentric
and male-centric curricula represents in the learning process of all
White students and male students,
as well as female students and students of color. Multicultural curriculum transformation is not simply
an attempt to stroke the self-esteem
of certain groups of students. It is a
movement to reexamine, reassess,
and ultimately transform the curriculum so that it provides all students
with more accurate and complete
understandings of all subjects. The
Internet, by expanding teachers’
collaborative opportunities and access to an enormous set of new, diverse resources and materials, can
play an important role in these curriculum transformation efforts.

Steps Toward Transformation
and Web Integration
Unfortunately, due to several
challenges facing those teachers and
administrators attempting to affect
change, multicultural curriculum ef-

forts have been slow to materialize
into large-scale transformation. As
state-defined standards of learning
and standardized tests become more
and more closely identified as measures of achievement, not only for
students but also for teachers, administrators, schools, and school
districts, teachers are feeling less
and less empowered to employ creative means for making their curricula more inclusive and accessible to
all students. Without strong institutional support or multicultural curriculum development training, most
teachers find the idea of transformation to be a daunting one. Add to
this the continually looming pressures of learning standards and standardized tests, and simply adding
new information to the current curriculum can be a formidable challenge for teachers, even with the
new educational opportunities presented by the Internet and other
electronic media.

“Multicultural curriculum transformation
is not simply an attempt to stroke the
self-esteem of certain
groups of students. It
is a movement to reexamine, reassess,
and ultimately transform the curriculum
so that it provides all
students with more
accurate and complete understandings
of all subjects.”
Regardless of these and other
challenges, most teachers dedicated
to the ideals and principles of multi-
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cultural education find some
way—some entry point—to begin
working toward multicultural curriculum transformation. As some of
us move toward a fully
transformative curricular model and
others start with more manageable,
small-scale curricular changes, a series of stages or steps toward multicultural curriculum transformation
can be identified.
The role of the Internet in multicultural curriculum transformation
can best be understood in the context of the these steps. And, when
combined with the pedagogical notions such as active, interactive, inclusive, and collaborative teaching
and learning, the employment of
Web resources can make the transition from one step to the next considerably less daunting.
The following steps toward
multicultural curriculum transformation, though based primarily on
my personal experience, were
drawn, in part, from similar models
by James Banks (1993) and Peggy
McIntosh (2000). It is important to
recognize that each step is a building block, adding depth and breadth
to the previous steps; it is a continuum rather than a linear model. A
brief description of each step is followed by a discussion of how the
Web can contribute to teachers
wishing to reach that step.
Step 1: Recognition of
the Curriculum of the
Mainstream
The curriculum of the mainstream is Eurocentric and
male-centric. It fully ignores the experiences, voices, contributions, and
perspectives of members of
nondominant groups in all subject
areas. All educational materials, including textbooks, films, and other
teaching and learning tools present
information in a purely Eurocentric,
male-centric format. This stage is
harmful for both students who identify with mainstream culture as well

as those from nondominant groups.
It has negative consequences for the
former because, according to Banks
(1993), it
reinforces their false sense of superiority, gives them a misleading
conception of their relationship
with other racial and ethnic
groups, and denies them the opportunity to benefit from the
knowledge, perspectives, and
frames of reference that can be
gained from studying and experiencing other cultures and groups.
(p. 195)

The curriculum of the mainstream has negative consequences
for students from nondominant
groups, failing to validate their cultures, experiences, and perspectives.
Step 2: Heroes and
Holidays
Teachers at this stage “celebrate”
difference by integrating information or resources about famous people and the cultural artifacts of
various groups into the mainstream
curriculum. Bulletin boards may
contain pictures of Martin Luther
King, Jr., or W. E. B. DuBois, and
teachers may plan special celebrations for Black History Month or
Women’s History Month. Learning
about “other cultures” focuses on
costumes, food, music, and other
tangible cultural items.
The primary strength of this
stage is that it represents effort on
the teacher’s part to diversify the
curriculum by providing materials
and knowledge outside the mainstream culture. Another benefit is
that the heroes and holidays approach is fairly easy to implement
with little new knowledge needed
by the teacher. Still, an exploration
of the remaining weaknesses of this
approach reveals that the transformation is far from complete:
• By focusing celebratory attention on nondominant groups outside

the context of the rest of the curriculum, the teacher is further defining
these groups as “the other,” or
lesser than those represented by
mainstream culture.
• Curricula at this stage fail to
address the real experiences of
nondominant groups, instead focusing on the accomplishments of a
few heroic characters. Students may
learn to consider the struggles of
nondominant groups as “extra” information instead of important
knowledge in their overall understanding of the world.
• The special celebrations at this
stage are often used to justify the
exclusion of the information from
the mainstream curriculum.
• The heroes and holidays approach trivializes the overall experiences, contributions, struggles, and
voices of nondominant groups, fitting directly into a Eurocentric,
male-centric curriculum.
Many teachers find their way
to Step 2 by integrating resources
by or about famous African
American, Asian American, Latino, or Native American people,
or by or about White women,
into the existing curriculum structure. The Web can be an important tool in this process, as it
provides access to sites like
Malcolm X: A Research Site,
Amelia Earhart—Biography, and
others that highlight famous historical figures. Although a better
scenario would involve weaving
these resources directly into the
curriculum, they can be used at
this early step toward multicultural curriculum transformation to
supplement textbooks and other
traditional educational media that
fail to include information about
people from historically
underrepresented groups.

“Many teachers find
their way to Step 2
Multicultural Perspectives
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by integrating resources by or about
famous African
American, Asian
American, Latino, or
Native American people, or by or about
White women, into
the existing curriculum structure.”
African American
History: Medgar Evers
(http://www.triadntr.net
/~rdavis/evers.htm)
This simple site includes a photograph and a short biographical
piece on this Civil Rights activist.

Amelia
Earhart—Biography
(http://www.ionet.net/~j
ellenc/eae_intr.html)
This graphic-heavy, autobiographical site focuses special attention on three aspects of
Earhart’s life: “The Early Years,”
“The Celebrity,” and “The Last
Flight.” The creator of the site,
identified simply as “Ellen,” has
also developed sites highlighting
the lives of Marilyn Monroe,
Georgia O’Keeffe, and Gertrude
Stein (Figure 3.1).

Biblioteca Simon
Bolivar
(http://www.geocities.
com/Athens/Acropolis
/7609/eng/toc.html)
The life of this great South
American general is covered
through biography and writings by
and about Bolivar.

A Celebration of Women
Writers
(http://digital.library.upenn
.edu/women/)
This site was created in conjunction with the Online Books Page to
celebrate the contributions and
voices of women in American literature. Full texts and biographies of
women writers from around the
world are included in this index.
Chief Sitting Bull
(http://www.indians.org
/welker/sittbull.htm)
Sitting Bull is introduced
through a collection of quotes attributed to him, artwork, photographs, and narrative text.

(http://www.si.edu/orga
niza/centers/latino/alfon
zo.htm)

People in the
West–Sacagewa
(http://www.pbs.org/we
ta/thewest/wpages/wpgs
400/w4sacaga.htm)
Lifetime Learning Systems created this online biography of this
Shoshone Native American who
guided Lewis and Clark on their famous expeditions.

Si Se Puede! Cesar E.
Chavez and His Legacy
(http://clnet.ucr.edu/rese
arch/chavez/)

Step 3: Integration

Malcolm X: A Research
Site
(http://www.brothermalcol
m.net/mxcontent.html)

This site was developed at the
University of California, Los Angeles, to commemorate the life and
work of Chavez, who led the first
successful farm workers’ union in
U.S. history. The site includes a biography, quotes, and educational resources.

The life of Malcolm X is explored and celebrated through a detailed timeline, a bibliography of his
works and speeches, information on
his family, and a list of links to
other Malcolm X Web sites.

Spectrum Biology:
Harriet Tubman
(http://www.incwell.co
m/Biographies/Tubman.
html)

The Martin Luther
King, Jr., Papers
Project
(http://www.stanford.ed
u/group/King/)
Stanford University offers this
large collection of King’s speeches,
papers, autobiographical writings,
and sermons. The site also includes
biographical information and other
original resources.

Researcher Rachel Sahlman and
artist Dick Strandberg collaborated
on this biographical Web site about
Harriet Tubman, the escaped former
slave who helped run the Underground Railroad.

Tipu Sultan
(http://www.tippusultan
.org/)

Melisende’s Women of
History
(http://www.geocities.c
om/Athens/Styx/9329/)

This site commemorates the life
of the first Indian leader to fight for
freedom from the English. The site
includes a biography, a picture gallery, and a discussion forum.

Melisende offers this collection
of biographies of famous women in
world history.

Triumph of the Spirit:
Carlos Alfonzo
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This is one of many resources
available through the site of the
Smithsonian Center for Latino Initiatives. It introduces Carlos
Alfonzo, a one-time Cuban exile
who became an accomplished
American painter before dying of
AIDS in 1991.
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At the integration stage, teachers
move beyond heroes and holidays
to add substantial materials and
knowledge about nondominant
groups to the curriculum. The
teacher may add to his or her collection of books by people of color or
by women. He or she may add a
unit that covers the role of women
in World War I. A music teacher
may add slave hymns or songs from
Africa to his or her repertoire. In either case, the roles of individuals
from nondominant groups are explored within the context of specific
events, subjects, and topics. At the
school level, a course on African
American history may be added to
the overall curriculum.
The major strength of the integration stage is that it transcends
special celebrations to deal with real
issues and concepts, more closely
tying the new material into the rest
of the curriculum. Still, important
and severe weaknesses remain:
• New materials and units incorporating underrepresented voices
and perspectives become secondary
sources of knowledge as textbooks
and the meat of the curriculum are
still based on a Eurocentric and
male-centric orientation (Banks,
1993).
• New information is still delivered from a Eurocentric,
male-centric perspective. For example, although the Native American

perspectives may be included in an
overall understanding of European
“settlement” of North America,
these perspectives are only understood in relation to the European
experience. Some of the information changes, but the focal point remains the same.

“The major strength
of the integration
stage is that it transcends special celebrations to deal with
real issues and concepts, more closely
tying the new material into the rest of
the curriculum.”
A popular genre of educational
Web sites consists of those that explore particular subjects or topics
from the perspectives and through
the voices of people whose contributions to the respective field or
event are underrepresented or completely ignored by mainstream curricular materials. Sites such as the
Disability Social History Project
and First Nations Histories present
historical information from the perspective of a group that has struggled to be heard in and out of the
classroom. These sites can add to
the efficacy of current classroom
materials by adding separate but
new dimensions of understanding to
those offered through textbooks or
other media of limited scope.

but does so in a way that is not
limited to Black History Month or
special celebrations. The site includes a “This Week in Black History” feature.

Letters from an Iowa
Soldier in the Civil War
(http://www.civilwarlett
ers.com/home.html)

Children of the Camps:
Internment History
(http://www.children-of
-the-camps.org/history/i
ndex.html)
Based on the film documentary
of the same name, Children of the
Camps provides photographic and
narrative history of the experiences
of the young people who made up
most of the 120,000 Japanese
Americans who were interned after
Pearl Harbor. The site also includes
copies of important documents like
Executive Order 9066, which permitted the internment for the sake
of “national defense.”

Disability Social
History Project
(http://www.disabilityhi
story.org/)
This site (Figure 3.2) represents
an attempt by people with disabilities to reclaim their own history and
to highlight the contributions of disabled people in the history of the
world. Resources include a timeline
and an index of related sites.

Bill Proudfoot offers a collection
of letters written by Private Newton
Robert Scott, Union clerk in Iowa
during the Civil War. Fifteen letters
are included in their entirety. The
site also includes related links.
Transsexual,
Transgender, and
Intersex History
(http://www.transhistor
y.org/)
This site provides historical information by and about people
whose gender identities do not fit
neatly into the male–female dyad.
Women Come to the
Front
(http://lcweb.loc.gov/exh
ibits/wcf/wcf0001.html)
The Library of Congress hosts
this collection of exhibitions about
women journalists and photographers who covered World War II.
Step 4: Structural
Reform

First Nations Histories
(http://www.dickshovel.
com/Compacts.html)
This site provides an examination of history by and about First
Nations peoples.

A Deeper Shade of
History
(http://www.ai.mit.edu/
~isbell/HFh/black/bhist.
html)

History of the Suffrage
Movement
(http://www.rochester.e
du/SBA/hisindx.html)

This site serves as a clearinghouse for Black history resources,

A chronology and bibliography
highlight this set of information on

Multicultural Perspectives

women’s suffrage. A special section
covers the work of Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton.
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New materials, perspectives, and
voices are woven together
seamlessly with current frameworks
of knowledge to provide new levels
of understanding from a more complete and accurate curriculum. The
teacher dedicates himself or herself
to continuously expanding his or
her knowledge base through the exploration of various sources from
various perspectives and sharing
that knowledge with his or her students. Students learn to view events,
concepts, and facts through various

lenses. “American history” includes
African American history, women’s
history, Asian American history,
Latino American history, and all
other previously differentiated
fields of knowledge. The contributions, roles, voices, and perspectives
of all groups are considered in all
subject areas without the use of special topics or events.
When textbook producers reach
this step of curriculum transformation, the immediate need to seek out
a more representational cross-section of supplements to books currently in use will ease to a degree.
History books will seamlessly integrate a diversity of voices and perspectives. But until this happens, it
will be up to individual teachers to
expand their own sense of accuracy
and completeness in curriculum
through other books and media.

“When textbook producers reach this step
of curriculum transformation, the immediate need to seek
out a more representational cross-section
of supplements to
books currently in
use will ease to a degree.”
The structural reform step is the
first truly transformative step in the
multicultural curriculum transformation continuum in that it completely abandons the Eurocentric,
male-centric curricular model, as
opposed to affecting smaller
changes by building around it.
Teachers who have reached this
step can incorporate educational
Web sites that serve as, or house,

first-person sources or documents,
not as additional or alternative resources, but as primary resources
for teaching and learning.
Sites like The Holocaust: A
Tragic Legacy and The Louisiana
Holocaust Survivor’s Homepage
cease to be supplements to the textbook’s information on World War
II. Instead, they become two among
many contributing perspectives,
woven fully together to form a more
complete, accurate, holistic understanding of the events of that portion of history. The poetry and
prose of sites like My China become an integral part of the literary
canon as opposed to a special or
supplementary literature topic. In
addition, sites like the Fourth World
Documentation Project and Civil
War Women, both collections of
primary and first-person documents,
can play an important role in the
structural reform stage as teachers
rethink the value of single-perspective textbooks. These resources are
not supplements. Rather, they are
primary learning resources.
As a group, these and similar
Web sites can provide a valuable
start in the amassment of diverse resources. It then becomes the pedagogical responsibility of the
individual teacher to employ them
in such a way that presents a multidimensional, holistic picture of the
given topic of study.
Civil War Women
(http://scriptorium.lib.d
uke.edu/women/cwdocs
.html)
Duke University houses this index highlighting primary sources
about the role of women in the Civil
War. Resources include diaries, letters, documents, photographs, and
prints.
Excerpts from Slave
Narratives
(http://vi.uh.edu/pages/
mintz/primary.htm)
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Steven Mintz from the University of Houston edits this collection
of first-person accounts and voices
regarding slavery. The voices of
slaves tell of the slave trade and
auctions, the impact of slavery on
children, mental slavery, rape, and
several other related topics.
Fourth World
Documentation Project
(http://www.cwis.org/f
wdp.html)
The Center for World Indigenous
Studies (Figure 3.3) attempts to
present the online community with
access to Fourth World documents
and resources. This project serves
as an online library of those documents and resources, all of which
represent indigenous peoples’ struggles to be rightfully recognized in
the international community. The
project archives are divided into
categories including “Tribal and
Inter-Tribal Resolutions and Papers,” “Internationally Focused
Documents,” “United Nations Documents,” and “Treaties, Agreements, and Other Constructive
Arrangements.”

Indigenous Peoples’
Literature
(http://www.indigenous
people.org/natlit/natlit.h
tm)
Narrative and biography comprise most of the literature offered
through this site. All of the resources available through the Indigenous Peoples’ Literature site are
by, and about, the indigenous peoples of North America.

Integrating
Mexican-American
History and Culture
into the Social Studies
Classroom
(http://www.ed.gov/data

bases/ERIC_Digests/ed
348200.html)
Kathy Escamilla prepared this
ERIC digest. She provides a framework for the inclusion of Mexican
American history and culture, as
well as strategies for selecting resources, preparing teachers, and addressing school climate issues.

Louisiana Holocaust
Survivors Homepage
(http://www.tulane.edu/
~so-inst/laholsur.html)
Five Holocaust survivors offer
their own stories, memories, and experiences. This site can serve as a
supplement to textbook information
on the Holocaust.
My China: Chinese
Culture
(http://www.wku.edu/~
yuanh/China/proverb.ht
ml)
Haiwang Yuan compiled and
translated this collection of Chinese
stories and proverbs and included
them among the many resources of
his My China site.
The Papers of Elizabeth
Cady Stanton and
Susan B. Anthony
(http://adh.csd.sc.edu/sa
/sa-table.html)
Ann D. Gordon, Ann Pfau,
Kimberly Banks, and Tamara
Gaskell Miller compiled this collection of the early collaborative works
of Stanton and Anthony, both pioneers in the women’s suffrage
movement.
Step 5: Social Action
and Awareness
Building on the
reconceptualizations of the structural reform step, important social

issues including classism, racism,
sexism, and heterosexism are directly addressed in the social action
and awareness curriculum. Additionally, the voices, ideas, and perspectives of the students regarding
these and all other topics are
brought to the fore in the learning
experience—the students themselves becoming yet another multicultural classroom resource.
At this step, the textbook is
viewed as a single perspective
among many, and the relevance of
its limitations, along with those of
other educational media, including
Web sites, are explored and discussed. Who wrote this book?
Why? Who developed this Web
site? Who funded its creation?
Whose voices are being heard and
whose are being excluded?
Teachers who have reached the social action and awareness step of
curriculum transformation consider
these questions and discuss them
with their students. Students emerge
with a new level of critical and social awareness.
At this step, the Web is seen not
as just an informational medium,
but also as a tool for the generation
of knowledge and learning opportunities. Interactive and dialogue-facilitating sites allow students and
teachers to engage in discussion and
story-sharing across borders and
boundaries.
Teachers who have reached this
step might also consider working
with their students to create original
Web sites through which to share
their own stories and perspectives
with others who have Internet access
around the world. For example, students from South Kingstown High
School learned by doing and engaged in their own learning experience by interviewing women who
participated in World War II, then
creating a Web site creatively titled
What Did You Do in the War,
Grandma? to make those interviews
available to others. Examples of
other sites created by teachers for
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specifically this purpose are as follows:
Ancient History
Projects on the Web
(http://www.xs4all.nl/~s
wanson/origins/eg_histo
ry_intro.html)
This project, created by fifth and
sixth graders, serves as an important
model of how the Internet can be
used for inclusive, active, and collaborative learning. Students can
use the hundreds of entries on ancient civilizations created by their
age peers around the world or submit their own work.

The Dakota Conflict of
1862
(http://www.isd77.k12.
mn.us/schools/dakota/c
onflict/history.htm)
Twenty-three 13- and
14-year-old students from Dakota
Meadows Middle School collaborated on the development of this
Web site about a little-known battle
between Native Americans and
White settlers in Minnesota during,
but not directly related to, the Civil
War.
Disputes in American
History
(http://library.thinkques
t.org/3613/main-menu.h
tml)
Developed by high school students Matt Augustine, Riaz
Dhanani, and Preston Cody for
ThinkQuest, this site takes the interesting approach of exploring the
multiple perspectives on various
historical events. The dispute topics
under discussion are the American
Revolution, the background of the
Constitution, Reconstruction, origins of the Cold War, the causes of
the Civil War, the Vietnam War,
and the validity of Reaganomics.

Students Against
Landmines
(http://cyberfair.gsn.org
/mine/)
Over 100 students from St. Elizabeth Catholic School in Ottawa,
Ontario, Canada, contributed to the
development of this site through
which they lobby for the clearing of
landmines from schoolyards in Afghanistan and Mozambique. The
site also highlights similar work by
students around the world.
What Did You Do in the
War, Grandma?
(http://www.stg.brown.
edu/projects/WWII_Wo
men/tocCS.html)
Students in the Honors English
Program at South Kingstown High
School created this site, built primarily around interviews they conducted of women who served in the
armed forces during World War II.
Though most teachers—even
those with a strong dedication to the
ideals and principles of multicultural education—remain at an early
step of the curriculum transformation continuum, each of these steps
represents a positive step forward
toward the realization of a fully
transformed classroom. The Internet
should never be seen as the multicultural savior or the way to move
teachers from one step to the next.
However, combined with sound
multicultural pedagogical approaches, the Internet and its endless kingdom of resources,
materials, and interactive opportunities can be one of many solidly
contributive tools for taking a multi-

Advice for Effective
Curriculum
Transformation
(http://www.inform.um
d.edu/digest/W97/advic
e.html)

McGraw-Hill’s Multicultural
Supersite includes this collection
of informational resources that
help teachers and teacher educators develop theoretically and
pragmatically sound conceptualizations for multicultural curriculum
transformation. Among the resources available on this site are
a “Q&A,” through which the site
author answers users’ questions
about multicultural curriculum,
and an article on steps for transforming curriculum.

This article was published in Diversity Digest, the print and online
journal of DiversityWeb. It provides
useful starting points and steps for
transforming curriculum at an institutional level.

National Center for
Curriculum
Transformation
Resources on Women
(http://saber.towson.edu
/ncctrw/welcome2.htm)

Curriculum Guidelines
for Multicultural
Education
(http://www.ncss.org/st
andards/positions/multi
cultural.html)

Though the Center itself is primarily a research and consulting
group, its site includes some useful
resources, including a statement on
“What Is Curriculum Transformation?” and short descriptions of
some specific curriculum transformation projects in secondary
schools.

cultural approach toward transforming curricula and education
altogether.

More on Multicultural
Curriculum Transformation

Prepared by the National Council
for the Social Studies, this position
statement lays out clear guidelines
for the development and implementation of multicultural curricula.
Though it is specific to social studies, this piece does a good job of
framing the need for, and the approach for, an overall transformation of the curriculum.
Multicultural Supersite:
Curriculum
Transformation
(http://www.mhhe.com/
socscience/education/m
ulti/curriculum.html)
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This article conceptualizes community cultural wealth as a critical race theory (CRT) challenge to
traditional interpretations of cultural capital. CRT shifts the research lens away from a deficit view
of Communities of Color as places full of cultural poverty disadvantages, and instead focuses on and
learns from the array of cultural knowledge, skills, abilities and contacts possessed by socially
marginalized groups that often go unrecognized and unacknowledged. Various forms of capital
nurtured through cultural wealth include aspirational, navigational, social, linguistic, familial and
resistant capital. These forms of capital draw on the knowledges Students of Color bring with them
from their homes and communities into the classroom. This CRT approach to education involves
a commitment to develop schools that acknowledge the multiple strengths of Communities of Color
in order to serve a larger purpose of struggle toward social and racial justice.

Introduction
Theory, then, is a set of knowledges. Some of these knowledges have been kept from us—
entry into some professions and academia denied us. Because we are not allowed to enter
discourse, because we are often disqualified and excluded from it, because what passes for
theory these days is forbidden territory for us, it is vital that we occupy theorizing space,
that we not allow white men and women solely to occupy it. By bringing in our own
approaches and methodologies, we transform that theorizing space. (Anzaldúa, 1990,
p. xxv, emphasis in original)

In the epigraph above, Gloria Anzaldúa (1990) calls on People of Color to transform the process of theorizing. This call is about epistemology—the study of
sources of knowledge. Scholars such as Gloria Ladson-Billings (2000) and Dolores
Delgado Bernal (1998, 2002) have asked: whose knowledge counts and whose
knowledge is discounted? Throughout US history, race and racism have shaped this
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epistemological debate (Scheurich & Young, 1997; Lopez & Parker, 2003). Indeed,
it has been over a century since DuBois (1903, 1989) predicted that racism would
continue to emerge as one of the United States’ key social problems. Racism
overtly shaped US social institutions at the beginning of the twentieth century and
continues, although more subtly, to impact US institutions of socialization in the
beginning of the twenty-first century. Researchers, practitioners and students are
still searching for the necessary tools to effectively analyze and challenge the impact
of race and racism in US society.
In addressing the debate over knowledge within the context of social inequality,
Pierre Bourdieu (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977) argued that the knowledges of the
upper and middle classes are considered capital valuable to a hierarchical society. If
one is not born into a family whose knowledge is already deemed valuable, one could
then access the knowledges of the middle and upper class and the potential for social
mobility through formal schooling. Bourdieu’s theoretical insight about how a hierarchical society reproduces itself has often been interpreted as a way to explain why
the academic and social outcomes of People of Color are significantly lower than the
outcomes of Whites. The assumption follows that People of Color ‘lack’ the social
and cultural capital required for social mobility. As a result, schools most often work
from this assumption in structuring ways to help ‘disadvantaged’ students whose race
and class background has left them lacking necessary knowledge, social skills, abilities
and cultural capital (see Valenzuela, 1999).
This interpretation demonstrates Anzaldúa’s point: ‘If we have been gagged and
disempowered by theories, we can also be loosened and empowered by theories’
(Anzaldúa, 1990, p. xxvi). Indeed, if some knowledges have been used to silence,
marginalize and render People of Color invisible, then ‘Outsider’ knowledges (Hill
Collins, 1986), mestiza knowledges (Anzaldúa, 1987) and transgressive knowledges
(hooks, 1994) can value the presence and voices of People of Color, and can reenvision the margins as places empowered by transformative resistance (hooks,
1990; Delgado Bernal, 1997; Solórzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001). Critical race
theory (CRT) listens to DuBois’ racial insight and offers a response to Anzaldúa’s
theoretical challenge. CRT is a framework that can be used to theorize, examine
and challenge the ways race and racism implicitly and explicitly impact on social
structures, practices and discourses.
Below, I discuss the ways CRT centers Outsider, mestiza, transgressive knowledges. After outlining the theoretical framework of CRT, I critique the assumption
that Students of Color come to the classroom with cultural deficiencies. Utilizing
a CRT lens, I challenge traditional interpretations of Bourdieuean cultural capital
theory (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977) and introduce an alternative concept called
community cultural wealth. Then, I outline at least six forms of capital that
comprise community cultural wealth and most often go unacknowledged or unrecognized. In examining some of the under-utilized assets Students of Color bring
with them from their homes and communities into the classroom, this article
notes the potential of community cultural wealth to transform the process of
schooling.
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Critical race theory in education
CRT draws from and extends a broad literature base of critical theory in law, sociology, history, ethnic studies and women’s studies. Kimberlé Crenshaw (2002)
explains that in the late 1980s, various legal scholars felt limited by work that
separated critical theory from conversations about race and racism. Alongside other
‘Outsider’ scholars (Hill Collins, 1986) Crenshaw (2002) was ‘looking for both a critical space in which race was foregrounded and a race space where critical themes were
central’ (p. 19). Mari Matsuda (1991) defined that CRT space as:
… the work of progressive legal scholars of color who are attempting to develop a jurisprudence that accounts for the role of racism in American law and that work toward the elimination of racism as part of a larger goal of eliminating all forms of subordination. (p. 1331)

In previous work, I describe a genealogy of CRT that links the themes and patterns
of legal scholarship with the social science literature (Solórzano & Yosso, 2001).
Figure 1 addresses some of this intellectual history.1
In its post-1987 form, CRT emerged from criticisms of the Critical Legal Studies
(CLS) movement. CLS scholars questioned the role of the traditional legal system in
legitimizing oppressive social structures. With this insightful analysis, CLS scholarship emphasized critique of the liberal legal tradition as opposed to offering strategies
for change. Scholars such as Derrick Bell and Alan Freeman asserted that one reason
why the CLS critique of the law could not offer strategies for social transformation
was because it failed to incorporate race and racism into the analysis (Delgado,
1995a; Ladson-Billings, 1998). Not listening to the lived experiences and histories of
those oppressed by institutionalized racism limited CLS scholarship. This argument
had also been taking place in social science and history circles, specifically in ethnic
and women’s studies scholarship.

Figure 1. An intellectual genealogy of critical race theory

Figure 1.

An intellectual genealogy of critical race theory
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Critical race theorists began to pull away from CLS because the critical legal
framework restricted their ability to analyze racial injustice (Delgado, 1988;
Crenshaw et al., 1995; Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Crenshaw, 2002). Initially, CRT
scholarship focused its critique on the slow pace and unrealized promise of Civil
Rights legislation. As a result, many of the critiques launched were articulated in
Black vs White terms. Women and People of Color who felt their gendered, classed,
sexual, immigrant and language experiences and histories were being silenced, challenged this tendency toward a Black/White binary. They stressed that oppression in
the law and society could not be fully understood in terms of only Black and White.
Certainly, African Americans have experienced a unique and horrendous history of
racism and other forms of subordination in the US. Other People of Color have
their own histories that likewise have been shaped by racism and the intersecting
forms of subordination (Espinoza & Harris, 1998). By offering a two-dimensional
discourse, the Black/White binary limits understandings of the multiple ways in
which African Americans, Native Americans, Asian/Pacific Islanders, Chicanas/os,
and Latinas/os continue to experience, respond to, and resist racism and other
forms of oppression.
For example, Latina/o critical race (LatCrit) theory extends critical race discussions to address the layers of racialized subordination that comprise Chicana/o,
Latina/o experiences (Arriola, 1997, 1998; Stefancic, 1998). LatCrit scholars assert
that racism, sexism and classism are experienced amidst other layers of subordination
based on immigration status, sexuality, culture, language, phenotype, accent and
surname (Montoya, 1994; Johnson, 1999). Indeed, the traditional paradigm for
understanding US race relations is often a Black/White binary, which limits discussions about race and racism to terms of African American and White experiences
(Valdes, 1997, 1998). Like Manning Marable (1992), who defines racism as ‘a
system of ignorance, exploitation and power used to oppress African Americans,
Latinos, Asians, Pacific Americans, American Indians, and other people on the basis
of ethnicity, culture, mannerisms, and color’ (p. 5), CRT scholarship has benefited
from scholarship addressing racism at its intersections with other forms of subordination (Crenshaw, 1989, 1993).
Over the years, the CRT family tree has expanded to incorporate the racialized
experiences of women, Latinas/os, Native Americans and Asian Americans (see
Figure 1). For example, LatCrit, TribalCrit and AsianCrit are branches of CRT,
evidencing Chicana/o, Latina/o, Native American and Asian American communities’
ongoing search for a framework that addresses racism and its accompanying oppressions beyond the Black/White binary (Ikemoto, 1992; Chang, 1993, 1998; Chon,
1996; Delgado, 1997; Williams, 1997; Brayboy, 2001, 2002). Women of Color have
also challenged CRT to address feminist critiques of racism and classism through
FemCrit theory (Caldwell, 1995; Wing, 1997, 2000). In addition, White scholars
have expanded CRT with WhiteCrit, by ‘looking behind the mirror’ to expose White
privilege and challenge racism (Delgado & Stefancic, 1997).
CRT’s branches are not mutually exclusive or in contention with one another.
Naming, theorizing and mobilizing from the intersections of racism, need not initiate
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some sort of oppression sweepstakes—a competition to measure one form of oppression against another. As Cherrie Moraga (1983) writes,
The danger lies in ranking the oppressions. The danger lies in failing to acknowledge the
specificity of the oppression. The danger lies in attempting to deal with oppression purely
from a theoretical base. Without an emotional, heartfelt grappling with the source of our
own oppression, without naming the enemy within ourselves and outside of us, no authentic, non-hierarchical connection among oppressed groups can take place. (pp. 52–53)

Indeed, racism and its intersections with other forms of subordination shape the
experiences of People of Color very differently than Whites (Bell, 1986; 1998; Essed,
1991; Baca Zinn, 1989). Still, the popular discourse in the US, as well as the
academic discourse, continues to be limited by the Black/White binary. CRT adds to
efforts to continue to expand this dialogue to recognize the ways in which our struggles for social justice are limited by discourses that omit and thereby silence the multiple experiences of People of Color (Ellison, 1990).
As a student of Chicana/o Studies, the theoretical models informing my work
included the Internal Colonial model (Bonilla & Girling, 1973; Blauner, 2001),
Marxism (Bowles & Gintis, 1976; Barrera, 1979), Chicana and Black feminisms
(Anzaldúa, 1987; hooks, 1990; Zavella, 1991; Hurtado, 1996; Hill Collins, 1998,
2000; Saldivar-Hull, 2000) and cultural nationalism (Asante, 1987). Even with all of
their strengths, each of these frameworks had certain blindspots that limited my ability to examine racism. Now, as a professor of Chicana/o Studies, my work is informed
by the hindsight of CRT and its genealogical branches. To document and analyze the
educational access, persistence and graduation of underrepresented students, I draw
on my interdisciplinary training and those theoretical models whose popularity may
have waned since the 1960s and 1970s, but whose commitment to speaking truth to
power continues to address contemporary social realities.
For the field of education, Daniel Solórzano (1997, 1998) identified five tenets of
CRT that can and should inform theory, research, pedagogy, curriculum and policy:2
(1) the intercentricity of race and racism; (2) the challenge to dominant ideology; (3)
the commitment to social justice; (4) the centrality of experiential knowledge; and (5)
the utilization of interdisciplinary approaches.
1. The intercentricity of race and racism with other forms of subordination. CRT starts
from the premise that race and racism are central, endemic, permanent and a
fundamental part of defining and explaining how US society functions (Bell,
1992; Russell, 1992). CRT acknowledges the inextricable layers of racialized
subordination based on gender, class, immigration status, surname, phenotype,
accent and sexuality (Crenshaw, 1989, 1993; Valdes et al., 2002).
2. The challenge to dominant ideology. CRT challenges White privilege and refutes the
claims that educational institutions make toward objectivity, meritocracy, colorblindness, race neutrality and equal opportunity. CRT challenges notions of
‘neutral’ research or ‘objective’ researchers and exposes deficit-informed research
that silences, ignores and distorts epistemologies of People of Color (Delgado
Bernal, 1998; Ladson-Billings, 2000). CRT argues that these traditional claims
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act as a camouflage for the self-interest, power, and privilege of dominant groups
in US society (Bell, 1987; Calmore, 1992; Solórzano, 1997).
3. The commitment to social justice. CRT is committed to social justice and offers a
liberatory or transformative response to racial, gender and class oppression
(Matsuda, 1991). Such a social justice research agenda exposes the ‘interestconvergence’ (Bell, 1987) of civil rights ‘gains’ in education and works toward the
elimination of racism, sexism and poverty, as well as the empowerment of People
of Color and other subordinated groups (Freire, 1970, 1973; Solórzano &
Delgado Bernal, 2001).
4. The centrality of experiential knowledge. CRT recognizes that the experiential
knowledge of People of Color is legitimate, appropriate, and critical to understanding, analyzing and teaching about racial subordination (Delgado Bernal,
2002). CRT draws explicitly on the lived experiences of People of Color by
including such methods as storytelling, family histories, biographies, scenarios,
parables, cuentos, testimonios, chronicles and narratives (Bell, 1987, 1992, 1996;
Delgado, 1989, 1993, 1995a, b, 1996; Espinoza, 1990; Olivas, 1990; Montoya,
1994; Carrasco, 1996; Solórzano & Yosso, 2000, 2001, 2002a; Solórzano &
Delgado Bernal, 2001; Delgado Bernal & Villalpando, 2002; Villalpando, 2003).
5. The transdisciplinary perspective. CRT goes beyond disciplinary boundaries to
analyze race and racism within both historical and contemporary contexts, drawing on scholarship from ethnic studies, women’s studies, sociology, history, law,
psychology, film, theatre and other fields (Delgado, 1984, 1992; Olivas, 1990;
Gotanda, 1991; Harris, 1994; Garcia, 1995; Gutiérrez-Jones, 2001).
These five themes are not new in and of themselves, but collectively they represent
a challenge to the existing modes of scholarship. Informed by scholars who continue
to expand the literature and scope of discussions of race and racism, I define CRT in
education as a theoretical and analytical framework that challenges the ways race and
racism impact educational structures, practices, and discourses. CRT is conceived as
a social justice project that works toward the liberatory potential of schooling (hooks,
1994; Freire, 1970, 1973). This acknowledges the contradictory nature of education,
wherein schools most often oppress and marginalize while they maintain the potential
to emancipate and empower. Indeed, CRT in education refutes dominant ideology
and White privilege while validating and centering the experiences of People of Color.
CRT utilizes transdisciplinary approaches to link theory with practice, scholarship
with teaching, and the academy with the community (see LatCrit Primer, 1999;
Solórzano & Yosso, 2001).
Many in the academy and in community organizing, activism, and service who look
to challenge social inequality will most likely recognize the tenets of CRT as part of
what, why and how they do the work they do. CRT addresses the social construct of
race by examining the ideology of racism. CRT finds that racism is often well
disguised in the rhetoric of shared ‘normative’ values and ‘neutral’ social scientific
principles and practices (Matsuda et al., 1993). However, when the ideology of
racism is examined and racist injuries are named, victims of racism can often find
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their voice. Those injured by racism and other forms of oppression discover that they
are not alone and moreover are part of a legacy of resistance to racism and the layers
of racialized oppression. They become empowered participants, hearing their own
stories and the stories of others, listening to how the arguments against them are
framed and learning to make the arguments to defend themselves.
Challenging racism, revealing cultural wealth
CRT’s five tenets provide a helpful guiding lens that can inform research in Communities of Color. Looking through a CRT lens means critiquing deficit theorizing and
data that may be limited by its omission of the voices of People of Color. Such deficitinformed research often ‘sees’ deprivation in Communities of Color. Indeed, one of
the most prevalent forms of contemporary racism in US schools is deficit thinking.
Deficit thinking takes the position that minority students and families are at fault for
poor academic performance because: (a) students enter school without the normative
cultural knowledge and skills; and (b) parents neither value nor support their child’s
education. These racialized assumptions about Communities of Color most often
leads schools to default to the banking method of education critiqued by Paulo Freire
(1973). As a result, schooling efforts usually aim to fill up supposedly passive students
with forms of cultural knowledge deemed valuable by dominant society. Scholars
Shernaz García and Patricia Guerra (2004) find that such deficit approaches to
schooling begin with overgeneralizations about family background and are exacerbated by a limited framework to interpret how individual views about educational
success are shaped by personal ‘sociocultural and linguistic experiences and assumptions about appropriate cultural outcomes’ (p. 163). Educators most often assume
that schools work and that students, parents and community need to change to
conform to this already effective and equitable system.
Indeed, García and Guerra’s (2004) research acknowledges that deficit thinking
permeates US society, and both schools and those who work in schools mirror these
beliefs. They argue that this reality necessitates a challenge of personal and individual
race, gender and class prejudices expressed by educators, as well as a ‘critical examination of systemic factors that perpetuate deficit thinking and reproduce educational
inequities for students from nondominant sociocultural and linguistic backgrounds’
(p. 155). I believe CRT can offer such an approach by identifying, analyzing and challenging distorted notions of People of Color.
As part of the challenge to deficit thinking in education, it should be noted that race
is often coded as ‘cultural difference’ in schools. Indeed, culture influences how society
is organized, how school curriculum is developed and how pedagogy and policy are
implemented. In social science, the concept of culture for Students of Color has taken
on many divergent meanings. Some research has equated culture with race and ethnicity, while other work clearly has viewed culture through a much broader lens of characteristics and forms of social histories and identities. For my purposes here, culture
refers to behaviors and values that are learned, shared, and exhibited by a group of
people. Culture is also evidenced in material and nonmaterial productions of a people.
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Culture as a set of characteristics is neither fixed nor static (Gómez-Quiñones, 1977).
For example, with Students of Color, culture is frequently represented symbolically
through language and can encompass identities around immigration status, gender,
phenotype, sexuality and region, as well as race and ethnicity.
Looking through a CRT lens, the cultures of Students of Color can nurture and
empower them (Delgado-Gaitan, 2001; Delgado Bernal, 2002). Focusing on
research with Latina/o families, Luis C Moll, Cathy Amanti, Deborah Neff and
Norma Gonzalez (1992), Carlos Vélez-Ibáñez and James Greenberg (1992) and
Irma Olmedo (1997) assert that culture can form and draw from communal funds of
knowledge (Gonzalez et al., 1995; Gonzalez & Moll, 2002). Likewise, Douglas Foley
(1997) notes research revealing the ‘virtues and solidarity in African American
community and family traditions’ as well as the ‘deeply spiritual values passed from
generation to generation in most African American communities’ (p. 123).
Taken together, the CRT challenge to deficit thinking and understanding of the
empowering potential of the cultures of Communities of Color, leads me to the
following description of cultural wealth. I begin with a critique of the ways Bourdieu’s
(Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977) work has been used to discuss social and racial inequity.
In education, Bourdieu’s work has often been called upon to explain why Students of
Color do not succeed at the same rate as Whites. According to Bourdieu, cultural
capital refers to an accumulation of cultural knowledge, skills and abilities possessed
and inherited by privileged groups in society. Bourdieu asserts that cultural capital
(i.e., education, language), social capital (i.e., social networks, connections) and
economic capital (i.e., money and other material possessions) can be acquired two
ways, from one’s family and/or through formal schooling. The dominant groups
within society are able to maintain power because access is limited to acquiring and
learning strategies to use these forms of capital for social mobility.
Therefore, while Bourdieu’s work sought to provide a structural critique of social
and cultural reproduction, his theory of cultural capital has been used to assert that
some communities are culturally wealthy while others are culturally poor. This
interpretation of Bourdieu exposes White, middle class culture as the standard, and
therefore all other forms and expressions of ‘culture’ are judged in comparison to this
‘norm’. In other words, cultural capital is not just inherited or possessed by the
middle class, but rather it refers to an accumulation of specific forms of knowledge,
skills and abilities that are valued by privileged groups in society. For example, middle
or upper class students may have access to a computer at home and therefore can
learn numerous computer-related vocabulary and technological skills before arriving
at school. These students have acquired cultural capital because computer-related
vocabulary and technological skills are valued in the school setting. On the other
hand, a working class Chicana/o student whose mother works in the garment industry
may bring a different vocabulary, perhaps in two languages (English and Spanish) to
school, along with techniques of conducting errands on the city bus and translating
mail, phone calls and coupons for her/his mother (see Faulstich Orellana, 2003). This
cultural knowledge is very valuable to the student and her/his family, but is not necessarily considered to carry any capital in the school context. So, are there forms of
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cultural capital that marginalized groups bring to the table that traditional cultural
capital theory does not recognize or value? CRT answers, yes.
CRT shifts the center of focus from notions of White, middle class culture to the
cultures of Communities of Color. In doing so, I also draw on the work of sociologists
Melvin Oliver and Thomas Shapiro (1995) to better understand how cultural capital
is actually only one form of many different aspects that might be considered valuable.
Oliver and Shapiro (1995) propose a model to explain how the narrowing of the
income or earnings gap between Blacks and Whites is a misleading way to examine
inequality. They argue that one’s income over a typical fiscal year focuses on a single
form of capital and that the income gap between Blacks and Whites is narrowing over
time. On the other hand, they examine separately the concept of wealth and define it
as the total extent of an individual’s accumulated assets and resources (i.e., ownership
of stocks, money in bank, real estate, business ownership, etc). They then argue that
while the income of Blacks may indeed be climbing and the Black/White income gap
narrowing, their overall wealth, compared to Whites, is declining and the gap is
diverging (see also Shapiro, 2004).
Traditional Bourdieuean cultural capital theory has parallel comparisons to Oliver
and Shapiro’s (1995) description of income. Both place value on a very narrow range
of assets and characteristics. A traditional view of cultural capital is narrowly defined
by White, middle class values, and is more limited than wealth—one’s accumulated
assets and resources. CRT expands this view. Centering the research lens on the
experiences of People of Color in critical historical context reveals accumulated assets
and resources in the histories and lives of Communities of Color.
Figure 2 demonstrates that community cultural wealth is an array of knowledge,
skills, abilities and contacts possessed and utilized by Communities of Color to
survive and resist macro and micro-forms of oppression.3
Indeed, a CRT lens can ‘see’ that Communities of Color nurture cultural wealth
through at least 6 forms of capital such as aspirational, navigational, social, linguistic,
familial, and resistant capital (see Delgado Bernal, 1997, 2001; Auerbach, 2001;
Stanton-Salazar, 2001; Solórzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001; Faulstich Orellana,
2003).These various forms of capital are not mutually exclusive or static, but rather
are dynamic processes that build on one another as part of community cultural
wealth. For example, as noted above, aspirational capital is the ability to hold onto
hope in the face of structured inequality and often without the means to make such
dreams a reality. Yet, aspirations are developed within social and familial contexts,
often through linguistic storytelling and advice (consejos) that offer specific navigational goals to challenge (resist) oppressive conditions. Therefore, aspirational capital
overlaps with each of the other forms of capital, social, familial, navigational, linguistic and resistant. As Anzaldúa asserts, ‘In our mestizaje theories we create new categories for those of us left out of or pushed out of existing ones’ (Anzaldúa, 1990,
p. xxvi, emphasis in original).
Figure 2. A model of community cultural wealth. Adapted from: Oliver & Shapiro, 1995

1. Aspirational capital refers to the ability to maintain hopes and dreams for the
future, even in the face of real and perceived barriers. This resiliency is evidenced
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Figure 2.

A model of community cultural wealth. Adapted from: Oliver & Shapiro, 1995

in those who allow themselves and their children to dream of possibilities beyond
their present circumstances, often without the objective means to attain those
goals. This form of cultural wealth draws on the work of Patricia Gándara (1982,
1995) and others who have shown that Chicanas/os experience the lowest educational outcomes compared to every other group in the US, but maintain consistently high aspirations for their children’s future (Delgado-Gaitan, 1992, 1994;
Solórzano, 1992; Auerbach, 2001). These stories nurture a culture of possibility
as they represent ‘the creation of a history that would break the links between
parents’ current occupational status and their children’s future academic attainment’ (Gándara, 1995, p. 55).
2. Linguistic capital includes the intellectual and social skills attained through
communication experiences in more than one language and/or style (see Faulstich
Orellana, 2003).4 This aspect of cultural wealth learns from over 35 years of
research about the value of bilingual education and emphasizes the connections
between racialized cultural history and language (Cummins, 1986; Anzaldúa,
1987; Darder, 1991; García & Baker, 1995; Gutierrez et al., 1995; Macedo &
Bartolomé, 1999; Gutierrez, 2002). Linguistic capital reflects the idea that
Students of Color arrive at school with multiple language and communication
skills. In addition, these children most often have been engaged participants in a
storytelling tradition, that may include listening to and recounting oral histories,
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parables, stories (cuentos) and proverbs (dichos). This repertoire of storytelling
skills may include memorization, attention to detail, dramatic pauses, comedic
timing, facial affect, vocal tone, volume, rhythm and rhyme. Linguistic capital also
refers to the ability to communicate via visual art, music or poetry.5 Just as
students may utilize different vocal registers to whisper, whistle or sing, they must
often develop and draw on various language registers, or styles, to communicate
with different audiences. For example, Marjorie Faulstich Orellana (2003) examines bilingual children who are often called upon to translate for their parents or
other adults and finds that these youth gain multiple social tools of ‘vocabulary,
audience awareness, cross-cultural awareness, “real-world” literacy skills, math
skills, metalinguistic awareness, teaching and tutoring skills, civic and familial
responsibility, [and] social maturity’ (p. 6).
3. Familial capital refers to those cultural knowledges nurtured among familia (kin)
that carry a sense of community history, memory and cultural intuition (see
Delgado Bernal, 1998, 2002). This form of cultural wealth engages a commitment to community well being and expands the concept of family to include a
more broad understanding of kinship. Acknowledging the racialized, classed and
heterosexualized inferences that comprise traditional understandings of ‘family’,
familial capital is nurtured by our ‘extended family’, which may include immediate family (living or long passed on) as well as aunts, uncles, grandparents and
friends who we might consider part of our familia. From these kinship ties, we
learn the importance of maintaining a healthy connection to our community and
its resources. Our kin also model lessons of caring, coping and providing
(educación),6 which inform our emotional, moral, educational and occupational
consciousness (Reese, 1992; Auerbach, 2001, 2004; Elenes et al., 2001; Lopez,
2003). This consciousness can be fostered within and between families, as well
as through sports, school, religious gatherings and other social community
settings. Isolation is minimized as families ‘become connected with others around
common issues’ and realize they are ‘not alone in dealing with their problems’
(Delgado-Gaitan, 2001, p. 54). Familial capital is informed by the work of scholars who have addressed the communal bonds within African American communities (Foley, 1997; Morris, 1999), the funds of knowledge within Mexican American
communities (Moll et al., 1992; Vélez-Ibáñez & Greenberg, 1992; Gonzalez
et al., 1995; Olmedo, 1997; Rueda et al., 2004) and pedagogies of the home that
Students of Color bring with them to the classroom setting (Delgado Bernal,
2002).
4. Social capital can be understood as networks of people and community resources.
These peer and other social contacts can provide both instrumental and
emotional support to navigate through society’s institutions (see Gilbert, 1982;
Stanton-Salazar, 2001). For example, drawing on social contacts and community
resources may help a student identify and attain a college scholarship. These
networks may help a student in preparing the scholarship application itself, while
also reassuring the student emotionally that she/he is not alone in the process of
pursuing higher education. Scholars note that historically, People of Color have
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utilized their social capital to attain education, legal justice, employment and
health care. In turn, these Communities of Color gave the information and
resources they gained through these institutions back to their social networks.
Mutualistas or mutual aid societies are an example of how historically, immigrants
to the US and indeed, African Americans even while enslaved, created and maintained social networks (Gómez-Quiñones, 1973, 1994; Gutman, 1976; Sanchez,
1993; Stevenson, 1996). This tradition of ‘lifting as we climb’ has remained the
motto of the National Association of Colored Women’s Clubs since their organization in 1896 (see Gurnier, Fine & Balin, 1997, p. 167). Concha DelgadoGaitan’s (2001) ethnographic research with the Mexican immigrant community
of Carpinteria, California further confirms that ‘Families transcend the adversity
in their daily lives by uniting with supportive social networks’ (p. 105).
5. Navigational capital refers to skills of maneuvering through social institutions.
Historically, this infers the ability to maneuver through institutions not created
with Communities of Color in mind. For example, strategies to navigate
through racially-hostile university campuses draw on the concept of academic
invulnerability, or students’ ability to ‘sustain high levels of achievement, despite
the presence of stressful events and conditions that place them at risk of doing
poorly at school and, ultimately, dropping out of school’ (Alva, 1991, p. 19; see
also Allen & Solórzano, 2000; Solórzano et al., 2000; Auerbach, 2001). Scholars
have examined individual, family and community factors that support Mexican
American students’ academic invulnerability—their successful navigation
through the educational system (Arrellano & Padilla, 1996). In addition, resilience has been recognized as ‘a set of inner resources, social competencies and
cultural strategies that permit individuals to not only survive, recover, or even
thrive after stressful events, but also to draw from the experience to enhance
subsequent functioning’ (Stanton-Salazar & Spina, 2000, p. 229). Indeed,
People of Color draw on various social and psychological ‘critical navigational
skills’ (Solórzano & Villalpando, 1998) to maneuver through structures of
inequality permeated by racism (see Pierce, 1974, 1989, 1995). Navigational
capital thus acknowledges individual agency within institutional constraints, but
it also connects to social networks that facilitate community navigation through
places and spaces including schools, the job market and the health care and judicial systems (Williams, 1997).
6. Resistant capital refers those knowledges and skills fostered through oppositional
behavior that challenges inequality (Freire, 1970, 1973; Giroux, 1983;
McLaren, 1994; Delgado Bernal, 1997; Solórzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001).
This form of cultural wealth is grounded in the legacy of resistance to subordination exhibited by Communities of Color (Deloria, 1969). Furthermore,
maintaining and passing on the multiple dimensions of community cultural
wealth is also part of the knowledge base of resistant capital. For example, even
from within internment camps, Japanese communities resisted racism by maintaining and nurturing various forms of cultural wealth (Wakatsuki Houston &
Houston, 1973).7 Extending on this history, Tracy Robinson and Janie Ward’s
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(1991) research shows a group of African American mothers who consciously
raise their daughters as ‘resistors’. Through verbal and nonverbal lessons, these
Black mothers teach their daughters to assert themselves as intelligent, beautiful, strong and worthy of respect to resist the barrage of societal messages
devaluing Blackness and belittling Black women (Ward, 1996). Similarly, Sofia
Villenas and Melissa Moreno (2001) discuss the contradictions Latina mothers
face as they try to teach their daughters to valerse por si misma (value themselves
and be self-reliant) within structures of inequality such as racism, capitalism
and patriarchy. In each of these research studies, Parents of Color are
consciously instructing their children to engage in behaviours and maintain attitudes that challenge the status quo. These young women are learning to be
oppositional with their bodies, minds and spirits in the face of race, gender and
class inequality. In analyzing students’ historical and contemporary efforts to
transform unequal conditions in urban high schools, Daniel Solórzano and
Dolores Delgado Bernal (2001) reveal that resistance may include different
forms of oppositional behavior, such as self-defeating or conformist strategies
that feed back into the system of subordination. However, when informed by a
Freirean critical consciousness (1970), or recognition of the structural nature of
oppression and the motivation to work toward social and racial justice, resistance takes on a transformative form (see Solórzano & Yosso, 2002b). Therefore, transformative resistant capital includes cultural knowledge of the
structures of racism and motivation to transform such oppressive structures
(Pizarro, 1998; Villenas & Deyhle, 1999).
Discussion
Recently, The Journal of African American History dedicated an entire issue to
‘Cultural capital and African American education’ (see Franklin, 2002). In this issue,
Franklin (2002) defines cultural capital as ‘the sense of group consciousness and
collective identity’ that serves as a resource ‘aimed at the advancement of an entire
group’ (p. 177). Franklin (2002) goes on to explain that various forms of cultural
capital ‘became a major resource historically for the funding of African American
schools and other educational institutions and programs’ (pp. 177–178). This
research indicates that ‘African Americans were willing to contribute their time, energies, and financial and material resources to support these educational institutions
because they knew they were important to the advancement of African Americans as
a group (Franklin, 2002, pp. 177–178).
Furthermore, in discussing implications of his ethnographic work with two African
American school communities in the US urban south and midwest, Jerome Morris
(2004) explains, ‘Black people shared their cultural capital with one another and
developed their social capital (Black social capital) for survival and success in a segregated world bounded by the omnipresent forces of racism and discrimination’
(p. 102). This scholarship documenting community mobilization efforts to create
access and equity for African Americans in education, bolsters the examples of
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cultural wealth offered above. Such work also demonstrates that the forms of capital
comprising community cultural wealth are engendered from within the context of a
legacy of racism and are thus tied to a larger social and racial justice project (Perea
et al., 2000). Morris (2004) asserts, ‘it is important that social capital theory also
consider the agency and sustenance that are characteristic of African American
people, culture and institutions—apart from and in response to oppressive forces’
(p. 102). Indeed, the main goals of identifying and documenting cultural wealth are
to transform education and empower People of Color to utilize assets already abundant in their communities.
As demonstrated through the concept of cultural wealth, CRT research begins with
the perspective that Communities of Color are places with multiple strengths. In
contrast, deficit scholars bemoan a lack of cultural capital or what Hirsch (1988,
1996) terms ‘cultural literacy’ in low income Communities of Color. Such research
utilizes a deficit analytical lens and places value judgments on communities that often
do not have access to White, middle or upper class resources. In contrast, CRT shifts
the research lens away from a deficit view of Communities of Color as places full of
cultural poverty or disadvantages, and instead focuses on and learns from these
communities’ cultural assets and wealth (Solórzano & Solórzano, 1995; Valencia &
Solórzano, 1997; Villalpando & Solórzano, 2005).
CRT centers the research, pedagogy, and policy lens on Communities of Color
and calls into question White middle class communities as the standard by which
all others are judged. This shifting of the research lens allows critical race scholars
to ‘see’ multiple forms of cultural wealth within Communities of Color. CRT
identifies various indicators of capital that have rarely been acknowledged as
cultural and social assets in Communities of Color (i.e., aspirational, social, navigational, linguistic, resistant and familial capital). These forms of capital draw on
the knowledges Students of Color bring with them from their homes and communities into the classroom. They are not conceptualized for the purpose of finding
new ways to co-opt or exploit the strengths of Communities of Color.8 Instead,
community cultural wealth involves a commitment to conduct research, teach and
develop schools that serve a larger purpose of struggling toward social and racial
justice.
In the opening epigraph of this essay, Anzaldúa urges the generation of theories
based on those whose knowledges are traditionally excluded from and silenced by
academic research. She further asserts that beyond creating theories, ‘we need to find
practical application for those theories. We need to de-academize theory and to
connect the community to the academy’ (Anzaldúa, 1990, p. xxvi). Anzaldúa (2002)
also notes that ‘Change requires more than words on a page—it takes perseverance,
creative ingenuity and acts of love’ (p. 574). CRT offers a response to Anzaldúa’s
challenge in listening to the experiences of those ‘faces at the bottom of society’s well’
(Bell, 1992, p. v). These experiences expose the racism underlying cultural deficit
theorizing and reveal the need to restructure US social institutions around those
knowledges, skills, abilities and networks—the community cultural wealth—
possessed and utilized by People of Color.
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Notes
1.

2.

3.

4.
5.

6.

7.

Although not exhaustive, the following resources are some examples of the different frameworks cited: ethnic studies (see Aztlan: A Journal of Chicano Studies); feminist studies (see
Frontiers: A Journal of Women’s Studies); cultural nationalist paradigms (see Asante, 1987);
critical legal studies (see Kelman, 1989); Marxist and neo-Marxist frameworks (see Bowles
& Gintis, 1976; Barrera, 1979); internal colonial models (see Bonilla & Girling, 1973);
LatCrit (see Arriola, 1998; Valdes, 1997, 1998); WhiteCrit (see Delgado & Sefancic, 1997);
FemCrit (see Wing, 1997); AsianCrit (see Chang, 1993).
Solórzano and Yosso (2001) note that while each individual tenet of CRT is not ‘new’, synthesizing these tenets into a CRT framework in education is relatively recent. For instance,
William Tate’s 1994 autobiographical article in the journal Urban Education—titled ‘From
inner city to ivory tower: does my voice matter in the academy’—represents (to my knowledge)
the first use of CRT principles in education. A year later, in 1995, Gloria Ladson-Billings and
William Tate wrote a paper titled, ‘Toward a critical race theory of education’ in the Teachers
College Record. Two years later, Daniel Solórzano’s 1997 essay on ‘Images and words that
wound: critical race theory, racial stereotyping and teacher education’ in Teacher Education
Quarterly applied CRT to a specific subfield of teacher education. Also in 1997, William Tate’s
‘Critical race theory and education: history, theory and implications’ in the Review of Research
in Education furthered our understanding of the history of CRT in education. The field was
expanded significantly with the 1998 ‘Special issue on critical race theory in education’ in the
International Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education. The 1999 edited book on Race is—race
isn’t: critical race theory and qualitative studies in education (Parker et al., 1999) was followed by
individual scholars presenting on panels at professional conferences across the country and
publishing their work in various journals. In 2002, the journals Qualitative Inquiry and Equity
and Excellence in Education dedicated a special issue to CRT in education. In 2004, the
American Education Research Association conference symposium ‘And we are still not saved:
critical race theory in education ten years later’ acknowledged the ten year anniversary of Tate’s
1994 article introducing CRT officially to education.
As is consistent with the concept of community cultural wealth, this working definition demonstrates an accumulation of collaborative work. Thank you to Daniel G Solórzano who originally
conceptualized cultural wealth. He shared with me a model in progress and later a collaboratively written piece (with Octavio Villalpando), and asked me to ‘run with it’. Since that time,
cultural wealth has taken on multiple dimensions. I also acknowledge those personal and
professional experiences, community histories and students’ research projects that have
informed this work. I look forward to the ways that cultural wealth will take on new dimensions
as others also ‘run with it’.
Thanks to Rebeca Burciaga, whose identification of linguistic and familial capital added important dimensions to cultural wealth.
Thanks to UCSB undergraduate students, Pablo Gallegos, Moises Garcia, Noel Gomez and
Ray Hernandez, whose research conceptualizing graffiti and hip hop poetry as unacknowledged
sources of community cultural wealth expanded my thinking about linguistic capital.
Chicana scholars note for example that in Spanish, educación holds dual meanings (DelgadoGaitan, 1992, 1994, 2001; Elenes et al., 2001). A person can be formally educated with
multiple advanced degrees, but may still be rude, ignorant, disrespectful or unethical
(immoral)—mal educada. On the other hand, a person with only a second grade formal education may be una persona bien educada or a well-mannered, kind, fair-minded, respectful (moral)
individual.
The book Farewell to Manzanar (Wakatsuki Houston & Houston, 1973) offers a first-hand
account of some of the ways Japanese internees held onto hope, fostered caring, coping and
responsibility, maintained skills of language, poetry, music, social networks and critical navigational skills, and challenged social and racial inequality.
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8.

I recognize that the notion of capital may be associated with capitalism, which is a system that
is exploitative and has historically been an oppressive force against Communities of Color. The
concept of schooling itself can be contradictory, given that schools have historically oppressed
Students of Color, while still having the potential to be transformative places of empowerment.
Similarly, as viewed through mainstream media, hip-hop’s contradictory nature offers an
example of how historically some aspects of community cultural wealth are co-opted and
utilized for exploitative purposes (see Spike Lee’s film Baboozled, 2000). Still, hip-hop maintains amazing potential to be a revolutionary art form and transformative cultural expression
that can inspire and inform social movement. I believe community cultural wealth and forms
of capital nurtured in the histories of People of Color holds the same potential.
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Abstract
Laura I. Rendón (1994) introduced validation theory with particular applicability to lowincome, first-generation students enrolled in higher education. Validation theory was offered
as a new way to theorize how these students might find success in college, especially those who
found it difficult to get involved, had been invalidated in the past, or had doubts about their
ability to succeed. This article gives special attention to: 1) how the theory was developed,
including the theoretical foundations of the theory; 2) how the theory has been employed
as the foundation to frame studies, discuss student success, improve pedagogy, foster student
development, and frame institutional strategies; 3) which theoretical perspectives overlap with
validation theory; 4) epistemological and ontological assumptions in validation theory; and
5) future directions that could enhance the theory, as well as advance the future research and
practice of validation.

Introduction
Introduced by Laura I. Rendón in 1994, validation theory slowly yet
significantly found an audience of scholars and practitioners who sought a
theory that could speak to the issues and backgrounds of low-income, firstgeneration students (the first in the family to attend college), as well as adult
students returning to college after being away for some time. As originally
conceived, validation refers to the intentional, proactive affirmation of students
by in- and out-of-class agents (i.e., faculty, student, and academic affairs staff,
family members, peers) in order to: 1) validate students as creators of knowledge
and as valuable members of the college learning community and 2) foster
personal development and social adjustment.
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Often, students labeled as “nontraditional” attend affordable community
colleges and Minority-Serving Institutions (MSIs) such as Historically Black
Colleges and Universities and Hispanic-Serving Institutions, as opposed to
elite, expensive, research-extensive universities. “Traditional” students are those
whose families have a history of college attendance, come from middle- and
upper-class families, and typically feel confident about attending college.
Conversations and expectations about college attendance are generally part of
family life. Conversely, for nontraditional students the decision to attend college
is typically not automatic or expected. Students struggle weighing the costs and
benefits of attending college versus working full time to help supplement the
family income. Some students question if they are “college material,” which
often stems from past invalidation in their prior schooling experiences. Many
of these students hail from communities where college graduates are scarce.
Consequently, they have few role models and friends in their communities
who can help them navigate the college-going process (i.e., filling out college
admissions and financial aid applications, taking college entrance exams,
selecting appropriate programs). While college involvement is a desired activity
for these students, they are often unaware of the availability of opportunities and
resources because they do not know what questions to ask. For nontraditional
students, institutional validation can be the key to attaining success in college
(Rendón, 1994, 2000; Solorzano & Yosso, 2000).

The Development of Validation Theory
In the early 1990s, the U.S. Department of Education funded the National
Center for Postsecondary Teaching, Learning and Assessment, which was
headquartered at Pennsylvania State University. A key research strand dealt with
the transition to college and involved well-known researchers and student affairs
leaders such as Patrick Terenzini, Lee Upcraft, Susan B. Millar, Romero Jalomo
(then a doctoral student at Arizona State University), Kevin Allison, Patti Gregg,
and Laura I. Rendón. These scholars were primarily interested in assessing the
influences of students’ out-of-class experiences on learning and retention. To
do so, they designed and conducted a qualitative study involving focus group
interviews. A total of 132 first-year students were interviewed. Sites included a
predominantly minority community college in the Southwest, a predominantly
White, residential, liberal arts college in a middle Atlantic state, a predominantly
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Black, urban, commuter, comprehensive state university in the Midwest, and a
large, predominantly White, residential research university in a middle Atlantic
state (Rendón, 1994).
Researchers worked with an institutional contact person who recruited the
students to participate in the focus group interviews. Students who volunteered
to be interviewed were paid $10 for participating in focus groups lasting between
1–1.5 hours. The sample yield included a diverse student body in terms of gender,
race/ethnicity, and residency (residential and commuting students). The original
transition to college study was framed using Astin’s (1985) theory of student
involvement and Pascarella and Terenzini’s (1991) review of 20 years of research
on the effects of college on students. An open-ended interview protocol was
designed. Questions dealt with issues such as how students made decisions to
attend college, their expectations for and the reality of college, significant people
and events in their transition, selected characteristics of the transition, and the
general effects students felt college was having on them (Rendón, 1994).
Once interviews had been transcribed, the research team held telephone
conference calls to analyze what students were saying about their first year
experience in college. Initially, the researchers were looking for emergent themes
related to college student involvement, given that the scholars were employing
Astin’s (1985) theory of involvement as the study’s framework. As the study
progressed, two revelations became apparent: 1) there were stark differences in
the way that low-income and affluent, “traditional” students experienced the
transition to college, and 2) at some point, low-income students suddenly began
to believe in themselves as capable college learners not so much because of their
college involvement, but because some person(s), in- or outside-of-college took
the initiative to reach out to them to help them believe in themselves and in
their innate capacity to learn.
For example, when students were asked when they knew they could be
successful, they did not typically cite instances of getting involved in college.
Rather, they spoke, often with excitement and awe, about the reassurance and
validation they received from individuals they encountered in college (i.e.,
faculty, peers, counselors, advisers, and/or coaches) and the outside-of-college
personal world of family and friends (sisters, brothers, partners, spouses,
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children, grandparents, uncles, aunts). For many students this was the first time
someone had expressed care and concern; the first time someone made them
feel that their prior life experiences and knowledge they brought to college were
valuable. For example, validating experiences included instances such as when:
• Faculty took the time to learn their names and refer to them by name.
• Faculty gave students opportunities to witness themselves as
successful learners.
• Faculty ensured that the curriculum reflected student backgrounds.
• Faculty shared knowledge with students and became partners in learning.
• Faculty told students, “You can do this, and I am going to help you.”
• Coaches took the time to help students select courses and plan their futures.
• Parents, spouses, and children supported students in their quest to earn a
college degree.
• Faculty encouraged students to support each other (i.e., form friendships,
develop peer networks, share assignments, provide positive reinforcement).
• Faculty and staff served as mentors for students and made an effort to
meet with them outside of class such as in patio areas, in cafeterias, and/
or in the library.
Reflecting carefully on what students were saying about what was most meaningful
to them as they navigated the transition to college, the term “validation” seemed to
make the most sense. The impact of validation on students who have experienced
powerlessness, doubts about their own ability to succeed, and/or lack of care
cannot be understated. Validation helped these kinds of students to acquire a
confident, motivating, “I can do it” attitude, believe in their inherent capacity to
learn, become excited about learning, feel a part of the learning community, and
feel cared about as a person, not just a student.

Theoretical Foundation of Validation Theory
Rendón (1994) took the originally conceived construct of validation and
theorized its implications for student development and learning in an article
that appeared in Innovative Higher Education. In developing the theory of
validation, Rendón (1994) was influenced by the work of feminist researchers
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who had produced a groundbreaking study of women as learners, Women’s Ways
of Knowing (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, & Tarule, 1986). These scholars
discussed a class of women who were essentially “undereducated,” and felt
powerless and voiceless. These women had come to believe that “they could
not think or learn as well as men” (p. 16). They “feared being wrong, revealing
their ignorance or being laughed at” (p. 57). Coming from all walks of life,
and cutting across class, racial/ethnic, age, and educational backgrounds, some
of these women had experienced a powerful developmental progression “from
silence or conformity to external definitions of truth into subjectivism” (p. 54).
In short, these women had moved from relying solely on external “authorities”
for reliance on truth to acknowledging and working with an internal authority
which recognized that truth and understanding relied on considering multiple
perspectives, including one’s own personal experience. What had transformed
these women was affirmation provided by maternal or nurturing authorities
(in these cases: therapists, peers, mothers, sisters, grandmothers, and/or close
friends). These sympathetic, nonjudgmental individuals helped women to
“begin to hear that maybe she is not such an incompetent, a dummy, or an
oddity. She has experience [original emphasis] that may be valuable to others;
she, too, can know things” (pp. 60–61). A paradoxical situation appeared to
be at work here. External confirmation from nurturant authorities was helpful
in order to get women to focus on their internal, subjective views about their
ability to become knowers in their own right. While women relied on external
agents as powerful knowledge bearers, they also recognized the self as a shared
authority in meaning making and knowledge production.
Similarly, Rendón (2002) noted:
Many nontraditional students come to college needing a sense of direction
and wanting guidance but not in a patronizing way. They do not succeed
well in an invalidating, sterile, fiercely competitive context for learning that
is still present in many college classrooms today. For example, some faculty
and staff view certain kinds of students as incapable of learning, assault
students with information and/or withhold information, instill doubt and
fear in students, distance themselves from students, silence and oppress
students, and/or create fiercely competitive learning environments that pit

16

Enrollment Management Journal

Summer 2011

Revisiting Validation Theory: Theoretical Foundations, Applications, and Extensions

students against each other. This kind of “no pain, no gain” learning context
greatly disadvantages nontraditional student populations such as workingclass women and minorities. (p. 644)
This suggests that many students encounter subtle and overt forms of racism,
sexism, and oppression on college campuses. While some students are perfectly
able to overcome these potentially devastating and invalidating experiences
through sheer determination and will to succeed, it is likely that the most
vulnerable students will respond by dropping out of college. Validation theory
provides a framework that faculty and staff can employ to work with students
in a way that gives them agency, affirmation, self-worth, and liberation from
past invalidation. The most vulnerable students will likely benefit from external
validation that can serve as the means to move students toward gaining internal
strength resulting in increased confidence and agency in shaping their own
lives. As such, both external affirmation and internal acknowledgements of selfcompetence are important in shaping academic success. What is being theorized
here is that for many low-income, first-generation students, external validation is
initially needed to move students toward acknowledgement of their own internal
self-capableness and potentiality.

Elements of Validation
The theory of validation has six elements. Rendón (1994) indicated that
“validation is an enabling, confirming and supportive process initiated by in- and
out-of-class agents that fosters academic and interpersonal development” (p. 44).
This first element places the responsibility for initiating contact with students on
institutional agents such as faculty, advisers, coaches, lab assistants, and counselors.
Nontraditional students will likely find it difficult to navigate the world of college
by themselves. They will be unlikely to take advantage of tutoring centers, faculty
office hours, or the library, because they will be working off campus, will feel
uncomfortable asking questions, and/or will not want to be viewed as stupid or
lazy. Consequently, it is critical that validating agents actively reach out to students
to offer assistance, encouragement, and support, as opposed to expecting students
to ask questions first. There are some who would say that validation is akin to
coddling students to the point that it might make them weaker, and that college
students should be able to survive on their own. However, validation is not about
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pampering students or making them weaker. In fact, it is about the opposite; it
is about making students stronger in terms of assisting them to believe in their
ability to learn, acquire self-worth, and increase their motivation to succeed.
Validating actions should be authentic, caring, and nonpatronizing.
The second element speaks to the notion that when validation is present,
students feel capable of learning and have a sense of self-worth. Whomever the
student turns to for validation, the affirming action should serve to confirm that
the student brings knowledge to college and has
When validation is
the potential to succeed. The third element is
present, students feel
that validation is likely a prerequisite for student
capable of learning
development. In other words, when students are
and have a sense
validated on a consistent basis, they are more
of self-worth.
likely to feel confident about themselves and
their ability to learn and to get involved in college life. The fourth element is
that validation can occur in and out of class. Validating agents actively affirm
and support students on a consistent basis. Fifth is that validation should not
be viewed as an end, but rather as a developmental process which begins early
and can continue over time. Numerous instances of validation over the time
the student spends in college can result in a richer college experience. Finally,
because nontraditional students can benefit from early validating experiences
and positive interactions in college, validation is most critical when administered
early in the college experience, especially during the first few weeks of class and
the first year of college.

{

{

Types of Validation
There are two types of validation: academic and interpersonal. Academic
validation occurs when in- and out-of-class agents take action to assist
students to “trust their innate capacity to learn and to acquire confidence in
being a college student” (Rendón, 1994, p. 40). In classrooms, faculty can
create learning experiences that affirm the real possibility that students can be
successful. One way this can be done is by inviting guest speakers and exposing
students to individuals who come from backgrounds similar to the students.
One of the reasons that many students find ethnic studies programs so appealing
is that they are able to learn in a validating classroom context. Students can
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nurture a community, have professors who draw out student strengths, learn
about their history, see themselves in the curriculum, and interact and develop
close relationships with students and faculty who reflect their own backgrounds.
Another example is that faculty can validate the notion that what students
know and bring to the classroom is as valuable as what others think and know.
This calls for attention to the curriculum so that students witness themselves
in what they are reading and learning. Yet another example is that faculty can
affirm student cultural experience and voice by having students write about
topics rooted in students’ personal histories. Rendón (1994) also noted another
example of academic validation, which can occur when faculty members design
activities where students can witness themselves as powerful learners. In this
example, the participant, a community college student who had been out of
school for a long time and had been raising children on her own, thought
she might not be able to find success in college. When asked, “When did you
believe that you could be a capable college student?” she enthusiastically referred
to her communications class, in which she had been taped giving a speech. The
student reflected on the experience of watching herself on tape:
I don’t know quite how to say this, but when you hear yourself talk … and
you observe this individual that has blossomed into something that I hadn’t
even been aware … I would sit in awe and say, “That’s me. Look at you.
And I like me.” (p. 41)
In a validating classroom, faculty and teaching assistants actively reach out
to students to offer assistance, encouragement, and support and provide
opportunities for students to validate each other through encouraging comments
that validate the work of peers.
Interpersonal validation occurs when in- and out-of-class agents take action to
foster students’ personal development and social adjustment (Rendón, 1994).
In a validating classroom, the instructor affirms students as persons, not just as
students. Faculty do not detach themselves from students. Rather, faculty build
supporting, caring relationships with students and allow students to validate
each other and to build a social network through activities such as study groups
and sharing of cell phone numbers.
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Review of Research Studies Using Validation Theory
A review of quantitative and qualitative studies over the past 15 years employing
validation theory indicates that the theory has been employed in a variety of ways.
Validation as a Theoretical Framework
Validation has provided a theoretical framework to guide research that attempts
to understand the college experience for low-income, first-generation students
such as students of color, developmental education students, immigrants,
community college students, and international students (Ayala Austin,
2007; Barnett, 2011; Bustos Flores, Riojas Clark, Claeys, & Villarreal, 2007;
Dandridge Rice, 2002; Ezeonu, 2006; Gupton, Castelo Rodriguez, Martinez,
& Quintanar, 2007; Harvey, 2010; Holmes, Ebbers, Robinson, & Mugenda,
2007; Lundberg, Schreiner, Hovaguimian, & Miller, 2007; Pérez & Ceja,
2010; Rendón, 2002; Saggio & Rendón, 2004; Stein, 2006; Vasquez, 2007).
Collectively, these studies provide the following key findings:
• Some students experience invalidation during their college experience.
Examples of invalidating actions include some faculty who students
believe are inapproachable, inaccessible, and often dehumanizing
toward students.
• Academic validation can take multiple forms. For example, faculty,
counselors, and advisers can affirm the real possibility that students can
be successful college students. Faculty can also validate students’ cultural
experiences and voices in the classroom, provide opportunities for
students to witness themselves as capable learners, and actively reach out
to students to offer support and academic assistance.
• Faculty could benefit from training to provide academic and
interpersonal validation for their students.
• Students benefit significantly from validation. They are proud when they
are recognized as capable learners, and can develop a strong sense of
confidence in themselves as students. They feel cared about when faculty
and staff take the extra time to support them during difficult times.
• Employing validation does not mean that faculty need to lower their
academic expectations.
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Validation as a Framework to Foster Student Understanding and Success
In numerous cases, the theory is cited in literature reviews and research findings
and recommendations (often alongside other student success, engagement, and
persistence theories) when attempting to provide educators and policymakers
with a better understanding of at-risk, underrepresented populations and when
proposing strategies to improve student retention, transfer, and academic success
(Bragg, 2001; Castellanos & Gloria, 2007; Chaves, 2006; Cox, 2009; Dodson,
Montgomery, & Brown, 2009; Jain, 2010; Jalomo, 1995; Maramba, 2008;
Martin Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005; Martinez & Fernandez, 2004; Martinez
Aleman, 2000; Moreno, 2002; Museus & Quaye, 2009; Nora, 2003; Nora,
Barlow, & Crisp, 2006; Nora & Crisp, 2009; Nuñez, forthcoming; Nuñez,
Murkami-Ramalho, & Cuero, 2010; Oseguera, Locks, & Vega, 2009; Patton,
McEwen, Rendón, & Howard-Hamilton, 2007; Pérez & Ceja, 2010; Rendón,
2000, 2005, 2009; Tinto, 1998; Smith, 2009; Solorzano, Villalpando, &
Oseguera, 2005; Terenzini, et. al., 1994; Woodlief, Thomas, & Orozco, 2003).
The theory has also been used to frame student success initiatives (Bustos Flores,
Riojas Clark, Claeys, & Villarreal, 2007; Richter & Antonucci, 2010; University
of Texas at El Paso, 2006). Taken together, these research articles posit that:
• Low-income, first-generation students require both in- and out-of-class
validating support strategies and communities comprised of faculty,
counselors, advisers, family, peers, and professionals.
• Student knowledge and experience should be used as a learning resource
and be validated in the curriculum.
• Students’ personal identities and occupational roles should be validated.
• A validating team of faculty and counselors can provide students with
care, encouragement, and support, as well as key information needed to
transfer and academic skills needed to be successful in college.
Validation as a Tool to Improve Pedagogic Practice
Validation theory has been employed in connection with the improvement of
teaching and learning practices through the use of validating environments
(Rendón, 2009, 2002) and in the development of teaching approaches with
concern for inclusive, liberating pedagogy (Bragg, 2001; Jehangir, 2009; Nuñez,
Marakami-Ramalho, & Cuero, 2010; Rendón, 2009). Liberatory pedagogy
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works against the oppressive banking model of education that oppresses and
exploits students (Freire, 1971). Instead, a liberatory pedagogy honors diverse
ways of knowing, invites all to participate in knowledge production, allows both
teachers and students to be holders and beneficiaries of knowledge, promotes
an ethic of care, helps students find voice and self-worth, and works with a
curriculum that is democratic, inclusive, and reflective of student backgrounds.
Researchers such as Nuñez, Murakami-Ramalho, and Cuero (2010), as well as
Rendón, (2009), contend that faculty need to critically reflect upon their own
assumptions of students. Often, students of color and first-generation students
are regarded as non-college material, and some faculty view these students
from a deficit standpoint. Validation theory is related to the tenets of liberatory
pedagogy in the following ways:
• Faculty become accessible, supportive validating partners in learning
with students.
• Faculty validate student cultural identities. Validation of one’s cultural
identity and prior knowledge can address the existing inequities with
educational attainment among student-of-color populations.
• The classroom invites students to explore the connections between their
personal histories, group, and community contexts to allow students to
affirm their own identities and create new knowledge. This can also help
students decipher abstract concepts and become comfortable challenging
ideas in class.
• The curriculum contains assignments that reflect student backgrounds.

Validation as a Student Development Theory
For the next generation of student affairs practitioners and scholars, student
development theory is important in understanding the developmental process of
college students. At the same time, researchers (Evans, Forney, Guido, Patton, &
Renn, 2010) have cautioned practitioners and scholars to keep in mind: 1) the
applicability of theory in various contexts (theories must consider environmental
factors), 2) the generalization of theory to all student experiences (theories must
consider student differences), and 3) the utilization of theory as a solution to
student behaviors (theories are not prescriptions to remedy student behavior
but rather a way in which students can engage and reflect about their own
developmental process).
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Validation theory (Rendón, 1994), can be considered to have an “interactionist
perspective” (Evans et. al, 2010, p. 29) that considers environmental factors
and agents such as “… physical surroundings, organizational structures, human
aggregates, and individuals” (p. 29) that can either help or hinder students’ growth
and development. Nancy Schlossberg’s (1989) concept of mattering and marginality
has attributes of interpersonal validation by focusing on human needs such as
attention, caring, feeling needed and appreciated, and identifying with others.
Theoretical Perspectives Supporting Validation Theory
Theoretical perspectives posed by numerous scholars share remarkable
consonance with some of key elements of validation theory. The theories briefly
summarized below have important implications for creating validating, inclusive
learning environments where all students (regardless of gender, race/ethnicity,
sexuality, physical ability, or socioeconomic background) can thrive.
ABC model of creating inclusive environments. Daniel Tatum (2007) posits that
inclusive classrooms should focus on an ABC model, where A is affirming
identity, B is building community, and C is cultivating leadership. Affirming
identity “refers to the fact that students need to see themselves—important
dimensions of their identity—reflected in the environment around them, in
the curriculum, among the faculty and staff, and in the faces of their classmates
to avoid feelings of invisibility or marginality that can undermine student
success” (p. 22). Building community “refers to the importance of creating a
school community in which everyone has a sense of belonging, while cultivating
leadership prepares students to be active citizens in society” (p. 22).
Community cultural wealth model. Yosso’s (2005) community cultural wealth
model employs a critical race theory framework to challenge deficit-based
perspectives that view all low-income students as marginal and as possessing
limited social, educational, and cultural assets. Instead, Yosso (2005) views
low-income students from an asset perspective, and theorizes that students
may possess at least one but often multiple forms of capital. This capital may
be categorized as 1) aspirational (referring to student hopes and dreams), 2)
linguistic (speaking more than one language), 3) familial (ways of knowing
in immediate and extended family), 4) social (significant others who provide
support), 5) navigational (ability to maneuver institutional structures), and 6)
resistance (ability to recognize and challenge inequities).
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Funds of knowledge. Luis Moll, Cathy Amanti, Deborah Neff, and Norma
Gonzalez (2001) worked with the concept of funds of knowledge “to refer to
the historically accumulated and culturally developed bodies of knowledge and
skills essential for household or individual functioning and well-being” (p. 133).
Funds of knowledge is an asset-based theory where teachers can become learners,
and can come to know their students and the families of their students in new
and distinct ways. The theory of funds of knowledge debunks the pervasive,
deficit-based notion that linguistically and culturally diverse working-class
minority households lack worthwhile knowledge and experiences. When faculty
and staff take time to get to know students—to acknowledge and validate their
backgrounds, culture, family sacrifices, challenges they have overcome, etc.—
they can view students with more respect and understanding. In the process of
working more closely with students, faculty can potentially draw out hidden
talents and abilities.
Liberatory pedagogy. Scholars such as Paulo Freire (1971) and Laura I. Rendón
(2009), among others such as Peter McLaren (1995), Antonia Darder (2002),
bell hooks (1994), and Henry Giroux (1988), have advanced the notion
that education must transcend the “banking model” (Freire, 1971), where
knowledge is simply “deposited” in students’ minds and faculty operate at
a distance from students. These scholars posit that the banking model is
oppressive in nature, exploiting and dominating students, as well as working
against democratic structures that honor diverse ways of knowing and
participation in knowledge production. A liberatory pedagogy allows both
teachers and students to be holders and beneficiaries of knowledge. Through
an ethic of care, compassion, and validation, faculty and staff can liberate
oppressed students from self-limiting views about their ability to learn and
help students find voice and self-worth. The curriculum is democratic,
inclusive and reflective of student backgrounds. Ultimately, a liberatory
pedagogy has the potential to transform both faculty and students who break
away from conventional ways of teaching and learning that oppress and
marginalize students. Students can begin to define themselves as competent
college students and find their sense of purpose and voice (Rendón, 2009).
Ethic of care. At the core of validation is authentic caring and concern. Both
Nel Noddings (1984) and Angela Valenzuela (1999) expressed concern that
many schools are focused on detachment, impersonal and objective language,
24
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and nonpersonal content. These forms of invalidation can lead students to
believe that who they are and what they represent are not valued. Noddings
(1984) and Valenzuela (1999) argued that an ethic of caring can foster positive
relationships between faculty and students. Noddings (1984) noted that care is
basic in all human life; all people want to feel that they are being cared for in
their lives. Simple actions such as calling students by name, expressing concern,
and offering assistance can go a long way toward building caring, validating
relationships with students.
Epistemological and Ontological Assumptions in Validation Theory
From the discussion above, one can conclude that validation theory finds strong
conceptual, theoretical, and pragmatic support from different theorists and bodies
of research. This rich body of literature illuminates what could be considered the
epistemological and ontological assumptions of the theory. Validation theory:
• Works with students as whole human beings. Attention is placed not
only on academic development, but also on emotional, social, and
inner-life aspects of human development (i.e., caring, support, reflective
processes, relationship-building, nurturance).
• Embraces students’ personal voices and experiences, which are as
important as traditional, objective ways of knowing.
• Is an asset-based (as opposed to deficit-based) model. A key assumption
is that students, regardless of background, bring a reservoir of funds of
knowledge and experiences that render these students open to learning
with validating instructors and classroom climates. When validating agents
work with students as possessing a reservoir of assets, the dominant view
that poor students only have deficits is shattered and decentered.
• Is rooted in the experiences of low-income, nontraditional students.
Validation theory emerged directly from student voices, and the theory
places students as the center of analysis.
• Opens the door for faculty and staff to work with students to promote
equitable outcomes, the elimination of racist and sexist views about
students, and the promotion of inclusive classrooms.
• Engenders transformative consequences for students as well as for
validating agents. With validation, students can begin to view themselves
as competent college students and college staff can begin to work
Enrollment Management Journal

Summer 2011

25

Laura I. Rendón Linares, Susana M. Muñoz

with students in a more respectful, compassionate manner, while not
sacrificing academic rigor.
• Is focused on making students academically and personally stronger,
as opposed to coddling or patronizing students. The emphasis is on
working with student assets in order to unleash potential to learn,
promote well being, and help students feel that they are being cared for
in a way that promotes their ability to succeed in college.
• Shifts the role of the institution from passive to proactive in terms of
promoting learning and retention. In other words, it is not enough
for the institution to say it offers student services. Proactive measures
to actually get students to take advantage of these services must also
be in place. This means that college faculty and staff must be ready to
actively reach out to students (as opposed to having student reach out
to them first), be accessible, and be open to establishing close working
relationships with students.

Validation Theory: Enhancements and New Directions
Like all theories, validation theory has its strengths and limitations. Future
research, theoretical perspectives and practice strategies should consider how to
enhance the theory.
Research Enhancements
Most of the studies employing validation theory have been qualitative in nature,
and more quantitative analyses are needed to confirm the impact of validation on
student learning and overall academic success, including changes in motivation,
attitudes toward learning, and identity changes, among others. Research questions
to consider include the following: To what extent does validation predict
retention? To what extent does validation overcome past invalidation and/or
feelings of incompetence? In what ways does validation contribute to identity
development? What are the liberatory elements of validation?
In the original study (Rendón, 1994) where validation emerged as a theoretical
construct directly from the voices of students themselves, the analysis did not
specify how the theory could apply to all kinds of students with a multiplicity of
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diverse backgrounds (i.e., race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status, gender, academic
ability, physical ability, religion, sexuality). It is appropriate that future studies
apply the theory to understudied populations. As future research develops, it
will be important to examine the theory closely with an eye toward providing
more specific examples of academic and interpersonal validation in and out of
the classroom context.
The original study also did not fully employ a social justice perspective. Validation
theory has liberatory and equity elements related to power and agency, and future
studies could explore the role of validation with a social justice framework.
Theory Enhancements
Theorizing about academic success for underserved students will become
increasingly important as more low-income, first-generation, and older students
choose to attend college. Advancing theory for these students requires a theoretical
critique of notions of self-efficacy. The uncritical acceptance of the premise that
all students can and should be successful on their own seems to privilege affluent
students who have significant financial, social, and academic capital. Students
lacking these forms of capital will ultimately want to function on their own, but
studies employing validation theory demonstrate that there is a class of students
that does initially benefit from nonpatronizing, caring, external authorities who
can provide affirmation and support. This external support can eventually translate
to internal strength as students gain confidence and agency.
Related theories noted in this article (i.e., ethic of care, mattering, funds
of knowledge, etc.) support the premise of validation. It is likely that both
internal acknowledgements of self-confidence and external forms of validation
are important; one is not better than the other. However, future theoretical
perspectives should illuminate the concept of self-efficacy with a deep critical
analysis. For example, given the oppressive, invalidating elements in some
parts of higher education (i.e., racism, monocultural curricula, stereotyping of
students, etc.) how can students develop their own form of affirmation?
While validation theory has been explored as a student development theory,
it is important that educators understand how the theory contributes to
student development.
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The transformative power of validation for both students and faculty also needs
to be confirmed and expanded as future studies are developed.
Pedagogic Enhancements
The role of validation in fostering a liberatory, inclusive teaching and learning
context needs to be further defined. Training in the use of in- and out-of-class
validation could benefit educators with whom students are most in contact
such as faculty, teaching assistants, advisers, and counselors. Faculty also need
to engage in self-reflexivity which explores their own identities, assumptions
they make about students, positionalites, and how they have located themselves
within societal context (Osei-Kofi, Richards, & Smith, 2004).

Final Thoughts
Validation has emerged as a viable theory that can be employed to better
understand the success of underserved students, improve teaching and learning,
understand student development in college, and frame college student success
strategies. With its underlying tenets of social justice and equity, validation
theory can serve researchers and practitioners alike with a framework to create
liberatory classroom environments, work compassionately with students as
whole human beings who can best function with an ethic of care and support,
and transform underserved students into powerful learners who overcome
past invalidation and oppression. For those researchers and practitioners who
seek a socially conscious, effective way to theorize student success, as well as to
understand and work with underserved students, validation theory holds great
promise and merits increased research attention
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Creating Inclusive College Classrooms
Shari Saunders and Diana Kardia (1997)
Center for Research on Learning and Teaching
Inclusive classrooms are classrooms in which instructors and students work together to create and
sustain an environment in which everyone feels safe, supported, and encouraged to express her or
his views and concerns. In these classrooms, the content is explicitly viewed from the multiple
perspectives and varied experiences of a range of groups. Content is presented in a manner that
reduces all students' experiences of marginalization and, wherever possible, helps students
understand that individuals' experiences, values, and perspectives inﬂuence how they construct
knowledge in any ﬁeld or discipline. Instructors in inclusive classrooms use a variety of teaching
methods in order to facilitate the academic achievement of all students. Inclusive classrooms are
places in which thoughtfulness, mutual respect, and academic excellence are valued and promoted.
When graduate student instructors (GSIs) are successful in creating inclusive classrooms, this
makes great strides towards realizing the University of Michigan's commitment to teaching and to
diversity and excellence in practice.
In an inclusive classroom, instructors attempt to be responsive to students on both an individual and
a cultural level. Broadly speaking, the inclusiveness of a classroom will depend upon the kinds of
interactions that occur between and among you and the students in the classroom. These
interactions are inﬂuenced by:
the course content;
your prior assumptions and awareness of potential multicultural issues in classroom situations;
your planning of class sessions, including the ways students are grouped for learning;
your knowledge about the diverse backgrounds of your students; and
your decisions, comments, and behaviors during the process of teaching.
Each of these ﬁve aspects of teaching are addressed in this section. This information will assist you
to teach in more inclusive ways. Much of the information in this section was drawn from focus group
interviews conducted by CRLT in 1995-96 with female and male students from a variety of racial,
ethnic, and religious backgrounds and departments or units. In these interviews, students identiﬁed
multicultural issues related to classroom climate, course content and materials, and teaching
methods. They also made recommendations about how classrooms could be made more inclusive.
The examples used to illustrate particular issues in the sections that follow were taken from
comments made by students during the focus group interviews and from the experiences of CRLT
staff.

Choosing Course Content
Some GSIs have a great deal of control over the content of a course, especially the content of their
section, while others do not. It is helpful for students to know the extent to which you, as a GSI, have
www.crlt.umich.edu/print/354

1/11

8/7/2019

Creating Inclusive College Classrooms

control. If students criticize or make suggestions about course content, texts, material, etc., over
which you do not have control, you should convey their comments to the faculty member in charge
of the course and encourage them to do the same.
When you have some control over the content (including books, coursepacks, and other materials),
the following two questions and their related suggestions should be considered:
Whose voices, perspectives, and scholarship are being represented?
Include multiple perspectives on each topic of the course rather than focusing solely on a
single perspective. For example, if the topic is "The Great Depression in the USA" the content
should not focus solely on the experiences of European Americans. Americans of African and
Asian descent, American Indians, Mexicans, etc. had experiences and views that should be
acknowledged. It would also be important to include the experiences and views of people with
different socio-economic statuses in this example.
Include, as much as possible, materials written or created by people of different backgrounds
and/or perspectives. If all the authors or creators of materials in a course are male (or female),
white (or another group), liberal (or conservative), etc., instructors will be sending a message
about the voices that are valued and will be devaluing the scholarship of others who have
written or created materials on the topic. (This guideline should be altered appropriately in
courses where the focus of the course is to better understand a particular perspective or world
view. Even these courses, however, should be attentive to the range of possible voices on a
given topic.) On a related note, it is important to include works authored by members of the
group that the class is discussing. For example, if the course deals with topics related to
Muslims or Islam and the syllabus does not include materials written by Muslim authors, the
message sent to students may be that you devalue the contributions of and scholarship
produced by Muslims.
How are the perspectives and experiences of various groups being represented?
Include materials (readings, videotapes, etc.) that address underrepresented groups'
experiences in ways that do not trivialize or marginalize these groups' experiences. Books that
include a section on some aspect of diversity at the end of the text or books that highlight
women, people of color, people with disabilities, gay men, lesbians, etc., in boxes and not in
the body of the text can be seen as examples of the marginalization of these topics, groups,
and group members' contributions. When it is important to use such books for other reasons,
instructors have a responsibility to make students aware of the texts' limitations at the
beginning of the course and to facilitate students' ability to read critically with these issues in
mind.
Be aware of and responsive to the portrayal of certain groups in course content. For example,
if an Asian country's policies are being used to contrast American policies, the policy of the
Asian country should not always be used as a negative example (e.g., social policies in China)
or always used as a positive example (e.g., business in Japan). You need to address the role
of culture in foreign policies and not present policies as either wholly good or bad. Such
treatment ignores the complexity of other cultures' policies or practices.
Avoid dichotomizing issues of race into black and white. It is essential to recognize and
acknowledge that there are other groups for whom racial issues are relevant (Arab Americans,
Asians Americans, Latinos/as, Native Americans, etc.). Whenever possible, perspectives on
racial issues from other groups should be included in course materials. If you have difﬁculty
ﬁnding such materials, you should bring other perspectives into course lectures and
discussions.
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Increasing Awareness of Problematic Assumptions
An important early step in developing competencies to address multicultural issues in the classroom
is to raise your awareness of issues that are multicultural and how they might manifest themselves
in classrooms. In this process, it is useful to give consideration to assumptions that you may hold
about the learning behaviors and capacities of your students. You may also hold assumptions that
are tied to students' social identity characteristics (gender, race, ethnicity, disability, language,
sexual orientation, etc.). These assumptions may manifest themselves in your interactions with
students. You may need assistance in order to become aware of your assumptions. You should
consider getting to know your students to be an ongoing process related to developing a positive
classroom climate that promotes excellence.
Below are examples of assumptions, how they might be dealt with, and how you might learn more
about your students through the process of addressing these types of assumptions.
Assumptions About Students' Learning Behaviors and Capacities
Assumption: Students will seek help when they are struggling with a class.
For a number of reasons, students do not always feel comfortable asking for help. In order to
address this issue, you can request meetings with students as problems arise or make ofﬁce hour
meetings part of the course requirement (e.g., each student will meet with you after receiving his or
her grade on the ﬁrst assignment). The latter is an ideal method because it allows you the
opportunity to meet one-on-one with every student. It also removes the stigma attached to going to
ofﬁce hours.
Assumption: Students from certain groups are not intellectual, are irresponsible, are satisﬁed with
below average grades, lack ability, have high ability in particular subject areas, etc.
It is essential that instructors have high expectations for all students. For example, if a student earns
a grade of C or lower, you should inform the student of the need for a meeting to discuss his or her
performance. If students are absent, you should show concern about their absence when they
return by asking if things are all right with them. If there are repeated absences, you should request
a meeting with the student to discuss the situation. It is important for you to make initial contact with
students; however, at some point, students need to take the initiative.
Assumption: Students from certain backgrounds (e.g., students from urban or rural areas, students
who speak with an accent, students from speciﬁc racial or ethnic groups) are poor writers.
While the degree of writing preparation varies across the public school system in the US, students'
regional background or group memberships do not serve as accurate predictors of the degree of
preparation they received. Furthermore, you need to be sensitive to cultural differences in writing
styles, recognizing that many standards apply to the evaluation of good writing. If a speciﬁc type of
writing is expected for a given class, it may be useful to assign a short, ungraded assignment early
in the term to identify students who may need additional assistance in meeting that particular writing
standard.
Assumption: Poor writing suggests limited intellectual ability.
It is misleading to equate students' writing skills with their intellectual ability. Students have varying
degrees of experience with "academic" writing. You have a responsibility to be explicit about what is
expected and share with students examples of good writing done by other students. You should also
alert students early on of their need to improve their writing and should suggest resources to them
(e.g., Sweetland Writing Center consultations).
www.crlt.umich.edu/print/354
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Assumption: Older students or students with physical disabilities are slower learners and require
more attention from the instructor.
While there are many cultural assumptions about links between age or physical ability and one’s
intellectual capacity, these characteristics are not typically linked. Most classes do include some
students who require extra attention from the instructor but such students cannot be readily
identiﬁable by physical characteristics.
Assumption: Students whose cultural afﬁliation is tied to non-English speaking groups are not
native English speakers or are bilingual.
If you feel that it is important to know whether students speak or understand other languages, you
should ask this question of all students, not just those to whom you think the question applies. If
there are concerns about students' academic writing skills, it would be best to meet with the
students during ofﬁce hours to discuss their work. One of the questions you could ask as part of
your data gathering protocol is, "What were the languages spoken in the environment in which you
were raised?" Following this question with appropriate probes would give you an opportunity to ﬁnd
out whether students are native speakers of English and, if not, how recently they became ﬂuent. It
is important to identify the source of students' difﬁculty with writing (or speaking), because
identiﬁcation of the factors that contribute to the problem will inﬂuence the actions taken to address
the problem.
Assumption: Students who are afﬁliated with a particular group (gender, race, ethnic, etc.) are
experts on issues related to that group and feel comfortable being seen as information sources to
the rest of the class and the instructor who are not members of that group. AND/OR European
American students do not have opinions about issues of race or ethnicity and members of other
groups do have opinions about these issues.
One way to effectively deal with this set of assumptions is to pose questions about particular groups
to the entire class rather than presuming that members of a certain group are the only ones who can
reply. For example, questions could be phrased so that students would be able to share experiences
of their friends or comments that they've heard as well as their own experiences. It would be best to
let the class know that if any individual has experiences or information that she or he thinks would
be beneﬁcial to the class, she or he should inform you about such experiences or information. If you
would like to hear from a particular student on a speciﬁc issue that relates to group membership,
you should speak with the student privately instead of calling on the student when the issue arises in
class. In this way, you can ﬁnd out the students' ability to comment on the issue and willingness to
do so publicly. This would avoid putting the student in an awkward position, particularly if the student
lacks knowledge about questions related to his or her group.
Assumption: All students from a particular group share the same view on an issue, and their
perspective will necessarily be different from the majority of the class who are not from that group.
You can regularly encourage all students to express different perspectives on issues, and you
should not express surprise when people from the same "group" share opposing views or have a
view consistent with the majority of the class. It is important to understand, however, that some
students who are part of a "group" will feel hesitant to share views publicly that differ from the
"anticipated group position" for fear of being admonished by members of their "group" or isolated
from the "group" (e.g., an African American student expressing an anti-afﬁrmative action view).
Assumption: In their reading, students will relate only to characters who resemble them.
This would most frequently occur in courses in which students read literature. Instructors should be
careful not to treat with suspicion comments that suggest afﬁliation with a character that does not
resemble the student in terms of race, ethnicity, gender, etc. For example, if a Caucasian student
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claims to feel her or his experiences resonate with an African American character, you should not
dismiss her or his response, but probe for further explication about why she or he feels the
connection.
Assumption: Students from certain groups are more likely to: be argumentative or conﬂictual during
class discussions OR not participate in class discussions OR bring a more radical agenda to class
discussions.
Participation levels vary across all students, with some students more comfortable in listening roles
and others more comfortable taking the lead in class discussions. While these discussion styles may
be inﬂuenced by students’ past experiences, families of origin, and cultural reference points, a priori
assumptions about student participation may hinder class discussion. It is important that you
encourage participation among all students while also respecting the differences among students
that will emerge. More equitable discussions can often be created by prefacing the discussion with a
writing exercise that provides all students with the opportunity to clarify their thoughts on the
discussion topic. It is also useful to remember that students’ participation levels evolve over the
course of a term as they become more comfortable with the course, their classmates, and the
instructor.

Planning Considerations
There are a number of multicultural issues that should be taken into account during the planning
process for any class. You need to become comfortable with your lack of knowledge about certain
groups and seek ways to inform yourself (e.g., through experiences, readings, and/or conversations
with faculty, peers, and students who are knowledgeable about the particular groups). Below you will
ﬁnd examples of the sorts of issues that might be considered in order to increase your awareness of
multicultural issues during the planning process.
Accommodations
Students may have religious holidays and practices that require accommodations at certain times
during the academic calendar year. Students with disabilities may also require special
accommodations. To be sensitive to the religious needs of students, it is important to read the
"Religious Holidays and the Academic Calendar" handout provided each year by the Provost's
Ofﬁce so that you are aware of the holidays that occur during the semester you are teaching.
Contact Services for Students with Disabilities (763-3000) for information on ways that you can
accommodate the needs of those students. At the beginning of the semester, ask your students to
let you know if their attendance, their participation in class, or their ability to complete an assignment
on time will be affected by their observance of religious holidays or practices, or because of a
disability. Give advance consideration to requests for reasonable and fair accommodations. Some
instructors ask for this information on data sheets that students complete on the ﬁrst day of class.
Attendance
Students who are different in a highly visible way (women who wear Islamic clothing, African
Americans or Asian Americans in a predominantly white class, students who use wheelchairs, etc.)
can be penalized because of their visibility. In particular, absences of such students may be noticed
more easily. For this reason, it is important to record all students' attendance at every class session
(whether or not you use the information) rather than collecting a mental record of absences of highly
visible students that may inadvertently and unfairly affect how you evaluate them.
Grading
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When you use different criteria to evaluate the performance of students from certain groups, this can
create tensions in the class because students tend to share their grades. Furthermore, if these
criteria are applied based on assumptions you have made rather than on accurate information
regarding the students, some students may be unfairly penalized. For example, having higher
expectations for Asian American students in Asian language classes than for other students may
unfairly penalize Asian American students who have never had any experience with the Asian
language they are learning. With this in mind, you should ask all students about their prior
experiences with the course content and should inform students of the criteria by which their
performance will be assessed along with the rationale for differential evaluations if such a practice
will be used.
Cultural Reference Points
Instructors who use examples drawn only from their own experience may fail to reach all students in
the class. Given that examples are designed to clarify key points, you should collect examples from
a variety of cultural reference points. For example, in 1995/1996 "Friends" was a sitcom that
received high ratings. However, this show was less popular among many African American people
than shows like "Living Single" and "Martin." Similarly, when using sports examples it is important for
instructors to include sports in which women participate (e.g., track & ﬁeld, ﬁgure skating,
gymnastics, tennis, softball) as well as those in which male participants predominate (e.g., hockey,
football, baseball). This concern can also be offset by asking about students' familiarity with an
example before discussing it or asking students to produce examples of their own. You can also
explain examples fully in order to reach a diverse classroom.
Instructional Strategies
Students bring an array of learning styles to a class. If you rely on a small repertoire of instructional
strategies, you may provide effective instruction for only a small subset of your class. You should
become aware of your preferred instructional strategies. For example, are sessions with small
groups of students doing problem sets always conducted by asking questions? Are whole-group
discussions preferred and the only method used? Once you have a sense of your strategy
preferences, you should consider alternative techniques that will help your students learn more
effectively. If you typically give mini-lectures to students, you might consider using visual materials
(e.g., charts, diagrams, video), demonstrations, hands-on activities, cooperative group work, etc.
Controversial Topics
Class sessions that address controversial topics may result in any of the following unintended
outcomes: (a) altercations between individual students or groups of students, (b) silence from
students who feel intimidated or fear conﬂict, (c) the assertion and perpetuation of false stereotypes
or problematic assumptions, or (d) the expression of offensive speech. There are no easy answers
for dealing with these situations when they occur. It is best to work toward the prevention of these
occurrences by investing time in the planning process. When working with a particular controversial
topic, anticipate possible responses and how you might deal with differing yet passionate views on
that topic. You should plan strategies that provide structure for these discussions and that foster
students' ability to express their own ideas well while also increasing their ability to listen to and
learn from others. In the interest of free speech, students should be encouraged to honestly share
their views during discussions. Be prepared, however, to correct stereotypes and challenge
students' assumptions when comments are shared. It can be a difﬁcult task to reconcile the tension
between challenging offensive speech and not suppressing free speech. You should also consider
your own response to emotion in the classroom and use this awareness to inform the planning
process.
Establishing agreed upon guidelines early in the class can be an important aspect of productive
class discussions. If guidelines are established early, students will need to be reminded periodically
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of the rules throughout the semester, especially if their behavior suggests that they are ignoring
them. If such rules were not established at the beginning of the semester, it is necessary to establish
them when a problem becomes apparent. (Sample guidelines can be found here [1].)
It is also helpful, at the beginning of the semester, to focus on group processes. Activities and
assignments during the ﬁrst weeks of the course should include opportunities for instructors to get to
know each student and for students to get to know one another. Establishing rules for classroom
dialogues, building a trusting and open environment, modeling appropriate behavior during
dialogues, and giving students the opportunity to practice these behaviors with topics that are not
explosive or fearful are important for positive dialogue experiences. If you and your students engage
in these behaviors early on, when problems arise, you will be able to address the problem by
discussing the rules and appropriate behaviors.
Grouping Students for Learning
There are a variety of reasons for using cooperative groups (to facilitate student learning, to improve
interpersonal relationships among students, to foster responsibility for students' own learning and
the learning of others, etc.). You might create in-class and/or out-of-class groups (lab groups,
homework groups, problem-solving groups, study groups, etc.). Because group composition can
have a signiﬁcant impact on group functioning, you should use a variety of methods to create
groups. Such methods include: assigning students to groups (e.g., make heterogeneous groups
across certain characteristics such as gender, race, and/or level of achievement in a particular
discipline, or by where students live), randomly assigning students (e.g., ask students to draw a
piece of paper with a group number from a bag), or allowing students to form their own groups. This
latter method should be used sparingly, if possible, as it can consciously or unconsciously be used
to create or reinforce social group differences within the class.
In addition to group formation issues, pay attention to the length of time students remain in the same
group, particularly if the group is not working together well. It is essential that you address process
issues when students work in groups, and some class time should be allocated in the planning of
the course to discuss group process issues throughout the semester. It is often helpful for each
person in a group to have a speciﬁc role (e.g., observer, encourager, summarizer) and everyone
should have an opportunity to participate in every role during the semester. You should help
students determine a way to provide feedback to one another about group process and dynamics
and a way to keep you aware of within-group functioning. Feedback is particularly important for
identifying social identity characteristics that might be a source of problems in groups and for
ﬁguring out how to address problems satisfactorily. The following guidelines may be useful for
addressing group process.
When groups are used, make sure that the same individuals do not always put themselves in
the position of leadership. Assigning students to roles (e.g., recorder/notetaker, reporter,
moderator) or asking students to rotate roles should reduce the occurrence of this problem.
Be ready to challenge assumptions that groups will either be aided or hindered by having
certain kinds of students in their group (e.g., men in math or science classes feeling they have
to help the women along; white students working on a project on “rap music” who are eager to
have an African American student as part of their group). One way to reduce the likelihood of
such assumptions manifesting themselves in group work would be to spend some time
informing the class that each individual brings a different combination of strengths and
weaknesses into the group work context and that students should not make assumptions
about what these might be prior to any interaction with an individual. Group exercises that
identify the speciﬁc resources that each group member brings can be useful in the early
stages of group formation. It is also important to inform students of your availability to discuss
group process problems that the groups themselves have been unable to successfully
address.
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You may need to make an extra effort to reduce the chances that a student who is different
from the majority of the class will feel isolated (an African American student in a predominantly
white class; a male in a predominantly female class; an openly gay, lesbian, or bisexual
student in a class composed predominantly of heterosexuals, etc.). For example, if students
are shunning a classmate during small group activities because their classmate is gay and
they are homophobic, you (irrespective of your personal perspective on homosexuality) have a
responsibility to intervene on behalf of the excluded student. Even when guidelines have been
established for participation and responsibilities within groups, problems may arise. It is
essential to act quickly when they do. You could begin by reviewing the guidelines for group
work. An initial change (if students are forming their own groups) would be to assign
individuals to groups and make sure each individual within the group has a role. Another
option would be to put students in pairs. It is more difﬁcult to exclude an individual when there
are only two participants. If all else fails, it would be important to set up a meeting with the
excluded student and together you could generate a variety of actions that could be taken to
improve the classroom climate. This would be a show of support to the student. While it is
important to solicit student input, you cannot expect the student to have the time or experience
to solve the problem. If efforts are made to improve the situation and little change occurs, you
might speak with a consultant from CRLT.

Getting to Know the Students
Part of good teaching involves spending some time focusing on building relationships with your
students. It is important to some students that you demonstrate caring and genuine concern about
them. You may have more positive experiences with students if you invest some time and energy
into becoming informed and more aware of issues affecting students of various backgrounds.
One way to get to know your students better early in the semester is to have students write a brief
autobiography; it can be as short as two pages. The autobiography can be framed in ways that are
relevant to the course content. For example, if you are responsible for math or science courses, you
can ask students to share their early experiences (formal and informal) with math and science. They
could also be asked to reﬂect on what their previous experiences with math or science suggest
about how they learn best. From this brief paper, you would receive some valuable information
about students' attitudes about the content and some of their instructional needs. This kind of
assignment could help you to explore, early on, some of the assumptions you might hold about your
students and their experiences. It may also help students feel that real interest is being taken in
them.
Throughout the term, you can make use of ofﬁce hours, written assignments, and class discussion
to further develop your knowledge about and connections to students. Speciﬁc suggestions have
already been made in previous sections of this chapter.
Decisions, Comments, & Behaviors During the Teaching Process
If you are responsible for teaching sections of a course, it is essential to understand that even when
you have limited input into course content, you have much control over how that content gets taught.
Teaching is a complex activity in which there are multiple levels of interaction among students and
between GSIs and students. Students all bring very different backgrounds, knowledge, and learning
styles to a particular course. There are multiple interpretations of content constructed by individual
students during the learning process. Also, some students construct different images of their
instructors which are counter to how you might see yourself. Because of the complexity and
unpredictability of teaching, you should carefully plan your course sessions and always be prepared
for the unexpected to occur. The following points address many of the issues that may arise during
the teaching process.
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Working with Course Content
Examine course content for inaccurate information and the absence of relevant perspectives.
Prepare for each class session by reading upcoming assignments in order to identify
omissions, misleading interpretations, and intentional or inadvertent expressions of personal
opinion by the author. You may then alert students to problems with the text and encourage
students to read critically themselves. For example, a section on employment discrimination in
an Economics text states that blatant racial or gender discrimination is vanishing today. Since
this is a statement about which there is current disagreement, students might be prompted to
consider and discuss their own degree of agreement with this statement.
Be careful about the comments made during class lectures, discussions, recitation sessions,
etc. Be aware of the fact that comments that are not fully explained may inadvertently invoke
stereotypes or promote inaccurate conclusions. Similarly, skewed examples of religious,
historical, or other events have the potential to lead students to believe that inaccuracies are
truths.
Student Critiques of Course Content
Create a classroom climate that encourages and expects questions about and critiques of
course content. Such a climate will help to create a norm of critical thinking that will facilitate
the learning process for all students. As students share their critiques with the class, other
students will beneﬁt by being exposed to different interpretations, perspectives, and concerns
regarding course material. This climate can also provide an opportunity for students to add to
the course content by correcting inaccuracies or misrepresentations related to the history or
experience of their own groups.
Make decisions about when to devote unanticipated time to class discussions to deal with
issues raised by students that pertain to content or process. These issues, which may deal
with the history or culture of a group with which you are unfamiliar, are an equally important
part of the course content. It is best to be honest about your lack of knowledge, acknowledge
the students' point, and make efforts to secure information about the students' point to share
with the class in a future session. It is also important to emphasize that everyone can be a
teacher and that instructors and students can learn from one another. You can also ask
students to send you e-mail messages, chat with you during ofﬁce hours, or drop notes in you
mailbox as concerns about course content arise. You should make every effort to address
these issues or explain to students why they will not be addressed.
Be open to students' reactions to course material, even when you feel uncomfortable with the
manner in which they are expressed. Be prepared for students to publicly challenge inaccurate
information about particular groups that appears in class readings, ﬁlms, etc. Students may
react strongly upon hearing what they perceive to be inaccurate and negative information
about their group. You may ﬁnd yourself teaching courses that have the reputation (from the
students' perspective) of being full of inaccurate or misleading content. Students can often feel
unduly burdened when they are in a position as teacher rather than learner. Students may
resent having to "pick up the slack" in classes where instructors and their peers lack
knowledge about the group with which the particular students are afﬁliated. When students are
of the opinion that the information being given in the course is biased against their group, they
may feel that they are also missing valuable learning opportunities. Creating a positive
learning experience for these students can be challenging. In this situation, it is most important
to be open to the perspectives these students share. Giving serious consideration to students'
views that are in the "minority" will encourage students to respond honestly about issues while
also encouraging students to think more broadly about issues. This does not, however, mean
that you have to agree with the students' views or feel that the students' views are above
critique.
Give serious consideration to students' requests for alternative materials when materials
currently used inaccurately represent aspects of students' social identity groups or cultures.
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Changes should be made when justiﬁed. If you receive criticisms about materials, you should
make clear to students that the criticism can be accompanied by speciﬁc recommendations of
alternative materials.
Responding to Student Identities
Invite all students to contribute to class discussion, even if you assume that the discussion is
more relevant to some students than others. Students (irrespective of background) do not like
being forced to serve as the spokesperson for their group. Students also do not appreciate
being expected to know everything about issues relating to their group or the assumption that
all students from their group feel the same way about an issue.
Be sensitive to the experiences of visibly underrepresented students in your class. Students
with identities that are underrepresented and visible or known may face certain challenges that
unfairly compromise their learning environment. For example, students may not be allowed to
do assignments on certain topics because of the instructor's assumption about the students'
biases. In one course, women wearing Islamic head scarves were readily identiﬁed as Muslim
and not allowed to write a paper on Islam; it was more difﬁcult to readily identify students as
Christian from their appearance, so they were not prevented from writing papers on
Christianity. Students from underrepresented groups may also feel a self-imposed pressure
always to portray themselves in a good light so they do not reinforce stereotypes about their
group. Whereas "majority students" can slack off from time to time when working within
groups, occasionally show up late to class, or be absent without peers attributing their
behavior to membership in a particular group, students from underrepresented groups often
sense that their behavior is interpreted as a reﬂection on their group. Although there may be
little you can do to relieve this self-imposed pressure on the part of some students, you can be
thoughtful about your interactions with these students and make an effort not to publicly
discuss students' performance or behavior.
Inequities in the Classroom
Be aware of gender dynamics in classroom discussions. Even when women are in the
majority, men may sometimes consciously or unconsciously dominate class discussions or
interrupt women. Monitor the occurrence of this behavior and encourage women to speak up
at the same time they discourage men from dominating the discussion.
Be careful not to respond to comments in ways that students might interpret as dismissals.
You should give sufﬁcient attention to (a) students' comments that differ from the majority of
students' views or your own views, (b) students' views that are based on experiential
knowledge, and (c) women's views in predominately male classes or traditionally male ﬁelds.
Be aware of differential feedback given to students who differ on some aspect of their social
identity (gender, ethnicity, disability, sexual orientation, etc.). For example, you should attend to
whether you speak down to women or "brush off" their questions, yet give men responses that
are informative and detailed.
Conﬂict in the Classroom
Respond to classroom conﬂict in a manner that helps students become aware of the "learning
moment" this conﬂict provides. Heated discussions need to be facilitated in a manner that
does not result in hostility among class members and a sustained sense of bad feeling in the
room. You can avoid these outcomes by encouraging students to tie their feelings and conﬂicts
to the course material and by looking for underlying meanings and principles that might get
buried in the process of class conﬂict. Students appreciate tensions between groups in the
class being recognized and effectively addressed.
Recognize student fears and concerns about conﬂict. Students enter a class with different
levels of experience and comfort with conﬂict. It is important to normalize the experience of
conﬂict in the classroom, particularly in classes that focus on controversial topics. This can be
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accomplished through explicit discussion of student experiences with conﬂict and the use of
structured discussion exercises.
Maintain the role of facilitator. One of the challenges of teaching is maintaining the role of
instructor under a variety of conditions. For example, you can get caught up in expressing your
own perspective in heated discussions or can become overly silent in discussions that go
beyond your own knowledge base or experience. While these responses are understandable,
such role abdication can create chaos in the classroom or force students to ﬁll in the abdicated
facilitator role. In order to avoid this outcome, you should examine your typical responses to
conﬂict. It can also be useful to ﬁnd ways that you may admit your limits with respect to
content areas while maintaining responsibility for the group process.
Inclusive Teaching [2]
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Classroom Tools
As a faculty or graduate student instructor at UC Berkeley, there are many opportunities to capitalize on the
presence of the representational diversity both in our community and particularly with our teaching. The
following resources from both UC Berkeley and from other institutions suggest a number of actions to take to
make our classrooms as healthy and as safe an environment possible for all student learners. These
resources also include a number of suggestions for engaging with particular diversity topics.

The Diverse Classroom Environment
Creating Inclusive College Classrooms
Teaching in Racially Diverse College Classrooms
Higher Order Thinking
Undergraduate Women in Science and Engineering: Providing Academic Support:
Creating Conditions for (International) Student Success
Universal Design for Learning
Teaching Students with Disabilities
Inclusive Classrooms for Trans* and Gender Expansive Students

Instructor Self-Awareness
Instructor Identity: The Impact of Gender and Race on Faculty Experiences with Teaching
Diversity Issues for the Instructor: Identifying Your Own Attitudes

Dynamics in a Diverse Classroom
Teaching Sensitive Topics
Hot Moments in the Classroom
Tips for Dealing with Hot Moments
Managing Student Resistance
Managing Classroom Conflict
Teaching Controversial Issues
Teaching Materials: Diversity
Recognizing Microaggressions and the Messages They Send
Interrupting Microaggressions
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Engaging with Diversity Topics
Class in the Classroom
Guidelines for Discussion of Affirmative Action
Guidelines for Discussion of CyberBullying and Expressions of Anti-Gay Sentiment
Guidelines for Discussion of Racial Conflict and the Language of Hate, Bias and Discrimination

"Flipping" the Classroom
Making Classroom Groups Inclusive
February 19th article "How 'Flipping' the Classroom Can Improve the Traditional Lecture" in the
Chronicle of Higher Education
AERA-L email list / resource list re: Flipping the Classroom vs Traditional Lecture

Campus Resources
Division of Equity and Inclusion Faculty Resources
Center for Teaching and Learning
American Cultures Center
Academic Innovation Studio
Disabled Students Program
Office of Disability Compliance
Office for the Prevention of Harassment & Discrimination
Faculty Equity and Welfare
Faculty Ombuds Office

Other Websites of Interest
MEP e-tools page
The Zinn Education Project
The Zinn Education Project website offers free, downloadable lessons and articles organized by
theme, time period, and reading level. The Zinn Education Project is coordinated by two non-profit
organizations, Rethinking Schools and Teaching for Change. Its goal is to introduce students to a
more accurate, complex, and engaging understanding of United States history than is found in
traditional textbooks and curricula.
SoJust: Primary Source History of Social Justice
SoJust is a collection of historic speeches, songs, poetry, and essays on human rights and social
justice. It is a project of EdChange, a source of professional development, research, and resources for
diversity, multiculturalism, and cultural competence.
Without Prejudice: Resources for Change
Resources for Change is a clearing-house for anti-discrimination education resources and is designed
for educators and individuals committed to making positive change. It is a project of the Access to
Media Education Society.
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Media Education Foundation
The Media Education Foundation produces and distributes documentary films and other educational
resources to inspire critical reflection on the social, political, and cultural impact of American mass
media. In addition to their films, MEF offers study guides, transcripts, and other materials that support
the use of their films in the classroom and other venues.
Critical Multicultural Pavilion
Multicultural, Anti-bias, & Diversity Activities and Exercises
Diversity Activities for Youth and Adults (from Penn State University)
LGBT Classroom Resources for Faculty (from University of Minnesota)
Team Based Learning
Team-Based Learning (TBL) is an increasingly-popular form of small group learning. The four
components of TBL are permanent teams, readiness assurance, application activities, and peer
evaluation. TBL is possible even in large theater-style classrooms with fixed seats. TBL teachers
report high levels of student attendance, preparation, participation and critical thinking. TBL students
report being more motivated and enjoying class more, even when the subject is not in their major.
Diversifying Economic Quality Wiki
This wiki promotes best teaching practices in economics, particularly practices that encourage women,
students of color, and members of other underrepresented groups to continue their study of
economics. Here, economists can disseminate and discover prescriptions for improving our teaching
and the inclusiveness of our discipline. The teaching strategies offered here are presented alongside
evidence of their effectiveness and practical suggestions for implementation. The wiki also provides
data describing patterns of participation in our profession and opportunities for thoughtful reflection on
why inclusion and diversity are important to the future of economic theory and policymaking.
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Learning toThink and Act

Students felt
misled by campus
recruiting strategies
that painted
a picture of a
diverse campus

ONE OF THE MOST CRITICAL CHALLENGES facing
institutions of higher education in the twentyfirst century is the need to be more accountable
for producing equitable educational outcomes
for students of color. Although access to higher
education has increased significantly over the
past two decades, it has not translated into
equitable educational outcomes. Not only do
African Americans,
Hispanics, and Native
Americans have lower graduation rates than
whites and Asian Americans, they also experience inequalities in just about every indicator of academic success—from earned grade
point average to placement on the dean’s list
to graduation rates in competitive majors.
The incidence of unequal educational outcomes for minority students is not always visible, however; the disaggregation of data on
educational outcomes is not a routine practice
at the great majority of colleges and universities.
Since 2001, researchers at the Center for Urban Education have been working with colleges and universities in California, and more
recently in Colorado, Washington, and Wisconsin, in the development and pilot-testing
of Equity for All, an institutional change intervention designed to close the equity gap in
higher education. Among the aims of Equity
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for All are (1) to increase campus members’
awareness of differences in educational outcomes across racial and ethnic groups, and (2)
to encourage “equity-mindedness” in the ways
campus members make sense of unequal educational outcomes and the role they play in
eliminating them.
As we use it, the concept of equity-mindedness is distinct from prevailing ways of conceptualizing issues related to the participation
of minority students in higher education,
specifically deficit thinking and diversity
thinking. From a deficit standpoint, unequal
outcomes are attributed to the personal characteristics of the students who experience
them. From a diversity standpoint, the dominant concerns are inclusiveness, intercultural
communication, and cross-race relationships.
By contrast, the equity standpoint regards
the educational status of historically underrepresented students in all types of institutions, not just those that are predominantly
white and elite, as representing the greatest
challenge facing higher education practitioners. The critical distinction between equity
and deficit thinking is in how the problem of
inequality in educational outcomes is framed.
In deficit thinking, the unit of analysis and intervention is focused on the students, who are
viewed as having a learning deficiency that
can be addressed with new teaching techniques,
supplementary programs, and add-on academic support systems to compensate for the deficiency. In equity thinking, the points of
focus are the practitioner—administrators
and faculty alike—and the institution. Thus,
from an equity standpoint, practitioners
themselves are viewed as the solution to
students’ learning problems.

t from the Standpoint of Equity
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Individual transformation through inquiry

Through the execution of their everyday roles
as teachers, advisers, counselors, and managers, campus members have the potential to
impact, positively or negatively, the educational outcomes of minority group students.
The impact of an individual is mediated by
his or her awareness of racial patterns in educational outcomes and by the ways he or she
makes sense of these patterns. The realization
of this potential depends, first, on the extent
of individuals’ awareness of race-based inequalities within their own context, and second, on their having the knowledge and
experience to make sense of them from the
standpoint of equity, rather than deficit.
Sociocultural theories suggest that individuals learn and change as a consequence of
collaborative engagement in productive activity. Organizational theories suggest that
there are different types of learning and that
not all learning results in transformative
change. In fact, they suggest that most learning within organizations consists of single-loop
learning, whereas change—whether at the individual or the institutional level—requires
double-loop learning (Argyris and Schön 1996).
The difference between single- and doubleloop learning is that the former encourages individuals to view a problem functionally and
search for structural or programmatic solutions.
In contrast, double-loop learning entails the
ability to reflect on a problem from within,
in relation to one’s own values, beliefs, and
practices. Simply put, the difference is that
the single-loop learner locates the problem
externally and seeks to change others. Conversely, the double-loop learner is more
apt to start from the self and engage in reflection that brings about self-change in values,
beliefs, and practices.
Learning and self-change are enabled
through the engagement of practitioners as
researchers in a collaborative activity to define and contextualize the particularities of a
problem as it exists within their own milieu.
Equity for All consists of phases where the
learning activities are progressively more
complex and intense. During the first phase,
“data-based awareness,” practitioners construct an “equity scorecard” (see Bensimon
2004). In the second phase, “contextualized
problem defining,” practitioners interview
African American and Latino students as a
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strategy to learn about and reflect on how
these students experience academic and social
life on campus.
Racial and ethnic inequalities in educational
outcomes are present, although not always
visible or acknowledged, in research universities, selective liberal arts colleges, Hispanicserving institutions, urban community colleges,
and predominantly minority institutions; yet
the details of these inequalities are distinctive. Variations across institutions necessitate
that practitioners develop local knowledge.
We developed contextualized problem defining as an alternative to the compensatory programmatic interventions commonly put in
place once campus members become aware of
inequalities in educational outcomes.
Defining the problem

Contextualized problem defining entails teams
of faculty members and administrators working
collaboratively as researchers on the problem
of unequal outcomes. The composition of the
teams depends on the kind of inquiry undertaken. The members of the teams, with our assistance as facilitators, design and conduct the
inquiry project, thus creating locally meaningful knowledge. By becoming involved as
researchers in a collaborative inquiry, the participants develop deeper knowledge about the
problem; they may also come to problematize
their assumptions about the nature of the
problem as well as their attitudes, beliefs, and
practices vis-à-vis minority student groups.
Thus, contextualized problem defining represents both a method of gathering and analyzing data as well as an intervention aimed at
developing equity thinking among faculty
members and other critical institutional actors.
Contextualized problem defining consists of
three elements: situated inquiry, practitioneras-researcher, and community of practice.
Situated Inquiry. A faculty member can
become an expert about an individual student
through purposeful inquiry into the student’s
educational history and by reflecting on the
correspondence between the student’s situation
and the assumptions underlying the faculty
member’s practices. Rather than accepting inequities in educational outcomes as inevitable,
the professional begins to consider how to adapt
his or her methods of teaching or advising to
align them with the students’ ways of learning.
Becoming an expert on the educational
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history of one or more students can empower
a practitioner to become a change agent.
Practitioner-as-researcher. The purpose of
inquiry is to bring about change at individual,
organizational, and societal levels. Guided by
outside facilitators, teams of faculty members
collect data and create knowledge about local
problems. Above all, it is important for the insiders to assume ownership of their findings.
The outcome is knowledge that heightens the
members’ awareness of what is occurring within
their own institutions and increases their motivation to effect change. Thus, the knowledge
produced in this model is practical and effective in directing changes. Participating in an
inquiry group can increase members’ awareness of a problem, make them more conscious
of their capacities for action, and empower
them to use their newly acquired expertise to
influence others (Bensimon, Polkinghorne,
Bauman, and Vallejo 2004).
Community of practice. The kind of learning we wish to promote—e.g., learning that
inequities exist, learning how students experience their own learning within the academic
and social context of a particular campus,
learning how to experiment with new ways of
teaching or advising—is more likely to happen in conversation with others. However,
participation in a community of practice is
not simply a matter of attending meetings or
events. A fundamental condition for situated
learning is social interaction through collaboration. The group of faculty, as practitionerresearchers, forms a community of practice
(Wenger 1998)—practitioners who organize
around some form of knowledge and develop
shared commitment, responsibility, and
identity with regard to this knowledge.
Learning happens through shared social interactions and dialogic conversations within the
community of practice.
An example

The following example is based on our experience with a four-year college that collaborated with us in developing the methods and
activities that comprise the contextualized
problem-defining approach. The inquiry team
was formed in response to a review of numerical data that revealed noticeable differences
in the educational outcomes of African
Americans and Latinos. As a result of the
team’s data-based awareness, team members
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realized that they needed to develop a deeper
understanding of the factors contributing to
these outcomes. The team agreed that interviews would be the most appropriate method
for learning how students view their experiences on campus, including their beliefs and
attitudes about the institution and about
themselves as learners. While this campus
chose student interviews as the method of
contextualized problem defining, other inquiry approaches are possible.
The team of faculty interviewers agreed that
each member would interview two to three
African American or Latino students three
times over their freshman and sophomore years.
Interviewing the students more than once
allowed faculty to gain trust and to follow the
students across their first two years of college.
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In order to prepare for the interviews, team
members participated in a one-day training
provided by Equity for All researchers. Many
of the team members were not formally
trained in interview techniques; the training
session provided opportunities to discuss the
process and mechanics. The interview team
worked together to develop the interview protocol, focusing the questions on defining more
specifically the inequalities in educational
outcomes that were reported in the equity
scorecard the campus team created.
The team met before and after each round
of interviews. These research meetings provided a space where faculty members could
discuss the themes and interesting findings
that emerged from their interviews. The discussions were important in developing the

protocol for subsequent interviews, and they
were important as opportunities to discuss the
experience of meeting and interviewing a student, the difficulties of asking race-related
questions—particularly when the team member and the student were not from the same
racial group—and the often surprising ways
students were interpreting their environment.
Faculty experiences

One of the principles of contextual problem
defining is that faculty members, through situated learning, have to think critically about
the situation of students of color in order to
assume greater accountability for equitable
educational outcomes. Toward this end, our
objectives were for the faculty participants to
understand the cultural and structural barriers
SPRING 2006 LIBERAL EDUCATION

53

P E R S P E C T I V E S

students of color face in gaining equal academic
outcomes; to engage in critical thinking about
the social, political, and structural forces that
affect students’ experiences; and to become
empowered to address unequal outcomes.
To evaluate our progress in achieving these
objectives, over the course of eighteen months,
we interviewed and observed four white faculty
members who participated on this team from
its inception. Based on our evaluation, we
provide glimpses of faculty members’ experiences in contextualized problem defining to
illustrate the potential of this approach as a
means of fostering learning and change that
reflect the emergence of equity thinking
and doing. The excerpts provided below are
taken from interviews conducted with each
participating faculty member after each round
of student interviews. In some cases, we also
provide excerpts from conversations that took
place during the research meetings of the
inquiry group.
Barbara
After hearing stories about professors who
shut out minority students or who “hadn’t created a space that made [alternative] viewpoints welcome” in the classroom, Barbara, a
professor of biology, began to think about how
she approached students in her own classroom.
She confessed that she often connected with
students who think or behave as she does, and
sometimes dismissed those who do not. “What
it made me think about,” Barbara reflected, “is
that I need to make sure that I leave a space
open in the classroom for people that may not
think the same way that I think.” She concluded that she needed to give more attention
and feedback to students of color in her classes,
especially early in the semester before they fell
through the academic cracks.
One of the students Barbara interviewed
had participated in the campus multicultural
summer program and reported making strong
connections to peers in the summer cohort.
The student “needed to have this group of
like-minded, like-experienced students that
she felt she could rely on.” This reliance on
the students’ peers lasted throughout the first
year. This student’s story made Barbara “think
how important that sort of pre-college experience can be to some of our students.” The following summer, Barbara decided to teach in
the multicultural summer program.
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Grace
Grace, another biology professor, felt that the
way the student interviews “affected [her]
behavior most was as an adviser.” While some
students relied on advisers for signatures
alone, others “sat down with them and talked
about all kinds of things.” Grace realized that
“personal involvement is a big component in
how [the interviewees] feel about school, how
they feel about themselves.” Based on her student interviews, Grace identified work-study
and financial aid as issues that are particularly
critical to success, and she responded by discussing financial matters with her own advisees. For example, with an African American
student, she made a concerted effort to broach
topics pertaining to summer employment or
internship opportunities. “I’m trying to keep
on top of his work-study commitment, and I
never would have thought of that before.”
For Grace, one of the most poignant lessons
came from an interview with a Latina whose
first language was not English. “I found out how
she has struggled to find her place and her voice
in this community. I have learned how she
struggles with participation in class with the
added burden of thinking about how she will be
perceived every time she opens her mouth.”
The interview process also helped Grace to
problematize the notion of diversity. Her research team found that students felt misled by
campus recruiting strategies that painted a
picture of a diverse campus. “It’s a calling card
and a money maker to call itself diverse,”
Grace reflected. “Maybe this is backfiring in a
way. Maybe [students] feel a burden about
carrying this banner, but it’s not as diverse as
its banner said. Maybe we need to work
more at the substance and a little bit less on
the window dressing.”
Jack
An English professor who has held a variety of
leadership roles on campus, Jack also found
himself thinking about the interview process in
relation to student advisement. He felt he had
learned things about students that could, in
turn, help him to become a more effective adviser. “I probably am in a position to help [the
interviewees] more than I am with the students
who actually come to me for advice under the
structures of the college’s advising program,” he
said. “I should probably just spend more time
talking, one-on-one, with my students, period.”

Matt
During the summer break following the first
year of interviews, Matt, a mathematics professor, decided to send an e-mail to the students
he had interviewed during their freshman
year. In response, he received “an e-mail from
the woman who was totally disconnected
when I first interviewed her… . She said, ‘It
makes me feel so good to hear from you since
not that many people write me and it makes
me happy to know a faculty member thinks
about me and my summer.’” Matt reported
that the interviews helped him make a personal connection with a student who was vulnerable to dropping out. “It is one thing that
is going to keep the student here, make them
successful and feel that they belong here.”
At the end of the project, Matt reflected on
his experience interviewing students:
This project has been invaluable to me as
I weave the personal stories of three of our
students of color, their perceptions of the
institution, with my perceptions of the institution, our policies, and our structures.
It helps me gain a deeper sense of difficult
questions about equity that must be asked
and must be addressed. It helps me think
about how I bring my own experiences and,
yes, prejudices to the shaping of my teaching
and the other work I do in this institution,
and how this may or may not resonate with
all of our students.

Winthrop
University

Conclusion

None of the excerpts provided above reveals
evidence of a major breakthrough in thinking.
In fact, one could easily dismiss the insights
gained by these faculty members as elementary
knowledge that should be familiar to anyone
who has read the literature on the importance
of student-faculty relationships, stereotype
threat, or white privilege. These excerpts are
significant, however, insofar as they demonstrate how much more powerful learning can
be when individuals construct their own
knowledge about these concepts within their
own context. As they become aware of specific
cultural and structural experiences that impede student success within their own campus,
faculty members attain a clearer responsiveness about the issues that need to be tackled.
The individuals involved in this project have
the motivation to face a problem that others
may not see or, if they do, may accept as inevitable. Through the interviews, they are
learning what they do not know about minority
students; they are learning to question their assumptions; and they are learning to problematize
diversity. Thus, the most promising outcome of
contextualized problem defining is the potential to inspire agency that is grounded in critical
reflection and that prompts individuals to bring
■
about change from the inside.
To respond to this article, e-mail liberaled@aacu.org,
with the authors’ names on the subject line.
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In speaking about “Anglo, mainstream,
upper-middle-class, mainly male faculty” like
himself, Jack said,
I think we need, first of all, to be honest and
to recognize that racial, ethnic, economic
differences really are very significant. That
they’re not matters of indifference to our
students. That your color, your family background, your economic background, your
cultural background, have tremendous consequences for who you are in the classroom,
and for those things that the professor sees.
And I think, because there’s a lot of work
involved in acknowledging that, or in doing
something about it once you’ve acknowledged
it, I think that we often want to shy away
from it.
Just to acknowledge these issues is particularly
difficult for white faculty, Jack realized, especially those who want to believe that discrimination is not a problem in higher education.
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Critical Pedagogy and higher education
The most influential theorist in the Critical Pedagogy tradition is Freire (1970, 1974). For Freire,
learning must overcome oppression, be liberating, be ‘humanising’ and emerge from a ‘love for the
world’. Through Critical Pedagogy, the learner must become more ‘conscious’ of their situation
and of how to change it: a process Freire termed ‘conscientisation’. Finally, throughout Freire’s
work, there is a discernible and sometimes forcefully expressed concern with ‘authenticity’. For
Freire, authentic learning is critical, rational and transformative. Modes of learning that are rooted
in oppression and self-interest can only be irrational and based not upon trust but upon deception.
Only modes of learning that lead to emancipation then can truly be regarded as authentic.
In the educational context, ‘authenticity’ means learning in the sense of ‘understanding’ as opposed
to the mechanical memorising-of-facts. This deceptively simple statement obscures complexities of
learner motivation. Pegg and Carr (2010), for example, employing Bourdieu’s (1998) concept of
illusio, have explored the ways in which the learner adapts to the ‘rules-of-the-game’, both espousing
a belief in ‘learning for its own sake’ while operating a personal calculus of optimal outcomes from
the formal educational programme. There are complexities also in the structure of the learning environment. Universities, for instance, are institutions with established ways of doing things, with cultural norms, rules, protocols and hierarchies that have operated over decades. Critical Pedagogy, by
definition, seeks to introduce an alternative set of norms that are not necessarily compatible with
current trends in higher education. Some have explored the difficulties faced by educators who strive
to deliver authentic learning within the necessarily artificial environment of the modern university
(Stein et al., 2004). Others have risen to this challenge by paying close attention to the means by
which ‘authentic learning environments’ can be created via online platforms and through blended
teaching methods (Herrington et al., 2007, 2014). Concerned also with the challenge of ‘authentic
learning’ in the context of increasingly marketised forms of higher education, a new generation of
theorists has developed Critical Pedagogy using pre-Freirean traditions of thought. The ‘Student as
Producer’ movement (Neary and Winn, 2009) has gained traction in some progressively inclined
British universities; particularly at the University of Lincoln, where it is becoming established as the
in-house educational model for social science and humanities curriculums. Pioneering this, Neary
(2013) particularly emphasises the influence of Benjamin (1998) and Vygotsky (1978).
Benjamin (1998) explores the inter-dependencies between the technical aspects of creative production and its consequences for the relationship between artists and writers, and their audiences.
By critiquing the technical modes of creative production that operate within capitalist social relations, artists, no longer believing in their own ‘magic strength’ (Benjamin, 1998: 103), cannot
connect meaningfully with the audience, as a hitherto fixed and fundamentally alienating relationship is deconstructed. As Neary (2013) notes, however, while applying such critical thinking to
educational processes, the limitations of the ‘Student as Producer’ model are brought into sharp
relief when it comes to the question of formal assessment. In particular, he notes that learning outcomes are antithetical to the model in that they can become overly prescriptive, stifling creativity
and undermining ‘critical, open-ended notions of student-centred learning’ (Neary, 2013: 8). The
result is forms of assessment that encourage an instrumental and success-oriented student mentality – the polar opposite of an authentic self-assessment of what has really been learnt. Of course,
this type of problem is acknowledged and addressed elsewhere. Forms of peer-learning and assessment (Boud et al., 1999), dialogue-based modes of assessment feedback (Nicol, 2010), student
self-regulated models of learning (Nicol, 2009) and self-assessment (Orsmond et al., 2002), for
example, all have a central place in the current generation of educational scholarship. Throughout
all these types, assessment is taken to be part of the learning process, rather than as something that
is mechanically ‘attached’ at the end of a programme of learning. Indeed, for this study also, ‘learning’ and ‘assessment’ have been linked and are frequently referred to conjunctly.
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The marketisation that has intensified in higher education in recent years has introduced processes and practices that create obstacles to authentic learning and assessment (Fenton, 2011;
Giroux, 2011; Neary and Winn, 2009). The recent leap in rates of student fees in the United
Kingdom, coupled to a highly individualised ‘student-as-customer’ model, has elevated the ends
(good grades) above the means (the learning process) in unprecedented ways (Bailey and
Freedman, 2011; McGettigan, 2013). The net effect is, as Gibbs (2006) points out, that ‘students
are strategic as never before, and they allocate their time and focus their attention on what they
believe will be assessed and what they believe will gain good grades’. This individualised model
of learning prevails in a highly commoditised system of higher education, even where there is
clear evidence that collective learning strategies based on mutual support and solidarity are more
effective (Burgess-Proctor et al., 2014). However, it is because of this ontological ‘crisis’ in education that Freire’s insistence upon authenticity in learning assumes special importance (Giroux,
2010; Toscano, 2011).

Towards ‘authenticity’ in assessment
Over recent years, there has been an ongoing interest in and development of participative
approaches to academic assessment. There are many reports, for instance, of innovations in
assessment that employ students’ reflections upon their own work and accounts of how they
judge their own performance against agreed standards or through discussion with peers
(Bromley et al., 2007; Mulder et al., 2014; Smith and Sodano, 2011; Stefanou et al., 2013).
While much of this work has focused on the potentially empowering character of such
approaches, some studies have also addressed issues of assessment rigour and reliability (De
Grez et al., 2012; Lindblom-ylänne et al., 2006). A smaller sub-set of studies have also considered approaches to assessment that are more explicitly influenced by Critical Pedagogy in a
higher education setting (e.g. Keesing-Styles, 2003).
Reflecting upon a decade during which radical educational practice had gained currency in
higher education, with alternative forms of assessment increasingly in evidence (e.g. self-assessment, peer-assessment, consultative-assessment and participative-assessment), Reynolds and
Trehan (2000) commented on the relative absence of applications of Critical Pedagogy principles
to assessment methodologies. The result, they argued, was approaches to assessment that remained
either at worst hierarchical in the traditional and didactic sense or, at best, falsely participative
insofar as power relations remained unquestioned. In this situation, the experience of ostensibly
participative assessment for students could be actually disempowering: ‘If self-awareness, consciousness-raising or reflexivity are introduced into the assessment process without power, authority and judgment-making being examined or changed, students have even less control than in more
traditional methods’ (Reynolds and Trehan, 2000: 71).
More recent work echoes these earlier concerns with an emphasis on the learner’s dispositionin-the-world that pushes assessment beyond formal attainment outcomes (Boud, 2014; Kreber,
2014). Still, far more work is needed to establish Critical Pedagogy as an educational philosophy
that can work for assessment. Relating to this issue then, the key interest driving the study reported
here was that of ‘authenticity’ in assessment in relation to Critical Pedagogy. Drawing upon Freire’s
notion of ‘authenticity’ in its interconnected pedagogical and political aspects, it was conceptualised for this research as having the following strategic intentions:
•• To recognise and make more visible the material impact of power relationships in the educational process;
•• To reshape the relationship between teachers and learners;
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•• To facilitate the development of students’ social consciousness as part of the learning
process;
•• To involve dialogue as opposed to what Freire called the ‘banking model’ of education – to
allow teachers and students ultimately to become co-investigators.

The principal aim of this research was to explore whether methods of authentic teaching and
learning that deliberately subvert the conventional student and teacher relationship, that deconstruct the formal educational environment and curriculum and that invite students to question the
standard modes and tropes of formal learning can be combined with demands for clear learning
outcomes and recognised forms of assessment required by university quality assurance processes. Such principles might encourage student learners to be open to personal change through
their learning; be concerned with knowledge and understanding before accreditation success;
develop a deeper understanding of their own life experience, cultural identity, social background
and personal viewpoint as valid in the learning relationship; critique the structures of oppression
and hierarchy that shape the physical, social, cultural and pedagogical aspects of the learning
environment; and to teach as well as learn in the context of a ‘learning-group’ or ‘learningcommunity’. These principles are also the types of outcome – less measurable than the normal
learning outcomes found in standard module specification – that are crucial not just to the intellectual gain of individual learners but to broader aims of collective social and intellectual growth
(McArthur, 2010a). So, it is the challenge for Critical Pedagogy approaches to assessment that
this article responds to, with the notion of ‘authentic learning’ positioned as an ideal. The contribution it offers is a development of our understanding of the practical meanings of authenticity
for assessment and learning in relation to Critical Pedagogy in a concrete setting. It seeks to
answer the following questions. To what extent are applications of Critical Pedagogy principles
in evidence for assessment? Where there is evidence of such principles being applied, to what
extent is authenticity achieved? What are the issues raised? The aim is to develop the concept of
‘authenticity’ that is as central to Critical Pedagogy in assessment as it is to the ongoing learning
process.

Methodology
This is an inquiry into existing practice for assessment in modules in the Faculty of Humanities and
Social Sciences in which principles of Critical Pedagogy are being applied within the humanities
curriculum at the University of Liverpool in the United Kingdom. Eight Year 2 and Year 3 undergraduate modules were used. Interviews with the eight staff members who separately co-ordinate
those modules, to explore how successfully those principles are applied for assessment, were carried out.

Research design
The research used a purposive sampling strategy (Oliver, 2006). The sampling strategy relied upon
the willing participation of colleagues in the Faculty. On 11 February 2014, a call was sent by the
project-lead to staff with leading roles in teaching and learning at each school in the Faculty. This
approach means that it is likely that some modules that would have been relevant to the research
were excluded, simply because module leaders did not read the message, or were unwilling or
unable to respond. In the 3 weeks following the call, details of 12 modules from across the Faculty
were forwarded to the project-lead. The team then met a month after the call, in early March 2014,
to discuss those modules with a view to selecting eight, based on the time constraints. The module
sample was finalised on the following basis:
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•• To include as wide a range of ‘non-traditional’ teaching and assessment methods as practical
(indicated by published teaching and learning/assessment strategies);
•• To include a range of modules committed to the ‘authenticity’ of the student learning process (indicated by the degree to which students play a role in defining the perspectives and
structures of learning adopted in the module);
•• To include a range of modules committed to moving students to action and that promote and
further the causes of social justice and democracy (indicated by both the modes of learning
and assessment and by the substantive content of the module);
•• To include as wide a range of academic disciplines from across the social sciences and
humanities as was practicable.
All eight of the modules included in the study were taught by academic staff who worked with
some level of ‘intuitive’ Critical Pedagogy. The modules that were included on this basis were a
performance module for music students (Module 1); a module on immigration law (Module 2); a
volunteering and experience module for arts students (Module 3); a module enabling law students
to work on real asylum cases (Module 4); a module on community and public involvement for
criminology, social policy and sociology students (Module 5); a module on ethnographic research
in politics for criminology, social policy and sociology students (Module 6); a module on the
global media industry for communications and media students (Module 7); and a work-based
learning module for criminology, social policy and sociology students (Module 8). All of the students on these modules were ‘young’ (18–21 years) full-time undergraduate students.

The interview schedule
The interview schedule was designed to provide a common overall structure for each discussion. It laid
out broad inquiry themes while allowing a degree of latitude for exploration of important or interesting
themes that emerged. The interviewers used the following schedule for each interview. (1) What do
you understand by ‘Critical Pedagogy’? (2) Did anyone’s work, or a particular tradition inspire you?
(3) Why do you assess in the way you do? (4) What were your thoughts when you designed this module assessment, considering the following: reflecting the student’s ‘lived reality’, outside normal structures of learning; allowing students to be ‘free learners’ (i.e. not passive recipients of knowledge);
moving students to action and involvement in the world; and challenging inequality? (5) Please talk to
us through what you do in terms of non-traditional assessment. (6) What kinds of activities and/or
learning strategies are organised to support the assessment? (7) What problems have you faced in
applying these approaches? (8) How does this approach to teaching fit with your research work? (9)
How successful do you consider the module assessment to have been, considering the following:
reflecting the student’s ‘lived reality’, outside normal structures of learning; allowing students to be
‘free learners’ (i.e. not passive recipients of knowledge); moving students to action and involvement in
the world; and challenging inequality? (10) What are your observations of how students from different
social backgrounds experience the module assessment? (11) What kinds of student feedback do you
typically get? (12) Have there been any issues or complaints from students about the form of assessment? (13) Have there been any problems of student participation in learning arising from these
approaches? (14) Have there been any institutional barriers to the assessment approaches you have
adopted? (15) What do you think could have been done to overcome those barriers?

Analysis
The interviews were conducted by the students who were part of the research team in May 2014.
Interview transcripts were then analysed to allow major themes to be delineated and key responses
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across those themes to be compared and contrasted. Illustrative quotes reproduced in the analysis
use the same module number indicated here to tag those quotes. Thus, the tag (I1: ‘interview 1’)
indicates a quote from the module leader of the performance module for music students and so on.

Findings
Awareness of Critical Pedagogy
Most module leaders had no detailed understanding of the tradition of Critical Pedagogy. Two were
aware of Freire’s work, and one expressed familiarity with Henry Giroux’s work (although not his
work on Critical Pedagogy). However, all of the participants did report motivations for developing
particular approaches to teaching that corresponded closely to aspects of Critical Pedagogy. The
leader of the performance module for music students, for example, reported that he had read critiques of the ‘banking model’ since being asked to participate in the research and noted a natural
affinity with this approach and the way he taught music:
I had no idea there was such a thing … so I’ve looked it up, and as I understand it, it is the assumption that
a student changes from being an object to fill with information to an active participant. Now, the reason
why I’ve never heard of it is because you cannot fill somebody with the knowledge as to how to play the
violin. It doesn’t work that way, never has done, never will. (I1)

Authenticity and the learning process
A key theme that emerged from the interviews was that the complexity and contradictions that
students face in the real world are less easily captured in traditional learning strategies. A unanimous response was that student-led research work in particular opened up a rich process of social
inquiry. As one noted, what students commonly find in their investigations into local politics is that
‘… things are not always as simple as they seem and the lines e draw are not as obvious and clear
when we actually come to engage with practices’ (I7).
Moreover, where the project or research problem itself throws up unexpected findings or problems, a reflexive element in the assessment can allow students to use this as part of a learning
process. ‘If [something] broke down, that could be written about. So, there is that opportunity to
reflect on why it didn’t work. The fact that there is that reflective element mitigates that problem’
(I3). This kind of reflexive practice was incorporated into four of the modules.
There was also a general awareness that the traditional techniques and skills students are
taught within academic disciplines can be very limiting. The process of music performance, for
example, by definition involves both autonomous learning and an element that is important for
authenticity in Critical Pedagogy approaches: the ability to be autonomous. For some, encouraging creativity also ensured that each student developed an independent and even unique
approach to their work.
A majority argued that developing a range of assessments was crucial to enabling a more open
and inclusive style of learning. As one noted,
What I assess is the process, rather than the end result. What needs to happen is that the teacher and the
pupil need to understand how you get to be good, and that is an assessment of the process. The process is
where the work is. (I1)

Some argued explicitly that more traditional forms of assessment are less authentic to students,
simply because they tend to be removed from their cultural experience.
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Active learning
For the majority of participants, practical engagement with the world was crucial to developing
alternatives to traditional ways of teaching. Indeed, two noted that they incorporated elements of
their teaching which involved students in building the curriculum. In those two modules, students
were asked about the particular skills they felt they needed to work on, and a workshop around
those skills was then designed into the schedule. In one, open ‘learning cafés’ are used for which
student-groups have an appointment with their tutor to discuss progress on the course in more
general, unstructured, terms. Another participant reported that their module used student fieldwork
in a manner that facilitated active learning. The majority of participants noted that the relationship
between students’ personal experience and the subject matter at hand was intimately connected to
creating opportunities for critical reflection in the classroom. Indeed, for some, it was as important
for students to critique their own experience-based knowledge as it was for them to simply to draw
upon that experience.

Motivating students to action
Participants were asked about the extent to which they invited students to actively engage in the
world, particularly on issues of social justice and equality. All eight said that the teaching and
assessment styles used in the various modules were important in motivating students to action.
Some also reported that raising awareness around a series of social and political issues did lead to
student-activism. Considering also the educator, teaching in a truly critical sense requires that they
challenge their own perceptions or assumptions. For example, one module leader highlighted the
need to challenge how to conceptualise ‘student engagement’ in the first instance:
… for some people, keeping a family together is the most political activity to engage in. It can be incredibly
difficult, particularly if you live in a bad area where things are difficult, resources are stretched, asking
them to engage over and above with political issues is a very difficult thing to do, because they’re very
insecure you know financially, socially insecure; they don’t have the security to say ‘actually I’m free
tonight and I’m going to go off and campaign’ about whatever. Many do … so that’s also to be highly
respected. But you should also respect those who don’t … we shouldn’t necessarily say action comes in
one particular form. It takes many different types of forms and lots of things can be political when you
think about it. (I7)

For those module leaders that administrated student placements in external organisations (three
in the sample), social action was often about mutual exchange and co-operation in the community.
In one module, a community organisation was invited to participate in the assessment as part of a
mutual learning process. These members of staff all noted that it was also important that students
were encouraged to think critically about the organisation they were collaborating with.

Critical Pedagogy as transformative practice
All of the module leaders claimed a personal transformative potential for their teaching approaches.
This transformative potential was explained in two broad senses: first, as enabling students to
move beyond the perspectives that had resulted from their background or social position; second,
as supporting students’ growth in personal confidence, rising to challenges beyond the formal programme, that they had previously found daunting. Two participants were cautious about a simplistic, ‘top-down’ and essentially inauthentic approach to transforming students’ social awareness or
consciousness. One, for instance, talked about the dangers of reproducing a ‘socially aware’ but
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nonetheless banking-type model of teaching. For the second sense of transformative impact, module leaders reported a marked difference in the confidence of students as their module progressed.
As one teacher put it,
Going into court can be quite a daunting thing … Once they’ve done it, it has an impact on students’
confidence … so there is an anxiety about it and then the overcoming [of that anxiety] and then there’s the
strength in the overcoming which is quite nice to see. (I5)

This theme of personal transformation of different types recurred throughout all of the interviews. Six interviewees reported that they could clearly see students change their minds about
issues they engaged with and could also see how their perspectives changed when confronted with
‘the unfamiliar’ in a learning situation. Indeed, for some students, this could be radicalising as they
shed long-held beliefs.

Institutional barriers
For most modules, room facilities were seen as a key barrier to developing alternative learning and
assessment approaches. Three participants reported that facilities were wholly inadequate for what
they were trying to achieve in the classroom. Another pressure noted was the structure of the university year. One pointed out that the semesterised system, with a requirement that teaching be
carried out across two semesters of 12 weeks, was not flexible enough to achieve a level of interaction that would produce the best results. A rigid application of anonymous marking also caused
problems for authentic assessment strategies. The unconventional nature of the assessments in
most cases required that more time be allowed to support the students who were unconfident about
these types of learning and assessment. In some modules, the formative nature of the work, for
example, meant that ongoing developmental feedback in workshops was time intensive. In modules that employed collaborative relationships in the community, there were additional time and
resource pressures.

Student resistance
For most of the participants, key barriers to developing authentic learning included the expectations and commitment of students themselves. As one noted, the idea that being an ‘autonomous
learner’ was an option to be offered to students made little sense. In other words, students, in the
experience of this module leader, had to be forced to be ‘autonomous learners’. The module was
set up in a way that if students did not engage in autonomous learning strategies, they would not be
able to pass the module. Others related this issue to the context of a marketised university system
in which students expect learning strategies and resources to be ‘delivered’, and in which students
expect learning to be less rather than more autonomous.
A majority of the module leaders also reported that students typically found their module more
challenging than other modules. Half of the sample noted that although students tend to find their
module highly rewarding, at the outset, the intensity of the work was a source of student complaints: ‘We get: “It’s a lot of work.” We get “It’s a real shock to the system. I knew it would be a
shock, but it’s more of a shock than I imagined”’ (I4).
Four reported that they had to deal with student antipathy to, or fear of, a new style of learning
and assessment. This anxiety means that the module leader is required to dedicate more time to
reassuring students in classroom discussion. ‘I think it’s because it’s unusual, they haven’t really
come across it. So, I do spend quite a lot of time in the seminars saying: have you got any questions
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about the assessment?’ (I2). In the case of the modules that involved fieldwork-based assessments,
it was reported that students simply feared being out of the classroom and encountering different
organisational settings. Another problem was student concerns about inconsistencies of marking
standards across modules. On some modules, students were worried that a higher standard of work
was required, or that the marking criteria would be different from other modules.
All of the module leaders reported recording consistently high and above average levels of student achievement in their feedback. They all noted that their modules tended to see relatively high
levels of student performance. In three modules, the results were typically higher than any other
module in the department. As one noted, ‘It’s down on the left-hand columns and it’s very, very
embarrassing. I mean, any single sheet is all down the left-hand column … “Excellent, excellent,
excellent, excellent …” every single sheet, every year’ (I1).
One module leader reported that some weak students tended to do better because they responded
to the social relevance of their work on the module. The preparedness of students for different
forms of assessment and different learning strategies was reported by another as dependent upon
the extent to which they have experienced them earlier in their degree programme. In this sense,
Critical Pedagogy approaches, even where they are not explicit, applied extensively across a programme can help to prepare students for explicitly alternative forms of module assessment later on.

Conclusion
To summarise, the findings of this research were that none of the participants explicitly applied
Critical Pedagogy to their assessments, that all of the participants applied approaches that conformed implicitly to aspects of Critical Pedagogy and that there were examples found of students
being involved in curriculum design. For the purposes of assessment in many cases, students were
encouraged to develop their own approaches to complex challenges, reflect personally upon their
own development and learning, reflect upon their own ‘lived realities’ for the purpose of assessment and learning, address questions of power and hierarchy in learning contexts, consider their
own personal learning constraints and critique dominant ways of interpreting the world.
All of the module leaders worked with some level of ‘intuitive’ Critical Pedagogy, even if they
did not follow a particular author or refer to a specific pedagogic school of thought. Within the
sample, a range of innovative ways of enhancing learning could be identified that unconsciously
applied some of the core values of Critical Pedagogy in their assessment design. In many cases,
the object of those assessment strategies was to enable students to play a part in developing their
own approaches to complex questions, and even to define research questions and shape the topics
of inquiry themselves. Alternatively, the key motivation was to allow students to reflect upon their
personal development and skills acquisition. Participants reported that student-led research work
opened up a rich process of social inquiry. Two of the modules involved students in building the
curriculum themselves. Continuous reflexivity, for example, aimed to enhance students’ experience of the learning process. In some of the modules, students were required to use their own
interpretations of their social environment. In others, they were required to critically assess their
own life experience in order to gain a better understanding of the perspectives of other social
groups.
There were explicit claims across the modules analysed that teaching and assessment approaches
were challenging the traditional relationship between students and teachers, enabling the learner to
reflect on power differentials in the educational arena. For some, this meant that such power differentials were explored in collaborative project work with tutors, with other students and with
community organisations. These modules were also described as offering students a potentially
transformative learning experience by providing opportunities to overcome the intellectual and
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emotional constraints arising from their background or social position. For others, the transformative process occurred simply by giving students the confidence to deal with novel and difficult
assessment tasks. The majority were explicitly committed to allowing students to critique dominant
ways of seeing the world. Resonating with Kreber’s (2014) emphasis on unfamiliar experience – or
‘the strange’ – as an aspect of authentic learning, this meant that their understandings of the social
world were challenged. Indeed, for some, introducing an understanding of the social and political
dimensions of their subject in ways that identify power and oppression was their key motivation.
Limitations need to be acknowledged. This study is not representative in design. The sample was
purposive and based on a broadly uncritical acceptance of responses to the call-out for participants.
No requirement was imposed upon the respondents to justify their decision to include themselves in
the research. The reliance on staff responses to the research call-out does mean that some modules
of relevance might have been overlooked, again emphasising the non-representative character of the
sample. The type of evidence considered is that of participant testimony. The participants were
interviewed for their own perspectives regarding approaches to assessment within their modules. In
that sense, the research relied upon participants’ opinions of their own practice and of their students’
responses to and experience of that practice. No interviews were conducted with students to validate
the accounts given. In particular, this means that assessments of student performance and experience
were wholly reliant on the views of these tutors. While valid as perceptions within a purely interpretive study, these participant assessments would need further verification independently of this testimony to enable claims for pedagogical efficacy to be made with confidence. The study was also
university- and discipline-specific. Further work will be needed to strengthen the evidence base for
the conclusions reached here. Crucially, research with students on these types of modules would be
important to validate the perspectives offered by these participants.
As has been argued, there are considerable structural barriers to the application of Critical
Pedagogy in the modern university. Noting the warnings by Reynolds and Trehan (2000) previously alluded to, regarding the danger of inauthentic (and therefore oppressive) forms of participative assessment, the problem that always confronts a subverting culture entering a dominant culture
is that the former will lose its autonomy to the latter. In that scenario, attempts to impose student
participation for teaching and assessment can lead to inauthentic ‘mimic-type’ forms of Critical
Pedagogy. The participants were generally aware that this was a potential problem, and some questions were raised in relation to processes of incorporation. It is important to note, then, that all of
the modules included in this study were designed by staff members who were individually (or collectively in their departments) very committed to developing non-traditional learning strategies.
None of the participants felt that the Critical Pedagogy aspects of the modules identified in this
research had been directly encouraged by the institution at Faculty or University level; however
(and importantly), neither were they discouraged. Still, these module leaders did not generally feel
supported by the institutional environment in their attempts to pursue alternative forms of assessment. Indeed, a series of unintended institutional conditions restricted critical assessment
approaches. These included a lack of appropriate room facilities, the structure of the university
year and the rigid application of anonymous marking. None of these would generally be regarded
as problems within more traditional modules. These conditions merely reflect that fact that despite
frequently stated commitments to inclusivity for education, explicit Critical Pedagogy orientations
are not mainstreamed in the university system. Participants were also aware of the more general
problem of seeking transformative forms of learning and assessment practice in a system that is in
many ways increasingly inclined away from Critical Pedagogy. Validating Neary’s (2013) concerns regarding problems created by an exclusive emphasis on learning outcomes, these module
leaders were acutely aware also of the importance of their emphasis on the process of learning,
rather than adopting a simple reliance on the measurement of outcomes.

Serrano et al.

19

As we have seen, Gibbs (2006) has drawn attention to the levels of student instrumentality that
have been raised by the marketisation of higher education. Indeed, a significant area of difficulty
described by the participants was that of how students themselves responded to some of the assessment approaches employed. At the same time, it was precisely the possibility that their assessment
results might be compromised by a new and challenging (even though authentic) form of assessment that makes students nervous and in some cases unwilling to engage in those modules. The
marketisation and commoditisation of higher education, however, have made it simultaneously
more difficult and more important to pursue principles of Critical Pedagogy. Again, this was a
contradiction that participants were well aware of. Yet there are practical advantages to offering
assessments based on principles of Critical Pedagogy that can resist some of the worst effects of
marketised education. Assessments that depend upon a high level of authentic and original student
work, especially those that involve students formulating their own research questions, are not those
in which students can simply draw upon standard texts. In an increasingly results-focused system
of higher education, self-directed learning strategies allow the process of learning to be valued,
rather than the grade alone. That said, in terms of the final grading of students, it is also clear that
students, on those modules, did perform very well; indeed, based on these testimonies, students
often performed better overall than on more traditional modules, supporting the findings on this
theme by Burgess-Proctor et al. (2014). Intriguingly, this suggests that applications of Critical
Pedagogy may even help to bridge the gap between authentic learning and authentic assessment.
In so doing, it may help us to meet the challenge identified by Pegg and Carr (2010), created by the
ways in which students learn the ‘rules of the game’ as they move from the processes of learning
towards its end-goals.
In conclusion, and on the strength of the findings from this research, it seems that formal assessment, rather than necessarily presenting an limiting boundary for Critical Pedagogy, may be an
area that could benefit greatly from a more explicit application of its core values and working
principles. If so, Critical Pedagogy approaches may offer an important route to maintaining not
only high-quality educational experience and authentic learning for students but also new
approaches to assessment that can work albeit under increasingly inclement conditions.
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Listen

American Accent
As educators who teach social justice education, we often struggle with student resistance to new and
challenging critical frameworks. In this essay, we address students directly and offer guidelines for
constructive engagement. These guidelines address common barriers such as: lack of intellectual
humility, conﬂating opinions with informed knowledge, relying on anecdotal evidence, inattentiveness
to positionality, and valuing grades over comprehension. The essay includes vignettes and examples
that illustrate each of these guidelines, as well as a glossary and discussion questions that can be
taken up in class.
Keywords: social justice education; learning strategies; student resistance
The struggle has always been inner, and is played out in outer terrains. Awareness of our situation
must come before inner changes, which in turn come before changes in society. Nothing happens in
the "real" world unless it ﬁrst happens in the images in our heads.
Gloria Anzaldúa (2009, p. 310)
If you are reading this essay, you are likely enrolled in a course that takes a critical stance. By critical
stance we mean those academic ﬁelds (including social justice, critical pedagogy, multicultural
education, anti-racist, postcolonial, and feminist approaches) that operate from the perspective that
knowledge is socially constructed and that education is a political project embedded within a network
of social institutions that reproduce inequality.
In your course, you will be studying key concepts such as socialization, oppression, privilege, and
ideology and doing coursework that challenges your worldview by suggesting that you may not be as
"open-minded" as you may have thought. You are encountering evidence that inequality not only
exists, but is deeply structured into society in ways that secure its reproduction. You are also
beginning to realize that, contrary to what you have always been taught, categories of difference
(such as gender, race, and class) rather than merit alone, do matter and contribute signiﬁcantly to
people's experiences and life opportunities.

When confronted with evidence of inequality that challenges our identities, we often respond with
resistance; we want to deﬂect this unsettling information and protect a world view that is more
comforting. This is especially true if we believe in justice and see ourselves as living a life that
supports it. Forms that resistance takes include silence, withdrawal, immobilizing guilt, feeling overly
hopeless or overly hopeful, rejection, anger, sarcasm, and argumentation. These reactions are not
surprising because mainstream narratives reinforce the idea that society overall is fair, and that all we
need to overcome injustice is to be nice and treat everyone the same. Yet while comforting, these
platitudes are woefully out-of-sync with scholarly research about how society is structured. The
deeply-held beliefs that inform our emotional responses make studying and teaching from a critical
stance very difﬁcult. Further complicating the challenges of facilitating social justice content, many
instructors who teach these courses occupy marginalized identities, which add more layers that we
will discuss later in this essay (c.f. Dlamini, 2002; King, 1991; Schick & St. Denis, 2003; Williams &
Evans-Winters, 2005).
In addition to being asked to question ideology that is deeply internalized and taken for granted,
critical engagement rarely provides concrete solutions. This ambiguity can lead to frustration, for our
K--12 schooling (especially in Canada and the United States) has conditioned us to seek clear and
unambiguous answers. In other projects we have taken on some of these forms of resistance and
provided strategies for responding to them (c.f. DiAngelo & Sensoy, 2009, 2010, 2014; Sensoy &
DiAngelo, 2012). In this essay, we pull these various strategies together and offer an overall
framework for critical engagement. We draw on research and our years of practice teaching social
justice content and share the vignettes and guidelines that have been most effective for our own
students. A glossary of key terms used can be found at the end of this essay.
An Open Letter to Students
Courses that address social justice and inequality through a critical lens often challenge mainstream
understandings and thus bring to the surface patterns and tensions that other courses do not
(Gallavan, 2000; Kincheloe, 2008). We believe that this is due, primarily, to two key reasons:
The ﬁrst is that many of us are underprepared to engage in the course content in scholarly ways.
Basic study habits, reading comprehension, writing skills, vocabulary, and critical thinking are often
underdeveloped in college students. Ironically, much of this is due to structural inequalities that
courses like these try to address. For example, political and economic pressures on schools to focus
on standardized testing have resulted in moves away from intellectual curiosity, critical thinking, and
engagement with ambiguity and towards creating conforming and compliant students who can
memorize the "one right answer" to pass the test. Differences in the kinds of schooling we receive and
the differential futures they prepare us for are based on structural inequalities related to our race,
class, gender and other social locations. These differentials affect our preparation for college and
university-level engagement and are examples of the kind of inequalities that social justice oriented
courses address. The ultimate goal of social justice education is to enable us to recognize structural
inequalities in ways that prepare us to change them. However, the socio-political context of schooling
makes critical engagement challenging for many students, and this challenge is heightened when the
topics under study are politically and emotionally charged.
This leads to the second reason that courses that address social justice and inequality bring to the
surface patterns and tensions that other courses do not: most of us have very strong feelings and
opinions about the topics examined in social justice courses (such as racism, sexism, and
homophobia). These opinions often surface through claims such as:

"People should be judged by what they do, not the color of their skin"
"I accept people for who they are"
"I see people as individuals"
"It's focusing on difference that divides us"
"My parents taught me that all people are equal"
"I always treat everyone the same"
"I've been discriminated against so I don't have any privilege"
"Our generation is more open-minded"
"I have friends from all races and we are all ﬁne with each other"
"I don't think race and gender make any difference -- as long as you work hard"
"It's White males who are the minority now"
"Women are just as sexist as men"
While these opinions are deeply held and appear to be "common sense" truth (and not opinion at all),
they are predictable, simplistic, and misinformed, given the large body of research examining social
relations. Yet, the relentless repetition of these ideas in the mainstream makes them seem true, and
allows us to form strongly held opinions without being particularly educated on the issues (Sensoy &
DiAngelo, 2012). Indeed, where we are members of dominant groups (e.g. if we are men, Whites,
cisgender, able-bodied), we will almost certainly have a superﬁcial understanding because that is the
primary message made available to us through mainstream society. Where we are members of
minoritized groups (e.g. if we are women, People of Color, transgender, People with disabilities), we
may have a deeper personal understanding of social inequality and how it works, but may not have
the scholarly language to discuss it in an academic context.
Further, it is a rare individual who is dominant in all key social groups, or conversely is minoritized in
all key social groups. Yet messages that circulate in mainstream society do not prepare most of us to
conceptualize or develop the language to discuss our intersecting identities in any depth. Take for
example the intersection of race and class and consider a White woman who lives in poverty. While
she will face many class barriers, she will not face racism. Yet a poor White woman--while not facing
racism--will face barriers related to her gender--sexism--that a poor White man will not. For example,
she will be more likely to be held responsible for the care of her children, she will be more likely to
earn less than a man, and she will be more at risk for male violence, all of which increase the burden
of poverty.Yet mainstream culture tends to present poverty as if there is a collective and shared
experience of "the poor."
Without practice and study beyond what we absorb in our daily living, we are ill prepared to
understand social group injustices. Therefore, our perspectives on issues like poverty and social
inequality are necessarily lacking--and especially so if we ourselves are not poor. These perspectives
include the idea that if we don't believe in things such as social inequality, then we don't participate in

them. Mainstream culture prevents us from understanding a central tenet of social justice education:
society is structured in ways that make us all complicit in systems of inequality; there is no neutral
ground. Thus an effective critical social justice course will unsettle mainstream perspectives and
institutional discourses, challenge our views about ourselves, what we think we know about society,
how it works, and our place in it.
Unfortunately, when we are new to the examination of social relations, we only know one way to
respond to ideas studied in the course: "If the professor is saying that I participate in systems of
injustice (such as racism), s/he is saying that I am a bad person (a racist)." Later, we should come to
understand that this is not what our professors are saying, and that binary ways of conceptualizing
these issues (good/bad, racist/not-racist) are part of what prevents us from seeing them.
In sum, the combination of under-developed academic skills, difﬁcult theoretical concepts, and highly
charged political content that is absent of complex analysis in mainstream culture, all of which is
embedded within an institutional context that is structured to reproduce inequality, make these
courses very challenging for most of us. Yet basing our knowledge on such sources as personal
opinions, self-concepts, anecdotal evidence, hearsay, intuition, family teachings, popular platitudes,
limited relationships, personal experiences, exceptions, and mainstream media is insufﬁcient for
understanding and responding constructively to social injustice.
Therefore, to maximize your learning of social justice content, we offer the following guidelines:
1. Strive for intellectual humility.
2. Recognize the difference between opinions and informed knowledge.
3. Let go of personal anecdotal evidence and look at broader societal patterns.
4. Notice your own defensive reactions and attempt to use these reactions as entry points for
gaining deeper self-knowledge.
5. Recognize how your own social positionality (such as your race, class, gender, sexuality, abilitystatus) informs your perspectives and reactions to your instructor and those whose work you study
in the course.
In what follows, we explain these guidelines in more depth and how they can help you engage
constructively with social justice content.
A Story: The Question of Planets
Imagine: You are in a course that fulﬁlls a university science requirement. The professor holds a Ph.D.
in Astronomy. He has written several books, is widely published in academic journals, and has a
national reputation in his ﬁeld. The course objectives include deﬁning terms used in modern
Astronomy and exposure to the practices, methodology, and concepts of the discipline. The professor
is reviewing the assigned readings, which present the most established theories in the ﬁeld. He
overviews the scientiﬁc community's discussion of the number of planets and states that based on the
criteria for what constitutes a planet, only 8 planets are ofﬁcially recognized in our solar system.
One of the students raises his hand and insists that there are actually 9 planets because that is what
he learned in school. He has seen many books with pictures of the planets, and there are always 9.
As further evidence, he recites the mnemonic he learned to pass all his science tests: "My Very
Educated Mother Just Served Us Nine Pizzas." He states that he had a map of the sky in his

bedroom as a child and it showed 9 planets. Further, he says, his parents taught him that there were
9 planets and many of his friends also agree that there are 9. He spent his childhood camping out and
looking up at the sky and identifying constellations, so he has experience in astronomy. The professor
tries to explain to the student that to engage with the planet controversy one must ﬁrst demonstrate
understanding of the criteria for what constitutes a planet, but he is cut off by the student, who
declares, "Well, that's your opinion. My opinion is that there are 9."
The professor tries once more to explain that what he presents in regard to the number of planets is
not his opinion, but knowledge based on the scholarly community's established criteria for what
deﬁnes a planet. Although at one time astronomers believed that Pluto qualiﬁed as a planet, as with
all disciplines, their knowledge evolved. With the discovery of new information and further study they
now understand that Pluto doesn't meet the criteria of a planet, in large part due to its shape. This is
not an opinion, the professor repeats, but Astronomical theories that have resulted from ongoing
research and study. The student replies, "I don't care if Pluto is square, diamond-shaped, or shaped
like a banana, it's a planet, and there are 9 planets."
How likely is it that the majority of the class thinks our hypothetical astronomy student is raising a
credible point? Would the class admire him for standing up to the professor and expressing the same
understanding they had (but were too hesitant to bring up)? Even if his peers did share his view, that
would not make his argument valid. It is more likely that he would be seen as having some academic
challenges, as somewhat immature, and perhaps even disrespectful. It may even be assumed that he
might have trouble passing the class.
Guideline 1: Strive for Intellectual Humility
Our hypothetical student is representative of many of students we encounter; he has not done the
readings or has trouble understanding what he's read; he has limited knowledge but is resistant to
increasing it; he clings to the same worldview he came into the course with; and he is overly-conﬁdent
about his position. Scholars have referred to these patterns as a form of willful ignorance (Baker,
1990; deCastell, 1993, 2004; Dei, Karumanchery & Karumanchery-Luik, 2004; Schick, 2000). In our
experience, students who have trouble understanding what they read seldom re-read, read more
slowly, use a dictionary to look up new words, or ask their professors to explain difﬁcult passages.
Standardized testing and the punishment and reward system of grades are major contributors to
these habits, as they have created a school culture that rewards conformity and single, correct
answers over intellectual curiosity and risk-taking. Yet critical social justice education demands a
different kind of engagement than most of us have been prepared for in our previous schooling.
Another challenge to intellectual humility is that many of us see social science content as "soft
science" and therefore value-laden and subjective. On the other hand, the natural sciences such as
astronomy are seen as "hard science" and therefore value-neutral and objective. Because of the
presumed neutrality of the natural sciences, we are unlikely to argue with astronomy ﬁndings until we
have some mastery in the ﬁeld--knowing that we might not fully understand the concepts and theories
presented. We are more likely to focus on gaining a basic understanding and not on whether we
agree or disagree. If we perform poorly on tests, we might feel frustrated with the professor or
material as being "too hard," but still recognize our own lack of knowledge as the primary cause of the
poor performance.
Yet in the study of the social sciences--and particularly when the topic is social inequality--the
behavior of our imaginary astronomy student is not unusual. In fact, it is common for students to

argue with professors prior to achieving mastery of the concepts and theories presented.
Furthermore, students frequently cite anecdotal evidence to support their arguments and dismiss
course content prior to engaging with the research. And unfortunately, students who "disagree with"
social justice content are often taken seriously by classmates --even seen as a kind of hero for
speaking up to the professor. Seeing the study of social inequality as a form of subjective scholarship,
these students put it on par with their own personal opinions and dismiss it out of hand.
In academia (including the social and natural sciences), in order for an argument to be considered
legitimate (such as how many planets there are, and whether or not racism exists), it must stand up to
scrutiny by others who are specialists in the ﬁeld. This scrutiny is called peer review. Peer review is
the process by which theories and the research they are based on are examined by other scholars in
the ﬁeld who question, reﬁne, deepen, challenge, and complicate the arguments, expanding the
collective knowledge base of the ﬁeld. Just as the astronomy professor's teachings are more than his
"personal opinions," social justice professors' teachings are more than their personal opinions. Both
instructors are presenting concepts that have undergone peer review. The overall evidence, theories,
arguments, and analysis presented in class are rooted in the peer review process.
Most of us--especially when in introductory critical social justice courses--have seldom previously
encountered--much less understood enough to "disagree with" --the scholars we read. Although some
of us may bring important ﬁrst-hand experiences to the issues (such as being a member of a
particular minoritized group under study), we too can beneﬁt from grappling with any theoretical
framework before debating it. For the beginner, grappling with the concepts is the ﬁrst step. To
facilitate doing so, practice the following:
* Read the assigned material carefully. Look up vocabulary words and terminology that are new to
you. Accept that you may need to read all or part of the material more than once. Consider reading
passages out loud or taking notes of key points as you read. Practice using new terms in class.
* If there are terms or concepts you are still unsure about, raise them in class. It is likely that you are
not alone in your confusion. Assume that your instructors appreciate questions that demonstrate
engagement and curiosity, rather than apathy and silence that make it difﬁcult to assess student
needs.
* Strive to see the connections to ideas and concepts already studied. This will help with your recall,
critcal thinking, and ability to see the "big picture."
* Focus on understanding rather than agreement. Consider whether "I disagree" may actually mean "I
don't understand," and if so, work on understanding. Remember, understanding a concept does not
require you to agree with it.
* Practice posing questions. Because most students have been socialized to care more about getting
the answers right and less about comprehension, we may fear that asking questions will reveal that
we don't know the answers. Thus, we may make bold statements that lack intellectual humility. These
statements could be more usefully framed as questions.
* Be patient and willing to grapple with new and difﬁcult ideas. "Grappling with" ideas means to
receive, reﬂect upon, practice articulating, and seek deeper understanding; grappling is not debate or
rejection. The goal is to move us beyond the mere sharing of opinions and toward more informed
engagement.

One place where grappling often falls short is in small-group work. For most instructors, the goal of
small-group work is for students to spend time thinking through difﬁcult ideas with others in order to
deepen understanding and share insights. In addition to the speciﬁc prompts and questions that the
instructor has given, all of the following could be taken up in small-group work:
* Asking clarifying questions of each other
* Making connections to other readings
* Identifying key concepts and deﬁning terms
* Generating examples that illustrate the concepts under study
* Identifying patterns
* Developing questions
* Questioning relationships between concepts
* Discussing the implications for your own life and work
* Practicing articulating the ideas introduced in the course in order to clarify and increase your comfort
discussing them with others
* Identifying and discussing challenging passages
Yet instructors often encounter small groups who are merely reinforcing their previous opinions, have
moved on to engage in off-topic social banter, or are sitting in silence, checking email or texting
because they are "ﬁnished" discussing the topic at hand. From an academic perspective, a small
group should never be "done" talking about any topic they are given. Scholars have spent their
careers developing these concepts, and a limited number of class minutes is not adequate to ﬁnish
working through and understanding them. If you ﬁnd yourself at a standstill, work through the bulleted
list above, or ask your instructor for some prompts and check in about how you are doing in your
comprehension.
Guideline 2: Everyone has an Opinion. Opinions are not the Same as Informed Knowledge
One of the biggest challenges to attaining Guideline 1--intellectual humility--is the emphasis placed in
mainstream culture on the value of opinion. Mainstream culture has normalized the idea that because
everyone has an opinion, all opinions are equally valid. For example, local news and radio shows
regularly invite callers to share their opinions about questions ranging from "Do you think so-and-so is
guilty?" to "Should immigration be restricted?" Reality shows invite us to vote on the best singer or
dancer, implying that our opinions are equal to the opinions of professional dancers, singers,
choreographers, and producers. While we might have an informed opinion, our response certainly
does not depend on one. Thus we can easily be fooled into confusing opinion (which everyone has)
with informed knowledge (which few have without ongoing practice and study).
Because of this socialization, many of us unwittingly bring the expectation for opinion-sharing into the
academic classroom. However, in academia, opinion is the weakest form of intellectual engagement.
When our comprehension is low and critical thinking skills underdeveloped, expressing our opinion is

the easiest response. All of us hold opinions on a topic before we enter a course (as our astronomy
student did), and these opinions don't require us to understand the issues or engage with the course
readings at all. Therefore, expressing our opinions simply rehearses what we already think and
doesn't require us to expand, question, or go beneath our ideas. If we aren't interested in reading
what we have been assigned, or do not understand what we have read, the easiest thing to do is to
point to a passage in the text and give a personal opinion about it (e.g., "I loved it when the author
said that men dominate because it reminded me of an experience I had "), or use it to reject the
reading out of hand (e.g., "The author said White people have privilege. I totally disagree with that
because I know someone who didn't get a job because he's White!").
When we make academic claims based on anecdotal evidence with regard to the concepts studied-for example claiming, "Now there is reverse racism" --we are in effect expressing an opinion that is
not supported by scholarly evidence. We would not use opinion in astronomy class and believe it
unlikely that a student arguing that she or he disagrees with Stephen Hawking on a matter of
astronomy would have her or his position taken seriously, much less feel free to make such a claim to
begin with. Yet in the social justice classroom, scholars such as Peggy McIntosh, Michel Foucault,
and Beverly Tatum are regularly "disagreed with" well before comprehension of their work is
mastered. Consider how our astronomy student's understanding of planets--as well as his
understanding of science as an ever-evolving ﬁeld--could deepen if he was able to engage with
current theories about what constitutes a planet. Unfortunately, our hypothetical student's attachment
to his previously held beliefs precludes this possibility.
Because of these tendencies, professors who teach from a critical social justice stance sometimes
"shut down" opinion-sharing. This curtailing of the sharing of opinions in class is often perceived as
breaking a social rule: "I have the right to my opinion and denying me that right is unfair." Of course
we have a right to our opinions. But our academic goals are not to simply express our pre-existing
opinions; our goals are to engage with scholarly evidence and develop the theoretical tools with which
to gain a more complex understanding of social phenomena. Yet let us be clear--we do want students
to offer opinions in order to reﬂect on and examine them; opening one's opinions to examination is not
the same as simply expressing them.
In order to move beyond the level of previously-held opinions, practice the following:
* Reﬂect on your reasons for pursuing higher education. Many students would say they are going to
university or college in order to secure a good career. However, your longevity and success in that
career will depend on your critical thinking skills and the depth and breadth of your general knowledge
base. How might allowing your worldview to be stretched and challenged actually serve your furture
career interests?
* Recognize that you do not have to agree with concepts under study in order to learn from them. Let
go of the idea that you must agree with a concept you are studying in order for it to be valid or "worth
learning."
* Practice posing open-ended questions rather than closed questions that invite yes/ no responses or
debate. Closed questions often begin with "Should" or "Do you agree" (e.g., "Should schools ban
soda machines?" or "Do you agree that opportunity is not equal?"). The limitation of these questions
is that the debate format does not leave much room for examining grey areas or grappling with
complexities. Closed questions can also be answered with an easy yes or no which prevents a
nuanced engagement with complex issues.

* Practice developing quality questions. For example, using John Taylor Gatto's "Seven Lesson
Schoolteacher" (1992), strong questions could include: "Consider Gatto's argument that all teachers
teach the 7 lessons. On a continuum from 'Yes absolutely' on one end, to 'No absolutely not' on the
other, position yourself in relation to his argument. Explain why you have positioned yourself there."
Use phrases such as, "Under what conditions " and "To what extent "; For example, "Under what
conditions might we avoid teaching Gatto's lessons?" "To what extent does the school curriculum
inﬂuence teacher autonomy?" Use the course readings to support your position. Questions connected
to texts should require familiarity with the text to answer. For example, "Identify two of Gatto's 7
lessons and ﬁnd examples you have seen in schools." If someone can respond to the question
without ever having read the text, it is not a strong question. Questions may also ask people to reimagine. For example, "Using the readings, design the ideal classroom. Describe the guidelines for
student engagement in this ideal classroom. How would the curriculum and pedagogical activities be
organized? How would you assess your goals?"
Guideline 3: Let go of Anecdotal Evidence and Instead Examine Patterns
Anecdotal evidence is evidence drawn from hearsay or only personal experience, and thus anecdotal
evidence is superﬁcial, limited to interpretation, and not generalizable. For example, many of us have
heard something similar to, "My cousin tried to get a job, but they hired an unqualiﬁed Black guy
instead because they had to ﬁll a quota." Because mainstream education and media seldom teach us
how social inequality works, most of the evidence we rely on to understand issues of social justice is
anecdotal. But the goals of college and university classes are to expand one's ability to make sense
of everyday events, issues, and incidences. In other words, to offer new and more complex sensemaking systems. One of the more important academic skills we can develop is the ability to apply a
new sense-making framework to something we currently make sense of using another framework.
To illustrate this concept of frameworks, imagine that you have pain in your leg and go to your doctor.
Your doctor would likely examine your leg, feel the bones and muscles, and perhaps take X-rays to
identify the source of the pain. If, however, you went to an alternative (from a Western perspective)
medical practitioner, such as a doctor of Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM), she might have a
completely different way of examining your body and identifying the source of the pain. She may
begin by looking at your tongue and examining other parts of your body. A chiropractor might not
examine your leg at all, but instead begin work on your spine.
If we are taking a course studying how humans understand the body and conceptualize healing, then
we are less interested in which practitioner is "right" and which is "wrong" in their approach to
identifying the source of your pain. We are more interested in the various frameworks each
practitioner uses, the scholarly community that informs the ideas that practitioner draws on, and what
each framework offers us in terms of understanding how the body works and how humans
conceptualize illness and healing. Just as the TCM doctor offers a new way of understanding how
your body works, the critical social justice framework offers us a new way of understanding how
society works.
Another popular approach many of us take when we encounter a new and unfamiliar framework, is to
focus on one or two exceptions in order to disprove the framework under study. For example, when
reading scholarship describing racism as structural, we may cite sensational examples such as
Barack Obama as proof that "anyone can make it." We may also use personal stories to "prove" that
structural oppression doesn't exist (or has now "reversed" direction), such as in the story above about
the cousin who didn't get a job and believes this is because the company had to ﬁll a racial quota.

Although it is a common White myth that people of Color must be (unfairly) hired over Whites, it is
false and problematic for at least three reasons. First, it's misinformed because hiring quotas are
actually illegal. Afﬁrmative Action in the United States or Employment Equity in Canada are not hiring
requirements, but goal systems for the hiring of qualiﬁed people who are underrepresented in a given
ﬁeld. Second, all of the evidence demonstrates that people of Color are discriminated against in
hiring, not preferred (Alexander, 2010; Bertrand & Mullainathan, 2004; Dechief & Oreopoulos, 2012).
Third, the story above rests on an embedded racist assumption that the only reason a person of Color
could have been hired over the cousin is because of a quota and not because the person of Color
was in fact more qualiﬁed, or equally qualiﬁed but brought a needed perspective that the cousin did
not.
Focusing on exceptions or unanalyzed personal experiences prevents us from seeing the overall,
societal patterns. While there are always exceptions to the rule, exceptions also illustrate the rule.
Yes, people from oppressed groups occasionally rise to the top in dominant society. But the historical,
measurable, and predictable evidence is that this is an atypical occurrence. If we focus exclusively on
those exceptional occurrences, we miss the larger structural patterns. Focusing on the exceptions
also precludes a more nuanced analysis of the role these exceptions play in the system overall.
The following questions offer a constructive way to engage with the course content and support
Guideline 3:
* How can using a critical framework expand my understanding of this phenomena? For example,
let's say you are White and have spent time abroad. You have enjoyed the food and cultures of places
such as China, Mexico, or Morocco, but have also felt discriminated against (ignored, stereotyped,
made fun of) because you are White and from the US or Canada. Why, you might wonder, aren't the
locals more open to you when you are being so open to them--maybe even learning a bit of their
language? You offer this anecdote as an example that illustrates that everyone is racist in some ways.
Now imagine that you are grappling with a new framework to make sense of your experience. You are
studying key concepts such as whiteness, globalization, and hegemony. How can using this
framework help you contextualize your experience within larger macro-dynamics?
* Am I able to identify the larger group patterns at play in any individual situation? For example, if my
best friend lives with a disability, I may assume that I am outside of ableism because I am open to this
friendship when others are not. Yet rather than make me exempt from ableism, how can my friendship
provide me with a view into the barriers faced by persons with disabilities? How can considering
overall patterns help me recognize how my friendship is situated in relation to broader social
dynamics--dynamics that intentions and individual practices alone do not overcome?
* Do I recognize that when I claim that my friend's disability is not an issue in our friendship, that I am
sharing my own limited perspective, because my experiences are interpreted from my positionality as
someone who is considered able-bodied? What might the risks be for my friend to disagree with me
or try to give me feedback on unaware ableist assumptions I may be making? Do I have the skills to
respond to this feedback without defensiveness and denial? Using another example, we often hear
heterosexual students make claims such as, "There was one gay guy in our school and no one had
an issue with him." Yet that "one gay guy" likely has a very different memory of school. Indeed, when
we have students in our classes from minoritized groups, they invariably tell us of the misery of high
school and all of the unconcious attitudes and behaviors from the dominant group that they had to
endure. Our anecdotes are not universal, they are from a particular perspective; they will necessarily
be ﬁltered through our blind spots and thus are not sufﬁcient evidence.

Guideline 4: Use Your Reactions as Entry Points for Gaining Deeper Self-Knowledge
Because social justice courses directly address emotionally and politically charged issues, they can
be upsetting. For many of us, this is the ﬁrst time we have experienced a sustained examination of
inequality--especially where we are in dominant groups. Further, much of what is presented is counter
to everything we have previously been taught. In addition, these courses typically ask us to connect
ourselves personally to the issues under study, triggering patterns of resistance such as those
previously discussed. For those of us who have experienced inequality in key dimensions of our lives,
it can be painful to see the explicit resistance and hostility of classmates.
Although the frameworks used in these courses do not claim that people in dominant groups are
"bad," many of us hear it that way because our current sense-making framework says that
participation in inequality is something that only bad people do. Until we have a critical social justice
framework--which requires a whole new paradigm of sense making--we often ﬁnd it difﬁcult to remain
open, especially if we are a member of a dominant group under study. Defensiveness, cognitive
dissonance, and even feelings of guilt, shame, and grief are not uncommon. In some ways, these
kinds of feelings indicate movement and change, and although unpleasant, they are not necessarily
problematic. The key to whether these feelings play a constructive or destructive role lies in what we
do with them. We can, of course, use them as "proof" that the class content and approach is "wrong"
and reject all that we are being taught. But there is no growth for us in this reaction. Rather than allow
these emotions to block our growth, we can use them as entry points into greater self-knowledge, and
content knowledge.
Conversely, where we belong to minoritized groups, these courses can surface emotions for different
reasons. Feelings such as anger, frustration, shame, grief, and that we are under a spotlight are
common and can also get in the way of our academic development. However, the analysis, evidence,
and conceptual language offered by social justice education can provide the tools with which to
challenge the relations of oppression that lead to these feelings. Indeed, the evidence and analysis
presented should reveal that the challenges you have faced are not due to your own individual shortcomings but are in large-part the product of socially organized, structural barriers. As such, these
barriers can be identiﬁed and acted against. In this way, rather than increase a sense of hopelessness
and immobilization, courses such as this have the potential to empower.
Returning to our astronomy student, we can see that upon receiving information that challenged his
worldview, he was unable to use his emotional reactions constructively. Instead, he categorically
rejected the information, ending with a somewhat nonsensical claim that Pluto was still a planet, even
if it was shaped like a banana. This is the equivalent to claiming that "I treat people the same
regardless of whether they are 'red, yellow, green, purple, polka-dotted, or zebra-striped.'" Simplistic
platitudes often surface when we are faced with evidence that fundamentally challenges our
worldviews. For example, the evidence that racism not only exists, but is systemic and implicates
everyone is a difﬁcult idea for many of us. But popular platitudes such as "I don't care if you're purple"
are problematic for at least two reasons: First, colorblindness is not actually possible--we do in fact
see race and it does have social meaning and consequences; second, people do not come in these
colors so claims about green, purple and polka-dotted people renders race ridiculous and trivializes
the realities of racism.
Social justice content can trigger strong reactions, but these reactions can be constructive if we use
them as entry points to deeper self-awareness, rather than as exit points from further engagement.

Practice the following approaches to the course content in support of Guideline 4:
* How does considering the course content or an author's analysis challenge or expand the way I see
the world?
* How have I been shaped by the issues the author is addressing? For example, if the author is
talking about the experiences of the poor and I was raised middle class, what does their perspective
help me see about what it means to have been raised middle class?
* What about my life in relation to my race/class/gender might make it difﬁcult for me to see or validate
this new perspective?
* What do my reactions reveal about what I perceive is at risk were I to accept this information?
* If I were to accept this information as valid, what might be ethically required of me?
Guideline 5: Recognize how Your Social Position Informs Your Reactions to Your Instructor and Those
Whose Work you Study in the Course
Positionality is the concept that our perspectives are based on our positions within society.
Positionality recognizes that where you stand in relation to others in society shapes what you can see
and understand. For example, if I am a considered an able-bodied person, my position in a society
that devalues people with disabilities limits my understanding of the barriers people with disabilities
face. I simply won't "see" these barriers, in large part because I don't have to--society is structured to
accommodate the way I use my body.
Guideline 5 addresses the perception that the content of the class is subjective, value-based, and
political, while the content of mainstream courses is objective, value-neutral, and unpartisan. We
discussed this perception under Guideline 3 as it relates to common views on the social sciences.
Here, we want to consider this perception using the lens of positionality, and as it relates to the
instructors of these courses. Because instructors of critical social justice content are more likely to
name their positionality and encourage students to do the same, they are often seen as more biased.
Mainstream courses rarely if ever name the positionality of the texts they study (for example, the idea
that Columbus discovered America is from the colonizer's perspective, but certainly not from the
perspective of Indigenous peoples). Unfortunately, because acknowledging one's positionality is a
rare occurrence in mainstream courses, doing so reinforces students' perceptions of mainstream
courses as objective and critical social justice courses as subjective. Yet all knowledge is taught from
a particular perspective; the power of dominant knowledge depends in large part on its presentation
as neutral and universal (Kincheloe, 2008).
In order to understand the concept of knowledge as never purely objective, neutral, and outside of
human interests, it is important to distinguish between discoverable "laws" of the natural world (such
as the law of gravity), and "knowledge," which is socially constructed. By socially constructed, we
mean that all knowledge understood by humans is framed by the ideologies, language, beliefs, and
customs of human societies. Even the ﬁeld of science is subjective (the study of which is known as
the sociology of scientiﬁc knowledge). For example, consider scientiﬁc research and how and when it
is conducted. Which subjects are funded and which are not (the moon's atmosphere, nuclear power,
atmospheric pollution, or stem cells)? Who ﬁnances various types of research (private corporations,
non-proﬁts, or the government)? Who is invested in the results of the research (for-proﬁt
pharmaceutical companies, the military, or non-proﬁt organizations)? How do these investments drive

what is studied and how? How will the research ﬁndings be used? Who has access to the beneﬁts of
the research? As you can see, these are not neutral questions--they are political, and they frame the
way in which knowledge is created, advanced, and circulated. Because of this, knowledge is never
value-neutral.
To illustrate the concept of knowledge as socially constructed and thus never outside of human values
and subjectivity, consider an example of a tree -- a seemingly neutral object whose existence is
simply a physical fact that can be observed. Yet notice that how we see the tree is connected to our
meaning-making frameworks (and thus is not neutral at all). First, consider our perceptions of its size.
A tree that looks big to someone who grew up on the East Coast might not look big to someone who
grew up on the West Coast.
Next, consider our perceptions of its meaning or purpose; these will be shaped by our perspectives
and interests. For example, an environmentalist might see a limited resource. A member of the Coast
Salish nation might see a sacred symbol of life. A logger or a farmer might see employment. A
scientist might see a specimen to be studied. Further, while it may appear that the logger and the
farmer have shared interests, in fact their interests are opposite; the logger would see employment
only if the tree is cut down, while the farmer would see employment only if the tree is not cut down.
Now let's add the layer of political power. Who owns the tree? Who has "the right" to cut it down and
proﬁt from it? Would the logger, tribal member, environmentalist and scientist all agree on this matter
of ownership? Whose interests are served by the concept that nature can be owned at all? And who's
in the position to impose this concept on others? Who takes the idea of ownership for granted, and
who doesn't? What kind of resources, institutions, and larger groups are behind each of these
individuals and how do they inﬂuence whose interests will prevail?
Finally, how are these interests informed by the speciﬁc time and place in which they occur? What is
considered "valid" scientiﬁc research today (from a Western perspective) is not the same as what was
considered valid in the past. So while a tree may be an objective, factual, and "real" object that exists
independently of humans, our understanding of--and thus our interaction with it--cannot be separated
from the cultural context we are currently embedded in. In other words, humans can only make
meaning of the tree from the cultural frameworks into which they have been socialized. And so it goes
for history, physics, and all ﬁelds studied in academia. Knowledge is always culturally informed and
thus cannot be value-neutral.
Many educators use the metaphor of a ﬁsh in water to capture the all-encompassing dimensions of
culture. A ﬁsh is born into water and so simply experiences the water as one with itself; a ﬁsh has no
way of knowing that it is actually separate from the water. And although the ﬁsh is separate, it still
cannot survive without water. In the same way that a ﬁsh cannot live without water, we cannot make
sense of the world without the meaning-making system that our culture provides. Yet this system is
hard to see because we have always been "swimming" within it; we just take for granted that what we
see is real, rather than a particular perception of reality. For these reasons, social justice educators
name our positionality (the currents and waters we swim in) in order to make the socially constructed
nature of knowledge visible and to challenge the claim that any knowledge is neutral. Yet ironically,
that naming is often used to reinforce the idea that social justice content and those who present it are
driven by personal agendas and special interests, and thus less legitimate.
Because instructors who teach critical social justice courses often belong to minoritized groups, and
because they name these groups, they can be perceived as having a personal bias; they are viewed
as if they only teach these courses because they are "minorities" and have an "axe to grind." Because

the instructors are seen as simply pushing their personal agendas, students often feel more
comfortable to explicitly disagree with the curriculum and pedagogy. Indeed, this challenge further
illustrates how unimaginable our example of the astronomy student is. The instructor in our scenario
is most likely a White male, as is the vast majority of higher education faculty (Chronicle of Higher
Education, 2009). White males overall hold more social authority and are seen as more objective, and
thus students are less likely to argue with them (Rudman & Kiliansky, 2000). That, along with the
presumed neutral content of a subject like astronomy, means students respond to this instructor and
the course as though they were value-neutral. In contrast, because the positionality of a woman of
Colour professor, teaching a social justice course is named, both she and the course are presumed to
be value-driven.
Ultimately, one or two courses in our academic career are not enough to "brainwash" us or deny us
the ability to think freely. In fact, the opposite is true: The more depth, perspective, and complexity we
can bring to bear on how we and others view and understand the world, the clearer, more nuanced,
and ultimately freer our thinking can become. Returning to our astronomy student, it isn't necessary
for his positionality to align with the instructors in order for him to consider the framework the
instructor is using.
The following practices support Guideline 5:
* Identify your social positionality and stay attentive to how it informs your response to the course
context (e.g., your race, class, gender). What "blind spots" might you have as a result of your social
groups? What are the things you can and can't see based on the social positions you hold or don't
hold?
* Recognize the perspective embedded in all texts (such as textbooks, newspaper articles, and TV
news), especially those that don't explicitly name them. Are the ideas presented as if they have no
perspective and apply universally to all people, regardless of social positionality? If so, practice
seeking out and considering alternative perspectives informed by a range of positionalites.
* As you study the content of your course, it is important for you to continuously consider the interplay
between your positionality and that of your instructor. If the instructor represents perspectives from
key minoritized groups (women, People of Color, persons with disabilities, gay, lesbian, or trans
people), you could welcome the opportunity to hear perspectives seldom represented in mainstream
education. Support the course for the opportunity it offers, rather than undermining it because the
concepts are unfamilair, uncomfortable, or difﬁcult.
Grading
Grading in a course whose primary goal is to challenge social stratiﬁcation is not without irony. Activist
and scholar Audre Lorde (1984) captures this irony when she states that, "The master's tools will
never dismantle the master's house." By this she means that in using the tools of the system we are
more likely to uphold that system than to challenge it. As instructors, we recognize that by grading, we
are upholding an institution that ranks students hierarchically, and such hierarchies are what we seek
to challenge. Still, many of us choose to work within systems, despite their constraints, in order to
challenge them. The traditional grading system is one of those constraints we must work with.
Mainstream schooling places a tremendous emphasis on grades, and the prevalence of high-stakes
testing has only intensiﬁed this emphasis. Grades convey powerful ideas about our presumed
intellectual abilities and these ideas inﬂuence what education we will have access to (through tracking

into "gifted" or "special" programs and ability grouping). We are placed into academic tracks as early
as 1st grade and these tracks have very real consequences for the kinds of careers we will have
access to later in life (Anyon, 1981; Oakes, 1985). Thus an understandable but regrettable outcome
of tracking based on grades in K--12 schooling is that we may care more about the grades we receive
than about the knowledge we gain.
The focus on grades often shapes our very identities and sense of self-worth, further complicating the
dynamics of grading. This identity is often reinforced outside of school as we earn praise or
punishment from our families based on our grades. While some students who have not been
successful within this system come to feel fortunate just to earn a C, students who have generally
been successful by the measure of grades often feel entitled to As. It is not uncommon for these
students to claim, "I am an A student!" Students with such an identity may feel frustrated--even
personally slighted--when receiving grades that challenge this identity.
Although we as instructors are aware of the complexities and contradictions of grading, we are also
deeply invested in student comprehension of the course concepts. The grading system is one of the
primary tools we must use to both measure and communicate our assessment of this comprehension.
We encourage students to keep the following in mind when considering the dynamics of grading:
In Order to Grade Comprehension, Instructors Must see Demonstration of Comprehension
Whether in assignments or in class participation and discussion, we must demonstrate understanding.
Comprehension can be demonstrated in written, verbal, and active forms (such as presentations and
projects).
Assessing our comprehension verbally is generally done through class discussions and question and
answer sessions. However, assessing comprehension verbally can be challenging for instructors if we
don't speak up in class. For example, how many times have you witnessed your instructor posing a
question to the whole class only to be met by silence? Looking out into a room full of students, most
of whom are not responding, instructors are left to assume that these students cannot answer the
question. Students sometimes say later that they did not respond because the answer was "so
obvious" that it did not require a response. Yet how can our instructors know that we understand if we
do not respond when questions are posed in class, even if the answers to those questions seem
obvious?
Another common explanation for silence is that someone has already said what we were thinking. Yet
from an instructor's perspective, it is ﬁne to repeat (or better yet, to build on) an idea that another
student has already stated. No two people will say it exactly alike, and it is important to practice
articulating these concepts in your own words in order to develop your critical social justice literacy.
Any statement can be expanded, deepened, or in other ways supported. At the minimum, if students
repeat what others have said, instructors can gain a sense of how many students are thinking
similarly, or struggling with understanding key ideas. This is valuable information for instructors in
terms of assessing the collective understanding of the group as well as the comprehension levels of
individual students. For these reasons, we encourage students to give some kind of verbal response
when asked questions in class, even if it is to say that one does not know, is not sure, or only has a
partial answer.
In regard to demonstrating understanding in written work, we evaluate this work by assessing how
well written, organized, and clear it is, and how well the submitted work meets the goals of the

assignment. The work should (at minimum) be proofread for errors, use academic language, avoid
colloquialisms, conform to a standard style of citation, use inclusive language, and stay within the
guidelines of the assignment description. These are all baseline indicators of the degree of student
achievement in a written assignment. Perceptive integration of course readings and lectures in a
student's own words, relevant use of examples, and insightful connections can transform an
adequately written assignment into an excellent (or "A") assignment. These criteria are usually
communicated to students in either the course syllabus or assignment description. Thus in order to
most accurately grade comprehension we must see evidence of comprehension in both verbal
participation and written work.
Effort is Not the Same as Understanding
When students are worried about their grades or are making a case for the grade they believe they
should receive, they often claim that they "worked really hard." These students feel that they should
be rewarded for that hard work with an A. The reason this argument rarely makes much headway with
instructors is because we are grading student demonstration of understanding of content, not the
perceived degree of effort expended to achieve it.
Consider this analogy: I am taking swimming lessons. My goal is to compete in an upcoming match. I
see myself as putting in a lot of effort by making the time to show up for practice, following my coach's
instructions, and swimming the number of laps I am assigned. My coach, however, expects that I will
attend lessons and complete my practice sessions; thus, s/he is focused on other things such as how
I hold my body while swimming, my breathing pattern, hip and shoulder movements, smoothness of
stroke, and speed. In the end, my coach will determine whether I am ready to compete. This
determination will be made based on my demonstrated ability that I am ready, regardless of the
degree of effort it takes me to reach that point, and certainly not on the mere fact that I showed up for
my lessons and got in the pool.
In a similar way, we are grading students on the degree of demonstrated understanding of studied
concepts and not on perceptions of effort, especially because what we as instructors see as effort and
what a student sees as effort are often not the same. For some students, showing up to class,
listening, and handing in assignments are viewed as evidence of a level of effort that should we
rewarded with an A. For instructors, this level of effort qualiﬁes as the minimum expectation for all
students. Still, we are not grading on how "hard" a student works but on the outcome of that work.
The following are common (yet not relevant) student rationales for why they should get a grade higher
than what was assessed:
* "I worked really hard."
* "I am an A student."
* "I came to all the classes."
* "I listened."
* "I spent hours doing the readings."
* "I talked in class discussions."

* "I handed in all my assignments."
* "I have never thought about these things before."
* "I'm really interested in these issues."
* "I've had other courses like this one so I already know all this."
* "I have to get a good grade or I will have to drop out."
* "I have been going through a lot of personal issues this semester."
* "I learned so much in this class."
Student rationales such as these are familiar to many instructors, and we understand that they are
driven by genuine anxieties about grades. However, we urge our students to challenge this anxiety
because it thwarts the process of authentic learning.
A ﬁnal note on grading: Students often believe that the reason they received a poor grade was
because the instructor didn't like something they said in class, or because they disagreed with the
instructor. Every institution has an appeal process for students who feel they have not been graded
fairly by an instructor. This makes it very difﬁcult to lower a student's grade just because of something
they said. While classroom assessments have some degree of subjectivity, an instructor has to be
able to account for a grade they gave in terms of guidelines for the assignment, as well as in terms
that are clear to a mediating third party. Because of this accountability, an instructor's grading criteria
are usually clearly stated in the syllabus or on assignments.
Conclusion
Many college and university courses provide opportunities that are rare in any other dimension of life:
critical engagement with new ideas; the opportunity to hear and consider multiple perspectives; the
expansion of our capacity to understand and talk about complex social issues; guidance in the
examination of our identities, socialization, and meaning-making frameworks; and the tools to work
towards a more just society. Unfortunately, a ﬁxation on grades minimizes these opportunities. We
ﬁnd that students who let go of their attachment to grades and put their energy into sincerely
grappling with the content tend to do well. Worrying about grades detracts from the ability to focus on
content and can become a kind of self-fulﬁlling prophecy. The following reﬂection questions may be
useful in lessening this attachment:
* Am I willing to consider that I may not be qualiﬁed to assess my performance in a course, especially
one in which new concepts are being introduced?
* Do I expect an A in all of my courses, and if so, why? Is it because I have always received As, or is it
because I have demonstrated mastery of course concepts?
* When I ask my instructor, "How am I doing?" am I asking them to provide me with valuable feedback
about what my performance conveys about my comprehension and how it might be improved, or am I
asking them to tell me what grade I will receive?
We sincerely hope that our students ﬁnd our courses valuable in terms of the knowledge and insight
gained. It has been our experience that this is most likely achieved when students focus more on

mastery of content than on the ﬁnal grade.
General Reﬂection Questions to Maximize Learning of Social Justice Content
1. If I wasn't worried about my grade, how would my engagement in this course shift?
2. Which of the various guidelines detailed in this essay are the most challenging to me, and
why? How can I meet these challenges?
3. What degree of responsibility am I willing to take for getting the most out of this course (e.g.,
coming to class prepared and having completed the reading, engaging in large-group discussions,
not dominating discussions, asking questions for clarity, speaking respectfully in class, and using
academic rather than colloquial discourse)?
4. What degree of responsibility am I willing to take to support my peers in getting the most
from this course (e.g., engaging in discussions, not dominating discussions, listening respectfully
when others speak and building on their ideas, taking the small-group discussions seriously,
coming to class prepared and having completed the reading)?
5. Many students think about higher education solely as a stepping-stone to employment, and
thus the only knowledge that is worthwhile is knowledge they see as directly connected to getting a
job. We ask you to consider what other kinds of skills higher education can provide, and how these
skills are also connected to future employment. If you think beyond a strictly vocational approach,
what skills do citizens in a global democracy need? How are these skills also important to any
future work you do?
Vocabulary List
Anecdotal Evidence: Evidence that is based on personal stories and single, isolated or nonrepresentative examples--e.g. "I know a guy that and that proves that "
Cisgender: Persons whose gender identity matches their biologically deﬁned sex; their identity aligns
with the sex category assigned to them at birth (male or female).
Dominant Group: The group at the top of the social hierarchy. In any relationship between groups that
deﬁne each other (men/women, able-bodied/person with disability), the dominant group is the group
that is valued more highly (avoid referring to the minoritized group as "non" dominant group, e.g.
"non-White"). Dominant groups set the norms by which the minoritized groups are judged. Dominant
groups have greater access to the resources of society and beneﬁt from the existence of the
inequality.
Framework: A fundamental theory, paradigm, or thought pattern through which we make meaning of a
given phonomena; a particular way of seeing and knowing.
Globalization: The process by which corporations and other large enterprises exert international
inﬂuence. In exerting this inﬂuence, they channel resources away from local communities and usually
erode local industry, culture, environment, and identity.
Hegemony: The imposition of dominant group ideology onto everyone in society. Hegemony makes it
difﬁcult to escape or to resist "believing in" dominant ideology, thus social control is achieved through
conditioning rather than physical force or intimidation.

Ideology: The big, shared ideas of a society that are reinforced throughout all of the institutions and
thus are very hard to question or avoid believing. These ideas include the stories, myths,
representations, explanations, deﬁnitions, and rationalizations that are used to justify inequality in the
society. Individualism and Meritocracy are examples of ideology.
Intersectionality: The term used to refer to the reality that we occupy multiple social groups. Some of
these groups are dominant in society and some are not. For example, one may be minoritized as a
woman but privileged as White; minoritized as a person with a disability but privileged as a man; and
so on. Thus, while all persons with disabilites suffer under ableism, they will have a different
experince interacting with dominant society based on whether they are seen as a man or woman,
White or a person of Color--e.g. a person of Color with a disability will also be dealing with racism,
while a White person with a disability will not.
Mainstream Society: The dominant framework for making sense of society that is circulated across all
institutions and that all members of society are exposed to. The dominant framework is circulated via
mechanisms such as ﬁlms, TV shows, advertisements, public school curriculum, holidays and the
stories, myths, representations, explanations, deﬁntions, theories, and historical perpsectives that are
used to rationalize and hide inequality.
Minoritized Group: A social group that is devalued in society and given less access to resources. This
devaluing encompasses how the group is represented, what degree of access to resources it is
granted, and how the unequal access is rationalized. Traditionally, a group in this position has been
referred to as the minority group. However, this language has been replaced with the term minoritized
in order to capture the active dynamics that create the lower status in society, and also to signal that a
group's status is not necessarily related to how many or few of them there are in the population at
large (for example the elite wealthy, while a numerical minority, hold institutional power and thus are
the dominant group in terms of social class.)
Objective: The perception that some things are factual and not informed by social or cultural
interpretations; a universal truth outside of any particular framework. Thus, a person or position that is
seen as objective is seen as having the ability to transcend social or cultural frameworks and analyze
without bias or self-interest.
Peer Review: The evaluation of scholarly work--often done anonomously to ensure fairness--by peers
with expertise in the same ﬁeld in order to maintain or enhance the excellence of the work in that ﬁeld
and to advance knowledge.
Platitude: a trite, simplistic, and meaningless statement, often presented as if it were signiﬁcant and
original, e.g. "I didn't own slaves" or "People just need to take personal responsibility."
Positionality: The recognition that where you stand in relation to others in society shapes what you
can see and understand about yourself and others.
Social Stratiﬁcation: The concept that social groups are relationally positioned and ranked into a
hierarchy of unequal value (e.g. people without disabilities are seen as more valuable than people
with disabilities). This ranking is used to justify the unequal distribution of resources among social
groups.
Subjective: An individual's personal perspective, feelings, beliefs, interests, or experience, as
opposed to those made from a source considered independent, unbiased, universal, and objective. A

person or position that is considered subjective is assumed to be biased and/or self-interested, while
a person considered to be objective is seen as unbiased and outside of any cultural inﬂuences.
Transgender: A person whose gender identity does not match the sex category assinged at birth
(male or female); they may feel themselves to be neither like a woman or a man, that they are a
combination of both genders, or that their gender is opposite to their sex. A transgender person can
appear to others to partially, occasionally, or entirely perform their gender in a way that does not
conform to traditional gender roles.
Whiteness: The academic term used to capture the all-encompassing dimensions of White privilege,
dominance, and assumed superiority in socieety. These dimensions include: ideological, institutional,
social, cultural, historical, political, and interpersonal.
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Evidence-based Inclusivity Interventions

Goal

Decrease bias
against ethnic
minorities and
women in
interested in
STEM

Reduce
Stereotype
Threat

Increase a
sense of
belonging in
science/ a
more inclusive
environment

In Class Activities

How does this work?

Based off
the
research of

Discuss research by a woman or ethnic minority. Show a picture of this
researcher

Showing these pictures of accomplished ethnic
minorities changes reduces individuals' implicit
or unconscious bias against these groups.

Dasgupta &
Greewald
(2001)

see above

see above

When having students work together in a group to solve a problem, show
a picture of a diverse group of scientist working together.

see above

see above

When showing research by a female scientist, describe her as a
ambitious, competent, go-getter and not "nice"

Women are typically described as "nice" and
not "ambitious" which makes them appear less
competent.

When students do a better job on the clicker question the second time,
point out that learning and knowledge is malleable. Use their
improvement as an example

This shows students that intelligence is
malleable and can improve, which reduces
stereotype threat in African Americans

At the beginning of a class, tell students you are interested in hearing
about them. Then have the students write about something that is
important to them (e.g. sports, friends, knitting). Alternatively, when
giving an example, have students write why this example may be
important some aspect of their life.

Having students write about values (unrelated
to the topic of the class) or "self-affirm"
reduces stereotype threat in women and ethnic
minorities

Another possibility is to show a diverse lab group that worked on a
question.

When having students work in a group to solve a problem or answer a
question, emphasize that science is collaborative. This type of group work
is typical for science.

Share some fun facts about yourself, or alternatively some fun
facts/hobbies about a scientist who conducted the research you are
discussing.

When science is presented as
collaborative/communal, women are more like
to be interested in science. Women see science
as very individualistic, and there fore at odds
with their goals of working well with, and
helping others.
Women who see scientist has people (male or
female) as someone they can identify with, and
who do not fit the "scientist nerd stereotype"
feel more encouraged to pursue science
majors.

Madera,
Hebl, &
Martin
(2009)
Aronson,
Fried, &
Good (2002)
Miyake,
Kost-Smith,
Finkelstein,
Pollock,
Cohen, & Ito
(2010)

Diekman et
al. (2011)

Cheryan et
al. (2011)

Article Key
Citation
Dasgupta & Greewald (2001)
Stout, Dasgupta, Hunsinger, and McManus
(2011)
Cheryan et al. (2011)
Diekman et al. (2011)
Murphy, Steele, & Gross (2002)
Aronson, Fried, & Good (2002)
Madera, Hebl, & Martin (2009)
Miyake, Kost-Smith, Finkelstein, Pollock, Cohen,
& Ito (2010)

Description
Showing pictures of accomplished ethnic minorities changes reduces individuals' implicit or
unconscious bias against these groups
When female students see female scientist, they have more positive attitudes and feelings
towards science. They also feel a sense of belonging in science.
When female students see a female scientist who they can identify with, or who does not fit
the stereotypical scientist "nerd" stereotype, they feel more of a sense of belonging in math
and sense
Women are discouraged to pursuing a career in science because they worry science is not
communal enough (Concerned with working well with and helping others). When science as
presented as collaborative/more communal women are more interested in science.
Also, seeing even number of women and men makes women feel less threatened, and a
stronger sense of belonging in a science environment (as oppose to majority males).
Believing that learning is malleable reduces stereotype threat in African Americans
Letter writers tend to describe women as "nice" and not "ambitious," which makes them
appear less competent.
Self-affirming, or writing about one’s important personal values (e.g. friendship or learning)
significantly reduces the gender gap on exam grades in an introductory physics class in
comparison to a control condition.

*This resource was created by- Evava Pietri, a former postdoctoral scholar in the Yale Center for Scientific Teaching.
Resource Article with Classroom Strategies:
Kimberly Tanner (2013) Structure Matters: Twenty-One Teaching Strategies to Promote Student Engagement and Cultivate Classroom
Equity CBE – LSE 12:322–331
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INTRODUCTION

A C A L L T O AC T I O N A N D
SELF-REFLECTION FOR WHITE
T E AC H E R S I N D I V E R S E
CLASSROOMS
Julie G. Landsman and Chance W. Lewis

I

t is with great pleasure that we bring out a new, enlarged, and more
encompassing edition of White Teachers/Diverse Classrooms. Over the
past four years, since the ﬁrst edition of this book was published, we
have received positive feedback from teachers, professors, and community
workers across the country. When we visited classrooms and conference halls
they requested that we include chapters that expand on the cultures and issues of students covered in the text. Thus, we have added seven chapters that
include suggestions for working with immigrant, Latino, Asian, and Native
American students. While you cannot make generalizations about one single
cultural group, there are some ideas and insights that can help us position
ourselves in relation to cultures, communities, practices, and perceptions
when we teach in our increasingly diverse classrooms. This new edition expands on speciﬁc ideas for students from minority backgrounds in addition
to African American students who were the emphasis in the ﬁrst edition.
Unfortunately, the need for this information is as great today as it was four
years ago. We hope you enjoy and can use the practical approaches in this
second edition.
In retrospect, the title of Gloria Ladson-Billings’s chapter would have
been most appropriate for the entire book: ‘‘ ‘Yes, But How Do We Do It?’’
1
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There is plenty of research for public consumption (journal articles, policy
briefs, and books) and some inaccessible jargon focused on the simple fact
that students of color are not achieving at the same rates academically as their
White classmates in public school systems across the United States. While
this information is critical to know, to understand, and to be concerned
about, there is a pressing need for practical and concrete ideas to help ‘‘turn
the tide’’ academically for all students of color.
W. E. B. DuBois noted in his groundbreaking book The Souls of Black
Folk that the problem of America is because of the color line. If this is the
case, then we are deplorably behind in addressing issues of education for
students of color, since DuBois identiﬁed this problem over a century ago.
What makes us so reluctant to grapple with this issue? Some believe it is
White people’s unwillingness to talk about racism, much less work on changing methods and curriculum. Others say the issue is already being addressed;
we just have to give it more time. Some refuse to admit there is a problem
at all, unless it resides solely in the Black, Latino, Asian, or Native American
communities. We, the editors of this book, believe that much of the work
must be done within the community and the racial group that does most
of the educating: the White teachers, administrators, counselors, and social
workers of our students. We also believe that real change requires deep reﬂecting, re-evaluating, and continually revisiting our actions and responses
to students and their families.
We hope this book provides practical help in the day-to-day interactions
that occur in our classrooms and hallways across the country: be it in college,
teaching certiﬁcation programs, or elementary and secondary schools. A
plethora of research and testimony show the gap between test scores, grades,
and college entrance rates of students of color and White students across the
country. To further fuel the debate, the continuing emphasis on No Child
Left Behind and Race to the Top legislation has caused considerable debate
and discussion about standardized tests and what they actually indicate. All
this is on the table at this moment in our educational history.
We, the editors, believe now is the time to have the uncomfortable talks,
the continuing dialogue, the community work, and the self-reﬂection necessary to truly understand and change the situation for those students who are
being failed by our public educational institutions and assessment standards.
We felt this way four years ago and feel it with even more intensity today.
Now is the time to look at practices and results of those practices with the
blunt and critical lens of urgency and concern. We hope this book gives its
readers pause. We also hope it energizes White teachers to look at their class-
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rooms, reﬂect on their interactions with students of color and even their
school building policies, and opt for true change and equity.
We continue to ﬁnd that while all children of color experience difﬁculty
and systematic racism in this country, African Americans have received more
than a fair share of negative media attention. Parts of the original edition
were devoted to their education and to what needs to be addressed to close
the opportunity gap between African American students and all others. We
have kept many of these chapters in this new edition. We also believe that
Latino, Native American, and Asian students suffer from stereotyping, generalizations, and invisibility in our schools and colleges. This edition devotes
new chapters to addressing their unique situations. For many of these students the suggestions, ideas, theories, and pedagogies include ways for teachers to reach all students, including those who are poor—be they White or of
color. These new chapters include ideas for good teaching across the board.
Thus, we hope the chapters in this edition address a general outlook regarding education as a whole and advocate for important changes for all students
in the United States. Everyone can beneﬁt from the truth of history, of
knowledge, and of best practices. This book explores issues of race and culture in education, yet also presents theory and pedagogy for teachers in any
environment.
We are also great believers in the power of stories to tell important truths
and inscribe wisdom. Autobiography and memoirs are interspersed throughout this book to bring home to readers, on a visceral level, what we really
mean when we speak of low expectations or invisibility within the curriculum. We need such stories to remind us of the human costs of our educational failures, our systematic indifference. Poems go even more deeply into
the moment. We open and close this book with a poem to give the reader
pause, to take time with that individual moment. We hope you take those
moments. We hope you reﬂect on your own background and perceptions to
locate the intersections you experience and create that can build bridges to
your students.
Part One, entitled ‘‘Foundations of Our Work: Recognizing Power,
Privilege, and Perspectives,’’ includes Julie Landsman’s chapter entitled
‘‘Being White: Invisible Privileges of a New England Prep School Girl.’’ In
this opening chapter, Landsman calls on the work of Peggy McIntosh, Thandeka, W. E. B. DuBois, and Barack Obama (whom she referenced in the
original edition four years ago) to clarify what it means to be White in this
country and how this affects everything we do and how we live. She concludes with some suggestions for exploring this further in groups and in
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communities. She emphasizes that this is ongoing, and that with each new
group of students we start over, creating new ‘‘ways in’’ to cultures that are
not our own.
In chapter 2, ‘‘Reﬂections on Education: A Two-Way Journey,’’ Kalia
Yang gives us the beneﬁt of her story. She describes her own experience coming to the United States and her invitation to learn from her White teachers.
Aaron Rudolph Miller Hokanson co-writes the chapter and tells the story of
his own White upbringing and how his education inﬂuenced the way he
teaches today. The combination of these straightforward accounts poignantly demonstrates what our jobs and our work is all about.
Part Two, ‘‘Culturally Relevant Teachers: Foundations and Personal Engagement,’’ includes nine chapters by practitioners working in classrooms in
both universities and public schools. In her chapter, ‘‘ ‘Yes, But How Do We
Do It?’ ’’ Ladson-Billings breaks down what it means to teach students of
color effectively and how to apply this to the classroom in a practical, doable
manner. Ladson-Billings gives clear and passionate, well-researched and welldocumented suggestions that work effectively for all students in our schools.
Robert Simmons’s chapter 4, ‘‘The Empty Desk in the Third Row,’’ captures an experience he had with a student in his inner-city classroom. He
calls us back to the basic impulses and passion we each feel about teaching
and about children. H. Richard Milner explores the theories of multicultural
education and best practices in chapter 5, ‘‘But Good Intentions Are Not
Enough.’’ He gives us the vital overview we need to understand what has
been happening in our schools and some ways to rethink how we look at
teaching, history, and integration of subject matter into our curriculum for
students of many cultures.
Paul Gorski asks us to go further than the ‘‘Heroes and Holidays’’ approach to multicultural education in chapter 6, ‘‘The Unintentional Undermining of Multicultural Education.’’ He challenges us to look at the system
behind the system. How are we contributing to our students’ lack of achievement when we are silent in the face of racist curricula or generalizations by
our colleagues? How do we change our work from education to educational
activism? Gorski provides some important questions and suggested responses
in his piece. Stephen Hancock’s chapter 7, ‘‘White Women’s Work,’’ addresses White women and their role in the school systems as they exist today.
Hancock gives voices to White women teachers to explore what they believe
are critical factors for their success in diverse classrooms. This chapter also
explores avenues that encourage, empower, and enlighten White women to
become more effective in diverse classrooms. In ‘‘When Truth and Joy Are
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at Stake,’’ Julie Landsman uses her 30 years as a Minneapolis teacher to talk
about how to build trust, not only among students each hour, but also between a White teacher and her students who are primarily Black. Practical
activities, curriculum interweaving, and a ﬁrm structure provide the basis for
her exploration into effective diverse classrooms.
In chapter 9, ‘‘Color Blindness, Unconscious Bias, and Student Achievement in Suburban Schools,’’ Justin Grinage observes what happens to and
what is said about students of color in the high school where he teaches and
reveals his own story of being the only African American teacher in a large
suburban high school. It is an article full of the practical, down-to-earth reality of schools today. Justin insists that teachers explore their own perceptions
and assumptions about race and culture and gives some suggestions for doing
just that. In their chapter, ‘‘Tips for School Principals and Teachers,’’ Dorothy Garrison-Wade and Chance W. Lewis provide a research-based article
stating ways administrators can address the achievement gap. This chapter,
after hearing the voices of African American students, provides practical recommendations to administrators and other educational professionals working with African American students. In chapter 11, ‘‘How Can ServiceLearning Increase the Academic Achievement of Urban African American
Students?’’ Verna Cornelia Price gives us a passionate and well researched
way of providing the important connection to students, their parents, and
their communities. African American students need to experience a connection to their real world in their schools. Dr. Price helps us construct a vibrant
and important method for doing this.
In Part Three, ‘‘Knowing Who Is in the Classroom: How White Teachers Can Ensure All Children Achieve,’’ Stephanie Flores-Koulish addresses
the needs of students who may not ﬁt any existing category. She uses her
situation as a Columbian adoptee into a mixed-race family to explore the
complexities of identity for students who are adopted or simply of mixed
parentage. Flores-Koulish uses her story to illustrate how racial and cultural
stereotypes are simplistic and harmful to students. Beverly Klug’s chapter,
‘‘Daring to Teach: Challenging the Western Narrative of American Indians
in the Classroom,’’ gives us an overview of historical consequences of the
way American Indians have been treated in this country. She explores how
these consequences play out in the public school classrooms. She also describes some examples of cultural mismatches between White teachers and
mainstream education and Native children. These cultural mismatches include expectations for behavior and academic work. Professor Joseph White,
in an interview with Julie Landsman, provides a clear, thoughtful voice about
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teaching young Black men. He calls on his years of experience and research
into Black psychology to give the reader practical, compassionate, and vivid
ideas for reaching young Black boys in our classrooms.
In their chapter entitled ‘‘Black/African Families: Coming of Age in Predominately White Communities,’’ Val Middleton, Kieran Coleman, and
Chance Lewis explore the unique challenges of educating Black students in
a predominately White setting. These authors uncover the experiences of
Black students and their families in their attempt to adjust in this setting.
‘‘Understanding Korean American Students: Facts, Not Myth,’’ by Ok-Hee
Lee, describes the history of Korean students, the stereotypes of Asian students, and ways to make these students feel visible in the classroom. She
deconstructs the myth of the ‘‘ideal minority’’ and gives us a rich collection
of ideas on how to think about students in new ways. Carolyn Holbrook, in
her autobiographical piece entitled ‘‘Low Expectations Are the Worst Form
of Racism’’ intimately explores the troubling experiences of a Black single
mother and teacher raising her children in a system that rarely expects as
much from her bright, eager sons and daughters as it does from their White
friends. She shows us the life of one woman trying to advocate for her own
and others’ children, the damage of generalization and unconscious racist
actions and reactions, and some ways to avoid these pitfalls. In chapter 18,
‘‘How Educators Can Support the High Expectations for Education That
Exist in the Latino Family and Student Community,’’ Jennifer Godinez emphasizes the persistence and desire of Latino families to provide higher education for their children. She uses her own story to highlight her parents’
reverence for education and the ways teachers can build upon these expectations with their students. It is a chapter that encourages all of us to focus on
Latinos, the fastest growing demographic in our student population, and the
gifts and aspirations they contribute to our schools and communities.
Verna Cornelia Price’s chapter ‘‘I Don’t Understand Why My African
American Students Are Not Achieving’’ clearly and concisely spells out exactly why we have an educational gap in America and what needs to be done
about it. With copious research and systematic explanation and recommendations, she makes it abundantly clear where we have gone wrong and how
to make things right. She is direct, unﬂinching, and brings us her academic
and psychological grasp of the subject in an accessible and powerful way.
Bruce Douglas, Esrom Pitre, and Chance W. Lewis address a speciﬁc situation in their chapter entitled ‘‘African American Male Student-Athletes and
White Teachers’ Classroom Interactions.’’ These authors reveal how African
American student-athletes are not held to the same academic standards as
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their classmates as long as they perform well in their designated school sports
teams. The ﬁndings from this chapter will make us take a closer look at the
potential damage we are doing to African American student-athletes.
In Part Four, ‘‘Creating Classrooms for Equity, Activism, and Social Justice,’’ three chapters provide ways to tap into activism in our students and
their families and communities to move beyond equality and toward equity.
William Perez, Susana Munoz, Cynthia Alcantar, and Nancy Guarneros,
who collectively wrote chapter 21, ‘‘Educators Supporting DREAMERS: Becoming an Undocumented Student Ally,’’ present us with vivid anecdotes,
extensive research, and action studies that show the difﬁculties undocumented students face, their position in the larger Latino community, and
what teachers can do to advocate for them. These educators have a wealth of
information and common sense suggestions for actively encouraging students and supporting the DREAM Act. Sharon Ishii-Jordan speaks from her
perspective as a teacher educator. She is clear and unequivocal in her article
‘‘Preparing Teachers to Develop Inclusive Communities,’’ about what is
needed to truly bring about equity in education and what part teachers can
play in this. Finally, Bridgie A. Ford urges us to connect to the communities
in which our students live in her chapter entitled ‘‘Culturally Responsive
School-Community Partnerships: Strategy for Success.’’ While we often pay
lip service to the importance of the community, we usually do very little to
reach out to the world our students come from. Through this chapter we
not only understand the importance of reaching out to parents and communities but are also given examples of ways of making this connection.
Ultimately, this book is only as useful as White teachers make it. We
have culled together a rich, fresh look at schools and teachers from young
and old; veteran and new; teachers and professors of color; and White teachers, researchers, and professors from all over the country. In their wise words
they bring us new ways of looking at ourselves in relation to education, to
race, and to the practice of teaching. Unless we put their suggestions into
practice, not only in the classroom but in our own private moments of reﬂection; in our board rooms, faculty meetings, and town hall gatherings; racism, inequity, and the achievement gap will continue to deprive the majority
of our students of the right to live up to their potential. Unless we are willing
to make the effort to change the way we think and act, many young people
will ﬁnd themselves hopeless. Put in these terms, it is imperative to challenge
racist assumptions in ourselves and others, and then to put into practice new
strategies and form true partnerships with parents and communities across
the United States. In 10 years, the majority of our students will be of color.
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Our job then, as educators and change makers, is no less important than the
healthy future of our young people and our world. And lest it be forgotten,
White students, as well as those of color, have a great amount to gain from
equity for all. For the sake of all our children we must follow up our reading
with action and our contemplation with change. The writers, teachers, and
thinkers in this book give us a way.
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(chapter taken from Learning Power)
From

Social Class and the Hidden Curriculum of Work

JEAN ANYON

It's no surprise that schools in wealthy communities are better than those in poor communities, or that
they better prepare their students for desirable jobs. It may be shocking, however, to learn how vast
the differences in schools are - not so much in resources as in teaching methods and philosophies of
education. Jean Anyon observed five elementary schools over the course of a full school year and
concluded that fifth-graders of different economic backgrounds are already being prepared to occupy
particular rungs on the social ladder. In a sense, some whole schools are on the vocational education
track, while others are geared to produce future doctors, lawyers, and business leaders. Anyon's main
audience is professional educators, so you may find her style and vocabulary challenging, but, once
you've read her descriptions of specific classroom activities, the more analytic parts of the essay
should prove easier to understand. Anyon is chairperson of the Department of Education at Rutgers
University, Newark; This essay first appeared in Journal of Education in 1980.

Scholars in political economy and the sociology of knowledge have recently argued that public
schools in complex industrial societies like our own make available different types of educational
experience and curriculum knowledge to students in different social classes. Bowles and Gintis1 for
example, have argued that students in different social-class backgrounds are rewarded for classroom
behaviors that correspond to personality traits allegedly rewarded in the different occupational strata-the working classes for docility and obedience, the managerial classes for initiative and personal
assertiveness. Basil Bernstein, Pierre Bourdieu, and Michael W. Apple focusing on school
knowledge, have argued that knowledge and skills leading to social power and regard (medical, legal,
managerial) are made available to the advantaged social groups but are withheld from the working
classes to whom a more "practical" curriculum is offered (manual skills, clerical knowledge). While
there has been considerable argumentation of these points regarding education in England, France,
and North America, there has been little or no attempt to investigate these ideas empirically in
elementary or secondary schools and classrooms in this country.3
This article offers tentative empirical support (and qualification) of the above arguments by providing
illustrative examples of differences in student work in classrooms in contrasting social class
communities. The examples were gathered as part of an ethnographical4 study of curricular,
pedagogical, and pupil evaluation practices in five elementary schools. The article attempts a
theoretical contribution as well and assesses student work in the light of a theoretical approach to
social-class analysis.. . It will be suggested that there is a "hidden curriculum" in schoolwork that has
profound implications for the theory - and consequence - of everyday activity in education....

The Sample of Schools
... The social-class designation of each of the five schools will be identified, and the income,
occupation, and other relevant available social characteristics of the students and their parents will be
described. The first three schools are in a medium-sized city district in northern New Jersey, and the
other two are in a nearby New Jersey suburb.
The first two schools I will call working class schools. Most of the parents have blue-collar jobs. Less
than a third of the fathers are skilled, while the majority are in unskilled or semiskilled jobs. During
the period of the study (1978-1979), approximately 15 percent of the fathers were unemployed. The

large majority (85 percent) of the families are white. The following occupations are typical: platform,
storeroom, and stockroom workers; foundry-men, pipe welders, and boilermakers; semiskilled and
unskilled assembly-line operatives; gas station attendants, auto mechanics, maintenance workers, and
security guards. Less than 30 percent of the women work, some part-time and some full-time, on
assembly lines, in storerooms and stockrooms, as waitresses, barmaids, or sales clerks. Of the fifthgrade parents, none of the wives of the skilled workers had jobs. Approximately 15 percent of the
families in each school are at or below the federal "poverty" level;5 most of the rest of the family
incomes are at or below $12,000, except some of the skilled workers whose incomes are higher. The
incomes of the majority of the families in these two schools (at or below $12,000) are typical of 38.6
percent of the families in the United States.6
The third school is called the middle-class school, although because of 5 neighborhood residence
patterns, the population is a mixture of several social classes. The parents' occupations can he divided
into three groups: a small group of blue-collar "rich," who are skilled, well-paid workers such as
printers, carpenters, plumbers, and construction workers. The second group is composed of parents in
working-class and middle-class white-collar jobs: women in office jobs, technicians, supervisors in
industry, and parents employed by the city (such as firemen, policemen, and several of the school's
teachers). The third group is composed of occupations such as personnel directors in local firms,
accountants, "middle management," and a few small capitalists (owners of shops in the area). The
children of several local doctors attend this school. Most family incomes are between $13,000 and
$25,000, with a few higher. This income range is typical of 38.9 percent of the families in the United
States.7
The fourth school has a parent population that is at the upper income level of the upper middle class
and is predominantly professional. This school will be called the affluent professional school. Typical
jobs are: cardiologist, interior designer, corporate lawyer or engineer, executive in advertising or
television. There are some families who are not as affluent as the majority (the family of the
superintendent of the district's schools, and the one or two families in which the fathers are skilled
workers). In addition, a few of the families are more affluent than the majority and can be classified in
the capitalist class (a partner in a prestigious Wall Street stock brokerage firm). Approximately 90
percent of the children in this school are white. Most family incomes are between $40,000 and
$80,000. This income span represents approximately 7 percent of the families in the United States.8
In the fifth school the majority of the families belong to the capitalist class. This school will be called
the executive elite school because most of the fathers are top executives (for example, presidents and
vice-presidents) in major United States-based multinational corporations - for example, AT&T, RCA,
Citibank, American Express, U.S. Steel. A sizable group of fathers are top executives in financial
firms in Wall Street. There are also a number of fathers who list their occupations as "general
counsel" to a particular corporation, and these corporations are also among the large multi-nationals.
Many of the mothers do volunteer work in the Junior League, Junior Fortnightly, or other service
groups; some are intricately involved in town politics; and some are themselves in well-paid
occupations. There are no minority children in the school. Almost all the family incomes are over
$100,000 with some in the $500,000 range. The incomes in this school represent less than 1 percent of
the families in the United States.9
Since each of the five schools is only one instance of elementary education in a particular social class
context, I will not generalize beyond the sample. However, the examples of schoolwork which follow
will suggest characteristics of education in each social setting that appear to have theoretical and
social significance and to be worth investigation in a larger number of schools.

The Working Class Schools
In the two working-class schools, work is following the steps of a procedure. The procedure is usually

mechanical, involving rote behavior and very little decision making or choice. The teachers rarely
explain why the work is being assigned, how it might connect to other assignments, or what the idea
is that lies behind the procedure or gives it coherence and perhaps meaning or significance. Available
textbooks are not always used, and the teachers often prepare their own dittos or put work examples
on the board. Most of the rules regarding work are designations of what the children are to do; the
rules are steps to follow. These steps are told to the children by the teachers and are often written on
the board. The children are usually told to copy the steps as notes. These notes are to be studied. Work
is often evaluated not according to whether it is right or wrong but according to whether the children
followed the right steps.
The following examples illustrate these points. In math, when two-digit division was introduced, the
teacher in one school gave a four-minute lecture on what the terms are called (which number is the
divisor, dividend, quotient, and remainder). The children were told to copy these names in their
notebooks. Then the teacher told them the steps to follow to do the problems, saying, "This is how
you do them." The teacher listed the steps on the board, and they appeared several days later as a chart
hung in the middle of the front wall: "Divide, Multiply, Subtract, Bring Down." The children often
did examples of two-digit division. When the teacher went over the examples with them, he told them
what the procedure was for each problem, rarely asking them to conceptualize or explain it
themselves: "Three into twenty-two is seven; do your subtraction and one is left over." During the
week that two-digit division was introduced (or at any other time), the investigator did not observe
any discussion of the idea of grouping involved in division, any use of manipulables, or any attempt
to relate two-digit division to any other mathematical process. Nor was there any attempt to relate the
steps to an actual or possible thought process of the children. The observer did not hear the
terms dividend, quotient, and so on, used again. The math teacher in the other working-class school
followed similar procedures regarding two-digit division and at one point her class seemed confused.
She said, "You're confusing yourselves. You're tensing up. Remember, when you do this, it's the same
steps over and over again--and that's the way division always is." Several weeks later, after a test, a
group of her children "still didn't get it," and she made no attempt to explain the concept of dividing
things into groups or to give them manipulables for their own investigation. Rather, she went over the
steps with them again and told them that they "needed more practice."
In other areas of math, work is also carrying out often unexplained fragmented procedures. For
example, one of the teachers led the children through a series of steps to make a 1-inch grid on their
paper without telling them that they were making a 1-inch grid or that it would be used to study scale.
She said, "Take your ruler. Put it across the top. Make a mark at every number. Then move your ruler
down to the bottom. No, put it across the bottom. Now make a mark on top of every number. Now
draw a line from..." At this point a girl said that she had a faster way to do it and the teacher said, "No,
you don't; you don't even know what I'm making yet. Do it this way or it's wrong." After they had
made the lines up and down and across, the teacher told them she wanted them to make a figure by
connecting some dots and to measure that, using the scale of 1 inch equals 1 mile. Then they were to
cut it out. She said, "Don't cut it until I check it."
In both working-class schools, work in language arts is mechanics of punctuation (commas, periods,
question marks, exclamation points), capitalization, and the four kinds of sentences. One teacher
explained to me, "Simple punctuation is all they'll ever use." Regarding punctuation, either a teacher
or a ditto stated the rules for where, for example, to put commas. The investigator heard no classroom
discussion of the aural context of punctuation (which, of course, is what gives each mark its meaning).
Nor did the investigator hear any statement or inference that placing a punctuation mark could be a
decision-making process, depending, for example, on one's intended meaning. Rather, the children
were told to follow the rules. Language arts did not involve creative writing. There were several
writing assignments throughout the year but in each instance the children were given a ditto, and they
wrote answers to questions on the sheet. For example, they wrote their "autobiography" by answering
such questions as "Where were you born?" "What is your favorite animal?" on a sheet entitled "All

About Me."
In one of the working-class schools, the class had a science period several times a week. On the three
occasions observed, the children were not called upon to set up experiments or to give explanations
for facts or concepts. Rather, on each occasion the teacher told them in his own words what the book
said. The children copied the teacher's sentences from the board. Each day that preceded the day they
were to do a science experiment, the teacher told them to copy the directions from the book for the
procedure they would carry out the next day and to study the list at home that night. The day after
each experiment, the teacher went over what they had "found" (they did the experiments as a class,
and each was actually a class demonstration led by the teacher). Then the teacher wrote what they
"found" on the board, and the children copied that in their notebooks. Once or twice a year there are
science projects. The project is chosen and assigned by the teacher from a box of 3-by-5-inch cards.
On the card the teacher has written the question to he answered, the books to use, and how much to
write. Explaining the cards to the observer, the teacher said, "It tells them exactly what to do, or they
couldn't do it."
Social studies in the working-class schools is also largely mechanical, rote work that was given little
explanation or connection to larger contexts. In one school, for example, although there was a book
available, social studies work was to copy the teacher's notes from the board. Several times a week for
a period of several months the children copied these notes. The fifth grades in the district were to
study United States history. The teacher used a booklet she had purchased called "The Fabulous Fifty
States." Each day she put information from the booklet in outline form on the board and the children
copied it. The type of information did not vary: the name of the state, its abbreviation, state capital,
nickname of the state, its main products, main business, and a "Fabulous Fact" ("Idaho grew twentyseven billion potatoes in one year. That's enough potatoes for each man, woman, and...") As the
children finished copying the sentences, the teacher erased them and wrote more. Children would
occasionally go to the front to pull down the wall map in order to locate the states they were copying,
and the teacher did not dissuade them. But the observer never saw her refer to the map; nor did the
observer ever hear her make other than perfunctory remarks concerning the information the children
were copying. Occasionally the children colored in a ditto and cut it out to make a stand-up figure
(representing, for example, a man roping a cow in the Southwest). These were referred to by the
teacher as their social studies "projects."
Rote behavior was often called for in classroom work. When going over 15 math and language art
skills sheets, for example, as the teacher asked for the answer to each problem, he fired the questions
rapidly, staccato, and the scene reminded the observer of a sergeant drilling recruits: above all, the
questions demanded that you stay at attention: "The next one? What do I put here?. . . Here? Give us
the next." Or "How many commas in this sentence? Where do I put them . . . The next one?"
The four fifth grade teachers observed in the working-class schools attempted to control classroom
time and space by making decisions without consulting the children and without explaining the basis
for their decisions. The teacher's control thus often seemed capricious. Teachers, for instance, very
often ignored the bells to switch classes - deciding among themselves to keep the children after the
period was officially over to continue with the work or for disciplinary reasons or so they (the
teachers) could stand in the hall and talk. There were no clocks in the rooms in either school, and the
children often asked, "What period is this?" "When do we go to gym?" The children had no access to
materials. These were handed out by teachers and closely guarded. Things in the room "belonged" to
the teacher: "Bob, bring me my garbage can." The teachers continually gave the children orders. Only
three times did the investigator hear a teacher in either working-class school preface a directive with
an unsarcastic "please," or "let's" or "would you." Instead, the teachers said, "Shut up," "Shut your
mouth," "Open your books," "Throw your gum away-if you want to rot your teeth, do it on your own
time." Teachers made every effort to control the movement of the children, and often shouted, "'Why
are you out of your seat??!!" If the children got permission to leave the room, they had to take a

written pass with the date and time....

Middle-Class School
In the middle-class school, work is getting the right answer. If one accumulates enough right answers,
one gets a good grade. One must follow the directions in order to get the right answers, but the
directions often call for some figuring, some choice, some decision making. For example, the children
must often figure out by themselves what the directions ask them to do and how to get the answer:
what do you do first, second, and perhaps third? Answers are usually found in books or by listening to
the teacher. Answers are usually words, sentences, numbers, or facts and dates; one writes them on
paper, and one should be neat. Answers must be given in the right order, and one cannot make them
up.
The following activities are illustrative. Math involves some choice: one may do two-digit division
the long way or the short way, and there are some math problems that can be done "in your head."
When the teacher explains how to do two-digit division, there is recognition that a cognitive process is
involved; she gives you several ways and says, "I want to make sure you understand what you're
doing-so you get it right"; and, when they go over the homework, she asks the children to tell how
they did the problem and what answer they got.
In social studies the daily work is to read the assigned pages in the textbook and to answer the
teacher's questions. The questions are almost always designed to check on whether the students have
read the assignment and understood it: who did so-and-so; what happened after that; when did it
happen, where, and sometimes, why did it happen? The answers are in the book and in one's
understanding of the book; the teacher's hints when one doesn't know the answers are to "read it
again" or to look at the picture or at the rest of the paragraph. One is to search for the answer in the
"context," in what is given.
Language arts is "simple grammar, what they need for everyday life." The language arts teacher says,
"They should learn to speak properly, to write business letters and thank-you letters, and to
understand what nouns and verbs and simple subjects are." Here, as well, actual work is to choose the
right answers, to understand what is given. The teacher often says, "Please read the next sentence and
then I'll question you about it." One teacher said in some exasperation to a boy who was fooling
around in class, "If you don't know the answers to the questions I ask, then you can't stay in
this class! [pause] You never know the answers to the questions I ask, and it's not fair to me-and
certainly not to you!"
Most lessons are based on the textbook. This does not involve a critical perspective on what is given
there. For example, a critical perspective in social studies is perceived as dangerous by these teachers
because it may lead to controversial topics; the parents might complain. The children, however, are
often curious especially in social studies. Their questions are tolerated and usually answered
perfunctorily. But after a few minutes the teacher will say, "All right, we're not going any farther.
Please open your social studies workbook." While the teachers spend a lot of time explaining and
expanding on what the textbooks say, there is little attempt to analyze how or why things happen, or
to give thought to how pieces of a culture, or, say, a system of numbers or elements of a language fit
together or can be analyzed. What has happened in the past and what exists now may not be equitable
or fair, but (shrug) that is the way things are and one does not confront such matters in school. For
example, in social studies after a child is called on to read a passage about the pilgrims, the teacher
summarizes the paragraph and then says, "So you can see how strict they were about everything." A
child asks, "Why?" "Well, because they felt that if you weren't busy you'd get into trouble." Another
child asks, "Is it true that they burned women at the stake?" The teacher says, "Yes, if a woman did
anything strange, they hanged them. [sic] What would a woman do, do you think, to make them burn
them? [sic] See if you can come up with better answers than my other [social studies] class." Several

children offer suggestions, to which the teacher nods but does not comment. Then she says, "Okay,
good," and calls on the next child to read.
Work tasks do not usually request creativity. Serious attention is rarely given in school work
on how the children develop or express their own feelings and ideas, either linguistically or in graphic
form. On the occasions when creativity or self-expression is requested, it is peripheral to the main
activity or it is "enriched" or "for fun." During a lesson on what similes are, for example, the teacher
explains what they are, puts several on the board, gives some other examples herself, and then asks
the children if they can "make some up." She calls on three children who give similes, two of which
are actually in the book they have open before them. The teacher does not comment on this and then
asks several others to choose similes from the list of phrases in the book. Several do so correctly, and
she says, "Oh good! You're picking them out! See how good we are?" Their homework is to pick out
the rest of the similes from the list.
Creativity is not often requested in social studies and science projects, either. Social studies projects,
for example, are given with directions to "find information on your topic" and write it up. The
children are not supposed to copy but to "put it in your own words." Although a number of the
projects subsequently went beyond the teacher's direction to find information and had quite expressive
covers and inside illustrations, the teacher's evaluative comments had to do with the amount of
information, whether they had "copied," and if their work was neat.
The style of control of the three fifth-grade teachers observed in this school varied from somewhat
easygoing to strict, but in contrast to the working-class schools, the teachers' decisions were usually
based on external rules and regulations--for example, on criteria that were known or available to the
children. Thus, the teachers always honor the bells for changing classes, and they usually evaluate
children's work by what is in the textbooks and answer booklets.
There is little excitement in schoolwork for the children, and the assignments are perceived as having
little to do with their interests and feelings. As one child said, what you do is "store facts up in your
head like cold storage - until you need it later for a test or your job." Thus, doing well is important
because there are thought to be other likely rewards: a good job or college.10

Affluent Professional School
In the affluent professional school, work is creative activity carried out independently. The students
are continually asked to express and apply ideas and concepts. Work involves individual thought and
expressiveness, expansion and illustration of ideas, and choice of appropriate method and material.
(The class is not considered an open classroom, and the principal explained that because of the large
number of discipline problems in the fifth grade this year they did not departmentalize. The teacher
who agreed to take part in the study said she is "more structured this year than she usually is.) The
products of work in this class are often written stories, editorials and essays, or representations of
ideas in mural, graph, or craft form. The products of work should not be like anybody else's and
should show individuality. They should exhibit good design, and (this is important) they must also fit
empirical reality. The relatively few rules to be followed regarding work are usually criteria for, or
limits on, individual activity. One's product is usually evaluated for the quality of its expression and
for the appropriateness of its conception to the task. In many cases, one's own satisfaction with the
product is an important criterion for its evaluation. When right answers are called for, as in
commercial materials like SRA (Science Research Associates) and math, it is important that the
children decide on an answer as a result of thinking about the idea involved in what they're being
asked to do. Teacher's hints are to "think about it some more."
The following activities are illustrative. The class takes home a sheet requesting each child's parents
to fill in the number of cars they have, the number of television sets, refrigerators, games, or rooms in

the house, and so on. Each child is to figure the average number of a type of possession owned by the
fifth grade. Each child must compile the "data" from all the sheets. A calculator is available in the
classroom to do the mechanics of finding the average. Some children decide to send sheets to the
fourth-grade families for comparison. Their work should be "verified" by a classmate before it is
handed in.
Each child and his or her family has made a geoboard. The teacher asks the class to get their
geoboards from the side cabinet, to take a handful of rubber bands, and then to listen to what she
would like them to do. She says, "I would like you to design a figure and then find the perimeter and
area. When you have it, check with your neighbor. After you've done that, please transfer it to graph
paper and tomorrow I'll ask you to make up a question about it for someone. When you hand it in,
please let me know whose it is and who verified it. Then I have something else for you to do that's
really fun. [pause] Find the average number of chocolate chips in three cookies. I'll give you three
cookies, and you'll have to eat your way through, I'm afraid!" Then she goes around the room and
gives help, suggestions, praise, and admonitions that they are getting noisy. They work sitting, or
standing up at their desks, at benches in the back, or on the floor. A child hands the teacher his paper
and she comments, "I'm not accepting this paper. Do a better design." To another child she says,
"That's fantastic! But you'll never find the area. Why don't you draw a figure inside [the big one] and
subtract to get the area?"
The school district requires the fifth grade to study ancient civilization (in particular, Egypt, Athens,
and Sumer). In this classroom, the emphasis is on illustrating and re-creating the culture of the people
of ancient times. The following are typical activities: the children made an 8mm film on Egypt, which
one of the parents edited. A girl in the class wrote the script, and the class acted it out. They put the
sound on themselves. They read stories of those days. They wrote essays and stories depicting the
lives of the people and the societal and occupational divisions. They chose from a list of projects, all
of which involved graphical presentations of ideas: for example. "Make a mural depicting the division
of labor in Egyptian society."
Each wrote and exchanged a letter in hieroglyphics with a fifth grader in another class, and they also
exchanged stories they wrote in cuneiform. They made a scroll and singed the edges so it looked
authentic. They each chose an occupation and made an Egyptian plaque representing that occupation,
simulating the appropriate Egyptian design. They carved their design on a cylinder of wax, pressed
the wax into clay, and then baked the clay. Although one girl did not choose an occupation but carved
instead a series of gods and slaves, the teacher said, "That's all right, Amber, it's beautiful." As they
were working the teacher said, "Don't cut into your clay until you're satisfied with your design."
Social studies also involves almost daily presentation by the children of some event from the news.
The teacher's questions ask the children to expand what they say, to give more details, and to be more
specific. Occasionally she adds some remarks to help them see connections between events.
The emphasis on expressing and illustrating ideas in social studies is accompanied in language arts by
an emphasis on creative writing. Each child wrote a rebus story for a first grader whom they had
interviewed to see what kind of story the child liked best. They wrote editorials on pending decisions
by the school board and radio plays, some of which were read over the school intercom from the
office and one of which was performed in the auditorium. There is no language arts textbook because,
the teacher said, "The principal wants us to be creative." There is not much grammar, but there is
punctuation. One morning when the observer arrived, the class was doing a punctuation ditto. The
teacher later apologized for using the ditto. "It's just for review," she said. "I don't teach punctuation
that way. We use their language." The ditto had three unambiguous rules for where to put commas in
a sentence. As the teacher was going around to help the children with the ditto, she repeated several
times, "where you put commas depends on how you say the sentence; it depends on the situation and
what you want to say. Several weeks later the observer saw another punctuation activity. The teacher
had printed a five-paragraph story on an oak tag and then cut it into phrases. She read the whole story

to the class from the book, then passed out the phrases. The group had to decide how the phrases
could best be put together again. (They arranged the phrases on the floor.) The point was not to
replicate the story, although that was not irrelevant, but to "decide what you think the best way is."
Punctuation marks on cardboard pieces were then handed out, and the children discussed and then
decided what mark was best at each place they thought one was needed. At the end of each paragraph
the teacher asked, "Are you satisfied with the way the paragraphs are now? Read it to yourself and see
how it sounds." Then she read the original story again, and they compared the two.
Describing her goals in science to the investigator, the teacher said, "We use ESS (Elementary
Science Study). It's very good because it gives a hands-on experience--so they can make sense out of
it. It doesn't matter whether it [what they find] is right or wrong. I bring them together and there's
value in discussing their ideas."
The products of work in this class are often highly valued by the children and the teacher. In fact, this
was the only school in which the investigator was not allowed to take original pieces of the children's
work for her files. If the work was small enough, however, and was on paper, the investigator could
duplicate it on the copying machine in the office.
The teacher's attempt to control the class involves constant negotiation. She does not give direct
orders unless she is angry because the children have been too noisy. Normally, she tries to get them to
foresee the consequences of their actions and to decide accordingly. For example, lining them up to
go see a play written by the sixth graders, she says, "I presume you're lined up by someone with
whom you want to sit. I hope you're lined up by someone you won't get in trouble with."...
One of the few rules governing the children's movement is that no more than three children may be
out of the room at once. There is a school rule that anyone can go to the library at any time to get a
book. In the fifth grade I observed, they sign their name on the chalkboard and leave. There are no
passes. Finally, the children have a fair amount of officially sanctioned say over what happens in the
class. For example, they often negotiate what work is to be done. If the teacher wants to move on to
the next subject, but the children say they are not ready, they want to work on their present projects
some more, she very often lets them do it.

Executive Elite School
In the executive elite school, work is developing one's analytical intellectual powers. Children are
continually asked to reason through a problem, to produce intellectual products that are both logically
sound and of top academic quality. A primary goal of thought is to conceptualize rules by which
elements may fit together in systems and then to apply these rules in solving a problem. Schoolwork
helps one to achieve, to excel, to prepare for life.
The following are illustrative. The math teacher teaches area and perimeter by having the children
derive formulas for each. First she helps them, through discussion at the board, to arrive at A = W X L
as a formula (not the formula) for area. After discussing several, she says, "Can anyone make up a
formula for perimeter? Can you figure that out yourselves? [pause] Knowing what we know, can we
think of a formula?" She works out three children's suggestions at the board, saying to two, "Yes,
that's a good one," and then asks the class if they can think of any more. No one volunteers. To prod
them, she says, "If you use rules and good reasoning, you get many ways. Chris, can you think up a
formula?"
She discusses two-digit division with the children as a decision-making process. Presenting a new
type of problem to them, she asks, "What's the first decision you'd make if presented with this kind of
example? What is the first thing you'd think? Craig?" Craig says, "To find my first partial quotient."
She responds, "Yes, that would be your first decision. How would you do that?" Craig explains, and

then the teacher says, "OK, we'll see how that works for you." The class tries his way. Subsequently,
she comments on the merits and shortcomings of several other children's decisions. Later, she tells the
investigator that her goals in math are to develop their reasoning and mathematical thinking and that,
unfortunately, "there's no time for manipulables."
While right answers are important in math, they are not "given" by the book or by the teacher but may
be challenged by the children. Going over some problems in late September the teacher says, "Raise
your hand if you do not agree." A child says, "I don't agree with sixty-four." The teacher responds,
"OK, there's a question about sixty-four. [to class] Please check it. Owen, they're disagreeing with
you. Kristen, they're checking yours." The teacher emphasized this repeatedly during September and
October with statements like "Don't be afraid to say you disagree. In the last [math] class, somebody
disagreed, and they were right. Before you disagree, check yours, and if you still think we're wrong,
then we'll check it out." By Thanksgiving, the children did not often speak in terms of right and wrong
math problems but of whether they agreed with the answer that had been given.
There are complicated math mimeos with many word problems. Whenever they go over the examples,
they discuss how each child has set up the problem. The children must explain it precisely. On one
occasion the teacher said, "I'm more--just as interested in how you set up the problem as in what
answer you find. If you set up a problem in a good way, the answer is easy to find.
Social studies work is most often reading and discussion of concepts and independent research. There
are only occasional artistic, expressive, or illustrative projects. Ancient Athens and Sumer are, rather,
societies to analyze. The following questions are typical of those that guide the children's independent
research. "What mistakes did Pericles make after the war?" "What mistakes did the citizens of Athens
make?" "What are the elements of a civilization?" "How did Greece build an economic empire?"
"Compare the way Athens chose its leaders with the way we choose ours." Occasionally the children
are asked to make up sample questions for their social studies tests. On an occasion when the
investigator was present, the social studies teacher rejected a child's question by saying, "That's just
fact. If I asked you that question on a test, you'd complain it was just memory! Good questions ask for
concepts."
In social studies--but also in reading, science, and health--the teachers initiate classroom discussions
of current social issues and problems. These discussions occurred on every one of the investigator's
visits, and a teacher told me, "These children's opinions are important - it's important that they learn to
reason things through." The classroom discussions always struck the observer as quite realistic and
analytical, dealing with concrete social issues like the following: "Why do workers strike?" "Is that
right or wrong?" "Why do we have inflation, and what can be done to stop it?" "Why do companies
put chemicals in food when the natural ingredients are available?" and so on. Usually the children did
not have to be prodded to give their opinions. In fact, their statements and the interchanges between
them struck the observer as quite sophisticated conceptually and verbally, and well-informed.
Occasionally the teachers would prod with statements such as, "Even if you don't know [the answers],
if you think logically about it, you can figure it out." And "I'm asking you [these] questions to help
you think this through."
Language arts emphasizes language as a complex system, one that should be mastered. The children
are asked to diagram sentences of complex grammatical construction, to memorize irregular verb
conjugations (he lay, he has lain, and so on ...), and to use the proper participles, conjunctions, and
interjections in their speech. The teacher (the same one who teaches social studies) told them, "It is
not enough to get these right on tests; you must use what you learn [in grammar classes] in your
written and oral work. I will grade you on that."
Most writing assignments are either research reports and essays for social studies or experiment
analyses and write-ups for science. There is only an occasional story or other "creative writing"
assignment. On the occasion observed by the investigator (the writing of a Halloween story), the

points the teacher stressed in preparing the children to write involved the structural aspects of a story
rather than the expression of feelings or other ideas. The teacher showed them a filmstrip, "The Seven
Parts of a Story," and lectured them on plot development, mood setting, character development,
consistency, and the use of a logical or appropriate ending. The stories they subsequently wrote were,
in fact, well-structured, but many were also personal and expressive. The teacher's evaluative
comments, however, did not refer to the expressiveness or artistry but were all directed toward
whether they had "developed" the story well.
Language arts work also involved a large amount of practice in presentation of the self and in
managing situations where the child was expected to be in charge. For example, there was a series of
assignments in which each child had to be a "student teacher." The child had to plan a lesson in
grammar, outlining, punctuation, or other language arts topic and explain the concept to the class.
Each child was to prepare a worksheet or game and a homework assignment as well. After each
presentation, the teacher and other children gave a critical appraisal of the "student teacher's"
performance. Their criteria were: whether the student spoke clearly, whether the lesson was
interesting, whether the student made any mistakes, and whether he or she kept control of the class.
On an occasion when a child did not maintain control, the teacher said, "When you're up there, you
have authority and you have to use it. I'll back you up."
The executive elite school is the only school where bells do not demarcate the periods of time. The
two fifth-grade teachers were very strict about changing classes on schedule, however, as specific
plans for each session had been made. The teachers attempted to keep tight control over the children
during lessons, and the children were sometimes flippant, boisterous, and occasionally rude. However,
the children may be brought into line by reminding them that "It is up to you." "You must control
yourself," "you are responsible for your work," you must "set your own priorities." One teacher told a
child, "You are the only driver of your car-and only you can regulate your speed." A new teacher
complained to the observer that she had thought "these children" would have more control.
While strict attention to the lesson at hand is required, the teachers make relatively little attempt to
regulate the movement of the children at other times. For example, except for the kindergartners the
children in this school do not have to wait for the bell to ring in the morning; they may go to their
classroom when they arrive at school. Fifth graders often came early to read, to finish work, or to
catch up. After the first two months of school, the fifth-grade teachers did not line the children up to
change classes or to go to gym, and so on, but, when the children were ready and quiet, they were told
they could go--sometimes without the teachers.
In the classroom, the children could get materials when they needed them and took what they needed
from closets and from the teacher's desk. They were in charge of the office at lunchtime. During class
they did not have to sign out or ask permission to leave the room; they just got up and left. Because of
the pressure to get work done, however, they did not leave the room very often. The teachers were
very polite to the children, and the investigator heard no sarcasm, no nasty remarks, and few direct
orders. The teachers never called the children "honey" or "dear" but always called them by name. The
teachers were expected to be available before school, after school, and for part of their lunchtime to
provide extra help if needed.

The foregoing analysis of differences in schoolwork in contrasting social class contexts suggests the
following conclusion: the "hidden curriculum" of schoolwork is tacit preparation for relating to the
process of production in a particular way. Differing curricular, pedagogical, and pupil evaluation
practices emphasize different cognitive and behavioral skills in each social setting and thus contribute
to the development in the children of certain potential relationships to physical and symbolic
capital,11 to authority, and to the process of work. School experience, in the sample of schools
discussed here, differed qualitatively by social class. These differences may not only contribute to the
development in the children in each social class of certain types of economically significant

relationships and not others but would thereby help to reproduce this system of relations in society. In
the contribution to the reproduction of unequal social relations lies a theoretical meaning and social
consequence of classroom practice.
The identification of different emphases in classrooms in a sample of contrasting social class contexts
implies that further research should be conducted in a large number of schools to investigate the types
of work tasks and interactions in each to see if they differ in the ways discussed here and to see if
similar potential relationships are uncovered. Such research could have as a product the further
elucidation of complex but not readily apparent connections between everyday activity in schools and
classrooms and the unequal structure of economic relationships in which we work and live.
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$50,000 or over. U.S. Bureau of the Census, Current Population
Reports Series P-60. For figures on income at these higher levels, see
J.D. Smith and S. Franklin, "The Concentration of Personal Wealth,
1922-1969," American Economic Review 64 (1974): 162-67. [Author's
note]
9. Smith and Franklin, "The Concentration of Personal Wealth."
[Author's note]
10. A dominant feeling expressed directly and indirectly by teachers in
this school, was boredom with their work. They did, however, in
contrast to the working-class schools, almost always carry out lessons
during class times. [Author's note]
11. physical and symbolic capital: Elsewhere Anyon defines capital as
"property that is used to produce profit, interest, or rent": she
defines symbolic capital as the knowledge and skills that "may yield
social and cultural power."
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PART I

Tears Worth Telling: Urban Teaching and the Possibilities
of Racial Justice
Cheryl E. Matias
University of Colorado Denver
Silencing race dialogue in urban classrooms is
painful for students of color. The author of this
article, an urban teacher, documents her resistance
to colorblind racism by strategically including
race in daily classroom practices. She argues that
acknowledging emotionality and Whiteness are
essential steps that teachers must take to reinvest in
prolonged racially-just projects.

the tears of urban students of color and how I, as their
teacher, acknowledged and invested in their tears, in order
to find a way to wipe them away.
In bearing witness to their tears, I never once felt I must
save them, like the dominant narrative of missionaries
or saviors in poor communities so popularized by
mainstream films such as Dangerous Minds, Freedom
Writers, The Blind Side, and so on (see Matias, in press;
Vera & Gordon, 2003). Rather, I had to support them
because in their anguish, I saw myself: these were familiar
tears of my own racialized past. This is the same pain I felt
when I heard one of my students say, “What’s the point?
I’m Black.” Embedded in that seemingly simple question
is the painful result of a “colorblind” educational system
that renders the double consciousness of colored beings
false when, in fact, it is the conscious reality of people of
color (Du Bois, 2007; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002).
Although I intimately understood the cries of my
students, I admittedly received my teacher training from
White teacher educators whose focus on celebrations
of multiculturalism, cultural pluralism, and cultural
responsivity were nonetheless filtered by the ocular of
Whiteness (Leonardo, 2009; Matias, 2013; Yoon, 2012).
This inadvertently trained me to teach like a White
missionary teacher; meaning, although my White teacher
educators trained me with theories conceptualized by
scholars of color, they filtered out the salient aspects
of why these theories came to be, namely, they were
policies born of racism and White supremacy in education
(Gillborn, 2006; Ladson-Billings, 1998). The permanence
of these manifestations were hushed by the white noise

As a critical race teacher educator of color, I constantly
reflect on my K–12 classroom experience (both as an
urban student and teacher) so the essence of what I teach
and research remains grounded in the struggles of my
Black and Brown students. After years of teaching in
both the Los Angeles Unified School District and the
New York City Department of Education, forever burned
in my heart were the tears of my urban students of color.
There was a specific teaching moment when I openly
shared my own counterstories of pain and realized that
my students were crying, too. Riddled with guilt, I asked
my students why the tears. The closed mouths belied an
unspoken knowledge of shared experiences. Shaking her
head one student echoed my pain by saying, “It’s just
racist. It’s just so racist.” This article is a counterstory of

Correspondence should be sent to Cheryl E. Matias, PhD, Urban
Community Teacher Education, University of Colorado Denver,
Campus Box 106, 1390 Lawrence St., Office 734, P.O. Box 173364,
Denver, CO 80217-3364. E-mail: cheryl.matias@ucdenver.edu
To my twins, Malina and Noah, and all urban students. May teachers
always acknowledge your tears and fight for it to stop.
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appropriated as the “correct” filter for training urban
teachers in studies of diversity and multiculturalism.
Ironically, this was the same training of my K–12 urban
White teachers whose colorblind racism—a process of
claiming not to see race yet acting out racist practices
(Bonilla-Silva, 2010)—produced in me these same tears.
Therefore, instead of submitting to this colorblind racism,
bound by my principles in racial justice, I decided to
become a new kind of critical race teacher and, in doing
so, validate all these tears.

in concert, I found a more complete understanding of
why teachers and urban students of color experience
dehumanization in a White-dominated educational
system. First, I draw from critical social theory of race
because it “encourages the production and application of
theory as a part of the overall search for transformative
knowledge” (Leonardo, 2009, p. 13). For example,
Leonardo and Porter’s (2010) Fanonian application of
repressed violence and false safety in race dialogues
provides a context that, when applied to teaching, can
best explain the conditions of urban teachers and students
of color. Just as symbolic violence and false safety
in race dialogues ultimately upholds the narcissism of
Whiteness, it is the same for the entire context of teaching.
Since the teaching force, curricula, policies, and teacher
education pipeline are White-dominant, the context for
repressed forms of violence is maintained. If disrupted,
White performative recurrences of anger, avoidance,
guilt, dismissal, and repression stifle race knowledge.
In order to survive this repressed White violence,
students of color are merely “playing along” to become
“masters of deflection” (Leonardo & Porter, 2010,
p. 151). They do this to maintain a sense of “safety in
[these] violent circumstances” (p. 151). The emotional
cost is exemplified through their tears.
Teachers must employ a humanizing violence that
“shifts the standards of humanity by providing space for
the free expression of people’s thoughts and emotions that
are not regulated by the discourse of safety” (Leonardo
& Porter, 2010, p.148). In training teacher candidates, I
teach them the falsity of a benign status quo because status
quo is replete with repressed violence. Teachers who
maintained this repressed violence—whether intentional
or not—left both my students and I in tears. This leads to
the need for resistive humanistic violence, necessary for
true race dialogue to begin.
I also employ critical race theory (CRT) because
it acknowledges the endemic nature of race, racism,
and White supremacy, while validating counterstories
(Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). Counterstories provide
people of color an understanding that the daily acts of
racism they incur are not isolated acts of violence; rather,
they are systemic acts of macroaggressions and macroviolence (Gildersleeve, Croom, & Vasquez, 2011; Sue,
Nadal, Capodilupo, Lin, Torino, & Rivera, 2008). When
they are spoken aloud, they disrupt dominant narratives
and allow people of color to feel supported, heard,
and validated, which in turn contributes to everyone’s
understanding of a larger dynamics of race (Matias 2012;
Solórzano & Yosso, 2002).
Applied to teaching, counterstories that reflect racial
microaggressions, racial battle fatigue, and/or internalized
racism are racially-educative because their articulation
shows how race, racism, and White supremacy are
enacted (Bernal, 2002; Dixson & Rousseau, 2005).

My counterstory as an urban
teacher of color amidst an
overwhelming White teaching
force exemplifies how a teacher
can disrupt the normalcy of
Whiteness in education such that
the tears of our students of color
are not shed in vain.
This article shares the uncertain path to putting race
into daily classroom teaching, since operating under the
rigidity of the colorblind racism plaguing urban schools
was difficult. My counterstory as an urban teacher of
color amidst an overwhelming White teaching force
exemplifies how a teacher can disrupt the normalcy of
Whiteness in education such that the tears of our students
of color are not shed in vain. I do not insist that it is the
model for racial justice in urban classrooms, precisely
because the most beautiful aspect of teaching—as
teachers know—is that we always try amidst failure and
hopelessness. Thus, I present my counterstory replete
with the metacognitive, emotional, and spiritual struggles
I underwent in attempting to resist the repressed violence
that normalizes the silencing of race (see Leonardo &
Porter, 2010). It would be disingenuous to not divulge
that I am now responsible for training the next generation
of urban teachers as a teacher educator; fortuitously, with
this new role, I can look back at my own career with
the critical lens needed to analyze the context of urban
teaching. Therefore, I end with implications.

Marrying Theory: Critical Social Theory,
Critical Race Theory, and Critical Whiteness
Studies
My reflective counterstory draws from a plethora of
critical race theories. In isolation, each was not enough
for me to fully grasp the complexities of race; however,
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However, this racially rich knowledge is often silenced
in the colorblind, racist, urban classroom (see Zamudio,
Russell, Rios, & Bridgeman, 2011) precisely because:

necessary to open the possibility of true humanizing race
dialogue (Leonardo & Porter, 2010).
Counterstories must be heard in a race dialogue in
order for White teacher candidates to feel the pain of
racism. However, this is quite a task when the professor
telling the counterstory is the only person of color in
the room and White teacher candidates are resisting
both the content of the course and the professor as the
symbolic representation of their shame. Too often, my
largely White, middle-class, female teacher candidates
are so entrenched in their Whiteness, complete with
colorblind racism, that they choose to ignore how that
investment hurts people of color (see Bonilla-Silva
& Embrick, 2006; DeJesus & Ma, 2004; Matias, in
press; Williams & Evans-Winters, 2005). They proclaim
an overwhelming passion to teach urban students of
color without ever demonstrating emotion for the racial
context that burden their future students. How can one be
genuinely passionate when she/he becomes emotionally
frozen when discussing race, one of the most salient issues
of urban schooling? With respect to CRT’s tenet for social
justice, how can urban teachers who are not emotionally,
intellectually, and critically versed in race expect to have
prolonged projects about racial justice if they themselves
emotionally disinvest when it gets uncomfortable? Until
teachers re-learn emotional investment, they will not
sustain the emotional discomfort, a process felt in racial
justice. Below is my story of how I became emotionally
invested through tears.

1) the majority of urban teachers who are White
are discomforted by discussions of race (Duncan,
2002);
2) Eurocentric curriculum and standards do not
explicitly address the advantages of creating a
racial hierarchy which systematically shuts out
dialogues of race (Ladson-Billings, 1998); and,
3) although there has been pedagogical application
of CRT in higher education (Jennings & Lynn,
2005; Lynn 1999), ways in which teachers
can pedagogically enact CRT inside the K–12
classroom are lacking.
As such, managing dialogues of race inside the
K–12 classroom becomes an arduous task, despite the
overwhelming possibilities it has for creating humanizing
projects of race. Relating to my classroom teaching
experiences, CRT reminds me that the permanence of
race, racism, and White supremacy are so entrenched
in the fabric of our educational society that they often
render similar phenomena for those racially marginalized.
Recognizing this helps me understand why I had such an
intimate kinship to my urban students of color; in them, I
see me.
Last, I utilize critical Whiteness studies precisely
because I needed to fully comprehend the complexity for
why voices, stories, and identities of people of color are
marginalized in the first place. If racism is the symptom,
then it is White supremacy and Whiteness that are
the disease. Critical Whiteness studies go beyond the
acknowledgement of White privilege (McIntosh, 2001)
and stages of White racial identity (Helms, 1990) and
into an interdisciplinary approach to how Whiteness is
materialized through political, economic, and emotional
means (Allen, 2001; Massey & Denton, 1993; Roediger,
1999).
For example, Thandeka (1999) explores the emotional
well-being of Whites entrenched in Whiteness by positing
that their emotional investment stems from their shame
of recognizing the reality of race. She articulates this as
a form of psychological abuse, because it teaches Whites
to ignore to what they bear witness. Such a process
thus produces a form of neurosis that forces Whites
to believe in colorblindness, despite its known falsity.
Acknowledging this dynamics adds to how I understand
Leonardo and Porter’s (2010) violence. When White
shame is revealed, it becomes too emotionally unbearable
in the context of interracial dialogue. However, as CRT
asserts, this type of racial humiliation happens to people
of color on a daily basis; thus, its application helps
balance my views on Whiteness. Such humiliation is

Reflective Counterstory
Instead of sitting inside the teachers’ lounge early
in my career, I often chose to eat alone. Inside that
White space, White teachers performed an ongoing
liberal discussion that pathologized students of color
and their parents as low achievers, at risk, and in need
of additional special education. Most disconcerting
was how this racially-coded discourse entrenched itself
in a false empathy (Duncan, 2002). In so asserting
the educational pitfalls of urban students of color, my
colleagues placed the blame on the student, rendering
her/him a deficit. Beyond a mention of the cultural bias
of standardized testing, as they were benignly taught to
say, they never critically examined the larger systemic
dynamics that continually keep urban students of color
at the periphery of success. They never acknowledged
how the normativity of Whiteness perches itself as the
exemplar of educational success while turning a blind
eye to the institutional advantages that support White
students’ academic success at the expense of others
(Ladson-Billings, 1998; Lewis & Manno, 2011). Instead
of listening to this disparaging rhetoric, I opened my
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classroom door and ate lunch with any student who
walked in.
At first, I thought the dialogues that centered on
friendships, family, and relationships with other teachers
were nothing more than pre-adolescent complaints
about society. Yet, when I employed CRT, I realized
these complaints were counterstories, rich with intimate
knowledge of how my students of color struggle with
power, marginality, and pain. These were intimate
moments that allowed me to truly empathize, care, and
reflect, such that it cultivated within me an authentic care
(Valenzuela, 1999). In this revelation, I knew we must
discuss race in the classroom. The continuous echo of
“those teachers just don’t get me” was as much about race
as it was about mere misunderstandings. But how was I
going to develop a critical dialogue of race inside a K–12
urban classroom while under the intellectual surveillance
of a scripted curriculum? In order to answer this, I stripped
teaching down to some basic core elements: curriculum
and standards, objectives, and instructional/pedagogical
strategies.

critical Whiteness studies demonstrate how the literary
canon is replete with exertions of normalized Whiteness
(Morrison, 1993). Because I have come to critically
understand curriculum as a dehumanizing project that
purports Whiteness to normativity and colorfulness to
biased subjectivity (Ladson-Billings, 1999), I needed
to strategically insert race and a critical analysis of
Whiteness in each of my U.S. history lessons. Under a
standards-based era, I needed to begin with the standards
themselves.
For example, California History/Social Science
Content Standard 11.41 indicates that students must trace
the rise of the United States as a 20th-century world
power; it recommends that one way to do so is to describe
the Spanish-American War and U.S. expansion into the
South Pacific. Knowing history textbooks are wrought
with political purpose (Symcox 2002), I felt it essential
to problematize the intentional one-sided account, or
“master narrative,” by interjecting multiple perspectives
(Takaki, 1993; Zinn, 2005).
Thus, in preparing a lesson on how the SpanishAmerican War and U.S. expansion to the South Pacific
contributed to the U.S. world power role, I had the
students read Memmi’s (1965) Colonizer and Colonized,
while they read the textbook’s version of the account.
Additionally, I provided excerpts from Vicente Rafael’s
(1995) Discrepant History, which chronicles the inaccurate documentation of U.S. annexation of the Philippines.
We paid specific attention to purposes behind why the
annexation benefitted the U.S. (which met the standard),
yet, we also focused on how Dean C. Worcester’s depictions of Filipinos as indolent, lazy, and culturally-retarded
belied the widespread belief of White racial superiority
and how these racist sensibilities impacted the decision to
colonize these people of color (Sullivan, 1991) and then
present them in cages at the 1904 St. Louis World Fair.

The continuous echo of “those
teachers just don’t get me” was
as much about race as it was
about mere misunderstandings.
But how was I going to develop a
critical dialogue of race inside a
K–12 urban classroom while
under the intellectual surveillance
of a scripted curriculum?
Racial Project #1: Curriculum & Standards

Racial Project #2: Critical Race Lesson
Objectives

I knew I must incorporate a critically raced curriculum that counters the hegemonic silencing of race
in textbooks (Apple & Christian-Smith, 1991; Takaki,
1993). If, as Gillborn (2006) articulates, race and racism
leave an “imprint on virtually every aspect of life,”
then curriculum is also impacted by race and racism
(pp. 324–325). This is fortuitous because it warrants
the application of CRT and critical Whiteness studies to
unveil embedded racism in curriculum.
In CRT, the permanence of race is a state of fact. In acknowledging the fact of race, CRT and critical Whiteness
studies assert that Whiteness gets so normalized that it
becomes invisible inside educational policies (Gillborn,
2005). Just as an educational policy is not exempt from
race, neither is the curriculum teachers employ. In fact,

Nieto and Bode (2008) so warn that curricular
insertions are not enough to address the pervasiveness
of racism. As such, I drew from my teaching training
in backwards design (Wiggins & McTigue, 2000; i.e.,
keeping the learning outcome in mind before proceeding
further). I had to clearly explicate two lesson objectives,
lest I be responsible for reproducing the same normative
discourse that renders race irrelevant. Content objectives
are the articulation of how the goals of this lesson meet
the standardized content standard. Critical race objectives
strategically and directly link the content objective to an
1http://www.cde.ca.gov/be/st/ss/documents/histsocscistnd.pdf.
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overarching CRT analysis of how oppressions of race,
class, and gender are operating within that content itself.
For example, if the content objective is that students will
be able to describe the events, figures, and significance
of the Spanish-American War, and the control of the
South Pacific thereafter, in relation to the rising role of
the U.S. as a world power, then the Critical Race
Objective, which builds on it, is that students will be able
to critically dialogue how mechanisms of race, racism,
and White supremacy, and other forms of oppression,
such as colonization, impacted the decision to annex the
Philippines in order for the United States to become a
world power.
Since clearly stated lesson objectives are key to ensuring standards-based instruction, the explicit inclusion
of critical race objectives provides a directive on how to
implement race dialogues. Acknowledging that critical
social theory of race is committed to the production of
transformative knowledge, it then becomes an a priori for
teachers to test out new strategies not yet articulated in
the Eurocentricity of standards-based curriculum. In fact,
with respect to race dialogue, the strategic inclusion of
critical race objectives produces the humanizing violence
Leonardo and Porter (2010) encourage. Ergo, because
curriculum violently silences race, it allows for the
permanence of Whiteness; however, including critical
race objectives into the pedagogy attacks and disrupts the
invisibility of Whiteness in the curriculum, prompting
racial justice and discourse.

Benevolent Assimilation speech on the colonization of
the Philippines.
Through CRT, my students were better able to
challenge the dominant racial ideology by applying it to
their daily experiences of race. For example, a tearful
Muslim-American student described being pushed into a
pool and taunted as a “terrorist”; she initially assumed it
was not an act of racism because “racism stopped after
the Civil Rights Movement.” Her re-analysis differed at
the end of the semester.

Racial Project #4: Vocabulary
As a content-specialty teacher, I know my students
often struggle in understanding concepts when they do
not have access to a helpful vocabulary, so I employed
such terms racial battle fatigue, racial microaggression,
White supremacy, and counterstorytelling to allow
them better articulation of their personal accounts with
racism. Therefore, I knew I had to teach a new language
to engage in race dialogues, which thus behooved
me to synonymize critical race language acquisition
to instructional strategies of language acquisition for
multilingual learners.
Hill and Flynn (2006) state that “teachers need to
explicitly teach those content-specific terms that bring
meaning to the lesson” (p. 104). By explicitly teaching
critical race vocabulary, students acquired new vocabulary
to better achieve the goals set forth by the critical race
lesson objective. To ensure my students used vocabulary
in meaningful ways, I had to provide ample opportunities
to model, read, write, talk, and listen to each other in this
newly-learned vocabulary.

Racial Project #3: Pedagogies and
Instructional Strategies of Race
Curriculum and objectives would only go so far in
cultivating race dialogues in my classroom because
society strategically silences discourse of race. This
“speech impediment” needed a pedagogical strategy to
let students unlock what was once forced to remain silent
in their hearts. Like Leonardo and Porter’s (2010) theory
of humanizing violence via shared experiences of racism,
I opted to use myself as a model in a strategy I call
“critical race metacognition” (CRM).
Just as metacognitive “think alouds” in literacy
instruction increase reading comprehension (Zimmerman
& Keen, 1997), CRM is a cognitive schema students
can apply to better understand race. I began with having
my students review newsreels, videos, commercials,
political cartoons, and print articles. For example, I
showed a video clip of 2004’s Crash (2004), where
Ludacris and Larenz Tate critically dialogue how Black
men are treated in a racist society. I often stopped the
clip and queried: what is being said about Blackness and
unsaid about the presumed innocence of Whites? My
students then applied this thought process to McKinley’s

Implications for Urban Teaching and Teacher
Education
As hooks (1994) argues, teaching can be a healing
praxis for both the educator and her students, a healing
that has the possibility to stop the tears. As teachers
are not robotic extensions of a scripted curriculum;
we acknowledge that teaching goes beyond a strict job
description. We are cultivators of humanity, and we
recognize that those tears break the heart of our hope.
And this is a painful burden no student should even have
to suppress.
It is essential to build an arsenal of pedagogical,
curricular, and ideological tools so that teachers can
always be a part of the humanizing project of racial
justice, one where dialogues of race can take place
free from the violence of colorblind racism. However,
such projects must not strictly focus on urban students
of color, since they are erroneously pathologized as
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deficient. Rather, articulations of how we can engage
White suburban communities in critical race dialogue
are critical precisely because that is where Whiteness is
produced and, in its permeation, silences race throughout.

race or crying emotional angst, they must be re-directed
to racially-just projects (i.e., it is okay to be angry, sad,
and guilty, but then transform those feelings to projects
of antiracism, despite the discomfort to feel again).

It is essential to build an arsenal
of pedagogical, curricular, and
ideological tools so that teachers
can always be a part of the
humanizing project of racial
justice, one where dialogues of
race can take place free from the
violence of colorblind racism.

Conclusion
Never swayed by the harsh realities of living a
racialized life as an urban student of color, urban teacher
of color, and now as an urban-focused teacher educator of
color, I realize that my students’ tears are a continuance
of mine, the result of the permanence of race. CRT,
critical Whiteness studies, and critical social theory of
race reminded me that my tears are not of my own; rather,
they are part of a larger cry so often ignored in education.
And that, in itself, are tears worth telling.

Furthermore, we must consider how to engage
in race-conscious teaching in systemic ways. For
example, how can teachers systemically advocate for
racial justice in faculty meetings, parent or community
groups, and district-wide planning, initiatives, and new
school development? Perhaps advocating for district
representatives for racial justice will ensure that a
racially-just agenda is enacted in both district and local
levels. Or perhaps race understanding can be increased by
enforcing continuous professional development on racism
and Whiteness in education. Also, incorporating racial
justice in school missions and vision breaks the silence.
Until schools take an active stance to systematically and
openly address race, race will continue to be silenced.
And in that silence, the tears of urban students of color
will once again be ignored.
Also, the recycling of White normative rhetoric, such
as missionary/savior perspectives or strategic silencing
of critical race knowledge, ostracizes the few teachers of
color who do matriculate into teacher education, while
creating disingenuous perspectives of urban students of
color. White teacher candidates must first be exposed to
both critical Whiteness studies and critical theories of
race, lest they inadvertently recycle White normativity. As
Helms (1990) posits, one can only guide others in racial
identity development if, and only if, they first take that
journey themselves. As such, White teacher candidates
must first learn about Whiteness beyond mere recognition
that they are White and therefore hold privilege. They
must be able to articulate the socio-historical, political,
economic, and emotional consciousness that led Whites
to have privileged status to then “know themselves.”
Doing so will better prepare them for understanding
their urban students of color. Second, White teachers
candidates must learn to re-learn their emotions. Instead
of resonating in guilt, ferociously denying the saliency of
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The following resources can be located at: https://rossier.usc.edu/tools-for-teaching-diversity/
December 17, 2012
Rossier Faculty Council’s Diversity Committee is charged with: supporting dialogue with faculty about
issues of diversity and equity, and seeking faculty input about new and ongoing priorities; working with
faculty search committees to help develop a diverse candidate pool; and assisting the dean’s office,
faculty council, and concentration chairs in faculty mentoring.
Overview
Welcome to the resources for teaching and learning diversity! This page was developed by the diversity
committee of the Rossier School of Education in order to help faculty across all courses and in all
programs better teach the concepts of diversity. Diversity is one of the four pillars of our School’s
mission and values and is supposed to be integrated across all the curriculum and student experiences.
The resources below help faculty in this effort and provide not just readings for course, but also
activities and resources to use in classes.

Diversity can be challenging, particularly concepts like privilege, identity and consciousness raising. We
provide a focus on challenging topics that emerge and help identify ways to address these challenge
areas.
The site is organized so the many facets of diversity can be explored in courses – gender, sexual
orientation, race, social class, disabilities and the like. We hope that these varying resources help
provide the platform to teach diversity in complex and multi-faceted ways.
We hope this can be a resource for not only the school but also our partners across the globe as they
think about and teach concepts of diversity in various disciplines and school contexts.
Inclusive Teaching Strategies
•

Creating Inclusive College Classrooms (University of Michigan)

•

Managing Hot Moments (Harvard University)

•

Managing Student Resistance (University of Virginia Commonwealth University)

•

Creating a Safe and Engaging Classroom Climate (University of Wisconsin – Whitewater)

•

Diversity Issues for the Instructor: Identifying you own Attitudes (University of Michigan)

•

Identifying and Responding to a Bias Incidents (Teaching Tolerance.org)

•

Teaching in a Diverse Classroom (USC)

Racial, Ethnic, and Cultural Diversity
•

An Approach for Teaching Diversity: A Dozen Suggestions for Enhancing Student Learning
(University of Wisconsin – Whitewater) Tools for Teaching

•

Diversity and Complexity in the Classroom: Considerations of Race, Ethnicity, and Gender (UC
Berkeley)

•

Resources for Multicultural Teaching and Learning (University of Minnesota)

•

Teaching in Racially Diverse College Classrooms (Harvard University)

•

Working to Improve Schools and Education (WISE) – African American Experiences of Race and
Racism in U.S. School (Ithaca College)

Gender Issues
•

Sensitivity to Women in the Contemporary Classroom (Harvard University)

•

Working to Improve Schools and Education – Gender Issues (Ithaca College)

Sexual Orientation
•

Gay, Lesbian, and Straight Education Network

•

Teaching Challenges: Sexual Orientation in the College Classroom (AAC&U)

•

Working to Improve Schools and Education (WISE) – Sexual Orientation (Ithaca College)

Disabilities
•

Teaching Students with Disabilities (Vanderbilt)

•

Center for Excellence in Teaching – TA Resources Disabilities Overview (USC)

•

Help for College Students with Disabilities (Wrightslaw)

Religious Diversity
•

PBS Thematic Teaching – Religious resources (Videos and Links)

•

Arab American and Muslim Culture, Experiences, and Issues (Ithaca College)

•

Diversity and Democracy (AAC&U) – Religious Diversity

•

Understanding and Promoting Religious Pluralism on College Campuses (UCLA)

Articles related to Teaching Diversity
•

Articles on Teaching For Diversity (University of Michigan)

•

Articles on Promoting Diversity (University of Michigan)

USC On-Campus Resources
•

Rossier School of Education
Ed.D. Office
Center for Urban Education

Pullias Center for Higher Education
•

USC – Center for American Studies and Ethnicity (CASE) in Center for Higher Education Policy
Analysis (CHEPA)
Enhancing Diversity (2004 Project)

•

USC – Center for Excellence in Teaching

•

USC – Center for Excellence in Teaching – Video

•

USC – Office of Religious Life

•

USC – Office of Residential Education – Reporting a Bias Incident

•

USC – Office of Equity and Diversity

•

USC – School of Social Work

•

USC – Vision and Voices

Additional Web Resources
•

Vanderbilt University

•

University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill

•

University of Colorado Boulder

•

University of California – Berkeley

•

Harvard University

•

University of Michigan

•

University of Wisconsin – Whitewater

•

University of Virginia

•

University of Minnesota

•

Teaching for Tolerance

•

Association of Colleges and Universities (AAC&U)

Articles on Teaching for Diversity
Laura L.B. Border and Nancy Van Note Chism,
Editors New Directions in Teaching and Learning, 1992, Volume 49
Adams, M. Cultural Inclusion in the American College Classroom.
The traditional college classroom has a distinct culture that often constrains the success of students
from other cultural backgrounds. Traditional culture has remained unnoticed because the mismatch
with student’s culture is never identified, and there is a general absence of conscious cultural identity

among European American students. The call for multiculturalism depends on faculty’s acceptance and
implementation, but it is difficult for faculty to see beyond their own acculturation. A college teacher’s
explicit and ongoing attention to the cultural assumptions behind many aspects of classroom teaching
will facilitate the learning process for students from all cultural traditions. This does not necessarily
mean dismantling of traditional teaching; rather, teachers could incorporate flexible, alternative
teaching modes in order to engage the broad range of diverse, cultural derived orientations to learning.
Anderson, J.; Adams, M. Acknowledging the Learning Styles of Diverse Student Populations:
Implications for Instructional Design.
Issues regarding teaching effectiveness and excellence are increasingly tied to issues of diversity;
therefore, one should be examining the interplay of social and cultural diversity with learning styles,
curricular content, and instructional styles. Effective teaching cannot be limited to delivery of
information. Studies that have examined different groups’ orientations to cultural values support the
contention that non-traditional groups who share common conceptualizations about basic values,
beliefs, and behaviors exhibit similar socialized differences and stylistic learning preferences. The
authors use, as an example, Kolb’s model of experiential learning to show how teachers can develop a
multicultural teaching repertoire that takes into account cultural style differences. While identification
of styles with particular social and cultural groups helps alert teachers to important differences, a full
range of instructional strategies should be employed.
Border, L.; Chism, N. The Future is Now: A Call for Action and List of Resources.
The authors list programs and contact persons for “train-the-trainer” strategies for multicultural
teaching. They also list print and video resources on multicultural teaching in higher education.
Collett, J.; Serrano, B. Stirring It Up: The Inclusive Classroom.
Looking at the experience of institutions where women and minorities have been either the sole
constituency or the vast majority provides many lessons in academic success. The greater success of
students in these institutions is due to common factors: a supportive atmosphere, respect for cultural
identity, high expectations, positive role models, and vigilance against bias. Multicultural education on
mixed campuses, on the other hand, is currently failing to address needs of many students. The worst
problem is the resistance and inability of predominantly white male faculty to recognize and respect
gender and cultural differences among students. In this article, the authors provide a model of cultural
continua, with one axis reflecting a continuum of cultural experiences embedded in home culture at one
end and mainstream culture at the other end. The cross-axis is a continuum of English proficiency.
Understanding in which quadrant a student falls can help teachers adjust their instructional approaches
to meet that student’s needs. Faculty can also place themselves along the continua, to become aware of
their own cultural embeddedness and move away from it to better communicate with students and
other colleagues. The task of progressing to a truly multicultural curricula and classrooms requires
institutional and personal transformation because diversity challenges the structure of the disciplines.
Maher, F.; Tetreault, M. Inside Feminist Classrooms: An Ethnographic Approach.
The authors describe two feminist classrooms where the instructors’ and students’ relationship to
mastery, voice, authority, and positionality are explored. An understanding of these helped the teachers
construct their alternative pedagogies. In the traditional classroom, teachers’ pedagogical choices are

the guiding theories and worldview of a particular discipline. However, feminist theorists, as well as
postmodernists, argue that truth is gendered, raced, and classed. It is also dependent on context,
including the context of the classroom. By addressing issues of mastery, voice, authority, and
positionality, each teacher in the two feminist classrooms repositioned the relationships among herself,
the students, and the material, away from herself as authority and toward learning as a function of
complex interactions among teacher and student voices. These choices had different effects on different
students. The authors conclude that feminist approaches to pedagogy provide alternative ways of
attending to the multiplicity of student backgrounds and the constantly expanding set of perspectives to
contend with and honor.
Sadker, M.; Sadker, D. Ensuring Equitable Participation in College Classes.
Interactive teaching, for all its benefits, has the potential for interjecting subtle bias into the college
classroom. Teachers are more likely to interact with white male students than with female or minority
students. Boys get more attention because they grab it. Teachers, however, are often unaware of the
inequities. Informal segregation, through seating and group work patterns, for example, also intensifies
inequitable participation. This is usually done by students, but a teacher rarely intervenes to integrate
seating and group work, especially in higher education. Segregated patterns influence the distribution of
teacher attention. The authors describe an equity training program for faculty that focused on
eliminating inequitable instruction. Some of the strategies they recommend include: (1) objective coding
– a frequency count of teacher-student interactions that takes into account race and gender of students
whom the teacher calls upon, to see what the distribution of teacher’s attention is; (2) increased wait
time; (3) becoming an intentional teacher – engaging the silent students; (4) desegregation of student
seating; and (5) use of teaching tactics such as shuffling name cards or moving around the room.
Schmitz, B.; Paul, P.; Greenberg, J. Creating Multicultural Classrooms: An Experience-Derived Faculty
Development Program.
Campuses nationwide are struggling to find effective and appropriate responses to diversity in the
classroom, with many clinging to the traditional and naïve assumptions that the classroom is a valueneutral space. Because of the differential rates of students’ success in traditional classrooms, however,
the issue of classroom climate is raised. The authors state that a multicultural classroom creates the
potential for a fully effective learning climate. They describe the development of a program at the
University of Maryland at College Park, which focused on the improvement of undergraduate women’s
education and of the classroom environment for all students. The authors discuss the assumptions,
process, and key decision points that guided the development of their Classroom Climate Project.
“Decision Points: included (1) articulating a program rationale, (2) choosing a theoretical framework for
development programs, (3) deciding on the content of the development program, (4) deciding on a
pedagogical approach and testing the model, (5) developing formats and scheduling, and (6) evaluating
the success of the programs. Key components include a needs assessment, program support, resource
development, faculty/TA development, and evaluation.
Vom Saal, D.; Jefferson, D.; Morrison, M. Improving the Climate: Eight Universities Meet the Challenges
of Diversity.
This chapter presents a survey of eight universities’ programs for helping faculty and teaching assistants
meet the instructional needs brought about by changing campus populations. Each institution has made

conscious choices about target groups to be covered in sessions designed to increase sensitivity. Most
programs emphasize racism and sexism; other issues include homophobia, xenophobia, heterosexism,
ableism, ageism, anti-Semitism, and classism. The eight institutions are: University of Colorado-Boulder,
Harvard, University of Hawaii, University of Michigan-Ann Arbor, University of Missouri-Columbia, Ohio
State University, Stanford, and University of Tennessee-Knoxville. The authors stress administrative
support for multicultural programs, as the administrator’s commitment inspires participation and
interfertilization.
Articles on Promoting Diversity in College Classrooms
Maurianne Adams, Editor
New Directions in Teaching and Learning, 1992, Volume 52
Curtis, M.S.; Herrington, A.J., Diversity in Required Writing Courses.
Today’s challenge, for students and teachers of writing alike, is to construct a social identity on which we
can all agree amid a growing confluence of identities, both individual and ethnic. The objective of
teaching writing, the author’s state, is for writers to be able to move confidently and thoughtfully
through private meaning-making to significant communication with others. In this chapter, the authors
describe a multicultural Basic Writing course that they designed, which included significant books by
writers from outside of the Anglo American canon. Basic Writing was designed to be more inclusive and
student-centered; student writing was the principal activity and student writings the principal texts. The
authors comment that in exploring the multicultural content of the works studied, they became
conscious of their own interpretive processes, and it was these processes, rather than the
interpretations, that they meant to pass on to students.
Hardiman, R.; Jackson, B., Racial Identity Development: Understanding Racial Dynamics in College
Classrooms and on Campus.
In recent years, higher education has seen a shift in the evolution of approaches to social diversity on
campus. Instead of expecting students from underrepresented social groups to conform to preexisting
college norms, faculty and administrators now seem to be open to new perspectives and expectations
that these students bring with them to the campus and classroom. Educators are trying to understand
how each group views the world as a function of its experiences with social injustice and the influence of
cultural orientation. In this syntheses of their work on racial identity development, the authors outline
five stages that describe predominant modes of consciousness or worldviews that Black and Whites go
through in developing their identities. The authors write that understanding the racial identity
development of Black and White Americans assists educators in making informed responses to
challenging racial dynamics on college campuses.
Hunt, J.A., Monoculturalism to multiculturalism: Lessons from Three Public Universities.
Comparison of the experiences of three public universities in the northeast and Midwest in changing
from monocultural to multicultural campuses suggests intrinsic barriers to change and common
elements in organizational and curricular development. Lessons were learned for organizational
administration and governance, college environment, and faculty development.

Marchesani, L.; Adams, M., Dynamics of Diversity in the Teaching-Learning Process: A Faculty
Development Model for Analysis and Action.
This chapter describes a four-part model of the dynamics of teaching and learning that have particular
relevance to social and cultural diversity in college classrooms: (1) Students – knowing one’s students
and understanding the ways that students from various social and cultural backgrounds experience the
college classroom. (2) Instructor – knowing oneself as a person with a prior history of academic
socialization interacting with a social and cultural background and learned beliefs. (3) Course content –
creating a curriculum that incorporates diverse social and cultural perspectives. (4) Teaching methods –
developing a broad repertoire of teaching methods to address learning styles of students from different
social backgrounds. This model can be used by teachers as a framework, organizer, and diagnostic tool
for classroom experience. It can also be used as a framework for faculty development workshops, as
well as help manage the extensive new literature about multiculturalism in higher education.
Noronha, J., International and Multicultural Education: Unrelated Adversaries or Successful Partners?
This chapter examines fundamental differences between the fields of international and multicultural
education. Even with the development of ethnic studies in the 1970s, international education continued
to be the accepted and familiar approach to diversity. The author states that this is not surprising, given
that international and multicultural education are seen as separate and unrelated to each other. She
suggests, however, that there are significant commonalities for cross-fertilization and collaboration.
Effective, high-quality teaching for a diverse population, she states, operates on the same principles as
good teaching practice for all students. The author outlines several successful strategies in teaching and
working with multicultural and international students.
Schmitz. B., Cultural Pluralism and Core Curricula.
Across the country, faculty members are redefining core knowledge and skills to include learning about
U.S. pluralism and world cultures and experimenting with new pedagogical approaches that engage
cultural multiplicity in effective ways. These changes have not gone uncontested, however. In this
chapter, the author explores institutional and conceptual issues central to addressing cultural pluralism
in the core curriculum and describes practices that have proved useful to faculty members developing or
revising courses or planning new curricula. Some of the curricular solutions that the author describes
include: multiple centers, which allow different groups and traditions to occupy the center of attention
for specific times, to be studied on their own terms; and new pedagogies (such as feminist and black
studies pedagogies) that seek to build on experiences familiar to specific student populations.
Weinstein, G.; Obear, K., Bias Issues in the Classroom: Encounters with the Teaching Self.
Handling intergroup bias issues in the classroom may stimulate instructor anxiety but also provides
opportunities for self-understanding. This chapter describes some commonly shared fears that faculty
have about intergroup bias issues. These include: confronting their own social and cultural identity
conflicts; having to confront or being confronted by their own bias; responding to biased comments;
having doubts and ambivalence about their own competency in handling bias issues; needing learner
approval; and, handling intense emotions and losing control. An instructor’s ability and willingness to
anticipate and monitor her or his intrapersonal dynamics about the teaching situation is a necessary

component of classroom preparation. The authors offer some coping strategies and summarize personal
attributes of the effective cross-cultural trainer that can be generalized to any teaching role.
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Faculty members sometimes unknowingly or
inadvertently contribute to a racist climate in their
classrooms. But they can take steps to address
racism more effectively in their teaching.
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ast year, at dozens of colleges and universities across
the United States, students protested institutional
unresponsiveness to pervasive issues of racial inequity. Most media attention disproportionately focused
on the popularity of the protests as opposed to the

actual issues underlying campus unrest. For example, instead
of deeply exploring the experiences that ignited demonstrations among students at the University of Missouri, journalists wrote mostly about the football team’s threat to cancel
its game against Brigham Young University, the potential
financial implications of the team’s activism, and the eventual
resignations of the system president and the chancellor of the
university’s flagship campus. Similarly, news coverage of protests at Yale University concentrated less on students’ frustrations with the university’s climate of racial exclusion and more
on e-mails about potentially offensive Halloween costumes

///////////////////////////////////////////

and perceived threats to free speech.

SHAUN R. HARPER is a professor

in the Graduate School of Education

It is important for faculty members to understand that students were
protesting racism. It is also essential that professors recognize how they, often
unknowingly and inadvertently, say and do racist things to students of color
in the classroom. Student uprisings were as much a response to negative
experiences with their peers and administrators as they were expressions of
frustration with the cultural incompetence of their teachers. Students of color
did not suddenly start experiencing racist stereotyping and racially derogatory
comments, disregard for the thoughtful integration of their cultural histories
in the curriculum, and threats to their sense of belonging in college classrooms
during the 2015–16 academic year. We know from our work as scholars at the
University of Pennsylvania’s Center for the Study of Race and Equity in Education that these problems are long-standing.
College presidents, provosts, deans, and other institutional leaders hire
researchers from the Center for the Study of Race and Equity in Education
to spend three to four days on their campuses doing racial climate assessments. At some places we are asked to focus on racial and ethnic differences
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among faculty and staff members in their feelings
of inclusion, respectability, and opportunities for
fair and equitable professional advancement, as well
as on racial tensions in workplace settings. But on
most campuses, administrators ask us to assess the
racial climate for students—feelings of inclusion and
belonging across racial and ethnic groups, the extent
to which students interact substantively across difference, where and what students learn about race,
appraisals of institutional commitments to fostering
inclusive environments, and characterizations of the
supportiveness of classrooms and other spaces. We
have done these studies at more than thirty campuses
across geographic regions and institutional types,
ranging from Portland Community College to Princeton University.
Presented in this article are eight actions faculty
members must take to respond more effectively to racism in college classrooms. Findings from our center’s
student-focused climate studies inform these recommendations. To be sure, eight simple acts will not
completely eradicate or even sufficiently address the
classroom-related experiences that students of color
consistently describe in our focus-group interviews.
Nonetheless, participants in our studies say it would
greatly improve their experiences if their professors
did the following eight things.
1. Recognize your implicit biases and remediate your
racial illiteracy.
Students we interview almost always tell us the majority
of their instructors (sometimes including faculty members of color) are insufficiently skilled to teach learners
from a range of racial groups and cultural backgrounds.
As explained in Shaun R. Harper’s forthcoming book,
Race Matters in College, faculty members are byproducts of their own educational upbringings. Too few of
us were ever afforded opportunities to discuss or meaningfully learn about race in our K–12 schools, undergraduate studies, or doctoral programs. Consequently,
there were not enough opportunities to examine and
correct the ways we have been socialized to think about
the racial “other” or to develop the skills we would
ultimately need to teach contemporary college students.
Furthermore, too many of us entered the professoriate
having taken, at most, only one formal course on college teaching in our graduate programs—and in most
instances, that course did not focus nearly enough on
race, raise our consciousness about our implicit biases,
expose us to authors of color and texts from different
cultural points of view, or equip us with the range of
skills needed to manage racial conflicts that occasionally occur in classrooms.
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Recognizing one’s implicit biases is a crucial first
step; the seven other actions we recommend rest heavily on this one. Project Implicit at Harvard University
offers free online tests that help reveal how we have
been socialized to view people from racial backgrounds that are different from our own (see https://
implicit.harvard.edu). Results from these tests could
be useful to faculty members, as they might reveal
deeply held assumptions that play out in embarrassing, destructive, and sometimes hurtful ways in college
classrooms. In addition to simply identifying biases,
professors must also work in purposeful ways to
acquire racial literacy and learn new teaching methods. Ten great books that can help faculty members do
this are listed at the end of this article. We recommend
reading race-focused publications and discussing them
in groups. Faculty members in a department would
benefit from talking with one another about ways
to deliberately integrate into their teaching practices
many of the recommendations that experts have
published.
Attending sessions at conferences outside of one’s
discipline that are focused on student success and
teaching diverse learners (for example, NCORE—the
National Conference on Race and Ethnicity in American Higher Education) will expose faculty members
to content and strategies they will have encountered
nowhere else along their professional journeys. Our
center offers Penn Equity Institutes, five-week virtual
education experiences for twenty faculty members
within a department or school or across a campus.
Institute participants learn how to talk more comfortably and honestly about race with their colleagues,
foster racially inclusive classroom environments, and
employ a range of other skills that student participants
in our climate studies tell us they wish their professors
had (see http://www.penninstitutes.org).
2. Don’t be surprised when a black male student
writes well.
Media we have consumed throughout our lifetimes
inescapably shape ideas and expectations about
particular racial groups that we bring to classrooms.
For instance, young black men are commonly portrayed as rappers, athletes, and criminals—rarely as
scholars. Given this, black men and other students of
color in our studies tell us their white professors are
too often visibly surprised when they make thoughtful statements in class. Instructors also accuse them of
cheating when their papers are well written and they
perform exceptionally well on exams. In our conversations with them, a surprising number of faculty
colleagues have justified these actions by saying,

“Students from these backgrounds typically don’t do
well in my courses.” That does not mean every student
from that racial or ethnic group is incapable of success; to assume so is racist.
3. Stop expecting the Latina student to speak for
all Latinos.
When urban ghettos, poverty, or just about any issue
pertaining to people of color arises in classroom
discussions, professors and peers expect the person of
color to be the spokesperson. Expertise is presumed,
which often results in students of color being forced to
teach their professors and peers about race. Having to
represent an entire diaspora of people (an expectation
also placed on Asian Americans and blacks) is daunting for Latino students. Also troubling to them is the
assumption that every person from a particular racial
or ethnic group grew up in the inner city or in poverty.
4. Quit thinking all Asian American students are the
same.
Illinois State University professor Nicholas Daniel
Hartlep writes masterfully about the “model minority
myth”: the presumption that all Asian Americans are
math and science geniuses who do not require any
academic support or resources. Asian American and
Pacific Islander (AAPI) participants in our climate
studies consistently tell us their professors and others do not acknowledge the racism they experience
because AAPIs are usually at the top of enrollment,
performance, and attainment metrics, at times ahead
of white students. These statistics, however, say nothing about their experiences. They also mask troubling
educational outcomes among Cambodian, Hmong,
Laotian, Samoan, and other AAPI groups. Institutional actors routinely fail to disaggregate data and
distinguish ethnic, class, language, and cultural differences among AAPI students. Also, lower-income AAPI
students tell us they are usually not selected to work in
professors’ labs or collaborate with faculty members on
research projects; we hear the same stories from many
of their Native American, black, and Latino peers.
5. Be aware that stereotype threat may be
occurring among some students of color.
Renowned psychologist Claude Steele introduced
the term stereotype threat: the anxiety and resultant
behavioral response that ensues when a student of a
socially stigmatized group encounters stereotypes that
those outside the group hold about them. Steele’s research shows how stereotype threat can negatively affect academic performance. The lone Native American
student who wishes to contribute to class discussions

may be rehearsing over and over in her head what she
is going to say because she recognizes that her white
professor and peers are likely to attribute her statement to all Native Americans. Moreover, she is aware
that many whites do not usually view her people as
intelligent and think she was admitted to the university only because of affirmative action. Hence, whatever
she says has to be eloquent, perhaps perfect; this pressure distracts her. Meanwhile, her white classmates are
saying whatever they want and benefiting more fully
from their engagement in class discussions.
6. Meaningfully integrate diverse cultures and peoples
into the curriculum.
Put plainly, students of color are tired of reading
one-dimensional literatures that exclude their cultural
histories and fail to acknowledge their humanity.
They want authors and texts from diverse perspectives to appear on syllabi and be substantively engaged
in class. Many instructors are familiar only with the
racially exclusive scholarship to which they were
introduced in their doctoral studies and the mostly
white scholars their fields privilege and celebrate as
experts. Hence, they tend to teach those texts and
authors. There are expert professors of color in just
about every academic field. There also are white
scholars who conduct research and publish routinely
on people of color. Faculty members should assign
publications these professors have written and invite
their recommendations of other works that might be
included. One way to do this is through an external
review of syllabi from courses offered in a department.
The department chair could send packets of syllabi to
experts in the same field at other institutions and ask
colleagues to assess the inclusion of diverse perspectives and offer recommendations for improvement.
7. Responsibly address racial tensions when
they arise.
Participants in our studies say they are disappointed
when moments of racial tension occur in classrooms
and the instructor frantically responds by immediately
shutting down conversations. Many students actually
see these moments as potentially powerful learning
opportunities, specifically for the offending student.
But in most instances, students of color are left alone
to grapple with their classmate’s racially offensive
statement or action. They wish their professors knew
how to make better educational use of these moments.
They also want faculty members, at minimum, to hold
white students accountable for saying outrageously offensive things. Censorship and disciplinary action are
not what they tell us they desire. Instead, they want
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white classmates at least to be challenged to think
critically about how their statements affect others.
Several NCORE sessions focus on practically addressing racial tension in productive ways, as do modules in
our Penn Equity Institutes.
8. Recognize that you and your faculty colleagues
share much responsibility for racial inequities.
Analysts usually attribute racial inequities in persistence and performance to students’ insufficient
preparation for college-level academic work, to disengagement and a lack of student effort, and, sometimes,
to the erroneous assumption that white people are
genetically smarter. Students of color repeatedly tell us
in climate studies that a more expansive set of factors
and conditions lead to their underachievement: racist
encounters in classrooms, culturally exclusive curricula, low faculty expectations, and comparatively
fewer opportunities for substantive engagement with
white professors outside of class, just to name a few.
University of Southern California professor Estela
Mara Bensimon and her colleagues in the Center for
Urban Education developed the Equity Scorecard, a
dynamic collaborative inquiry and institutional change
process that helps faculty members and administrators
discover how their practices help sustain racial inequities in student outcomes (see http://cue.usc.edu/tools).
Participants in our studies want their instructors to
assume greater responsibility for achieving racial equity goals; the Equity Scorecard could be enormously
useful in this regard.
CONCLUSION

Exclusionary classroom experiences and racist encounters involving faculty members are among the many
racial problems college students have been protesting.
On several campuses they were asking institutional
leaders to invest more resources in cultural centers and
multicultural affairs offices, hire more professors of color,
and retain and elevate the status of ethnic studies programs. But they were also asking their instructors to be
less racist and to become more highly skilled at teaching
diverse learners—the same things they say when we ask
in interviews what they expect from their institutions.
Lists of demands from last year’s protests confirm that
students of color are calling for greater representation in
the curriculum, as well as more culturally conscious and
racially literate teachers (see http://www.thedemands
.org). In addition to the actions recommended above,
developing racial literacy from publications and attending conferences are critically important to creating
safer, more inclusive classroom environments for diverse
learners. Without substantive investments from college
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faculty, racial climates will surely worsen and institutions
of higher education will continually fall short of making
good on diversity-related promises conveyed to students
through mission statements, in presidential speeches and
admissions materials, on websites, and elsewhere.
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An Overview of How to Design Instruction Using Critical
Thinking Concepts
The Logic of Instructional Design
Instructional design involves two deeply interrelated parts: structures and tactics. In this
article we focus on structures. Structures involve the "what" of the course: What am I going
to teach? What content am I going to teach? What questions or problems will be central to
the course? What concepts will be fundamental? What amount of information will students
need to access? What point of view or frame of reference do they need to learn to reason
within? What is my concept of the course? What overall plan shall I adopt? What
requirements shall I set up? What grading requirements? What performance profiles? etc...
Tactics involve the "how": How am I going to teach so as to make the structures work? How
am I going to get the students to be actively involved? How am I going to get them to
develop insights, understandings, knowledge, and ability that are essential? How am I
going to get them to learn to "reason" their way to the answers to questions in the field?
Five Important Structural Determinations
That Set the Stage for Everything Else
We suggest that for every course you teach, there are five defining dimensions you should
carefully think through. You should note that each of these "structures" have a "tactical"
dimension to them. That is, something of the "how" (you will cover) is implicit in these
decisions as to "what" (you will cover). They are:
your concept of the course,
the general plan for implementing that concept,
the requirements the students must meet,
the grading policies in the course (when applicable), and
performance profiles (that correlate with the grade levels).
The students, in other words, should know from the beginning what in general is going to
be happening in the course, how they are going to be assessed, and what they should be
striving to achieve. To put it yet another way, the students should know, from the beginning,
what they are going to be doing most of the time-this should not be passive listening-and
what exactly is expected of them in that doing. The aim of the course should be carefully
spelled out. It is usually helpful to contrast the aim with that of standard didactically taught
courses. It is useful to ask oneself what kind of reasoning is going to be central to learning
the content (historical, mathematical, biological, literary, etc...)
In addition to a written syllabus, the students should be given an orientation to the
mechanics of the course (as you were given an orientation to the mechanics of this
seminar). This orientation should include an oral explanation of the concept of the course,
the plan, the requirements, the performance profiles and any other salient features of the
design. The overall logic of the course should be made as clear as possible. You might
consider using a "student understandings" sign-off sheet (a model will be presented to you).
Studies have indicated that, on average, 90% of the decisions made about instruction are a
result of the textbook chosen. But textbooks should not drive instruction, since most
textbooks are not structured to enhance critical thinking in the subject. Our decisions made
https://www.criticalthinking.org/pages/an-overview-of-how-to-design-instruction-using-critical-thin/439
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about the structure and tactics of our courses should be a result of our concept of the
course, of our most fundamental objectives in teaching the course.
Once we have the most basic structure (and substructures) of our course decided, we must
focus on the tactics we will use to drive that structure home, to enable that structure to be
effectively achieved. One can divide tactics in two different ways. The first way is into daily
tactics (what we will be doing everyday) and episodic (what we will do from time to time).
The second way to divide tactics is into complex and simple. Socratic instruction, teaching
students how to read critically, devising an oral test format, developing tactics for student
self-assessment: these are all complex tactics. As the complex ones have multiple parts
and often require an extended period of time to be carried out, they are generally harder to
master. On the other hand, most simple tactics, like calling on students who don't have their
hands up, asking that students summarize what other students have said, requiring
students to state the purpose of an assignment or to express the question on the floor-are
rather easy to learn and can take up much less time.
To illustrate these two distinctions, some instructors may choose to do some Socratic
instruction every day, or simply to use it episodically, or just to lead off units. Designing an
instructional day around an activity (with Task, Purpose, Question, and Tactic-see seminar
samples) is another complex tactic, but it is one that may be used daily. Complex daily
tactics may involve a variety of different simple tactics from day to day-see the teaching
tactics listed in your workshop assignments.
In sum, instructional design involves a teacher thinking about instruction in both structural
and tactical ways. Overall structural thinking-for example, about the concept for the coursecan help free a teacher from the Didactic Model into which we have been conditioned and
the ineffective teaching that invariably accompanies it. Simple and complex tactical thinking
can provide the means by which we can follow through on our structural decisions in an
effective way. Our teaching will not be transformed simply because we philosophically
believe in the value of critical thinking. We must find practical ways to bring it into
instruction, both structurally and tactically.
{This article is adapted from the resource: Critical Thinking Basic Theory and Instructional
Structures. (https://www.criticalthinking.org/store/products/critical-thinking-basic-theory-andinstructional-structures-handbook/148)}
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Basic Principles of Critical Pedagogy
Mohammad Aliakbari1 and Elham Faraji
Ilam University-Iran

Abstract. This article is intended to give some context to the discussion of critical pedagogy (CP) as one
of the post method approaches to language teaching. It adopts the Frankfurt school principles as its main
source in search for a more just society. It relates the school context to the social context in which it is
embedded. It stresses empowering learners to think and act critically with the aim of transforming their life
conditions. Although this approach has recently gained momentum, few studies have exclusively addressed it.
Therefore, the present study aims at exploring major themes in CP including the libratory and problem
posing education, teacher and student roles, praxis as the reflection on the world, and dialogism and to make
suggestions for application of this approach in ELT classrooms. To achieve this aim, available books and
articles written on the subject were scrutinized. The results showed that the transformative CP, despite being
a new and useful approach, is barely explored and attended to in Iranian educational system.

Key words: critical pedagogy, post method approach, critical theory, history of language teaching,
political education, praxis.

1. Introduction
Critical Pedagogy (CP) is an approach to language teaching and learning which, according to Kincheloe
(2005), is concerned with transforming relations of power which are oppressive and which lead to the
oppression of people. It tries to humanize and empower learners. It is most associated with the Brazilian
educator and activist Paulo Freire using the principals of critical theory of the Frankfurt school as its main
source. The prominent members of this critical theory are Adorno, Marcuse, and Habermas. Critical theory is
concerned with the idea of a just society in which people have political, economic, and cultural control of
their lives.
Thinkers of critical theory believe that these goals are satisfied only through emancipating oppressed
people which empowers them and enables them to transform their life conditions. It is actually the starting
point for critical pedagogy. The major concern of CP is with criticizing the schooling in capitalist societies.
As Gor (2005) puts it, the major goals of CP are awareness raising and rejection of violation and
discrimination against people.
CP of Freire like critical theory tries to transform oppressed people and to save them from being objects
of education to subjects of their own autonomy and emancipation. In this view, students should act in a way
that enables them to transform their societies which is best achieved through emancipatory education.
Through problem posing education and questioning the problematic issues in learners’ lives, students learn to
think critically and develop a critical consciousness which help them to improve their life conditions and to
take necessary actions to build a more just and equitable society. Thus, it can be said that CP challenges any
form of domination, oppression and subordination with the goal of emancipating oppressed or marginalized
people. As Kessing-Styles (2003) points out, CP is an educational response to inequalities and oppressive
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power relations which exist in educational institutions. Majore authors associated with CP include Paulo
Freire, Wolfgang Klafki, Michale Apple, Peter McLaren, Ira Shor, and Henry Giroux.
According to Hall (1995), language learning theory and teaching should focus on larger sociohistorical
and political forces which reside in the social identities of people who use them. However, recent research on
SLA, as Okazaki (2005) argued, has shown that classrooms are far removed from historical and social
conditions. He also maintains that, as a consequence, researchers advocating examining sociohistorical and
political aspects of language learning including, Benesch, 2001; Canagarajah, 1999, 2002; Morgan 1998;
Norton, 1997; Norton and Toohey, 2004; Pennycook, 1999, 2001; Ramanathan, 2002, proposed an
alternative approach- critical pedagogy- which they believed should be the heart of language teaching. It
seems that CP in recent years has gained momentum. Evidence also comes from the large amount of practice
done in this area, a large body of texts that explore it and the creation of a doctoral degree in CP (Brookfield,
2005). Despite receiving so much attention both in the past and recent years, it seems that few studies have
exclusively aimed at examining major themes in CP. Thus, the present study aims to shed more light on
major themes in CP including, education, teacher and student roles, praxis, and language and dialogue in CP.

2. CP and the Educational Process
The major goal of CP, as Vandrick (1994) claims, is to emancipate and educate all people regardless of
their gender, class, race, etc. Gadotti (1994) also notes that pedagogy is of major interest for Freire by which
he seeks to change the structure of an oppressive society. Critical pedagogy in Kanpol’s (1998) terms rests
on the belief that every citizen deserves an education which involves understanding the schooling structure
by the teacher that would not permit education to ensue.
Freire (1970) distinguishes between banking education and problem posing education. In the traditional
view of education, teachers are pillars of knowledge; they know everything and students know nothing.
Teachers deposit knowledge in students and never ask them to question that knowledge. The teacher thinks,
the students don’t. The teacher chooses the content, students comply with it. Teacher is authority and
students are obedient to authority. Students in this model are receivers of knowledge. They receive,
memorize and repeat. They are not asked to relate this knowledge to the current problems and injustices in
society with the aim of improving the society. Accordingly, they get a passive role in this view. Freire (1970)
refers metaphorically to the traditional view of education as banking model of education because it is like
depositing of money in a bank. This model mirrors the structure of an oppressive society in which the
oppressed and the oppressors are divided. It advocates fixation of reality. So it is a vehicle for continuing the
political oppression and working against liberation or emancipation (Joldersma, 1999).
This model is rejected because teachers should concern about society and to give human beings the
opportunity to critically reflect and act on the position within society. Joldersma (1999) criticizes this model
on the ground that here knowledge is too packaged, complete and objective and easily transferable into
passive students and depicts the world as static and unchangeable. In this model, students believe that power,
authority and activity are held by the teacher and students are viewed as objects rather than human. So in
Joldersma’s (1999) term, this model is dehumanizing because it creates oppressive passivity in students.
As an alternative to the banking model, Freire (1970) proposed a problem posing education which can
lead to critical consciousness. According to Joldersma (1999), good teaching or problem posing pedagogy
leads to the development of knowledge by the students themselves. Freire, in the 1960’, suggested that
through a problem posing process literacy becomes immediately relevant and engaging by focusing on
problematic issues in learners’ lives. Problem posing education, according to Freire (1970), involves
uncovering of reality, striving for the emergence of consciousness and critical intervention in reality. This
consciousness allows students to take the necessary actions to improve their life conditions (Freire, 1970). It
is based on the realities of learners and their life situations. It shows people that they have the right to ask
questions. In this process of problem posing, the teacher listens to students, then, he selects and brings
known situations to students in codified forms, finally he asks a series of inductive questions regarding the
discussion of the situation (Muhammad Kamarul Kabilan, 1999). Moreover, Nixon-Ponder (1995) maintains
that, the learner undergoes five steps of problem posing respectively ; describing the content of discussion,
defining the problem, personalizing the problem, discussing the problem, and discussing the alternatives of
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the problem. In different terms, Elias (1976) confirms that in problem posing model students are closely
equal to their teachers regarding the problem under analysis and the developing knowledge. They exercise
freedom and together with the teacher control the educational process. To Freire (1970), both students and
the teacher are subjects in this process. The teacher uncovers reality and creates knowledge of the world.
Students in this view develop power to critically reflect on the way they exist in the world and they "come to
see the world not as a static reality, but as reality in process, in transformation" (Freire, 1970, p. 71).
Education in CP is thus a libratory process. It means that it raises students’ consciousness, it prepares
students to engage in a larger struggle and it also helps students develop a more accurate perception of their
experiences, and it empowers students to challenge oppressive social condition and to work toward a more
just society (Foley, 2007). The aim of education, according to Ares (2006), is not learning but learning that
comes from critical examination of the social order which leads to action in service of social justice as the
result of school learning. As Giroux (1998) suggests, education should make the students critically thinking
citizens who can take their place in the conduct of democratic life. So it should occur in an environment
connected to everyday life encouraging discussions conducted within the language and knowledge of the
students (Foley, 2007).

3. CP and Politics
The most important theme in CP is the belief that education systems are political (Freire, 1970; Freire &
Macedo, 1987; Giroux, 1997; Shannon, 1992; Shor, 1992). As McLaren (1989) asserts, the major concern of
CP is the centrality of politics and power in our understanding of how schools work. To Freire (1985),
education should lead to transforming action and it is a political praxis which constantly serves to liberate
human. Good teaching should aim at political transformation for the purpose of justice (Joldersma, 1999).
Kessing-Styles (2003) also confirms that CP is concerned with social justice and develops practices capable
of transforming oppressive institutions or social relations largely through educational practices. Freire (cited
in Gur-Ze'ev, 1998) views education as political practice in the control of language and consciousness as a
condition for the subjection of individuals and groups by the rulers. To him, education is an aspect of the
relation between critique and domination. He refuses the ruling group’s claim that schools distribute
knowledge in an objective and neutral manner. To Giroux (1997), it is essential to make everyday experience
problematic and critical by revealing its hidden political assumptions. He maintains that, this critical
understanding by empowering students to develop the courage to participate in their self formation has a
libratory purpose. He also asserts that higher education should engage in political education by “teaching
students to take risk, challenge those with power, honor critical traditions, and be reflective about how
authority is used in the classroom” (p. 265). Needless to say that, the political view helps learners’ growth in
society. “Lacking a political project, the role of the university intellectual is reduced to a technician engaged
in formalistic rituals unconcerned with disturbing and urgent problems that confront larger society” (Giroux,
1997, p. 265). Norton and Toohey (2004) also point out that in ESL context both language learning and
language teaching are political processes. Similarly, Kessing-Styles (2003) asserts that social and political
analysis of life should be at the center of curriculum. That is, all decisions regarding the sort of curriculum
that should be followed, the kinds of books, language used and people hired are all political (Degener, 2001).

4. Curriculum and Authentic Materials
Curriculum in CP is based on the idea that there is no one methodology that can work for all populations
(Degener, 2001). As Bartolome (1996) also maintains, there is no set curriculum or a program because all
decisions related to curricular and material to be studied are based on the needs and interests of students
(Giroux, 1997; Shor, 1992). Degener (2001) also points out that the curricular is framed through the use of
student experiences and realities of their lives. This curriculum is transformative, that is, it fosters students’
acquisition of the necessary strategies and skills that help them become social critics who are to make
decisions which affect their social, political, and economic realities (Giroux & McLaren, 1992). KessingStyles (2003) also confirms that CP covers understanding curriculum as political text at the center of which,
she believes, lies the social and political critics of everyday life.
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CP lesson plan should be based on authentic materials such as TV, commercials, video movie, etc. which
are representative of the culture that are to be examined by the students and which serve as the basis for
discussion and critical reflection of the culture (Ohara, Safe, & Crookes, 2000). Kincheloe (2005) points out
that texts and their themes should be provided by both teachers and students who bring their experiences for
study and place that knowledge with the context in which it was taken place. In their assignments students
are able to pick up these themes that are most meaningful and most relevant to their own lives and the
content in which they work (Kessing-Styles, 2003). According to Okazaki (2005), the content should be
immediate and meaningful to students in order to make them aware of both the reproductive nature and the
possibility of resistance to problematic content. The authentic materials help students link their knowledge to
existing problems in society and take necessary actions for its improvement. This transformation practices
help students develop skill in reflection and action that allows them to recognize and work against oppressive
conditions in society (Ares, 2006). Ares further goes on to say that in enabling transformative practice
special attention is paid to students’ cultural heritage, practices, knowledge, and languages. It is also stressed
that the aim of transformative practice is social transformation.

5. CP and the Role of Teacher and Student
Teachers in this approach are viewed as problem posers. As a pioneer to this approach Dewey (1963)
believes that, learning through problem solving and practical application leads students to take a more active
role in determining their experiences and positions within society. Kincheloe and McLaren (1994) maintain
that teacher must empower his or her students by raising their awareness of reproducing process of an
inequitable status quo in schooling and offer societal institutions. So teachers, in Giroux’s terms, are
Transformative Intellectuals who have the knowledge and skill to critique and transform existing inequalities
in society (Sadeghi, 2008).The role of this transformative intellectual, she maintains, is to learn from students,
appreciate their viewpoints and to take part in the dialogical process. According to Giroux (1997), by
creating appropriate conditions, teachers enable students to become cultural producers who can rewrite their
experiences and perceptions. They also help students learn from each other and to theorize and understand
how to question the authoritarian power of the classroom. According to Paulo Freire (1998), classroom
experiences, with the help of the teachers, should become situations in which students are encouraged to act
as active agents in their own education and to develop a critical consciousness that helps them evaluate the
validity, fairness, and authority within their educational and living situations. He goes on to say that
“teaching that does not emerge from the experience of learning cannot be learned by anyone” (p. 30).
Teachers, according to Degener (2001), have a central role in CP because they spend the most time with
students and have the greatest impact on students and program and how learning occurs in the classroom. He
suggests that a critical teacher should be able to elicit student opinions about program structure and
curriculum, to set up a classroom that is involved in dialogic interaction, and to find a way when class
discussions are obstructed. Teachers have also a critically reflective role, that is to say, for producing an open
and equal environment, they must engage in deep self-reflection about their position and the affects of their
authority in the classroom. According to Crabtree and Sapp (2004), self-reflection is “the form of
questioning one’s motives, purpose, ideology, and pedagogy as informed by theory and habit” (P. 110). Selfreflection enables teachers to make their classes student-centered by accepting unsuccessful educational
ideas and oppressive forms in their own educational practices (Higgins, 1996). Degener (2001) states that a
critical educator helps students to understand the reasons behind the facts.
As Horton and Freire (1990) believe, a teacher in CP has to be an authority on her/his subject matter but
at the same time should be open to relating what he knows through interaction with students. Teachers in CP
communicate with students about the society and culture to help them reflect critically on various aspects of
the culture they are studying about and preparing to enter into. This way, students through reflection can
determine the necessary types of action that they should take in order to improve the life conditions of the
oppressed groups (Ohara et al., 2000). Students and teachers should engage in questioning knowledge but it
is the teacher who helps the students to identify how to move forward critically in their practice (KessingStyles, 2003). Teachers should challenge the current structure by rejecting long standing cultural
expectations and mores of their own and the system, additionally, they must give up much of the power
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which is given to them through their titles (Foley, 2007). Critical educators are concerned about
emancipatory knowledge that helps students understand how relations of power and privilege distort and
manipulate social relationships and help oppressed students by identifying with them.
Students, as Giroux (1997) puts it, are active participants in that together with the teacher they correct the
curricula and that they share their ideas and learn to challenge assumptions. According to Degener (2001),
students contribute to curricular decisions and determine areas of study and the associated reading materials.
Critical learners, as Moore and Parker (1986) maintain, are those who can accept, reject or suspend judgment
about a claim. They can also offer good reasons for their ideas and can correct their own and others’
procedures (Lipman, 1988). They should engage in social criticism in order to create a public sphere in
which citizens can exercise power over their own lives and learning (Giroux, 1992). Degener (2001) believes
that by enabling students to reflect on their commonsense knowledge, they learn how to transform their lives.
This is a shift, in Freire’s term, from naive consciousness to critical consciousness. To help students engage
in critical consciousness, educators should empower students to reflect on their own worlds, and to selfassess in fact. Guthrie (2003) views both teachers and students as co-agents, that is, teacher’s authority
directs the class but this authority differs from that in the traditional pedagogy. This is in line with what
Freire (1970) proposed in that there is a fluid relationship between teachers and students, that is, teachers are
learners and learners are teachers. Therefore, learners are not recipients of knowledge rather they become
creators. Friere also confirms that “no one teaches another, nor is anyone self taught, men teach each other,
mediated by the teacher” (p. 67). Guthrie goes on to say that teachers are in a hierarchical position above the
students with regard to the existing knowledge and institutional authority. However, Dheram (2007) suggests
that both students and teachers should act like awareness raising critiques who aim at identifying positive
and negative aspects of education. He believes that by turning verbal and nonverbal means of education into
effective instruments of self-affirmation, students and teachers will understand their roles as subjects of
research and agents of change.

6. CP and Marginalization
Marginalization is avoided in CP. The aim of CP, according to Freire (1970), is to return to marginalized
groups their lost voices and identities. When students gain their lost voices and resist unjust reproduction,
they become active agents for social change. Freire also points out that marginalized students should be able
to reflect on their concrete situations to find out why things are the way they are. They should be aware of
the factors that contributed to their position in society. In a similar position Degener (2001) asserts that
teachers should help marginalized students to recognize the need to change their conditions that prevent them
from socioeconomic success.

7. CP and Levels of Consciousness
Boyce (1996) reports that critical consciousness is central for Freire because the focus of CP is on the
development of critical consciousness. Freire (1973) distinguished three stages or levels of consciousness
namely, intransitive, semi transitive, and critical consciousness. In the lowest level or intransitive, the
individuals accept their lives as they are and the change that might happen in their lives seem to be the result
of magic or miracles. They do not make any attempt to change their life conditions and injustices done to
them. The next level or stage of consciousness is semi transitive consciousness which is above the previous
level. People with this kind of consciousness are aware of their problems and can learn to change one thing
at a moment. They cannot make any connection with outside world and they consider their problems as
something normal or accidental. Actions that are taken with this kind of consciousness are often shortsighted.
The third level is critical consciousness or critical transitivity which is the highest level of consciousness.
People with this kind of consciousness view their problems as structural problems. They can make
connections between their problems and the social context in which these problems are embedded. People
with this consciousness can interpret the problems and analyze reality. To gain this sort of consciousness, as
Heaney (1995) argued, learners must reject passivity and practice dialogue. He also believed that critical
consciousness is the result of collective struggle and praxis not individual or intellectual effort.
81

8. CP and Praxis
The purpose of the educator and the educated, the leader and the followers in a dialogue between equal
partners is called praxis (Gur-Ze'ev, 1998). It is defined as “the self-creative activity through which we make
the world. The requirements of praxis are theory both relevant to the world and nurtured by actions in it, and
an action component in its own theorizing process that grows out of practical and political
grounding”( Buker, 1990, cited in Lather, 1991, pp.11-12). In education praxis aims at bridging the gap
between theory and transformational action. That is, praxis connects education which is libratory with social
transformation (Boyce, 1996). Praxis for Freire is both reflection and action, both interpretation and change.
As he puts it, “Critical consciousness is brought about not through intellectual effort alone but through
praxis_ through the authentic union of action and reflection” (Freire, 1970, cited in Burbules & Berk, 1999).
Boyce (1996) also asserts that learners equipped with praxis are well prepared to participate in collective
actions. Praxis is critical reflection and action the purpose of which is to implement a range of educational
practices and processes with the goal of creating not only a better learning environment but also a better
world (Kessing-Styles, 2003). Admitting the importance and the effects of praxis Sadeghi (2008) maintains
that only through dialogical process, the practice of praxis is likely to happen.

9. CP and Dialogism
CP involves reading the world as well as reading the word (Freire & Macedo, 1987). As SkutnabbKangas and Phillipson (1995) maintain, in observing one’s human right and dignity, the first step is to
respect their linguistic human rights. Giroux (1997) maintains that with the help of a critical, oppositional,
and theoretical language, teachers can move toward a discourse by which they seek educational criticism.
Degener (2001) confirms that even when the same language is spoken in the class, teachers should be
sensitive not to favor one kind of interaction over another. Because it is the educator who decides whose
voices will be heard and whose will be submerged in the classroom (Giroux, 1997; Lankshear & McLaren,
1993). To Degener (2001), language is important in two ways; first, language needs and curriculum should
be grounded in students’ language in order to actively involve students in learning and second, to be able to
read the world and transform it, students need a form of discourse. Language is a practice that constructs and
is constructed by how language learners understand their social surroundings, histories, and their possibilities
for the future (Norton & Toohey, 2004). An individual’s L1 is part of his or her identity, so if the aim is to
empower and respect people’s voices, there should be respect for who they are and what values they
represent. That is why for marginalized groups language is an important refuge (Baynham, 2006). It is the
power of language that enables students to enlarge their scope of understanding (Dheram, 2007). Akbari
(2008) points out that, the first step towards empowerment and positive transformation is for the teacher to
establish a context in which more of the learners’ first language is included in L2 settings as a teaching aid.
But there is a need for some sort of dialogue through which meaning, reality and experience is negotiated if
the aim is a libratory one.
To Freire (1998), dialogism is the base of critical education in that it is one means of actively involving
students in their own education. The use and practice of dialogue limits teacher talk and encourages learner
voice (Shor, 1992). As Freire (1970) puts it, dialogue “is the encounter between men, mediated by the world
in order to name the world” (P. 69). He also adds that “only the dialogue, which requires critical thinking, is
also capable of generating critical thinking. Without dialogue there is no communication, and without
communication, there can be no true education” (P. 73). The use of dialogue, as Freire claims, implies the
use of a language similar to the one the individual is familiar with. That is why establishing dialogue with a
community is important. Freire’s (1985) classification considers context of dialogue and context of fact,
which he believes are necessary for learning to take place. He also believes that by dialogue education
becomes pedagogy of knowing because authentic dialogue engages teachers and students in a relationship
where one knowing subject is encountered with another knowing subject (Freire, 1985). In a dialogic
classroom, teachers are supposed to listen to their students and learn about their problems that are important
within their communities and ask questions that raise students’ understanding of these problems from a
societal perspective and then finding ways to take political actions to solve them (Degener, 2001). In Shor’s
(1992) opinion, dialogue must balance teacher authority with student input. There should be an environment
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of equality for dialogue to be liberating. Higgins (1996) stresses Freire’s position in that in a situation where
teachers and leaders place themselves above others dialogue cannot take place. In a true dialogical relation
there is equal opportunity for all members to speak, everyone respects another’s right to speak and all ideas
are tolerated (Robertson, 1994). Robertson goes on to say that via dialogue the teacher empowers students
and gives them voice, which ends students’ oppression, and enables them to decode the hidden codes and
power relations and to reconstruct reality. In other words, in dialogue supported by CP there is equal, open,
and critical inter-subjectivity between students and their world and between teachers and students. There is
also a mutual acceptance and trust between the teacher and students (Heaney, 1995). It is through this
dialogue, namely, reflecting on what one knows and what one does not know that one can take critical
actions to transform and change reality (Kessing-Styles, 2003). This emphasis on dialogical relations as the
center of any educational experience is also recognized in the fact that it is via communication that the
meaning of human life is transferred (Kessing-Styles, 2003).

10. CP and Educational System in Iran
Unlike traditional approaches, education in CP tries to have transformational effects on learners. This
approach aims at changing the point of view of people through which they are used to look at different social
problems. It seems that in the Iranian educational system no place is given to such an approach. This
approach can enable EFL learners to develop their speaking skills by focusing on their real life problems and
at the same time to understand and diagnose their own problems. This way, they can be motivated to speak
more and more since they are living with their problems and talking about authentic issues gives students
insights to the nature, origin, and possible solutions to their problems. The application of this approach can
make teaching sessions more enjoyable by focusing on what the students really need to talk about, letting
them discuss their issues of interest, helping students to move forward critically and consequently enabling
students to change the structure of their society. This process, no doubt, can lead to improving their life
conditions. It is, thus, strongly recommended that this approach be used in EFL classes for the two reasons.
First, it motivates students to speak their ideas, that is to say, to develop speaking skills and second,
application of its use leads to transformational activities.
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College-Wide Grading Standards
The text below defines the outlines of the standards for the grades of A, B, C, D, and F.
These standards are suggestive of common denominator academic values and must be
contextualized at two levels: at the department level (to capture domain-specific variations)
and at the course level (to capture course-specific differences).
High Level Performance
High level performance implies excellence in thinking and performance within the domain of
a subject and course, along with the development of a range of knowledge acquired
through the exercise of thinking skills and abilities.
A level work is, on the whole, not only clear, precise, and well-reasoned, but insightful as
well. Basic terms and distinctions are learned at a level which implies insight into basic
concepts and principles.
The A-level student has internalized the basic intellectual standards appropriate to the
assessment of his/her own work in a subject and demonstrates insight into self-evaluation.
The A-level student often raises important questions and issues, analyzes key questions
and problems clearly and precisely, recognizes key questionable assumptions, clarifies key
concepts effectively, uses language in keeping with educated usage, frequently identifies
relevant competing points of view, and demonstrates a commitment to reason carefully
from clearly stated premises in the subject, as well as marked sensitivity to important
implications and consequences.
A-level work displays excellent reasoning and problem-solving within a field and works
consistently at a high level of intellectual excellence.
The Grade of B
The grade of B implies sound thinking and performance within the domain of a subject and
course, along with the development of a range of knowledge acquired through the exercise
of thinking skills and abilities.
B level work is, on the whole, clear, precise, and well-reasoned, but does not have depth of
insight. Basic terms and distinctions are learned at a level which implies comprehension of
basic concepts and principles.
The B-level student has internalized some of the basic intellectual standards appropriate to
the assessment of his/her own work in a subject and demonstrates competence in selfevaluation.
The B-level student often raises questions and issues, analyzes questions and problems
clearly and precisely, recognizes some questionable assumptions, clarifies key concepts
competently, typically uses language in keeping with educated usage, sometimes identifies
relevant competing points of view, and demonstrates the beginnings of a commitment to
reason carefully from clearly stated premises in a subject, as well as some sensitivity to
important implications and consequences. B-level work displays sound reasoning and
problem-solving with in a field and works consistently at a competent level of intellectual
performance.
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The Grade of C
The grade of C implies mixed thinking and performance within the domain of a subject and
course, along with some development of a range of knowledge acquired through the
exercise of thinking skills and abilities.
C level work is inconsistently clear, precise, and well-reasoned; moreover, it does not
display depth of insight or even consistent competence. Basic terms and distinctions are
learned at a level which implies the beginnings of, but inconsistent comprehension of, basic
concepts and principles.
The C-level student has internalized a few of the basic intellectual standards appropriate to
the assessment of his/her own work in a subject, but demonstrates inconsistency in selfevaluation.
The C-level student sometimes raises questions and issues, sometimes analyzes
questions and problems clearly and precisely, recognizes some questionable assumptions,
clarifies some concepts competently, inconsistently uses language in keeping with
educated usage, sometimes identifies relevant competing points of view, but does not
demonstrate a clear commitment to reason carefully from clearly stated premises in a
subject, nor consistent sensitivity to important implications and consequences.
C-level work displays inconsistent reasoning and problem-solving within a field and works,
at best, at a competent level of intellectual performance.
The Grade of D
The grade of D implies poor thinking and performance within the domain of a subject and
course. On the whole, the student tries to get through the course by means of rote recall,
attempting to acquire knowledge by memorization rather than through comprehension and
understanding.
The student is not developing critical thinking skills and understandings as requisite to
understanding course content. D-level work represents thinking that is typically unclear,
imprecise, and poorly reasoned. The student is achieving competence only on the lowest
order of performance. Basic terms and distinctions are often incorrectly used and reflect
a superficial or mistaken comprehension of, basic concepts and principles.
The D-level student has not internalized the basic intellectual standards appropriate to the
assessment of his/her own work in a subject and does poorly in self-evaluation. The D-level
student rarely raises questions and issues, superficially analyzes questions and problems,
does not recognize his/her assumptions, only partially clarifies concepts, rarely uses
language in keeping with educated usage, rarely identifies relevant competing points of
view, and shows no understanding of the importance of a commitment to reason carefully
from clearly stated premises in a subject.
The D-level student is insensitive to important implications and consequences. D-level work
displays poor reasoning and problem-solving within a field and works, at best, at a low level
of intellectual performance.
The Grade of F
The student tries to get through the course by means of rote recall, attempting to acquire
knowledge by memorization rather than through comprehension and understanding. The
student is not developing critical thinking skills and understandings as requisite to
understanding course content.
F-level work represents thinking that is regularly unclear, imprecise, and poorly reasoned.
The student is not achieving competence in his/her academic work. Basic terms and
https://www.criticalthinking.org/pages/college-wide-grading-standards/441
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distinctions are regularly incorrectly used and reflect a mistaken comprehension of basic
concepts and principles.
The F-level student has not internalized the basic intellectual standards appropriate to the
assessment of his/her own work in a subject and regularly mis-evaluates his/her own work.
The F-level student does not raise questions or issues, does not analyze questions and
problems, does not recognize his/her assumptions, does not clarify concepts, does not use
language in keeping with educated usage, confuses his/her point of view with the TRUTH,
and shows no understanding of the importance of a commitment to reason carefully from
clearly stated premises in a subject.
The F-level student is oblivious to important implications and consequences. F-level work
displays incompetent reasoning and problem-solving within a field and consistently poor
intellectual performance.
{This article is adapted from the resource: Critical Thinking Basic Theory and Instructional
Structures. (https://www.criticalthinking.org/store/products/critical-thinking-basic-theory-andinstructional-structures-handbook/148)}
Back to top (https://www.criticalthinking.org/pages/college-wide-grading-standards/441#top)
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Critical Thinking Class: Grading Policies
By Richard Paul

The Goal of the Portfolio is to
Amass Evidence of Critical Thinking Ability
"Evidence" is something that makes something else "evident". The key question is, "What
specifically does your writing make evident?"
FOR EXAMPLE:
When you write sentences that can be interpreted in many different ways, you make
evident that you are thinking in a vague way.
When you do not give concrete examples and illustrations to make your point clear, you
make evident that you do not know how to clarify your thought.
When you do not make clear-with appropriate transitional words and critical vocabulary-the
logical relations between the sentences you write, you make evident that you are not
thinking in terms of the logic of your thought, that you do not fully understand the structure
of your own reasoning.
When you do not analyze key concepts and demonstrate how to lay bare the logic of them,
you make evident that you are weak at conceptual analysis.

The Weighting of Papers in the Portfolio
The semester will be divided into thirds. At the end of the course, to determine your grade
on the portfolio, I will grade one paper randomly chosen from the first third, two from the
second third, and three from the final third. At any point in the course you may turn in your
portfolio for grade-level assessment. However, if you are routinely assessing your own
work-as critical thinking requires, you should be able to recognize the level at which you are
performing.

What Each Grade Represents
The Grade of F
Here are typical characteristics of the work of a student who receives an F. A close
examination reveals:
The student does not understand the basic nature of critical thinking, and in any case does
not display the critical thinking skills and abilities which are at the heart of this course. The
work at the end of the course is vague, imprecise, and unreasoned as it was in the
beginning.
There is little evidence that the student is genuinely engaged in the task of taking charge of
his or her thinking. Many assignments appear to have been done pro forma, the student
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simply going through the motions without really putting any significant effort into thinking his
or her way through them.
Consequently, the student is not analyzing issues clearly, not formulating information
clearly, not accurately distinguishing the relevant from the irrelevant, not identifying key
questionable assumptions, not clarifying key concepts, not identifying relevant competing
points of view, not reasoning carefully from clearly stated premises, or tracing implications
and consequences.
The students work does not display discernable reasoning and problem-solving skills.
The Grade of D
D level work shows only a minimal level of understanding of what critical thinking is, along
with the development of some, but very little, critical thinking skills or abilities.
D work at the end of the course, on the whole, shows only occasional critical thinking skills,
but frequent uncritical thinking. Most assignments are poorly done. There is little evidence
that the student is "reasoning" through the assignment. Often the student seems to be
merely going through the motions of the assignment, carrying out the form without getting
into the spirit of it.
D work rarely shows any effort to take charge of ideas, assumptions, inferences, and
intellectual processes. In general, D-level thinking lacks discipline and clarity.
In D-level work, the student rarely analyzes issues clearly and precisely, almost never
formulates information clearly, rarely distinguishes the relevant from the irrelevant, rarely
recognizes key questionable assumptions, almost never clarifies key concepts effectively,
frequently fails to use language in keeping with educated usage, only rarely identifies
relevant competing points of view, and almost never reasons carefully from clearly stated
premises, or recognizes important implications and consequences.
D-level work does not show good reasoning and problem-solving skills and frequently
displays poor reasoning and problem-solving skills.
The Grade of C
C-level work illustrates some but inconsistent achievement in grasping what critical thinking
is, along with the development of modest critical thinking skills or abilities.
C-level work at the end of the course, it is true, shows some emerging critical thinking skills,
but also pronounced weaknesses as well. Though some assignments are reasonably well
done, others are poorly done; or at best are mediocre.
There are more than occasional lapses in reasoning. Though critical thinking terms and
distinctions are sometimes used effectively, sometimes they are used quite ineffectively.
Only on occasion does C-level work display a mind taking charge of its own ideas,
assumptions, inferences, and intellectual processes. Only occasionally does C-level work
display intellectual discipline and clarity.
The C-level student only occasionally analyzes issues clearly and precisely, formulates
information clearly, distinguishes the relevant from the irrelevant, recognizes key
questionable assumptions, clarifies key concepts effectively, uses language in keeping with
educated usage, identifies relevant competing points of view, and reasons carefully from
clearly stated premises, or recognizes important implications and consequences.
Sometimes the C-level student seems to be simply going through the motions of the
assignment, carrying out the form without getting into the spirit of it. On the whole, C-level
work shows only modest and inconsistent reasoning and problem-solving skills and
sometimes displays weak reasoning and problem-solving skills.
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The Grade of B
B-level work represents demonstrable achievement in grasping what critical thinking is,
along with the clear demonstration of a range of specific critical thinking skills or abilities.
B-level work at the end of the course is, on the whole, clear, precise, and well-reasoned,
though with occasional lapses into weak reasoning. On the whole, critical thinking terms
and distinctions are used effectively. The work demonstrates a mind beginning to take
charge of its own ideas, assumptions, inferences, and intellectual processes.
The student often analyzes issues clearly and precisely, often formulates information
clearly, usually distinguishes the relevant from the irrelevant, often recognizes key
questionable assumptions, usually clarifies key concepts effectively, typically uses
language in keeping with educated usage, frequently identifies relevant competing points of
view, and shows a general tendency to reason carefully from clearly stated premises, as
well as noticeable sensitivity to important implications and consequences. B-level work
displays good reasoning and problem-solving skills.
The Grade of A
A-level work demonstrates real achievement in grasping what critical thinking is, along with
the clear development of a range of specific critical thinking skills or abilities. The work at
the end of the course is, on the whole, clear, precise, and well-reasoned, though with
occasional lapses into weak reasoning.
In A-level work, critical thinking terms and distinctions are used effectively. The work
demonstrates a mind beginning to take charge of its own ideas, assumptions, inferences,
and intellectual processes.
The A-level student often analyzes issues clearly and precisely, often formulates
information clearly, usually distinguishes the relevant from the irrelevant, often recognizes
key questionable assumptions, usually clarifies key concepts effectively, typically uses
language in keeping with educated usage, frequently identifies relevant competing points
of view, and shows a general tendency to reason carefully from clearly stated premises, as
well as noticeable sensitivity to important implications and consequences.
A-level work displays excellent reasoning and problem-solving skills. The A student’s work
is consistently at a high level of intellectual excellence.
{This article is adapted from the resource: Critical Thinking Basic Theory and Instructional
Structures. (https://www.criticalthinking.org/store/products/critical-thinking-basic-theory-andinstructional-structures-handbook/148)}
Back to top (https://www.criticalthinking.org/pages/critical-thinking-class-gradingpolicies/442#top)
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Linda Elder
An Intro to Psychology
The Grade of F

The work at the end of the course is as vague, imprecise, and unreasoned as it was in the beginning. There is
little evidence that the student is genuinely engaged in the task of taking charge of his or her psychological
thinking.
Many assignments appear to have been done pro forma, the student simply going through the motions
without really putting any significant effort into thinking his or her way through them.
Consequently, the student is not analyzing psychological issues clearly, not formulating psychological
information accurately, not distinguishing relevant from irrelevant information, not identifying key questionable
psychological assumptions, not clarifying key psychological concepts, not identifying relevant psychological
competing points of view, not reasoning carefully from clearly stated premises, or tracing psychological
implications and consequences.
The students work does not display discernable psychological reasoning and problem-solving skills.
The Grade of D
D-level work shows only a minimal level understanding of what psychological thinking is, along with the
development of some, but very little, psychological thinking skills or abilities.
D work at the end of the course, on the whole, shows only occasional psychological thinking skills, but
frequent uncritical psychological thinking. Most assignments are poorly done. There is little evidence that the
student is "reasoning" through the assignment.
Often the student seems to be merely going through the motions of the assignment, carrying out the form
without getting into the spirit of it. D work rarely shows any effort to take charge of ideas, assumptions,
inferences, and intellectual processes. In general, D-level thinking lacks discipline and clarity.
In D-level work, the student rarely analyzes psychological issues clearly and precisely, almost never
formulates psychological information accurately, rarely distinguishes the relevant from the irrelevant, rarely
recognizes key questionable assumptions, almost never clarifies key psychological concepts effectively,
frequently fails to use psychological language in keeping with established professional usage, only rarely
identifies relevant competing psychological points of view, and almost never reasons carefully from clearly
stated premises, or recognizes important implications and consequences.
D-level work does not show good psychological reasoning and problem-solving skills and frequently displays
poor reasoning and problem-solving skills.
The Grade of C
C-level work illustrates some but inconsistent achievement in grasping what psychological thinking is, along
with the development of modest psychological thinking skills or abilities.
C-level work at the end of the course, it is true, shows some emerging psychological thinking skills, but also
pronounced weaknesses as well. Though some assignments are reasonably well done, others are poorly
done; or at best are mediocre.
https://www.criticalthinking.org/pages/grade-proﬁles/445
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There are more than occasional lapses in reasoning. Though psychological thinking terms and distinctions are
sometimes used effectively, sometimes they are used quite ineffectively. Only on occasion does C-level work
display a mind taking charge of its own ideas, assumptions, inferences, and intellectual processes. Only
occasionally does C-level work display intellectual discipline and clarity.
The C-level student only occasionally analyzes psychological issues clearly and precisely, formulates
psychological information accurately, distinguishes the relevant from the irrelevant, recognizes key
questionable assumptions, clarifies key psychological concepts effectively, uses psychological language in
keeping with established professional usage, identifies relevant psychological competing points of view, and
reasons carefully from clearly stated premises, or recognizes important psychological implications and
consequences. Sometimes the C-level student seems to be simply going through the motions of the
assignment, carrying out the form without getting into the spirit of it.
On the whole, C-level work shows only modest and inconsistent psychological reasoning and problem-solving
skills and sometimes displays weak reasoning and problem-solving skills.
The Grade of B
B-level work represents demonstrable achievement in grasping what psychological thinking is, along with the
clear demonstration of a range of specific psychological thinking skills or abilities.
B-level work at the end of the course is, on the whole, clear, precise, and well-reasoned, though with
occasional lapses into weak reasoning.
On the whole, psychological terms and distinctions are used effectively. The work demonstrates a mind
beginning to take charge of its own ideas, assumptions, inferences, and intellectual processes.
The student often analyzes psychological issues clearly and precisely, often formulates psychological
information accurately, usually distinguishes the relevant from the irrelevant, often recognizes key
questionable assumptions, usually clarifies key psychological concepts effectively, typically uses psychological
language in keeping with established professional usage, frequently identifies relevant psychological
competing points of view, and shows a general tendency to reason carefully from clearly stated premises, as
well as noticeable sensitivity to important implications and consequences.
B-level work displays good psychological reasoning and problem-solving skills.
The Grade of A
A-level work demonstrates real achievement in grasping what psychological thinking is, along with the clear
development of a range of specific psychological thinking skills or abilities.
The work at the end of the course is, on the whole, clear, precise, and well-reasoned, though with occasional
lapses into weak reasoning. In A-level work, psychological terms and distinctions are used effectively. The
work demonstrates a mind beginning to take charge of its own ideas, assumptions, inferences, and intellectual
processes.
The A-level student often analyzes psychological issues clearly and precisely, often formulates psychological
information accurately, usually distinguishes the relevant from the irrelevant, often recognizes key
questionable assumptions, usually clarifies key psychological concepts effectively, typically uses psychological
language in keeping with established professional usage, frequently identifies relevant competing
psychological points of view, and shows a general tendency to reason carefully from clearly stated premises,
as well as noticeable sensitivity to important implications and consequences.
A-level work displays excellent psychological reasoning and problem-solving skills. The A student's work is
consistently at a high level of intellectual excellence.
{This article is adapted from the resource: Critical Thinking Basic Theory and Instructional Structures.
(https://www.criticalthinking.org/store/products/critical-thinking-basic-theory-and-instructional-structureshandbook/148)}
https://www.criticalthinking.org/pages/grade-proﬁles/445
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Socratic Teaching
The oldest, and still the most powerful, teaching tactic for fostering critical thinking is
Socratic teaching. In Socratic teaching we focus on giving students questions, not answers.
We model an inquiring, probing mind by continually probing into the subject with questions.
Fortunately, the abilities we gain by focusing on the elements of reasoning in a disciplined
and self-assessing way, and the logical relationships that result from such disciplined
thought, prepare us for Socratic questioning.
Thankfully, there is a predictable set of relationships that hold for all subjects and
disciplines. This is given in the general logic of reasoning, since every subject has been
developed by those who had:
shared goals and objectives (which defined the subject focus)
shared questions and problems (whose solution they pursued)
shared information and data (which they used as an empirical basis)
shared modes of interpreting or judging that information
shared specialized concepts and ideas (which they used to help them organize their
data)
shared key assumptions (that gave them a basis from which to collectively begin)
a shared point of view (which enabled them to pursue common goals from a common
framework)
Each of the elements represents a dimension into which one can delve in questioning a
person. We can question goals and purposes. We can probe into the nature of the
question, problem, or issue that is on the floor. We can inquire into whether or not we have
relevant data and information. We can consider alternative interpretations of the data and
information. We can analyze key concepts and ideas. We can question assumptions being
made. We can ask students to trace out the implications and consequences of what they
are saying. We can consider alternative points of view. All of these, and more, are the
proper focus of the Socratic questioner.
As a tactic and approach, Socratic questioning is a highly disciplined process. The Socratic
questioner acts as the logical equivalent of the inner critical voice which the mind develops
when it develops critical thinking abilities. The contributions from the members of the class
are like so many thoughts in the mind. All of the thoughts must be dealt with and they must
be dealt with carefully and fairly. By following up all answers with further questions, and by
selecting questions which advance the discussion, the Socratic questioner forces the class
to think in a disciplined, intellectually responsible manner, while yet continually aiding the
students by posing facilitating questions.
A Socratic questioner should:
a) keep the discussion focused
b) keep the discussion intellectually responsible
c) stimulate the discussion with probing questions
d) periodically summarize what has and what has not been dealt with and/or resolved
e) draw as many students as possible into the discussion.
Paul, R. and Elder, L. (April 1997). Foundation For Critical Thinking,
Online at website: www.criticalthinking.org (https://www.criticalthinking.org/))
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Intellectual Humility: Having a consciousness of the limits of one's knowledge,
including a sensitivity to circumstances in which one's native egocentrism is likely to
function self-deceptively; sensitivity to bias, prejudice and limitations of one's
viewpoint. Intellectual humility depends on recognizing that one should not claim more
than one actually knows. It does not imply spinelessness or submissiveness. It implies
the lack of intellectual pretentiousness, boastfulness, or conceit, combined with insight
into the logical foundations, or lack of such foundations, of one's beliefs.
Intellectual Courage: Having a consciousness of the need to face and fairly address
ideas, beliefs or viewpoints toward which we have strong negative emotions and to
which we have not given a serious hearing. This courage is connected with the
recognition that ideas considered dangerous or absurd are sometimes rationally
justified (in whole or in part) and that conclusions and beliefs inculcated in us are
sometimes false or misleading. To determine for ourselves which is which, we must not
passively and uncritically "accept" what we have "learned." Intellectual courage comes
into play here, because inevitably we will come to see some truth in some ideas
considered dangerous and absurd, and distortion or falsity in some ideas strongly held
in our social group. We need courage to be true to our own thinking in such
circumstances. The penalties for non-conformity can be severe.
Intellectual Empathy: Having a consciousness of the need to imaginatively put
oneself in the place of others in order to genuinely understand them, which requires
the consciousness of our egocentric tendency to identify truth with our immediate
perceptions of long-standing thought or belief. This trait correlates with the ability to
reconstruct accurately the viewpoints and reasoning of others and to reason from
premises, assumptions, and ideas other than our own. This trait also correlates with
the willingness to remember occasions when we were wrong in the past despite an
intense conviction that we were right, and with the ability to imagine our being
similarly deceived in a case-at-hand.
Intellectual Autonomy: Having rational control of one's beliefs, values, and inferences, The
ideal of critical thinking is to learn to think for oneself, to gain command over one's thought
processes. It entails a commitment to analyzing and evaluating beliefs on the basis of reason
and evidence, to question when it is rational to question, to believe when it is rational to
believe, and to conform when it is rational to conform.
Intellectual Integrity: Recognition of the need to be true to one's own thinking; to be
consistent in the intellectual standards one applies; to hold one's self to the same
rigorous standards of evidence and proof to which one holds one's antagonists; to
practice what one advocates for others; and to honestly admit discrepancies and
inconsistencies in one's own thought and action.
Intellectual Perseverance: Having a consciousness of the need to use intellectual
insights and truths in spite of difficulties, obstacles, and frustrations; firm adherence to
rational principles despite the irrational opposition of others; a sense of the need to
struggle with confusion and unsettled questions over an extended period of time to
achieve deeper understanding or insight.
https://www.criticalthinking.org/pages/valuable-intellectual-traits/528
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Conﬁdence In Reason: Confidence that, in the long run, one's own higher interests
and those of humankind at large will be best served by giving the freest play to reason,
by encouraging people to come to their own conclusions by developing their own
rational faculties; faith that, with proper encouragement and cultivation, people can
learn to think for themselves, to form rational viewpoints, draw reasonable conclusions,
think coherently and logically, persuade each other by reason and become reasonable
persons, despite the deep-seated obstacles in the native character of the human mind
and in society as we know it.
Fairmindedness: Having a consciousness of the need to treat all viewpoints alike,
without reference to one's own feelings or vested interests, or the feelings or vested
interests of one's friends, community or nation; implies adherence to intellectual
standards without reference to one's own advantage or the advantage of one's group.

Valuable Intellectual Virtues (September 2014). Foundation For Critical Thinking, Online at
website: www.criticalthinking.org (https://www.criticalthinking.org/))

(https://www.criticalthinking.org/pages/valuable-intellectual-traits/528#top)
Valuable Intellectual Traits

Sublinks:
Content Is Thinking, Thinking is Content (http://www.criticalthinking.org/pages/content-is-thinking-thinking-iscontent/958)
Critical Thinking in Every Domain of Knowledge and Belief (http://www.criticalthinking.org/pages/critical-thinking-in-everydomain-of-knowledge-and-belief/698)
Using Intellectual Standards to Assess Student Reasoning (http://www.criticalthinking.org/pages/using-intellectualstandards-to-assess-student-reasoning/602)
Open-minded inquiry (http://www.criticalthinking.org/pages/open-minded-inquiry/579)
Valuable Intellectual Traits (http://www.criticalthinking.org/pages/valuable-intellectual-traits/528)
Universal Intellectual Standards (http://www.criticalthinking.org/pages/universal-intellectual-standards/527)
Thinking With Concepts (http://www.criticalthinking.org/pages/thinking-with-concepts/525)
The Analysis & Assessment of Thinking (http://www.criticalthinking.org/pages/the-analysis-amp-assessment-ofthinking/497)
Glossary of Critical Thinking Terms (http://www.criticalthinking.org/pages/glossary-of-critical-thinking-terms/496)
Distinguishing Between Inert Information, Activated Ignorance, Activated Knowledge
(http://www.criticalthinking.org/pages/distinguishing-between-inert-information-activated-ignorance-activatedknowledge/488)
Critical Thinking: Identifying the Targets (http://www.criticalthinking.org/pages/critical-thinking-identifying-the-targets/486)
Distinguishing Between Inferences and Assumptions (http://www.criticalthinking.org/pages/distinguishing-betweeninferences-and-assumptions/484)
Critical Thinking Development: A Stage Theory (http://www.criticalthinking.org/pages/critical-thinking-development-astage-theory/483)
Becoming a Critic Of Your Thinking (http://www.criticalthinking.org/pages/becoming-a-critic-of-your-thinking/478)
Bertrand Russell on Critical Thinking (http://www.criticalthinking.org/pages/bertrand-russell-on-critical-thinking/477)

https://www.criticalthinking.org/pages/valuable-intellectual-traits/528

2/4

7/12/2019

Valuable Intellectual Traits

Company

About Us (https://www.criticalthinking.org/pages/our- mission/405)
Customer Services (https://www.criticalthinking.org/pages/customer-support- for-our-bookstore/642)
Foundation for Critical Thinking

P.O. BOX 196 • Tomales, CA 94971
Toll Free 800.833.3645 • Fax 707.878.9111
cct@criticalthinking.org

Information

Privacy (https://www.criticalthinking.org/pages/bookstore- customer-support/642)

Criticalthinking.org Copyright ©2019 Foundation for Critical Thinking.

https://www.criticalthinking.org/pages/valuable-intellectual-traits/528

3/4

V. Equity & STEM Resources
•
•
•
•

Diversity in Physics
Strategies for Inclusive Teaching in STEM Fields
What is the Normative Body in STEM Handout
Rethinking Mathematics book
o Driving While Black or Brown
o Reading the World with Math
o Race, Retrenchment, and the Reform of School
Mathematics
o Chicanos Have Math in their Blood-Pre-Colombian
Mathematics
o Worksheet-Globalization, Labor, and the
Environment
o Radical Equation

Teaching About Racial Equity in Introductory Physics Courses
Abigail R. Daane, Sierra R. Decker, and Vashti Sawtelle

Citation: The Physics Teacher 55, 328 (2017); doi: 10.1119/1.4999724
View online: https://doi.org/10.1119/1.4999724
View Table of Contents: https://aapt.scitation.org/toc/pte/55/6
Published by the American Association of Physics Teachers

ARTICLES YOU MAY BE INTERESTED IN
Unique voices in harmony: Call-and-response to address race and physics teaching
The Physics Teacher 55, 324 (2017); https://doi.org/10.1119/1.4999720
Common Challenges Faced by Women of Color in Physics, and Actions Faculty Can Take to Minimize
Those Challenges
The Physics Teacher 55, 356 (2017); https://doi.org/10.1119/1.4999731
Integrating Conversations About Equity in “Whose Knowledge Counts” into Science Teacher Education
The Physics Teacher 55, 365 (2017); https://doi.org/10.1119/1.4999733
Puerto Rico: Race, Ethnicity, Culture, and Physics Teaching
The Physics Teacher 55, 334 (2017); https://doi.org/10.1119/1.4999725
Learning to Do Diversity Work: A Model for Continued Education of Program Organizers
The Physics Teacher 55, 342 (2017); https://doi.org/10.1119/1.4999728
The Chi-Sci Scholars Program: Developing Community and Challenging Racially Inequitable Measures of
Success at a Minority-Serving Institution on Chicago’s Southside
The Physics Teacher 55, 350 (2017); https://doi.org/10.1119/1.4999730

This colorful graphic signals that this contribution is
a featured part of the “Race and Physics Teaching”
special collection. See the editorial on page 324 for
more information.

Teaching About Racial
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Abigail R. Daane and Sierra R. Decker, Seattle Pacific University, Seattle, WA
Vashti Sawtelle, Michigan State University, East Lansing, MI

E

ven after you have decided to tackle a problem like racial equity, it may seem daunting to broach the subject
in a physics classroom. After all, the idea of a (typically
White) instructor in power tackling a sensitive topic such as
social justice can be scary in any (mostly White) classroom.
Not only that, but physics is typically viewed as a “culture with
no culture.”1 The physicist’s quest for objectivity, along with a
general focus on a fixed set of laws and formulae, support the
treatment of this subject as untouched by people. Sometimes
it is easier to ignore the problem and just focus on the Conservation of Energy Principle. However, ignoring the striking
underrepresentation of ethnic/racial minorities and women
in both the physics classroom and the field at large2,3 is a great
disservice to all our students. We take the position that the
persistence of representation disparities in physics is evidence
that culture plays a role in who and what is involved in physics.4 Instructors have an opportunity to explicitly address the
absence of equitable circumstances in classrooms and highlight the obstacles that contribute to the disparity (e.g., varied
access to learning opportunities and support structures, dominant cultural norms, stereotype threat, implicit bias, hidden
curricula, etc.). We acknowledge that incorporating these
discussions in a physics classroom is fraught with difficulty,
but we also believe that trying to lead these discussions is better than ignoring the problem. Furthermore, a set of resources
for teachers interested in leading these discussions has been
developing in the physics teacher community.5,6 Rifkin6 offers resources for leading a two-week unit on equity designed
for secondary science classrooms. Here we describe another

possible pathway for integrating a shorter equity unit into the
traditional content of a (predominantly White) university
physics classroom, addressing racial7 inequity and sharing
common student responses that may arise.

Learning goals

Our equity unit was developed with the aim to provide a
space for students to explore their own views of what it means
to learn and practice physics and how that might be affected
by racial inequity. By the end of the unit, students are expected
to:
1) Identify areas of subjectivity in physics.
2) Analyze statistics about who participates in physics.
3) Justify the need for racial equity (inclusion and access)
in physics.
4) Describe what and how obstacles such as implicit bias,
stereotype threat, etc. can influence who participates in
the physics field and classroom, creating inequity.
5) Feel empowered to take action towards creating a more
equitable community.
We ask students to reflect on their personal feelings/opinions/experiences that this unit produces (often before, during,
and after each activity) to allow time for processing new information and working towards meeting the above goals.

General overview

In order to accomplish the learning goals, we designed a
four-day (approximately 220-300 instructional minutes) unit

Table I. General outline of the unit.

Topic Question
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Possible Schedule

Activity Type

Reading/Reflection
(post activity)

What is a culture of trust?

Preparation –
Activity 0
(30 min)

Preparing the class for difficult
conversations: Co-generate norms
about brave and supportive dialogue

Reflection: What is
physics? Does (racial)
diversity matter?

What is physics?
(Goal 1)

Activity 1
(50 min)

Small Group discussion ➝ Whole
Class divided into two rows

Reading & Reflection:
Nature of Physics8

2a) Does (racial)
diversity matter?
(Goal 3)
2b) Who does physics?
(Goal 2)

Activity 2a
(30-50 min)
Activity 2b
(30-50 min)

Reading & Reflection:
2a) Letter to SCOTUS
from physicists9
2b) Small Group/Whole Class analysis 2b) Stereotype threat,
of data ➝ Whole Class discussion
Implicit bias10-12

3a) What are
your reactions?
(Goal 4)
3b) What can we do?
(Goal 5)

Activity 3a
(50 min)

3a) Small Group ➝ Whole Class
discussion

Activity 3b
(30-50 min)

3b) Small Group on shared documents ➝ Whole Class share out

2a) Share quotes ➝ Small Group
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Reading & Reflection:
3a) Privilege, other
follow up readings13
3b) Reflection

to support student discussion and reflection on issues of equity in physics. Table I outlines a possible schedule of topics,
activities, timeframe, and suggested reading and reflection.
The unit starts by asking students to reflect on and discuss the
nature of physics—both in the community and classroom.
This is followed by an analysis of: 1) how the lack of involvement from certain groups of people impacts the focus and
total body of knowledge in physics; 2) how individuals from
underrepresented groups themselves can benefit from the
opportunity to participate in physics; and 3) who actually
participates in physics. After looking at the statistics of “who
does physics,” students grapple with explanations for these
statistics and finally work to define concrete ways that they
can change this inequity.
Equity, privilege, and underrepresentation are sensitive
topics. It is worth noting that a few actions can be performed
prior to the unit that encourage participation and honest reflection.
A) We, as instructors, co-create with students and implement norms that support student dialogue. Explicit
norm setting and discussion from a preliminary list at
the beginning of the unit6 —or a refresher about the
norms you have set in the class—can be an effective way
of setting the tone for the small group and whole class
discussions. We also find it particularly effective to simply ask the class, “What do you need to feel comfortable
contributing to conversations in this class?” and use students’ ideas to create the list. Once these norms are set,
we reference them often throughout the unit.
B) We inform students from underrepresented ethnic/racial groups prior to the unit about the upcoming topic.
C) We are explicit about removing summative assessments
in the unit.
D) We have found it productive to begin the unit by defining physics and its inherent subjectivity,8,14 preparing
students to speak about racial issues.

Activity 1: What is physics?

Prior to any class discussion (either as previous homework
or individually in class), we ask students to answer the following questions about the content and culture of physics.
1. What is physics?
2. Do you think physics is subjective or objective? Why?
3. Do you think racial diversity in physics is important?
Why or why not?
After norm setting, students work in small groups to
define physics in their own words and share that definition
with the class. Students are then asked to choose a side of the
room to stand on based on their view about whether physics
is objective or subjective, with the understanding that they
can always switch at any point in the conversation! We give
students one minute to think about where they will go prior
to moving. When students have chosen a side, we encourage
students to take the reins in the discussion and “defend” their
side of the room.

At the end of each discussion, students reflect on class
discussions using the prompt, “What are you thinking about
right now and/or how are you feeling regarding our discussion?” The responses here can provide direction for the following discussion.
Common student ideas – What is physics?
Implementing this unit in a class at a small private university, we found that students are generally comfortable sharing
their ideas about the nature of physics. In most classes, the
majority of students (usually about ⅔ of a class of 40) take a
strong “physics is objective” stance and generally keep that
view throughout the initial conversation. The debate centers
on whether physics is a field of study or the physical world
itself. A student who views physics as explaining the world
argued, “Physics is objective. It is measurable, quantifiable,
and does not depend upon emotions or personal feelings.”
While many “objective” students acknowledge that there may
be multiple ways to solve problems, they see physics as based
on facts and rules. For example, one student stated,
“Physics is not ...up to interpretation. I can see how the
study of physics and practicing of physics may differ, and
how different applied concepts can be interpreted differently, but I view physics itself to be the way ‘things’ work,
which is based on facts and rules.”
Others maintain that exploratory physics can be subjective,
but is refined to become fact.
“I think that physics is objective because it started off
with opinions and/or interpretations of situations that
involved physics, until it transformed into fact-based
laws that came from thorough, measured observations
and conclusions.”
Finally, some students describe physics as subjective, affected
by people’s perspective and/or interpretation.
“I think that physics is perceived as objective but is actually subjective. How do we know that the laws of physics
hold true in every situation in the universe? We, as humans, are still learning about how the universe operates
everyday. Physics and other fields of science are by no
means absolute truths. I see physics as a subjective interpretation of the objective universe.”
Reading and reflection
After the discussion, we ask students to read about the
subjectivity in science, e.g., the introduction chapter of Hatton & Plouffe.8 Students may need to discuss the reading in
the following class. This can be done in small groups first
and/or move to the two rows again. We position physics
as subjective in this discussion to encourage the idea that
humans can affect what and how physics is studied. We see
this position as an opening for students to consider how the
disparity in the representation in physics impacts the community, which leads directly into the next activity.
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Activity 2a: Does (racial) diversity matter?
We ask students, “Do you think racial diversity in physics is important? Why or why not?” The conversation can
quickly become stale and politically correct, e.g., “Diversity
is great!” “We love diversity!” We recognize students may not
feel comfortable expressing certain opinions to a large class,
so we introduce two (or more) illustrations of these opinions
that come from previous students or current sociopolitical
statements. For example, one student wrote about the importance of academic diversity in the physics classroom (in contrast with racial diversity).
“I feel that since physics is a fact-based class, racial diversity is not as important as academic diversity; I think
that students capable of accurately interpreting ideas in
physics lend more to the class than what background they
came from. (This is specifically about physics.)” 15
Additional fodder for discussing diversity in the context
of physics includes Chief Justice Roberts’ question, “What
unique perspective does a minority student bring to a physics
class?” Roberts asked this question during the 2016 Fisher vs.
UT Austin Supreme Court case regarding affirmative action
policies for admission into UT Austin. The former student
and Chief Justice Roberts’ question usually spark discussion
about whether or not “a minority student” brings something
different to physics. Small group discussions can support students in processing their ideas.

Activity 2b: Who does physics? Why?
The American Institute of Physics (AIP) Statistical Resource Center2,3 has collected data regarding the question,
“Who does physics?” Giving students the opportunity to
peruse their data and learn more about the statistics of who
does physics can be powerful. We choose to share particularly
relevant graphs as a whole class after students have had time
in small groups.” In general, most of the statistics show that
there is not a proportional representation of ethnic/racial
minorities and women in physics.16 Students may ask: why
is there a difference between the general population and the
physics community? We pose this question to the class if it is
not asked unprompted.
Common student ideas – Who does physics?
Students have varying reactions to the underrepresentation of ethnic/racial minorities and women in the AIP statistics. For many of our students, “racism” is a part of history
that is no longer prevalent in society. These statistics are in
conflict with their perception of how the world “should” be
today. “It is sad to me that even in the 2000’s people still can’t
see people past their skin color.” For other students, this is
not new information and it is frustrating to hear that some
students think racism is no longer an issue. One student explained, “Contrary to white people’s opinion racism is real.” At
this point, many students recognize the disparity and naturally begin to defend people from underrepresented groups
and wonder why the underrepresentation occurs.
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“Predominantly white males ‘do physics’... . There is a lot
of potential going to waste in the world because brilliant
minds do not have the same opportunity to achieve simply because they are a minority. It’s not because they are
not smart enough.”
“In theory, anyone who wished to do physics should be
able to do it and have equal opportunity to go through
the proper channels that prepare him/her to tackle such a
subject. Unfortunately, that is not the case in real life and
I don’t understand why?”
Instructors can choose to either ask students to brainstorm
ideas for why the disparity occurs or introduce obstacles such
as implicit bias or stereotype threat into the conversation. We
offer readings as homework in the following section to support students in thinking about reasons for the underrepresentation of certain groups in physics.
Reading and reflection
This assignment can be split into multiple assignments if
the course has the time to do so. For our university course, we
prefer to warn students the assignment is time-consuming
and ask that they plan ahead. The assignment contains four
parts:
A. Take two Implicit Associations Tests (IAT),12 one of
your choice and race (“Black-White” IAT). We encourage students to spend some time learning about the IAT
and analyzing the average results. We do not require
students to share their individual results of the IAT.
B. Read “A Threat in the Air: How Stereotypes Shape
Intellectual Identity and Performance.”10 Optional:
Watch “Stereotype Threat: A Conversation with Claude
Steele.”11
C. Read “An Open Letter to SCOTUS from Professional
Physicists.”9
D. Write a reflection about A) the average results of the
IAT, B) the article, and C) the letter. What are your feelings about the whole conversation thus far?
This new information is by no means all-inclusive, but we
hope that it gives students a sense that many of the obstacles
faced by people from underrepresented groups are in fact implicit and powerful.

Activity 3a: What are your reactions?
After receiving a wealth of information in the previous
activities, students will need to process their ideas. Simply
asking them to share their thoughts or feelings with partners,
small groups, and/or whole class can be fruitful. A Gallery
Walk17 (with ideas on whiteboards) might serve as an appropriate alternative if leading this class discussion is difficult for
an instructor. When we have created opportunities for this
type of reflection, common student ideas have ranged from
strong reactions to the IAT to feeling supported about their
own views of inequities in physics.
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Reactions to the Implicit Association Test
Many students have strong reactions to the IAT, feeling as
though the test itself was not fair or designed well.
“I think that test and its results were complete nonsense. I
don’t see how you could possibly entertain the idea that being able or unable to sort words and faces between categories
could somehow show you your true feelings about a given
race of people. My test said I had a moderate preference for
white people, and I’m calling bullsh*t.”
Students will likely want to discuss the limitations and affordances of the IAT experimental design. After this discussion
students accept that the IAT results tell us about how we react
implicitly (as a society or as an individual), and they often
feel strongly about their own bias, expressing sadness, guilt,
anger, and frustration.
“My first thoughts of the IAT did not shock me; however,
it did disturb my sensibilities. I knew in the past that the
world had made strides to reduce discrimination outwardly, but I find it very unsettling to see moderately strong bias
for Whites rather than African Americans.”

minority students can bring to physics, but not necessarily
the benefit that increased diversity can bring to the minority
students themselves … the importance of diversity should be
more than just thinking about what it can do for us.” Several
students reported that this assignment supported their understanding of the inequity.
“I have seen the effects of stereotyping in the school system my whole life so this is very relatable. … I feel bad
knowing that all my friends are white or asian and wish
the uneasiness that comes with racial diversity wasn’t
there to begin with. Taking the test, reading the article,
and watching the movie have made me both sad and
convicted about the implications that actions such as stereotyping have on a community.”
During the second year of teaching this unit, we added a
final activity because students pushed the instructor to support them in learning what they could do to change the situation.

Activity 3b: What can we do?

Our goal with this unit is not to cause a downward spiral
into negativity and hopelessness. Instead we use this activity
to support students in recognizing the difference between
implicit biases and deliberate choices. We hope to empower
students to recognize that by slowing their decision-making
process, they can reduce the influence of their implicit biases
on their actions.
Reactions to stereotype threat
We have found that many students have never heard of
stereotype threat and yet the concept is familiar. For many
students, their reflections offered personal stories and emotional descriptions.
“In the ‘A Threat in the Air’ Paper, they talked about how
stereotypes shape intellectual identity and performance.
It’s completely true that the world is shaped by our first
impression of others. Most people (not all) would judge
another person based on how they look or their background. And I find this really awful! Because it wouldn’t
give the person a chance to show his or her worth!”

Learning about the obstacles and challenges that people
from underrepresented groups face can leave students feeling guilty, frustrated, and/or helpless. This activity gives
students the opportunity to brainstorm answers to the question, “What can we do?” In small groups, students share ideas
about how to take action on an individual and societal scale,
recording ideas in a shared online document (accessible to all
students in the class). Students can alternatively use Post-it
notes and share ideas on a whiteboard. Sharing out one action
item to the whole class can provide a positive close to the unit.
Common student ideas for action
Students have generated many ideas about how to become
agents of change. Table II shows a few examples of the kinds
of action items students come up with in small groups.
Reflection
Our design supports students in reflecting on each topic at
the end of the whole unit. We ask students to respond to the
following questions for a final time:

Reactions to the open letter to SCOTUS
Students generally feel comforted by the open letter to
SCOTUS from professional physicists; one student stated,
“the letter was powerful coming from thousands of physicists
across the nation.” Some students described the letter as providing new insight about the relevance of racial dynamics in
physics. “I used to think that race doesn’t has [sic] anything to
do with physics. However, after reading the letter, I agree with
the physicists that race does play a role in science classes.”
Other students reflected on the role that people from
underrepresented groups play in physics, not necessarily for
supporting the majority, but for their own edification (benefiting from learning physics). “Overall I feel like my responses
and the class discussion have focused on what diversity and

1. Do you think physics is subjective or objective? Why?
2. Do you think diversity is important? Why or why not?
3. Why did we do this in intro physics? (How do you feel
about this unit? Do you think your views changed based
on our conversations and readings?)
4. What can you/will you do?

Student reactions to unit
Students will commonly express a range of emotional responses to this unit. We found that generally students feel this
was a worthwhile unit, and many feel that their views have
shifted as a result of the unit.18 For example,
“My thoughts regarding this whole situation have gradually changed. I went in thinking that racial diversity in
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Table II. Student-generated action items from small group brainstorm session.

Theme

Example Quotes

Go out and do something

“Volunteer in ethnically diverse areas”
“Tutoring outside of schools”
“Create study groups”

Be aware of your own
biases

“Don’t expect your classmates to have same experience”
“Get to know them first”
“Notice and reflect”
“Recognize your own implicit bias”
“Be aware of stereotypes”

Be kind to others

“Treat others how you want to be treated”
“Encourage someone”
“Micro-encouragements”
“Be inclusive to everyone”
“Don’t come across as hostile”

Educate yourself on other
cultures

“Learn about stereotypes”
“Think about being in someone else’s position”
“Go to other countries” / “Go study abroad”
“Listen to music from other cultures”

Speak out

“Speak up and speak out against injustices”
“Share your own perspectives”
“Saying nothing is contributing to the problem”
“Convincing people it’s a problem”
“Promoting awareness on social media”
“Don’t be afraid to talk about it”

Listen and talk to people
outside of your race and
culture

“Ask real questions”
“Listen to other people’s stories”
“Don’t run away from opportunities to have
conversations”
“Listen, no matter how uncomfortable it may be”

Change institutional structures

“Mentor programs”
“Make better education”
“Sensitivity training for faculty”

Other

“Support organizations”
“Make an effort to raise your children with no implicit
bias”
“Promote stereotype breaking role models”

the physics classroom was not important at all. I now
think that diversity can be a great and empowering thing
not just to the minority but to the whole classroom."
This student response is not uncommon.19 While the
majority of the students describe the unit as a positive experience, it is likely that a few students will feel the unit is a waste
of their tuition and time in a physics class.19 For example,
“I do not understand why we are spending class time to
discuss this issue. I am honestly upset by being asked to
spend class time, and even homework time designated to
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physics, to discuss racial issues that do not
apply to what I am paying lots of money to
learn.”
When these concerns are raised, it can be
valuable to reflect the question back to the
classroom. Shared anonymously, a quote
like the one above about racial issues not
applying to physics can spark conversation regarding the value of this topic in
physics. Research on university students
from underrepresented groups suggests it
is important to discuss equity: focusing on
“objective” parts of science without connection to the social realms leads to feelings of disenfranchisement.20,21 We found
that during the second year teaching this
unit, fewer students expressed this concern
in their reflections, possibly due to the
introduction of the unit with a discussion
about the nature of physics.
Another important reaction that surfaced
comes from those who self-identified as students from underrepresented groups in their
anonymous reflections and discussed the importance of the unit for their classmates.18 For
example, this student reacted to comments
similar to the previous student’s statements
explicitly:
“It really bothered me hearing my classmates complain about this [topic] in physics. Most of my classmates say they want a
change in how we perceive minorities, yet
they are complaining that they even have to
talk about it. How is a person going to make
a change or even give ideas [for] change if
he/she is not willing to face this uncomfortable topic? … I am a Mexican female. I have
experienced discrimination. Therefore I
strongly support discussions inside classrooms about race.”

One concern about these comments is that
this unit may not be educational for students
from underrepresented groups, in that this
unit is primarily intended to support an increased awareness of the social injustice present in the physics community, both in the classroom and the
field. If students are already aware of the injustice, the action
items generated at the end can be emphasized more.
At the end of the unit, we offer resources for students interested in learning more. For example, those interested in
learning more about privilege could read about the Invisible
Knapsack,13 Critical Whiteness Studies,22 or other readings
from a bibliography on incorporating equity into research.23
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Conclusion

In this paper, we have offered an example of a unit that
supports students in reflecting on issues of equity in physics. This unit is a work in progress and the authors would be
eager to interact with those who are interested in discussing
these ideas further.24 This unit has been designed for instructors who want to implement discussions about racial equity
in predominantly white settings. Those classrooms with a
majority of students from underrepresented groups will likely
focus on different aspects of the discussion. Some instructors
may choose to also focus on gender equity (adding statistics
on women in physics and the IAT regarding gender and career to the unit). There are myriad paths to follow depending
on the needs, interests, and experiences of the students in
each class. We acknowledge that implementing these types of
discussions in a physics classroom can be daunting and feel
difficult. However, we call on our fellow physics instructors
to take action by talking about these issues—the status quo of
ignoring racial equity in favor of “covering” more material is
discouraging students from underrepresented groups,21 and
we need to make change.
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Diversity Can Benefit Teamwork in STEM
by Jennifer Weaver, PhD
• The majority of research in STEM fields is conducted through collaborations and working
groups, where a diversity of ideas need to be proposed and analyzed to determine the best
strategy(ies) for solving a problem.
• As research projects in STEM inherently require creativity and innovation, teamwork can be
enhanced by having members with a diversity of perspectives, backgrounds, and experiences.
• The best STEM assignments need to allow for creativity, innovation and collaboration,
otherwise students may not benefit.
• Strategies for creating teams in the classroom: division by i) random assignment, ii) student
choice, iii) complementary student thinking preferences / skill sets, or iv) shared interests.
When trying to solve complex problems, progress often results from diverse perspectives. That is, the
ability to see the problem differently, not simply “being smart,” often is the key to a breakthrough. As
a result, when groups of intelligent individuals are working to solve hard problems, the diversity of the
problem solvers matters more than their individual ability. Thus, diversity is not distinct from
enhancing overall quality—it is integral to achieving it.
- The Difference, Scott E. Page
Why is diversity beneficial for teamwork in STEM classes?
Diversity = differences, whether in race, sex, ethnic background, disability, nationality, etc. And
without different viewpoints, experiences, knowledge and perspectives, necessary processes for
innovation in STEM, such as creativity, critical analysis and conflict, can not occur (or can not occur
to the same extent). As research projects in STEM inherently require creativity and innovation,
teamwork can be enhanced by having a group composed of diverse members. These differing
viewpoints and perspectives can also help students in understanding a problem collectively, or
viewing it in a variety of ways that can enrich their comprehension and depth of understanding.
Why do STEM students need to learn how to work in diverse teams?
In academia, the majority of research in STEM fields is conducted through collaborations and
working groups, where a diversity of ideas need to be proposed and analyzed to determine the best
strategy(ies) for solving a problem. In the technology sector, product development is done as a team,
with specific roles for each individual but its success is predicated on each member of the team
providing a different skill set / perspective. Thus, students who are interested in both academia and
industry will benefit from learning how to successfully work in a diverse team.
Creating teams in your classroom that are diverse AND successful
There are numerous strategies for creating groups in the classroom:
Random. Randomly assigning students to teams ensures that there will be diversity, without you
imposing your own strategy for diversity. If you use a random approach, justify that you want the
teams to be heterogeneous because you feel the variety will be beneficial to each of the teams, and
that you want them to use this variety to improve their team functioning as well as their final product.
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Student Choice. If you decide to allow students choose their own teams, be explicit about what the
project is and the objectives of the team project. Try to highlight perspectives, skills and experience
that will be useful in the group, and this may temper the reaction of students to only chose their
friends, or at a minimum, to choose amongst their friends for this project more carefully! In addition,
you could impose some structure to the team formation, for example, by splitting the class into those
who are available before lecture to meet and those who are not, and then allow them to self-select
within these pre-determined groups. It is especially worth investing more time in building successful
teams when it is a semester-long project, and students may benefit from “speed”-team-building (a
take-off on speed-dating) where they have a set amount of time to discuss their project ideas with
other members of the class.
Student Skill Sets / Thinking Preferences. If possible, it would be beneficial to create teams of
students with complementary skill sets or thinking preferences. For example, you could conduct a
brief ‘thinking preferences’’ activity with your students (See:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Herrmann_Brain_Dominance_Instrument). Based on a self-reflection of
the way they think and interact, students will determine one of the four dominant ways of thinking
that is most indicative of themselves. This could also be done based on skill sets. Teams could then be
formed based on having at least one representative of the dominant skills sets or thinking preferences.
Encourage students to share their traits with their fellow group members. When each group has a
better understanding of how their composite members think and what their skillsets are that they can
contribute to the group, the group will already function better as a team and have a better chance at
capitalizing on each of the students’ skills.
Shared Interests. Finally, Sara Beckman, from the Haas School of Business, suggests forming teams
around shared interest in a topic. In her class, students propose ideas they want to work on and then
submit their top five choices for projects. The instructors form teams based on students’ choices, and
attempt to mix students from different backgrounds on the teams.
Some Final Thoughts….
1) To structure teamwork to be more inclusive, define the necessary roles within the group (don’t let
particular groups of students fall into stereotypical roles or roles with less responsibility) and also be
sure to structure teamwork such that not only are the learning outcomes strictly defined, but also the
parameters of how the team will function.
2) Ensure that you are creating teamwork assignments that lend themselves to the diversity of your
classroom and the work environments your students will enter upon graduation. Assignments need to
allow for creativity, innovation and collaboration, otherwise students may not benefit from teamwork
at all, and will resent working with others when they do not see a clear benefit above completing the
project individually.
3) Give students a primer on how to work well in teams (this can either be done in class, as homework
or as part of a tutorial with the GSIs). It can be eye-opening how little some students know about how
to work successfully in teams (and this probably applies at the faculty level as well if we are honest!).
The key to success is also knowing what the key strategies are for team success and armed with this
information, students can capitalize on working in a diverse team.
Suggested References
http://teaching.berkeley.edu/teaching-mixed-leveldisparate-class
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http://teaching.berkeley.edu/groupteam-based-learning
http://teaching.berkeley.edu/groups
http://teaching.berkeley.edu/using-groups-classes-encouraging-study-groups
http://blogs.scientificamerican.com/voices/2014/09/10/diversity-in-stem-what-it-is-and-why-itmatters/
http://undsci.berkeley.edu/article/howscienceworks_01
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What is the normative body in STEM?
In my discipline, a successful, competent researcher must be able to
Yes
Manipulate lab equipment
Operate equipment in the field
Work independently
Work for long periods of time
without significant breaks
Write quickly
See instruments
Navigate rough terrain in the field
Have focused attention for long
periods of time
Climb
Interact with large numbers of people
Work around multiple chemicals
Hear co-workers
Differentiate color
Work at a computer
Move quickly
Sit for long periods of time
Make auditory observations
Work in close physical proximity
to co-workers
Sit for long periods of time
Spend long hours, even days and
weeks, in the field
Talk to co-workers
Understand nonverbal communication
Make visual observations
Swim
Lift up to 50 pounds

To some extent

:
Not at all

VI. Community College Teaching Strategies
•

•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•

A Strengths Approach to Online Teaching ToolkitDeficit Thinking
Are you a Model Teacher?
Chickering Gamsons Seven Principles of Good Practice in
Undergraduate Education
Getting Better as Teachers
Teaching Portfolio
The Syllabus as Promise
The Three D’s
Toolkit- Deficit Thinking
Studying Excellence in Teaching: The Story so Far

Thrivingin

Academe

REFLECTIONS ON HELPING STUDENTS LEARN
Thriving in Academe is a joint project of NEA and the Professional and Organizational Development Network in Higher Education
(www.podnetwork.org). For more information, contact the editor, Douglas Robertson (drobert@fiu.edu) at
Florida International University or Mary Ellen Flannery (mflannery@nea.org) at NEA.

A Strengths Approach to
Online Teaching
Too often we approach new tasks, especially in the area of technology,
by focusing on what we cannot do. Sally Kuhlenschmidt envisions
how teaching an online class would proceed if we started from our
particular strengths.

BY SALLY
KUHLENSCHMIDT

Western Kentucky
University

How can you use your strengths to improve the
quality of teaching online?
“Education should instill in us an informed comprehension of our past, an engaged connection
to our present, and a joyous sense of confidence in our future.” — Susan Saltrick (1997)
Not all recent revolutions have been technological. Since 2000, a subfield of psychology
called “positive psychology” has categorized universal human strengths and identified
ways of using this knowledge to enhance our lives, our performance, and our enjoyment of
our work (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). These universal human qualities, called character
strengths, are the building blocks of an effective, happy life—and can also influence your
approach to online teaching.
The task of learning to teach online has typically been approached as one of learning
specific technology, or of how to apply instructional design or pedagogical principles.
These approaches can miss the individual qualities of relationship that keep students in
the learning situation and build a community. Join an exploration of positive psychology
and learn how shifting to thinking about strengths, instead of weaknesses, can help you
succeed in this journey.
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Meet Sally
Kuhlenschmidt

What is a character
strength?
A character strength is a capacity to engage
in behaviors, thoughts, or feelings that are
constructive or health enhancing for oneself and others. Your particular strengths
are likely to be reflected in your first response to any situation.
The research generated 24 strengths clustered into six categories. This is referred to
the VIA Classification of character strengths
and virtues (Peterson & Seligman, 2004).
The VIA Classification is as follows:

WITHOUT THE HUMAN
CONNECTION THERE IS
NO PURPOSE TO ANY
TEACHING AS THE GOAL
OF THE TASK IS TO GROW
OTHER PERSONS.

Sally Kuhlenschmidt
is a professor of psychology at Western
Kentucky University.
She served as director
of the WKU faculty
development center
for 20 years. Kuhlenschmidt started
teaching online in 1998, including
courses such as “Issues in Teaching
an Online Course,” “Psychological
Tests,” and “Abnormal Psychology.”
She has trained over 200 faculty in
an intensive weeklong program on
how to teach online, and served on
the Board of the Professional and
Organizational Development Network in Higher Education. Most of
her professional career has been
focused on identifying how faculty
can use technology in their instruction in ways that respect their
workload and goals.

2. COURAGE—emotional

strengths, such as
honesty, perseverance, zest, and bravery,
which call upon capacities leading to
goal accomplishment despite obstacles.

3. HUMANITY—strengths
1. WISDOM AND KNOWLEDGE—intellectual

capacities, such as perspective, curiosity,
love of learning, judgment and creativity,
which help in acquiring and using
knowledge.

of relationship,
such as social intelligence, kindness, and
giving and receiving love.

4. JUSTICE—capacities,

such as fairness,
leadership and teamwork, which lead to
a healthy life in community.

I TALES FROM REAL LIFE > USING WHAT YOU KNOW ABOUT STRENGTHS

S

he plagiarized
her discussion
board post
again, taking sentences directly from
the book without citation. Previously, I
would have docked
her for plagiarism and
felt satisfied I had
done my job. Now,

however, I reflected
on what I knew of her
identified strengths,
including her stated
desire to learn, to lead
her in the best direction. Instead of expressing righteous
indignation, I invited
her to a one-on-one
lesson about how to

paraphrase more efficiently and effectively. She arrived
mildly resentful about
being called in and
somewhat frustrated
as she could not imagine another way to do
the assignment. I
knew I had to target
her strong desire to

learn and remained
focused on the learning that would improve if she “owned”
the content and put it
in her words. After
demonstrating paraphrasing and having
her practice on some
sections, she brightened and said, “I

would rather understand the material and
I see how this method
will make me do so.”
She had found a reason to not plagiarize
that spoke to her
strength of Love of
Learning. The next
day she wrote to
thank me for my time.
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5. TEMPERANCE—strengths,

such as selfregulation, prudence, humility, and forgiveness, which help to maintain balance.

6. TRANSCENDENCE—capacities,

such as
humor, gratitude, hope, appreciation of
beauty and excellence, and spirituality,
that lead to meaning and connection with
the larger world.

The VIA Institute on Character
(http://www.viacharacter.org/) provides a
free online survey you can use to determine
your strengths profile.
How might character strengths support you
in the process of teaching online? As you
read the suggested applications, seek your
strengths and avoid thinking about qualities
you are lacking. It’s the difference between
moving toward a destination versus moving
away from something unpleasant. The former
journey is more likely to bring you to a
worthwhile outcome.

Wisdom and Knowledge
In the context of online teaching, this cluster
of strengths such as perspective and judgment provides tools for evaluating what is
worthwhile. These skills let you take advantage of the best technology without
wasting time on fads. Curiosity and love
of learning permit you to enjoy the process
of learning the new tools. And creativity
lets you produce innovations in instruction
online, tempered by judgment. Regardless

of the technology, your wisdom is invaluable to students and can help you recognize
the wisdom that students bring to any
course. How can you encourage their
strengths?

WHEN WE CONNECT
ALL THAT WE DO TO
A LARGER PURPOSE
THEN WE CAN WORK
WITH FOCUS AND
ENERGY.
Courage
For the person who is anxious about technology or for those facing opposition to their
technological innovations, the application
of courage may seem obvious. These
strengths let us be honest about the challenges we are facing so we can better
marshal our capacities to work through
them. There are specific behavioral skills,
such as pausing and breaking the problem
down into parts, which keep us going (perseverance) when we encounter problems.
Zest for life can support our teaching online
if we view the task as an adventure. We
don’t always give ourselves credit for the
bravery it takes to face the needs of students,
to acknowledge the edges of our own
knowledge, and to recognize the bravery
of our students.

Humanity
Without the human connection there is no
purpose to any teaching, as the goal of the
task is to grow other persons. In the focus
on technologies, we may risk losing our
humanity and allow the technological environment to lead us. Social intelligence can
enable the connection between instructor
and students online. If we approach our
syllabi, course documents, and emailed
messages with an attitude of kindness, then
the course can be transformative for students seeking growth. Practicing kindness
does not rule out judgment and wisdom in
establishing consequences for inappropriate
behavior, however. If all of our actions are
done with love—love of the discipline, of
the growth potential in students, of those
who help us in our teaching—then we have
succeeded before we take any actions,
before any technology is chosen or instruction designed.

Justice
Teaching is about building a community of
learners, and strengths that encourage community building are fairness, leadership and
teamwork. Teachers may have a different
sense of what is fair than do students. Get
feedback on your policies and procedures
to see how they are being interpreted.
Showing that you are concerned about developing and supporting course integrity by

I BEST PRACTICES > FIVE STEPS TO UNDERTAKE NOW
TAKE THE VIA SURVEY and
consider how each of your
strengths informs your
teaching. How can you pull
your strengths into your
online course? How can
you use them to tackle an
instructional problem you
are facing?
REVIEW YOUR SYLLABUS,

course documents and
emails from the perspective
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of your character strengths.
Modify the documents to
reflect that quality.
REVIEW YOUR ASSIGNMENTS

and rubrics to determine
if they build strengths in
students. If not, how can
they be modified to focus
on enhancing what individual students bring to the
discipline? Do the assignments focus on what stu-

dents should do (or on
what they shouldn’t do)?
take
the VIA Survey so they
can focus on their own
strengths, not only areas
for improvement.
HAVE YOUR STUDENTS

such as information technology and student support,
to develop an online course.
How can you use your
REFLECT ON THE COLLABORAstrengths to build optimal
TIONS necessary for online
relationships? What strengths
courses. You will often work do you see in them that you
with support personnel,
can encourage?

monitoring exams and helping them learn
about plagiarism (rather than just catch
them at it) are some ways to develop a
community of fairness. In this way you
evince leadership. Managing the course
activities and clearly organizing the online
activities is also part of effective leadership. Leaders seek to be the best for their
community by continuous improvement
of skills. As appropriate, you can also develop teamwork online, helping students
learn to work together on projects using a
variety of technology tools.

Temperance
For creative persons and those just learning to use technologies, it is easy to get
seduced by all the options and spend too
much time on a minor tool than is justified.
The strength of self-regulation can help
you monitor your time allocation and prudence can guide you to grow your online
course over time, rather than attempting
too much at first. Humility keeps you open
to learning and to recognize when an activity isn’t working. Forgiveness is needed
for yourself, to forgive yourself the trips
down blind alleys that are an inevitable
part of learning technology, to forgive
those who may seem impatient with your
learning and to forgive students who, in
their anxiety, seem abrupt in emails.

I ISSUES TO CONSIDER
WHY AND HOW
TO GET STARTED
IS THIS JUST FEELGOOD PSYCHOLOGY
FLUFF?
There is solid research
behind the classification
system, and you are welcome to read it and evaluate it for yourself. (See
References.) If you accept
classifications of problems
in living, such as depression or schizophrenia,
then this system, while in
its infancy, represents a
parallel conceptual model
for issues of health.
SOMEONE IS ALWAYS
TELLING ME I SHOULD
ADD ANOTHER TASK
TO MY WORKLOAD.
WHAT MAKES THIS
APPROACH MORE
WORTHWHILE THAN
THE OTHERS?
You can embed strengths
in what you are already
doing without making it
feel like one more thing
to do. Recognizing and
enhancing your strengths
has the potential of helping you choose among all
those demands in a way

that is personally satisfying and sustains you
through difficult times.
Building on your
strengths makes it
more likely you will
enjoy your teaching
and your students.
HOW DO I APPLY ONE
OF MY PARTICULAR
STRENGTHS TO A
PROBLEM IN ONLINE
TEACHING?
While the survey is valid
on average, there is error
in every measurement if
enough people take it.
Your first step upon receiving results should
be to reflect on whether
you agree. Do those top
strengths reflect what
others tell you about
yourself and how you
assess yourself? With
some thought you may
find that most do match
your knowledge of yourself. Then consider how
to apply your top
strengths to the situation.
For example, if one of
your strengths is social intelligence, you may find
talking to others a useful
strategy in overcoming

the problem. If it is love
of learning, you may
research applications
online.
I START LOOKING AT
MY STRENGTHS BUT
I GET SIDE-TRACKED
BY MY WEAKNESSES.
HELP!
How can you use your
strength to overcome
those habits of thought?
Return to your strengths
as solutions. For example,
if your strength is Sense
of Humor and you are
frustrated in the area of
Self-Regulation, use
humor to reframe and
renew your self-regulation. Or if a top strength
is a Sense of Fairness, you
can fairly evaluate yourself, looking for areas
where you are successful
in self-regulation. Use
your strengths to find
your way.

Transcendence
What is transcendent about teaching
online? A sense of humor is not possible
without some degree of perspective on
the situation. It demands you step back
and recognize truth and thereby see new
possibilities. Gratitude for the opportunity
to use these tools, learn a new skill, and
work with the students can help you cope
with the frustrations that arise in any
complex endeavor. Pausing to “smell the
roses” and appreciate how amazing it is
to connect with the world through your
computer is a powerful moment of appreciation. And, while we know technology
and students can be frustrating, we can
hope for improvements as well as insights
in our students. Our beliefs about our
purpose in teaching motivate us and calls
upon the strength of spirituality. When we
connect all that we do to a larger purpose,
then we can work with focus and energy.

Conclusion
This is but a quick survey of ways to see
our strengths in our online teaching.
Given that our work can lead us to focus
on weaknesses, the intellectual and emotional courage it takes to shift thinking to
strengths should not be underestimated.
Practice is required as with learning anything new. But the journey is toward a
healthful, constructive, life-affirming,
balanced and comfortable outcome. Use
your particular strengths to succeed in
that journey.
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Are You A Model Teacher?
Anyone who promises to show you a clear and easy path to teaching greatness in a college
classroom is probably trying to sell you something. But being a model teacher is within
your, and everyone else’s, grasp.

BY
GUY A. BOYSEN

McKendree University
AARON S. RICHMOND

Metropolitan State
University of Denver
REGAN A. R. GURUNG

University of
Wisconsin-Green Bay
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Have you seen any good movies lately? Chances are it starred Meryl Streep. The only thing
more impressive than the number of awards she has been nominated for (355) and won
(173) is the variety of roles she has played. She does obligatory dramas (The Post), but
also sings (Mamma Mia), portrays real-life characters (The Iron Lady), gets laughs
(The Devil Wears Prada), and does a pretty fantastic fox voice (The Fantastic Mr. Fox).
No offense to Kate Hudson, but great actors do not play just one type of role. The best
competently take on a variety of parts—model teachers are similarly well-rounded.
Everyone knows a pedagogical Melissa McCarthy who avoids some roles in teaching: great
lecturers who can’t organize syllabi, masters of content who ignore skill development, winners
of teaching awards who spurn assessment. The solution is to have a multidimensional definition of college-teaching competency and to seek guidance on developing those essential
competencies. In our book, An Evidence-based Guide to College and University Teaching,
we outline six key areas of competency that make up the model teaching criteria: training,
instructional methods, course content, assessment, syllabus construction, and student
evaluations.

Meet the Authors
Guy Boysen is a
professor of psychology at McKendree
University where
he chairs the committee on teaching
effectiveness and
assessment. His research focuses
on the professional development of
psychologists, especially those who
emphasize teaching.

Six Keys to Model
Teaching
Good teaching isn’t one thing: it is many
things. That is why you can’t ignore any of
the six keys to model teaching when training or evaluating college teachers.
How do you tell if someone is a competent
teacher? You could check transcripts, but
that might omit pedagogical training. Syllabi
could be examined, but even perfectly designed courses fall flat when faculty can’t
deliver. Assessment results? Sure, but what
if students hate every second of the class?

Traditional definitions of good teaching are
incomplete when considered in isolation.
Many college teachers are great in some
aspects but have blind spots in others.
Perhaps you know well-regarded teachers
who are stymied by technology, who reject
the value of active learning, or whose syllabi
are anachronistic. To address the limitations
of single-concept measures of good teaching, the model teaching criteria cover the
full range of instructional responsibilities—
preparation, design, implementation, evaluation, and revision—to help identify and
eliminate pedagogical blind spots. Here are
brief summaries of the keys areas of model
teaching.

Aaron Richmond is
a professor of educational psychology
and human development at Metropolitan State University
of Denver. He is a
teacher-scholar who focuses on
advancing teaching and learning
through evidence-based pedagogical
practices.
Regan A. R. Gurung
is the Ben J. & Joyce
Professor of Human
Development and
Psychology at the
University of
Wisconsin-Green
Bay. An active pedagogical
researcher, he is the founding
co-editor of Scholarship of Teaching and Learning in Psychology.

I TALES FROM REAL LIFE > MODEL TEACHING

W

hile good
teaching has
to be defined
and promoted, “I love
student evaluations” is
not a sentence any of
us have heard. Use the
model criteria instead.
Here’s one way: I
(Regan) had coffee
with the director of my
university’s teaching

center and overviewed
the model teaching criteria. It was great. The
director saw the benefit
of a multidimensional
model for faculty development and evaluation.
I then had a chat with
the college dean who
was committed to
changing how faculty
teaching was evaluated.

With the director’s
backing, the dean
pushed for a collegewide culture shift. I
served as an ex-officio
member of a faculty
task force comprised of
faculty from various
disciplines. I overviewed the six criteria,
shared the background
research, and advo-

cated a switch to the
model criteria. By
semester’s end, department chairs volunteered
to pilot the criteria as a
basis for merit review,
faculty promotion, and
professional activity
reporting. The instructional technology gurus
also created a Canvas
course that is free to

anyone who wishes to
evaluate themselves on
the model criteria and
explore resources for
further development,
so now there also is a
tool that can be shared
beyond the university
to promote “good
teaching” anytime, anywhere.

Training: Are You
Avoiding Pedagogical
Malpractice?
Bad news, you need brain surgery. Good
news, your surgeon conducts and publishes
cutting-edge neurological research. More
bad news, your doctor has never actually
cut someone’s head open. Does that sound
ludicrous? It is exactly the situation for
college teachers whose only training before
walking into a classroom—and doing serious
work on students’ brains—is content-area
expertise.
Model teachers train not only in content
but in pedagogy. They know how people
learn and methods for facilitating learning.
But training goes stale. So model teachers
also stay current with changes in their
discipline and in teaching and learning.
Ongoing professional development through
workshops or conferences is a must.

Instructional Methods:
Do You Have Enough
Tools?
Model teaching includes both big and small
instructional skills. Small instructional skills
include classroom practices and behaviors
that traditionally have been used to evaluate
faculty, such as organization, public speaking skills, rapport with students, use of
technology, and so on.
Big instructional skills refer to what faculty
might say when asked “What is your teaching

method?” They include broad pedagogical
approaches such as direct instruction,
collaborative learning, team-based learning,
and problem-based learning. The model
teaching criteria do not stipulate one specific
method. Model teachers have a toolbox of
methods they can capably implement to fit
the needs of students.

Meanwhile, model teachers create a balance.
Their students acquire both knowledge and
skills. In addition, they provide students
with the values needed to implement their
knowledge and skills for good, not evil.
That is, model teachers ensure students
can use and evaluate what they learn in the
context of core values such as respect for
ethics and diversity.

MODEL TEACHERS
CREATE A BALANCE.
THEIR STUDENTS ACQUIRE
BOTH KNOWLEDGE
AND SKILLS.

Assessment: Where’s the
Evidence?

Course Content: To Cover
or Not to Cover?
Teachers tend to fall into one of two camps:
content-focused or skills-focused. Contentfocused teachers believe students must understand the basic ideas of a discipline, and
they design their course goals, instructional
methods, and evaluations to emphasize expansion of students’ knowledge. “Why not
just Google it?” skills-focused teachers reply.
Rather than emphasizing the memorization
of facts—the stuff students will likely forget or just look up later—skills-based
instructors focus on the intellectual tools
needed to evaluate and communicate
knowledge. Critical thinking and communication skills, they argue, are useful everywhere and forever.

Although assessment gets a bad rap when it
is dictated by administrators or accrediting
agencies, most good teachers design learning experiences that follow an assessment
cycle. It starts by setting learning objectives,
and then selecting an evaluation method to
reveal whether those objectives are met.
Next is the really hard part: selecting and
implementing instructional methods to
move students toward the objectives. In
other words, they have to teach. Evaluation
of learning occurs simultaneously. Finally,
teachers reflect on the outcomes of evaluations and plan how to do it better. Just about
every teacher does something like this—
they just call it teaching, not assessment.
Model teachers go through the assessment
cycle systematically. In addition, they
ensure the assessment process benefits
students. Tests, papers, presentations, simulations—model teachers use many types
of evaluation to assess whether students
achieve learning goals. However, the evalu-

I BEST PRACTICES > HOW TO BE A BETTER TEACHER
SELF-EVALUATE USING THE

Use the
checklist of competencies
to determine your strengths
and areas where your teaching practices are inconsistent with the criteria (see
References and Resources).

rather than punitive, tone.”

MODEL CRITERIA.

SET SPECIFIC GOALS TO
IMPROVE AREAS OF INCONSIS-

For example, “revise
syllabi to use a positive,
TENCY.
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EXPLORE THE LITERATURE.

There is extensive research
on how people learn and
what it means be a competent teacher.
CONSULT AND COLLABORATE

Research
shows that improvement of
teaching is best done with
help from friends. Consult
WITH COLLEAGUES.

with colleagues who are experts in a specific teaching
competency, use their
knowledge to set goals and
find resources, and set a
date to give them an update
on your progress.
Do not
address all criteria all at
once. Instead, set goals to
make one improvement in
all six categories, or attack
TAKE BABY STEPS.

one of the categories with
full force.
Teaching development never ends.
Keep assessing yourself,
setting goals, and working
toward a fresh pedagogy.
REPEAT THE PROCESS.

ation should match up with the objective,
and the feedback to students should help
them learn and improve.

Syllabi: What Does It
Say About You?
A well-known study in psychology asked
students to judge a college teacher based
on 10 seconds of silent classroom video,
and it found that those snap judgments
matched the end-of-semester evaluations
by students who had spent a whole semester with the same professors. Yes, our students judge us quickly. So, what impression
are you making when you hand out your
syllabus on the first day? Students judge us
based on syllabi, and they are right to do
so because model teachers produce syllabi
that are comprehensive learning tools.

WHAT IMPRESSION
ARE YOU MAKING
WHEN YOU HAND OUT
YOUR SYLLABUS ON THE
FIRST DAY?
Syllabi play multiple roles; they are both a
factual record of a course and a learning
aid for students. Even if you don’t like
thinking of syllabi as a contract, that is
how they are used during accreditation,
program reviews, and transfer evaluations.
So, they must be coherent and complete
when outlining learning objectives, course
content, assignments, and evaluations.
Syllabi also guide students on how to
learn in a new setting by explaining what
they need to do and when to do it, how
their learning will be evaluated, and the
tools available to help them succeed.

Student Evaluations:
What Do the Diners
Think?
Should Yelp restaurant reviews be abandoned? After all, Yelp reviews are written
by people untrained in culinary arts,
sometimes biased against certain foods,
and often swayed by presentation rather
than flavor or quality of ingredients. But
the same might be said of student evalua-

I ISSUES TO CONSIDER
Q & A ABOUT
USING THE
MODEL CRITERIA

Q: How can the model
criteria be used to train
teachers?
A: In workshops across the
nation, we have used the
Q: Is there evidence
model criteria to train gradto support the model
uate students and faculty
criteria?
of all ranks, at associate’s,
A: The model criteria are
baccalaureate, and gradubased on what we know
ate levels. We recommend
about the science of teach- teachers learn about the
ing and learning. Consider model criteria, self-evaluate
the results of a national
their competencies, make
survey of psychology faculty plans for change, and then
that assessed their consisevaluate the outcomes. For
tency with the six model
example, a teacher might
teaching criteria (Boysen,
design an innovative assignRichmond, & Gurung,
ment (pedagogy) to help
2015). Averaged across
students achieve a new
all six areas, 77 percent
learning objective (assessreported teaching practices ment) related to disciplineconsistent with the criteria. specific critical thinking
Tenured faculty and award- skills (content). Then, we
winning faculty reported
recommend teachers share
greater consistency than
their findings at a teaching
untenured faculty and those conference or in the pages
who had not received a
of a pedagogical journal.
teaching award. In other
words, these competencies Q: Are the model criteria
useful for experienced
are standard practices of
teachers?
good teachers.
A: Absolutely! Continuous
professional development is

tions. And, if you think diners have a valid
perspective, then it’s hard to argue that
students can’t provide meaningful feedback on their experiences.
Model teachers take student evaluations
seriously and use them to improve their
courses. They solicit student feedback
not just at the end of the semester but
throughout a course. Research shows that
mid-semester reflection and goal setting,
based on student feedback, can improve
teaching. So, model teachers ask students
about their experiences throughout the
semester, consider their opinions, and
make adjustments as necessary.
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Chickering and Gamson's Seven Principles of Good Practice
VIU (https://www.viu.ca/) / CIEL (/)
/ Teaching, Learning + Pedagogy (https://ciel.viu.ca/teaching-learning-pedagogy)
/ Designing Your Course (https://ciel.viu.ca/teaching-learning-pedagogy/designing-your-course)
/ Understanding Your Students

Seven Principles of Good Practice in Undergraduate
Education
Excerpted from work by Arthur W. Chickering and Zelda F. Gamson. Originally published in the
March 1987 AAHE Bulletin (an instrument of the American Association of Higher Education).
This research may seem dated if you look only at the publication date, but it’s holding up just
ﬁne. Chickering and Gamson conducted a large study in the last century on how people learn,
and subsequent research has done little more than echo their ﬁndings, which could be
summarized in this statement: Students beneﬁt from experiences that bring them into close
relationship with mentors and co-learners.
1. Encourages Contact between Students and Faculty
Frequent student-faculty contact in and out of classes is the most important factor in student
motivation and involvement. Faculty concern helps students get through rough times and keep on
working. Knowing a few faculty members well enhances students' intellectual commitment and
encourages them to think about their own values and future plans.
2. Develops Reciprocity and Cooperation among Students
Learning is enhanced when it is more like a team eﬀort that a solo race. Good learning, like good
work, is collaborative and social, not competitive and isolated. Working with others often increases
involvement in learning. Sharing one's own ideas and responding to others' reactions sharpens
thinking and deepens understanding.
3. Encourages Active Learning
Learning is not a spectator sport. Students do not learn much just by sitting in classes listening to
teachers, memorizing pre-packaged assignments, and spitting out answers. They must talk about
what they are learning, write about it, relate it to past experiences and apply it to their daily lives.
They must make what they learn part of themselves.
4. Gives Prompt Feedback
Knowing what you know and don't know focuses learning. Students need appropriate feedback on
performance to benefit from courses. When getting started, students need help in assessing existing
knowledge and competence. In classes, students need frequent opportunities to perform and

receive suggestions for improvement. At various points during college, and at the end, students
need chances to reflect on what they have learned, what they still need to know, and how to assess
themselves.
5. Emphasizes Time on Task
Time plus energy equals learning. There is no substitute for time on task. Learning to use one's time
well is critical for students and professionals alike. Students need help in learning eﬀective time
management. Allocating realistic amounts of time means eﬀective learning for students and eﬀective
teaching for faculty. How an institution defines time expectations for students, faculty,
administrators, and other professional staﬀ can establish the basis of high performance for all.
6. Communicates High Expectations
Expect more and you will get more. High expectations are important for everyone -- for the poorly
prepared, for those unwilling to exert themselves, and for the bright and well-motivated. Expecting
students to perform well becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy when teachers and institutions hold high
expectations for themselves and make extra eﬀorts.
7. Respects Diverse Talents and Ways of Learning
There are many roads to learning. People bring diﬀerent talents and styles of learning to college.
Brilliant students in the seminar room may be all thumbs in the lab or art studio. Students rich in
hands-on experience may not do so well with theory. Students need the opportunity to show their
talents and learn in ways that work for them. Then they can be pushed to learn in new ways that do
not come so easily.
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Getting Better as Teachers
How can we get better in our teaching?” It is a question that perpetually challenges us. One powerful option is to learn from the outstanding teachers around us: What do they do that makes them so
effective? Can we learn from them to become better teachers?
BY:
L. DEE FINK

University of
Oklahoma, Retired

Improving Our Teaching: Learning from the Best
In 2004, Ken Bain published the influential book,
,
which offered an in-depth study of more than 60 outstanding teachers from quite varied institutions. His book contains numerous wonderful lessons, but the central theme was that
these teachers created “natural critical learning environments.” They challenged students
with authentic problems and questions and then supported their efforts to grapple with related ideas, rethink their assumptions, and re-examine their mental models of reality.
In the belief that it is possible to look at exceptionally good teachers and learn more than
one valuable lesson, I offer this additional analysis.

Perspectives

Knowledge of
Subject Matter

Interactions
with Students

Course Design

Course
Management

The four circled items represent the fundamental tasks of teaching. The way we do those
tasks is influenced by the our own views of knowledge, learning, teaching, ourselves as
teachers, and our students as learners. In my essay, I identify some lessons from Bain’s
book on three of these factors: perspectives, course design, and interactions with students.
6
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Meet L. Dee Fink
L. Dee Fink served
as founding director
of the Instructional
Development
Program at the
University of Oklahoma from 1979
until his retirement in 2005. In
2004-2005, he served as president
of the POD Network in Higher Education, the primary
professional association for faculty
developers in the US. He currently
works as a national and international
consultant in higher education,
helping universities identify ways to
improve their educational program.
His professional website is:
www.finkconsulting.info.

“What the Best
College Teachers Do”:
An Additional Analysis
Ken Bain’s description of the best college
teachers (2004) is a rich resource of information from which we can all learn. As a
long-time faculty developer with my own
perspective on college teaching, I offer this
additional analysis of what accounts for the
unusual impact of these teachers on the
learning of their students. This analysis focuses on the perspectives they brought to
their work, their course design decisions,
and the special way they interacted with
their students.

THEIR CONVERSATIONS
REVEALED A MINDSET
THAT TRUSTED STUDENTS
TO BE GOOD STUDENTS.

the way they taught.

ATTITUDES AND PERSPECTIVES

Not
only did these teachers do the usual work
of keeping abreast of changes in their discipline, they spent substantial amounts of
time continuously learning new ideas about
teaching and the nature of human learning.

Apart from their actions in relation to specific courses, these teachers had a special
set of attitudes or perspectives about teaching and learning that was foundational to

In
their own thinking and in their communication with others, they never engaged in
the all-too-common practice of blaming

I TALES FROM REAL LIFE > LEARNING ABOUT TEACHING AND LEARNING

L

ike most of us
who teach in
higher education, Kristin Scott, an
assistant professor of
Marketing, had no
preparation for teaching. At her first university, she was given
some old syllabi a week
before classes and told:
“Just try to stay one
week ahead of the students.” Result? “I had

Illustration: Steve McCracken

no understanding of
what to do or of how
students learn. I
dreaded going to class.
I thought the students
hated me.”
Fortunately her second
university, Minnesota
State—Mankato, had a
Teaching Certificate
Program to help junior
faculty learn about
teaching. Result? “It

was a complete paradigm shift for me. I
learned some really
fundamental concepts,
like ‘active learning and
metacognition; I learned
how to engage students,
and the importance of
identifying what I want
students to learn.”
An increasing proportion of college teachers
are discovering there

“Participating in this
Teaching Certificate
Program made my job
more enjoyable. I still
have a lot to learn, but
my courses already
have a lot more focus
to them; my students
are more engaged with
each other and with
me. That makes my
courses much more exciting—both for my stuAs Professor Scott said,
dents and for me.”
are some “breakthrough” ideas about
teaching and learning
“out there.” Fink maintains an annotated bibliography of books with
major new ideas on college teaching published
in the last 20 years; it is
available online at:
www.finkconsulting.inf
o/majornewideas.doc

NEA HIGHER EDUCATION ADVOCATE

7

students. They never made comments like
“Today’s students just don’t [fill in your
favorite problem] like they did in my days
as a student,” or “You just have to force
students today to work hard.” Rather, their
conversations revealed a mindset that
trusted students to be good students.

big stories that gave meaning to the whole
course. One calculus teacher drew an irregular shape and then asked students: “How
would you calculate the area under that
curve?” A sociology professor posed the
question: “How does society influence individual human behavior, and is that influence

They did not just glance at their end-ofcourse evaluations and ask: “How’d I do
this time?” They examined the evaluations
closely to see what students liked and
disliked, then they used this information to
get even better in their teaching. When students were not learning well, they examined the course, before automatically
blaming the students.

THESE TEACHERS HAD
MOVED WELL BEYOND
PRIMARY RELIANCE ON THE
TRADITIONAL STAPLES OF
LECTURES, HOMEWORK,
AND WHOLE-CLASS
DISCUSSIONS.

They did not view their teaching
as their private domain—and no one else’s
business. Rather, they saw their own teaching as an integral part of what their
institution or their discipline was trying to
do. That is, they saw themselves as part of
a collective effort to provide students with
a high-quality educational experience. This
meant they tried to contribute in some way
to the goals of that larger effort.

greater than the personal and biological
forces within each person?”

DECISIONS ABOUT COURSE DESIGN

Before the course even began, these teachers undertook a number of specific actions
and decisions, which I would describe as
course design decisions.
Many of them identified big questions or

They did not dismiss class early, and tell
students to “go buy your textbooks.” They
used the first day to get the course started
in a powerful way. Many used this to get to
know their students better, both individually and collectively. Others used it to pose
their big question and start the process of
engaging students.
These
teachers clearly had moved into learningcentered teaching. They recognized the
need to build their course around a set of
high-quality learning goals, rather than just
march their students through a set of topics
about the subject. Many of these goals

focused on “thinking” as well as “knowing.”
But many also wanted learning that, in
terms of Fink’s
(2003), went well beyond the categories of cognitive learning. One medicalschool professor wanted her students to
learn: how to handle their own emotions,
how to treat a person in a hospital bed as a
human being, and how to care both for
healing and for helping people and their
families.
These
teachers had moved well beyond primary
reliance on the traditional staples of lectures, homework, and whole-class discussions. They had students engaging in
authentic tasks, small group work, finding
sources of information, answering those
big questions themselves, and reflecting on
their own learning.
By
paying attention to several characteristics
of their students over the years and currently, they were able to make adjustments
in their courses to deal appropriately with:
students’ prior knowledge of the subject,
their dominant learning patterns, their expectations of the course, etc.
Their
assessment activities were used to do more
than grade students; they were used to enhance learning. They accomplished this by
(a) periodically having students
assess their own learning, (b) providing frequent feedback on student work, and (c)
using well-developed rubrics to evaluate

I BEST PRACTICES > STRATEGIES FOR GETTING BETTER AS A TEACHER

H

ere are three
pieces of advice
to get anyone on
a growth curve in terms of
their competencies and capabilities for helping other
people learn.
First, spend time learning
about teaching. This might
mean participating in oncampus or national workshops, reading books,
gathering feedback from
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students, and if your university has a faculty development program, using their
consultation services.
How much time should one
spend? Most sizeable organizations spend 5% of a person’s time on professional
development. For faculty
members, that would mean
spending 8 hours a month
or 8 days a year.
Second, apply what you

learn.. It is not enough to
learn new ideas; you have to
use them and make some
kind of change in your
teaching.
Third, assess your teaching
carefully. When you try
something new [which
should be every time you
teach], askyour students if
they learned something
valuable. Which activities
helped them learn well and

which did not?
If you can regularly learn
and apply new ideas to your
teaching, and also assess
the impact of these changes,
you will see yourself getting
better and better as a
teacher — every year, every
year!
Illustration: Steve McCracken

complex projects.

I ISSUES TO CONSIDER
One level of integration was
achieved by making sure their learning
and assessment activities fit their learning
goals. In addition, they frequently found a
way to connect out-of-class learning with
in-class learning. This way, the course offered a sequence of activities that built on
each other, frequently leading to a culminating activity or project.
THEIR INTERA CTIONS WITH STUDENTS

Once the course was underway, these
teachers communicated and interacted
with students in a way that motivated and
empowered students to effective learning.
How did they do this?
They
didn’t just “say” they cared; they did
care—about many things. They were concerned about students as human beings;
they deeply wanted students to learn; the
whole teaching-learning process excited
them; and they truly believed their subject
was the most important and exciting in
the world. These passions were made visible to students, not hidden or kept secret.
Bain mentioned three specific actions by
teachers that motivated students to work
hard on learning: (a) they gave praise in a
special way, e.g., using “task” praise rather
than “person” praise, (b) they listened
carefully to students, and (c) they figured
out what motivated different students,
and then responded in special ways to
each student.
Part of this involved using a sense
of drama and rhythm in their dialogue.
They also used the language of “promises”
[“This is what you will be able to do as a
result of this course…”] rather than “demands” [“This is what you must do in this
course…”]. In addition, they:
• Invited students into a community of
learners about the subject at hand, both
past and present.
• Repeatedly expressed their belief that
each and every student in the course really could learn this material.
• Celebrated the achievements of students.
• Used the “warm” language of good story
telling.
Illustration: Steve McCracken

GETTING BETTER
AS TEACHERS:
SOM E A PRIORI
QUESTIONS

t o work hard at achieving
t hat goal.

CA N I REA LLY M A KE
BIG CHA NGES IN M Y
EFFECTIVENESS A S A
TEA CHER?
Bef ore we even make t he
Aren’t we all born wit h
eff ort t o get bet t er as
our part icular level of
t eachers, t here are some
t alent as a t eacher? The
quest ions t hat we need
answ er t o t his quest ion
t o ask and answer. Here
is quit e clear. Everyday
are t hree quest ions t hat
t here are people learning
many t eachers have.
how t o make major
improvement s in t heir
IF I WORK REA LLY
eff ect iveness as t eachers.
HA RD, CA N I BECOM E
I w orked as a f acult y deONE OF THE BEST
veloper f or more t han 25
TEA CHERS AT M Y
years at a universit y wit h
UNIVERSITY?
approximat ely 1,000
M aybe yes, maybe no.
t eachers. Over and over, I
But t hat is not t he right
quest ion t o ask. The right saw ordinary t eachers
wit h t ypical problems
quest ion is: “ Can I get
myself on a growt h curve t ake an idea f rom a
workshop, f rom a conand st ay t here? That is,
sult ing session or a book,
can I cont inue t o get
and apply t hat idea in
bet t er, every year, every
t heir courses wit h amazyear?” That will require
ing result s. The t eachers
spending t ime bot h
f elt much bet t er about
learning new ideas f rom
t heir t eaching and so did
w herever you can, and
t hen f inding a way t o use t heir st udent s.
t hese ideas in your own
IS THERE A SINGLE,
t eaching. We can’t all be
BEST WAY TO TEA CH?
“ t he best ” but w e can all
Is t his not “ one size f it s
get bet t er — and w e ow e
all” t hinking? It is correct ,
it t o our inst it ut ion, ourt hat t here is not a single
selves and our st udent s
best way t o t each. But

They were sensitive to how they handled the power-trust
issue inherent in any hierarchical relationship. They did not use the classroom to
demonstrate their power or brilliance, but
instead to invest in students, displaying a
trust that students were ready to learn.
When possible, they gave students power
to make decisions about their own learning. And finally, they were fair, i.e., they
equally applied the same policies for all.

t here are some universal
principles t hat we can all
apply in unique and specif ic ways. The t eachers
described in Bain’s book
were clearly quit e varied
in t heir specif ic pract ices.
But w hat Bain did in his
book and what I am t rying t o do here, is ident if y
some common principles
and pat t erns we see
wit hin t hat variat ion.
An analogy t o t his is
what happens wit h airplanes. Some planes are
made in Europe, some in
t he U.S. Some are built t o
be agile f ight er planes;
some are designed t o
carry cargo or passengers.
Some are big, some are
small. But no matter what
t he size and purpose,
when t hat plane t akes off
and lands, t here are some
universal laws of aerodynamics t hat must be used
in t he design and operat ion of t hat plane. The
same is t rue of t eaching.

Bain, K. 2004. What the Best College Teachers
Do. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Barkley, E. 2010. Student Engagement
Techniques: A Handbook for College Faculty.
San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Fink, L.D. 2003. Creating Significant Learning
Experiences: An Integrated Approach to
Designing College Courses. San Francisco:
Jossey-Bass.
Related website: www.designlearning.org
Michaelsen, L., Knight, A., & Fink, L.D. 2004.
Team-Based Learning: A Transformative Use of
Small Groups. Sterling, VA: Stylus.
Related website: www.teambasedlearning.org
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Here are seven books with ideas that can
help anyone make their teaching more effective.
Ambrose, S., et al. 2010. How Learning Works:
7 Research-Based Principles for Smart Teaching.
San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Weimer, M. 2002. Learner-Centered Teaching:
Five Key Changes to Practice. San Francisco:
Jossey-Bass.
Wiggins, G. 1998. Educative Assessment:
Designing Assessments to Inform and
Improve Student Performance. San Francisco:
Jossey-Bass.
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The Syllabus as Promise: Can a shift in the syllabus produce a better
learning environment?

Subtitle	
  or	
  Author	
  

What kind of Syllabus do Highly Effective
Teachers Develop?

leaves students with little sense of influence
over their own education.

We studied teachers who have enormous
success in helping and encouraging their
students to achieve remarkable learning
and found that they usually produce a
certain kind of syllabus.

The typical syllabus accentuates this
problem, emphasizing requirements and
assignments that the professor has devised.

If the syllabus didn't exist and you wanted
to invent one based on what we think we
know about human motivation and learning,
what kind of syllabus would you produce?
Answer: The same kind that highly
successful teachers already use.
How so?
Human beings tend to be naturally curious
animals who love to learn, but that love of
learning can actually decrease with extrinsic
motivators that appear to manipulate that
learning.
In short, we all like to control our own
learning. The problem, of course, is that
professors usually control the questions
that are raised, and rightly so. But that
	
  

Not surprisingly, working under such a
syllabus even many good students become
strategic learners, learning to follow orders
and do what is necessary to make the
grade but avoiding deeper learning.
We can begin to reconstruct the
environment in which our students learn
with a syllabus that makes promises rather
than demands and invites students to a
deliciously provocative intellectual or artistic
feast.
Here's How:
Elements of A Promising Syllabus: First
Steps Toward Creating a Natural Critical
Learning Environment Based on Ken Bain,
What the Best College Teachers Do.
Harvard University Press. Cambridge, MA:
2004

1	
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In addition to the standard information
about the professor and TA's (name,
contact information) the syllabus as
promises would contain three elements.
The Promises: What kind of learning does
your course promise your students?
1) What this Course Promises You - A Story
to Set Up The Promise
Example: In
the 1970's and 80's, Former Senator
William Proxmire awarded what he
called the “Golden Fleece” Award, a
sarcastic recognition of what he thought
were projects that wasted public funds.
Some of the recipients of this dubious
honor were scientists whose studies
appeared to the senator to be
examinations of ridiculously small
questions that had no value. Was
Senator Proxmire justified in his
criticism? What do research scientists
do? Why do t hey sometimes spend
years studying extremely small
questions? What kind of research takes
place at this university? Is it worthwhile?
Some projects funded with public dollars
may be ridiculous, while other strangesounding endeavors may actually have
enormous value. How do you tell the
difference?
The Promises: In this course, you will
have an opportunity to explore some of
the exciting research being done at this
university on biological clocks. In the
process, you will develop considerable
insight into the nature of science and the
research lives of scientists. You may or
may not become a research scientist,
but you may some day have to decide
about funding for a research endeavor.
This course will help you make those
decisions wisely. It will also help you
understand more about how your own
internal clock and the clocks that exist in
every animal work. Why do college
students often like to stay up late while
their parents are “early to bed and early
	
  

to rise” people? Why do people suffer
from jet lag? How do we find out about
how Biological Clocks work? How do
scientists draw conclusions? How
certain are those conclusions?
2) Ways to Fulfill Those Promises (formerly
known as requirements and
assignments)
Example: How Will You Fulfill These
Promises? To realize these promises
you must take responsibility for your
own learning and participate as an active
learner. The best way to learn what
scientists do is to spend some time with
one. We have arranged for each student
to spend at least eight hours with a
research scientist. That person will tutor
you in the ways of science, explaining
their project to you and helping you
understand d the process of science. At
the end of your experience in the
tutoring program, you will write a five
page paper about your experience. This
paper will help you get more out of the
experience and it will help us evaluate
your learning, providing you with more
accurate feedback. During class
lectures, we will provide you with more
explicit information on how to write this
paper. During class, we will also provide
you with lectures on key concepts and
information that will also help you learn.
Reading, Writing, and Thinking in the
Course. To take charge of your own
education, you must be willing to read.
We will provide you with some reading
material that you will read, analyze, and
think about between each class. We will
distribute this material to you
electronically [Details about how they
will get it]. You will also pursue a topic of
special interest to you and write a paper
about that topic. The writing of the paper
will help you refine your thinking and
2	
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understanding. If you do not learn to
communicate in words, you cannot
formulate fully developed thoughts and
will, instead, live by the vague
impressions and emotions that often
substitute for ideas. By the end of the
course, you should be able to {brief list
or description of the major learning
objectives stated in terms of what the
students will be able to do intellectually,
physically, or emotionally. It could also
include some habits of the heart or mind
that students are likely to develop}.
3) Ways for the student and teacher to know
whether the student is achieving the
promises (formerly known as “Grading
Policy.”). The beginning of a
conversation about how the teacher
AND student will best come to
understand the nature and progress of
the student's learning.
Example One: To evaluate your
progress in reaching these goals (and to
provide you with feedback on your
learning) we will look at the following
items: (list).
Example Two: The final grade will
assess each student’s ability to draw
and defend historical conclusions and to
think historically. To evaluate your
progress in reaching these goals (and to
provide you with feedback on your
learning), we will look at the following
items: (list).
Example Three: We want to help you
think about and understand your own
learning and thinking so that you can
better take charge of that learning. In the
course of the semester, we will help
develop that understanding of your
learning and thinking. At the end of the
semester, you should be able to assess
your own work and make an argument
about where you are in your learning
	
  

(remember, an argument is not just
conclusions but evidence offered in
support of conclusions). Here are some
guidelines for the self-assessment that
will help you make that argument. You
should attach the following to the front
of your argument:
Purpose: I understand that the purpose
of this activity is to assess my own
performance across the term. If
successful, this report will make it
possible for those who read it to grasp
explicitly what I have and have not
learned this term in the way of thinking
abilities. It will itself display critical
thinking about my thinking. I will begin
by stating the grade which I believe that
I have the evidence to support. I will
build a case for my grade using the
criteria below and excerpts from my own
work as support. (Note: Ironically, a wellreasoned case for you to get a low
grade may well justify you getting a
higher grade, while a poorly-reasoned
and weakly-supported case for getting a
high grade will certainly guarantee a
lower grade. The most impressive
response will be an accurate
assessment of your strengths and
weaknesses leading to the wellsubstantiated conclusion that you
deserve the grade you do in fact
deserve.)
Overall Course Goals and Objectives:
The goal of the course is to develop
thinking abilities and the knowledge and
understanding that result from their use
in the study of questions and issues.
My areas of strength: I am best at the
thinking abilities listed below. In each
case, I will attach evidence from my
work along with accompanying analysis
and commentary.
1)
2)
3	
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3)
4)
My areas of weakness: I am weakest at
the thinking abilities listed below. In each
case, I will attach evidence from my
work along with accompanying analysis
and commentary.
1)
2)
3)
4)
If the course grade is to be based on
how well I develop thinking abilities and
the knowledge and understanding that
result from their use in the study of
questions and issues, my grade should
be a _____________.
Attached is a summary of the reasoning
on which I base my judgment.
See Ken Bain, What the Best College Teachers
Do. Harvard University Press. Cambridge, MA:
2004, for more on creating Natural Critical
Learning Environments.
Taken with permission from Montclair State
University
www.montclair.edu/academy/resources/promisi
ngsyllabus.html
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The Three D’s
The most effective teachers vary their styles depending on subject
matter, course timing, and other factors. In doing so, they encourage and inspire students to do their best at all times.

BY PAUL B. THORNTON

Springfield Technical
Community College

How to vary your teaching style and why
This paper discusses three primary teaching styles that should be in the tool chest of every
college instructor, along with practical suggestions about when and how to use them.
The basic concepts are derived from the “Situational Leadership Theory Model,” developed by Ken Blanchard and Paul Hersey, with whom I studied at Ohio University. Since
then, as a college instructor, coach, consultant, corporate trainer, and facilitator, I have
successfully applied the concepts described below with thousands of students in a variety
of settings.
Think of these teaching styles as the three Ds: Directing, Discussing, and Delegating.
The directing style promotes learning through listening and following directions. With this
style, the teacher tells the students what to do, how to do it, and when it needs to be done.
The discussing style promotes learning through interaction. In this style, practiced by
Socrates, the teacher encourages critical thinking and lively discussion by asking challenging questions of students. The teacher is a facilitator guiding the discussion to a logical
conclusion.
The delegating style promotes learning through empowerment. With this style, the teacher
assigns tasks that students work on independently, either individually or in groups.

6
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Meet Paul B. Thornton

Using an appropriate mix
of each teaching style
I typically structure my classes to include
some amount of each teaching style. However, during the first part of a semester I
primarily use the directing style, followed
by more discussing style in the middle. Toward the end, I lean more heavily on the
delegating style. Using an appropriate mix
helps students learn, grow, and become
more independent. Too much reliance on
one style causes students to lose interest
and become dependent on the teacher. But
no matter which style is used, teachers

Paul B. Thornton
is a professor of
business administration at Springfield
Technical Community College, Springfield, Mass., where
he teaches principles of management, organizational behavior, and
principles of leadership. Paul has
designed and conducted management and leadership programs for
Palmer Foundry, UMASS Medical
School, Mercy Health Systems, and
Kuwait Oil Corporation, and also
serves as a speaker and trainer. His
articles have appeared in many
publications, including The Leaderto-Leader Journal and Management Review. He is also the author
of Leadership—Off the Wall and
twelve other books on management and leadership. He may be
contacted at PThornton@stcc.edu.

should be alert for “teachable moments.”
Below is a brief description of each teaching style, with suggestions on using them
for best results. For each I have organized
this material according to four key components: communication, coaching, decision
making, and recognition.

The Directing Style
COMMUNICATION in the directing style is
predominantly one-way: teacher to student.
The teacher imparts information to the students via lectures, assigned readings, audio/

visual presentations, demonstrations, roleplaying, and other means. Students learn
primarily by listening, taking notes, doing
role-plays, etc. The teacher may ask, “Do
you understand the instructions?” but generally does not solicit other feedback.
COACHING

occurs as the teacher advises

I TALES FROM REAL LIFE > PLAYERS AND COACHES

W

hen I was a
high school
freshman,
I made the varsity
hockey team. Unfortunately, compared to
other teams in the
league, we floundered.
At the time, in all of my
teenage wisdom, I concluded that the difference between us and
the league’s most excel-

lent teams came down
to coaching, and I
began studying what
the top coaches did to
bring out the best in
their teams and players. Later, at Ohio University, I took a terrific
course taught by a terrific teacher: Managing
Organizational Behavior by Paul Hersey. His
knowledge and passion

for the subject further
ignited my interest in
management and teaching styles. After graduating no NHL teams
clamored for my services. I worked a few
years in sales but that
wasn’t my passion. At
age 27, I accepted a
teaching and coaching
position (varsity
hockey) at American

International College.
This experience gave
me the opportunity to
apply some of the concepts and theories I had
learned in college—and
on the ice so many
years earlier. Over the
past thirty years, I have
observed, studied, and
interviewed hundreds
of the top business
managers and leaders

to try to identify how
they bring out the best
in their people. The
principles I have
learned about management and leadership
styles are also applicable to the needs and
approaches of teachers
in the classroom.
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students on what they need to change.
In addition, the teacher may demonstrate
desired behaviors to the students, such as
rewriting a passage to improve clarity.
occurs when the teacher
defines the problem, evaluates options, and
makes a decision. By understanding the
teacher’s process, students learn how to
frame problems, evaluate alternatives, and
make effective decisions.

DECISION MAKING

happens spontaneously when
the teacher praises students in class. It also
can be accomplished on a more formal basis
through test grades or teacher-student
conference feedback.
RECOGNITION

Suggestions for using the
directing style
• Start with the big picture. Provide the
context before launching into specifics.
• Be clear and concise. Students need to
know exactly what they must do to succeed and how their work will be evaluated.
Understandable goals, specific deadlines,
and concise directions increase student
motivation and eliminate confusion. Sloppily written, poorly organized instructional
materials, on the other hand, will confuse
and discourage students.
• Provide sufficient detail. Breakdowns
occur when important details are omitted
or instructions are ambiguous.
• Don’t sugar coat the message. There
are times when teachers need to be very

direct to get through to students.

The Discussing Style
Communication in the discussing style is
two-way (between teacher and student) or
multi-way (among students, or students
and teacher). The teacher asks challenging
questions and listens carefully to responses.
Follow-up questions help uncover underlying assumptions, reasoning, and feelings.
Students learn to have opinions and be able
to back them up with facts and data.
Coaching occurs when the teacher asks
questions that require students to evaluate
themselves. Good questions to ask are “How
do you think you did? What could you have
done better? What steps can you take to improve?” The goal is to encourage students
to examine what they did, why they did it,
and what they can do to improve.
Decision making occurs as the teacher and
students work together to define problems,
identify and evaluate alternative solutions,
and make decisions. Students learn as they
respond to the teacher’s questions, offer
their own ideas, and consider the pros and
cons of each option.
Students should be praised for thoughtful
observations, creative ideas, building on
the ideas of others, and helping the group
reach a logical conclusion.

Suggestions for using the
discussing style

• Prepare questions in advance. Great
discussions don’t just happen. Ask one
question at a time. Be open and interested
in learning what each student thinks.
• Don’t allow one or two students to
dominate. Solicit everyone’s ideas. Gently
draw out students who seem reticent.
I sometimes start my classes by saying,
“I want to give each of you one minute to
discuss your views on this topic. Let’s go
around the room.” Get closure by reviewing
the key point or points you want to make.
• Have Students Create Questions. I
like to have my students read a case and
formulate three questions to ask their
classmates. Then we discuss their answers
in class.
• Utilize “clickers.” Some teachers ask
them to use clickers to answer multiplechoice questions during class. After their
responses are summarized onscreen,
students discuss why they gave certain
answers.

The Delegating Style
Communication occurs as the teacher
assigns tasks for students to tackle independently or in small groups. Students
listen and ask questions until they fully
understand the task.
Coaching is accomplished primarily
through self-coaching. Students gain the
most when they are able to critique their
own performance. For example, to my stu-

I BEST PRACTICES > IMPLEMENTING THE THREE Ds

D

irecting style of
teaching: While
constantly looking
for opportunities to communicate more clearly and succinctly, I chisel away like a
sculptor at every sentence,
word, and slide that doesn’t
add value. I often provide
written instructions, so students can reread them over
and again. To increase motivation, I explain why I’m as8
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signing a particular task and Silence is a great motivator.
I have discovered that stuthe potential benefits of it.
dents are most interested in
Discussing style of teaching:
discussing the questions
Before class, I devote conthey create. I often ask my
siderable time to creating
favorite follow-up question:
questions that will stimulate
Why? And my second
discussion about key issues.
favorite question: What if?
In class, I give students
Delegating style of teaching:
ample time to think and
I try to delegate tasks that
respond, and I resist the
are a bit outside students’
temptation to immediately
comfort zone. I want them
answer my own questions.

to stretch and struggle a bit.
It’s important to let students
know that you have confidence in their ability to be
successful. For long-term
projects, I establish specific
milestones when they must
report on their progress.

dents I might say: “I want you to think
about your performance on this assignment. Identify three things you did well
and one area needing improvement. I’d
like to meet tomorrow to hear what you
come up with.”
Decision making happens as students
establish goals, implement plans, and work
through issues on their own. The teacher
gives them the power and responsibility
to solve their own problems, which may
include dealing with team members who
are slacking off.
Recognition most often includes praise,
good grades, and other rewards given to
students who work well independently,
meet deadlines, and produce good work.

Suggestions for using the
delegating style
• Assign research projects. In my management course I require students to interview a manager of a local business to get
answers to questions like the following:
– What are the main performance measures your company uses to evaluate
each employee’s performance?
• Assign team projects. Have each team
select a team leader, define roles and
responsibilities, and hold each other
accountable for completing the project
on time. In my management class, I have
teams of students analyze the management and leadership behaviors on
movies like Remember the Titans.
• Assign a capstone project. The final
project in my course involves student
teams doing a PowerPoint presentation
that summarizes the seven principles
they will follow to be an effective leader.
There is no one best teaching style. Effective teachers use a variety of styles, and they
know how and when to choose the most
appropriate one for the specific situation.
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Teaching and Learning in Community College:
An Asset-Based Approach for Student Success
Preliminary Findings from the 2017 UCLA Community College Faculty Institute

The Community College Faculty Institute (CCFI) is a collaborative effort between community college
faculty across Central and Southern California and UCLA researchers from the Graduate School of Education.
In the summer of 2017, in an effort to learn about the experiences of community college faculty and to
explore teaching and learning from a Funds of Knowledge1 and Community Cultural Wealth2 perspective,
UCLA hosted its first CCFI with 19 faculty participants. Throughout their three-day attendance in the CCFI,
faculty were introduced to theories which guided reflective discussions about their teaching practices, their
roles as educators, and their perspectives about community college students. At the conclusion of the
institute, faculty were given the option to participate in a study focusing on classroom practices. Faculty who
agreed to be part of the study gave consent for researchers to collect and examine several forms of data:
surveys, one-on-one interviews, classroom observations, study group observations, student interviews, and
social media interactions. Unique to this study was the particular focus on the faculty and the classroom as the
primary units of analysis and the intrinsic examination of pedagogical practices and the relationship to student
outcomes.
This toolkit presents preliminary findings from data collected over the course of a year of working with
the faculty participants. It is important to note, that the project was presented to the faculty as a
collaborative effort with the research team, where the faculty’s expert insight helped guide the research
process. This toolkit draws from the data gathered to (1) identify some of the ways in which we, as
researchers, observed faculty build community in their classrooms, (2) highlight how faculty used FOK
approach in their teaching practices and (3) present ways that the students in these classrooms reacted to
their faculty’s teaching practices.
CCFI Research and Instructional Team
Co-Instructors:
Dr. Juana Mora, Rio Hondo Community College
Dr. Luis Giraldo, Santa Barbara Community College
Dr. Cecilia Rios-Aguilar, UCLA

Graduate Researchers:
Natacha Cesar-Davis
Sid Jacobo
Cindy Raquel Escobedo
Imelda Zapata

1

Funds of Knowledge are collections of knowledge based on cultural practices part of families’ cultural
practices, work experiences, community norms, and/or daily lived experiences (González, Neff, Amanti, &
Moll, 2006).

2

The various forms of capital and knowledges Students of Color bring with them from their homes and
communities, into the classroom. Several forms of cultural wealth evident in Communities of Color include:
aspirational, navigational, social, linguistic, familial and resistant capital (Yosso, 2005).
1

whatever were talking about… Every time we
hear the name ‘Jay’ it’s a signal to us to be ok this
is a personal story about his life, why wouldn’t
we want to give something back to also make it
relatable, kind of like ‘look it happened to a
professor but it also happens to the 31-year-old
white kid in class.” Evidently, students are most
attuned to and invested in their classes when
faculty members actively work to humanize
themselves. In humanizing themselves, professors
create an environment whereby students are
invited and encouraged to bring in personal
experiences into the classroom.
The last example highlights the significance of
building trust and community as a way for
creating inviting academic environments. To
contextualize, the professor in this next
observation example was in the classroom before
class began. The student reminds us that access to
faculty during times convenient for students is
simple, yet immensely important for helping
students create meaningful connections with the
professors and colleagues.
The Professor walks over to the front of the
classroom, greets the students that are already
present.
Student B- [raises her hand]
Prof.: [jokingly says] why are you raising your
hand? What’s up?
Student B: A counselor told me that I needed
another course to graduate
Prof: What course did they say?
Student B- They just said I needed to take Comm
231
Prof.: Oh that’s my other class
Student B: Should I take that one instead of this
one?
Prof. X: What major are you?
Student B: I am communications major
Prof. X: Take all of them, take as many as you can
Student B: okay cus I am trying to graduate early
Student A: oh I am also having an issue with my
financial aid
Student C: I hate going to the financial aid office,
they are slow and bitter
Prof X: I have to talk the Dean about something
else, I will inquire about your question

Building Trust and Community in the
Community College Classroom
Many students talked about the
importance of community building and the
difficulty of meeting this end in a community
college setting. Many talked about feeling like
they have missed out on the “college experience”
while at their institutions, and how spending more
time on campus engaging in social activities is
something they wish they had a greater
opportunity to do. However, we contend that
community can be created in the classroom. In
fact, many students affirm that faculty members
played a pivotal role in creating and sustaining
community in the microcosm of the classroom.
For example, students talked about being able to
open up and share of themselves when professors
were “humble”. They often referred to their
professor’s ability to “relate a lot to us, she brings
examples of when she was a student and
sometimes she brings up family, how she
understands like, how family might affect us…she
reminds us she also goes through problems, we
all do, sometimes you have professors that never
bring up anything about life and make it seem
like, ‘well if I can do it, you can do it,’ but she’s
very relatable.” This reaffirms the significance and
importance in being honest, vulnerable, and
humble with students as a strategy for building
rapport.
As an example, one student shared how
his perception about his professor changed over
time as he got to know “the man under the suit,”.
The student shared that getting to know his
professor as a professional, but also as a person,
led him to feel comfortable enough to share his
own life story. The student stated, “he always
wears a suit to class, he’s always dressed very
professionally and then once you get to know the
man under the suit… he’s very humanizing for
himself and that’s what makes him the most
effective… he has a very good way of bringing
real life into the classroom and making it
relatable. I’m excited to go to that class because
I know I’m going to have fun learning about
2

Student A: Yeah because my scholarship was
supposed to get here a while ago, they said that
it did, but financial aid does not have it.
Prof X: Yes I will talk to the Dean about it.

which extend outside the context of the
classroom. In order for students to feel
empowered to subsequently succeed in their
classes and beyond, they need access to a space
where their voices are heard and their concerns
taken seriously by professors.

Evidently, the students in this example trusted the
professors’ advice and relied on the professor for
support which extended beyond the context of
the class. However, we argue that this interaction
took place especially because students formed a
trusting bond with their professor prior to the
conversation taking place. We further argue that
students need to feel as though their professors
support them with class matters, but also matters

Funds of Knowledge in Practice

While students were working, the professor
walked around and checked in with students to
see if they needed any assistance. Although it
was supposed to be individual work, students
talked with one another. The professor did not
direct the students to stop talking during the
solo portion of the activity. Instead, she focused
on answering questions that students had. At
the end of the activity, the professor called
some students by name to describe the
adjectives that they selected to describe
themselves. Every student that she called on
responded promptly signaling that they were
accustomed doing activities like this one.
As students share out, other students seemed
attentive of what their colleagues were saying.
We note that the professor affirmed each
student as they shared their adjectives. She said
things like “very good,” “good job with that.”
Since this activity required that students
conjugate the verb “yo soy” students needed to
think of adjectives that described different
aspects of themselves, which in turn allows
students to draw on their background,
knowledge, and experiences. In this example,
the professor was able to learn about the
students FOK and FOI3 (funds of identity) while
also creating a community of learners. Evident

Through classroom observations, the
research team was able to document diverse
ways in which faculty either elicited their
students FOK, or incorporated the known FOK in
to their classroom practices.
One example comes from a observing a Spanish
class engaged in-class activity titled “Como
Soy.” This activity invited students to come up
with
Funds of Knowledge for
adjectives
that
Community College
described
themselves
Systems of Support
and then to
While few students talked about
share them
not having traditional mentors
helping them navigate the
in small
educational pipeline, many
groups. Dra.
pointed to family as their source
Perez who
of support and as those who
facilitated
they talked to about their
this activity
educational choices, even
told
though for many their parents
students to
had not attended college
work
themselves. As one student
individually,
notes, “family in general has
then work in
been a big support system, if I’m
pairs or
stress and feel like I can’t do
this, they are the ones I talk to.”
groups.

3

Funds of Identity are those bodies of knowledge, skills, and resources
box of tools that include tangible and mobile artifacts, such as pictures
their dimension of sense (Esteban-Guitart, & Moll, 2014).
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throughout this example is a theme of
collaborative and reciprocal learning: the
students learned the subject and about each
other, and the professor learned about her
students.
A second example of how we observed
professors using or accessing students FOK
comes from an activity where students were to
complete the following statement during a
communications class: My name is_____ and if
there is one thing I could change about my
education it______. Each student responded to
this question following the communication
techniques being taught in the class, but also
giving of themselves to the professor and their
classmates.
Student D: [Student stands up] Hello Prof. X
and class, my name is D. If there is something I
could change about my education, it would be
how is preparing me for my professional life.
Prof. X: Alright now, thank you.
Student E: [Student stands up] Hello Prof. X and
class, my name is E. If there is something I
could change about my education is stop being
lazy and be more dedicated.
Student F: [Student stands up] Hello Prof. X and
class, my name is F. If there is something I
could change about my education is that I
would devote more time for it.
Student G: [Student stands up] Hello Prof. X
and class, my name is G. If there is something I
could change about my education is the cost.
Student H: [Student stands up] Hello Prof. X
and class, my name is H. If there is something I
could change about my education is that it will
be done.
Student O: [Student stands up] Hello Prof. X
and class, my name is O. If there is something I
could
change about my education is that 65 years
ago when I started elementary school I would
have taken it more seriously.
Student A: [Student stands up] Hello Prof. X
and class, my name is A. If there is something I
could change about my education is the
financial aid office.
Students: Yeahhh, that is so true [some are
clapping and cheering

loudly.]
Prof. X: thank you for your participation
Students: what about you? You should do this
exercise too
Prof. X: okay, fair. Hello, I am prof. X. If there is
something I could change about my education,
I would have to agree with our guest, I would
change how I went about my undergraduate
education as well.
This example, like the previous one, highlights
how accessing students FOK and FOI does not
always have to be through an elaborate
assignment, a starting point can be as simple as
asking one question.
Engaging Students’ FOK Through Group
Activities
As with many CCFI participants, Sophia
valued teamwork, dialogue, and collaboration.
First and foremost, her syllabus provided
examples and ways students would/should
collaborate. When it comes to active
participation, Sophia stated:
“I do a lot of role playing. They love games and
challenges, and that's what I do normally when I
incorporate. Sometimes I do with the group
exercises to ... I let them return to being a child.
I think I might have told you before, when I had
Montessori school of ideas. I use some of the
techniques. Team building challenges and things
like that, that they really like. And over the
years, I know which ones are more desirable,
you know, get the participation quicker. So,
that's what I use.”
An example of role-playing as a
pedagogical practice is evident in Sophia’s
classroom. The focus of the class topic was
“making lasting impressions” for customer
satisfaction. In this particular activity, students
got into teams and had to develop a business
and a one-minute elevator pitch of how they
would sell their product. In a matter of seven
minutes, a group of four students, who were all
of older age, had collectively decided that their
grocery store would be “Freshness you can
taste, values you can trust”. Through such
activities, we note that students were more
2

engaged with one another to the extent they
were competitive and excited about their
learning.
As highlighted in the literature on
pedagogy, students must feel welcomed in the
classroom if any learning will happen. Often
times, students are paralyzed and leave the
classroom because of the fear they will be
assess and deemed incapable of learning (Cox,
2009). In order to dispel such internalized
struggles, Sophia uses real-life examples for
students to explore and hopefully carry on
beyond the class. It is indeed important for
students to connect within the classroom peers connected discussing former employee
responsibilities, music, and other non-academic
work experience.

questions he explains it a little bit more and he
does go around to make sure that you
understand the concepts sometimes and if
you’re too scared to ask a question, he does
linger a little bit like ‘do you understand? Yes, no
maybe? The way he presents himself in a very
personable way is very helpful, for me at
least…but also the teaching style that he has,
like models that might help.”
Stella shared that she felt her professor
seemed “very humble, which is nice because
you feel like, you’re not scared to ask questions
or anything like that…she’s very comforting to
be in class with… [her teaching style] it’s pretty
straightforward, it’s really easy to follow, she
give a lot of examples, I like the way she
teaches, its visual, there’s a few group
assignments so she tries to do different
methods. Effective, I would say is her
personality, like a lot of people say she’s a nice
professor, she’s easy to engage with and the
fact that we’re not afraid to ask questions or
anything like that. I guess it’s the way she
explains the material, it’s not so textbook it’s
not jargon or anything like that, she could
honestly just teach us straight from the book but
… she does it in her own way its relatable.”
Danny shared that she was apprehensive
about her professor at first because she took a
class with her about race and this is a topic she
is uncomfortable talking about, but stated that
this perception changed and she “knew I was
going to like her because she reminded me a lot
about myself, I like things a certain way and I
like to help people where ever they need to be
helped, wherever needs help she’s willing to
help the students and I loved that about her…
She opened my eyes about race topics, like she
made us read this 8 page paper the first week, I
was like ‘girl you are crazy,’ it talks about what
different races have done in America, like what
they have contributed to. And as a whole class
that, it was during the Trump election, and
everyone in that class, doesn’t help that we’re
all Mexican-American or of Latino decent in that
class, so everyone focused more towards what
the Mexicans brought and what the AfricanAmerican culture brought and we also talked

Student Perceptions of Faculties’ Teaching
Approach
Students were recruited for interviews from
the classrooms that the research team
observed. Students that chose to be part of the
study were interviewed and asked questions
both of their educational trajectories in general,
but also about their experiences in the
participating faculty’s class. What follows are
students’ responses when asked about: their
first impressions of their professors, what they
thought the faculty’s teaching style was like and
what they felt was effective/ineffective about
their professors. We posit these as examples of
what students value as significant.
Mari shared that she “felt like I was
meeting like my uncle, like it was familial, it was
nice, I thought, oh ok I can actually do this, it’s
ok. He makes it fun but also educational, he
knows how to get it across, but at the same time
he’s like ‘alright I understand this is an 8am
class, let’s try to get this going together’…I feel
like he’s very personable even though I haven’t
talked to him much. Like I haven’t gone to office
hours or anything, but I feel like if I did he’d be
like ‘I understand, I get you’ and then he’d help
me with anything if I needed. His teaching style
is very right to the point, like he gets the point
across and everything, but if you do have
3

about the Jewish Community and the Irish
Community and the Asian Community and she
made us breakdown everything and that’s
what made me like ok, it opened my eyes, I
can’t be so sensitive about just my culture…”.
Evidently, students are attuned to the ways
faculty interact with them from a pedagogical
point of view and from a curricular perspective.
Students appreciate when faculty recognize,
value, and activate their cultural knowledges
and their ways of being and learning. All of
these combined, lead to the humanization of
faculty and students.

4

Uncovering Funds of Knowledge in the Classroom:
Three Activity Suggestions
It is important that we go beyond the data and use content that students are
able to relate to and apply in their everyday lives. The following are three
examples that faculty can try to use in your classrooms to gain access to your
students FOK, FOI and CCW.
•
•

•
•
•

1. Community Cultural Wealth Walk
As Yosso (2005) reminds us, Students of Color bring with them a whole host of
skills, knowledges, and assets from their communities, into the classroom.
One strategy for recognizing these assets (and subsequently activating them
throughout the quarter/semester) is by affirming students’ lived experiences
through a race-conscious and asset-based activity: The Community Cultural
Wealth (CCW) Walk. The CCW Walk, developed by colleagues at CalState
Fullerton, requires that facilitators (in this case instructors) ask a series of
affirming prompts that students will respond to. If students agree to the
prompts, they can raise their hand (or if space allows, students can line up
shoulder to shoulder and take steps forward). Students are encouraged to
take note of how their classmates are responding to the prompts by looking at
other’s responses, so they all recognize each other’s’ assets and wealths as a
collective. Some examples of prompts include:
A) Take a step forward if you grew up with more than one language or
dialect spoken at home.
B) Take a step forward if you have cooked dinner for a family of at least
4 people for less than $5.
C) Take a step forward if you grew up having to negotiate more than
one culture.
This activity was created specifically to honor the cultural wealth developed
in and emergent from Communities of Color, so it is especially useful for
engaging discussions with Students of Color. For more information, visit this
online site. https://profteacher.com/2016/11/06/promoting-a-culture-ofassets-instead-of-deficits/
2. Student Survey
One way to elicit students’ funds of knowledge is to administer a survey. The
surveys don’t have to be extensive, it can be as simple as asking just a few
questions, such as:
1. Tell me something you think I should know about you to help you
2

be as successful in this class as you want to be?
2. Tell me what your academic goals are? Or How I might help you
figure explore what your goals could be?
3. What is your greatest responsibility outside of school? OR Who are
the most important people in your life and why?
By gaining access to knowledge about student’s backgrounds, like what
obstacles they face, what goal they have for themselves and who/what their
support systems are, professors can begin to create student centered spaces
where students feel valued and validated. This signals to the students that
their faculty values who they are and is interested in them as people. Some
ways in which survey data can be used is by incorporating it in to class
assignments such as:
-Writing journal responses
-Interviewing family or community members
-Incorporating student interest into class assignments (ex. If many
students are interested in transferring, an assignment can be to do
research on the transfer process, what is required, what schools or
programs they would be interested in and so on)
-Small group discussions- sharing some of their survey responses with
each other to create trust and community
- Allowing flexibilities with assignment topics – again, by knowing
what students’ interests, backgrounds and goals, assignments don’t
need to be so structured as long as they meet the assignment goals.
3. Draw FOI
Asking students to draw a self-portrait and/or significant circle this technique
can be used to learn more about students’ perceptions of themselves and
how they identify and relate with their surroundings. This can be an activity
done in-class and one that can be shared with their peers. Faculty can start by
sharing their own self-portrait and/or significant circle, this activity and help
create trust and community within the classroom.

3

*See the Esteban-Guitart article bellow.

Additional Resources
To learn more about the concepts and theories presented in this tool kit, we recommend
the following:
Online Tool
Community Cultural Wealth Walk:
https://profteacher.files.wordpress.com/2016/11/community-cultural-wealth-walkrevised-july-2016-by-oropeza-fujimoto-huangin-progress.pdf
https://profteacher.com/2016/11/06/promoting-a-culture-of-assets-instead-of-deficits/
Books
González, N., Neff, D., Amanti,
C., & Moll, L. (2006). Funds of
knowledge for teaching: Using
a qualitative approach to
connect homes and classrooms.
In Funds of knowledge (pp. 83100). Routledge.

Kiyama, J. & Rios-Aguilar, C.
(Eds.) (2017). Funds of knowledge
in higher education: Honoring
students’ cultural experiences and
resources as strengths. New York,
NY: Routledge

Valencia, R. R. (Ed.). (2012).
The evolution of deficit thinking:
Educational thought and
practice. Routledge.

Valencia, R. R. (2010). Dismantling
contemporary deficit thinking:
Educational thought and practice.
Routledge.

Peer Reviewed Articles
Esteban-Guitart, M., & Moll, L. C. (2014). Funds of identity: A new concept based on the funds of
knowledge approach. Culture & Psychology, 20(1), 31-48.
Moll, L., Amanti, C., Neff, D., & Gonzalez, N. (2005). Funds of knowledge for teaching: Using a
qualitative approach to connect homes and classrooms. Funds of knowledge: Theorizing practices in
households, communities, and classrooms, 71-87.
Yosso, T. J. (2005). Whose culture has capital? A critical race theory discussion of community cultural
wealth. Race ethnicity and education, 8(1), 69-91.
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VII. Additional Resources
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Applying for a Teaching Position.
Constructing a Social Justice Tour
Frye Oppression
Ten Things Everyone Should Know About Race
Who wants to hire a more diverse faculty
Whose Culture has Capital
How to hold a Better Class Discussion

Applying for a Teaching Position
About North Orange County Community College District (NOCCCD)
Be a part of the NOCCCD team! We are always seeking highly-qualified people to join our
organization. If you have a passion for excellence and a commitment to preparing students for
the highly competitive, global workplace, we invite you to apply for a position with the District.
The NOCCCD includes two Colleges, Fullerton College and Cypress College, and the North Orange
Continuing Education School which is located in the District building in Anaheim with satellite
locations throughout Orange County. NOCCCD enjoys easy access to Los Angeles, San Diego,
Palm Springs and the region's celebrated beaches, mountains and deserts.
Ideal candidates will share the Districts commitment to diversity, equity, and inclusion. The
District truly embodies an inclusive learning culture. The student body is incredibly diverse, with
over 46% Latinx, 20% Asian/Pacific Islander, 18% Caucasian, .6% American Indian/Alaskan Native,
and 3% African American students. The District believes in a multicultural learning experience
where faculty and staff from diverse backgrounds can contribute to the development of our
students.
The NOCCCD offers a generous benefits package to eligible employees. Information on the
benefits package can be located at https://nocccd.edu/employee-benefits.
Applying for a Position at NOCCCD
The Office of Human Resources welcomes your interest in job opportunities at the District. Our
goal is to assist applicants with the application process.
To view current job opportunities visit the NOCCCD Job Opportunities page at
https://nocccd.peopleadmin.com. Applicants can view the available openings, resource
information, and apply for a position online. The District no longer accepts applications or
attachments by email, fax, or in person. Computer stations are available in the lobby of the
District offices located on the 9th floor of the Anaheim Campus (1830 W. Romneya Drive, Anaheim
92801) for those without access to a personal computer.
Please visit our website, (https://nocccd.edu/human-resources) for resource information and FAQs.
If you have any additional questions please contact the Office of Human Resources at
hrapply@nocccd.edu or (714) 808-4810.
Management and full-time faculty applicants travelling more than 150 miles to interview with
NOCCCD are eligible for travel reimbursements. Please read the District’s Administrative
Procedure 7120-10, Applicant Reimbursement at, http://www.nocccd.edu/files/7120-

10apreviseddcc08-24-15_90931.pdf, for more information, and speak with your hiring
committee chairperson.
Office of Human Resources
8 a.m. – 5 p.m., Monday through Friday
(714) 808-4810
Tips for Faculty Positions
1. Be familiar with the minimum qualifications for Instructor positions. Details on minimum
qualifications can be located at https://nocccd.edu/minimum-qualifications.
2. Take the diversity qualifications seriously. Applicants will be evaluated on their ability to
be effective with diverse students and in diverse working environments. All
faculty/instructor positions will include both a diversity and equity minimum and
preferred qualification. Screening/hiring committee members will be more impressed
with the candidate that has a history of engaging in diversity and equity than the
candidate who has no history but promises to do so in the future. Specifically, for faculty
positions we are looking for applicants who practice culturally responsive teaching and
who incorporate diversity, equity, inclusion, and multiculturalism into their course
content. Applicants who do not respond to the diversity question on the application, or
who’s response clearly indicates they do not value diversity, equity, and inclusion, or
whose response indicates they do not meet the minimum requirement of sensitivity to
and understanding of diverse student and employee populations will be screened out for
not meeting minimum qualifications.
3. Your letter of introduction and your CV should also reflect your experience with,
commitment to, and/or understanding of diversity, equity, and inclusion.
4. Your letter of introduction should not be a one paragraph letter, nor should it be more
than three pages long. Do not repeat in your letter of introduction the information that is
already contained in your CV or application. Tell us what makes you special or describe
specific incidents that tell us who you are or what you are passionate about.
5. Submit all documents requested. Any application packet that is missing requested
documents will be rejected for being incomplete.
6. If selected for an interview, be sure to have researched the District and the specific
College you are applying to. Review the District and College websites; be familiar with the

demographics of the students and initiatives, priorities, programs, and goals of the District
and College. Screening and hiring committees are impressed when applicants have done
their research and are familiar with the District and College.
7. Attend NOCCCD’s Hire Me workshops for tips on the application and interview process.
Check the District’s Human Resources webpage for dates and locations. Hire Me
workshops are usually held between January and March.
8. Interviews are only 50 minutes long and the screening/hiring committee can only ask
preapproved questions. Screening/hiring committees can only consider information
provided in the application packet and in the interview, any outside or previous
knowledge a committee member may have about an applicant cannot be shared with
other committee members or considered by the committee. So be sure to share with the
screening/hiring committee any information you have that demonstrates why you are the
best applicant for the position.
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ABSTRACT
This article describes a high-impact learning
project that combines geography, history, and
ethnic studies. It describes the construction of
the course, student outcomes, and the final
and publicly presented collaborative project:
the Social Justice Tour of Corvallis. Based on
work in a small largely white town, this project
presents a reproducible model for student
learning and actively engaging with questions
of race and geography.

Key Words: social justice, pedagogy, race,
cultural geography, diversity

Natchee Barnd is an assistant professor of ethnic
studies and Native American studies at Oregon
State University, Corvallis, Oregon, USA. His
teaching, research, and community work center
around comparative ethnic studies, art and social
justice, and indigenous geographies.

It was almost like presenting part of ourselves to everyone. I think
we all became close to the stories we told. Sharing them with
others was amazing. It was a way to honor these unheard voices
that were part of the Corvallis history. (Student reflection)

INTRODUCTION
Given renewed and often high-profile public dialogue over racism, both in the
United States and abroad, university faculty should be especially determined to
responsibly address these issues in their curriculum and pedagogy. In this article,
I offer both a concrete template for a learning project that tackles these issues
and some theoretical framing for understanding how such work offers more than
simply an additive approach to including marginalized peoples and embracing
diversity. Geography and geographic methods can offer a unique means by which
to engage students in meaningful learning and practice while actively addressing
questions about the politics of the archive, the practice of knowledge production,
the contested nature of history and space, and the power dynamics of spatiality
and spatial practices. In this light, I offer one model for creatively connecting
issues of history, race, and geography that is especially useful in small, mostly
white towns with minimal archival materials. It offers a guide for how a unique
student-led and collective research project can utilize a hands-on artistic approach
to learning and practicing cultural geography. It can help build community
across and between racialized, indigenous, and otherwise marginalized peoples
in such towns, and perhaps more importantly, contribute to transforming student
engagement with and understanding of their larger community.
In this article I highlight this productive student-learning project combining
ethnic studies, geography, and historic walking tours. We use a history-based
tour focused on racialized and marginalized communities to reshape how we
engage local geography. My overall goal is to share an underutilized means to
integrate geography content with critical pedagogies of race and social identity
in ways that can lead to meaningful, community-engaged scholarship and
practices. The class experience deployed many of the Association of American
Colleges and Universities’ (AACU) recommendations for incorporating highimpact learning practices, as well as for actively supporting students of color (Kuh
2008). According to current teaching-and-learning research and as outlined by the
AACU report, effectively utilizing and assessing high-impact practices produces
students with “higher grades, higher persistence rates, intellectual gains, greater
civic engagement, increased tolerance for diversity, and increased interaction with
faculty and peers” (Association of American Colleges and Universities 2011, 16).
The tour project consciously utilizes high-impact learning activities, including:
experiential learning, student research, diversity learning, and civic engagement.
In so doing, this project embodies the principle that “the purpose of college
education is not to transfer knowledge but to design environments and experiences that help students craft knowledge and solve problems for themselves”
(Skop 2009, 230). It also follows the growing literature indicating that effectively
reaching experiential learning outcomes requires course designs and teaching
strategies that are student-centered and student-empowering (Boyer Commission
on Educating Undergraduates in the Research University 1998). Assessment of
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these practices in relation to “underserved populations”
still remains limited given unequal access, but the data
strongly indicates greater “salutary effects” that quickly
“compensate” for academic achievement, engagement, and
persistence gaps between students of color and white
students (Kuh 2008, 19). Positive outcomes for students of
color was especially vital for my course given that out of
four total graduate students involved two were Latino and
two were Native American. I also suggest that projects like
this one can both provide diversity learning and serve as
an effective retention tool.
In addition to the student-learning objectives, the project
purposes were (1) to bring together and connect hidden
local histories and (2) to craft a place-specific experience
that could be shared with the larger campus and town. My
findings are based on the process of constructing and delivering this course, and several subsequently delivered tours.
The first tour served as the main course product and was
created for an invited group of fifty campus-affiliated and
student guests. Four additional tours were later solicited by:
a faculty/staff professional development seminar enrolled
with a dozen attendees (in two consecutive years), training
for campus residential advisors, and cultural center student
staff.
While I facilitated the class and tour with graduate
students, I am certain most elements of the project can
be accomplished with undergraduates. In fact, I initially
designed the course as a combination undergraduategraduate course. It is worth noting here that my course
operated on a quarter system schedule, meaning we
completed the core project in less than ten weeks. Despite an
admittedly small sample size, the overwhelmingly positive
outcomes for both students and our tour guests strongly
indicates this model worked well and suggests it can be
effectively replicated in a number of contexts.

OVERVIEW OF THE CLASS AND PROJECT
In spring of 2014, four master’s students and I delivered
the social justice tour of Corvallis. This bus-and-walking
tour presented narratives of the local community, highlighting pre-1960s stories from marginalized individuals and
communities based on race, class, gender, and sexuality. The
tour lasted just under two hours. We walked one segment,
and boarded our rented yellow school bus to travel the
less proximal segments. To augment our tour and make
its impact more sustainable we also developed a mobile
app triggered by location. This app allowed the guests a
chance to see images and read a sample of the stories they
heard delivered at each location. The app remains publicly
available as an ongoing resource.1
The class was aimed at practicing techniques for collecting, analyzing, and incorporating ethnic community histories and highlighting contested productions of geography,
especially in relation to race and racism. As a methods
course, I required students to gather primary sources from
archives, including both the university’s special collections

holdings and those of the local Benton County Historical
Society. During prior academic terms, I sent a graduate
research assistant to collect leads on potential stories.
Using her findings, I preselected a number of likely stories
and supplied some of those names, dates, and events to
my class. We ultimately used some of those leads, but
also discovered other options during our research. The
students were required to locate archival materials, review
and analyze them, and determine what aspects proved
compelling for crafting a tour-ready narrative. They also
sought out visual materials that would add value and a
longstanding evidence of the outcomes, most evidently in
the form of high-quality printed guides/script booklets,
which were also given out to our guests as parting gifts
(Fig. 1). The booklets have continued to serve as valuable
tools for outreach and partnership to those unable to attend
the tour offerings.
The relationship between research and creativity proved
important for this project. It was also key to a more
participatory and meaningful learning experience. During
our tour introductions I intentionally and forcefully drew
attention to that fuzzy line between fact and fiction, and
explained our embrace of the ambiguity in order to tell
stories that could not be told without creative license. The
student stories defied an uncooperative and incomplete
archive, and also centered on generating themes that
opened larger history and geography concerns. In this
way, the stories represent speaking out the “narrative
possibilities” and not just the facts of the archives (Crew and
Sims 1991). Figure 2 shows one of the students engaged in
this experiential learning, publicly delivering his research
findings and creative narration.
Experiential Learning and Social Justice
This exercise draws on a number of theoretical insights
and principles from social justice education in geography
and critical geography, as well as methods embedded in
place-based education and learning community practices
(Skop 2009; Israel 2012). I use the term experiential learning
to fold in all of these elements, which, when combined,
present a hands-on and socially meaningful framework for
teaching and learning. While this fusion seems a simple
concept and is commonly used, Coe and Smyth (2010,
127) note a lack of recent “attention paid to the pedagogic
justifications for designing field courses in specific ways or
for adopting particular teaching, learning and assessment
strategies.” In short, geographers do not regularly enough
share concrete examples or fully discuss these effective
techniques and approaches. Coe and Smyth (2010, 127) find
this of particular concern given the “significant investments
of time and financial resources” directed toward “fieldbased activities.” A few notable recent publications that
do offer templates and use successful tour-project designs
include Skop (2009), Coe and Smyth (2010), Cheng, Barraclough, and Pulido (2011), Krakowka (2012), and Leydon
and Turner (2012). This article contributes to bourgeoning
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[a geographic] area.” Not surprisingly, effectiveness of such learning almost always relies on a
robustly participatory approach
rather than just observation—
precisely the kind of activity
needed for meeting a wide range
of learning outcomes.
Experiential learning projects are
uniquely positioned to combine the
benefit of place-based education
with the theoretical frames of social justice education in geography (Israel 2012). This approach
requires robust engagement with
space aimed toward social change
as opposed to just participating in
it uncritically or simply experiencing it through a neutral technical
or methodological means. Merrett
has continually argued that “this
vision has been marginalized by
Figure 1. The first pages of the booklet reveal a two-page spread (11x17-inches)
those who promote geography as
featuring the table of contents and an early twentieth century photograph of a
a value-neutral deductive science
local shoeshine, Jim Patton. Subsequent content pages included complete student
or by those who condemn civil
narratives and similar visual presentations. (Color figure available online.)
rights advocacy in academia as
subversive” (in Castree et al. 2008,
204). Merrett (2000) champions the
general push to recover a social justice heritage for geliterature outlining specific learning practices, particularly
ography as exemplified by Peter Kropotkin and others.
those offering concrete templates for merging field-based
Similarly, Elwood (2004, 56) points to Michel DeCerteau’s
work with principles, practices, and pedagogies of social
notion of “spatial practice” as a way contextualizing
justice.
experiential learning as the self-conscious “act of creating
The more general literature on experiential learning
or transforming a place through everyday experience in it.”
outlines a long tradition of field trips and fieldwork exThis way of understanding engagement and transformation
emplified by disciplines like geography. They consistently
is also applicable to pedagogical approaches. DeCerteau’s
indicate the enduring value of direct engagements when
conceptualization, Elwood tells us, “is strikingly resonant
paired with reflective exercises that help students more
with theories of teaching and learning that envision stucritically shape and reshape these engagements. At the
dents as active agents in their own learning processes” as
most basic level, field experiences “create a strong sense
well as in their communities. Not having fully considered
of class identity and community,” and frequently prove
this outcome in advance, I found the enhancement of spatial
“more memorable and enjoyable” to students, as well as
agency a substantial and encouraging result of the course
“break down faculty-student barriers” (Leydon and Turner
and tours. During my class, and after our tours, students
2013, 249). Students engaged in such learning opportunities
and guests commonly reflected on their new ability to
also have a greater chance to develop and engage with a
reframe their relationship to the places with which we
variety of vital soft skills necessary for social justice work,
engaged and to newly vision how they could reproduce
including: embracing the value and role of affect, gaining
those geographies.
an applied understandings of ethics, earning hands-on
It is in this light that Wellens et al. (2006, 120 [emphasis
experience with teamwork, understanding nuanced models
original]) identify three aspects of experiential teaching
for and experiences with collaboration, and the ability to
and learning that engage social justice: “teaching about
identify and qualify moments of personal development
social transformation, teaching for social transformation,
(Kent, Gilbertson, and Hunt 1997; Lai 2000; Stoltman and
and finally, how to teach for social transformation.” In order
Fraser 2000). These sometimes indirect outcomes happily
to facilitate an effective social justice frame they suggest
support both personal and intellectual growth. Krakowka
the need to begin with the concept of positionality. This
(2012, 242) notes that well-designed fieldwork ensures
is echoed by the failures in Hankins and Yarborough’s
geography learners can “internalize critical geographic
attempts to provide active learning exercises that ignored
theory and concepts that build a deeper understanding of
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PROJECT OUTCOMES
Given our social justice framework and the town’s small population, and especially our efforts to
actively connect history with the
present, we intentionally focused
on nonheternormative and nonwhite experiences. We emphasized
the importance of ongoing categories of difference that continue
to negatively impact life chances
and daily social experiences, rather
than historic ethnic white experiences that might offer loosely parallel experiences. This choice limited
our archival options. To compensate, we crafted our tour around
both geography and analyticalnarrative themes. We assigned each
stop a theme: (1) resilience, (2)
community, (3) visibility, (4) home,
or (5) mobility. At each of our
five tour stops we narrated several
Figure 2. A student shares two stories in downtown Corvallis (one about Chinese
stories generated from archival redisinterment and one about the Native American community long erased from this
search and stressed the interrelalocation). At this site a number of local passersby joined the tour group and offered
tions within local geography.
to purchase a tour booklet.
The thematic approach reflected
our much-discussed effort to highlight the agency of our subjects,
rather
than
merely
their
subjections to discrimination and
the class backgrounds of most of their students (Wellens
oppression.
Consider
the
theme of mobility. Through moet al. 2006). Like Wellens, Hankins and Yarborough (2009,
bility
we
could
address,
for
example, segregated housing
122) find that “the student’s positionality is integral to
as
a
clear
and
social
restriction
of mobility. But, we could
the learning process. The views that students have are
also highlight the creative modes of mobility exercised
impacted through the structural position from which they
despite or in the face of those very restrictions. In this
have experienced the world,” and the role of the instructor is
way, the context of racism, sexism, and homophobia was
to strategically “draw these ideas into their everyday lives.”
voiced. In short, we actively sought to uphold the complex
Heyman (2004, 148) extends the value of such reflective
humanity of our historical subjects. The individuals and
analysis to the design of student writing assignments that
communities narrated in our stories were neither iconized
can highlight these positionalities and encourage student
as examples of triumphant-via-hard-work individuals nor
to reflectively step outside of their frames, and thereby
erased under abstract victimhood. They were presented as
provide an “intellectual framework that they can put into
figures and groups negotiating a complex and culturally
operation on the world.”
produced landscape with complex outcomes.
Following Wellens et al., my course and the final tour
This approach challenged the general conception of our
project taught about social transformation grounded by
town as simply a white space, or the possibility of any
race, gender, and sexuality. The course was designed to
space being white without considering how all spaces
not simply learn about social transformation but also
are racialized via a complex of relations and practices.
to actively engage in these processes. The project design
It also actively addressed the force of discourse, as one
practiced methods of teaching and student learning that
student noted, reflecting how “language is a powerful tool
enacted and integrated social justice. The students actively
that has been used to continue the oppression of many
negotiated, as Wellens and Yarborough and Hankins sugcommunities.” The fluidity of our themes and attention
gest, their own positionality—already marked by their
to language reflected the portable and contested nature of
racialized identities—across intersections of racial, gengeography and space. The students found the themes to
der, and sexual identities. The project facilitated students
be an important approach, and key to understanding the
“stepping out” of themselves as a self-conscious means of
project as a whole. One suggested that “once we started
putting their intellectual work into operation within their
talking about the tour stops and their significance, along
community.

215

Natchee Barnd

with the themes of each stop and the narrative elements,
that is what made me feel like I could see what we were
doing.” While twenty stories are a relatively small sum
when grouped together against dominant narratives, they
proved especially impactful, even overwhelming, to many
students and guests.
While we connected our stories via themes, each stop
also marked a geographically relevant site for at least
one of the narratives. For example, our second stop
was themed community. We paused at the downtown
site of a government station (now a drive-through coffee
shop) where Japanese Americans were ordered to report
for processing prior to internment in 1942. Using this
location as platform, we opened the question of how
individuals are included and excluded (usually both)
from communities, physically and socially. The student
tour guides collectively read aloud a letter of solidarity
written by Japanese American students at our university
trying to convey their “loyalty” to the nation and campus
administration, and begging their help. The letter failed,
marking their physical rejection from the community, yet it
also indirectly illustrates how the students forged a sense
of community shaped by their mutual experiences of race
and racism. Transitioning from this story we then conveyed
the experience of an ex-slave who purchased his wife’s
freedom in a free state. This African American couple went
on to own land and eventually donate property for an
African American cemetery. These stories pointed to the
creation of overlapping or multiple communities, and how
space reflects and helps makes concrete our ability to either
gain acceptance to communities or the need to navigate
conflicting geographies and create alternate space.
At our last stop, we visited the Biddle House, a wellestablished site along the town-sponsored tour circuits of
historic homes. The house was built in 1856 by a man who
ran a local drug store and then served as mayor in 1864.
During our tour, we stood in the sizeable and tidy yard
noting the well-kept 158-year-old structure, and briefly
recounted his daughter’s prominent role in the history
of our university. Alice was the first female graduate of
our university’s very first graduating class in 1870. Both
the city founder figure and his daughter are undoubtedly
interesting figures. But neither lack in local representation.
Indeed, they represent a particular and commonly narrated
(dominant) experience and set of racialized identities
(white).
The focus of our story was, instead, the interwoven
connection between the Biddle family and Mary and Jason
Lee, a Kalapuya [Native American] couple that worked
within the Biddle household and thus were a critical part of
that history, that house, this community. We had discovered
that Mary prepared meals for the family and likely provided
care for the Biddle children, including young futurecollege-graduate Alice. Alice’s father had served as Indian
agent for the nearby Siletz agency (reservation) where local
tribal peoples were relocated starting in 1856 (the very
same year his home was built). When he concluded his
216

post Biddle returned to Corvallis and brought his agency
housekeeper, Mary Lee, with him. Mary in turn brought her
husband, Jason.
While the archive only tells us about the Biddle family and their undeniable contributions to the town, our
narrative told the interconnected story of an indigenous
couple returning to the very homelands denied them by
the founding of the town. The Lees’ families had been
just recently displaced for the sake of all-white families
(prominent and otherwise) who were now settled there.
So, our story openly wrestled with the notion of Native
American agency, and the difficult decisions the Lees faced
in providing for themselves. Did they risk or forsake their
culture and identity by working as servants? How did they
come to terms with or refuse tribal dispossession? Did their
labor roles allow them strategic if limited access to their
homelands? How should we understand the ways that the
Biddle’s successes were founded upon and subsidized by
tribal displacement? We could not definitely answer all of
these questions, but could firmly note that Mary and Jason
Lee held fairly enviable servant positions with a prominent
family, and that their stories have largely eluded the archive.
We therefore creatively crafted a speculative but reasonable
narrative out of their historic context.
As a geography project the fact of their presence was
not the most important point. The most important idea,
and the lesson learned by the students and conveyed to
the guests, was that broader relationships are embedded
everywhere within this and every other space of the town.
The geography of Corvallis now looks different to them. It
reflects some indigenous perspectives about dispossession
and marginality in their homelands. Knowing the history
was important. Standing in that yard, however, suddenly
made these practices locatable. For those in attendance, the
Biddle house could physically symbolize these relations
and serve as a much more nuanced and truthful emblem of
the town, its history, the people, and a host of ongoing social
tensions. In these instances, our tactics stretched beyond
history and geography to embrace a social justice practice
that sometimes demands speculation and emotion. As
Derek Gregory suggests, we need broadened methodological and pedagogical approaches when addressing race and
space: “If we are to contest [phantasms of place]. . . we need
more than careful, clinical analysis. . . because imaginative
geographies rely not only on reason (in its multiple guises)
but also on desire and affect” (Murphy et al. 2005, 185–186).
Audrey Kobayashi reminds us that “anti-racist education
is based on political action, where theory, practice, and
personal experience provide a tripartite basis for understanding and ameliorating the effects of racialization” (in
Castree et al. 2008, 703). This creative, narrative technique
is powerful, as Modlin, Alderman, and Gentry (2011)
argue in relation to the “affective inequality” in tour guide
narrations of southern plantations, for example, which systematically reproduce empathy for slaveholding families
while marginalizing enslaved peoples and downplaying
the violence of the institution of slavery. To stand on the
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an ongoing spatial presence, rather
than historic distance. They could
see how issues of racialization and
internment mattered right now,
and that questions of immigration
and citizenship continue to shape
our cultural and physical landscape, and that we participate in
such processes.
Some Guiding Principles
Some of the elements of this
course required concerted preplanning to ensure its success (see appendix). Other elements required
creativity. Both the preplanning
and creativity were quite welcome
and omnipresent points of discusFigure 3. A student tour guide presents as some of the guests cluster on a narrow
sion in our project process. In fact,
downtown sidewalk. Many in this group reflected that their time together with
the ethics of our project required
this project crafted new connections, new ideas, and a sense of their shared work
that we not shy away from such
in different corners of the campus and community.
challenges, but rather that we look
at each as a genuinely productive
opportunity for problem solving.
Biddle site and share our stories proved more powerful
Notably, this approach is precisely the model for creating
than an abstracted reading, and reiterated the value of a
high-impact learning opportunities. Students struggled
walking tour and encountering geographies firsthand.
with and then thrived in a semistructured environment
For those present, the totality of these stories reshaped
that required direct application of research, collaborative
the historical and racial geographies of our town. This
problem solving, creative logistical resolutions, and a sense
rescripting sometimes resulted in the students and guests
of the stakes given our anticipated delivery to a public
seeing or creating new relationships with this space. One
audience.
guest explained in her evaluation: “I loved not only the
Such an approach was vital to our research process since
tour but the statement that we made as a group of people of
we grappled with institutional archives that either rendered
color gathering throughout Corvallis. The experience felt
communities of color invisible or presented them in limited
important and made our general invisibility in the city
and sometimes explicitly racist ways. As one student notes
non-negotiable, persistent, and real as we stood there on
in her reflection essay, “It was challenging to read the blatant
the corner of downtown.” One of my student tour guides
racism that existed in the older writings we used as sources.
likewise found the experience impactful in redefining the
I had to remember the lens that the texts were written
physical and cultural spaces negotiated by students of
[through] and how that slanted the story that was told.”
color in a predominantly white town while attending a
A second student echoes this sentiment, noting that when
predominantly white institution. He noted, “This class
sifting through the archives “it is hard to find any historical
gave me a great sense of what an applied communityinformation that is written that depicts minority groups in
based work can bring to a community, especially a coma favorable light.”
munity like Corvallis, which generally lacks in diversity”
Our group tasks required students to creatively and
(Fig. 3). More than just a tour, the event was simultaneously
collaboratively collect data, make thoughtful and difficult
a contemporary assertion of presence, a statement of
decisions about deploying that data, and to work to produce
possibility, and geographic reimagining.
something reflecting their learning as well as their thinking
Another of the student guides echoed this renewed sense
about that learning. Each class meeting we presented
of engagement with their local geography, stating that
our materials, shared drafts of stories, and brainstormed
“most [of the guests] understood that what we did on the
solutions to problems, gaps, or inconsistencies. We actively
walking tour wasn’t just about saying ‘this happened 100
discussed best approaches to telling our stories, which
years ago’ and that was bad, but ‘what can we learn and
aspects to highlight or emphasize, which techniques were
see,’ ‘what does this make us think about,’ and ‘what’s
most appropriate, and how to responsibly give voice to
happening. . . today’?” For him, the themed and spatial
another’s story with attention to embedded racial, gennarrations removed the ability for the students and guests
der, and sexuality-based representational considerations.
to relegate these stories to the past. The stories gained
Each week the students collaborated to workshop their
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narratives and ensure they developed a coherent and
consistent quality tour.
Our approach to the materials was partly guided by
Michel-Rolph Trouillot’s (1995) discussion of public history
projects. Trouillot helped us consider the ways that history,
especially in its intersections with geography, are not about
the past but really all about the present moment. Such
projects always reflect and attempt to signpost our current
identities. As Trouillot (1995, 148) suggests, “Historical
authenticity resides not in the fidelity to an alleged past
but in an honesty vis-à-vis the present as it re-presents
that past.” This theoretical guidance shifted our attention
away from crafting historical and factual accounts of the
local past toward explicitly narrating how our histories
and geographies mostly reflect and shape our current and
ongoing lives.
This intellectual positioning gave us license to take
openly political stances and to draw out the kinds of
connections that are sometimes left implicit or ignored
altogether in historical tours and geography fieldwork
projects. We were freed to operate with a fluid approach
to using archives that did not cooperate with our project’s
goals. In fact, one of our most valuable genres of inspiration
was fiction writing. After a visit by a colleague from our
literature department, we focused our energy on channeling the scarce historical data into feasible but explicitly
creative narratives. Noting this moment of empowerment,
one student reflected how he finally “realized what we
were truly undertaking; we were researching the lives of
our subjects, but also filling in when there was a lack
of historic information.” Another student revealed that in
their engagement with the archives, the “lesson I learned
was how to give voice to our research subjects in a way
that used personal narratives that were based on historic
information. This could be challenging in some cases. For
example, I had no written information to write the narrative
about ’Sunny’ Jim Patton as there was none available and
had to base my work off of two photographs. Having an
understanding of the racial climate and general history of
the time period was very helpful in writing this narrative.
Additionally, the Mary and Jason Lee story was also a little
challenging as they were only briefly mentioned in a much
larger description of the Biddle family.”
Over the years I have enjoyed a number of walking
tours, many of which focused on city founders. Such
normative stories are of course important and certainly
convey the impact those powerful individuals had in
the cultures, economies, infrastructure, and politics of a
locality. But they are also not the totality of the community
and certainly not the highlights for subcommunities and
marginalized peoples that often held tense relations with
those very same important figures and the larger, dominant
society. Of special concern for geography, these tensions
between dominant and marginalized communities are
often precisely about space: How are absence and presence
manifested spatially? How are notions of difference used
in determining access to social and institutional resources?
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Which spaces were used for what purposes? Who decides?
How is this enforced? How does physical location reflect
and inform social location?
I have found that the city founder-style tours tend to
merge together historical figures and architectural interests.
Often a building is simply marked as notable because
of the important figures that made use of it, paid for
it, or otherwise had an affiliation. Sometimes the names
and deeds simply open discussion about the architectural
details and the survival of the structure. What we forget
is how those spaces were usually explicitly racialized
(gendered, sexualized) in both their construction and
eventual preservation. This gap is then compounded by
the absence of articulations or the rearticulations of absence
regarding communities of color. In short, race is one of the
embedded reasons why historic structures are preserved in
the first place. In Corvallis, many homes of city founders
remain and are now marked by plaques. We have restored
and officially protected via historic designation dozens of
houses like the Avery House, Taylor House, and Wilson
House. On our tour, we stopped at a dilapidated home
built by two African American women in 1856 (same as the
Biddle’s). These women narrowly avoided both gendered
and racial restrictions on property ownership, and provided
an important residential corridor for a number of African
American residents. But only recently has a modest historic
marker been added to identify its value. In fact, the
home was only saved from recent demolition by the good
intentions and pocketbook of one resident interested in its
historic value (Fig. 4).
Class Size, Assessments, and Replicability
Although only four students ultimately participated, the
total number of students in this course can be understood
as both limitation and encouragement. With a moderate
increase in students, the overall organization I present here
could remain intact and the division of responsibilities and
negotiation of interactions would require only slightly more
oversight. Certainly, the intimate enrollment means that
relatively larger courses, say of twenty-five, would require
a different sort of weekly engagement, and necessitate
adjustments given the amount of details to be managed,
or trimming outcomes. This project is probably only suited
for large classes if divided into minitours, like the model
used by Coe and Smyth in Havana (Coe and Smyth 2010).
While larger classes demand more attention to logistics,
the fact that such an ambitious project can be accomplished
by a small group of students suggests that a larger cohort
might actually greatly enhance tour elements, including
providing a greater depth of research, more elaborate use
of visual or creative elements, and lessened responsibilities
for each student. More energy could also be directed toward
fostering better community engagement with other local
institutions.
Skop (2009) offered a similar project, centered on a
conference tour and also relying on just four student
volunteers. Her successful outcome likewise illustrated the
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of attendees thought it should be
added to the city’s current docket
of walking tours, indicating its perceived value for the wider community. I hosted a two-hour discussion
forum with the faculty from the
summer workshops and another
with residential advisors. I used
these opportunities to collect feedback, as well as participate in a robust dialogue about creating such
projects or using them to design
other engaged projects.
Based on the evaluations and
discussions, a number of the guests
clamored for more opportunities
for dialogue and community building. Feedback included statements
about incorporating more interaction or expanding the scope of
participation. Comments included:
“Next time, it would be cool to infuse some activities,” and “Would
Figure 4. A student delivers her story in front of the oldest home built by African
have loved maybe an opportuAmericans in the state of Oregon. Renewed interest in the site has generated support
nity for interaction between the
for restoring the dilapidated home to serve as a protected heritage or museum
participants.” Others noted they
space.
wanted to use the interaction to
connect more with fellow guests.
One wanted “to do some group
ability for a small and dedicated group of students to
activities of reflection to get to engage in dialogue and get
embrace their learning and produce impactful outcomes.
to know each other.”
In her case, one of the split, simultaneous tours was led
A few sought direct input in the project outcomes or
by the faculty member. In my case, I operated only as
experiences. One thought “it would be good to have
logistical coordinator (much like Coe and Smyth). While the
participants share their stories if they have any regarding
extramural nature of Skop’s project is inspiring, it reduces
their personal historical knowledge of Corvallis and also
the ability to assess the value of that approach for students
to have guest story tellers who have personal direct
who may not have immediate investment in the project and
connection to some of the history shared.” This last idea,
just happen to be enrolled. Most of my students had little
while seemingly limited to adding contributions by those
idea of what to expect, and were at the outset challenged in
with historical knowledge, also opens the possibility for an
comprehending let alone actualizing the project vision.
ongoing collection of contemporary experiences that would
I assessed the course and project a number of ways,
be of interest as future archive materials. This suggestion
including student reflections. Informal student feedback
has already been incorporated for upcoming versions of
and their required reflective essays all conveyed substantial
this course.
satisfaction with the course design, learning objectives, and
On the one hand the guest feedback means the tour
project outcomes. As many of the quotes in this article
project itself did not effectively accommodate sufficient
indicate, the students clearly identified and appreciated
formal interactive moments between hosts/guides and
their engagement with high-impact practices, despite us
guests or among participants. The requests for this addition
not having previous explicit discussion of such techniques.
to the project also highlights the unique and powerful role
As one student reflected, “Being unfamiliar with the
such a project can play in generating intergroup dialogue
concept/definition of experiential learning, I had to look
forums and creating opportunities for community building.
up an explanation. That’s good. I learned a lot.” We also
I agree with this feedback, even while I would assert that
collected evaluations during the final leg of the tour and
the community-building requests reflect the engagement
post-tour through mobile technologies and a Web-based
moments that did take place on the school bus between
survey tool. From the first tour we received forty-one
locations. They just wanted more.
responses from a possible fifty participants. My assessment
Because of our timeline (we did not formally structure in
data showed that ninety percent of our guests felt that our
community-building exercises, make room for co-creation
tour should be offered again as a class. Ninety-five percent
with guests, or facilitate much dialogue beyond a closing
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opportunity for discussion, reflections, and questions. This
choice was intentional, both as a logistic concern and as a
decision to prioritize the more immediate student learning
and outcomes. We aimed to minimize the time requested
of guests in order to maximize participation, and explicitly
positioned this project as a platform for generating ongoing
conversations. Such continuations have already emerged in
the form of collaborative project ideas, from requests for the
tour as staff training modules, campus art projects based on
tour, and local community institutions pledging to support
permanent tour markers.
While these conversation extensions are precisely the
kind of outcomes we hoped might result from the tour, for
the tour itself we focused our attention on the more material
and demonstrable student outcomes, rather than seek out
the more holistic goals. Neither is mutually exclusive,
of course, and incorporating this feedback might easily
accomplish the same set of goals in a different way. While
a more interactive and engaged model could certainly be
developed, it is worth noting how and why this would
change the project outcomes and overall project experiences
for the students and class design.
I cannot speak to the immense location variations others
might face and that would change the structure and
approach of such a project. I would suggest that the model
used here should be feasible anywhere. Places with some
density, or with sufficient support to enable transportation
to more distant sites, can be arranged according to the sites
of interest. The design can be shifted to accommodate the
intended size and nature of the audience. The audience
could be composed entirely of the class and instructor. You
can arrange for a larger invited audience or prepare for an
open-ended public audience of undetermined size. Timelines can also be adjusted to match needs or capacity issues.
A more substantial several hour, half-day, or day-long tour
might provide a desirable alternative for sites requiring
more travel or wanting to incorporate more relationshipbuilding or sustained-learning opportunities. So, one might
organize debriefing, strategizing, or brainstorming sessions
as groups traveled between sites. In more dense urban
spaces with relatively easy access to a number of sites,
a more dispersed model might prove more appealing.
Following the model used by Coe and Smyth (2010) in
Havana, students with smaller audience pools or smallscale circuits can offer microtours. Perhaps less ideal, given
my assessment of the value of physically traveling through
and engaging with the landscape, tours could be delivered
virtually via post-tour presentations, videos, or remote but
live on-site reporter conferencing.
Lastly, an internal university grant supported the delivery of this hands-on learning opportunity. Local conditions
and funding opportunities are important considerations for
the design of any similar project. For example, if a tour can
proceed without a bus, these costs would be eliminated.
However, one must then account for weather and physical
accessibility.
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CONCLUSION
My takeaways from the class experience, student reflections, and the community assessments indicate that using
projects such as these are exceptionally successful and
worthwhile well in excess of the admittedly extra labor
required. Importantly, our collaborations with the local historical society and campus archives proved invaluable for
expediting the research experience, facilitating production
of our narratives, and engaging our community.
The most important design feature was our hands-on
approach or workshop-like use of class time. Our turning
point proved the introduction of creative license when the
students finally saw the avenue for their contributions and
the potential of the tour. They suddenly felt empowered to
craft their narratives and gained full ownership over the
project. As one student reflected, “One thing I felt worked
well was the class discussion, and editing of each individual
narrative. I got a lot of feedback, and with the small class
size, it was easy to make your voice heard. [The work was]
serious, but we were allowed to be creative at the same
time.” I am currently offering the same class with a new set
of students (seven this time) and generating new stories.
We have expanded our timeline and are considering adding
contemporary narratives from the students themselves and
local community members.
Students clearly saw the course outcomes applying. As
one noted in the final reflective essay, “Not only did I learn
a lot about developing research into an impactful product, I
gained skills that will transfer over to my professional life.”
The power of the project and course design provided both
the students and our tour participants a valuable means to
turn theory into practice. In all, this interdisciplinary project
provided students concrete leadership opportunities and
the chance to become, in effect, research activists. Their
work mirrored Merrett’s (2004, 93) advice: “Teachers can
either offer an uncritical, ‘neutral’ education that supports
the status quo or choose to empower students to question
dominant ideas, possibly leading to social change.”
Several future research areas need attention by scholars
wanting to better participate in community engagement
and field experiences that also involve social justice. First,
the research of high-impact learning practices on underrepresented students remains limited. We would all benefit
from a more long-term study of the specific impacts such
pedagogical approaches have for underserved students.
Likewise, it would be useful to have an analysis and
concise presentation of model geography programs that
have proven capable of attracting a diverse student body
and effectively working with local communities on social
justice-based learning projects. We still do not seem to know
enough about what conditions positively impact concrete
diversity outcomes in fields like geography. Second, given
the shape of my project in a small, heterogeneous, and rural
location, it is important to more thoughtfully consider the
differences such a project would have when implemented in
a bigger, more diverse city. How precisely do rural or urban
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contexts change such projects? How might diversity shift
approaches to social justice learning experiences? Third,
while funding may be seen as a more localized or logistical
concern, I continue to see a need for real cost and nonfinancial support templates that help teacher-practitioners
craft innovative and engaging learning experiences. I
would suggest that this sort of research would further
illustrate how such teaching and learning endeavors are not
just about pedagogical techniques, but also valuable points
of analysis for strategically engaging with our communities.
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NOTE
1. The app content is triggered by proximity to tour
sites; contact the author for access/more information.
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APPENDIX: ARCHITECTURE OF THE TOUR
1. Course design

r Predetermined several research topics and options.

r Prearranged archival research agreements.
r Formatted in-class meetings as workshops.
r Supplied readings to guide understanding of
theories, methods, ethics, and as samples of
public walking tour outcomes and approaches.
r Centered the tour as the main student (collaborative) product.
r Required student reflection essays to review
course experience and enhance project assessment.

r Submitted news article to daily campus e-news,
which also featured project.
5. Script and images for digital presentation

r Purchased or secured (in-kind) photo use permissions.
6. Script booklets

r Designed an early template for the booklets
on MS Publisher. Student content was inserted
when completed. Historical photographs were
featured.
r Ensured booklet was Image-heavy and featured
an introductory statement, map of the tour, and
student profiles.
r Produced high-quality booklets through a local
printing company.
r Used booklets as tour guide scripts and as parting
gifts for our guests.
7. Assessment tools

r Developed a survey for guests with guidance by
colleagues more experienced in survey tools.

r Used our campus-affiliated survey tool, Qualtrics, for easy Web access, automatic response
collation, and report generation.

2. Funding

r Secured an institutional faculty development
grant for transportation, script booklets,
snacks/water, photography publicity, general
copy costs, and historical photo permissions.
3. Transportation

r Hired a school bus and driver for tour participants and guides.

8. Logistics of tour

r Conducted two practice runs (one partial and one
full) to refine our timing.

r Ran two practice tours in order to test timing,
scout locations, identify sound issues, identify
transportation/travel challenges, locate shade
and cover spots, and determine ideal positions
for delivering the narratives and presenting sites.
r Supplied light snacks and water.
r Attended other local tours to practice critique and
emulation.

4. Documentation/publicity
9. Equipment

r Contracted a campus-based photographer.
r Used photos for Web site stories and other
promotional materials.

r Invited local newspaper, which resulted in our
tour being featured on the front page of that
week’s Sunday edition (circulation 25,000).
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r Secured voice amplification tools (RescueMan
devices) to overcome issues of vehicle noise and
crowd size.
r Practiced with amplification equipment to ensure
comfort, gain operational knowledge, and to
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determine appropriate volume settings for each
location.

11. Mobile application (app) development

r Worked directly with campus technologies part10. Guest list development

r Invited more than 150 guests; selected based
on interest in the project, previous partnerships,
strategic value, and some personal friendships.
r Invitations were accompanied by flyers: one for
invitation and a second one including tour preparation suggestions, such as bringing smartphones
for assessment and engaging mobile application.

ners to develop a mobile application that would
create a platform for access by future interested
parties and the larger community.
r Tested app on multiple platforms and collaborated with staff to make changes and problemsolve.
r Once trained, directly uploaded and edited content.
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Ten Things Everyone Should Know about Race
Race is a modern idea. Ancient societies, like the Greeks, did not divide people according to physical
differences, but according to religion, status, class or even language. The English word “race” turns up
for the first time in 1508 poem by William Dunbar referring to a line of kings.
Race has no genetic basis. Not one characteristic, trait or even gene distinguishes all the members of
one so-called race from all the members of another so-called race.
Human subspecies don’t exist. Unlike many animals, modern humans simply haven’t been around long
enough, nor have populations been isolated enough, to evolve into separate subspecies or races. On
average, only one of every thousand of the nucleotides that make up our DNA differ one human from
another. We are one of the most genetically similar of all species.
Skin color really is only skin deep. The genes for skin color have nothing to do with genes for hair
form, eye shape, blood type, musical talent, athletic ability or forms of intelligence. Knowing someone’s
skin color doesn’t necessarily tell you anything else about them.
Most variation is within, not between, “races.” Of the small amount of total human variation, 85%
exists within any local population. About 94% can be found within any continent. That means, for
example, that two random Koreans may be as genetically different as a Korean and an Italian.
Slavery predates race. Throughout much of human history, societies have enslaved others, often as a
result of conquest or debt, but not because of physical characteristics or a belief in natural inferiority. Due
to a unique set of historical circumstances, North America has the first slave system where all slaves
shared a common appearance and ancestry.
Race and freedom were born together. The U.S. was founded on the principle that “All men are
created equal,” but the country’s early economy was based largely on slavery. The new idea of race
helped explain why some people could be denied the rights and freedoms that others took for granted.
Race justified social inequalities as natural. The “common sense” belief in white superiority justified
anti-democratic action and policies like slavery, the extermination of American Indians, the exclusion of
Asian immigrants, the taking of Mexican lands, and the institutionalization of racial practices within
American government, laws and society.
Race isn’t biological, but racism is still real. Race is a powerful social idea that gives people different
access to opportunities and resources. The government and social institutions of the United States have
created advantages that disproportionately channel wealth, power, and resources to white people.
Colorblindness will not end racism. Pretending race (or the implications of race) doesn’t exist is not the
same as creating equality.

From the Independent Television Service (ITS)
For One Ummah Consulting
www.oneummahconsulting.com

8/15/2019

Whose culture has capital? A critical race theory discussion of community cultural wealth: Race Ethnicity and Education: Vol 8, No 1



Log in

|

Register



 Friday 16 August 22:00 GMT – Saturday 17 August 02:00 GMT: Taylor & Francis Online may be unavailable for short periods of time due to
platform maintenance. We apologize for any inconvenience.


Journal

Race Ethnicity and Education 
Volume 8, 2005 - Issue 1

49,760 1,209
Views

116

CrossRef citations to date Altmetric

Original Articles

Whose culture has capital? A critical race theory
discussion of community cultural wealth
Tara J. Yosso *
Pages 69-91 | Published online: 23 Aug 2006

 Download citation

 https://doi.org/10.1080/1361332052000341006

Abstract
This article conceptualizes community cultural wealth as a critical race theory (CRT) challenge to traditional
interpretations of cultural capital. CRT shifts the research lens away from a deficit view of Communities of Color as

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/1361332052000341006

1/8

8/15/2019

Whose culture has capital? A critical race theory discussion of community cultural wealth: Race Ethnicity and Education: Vol 8, No 1

places full of cultural poverty disadvantages, and instead focuses on and learns from the array of cultural
knowledge, skills, abilities and contacts possessed by socially marginalized groups that often go unrecognized and
unacknowledged. Various forms of capital nurtured through cultural wealth include aspirational, navigational, social,
linguistic, familial and resistant capital. These forms of capital draw on the knowledge’s Students of Color bring with
them from their homes and communities into the classroom. This CRT approach to education involves a
commitment to develop schools that acknowledge the multiple strengths of Communities of Color in order to serve
a larger purpose of struggle toward social and racial j u s t i c e .
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Notes
Although not exhaustive, the following resources are some examples of the different frameworks cited: ethnic studies
(see Aztlan: A Journal of Chicano Studies); feminist studies (see Frontiers: A Journal of Women’s Studies);

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/1361332052000341006

2/8

8/15/2019

Whose culture has capital? A critical race theory discussion of community cultural wealth: Race Ethnicity and Education: Vol 8, No 1

cultural nationalist paradigms (see Asante, 1987); critical legal studies (see Kelman, 1989); Marxist and neo‐Marxist
frameworks (see Bowles & Gintis, 1976; Barrera, 1979); internal colonial models (see Bonilla & Girling, 1973);
LatCrit (see Arriola, 1998; Valdes, 1997, 1998); WhiteCrit (see Delgado & Sefancic, 1997); FemCrit (see Wing, 1997);
AsianCrit (see Chang, 1993).
Solórzano and Yosso (2001) note that while each individual tenet of CRT is not ‘new’, synthesizing these tenets into
a CRT framework in education is relatively recent. For instance, William Tate’s 1994 autobiographical article in the
journal Urban Education—titled ‘From inner city to ivory tower: does my voice matter in the academy’—represents
(to my knowledge) the first use of CRT principles in education. A year later, in 1995, Gloria Ladson‐Billings and
William Tate wrote a paper titled, ‘Toward a critical race theory of education’ in the Teachers College Record. Two
years later, Daniel Solórzano’s 1997 essay on ‘Images and words that wound: critical race theory, racial
stereotyping and teacher education’ in Teacher Education Quarterly applied CRT to a specific subfield of teacher
education. Also in 1997, William Tate’s ‘Critical race theory and education: history, theory and implications’ in the
Review of Research in Education furthered our understanding of the history of CRT in education. The field was
expanded significantly with the 1998 ‘Special issue on critical race theory in education’ in the International Journal
of Qualitative Studies in Education. The 1999 edited book on Race is—race isn’t: critical race theory and qualitative
studies in education (Parker et al., 1999) was followed by individual scholars presenting on panels at professional
conferences across the country and publishing their work in various journals. In 2002, the journals Qualitative
Inquiry and Equity and Excellence in Education dedicated a special issue to CRT in education. In 2004, the American
Education Research Association conference symposium ‘And we are still not saved: critical race theory in education
ten years later’ acknowledged the ten year anniversary of Tate’s 1994 article introducing CRT oicially to education.
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As is consistent with the concept of community cultural wealth, this working definition demonstrates an
accumulation of collaborative work. Thank you to Daniel G Solórzano who originally conceptualized cultural
wealth. He shared with me a model in progress and later a collaboratively written piece (with Octavio
Villalpando), and asked me to ‘run with it’. Since that time, cultural wealth has taken on multiple
dimensions. I also acknowledge those personal and professional experiences, community histories and
students’ research projects that have informed this work. I look forward to the ways that cultural wealth
will take on new dimensions as others also ‘run with it’.
Thanks to Rebeca Burciaga, whose identification of linguistic and familial capital added important dimensions to
cultural wealth.
Thanks to UCSB undergraduate students, Pablo Gallegos, Moises Garcia, Noel Gomez and Ray Hernandez, whose
research conceptualizing graiti and hip hop poetry as unacknowledged sources of community cultural wealth
expanded my thinking about linguistic capital.
Chicana scholars note for example that in Spanish, educación holds dual meanings (Delgado‐Gaitan, 1992, 1994,
2001; Elenes et al., 2001). A person can be formally educated with multiple advanced degrees, but may still be
rude, ignorant, disrespectful or unethical (immoral)—mal educada. On the other hand, a person with only a second
grade formal education may be una persona bien educada or a well‐mannered, kind, fair‐minded, respectful
(moral) individual.
The book Farewell to Manzanar (Wakatsuki Houston & Houston, 1973) offers a first‐hand account of some of the
ways Japanese internees held onto hope, fostered caring, coping and responsibility, maintained skills of language,
poetry, music, social networks and critical navigational skills, and challenged social and racial inequality.
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/1361332052000341006
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I recognize that the notion of capital may be associated with capitalism, which is a system that is exploitative and
has historically been an oppressive force against Communities of Color. The concept of schooling itself can be
contradictory, given that schools have historically oppressed Students of Color, while still having the potential to
be transformative places of empowerment. Similarly, as viewed through mainstream media, hip‐hop’s
contradictory nature offers an example of how historically some aspects of community cultural wealth are co‐
opted and utilized for exploitative purposes (see Spike Lee’s film Baboozled, 2000). Still, hip‐hop maintains amazing
potential to be a revolutionary art form and transformative cultural expression that can inspire and inform social
movement. I believe community cultural wealth and forms of capital nurtured in the histories of People of Color
holds the same potential.
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ABSTRACT
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What explains the scarcity of women and under-represented
minorities among university faculty relative to their share of Ph.D.
recipients? Among many potential explanations, we focus on the
“demand” side of faculty diversity. Using fully randomized
conjoint analysis, we explore patterns of support for, and
resistance to, the hiring of faculty candidates from diﬀerent social
groups at two large public universities in the U.S. We ﬁnd that
faculty are strongly supportive of diversity: holding other
attributes of (hypothetical) candidates constant, for example,
faculty at both universities are between 11 and 21 percentage
points more likely to prefer a Hispanic, black, or Native American
candidate to a white one. Furthermore, preferences for diversity in
faculty hiring are stronger among faculty than among students.
These results suggest that the primary reason for the lack of
diversity among faculty is not a lack of desire to hire them, but
the accumulation of implicit and institutionalized biases, and their
related consequences, at later stages in the pipeline.
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1. Introduction
Since the civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s, major public and private institutions in the United States have attempted to promote diversity in education, employment, and positions of leadership. Universities introduced aﬃrmative action in
admissions and hiring; corporations created equal opportunity programs; and the
federal government gave preferential treatment to women-owned or minority-owned contractors (Bowen and Bok 1998; Skrentny 2002; Dobbin 2009). As a result of these programs and initiatives, diversity values and discourse permeate across major institutions.
Nevertheless, women and minorities continue to be underrepresented in positions in
many areas relative to their presence in the population at large.
CONTACT Mala Htun
malahtun@gmail.com
Supplemental data for this article can be accessed at https://doi.org/10.1080/21565503.2018.1491866
*The order of authors is alphabetical and does not reﬂect relative contributions. The complete replication package is available at the following dataverse site: https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/GD1UEI.
© 2018 Western Political Science Association
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One area still lacking diversity is university faculty. On many college campuses and academic ﬁelds, there continues to be a gap between the diversity of the student body and
diversity among faculty, particularly in tenured positions at higher ranks (Finkelstein
et al. 2016a). Numbers of women and under-represented minorities (URMs) on the
faculty have grown, but the disparity persists.1 In 2013, for example, URMs and women
made up only 10% and 38% of tenured faculty, respectively (Finkelstein et al. 2016b, 9).
In response to rates of growth that lagged population trends, particularly among
URMs, the most prominent consortium of student groups advocating for campus diversity
demanded, as its top priority, that universities increase the representation of minority
faculty (WeTheProtesters 2017).
What are the obstacles to greater inclusion of women and minorities in university
faculty? Are gatekeepers – including deans, provosts, and hiring committees – biased
against certain groups? Do women and minorities opt out of the tenure track? Do
hostile climates preclude their advancement?
This paper considers a small – yet fundamental and underinvestigated – piece of the
larger question of the reasons for the underrepresentation of women and minorities on
university faculties. Speciﬁcally, we focus on the “demand” side of faculty diversity –
support for, and resistance to, hiring women, racial/ethnic minorities, and gender nonconforming individuals. Which social groups value, and oppose, diversity hiring, and
how much? Are people who identify as members of groups historically underrepresented
among faculty – namely, women and racial/ethnic minorities – especially supportive of
diversity in hiring? Do whites and men resist hiring minorities, women, and non-binary
candidates more than members of other groups?
To examine these questions, we administered survey experiments to both faculty and
students at two large public universities in the U.S., the University of New Mexico and
the University of Nevada, Reno. We undertook fully randomized conjoint analysis, an
approach recently proposed by Hainmueller et al. (2014). Conjoint analysis was used originally in marketing research to explore multidimensional preferences, but has since been
developed and applied by political scientists to analyze attitudes toward politicians from
diﬀerent ethnic groups (Carlson 2015), views on men and women political candidates
(Teele et al. 2017; Horiuchi et al., forthcoming), policies (Bechtel and Scheve 2013; Horiuchi et al. 2018b), and politicized or sensitive issues such as immigration (Hainmueller
and Hopkins 2015) and discrimination (Caruso et al. 2009). This method is particularly
suitable for our study as well, since we want to reduce social desirability bias and decompose the multidimensional nature of a holistic assessment of faculty candidates.2
Our study’s novelty lies not only in its methods but also in its substance. Previous
studies have examined students’ views toward diversity and aﬃrmative action (Terenzini
et al. 1996; Smith 1998; Sax and Arredondo 1999; Rankin and Reason 2005; Worthington
et al. 2008; Park 2009; Park et al. 2013), while examinations of faculty’s attitudes toward
aﬃrmative action are less common (Park and Denson 2009; Williams and Ceci 2015).
To our knowledge, ours is the ﬁrst study to compare faculty and student attitudes
toward diversity hiring using the same instrument.
Our analysis shows that faculty are uniformly supportive of gender and racial/ethnic
diversity in faculty hiring, and that these results hold across various subgroups of study
participants. Holding other attributes of (hypothetical) candidates constant, for
example, faculty at both universities are between 11% and 21% points more likely to
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prefer to hire a Native American, Hispanic, or black candidate to a white one. Faculty are
between 6% and 11% points more likely to favor a woman candidate than a man at these
universities, all else equal, and at both schools faculty are 6% points more likely to favor a
gender non-binary candidate than a man. These results resemble other experimental
studies showing a slight hiring preference for women among university faculty in a
national sample (Williams and Ceci 2015).
We ﬁnd that the biggest diﬀerences in hiring preferences exist between faculty and students: the former value diversity more than the latter. Indeed, the diﬀerences between students and faculty tend to be larger and more consistent than diﬀerences within students or
faculty across racial/ethnic, gender, or socioeconomic class divisions.
Our ﬁndings thus present some challenge to the idea that preferences for diversity are
associated primarily with salient social identities, and show that obstacles to faculty diversity cannot be attributed only to a lack of “demand” for hiring them. Accordingly, our
analysis suggests that diversity advocates should focus on changes to the campus
climate and on institutional reforms rather than prioritizing a change in faculty attitudes
toward hiring candidates of particular social groups.

2. Theoretical background
Women and minorities have made inroads into higher education in recent decades.
Between 1993 and 2013, numbers of women faculty more than doubled, compared to a
33% growth rate among men (Finkelstein et al. 2016a, 67). During the same period,
numbers of Asian and URM faculty grew by 171% and 143%, respectively, three times
the rate of growth of white faculty (Finkelstein et al. 2016a, 73). However, the structure
of higher education changed at the same time, with public and private institutions
coming to rely more and more on non-ladder faculty for their instructional needs. As a
result, the majority of instructors in U.S. higher education today are contingent faculty,
and women and minorities make up more than half of them. Tenured and tenure-track
faculty are an increasingly scarce breed (Finkelstein et al. 2016a, 95). Data from the
National Center for Educational Statistics show that African-Americans, Hispanics, and
Native Americans make up only 3.6%, 2.9%, and 0.3% of full professors working fulltime in degree-granting higher educational institutions. The numbers for associate professors are 5.6%, 3.9%, and 0.4%, respectively, and for assistant professors, 6.3%, 4.3%,
and 0.4%, respectively (Whittaker et al. 2015). Women’s – particularly white women’s –
presence tends to be higher. Women make up 41% of tenured faculty overall, though
only 26% of STEM faculty, according to the NSF survey of doctoral recipients (tabulated
in Hart 2016).
There is a great deal of interest in creating conditions for more women and URMs to
rise to senior academic ranks, particularly in ﬁelds where they are underrepresented.
Indeed, research shows that having a professor who belongs to the same social identity
group can increase student achievement and decrease gender or racial/ethnic achievement
gaps. Carrell et al. (2010) capitalized on random assignment of students to professors and
mandatory enrollment in introductory STEM courses at the Air Force Academy and
showed that professor gender has a powerful impact on women students’ interest, participation, and performance in STEM ﬁelds. Fairlie et al. (2014) found that gaps in class
dropout rates, pass rates, grades earned, course selection, course retention, and course
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completion between white and URM students narrow substantially when students are
taught by URM professors.
Understanding the causes of gender and racial/ethnic hierarchies in higher education is
an important ﬁrst step to solving this problem. There are many explanations for women
and minority underrepresentation, particularly in STEM ﬁelds. In this section, we brieﬂy
summarize three categories of reasons, including bias, institutional climates, and a leaky
pipeline.
2.1. Bias and discrimination
A growing range of studies show that implicit biases produce diﬀerential evaluations of the
CVs, teaching performance, and tenure ﬁles of women and men (Steinpreis et al. 1999;
Centra and Gaubatz 2000; Moss-Racusin et al. 2012; MacNell et al. 2015; Rosen 2018).
Across multiple disciplines, women authors get cited less than men, controlling for
other relevant variables (Maliniak et al. 2013; Ghiasi et al. 2015), and letters of recommendation tend to contain gender biases that put women at a disadvantage (Trix and Psenka
2003; Schmader et al. 2007). Other studies show that African-American scientists are 10%
less likely to receive NIH grants than white applicants, holding other factors constant
(Ginther et al. 2011).
In a recent Washington Post blog post that received over 1000 comments, one professor
claims that white faculty on search committees do not hire minorities because “we do not
want them” (Gasman 2016). Yet biases are less likely to manifest in outright racist or
sexist behavior than in “everyday acts of incivility” that disproportionately target women
and minorities. People harboring implicit biases are more likely to interrupt women and minorities, ignore them, deny them credit for their contributions, exclude them from events, and
engage in other acts that appear neutral enough to escape the purview of formal grievance
procedures, such as Title IX complaints (Cortina 2008). The accumulation of diﬀerential
and uncivil treatment across multiple actors and over time manifests as a hostile institutional
climate, which thwarts the advancement of URMs and women, as we describe below.
2.2. Institutional climates
Institutional climates are shaped by to the extent to which workers perceive they are recognized and valued, treated well, and enjoy opportunities for success. Studies across diﬀerent
academic contexts, however, show that women are more likely than men to report sexist
and negative – more contentious, competitive, and disrespectful – workplace climates, as
well as harassment, including sexual and gender harassment. These perceptions of climate
are negatively related to job satisfaction, productivity, and inﬂuence over collective
decisions (Settles et al. 2006, 2007; Williams et al. 2014; Sheridan et al. 2017).
Other features of academic climates may deter women and minorities from entering
and slow their progress. For example, standards of productivity that emphasize obtaining
large-dollar outside grants may contribute to the scarcity of women and African-Americans in basic science departments, especially in medical schools (Leboy and Madden
2012). Online job forums may tarnish reputations just as they are being formed. Wu
(2017) used large-scale text analysis and found that discourse about women economists
tended to be sexist, demeaning, unprofessional, and focused on women’s appearance
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and personal traits, while discourse about men followed no systematic pattern. In academic departments perceived as hostile, women report having less access to professional
networks, fewer mentors, fewer chances to collaborate with colleagues, and greater reluctance to express themselves, let alone report sexual harassment, for fear of retaliation
(Gardner and Blackstone 2015).
2.3. Leaky pipeline
Bias, discrimination, and hostile climates help to explain why the academic pipeline leaks.
According to a 2015 study, some 36% of a sample of URM Ph.D. candidates failed to complete their degrees (Sowell et al. 2015). Indeed, URMs make up a small share of Ph.D. recipients. In 2016, African-Americans and Latinos each comprised 7% of Ph.D. recipients, up
from 6% and 7%, respectively, in 2006.). Over this same period, native Americans made up
less than 1% of Ph.D. recipients across all ﬁelds.3 Few URM Ph.D. recipients join academic
professions, and then even fewer rise up the ranks.
Disproportionate service burdens – or “cultural taxation” – faced by URM faculty compared to their white colleagues is another factor that thins their numbers. Universities
expect URM faculty to serve on diversity committees, act as mentors, and otherwise represent their social group on panels and at events. Their service helps the university look
good, while the costs in research productivity are borne by the faculty member (Joseph
and Hirshﬁeld 2011; Shavers et al. 2014).
Though women make up around half of Ph.D. recipients, the gender system implies
that women are more likely than men to juggle career demands and care work. Worklife conﬂicts contribute to women’s lower presence in tenure-track jobs and to their
lower tenure rates (Xie and Shauman 1998; Wolﬁnger et al. 2008; Ceci and Williams
2011; Box-Steﬀensmeier et al. 2015), as well as the diﬀerential eﬀects of allegedly
gender-neutral tenure clock stoppage policies (Antecol et al. 2016). Combined with bias
and climate problems, small diﬀerences in time availability and access to resources add
up to produce big disparities in women and men’s advancement.
2.4. Our focus
Implicit bias, negative institutional climates, and leaky pipelines all combine to reduce
numbers of women and particularly URMs in top faculty ranks. Our analysis is not
designed to adjudicate these diﬀerent causes. Nor do we touch upon the structural features
of the U.S. economy and society that limit the pipeline’s intake of URM men and women,
even as we acknowledge the importance of these factors, which include racialized inequalities in income and wealth, access to education, housing, and health care, and unequal
treatment by public institutions. Instead, we want merely to assess the extent to which discriminatory individual attitudes and preferences are part of the problem. Does bias matter
for hiring, or does bias mostly aﬀect the everyday treatment and evaluation of work colleagues? As we describe below, faculty support hiring URMs and women for faculty jobs,
which suggests that bias harms their prospects later in the pipeline, by contributing to
“everyday acts of incivility,” exclusion, and hostile institutional climates. Students also
support diversity in faculty recruitment, but their preferences are less pronounced than
those among faculty, for reasons we speculate about later.
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3. Research design
To examine whether the lack of faculty diversity is due to preferences against hiring
women and URM faculty members, we undertook conjoint experiments at the University
of New Mexico (UNM) and the University of Nevada, Reno (UNR).4 Our UNM surveys
were distributed to faculty from 11 October to 31 October 2016, and to undergraduate students from 1 December 2016 to 1 February 2017. We had a total of 869 faculty respondents and 1386 student respondents, for response rates of 24% and 8%, respectively. At
UNR, undergraduate students and faculty took surveys simultaneously, from 15 February
to 14 March 2017. A total of 202 faculty and 621 students completed the survey, and our
response rates were 19% for faculty and 7% for students.5
In each experiment, we presented survey respondents with two proﬁles of hypothetical
candidates to be hired as faculty members at UNM or UNR. Each proﬁle included several
attributes relevant to the hiring decision, the order of which was randomized across study participants (but constant for each participant to reduce cognitive strain). On each attribute, one
“level” (or speciﬁc characteristic) was randomly selected from a predetermined set. For
example, for “Race/Ethnicity” (an attribute), the level can be “white,” “black,” “Asian,” “Hispanic,” or “Native American.” Respondents were shown a series of paired proﬁles and, in each
case, were asked to choose which candidate they would prefer to be hired at their university.
Figure 1 shows a sample conjoint table from UNM.6 The table includes all attributes
used in the UNM surveys, and one randomly selected level per attribute for each candidate. With regard to demographic diversity, our main attributes of interest were race/ethnicity and gender, but respondents also weighed the importance of teaching record,
research record, where a candidate received her or his graduate degree, whether the candidate’s spouse/partner was a current or potential faculty member, the candidate’s level of
community engagement, and whether the candidate is a native of New Mexico.7
Conjoint analysis is particularly suitable for our research, because faculty recruitment
decisions are multidimensional and the conjoint survey format allows each respondent
to select candidates according to her or his preferred combination of attributes. We carefully designed our research to reduce social desirability bias (e.g. Fisher 1993), which is a
problem in eliciting honest opinions on socially sensitive issues, such as discrimination
and exclusion. Speciﬁcally, we avoided priming our respondents to focus on any particular
set of attributes or characteristics when selecting faculty candidates. Neither our invitations to participate in these experiments nor the instruments themselves ever mentioned
diversity. Nor did we prompt respondents to focus on diversity-related attributes, such as
race/ethnicity or gender. The invitations simply asked students and faculty to participate
in a survey experiment on faculty recruitment, the criteria for which are important to participants for reasons that encompass far more than diversity concerns. Our respondents
could focus on whichever of the attributes included in our experiments they found
most salient. As mentioned earlier, we randomized the order of attributes in the
proﬁles across respondents, so the position of the attributes (i.e. higher or lower in the
table) did not aﬀect respondents’ choices.
After indicating preferences on 8 (in the UNM study) or 10 (in the UNR study) paired
proﬁles, study participants answered a series of questions about themselves. Faculty
reported their gender identity, racial/ethnic identity, the school or department to which
they belong, and their faculty position or rank. Students reported their expected year of
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Figure 1. Sample conjoint table evaluated by survey respondents (UNM version).

graduation, main area of academic study, extracurricular interests, SAT score, high school
class rank, gender identity, race/ethnicity, partisanship, legacy status/college status of their
parents, and family income. We use some of these variables to compare whether the preferences for faculty diversity diﬀer between diﬀerent subgroups of study participants.
We interpret the results from our conjoint analysis by estimating the average marginal
component eﬀects, or AMCEs (Hainmueller et al. 2014).8 The AMCE tells us how much a
respondent is more or less likely to choose a hypothetical candidate when a particular
attribute-level is presented, compared to a baseline category, given all possible combinations of attribute-levels. We ﬁrst show and compare the overall results at UNM and
UNR.9 We then drill down to the within-institution comparisons across diﬀerent
groups of respondents by race/ethnicity and gender.

4. Results
Figure 2 shows the results for faculty respondents at UNM and UNR, focusing on key
attributes of candidates that were shared across the instruments used at each institution.10
A positive (negative) AMCE indicates that respondents are more (less) likely to prefer
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Figure 2. Faculty preferences at UNM and UNR.

candidates with the given attribute-level relative to the baseline. The horizontal lines show
the 95% conﬁdence interval for each estimate. If a conﬁdence interval intersects the vertical line on each ﬁgure, then the estimate is not discernible from zero at the 0.05 level.
The biggest factors that drive preferences in faculty recruitment reﬂect scholarly
achievement. Teaching record and research record are the two most powerful attributes
driving the likelihood that a participant in our experiment selects a given candidate for
faculty appointment, a ﬁnding that holds among faculty and students and across
gender, racial/ethnic identiﬁcation, and the socioeconomic background of our participants. That said, diversity-related attributes consistently register as important to preferences as well.11 Beginning with the results among faculty, Figure 2 shows that faculty at
both institutions are between 11% and 21% points more likely to prefer a Native American, Hispanic, or black candidate to a white one. UNM faculty are more than 10%
points more likely to favor a woman candidate to a man, all else equal, and 5% points
more likely to favor a gender non-binary candidate. At UNR, these preferences are slightly
smaller, but are still positive and statistically signiﬁcant.
Figure 3 shows that students at both universities exhibit positive preferences for faculty
diversity as well, although these are not as pronounced as among faculty themselves.
Speciﬁcally, students prefer a woman or a minority faculty candidate to a man or white
one, but the magnitudes of these diﬀerences are less than 10% points. Their preferences
for a non-binary candidate are not signiﬁcantly diﬀerent from their preferences for a
man, other things equal. Students’ strongest preferences are for candidates with strong
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Figure 3. Student preferences at UNM and UNR.

teaching records. In particular, at both institutions, students value excellent teaching over
all other attributes, and are 40% points more likely to prefer a candidate with an excellent
teaching record over a candidate with a fair teaching record, all else equal.
Next, we turn to comparisons across groups of respondents within the faculty at each
institution. We focus primarily on faculty preferences here because faculty drive the
recruitment process. In a nutshell, faculty preferences are the demand side of faculty composition. To simplify the presentation of our results, which are based on the estimations
with all attributes, we continue to present ﬁgures that focus on the AMCEs for the attributes reﬂecting gender and racial/ethnic diversity.
Figure 4 contrasts the preferences of non-Hispanic white vs. non-white faculty at UNM
and UNR. The left panels show AMCEs for white respondents with respect to faculty candidates from each race/ethnicity category (against the baseline level, white) and from each
gender category (against the baseline level, man). The middle panels show the corresponding AMCEs calculated for all non-white respondents. The right panels show the diﬀerences in AMCEs between white and non-white respondents. To highlight the results
where group preferences diﬀer, any estimate that is statistically signiﬁcant at the 0.05
level is shown in black; otherwise, the estimates are shown in grey.
Within each institution, the diﬀerences in preferences between white and non-white
faculty are negligible with regard to almost every diversity-related attribute. Starting
with UNM, both white and non-white faculty show strong preferences for candidates
from all non-white race/ethnicity categories relative to whites, and for both women and
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Figure 4. Faculty preferences, white vs. non-white.

non-binary candidates relative to men. The only statistically signiﬁcant diﬀerence in preferences between the groups is on preference for Hispanic candidates (relative to the white
baseline). But even here the diﬀerence is a matter of degree, not of kind. Non-Hispanic
whites are 9% points more likely to select an Hispanic candidate than a white one,
other things equal; non-whites are 15% points more likely to select an Hispanic candidate.
The number of responses at UNR is lower than at UNM, which limits statistical leverage, but every preference estimate runs in the same direction. Faculty respondents favor
candidates from all non-white racial/ethnic categories relative to the white baseline, and
except for Asian candidates (who are not underrepresented among faculty relative to
their state population shares), those preferences are statistically discernible from zero.
Similarly, with regard to gender, both groups prefer women and non-binary candidates
to men, other things equal, and the estimated preferences are statistically signiﬁcant
among white faculty, from whom we have more responses. In no case are the preferences
of white and non-white UNR faculty statistically diﬀerent from each other.
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We get similar results when we break respondents out by gender. Figure 5 contrasts the
preferences of men and women faculty at UNM and UNR.12 At each school, both men and
women favor candidates from every non-white racial/ethnic group over white candidates,
and favor women and non-binary candidates over men. In most cases, these preferences
are statistically discernible from zero, but indistinguishable across genders. The exceptions
are for women, who show measurably stronger positive preferences for women candidates
(relative to men) and for black candidates (relative to whites) at both institutions, and for
Native American candidates (relative to whites) at UNM. But here again, these are matters
of degree, with men faculty members sharing each positive pro-diversity preference.
In the interest of space, we do not present the analogous breakdowns by race/ethnicity
and gender among student participants in our experiments, but the overall patterns are
consistent with those from faculty.13 White and non-white students, men and women,
and those from high-income and low-income families, all exhibit pro-diversity preferences

Figure 5. Faculty preferences, man vs. woman.
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overall. The preferences are generally more pronounced among traditionally underrepresented groups – that is, among non-whites, women, and low-income participants relative
to whites, men, and those from wealthier families – but more often than not, the diﬀerences with respect to speciﬁc diversity-related characteristics are not statistically
distinguishable.
Perhaps most importantly with regard to student preferences, we emphasize that the
diﬀerences between faculty and student preferences are more pronounced than are diﬀerences across any groups within the faculty or students. Figure 6 shows the faculty/student
comparisons at UNM and UNR, respectively. At both institutions, faculty members’ preferences for black, Hispanic, and Native American candidates are substantially larger than
students’ (also favorable) preferences for the same groups. Among faculty, shifting a candidate from white to black, Hispanic, or Native American increases the probability that
that candidate will be selected by about 11–21% points, all other attributes held equal.
Among students, the analogous shifts are below 10% points. There are also signiﬁcant

Figure 6. Preferences between students and faculty respondents.
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diﬀerences between student and faculty preferences when it comes to gender. UNM
faculty are more favorable toward woman and non-binary candidates than are UNM students, who favor women candidates moderately and are indiﬀerent, on average, to nonbinary candidates. At UNR, student and faculty preferences with regard to women are
not statistically distinguishable, although faculty preferences are more positive on each
level.
In summary, our research ﬁnds that faculty show strong preferences for racial/ethnic
and gender diversity in faculty hiring. These results are shared across faculty from
diﬀerent social groups. Faculty preferences for diversity are stronger than those among
students, and these diﬀerences are consistent across two large universities in diﬀerent
states. Diﬀerences in preferences between faculty and students in the aggregate are
greater than diﬀerences among subgroups of faculty and students deﬁned by race/ethnicity, gender, and class.

5. Discussion
The widespread nature of faculty support for diverse hiring suggests that preferences are
not the primary reason for the underrepresentation of women and minorities. Student
preferences for diversity, while positive, are less strong than those among faculty. What
accounts for the diﬀerence in student and faculty hiring preferences? The two groups
diﬀer on many grounds, including age, education level, political beliefs, and generational
cohort. Some faculty are old enough to remember the civil rights movement, the emergence of Second Wave feminism, protests against the Vietnam War, and other major historical events that pushed values of gender and racial/ethnic diversity into public
prominence. Students, by contrast, came of age in the 9/11 era, when diversity discourse
ran into the challenges posed by perceived threats of religious fundamentalism, terrorism,
immigration, and globalization.14 Though young people in general tend to have more
liberal views than older people, many students’ political views are consistent with skepticism toward diversity preferences in faculty hiring. What is more, faculty are less politically diverse than students. Recent studies conﬁrm that conservative views are rare
among faculty members (Abrams 2016a, 2016b; Shields and Dunn 2016).
There is another interpretation of our results that warrants further exploration. Large
public research universities, many of which face signiﬁcant budget constraints, tend to rely
more heavily on Ph.D. students, adjunct instructors, and lecturers on contract than do
private universities. This reliance on instruction by non-tenure-track faculty is often
most pronounced in the largest courses, whereas more specialized courses are more
likely to be taught by tenure-track faculty. As a result, there may be a disjuncture
between the faculty that most students interact with on a daily basis and the tenuretrack faculty that are the main targets of diversity hiring initiatives.
Across the natural sciences and engineering, as well as most of the social sciences, the
presence of women and minorities tends to be greater among these teaching faculty –
including contract and part-time instructors, as well as graduate students – than it is
among tenure–track faculty (Harper et al. 2001; Trower and Chait 2002; Bettinger and
Long 2005; West and Curtis 2006; Ginther and Kahn 2012; Gray 2015; Finkelstein et al.
2016a, 2016b). As a result, the “faculty” that undergraduates get to know in their
classes may be more diverse than the ranks of tenure track faculty. If so, students may
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regard the under-representation of women, non-binary, and non-white faculty as less pronounced than do the faculty themselves, which could translate into the less emphatic preferences for women and minority candidates among students than among faculty that we
observed in our conjoint experiments.

6. Conclusion
Our study explores the extent of favoritism toward, and biases against, women and minority candidates for faculty positions among faculty and students at two large public
research universities. We ﬁnd that faculty are more likely to express preferences for
hypothetical candidates who are women, black, Hispanic, and Native American. By contrast, students’ preferences for faculty from historically underrepresented groups, while
positive, are not as strong.
Claims that faculty simply “do not want” women and minorities in their ranks are too
simplistic. Our study shows that faculty do not harbor explicit preferences against
members of certain groups; on the contrary, faculty actively prefer candidates from historically excluded groups, especially URMs. To be sure, we estimate preferences in the context
of experiments, rather than in the socially embedded context of a search committee. In
practice, search committee dynamics may change preferences and impede actual decisions
that would produce job oﬀers for URM candidates. For example, one large study revealed
that the presence of more women on academic evaluation committees made gender
stereotypes more salient and male committee members rated women candidates more
harshly (Bagues et al. 2017).15 Another study showed that faculty on search committees
counted women’s marital status, but not men’s, as a reason not to hire them (Rivera 2017).
Our data do not shed light on actual search committee dynamics, nor do they allow us
to draw inferences about why faculty prefer diversity. For example, we do not know
whether faculty want to hire diverse candidates out of a belief that they will personally
beneﬁt from an enriched intellectual environment or out of a desire to rectify historical
exclusion and injustice. It is plausible that faculty have endorsed a “diversity bargain”
(Warikoo 2016). They like diversity in principle, but do not behave in ways consistent
with that belief. In particular, faculty resist modifying entrenched habits and curbing
the self-interested behavior that the inclusion and recognition of diverse colleagues
would actually require.
What types of policies and interventions can encourage behavior modiﬁcation among
faculty who believe they are committed to diversity? Unfortunately, Dobbin and Kalev’s
large study shows that the policies and programs most commonly adopted to promote
diversity in organizations – such as mandatory diversity training, job tests, performance
evaluations, and grievance procedures – tend to result in fewer women and minorities
making it into leadership positions. Rather than reducing bias, they may activate or
trigger it. Managers do not like being told what to do, and they rebel against the intentions
of such programs. By contrast, eﬀorts to engage leaders in activities and hold them responsible for change are more successful (Dobbin et al. 2015; Dobbin and Kalev 2016).
Years of diversity eﬀorts have increased expressed enthusiasm for hiring talented
women and URM faculty, especially among faculty themselves. Advocates no longer
need to make educating people about diversity a priority. Instead, advocates should
engage faculty directly in activities that induce gradual behavior modiﬁcation, promote
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inclusion, and improve climates, such as mentoring programs, recruitment trips, bystander intervention workshops, and task forces (Ashburn-Nardo et al. 2008; Blau et al. 2010;
Dobbin et al. 2015; Dobbin and Kalev 2016; Dennehy and Dasgupta 2017). Closing the
representation gap involves eﬀorts that focus on behavior, not beliefs.

Notes
1. We follow common practice by using the term URM to refer to historically underrepresented, domestic minority groups including African-Americans, Hispanics or Latinos, and
Native Americans. The URM concept does not include Asian-Americans or non-resident
aliens born abroad, even with African or Latin American origins.
2. We discuss how our research design is expected to mitigate social desirability bias in greater
detail in Section 3.
3. These data are from the National Science Foundation, Doctorate Recipients at U.S. Universities, 2016, https://www.nsf.gov/statistics/2018/nsf18304/static/report/nsf18304-report.pdf
(last accessed October 17, 2018).
4. For the context with demographic statistics on our cases, see Supplementary Materials A. For
the comparison of our samples and populations, see Supplementary Materials B.
5. The survey experiments were reviewed and approved by Internal Review Boards at the University of New Mexico (Project ID 923657-2) and the University of Nevada (Project ID
969598-1).
6. An analogous table from the UNR conjoint can be found in the Supplementary Materials,
Figure C.1.
7. There were some minor diﬀerences between the UNM and UNR surveys, driven by the
characteristics and particular interests of each institution. The UNM instrument included
an attribute for origin (New Mexican, U.S. citizen, or non-U.S. citizen) and one for community service record (Fair, Good, or Excellent), whereas UNR’s did not. UNR’s instrument
included attributes for faculty rank, and for department or program, which were not included
on the UNM survey. With the exception of teaching and research record, none of these attributes are formal hiring criteria. We selected these attributes for the purposes of our research.
8. We used the R package cjoint developed by Strezhnev et al. (2016).
9. Because of minor diﬀerences in the structures of the conjoint tables used at each institution,
we are unable to pool the data from UNM and UNR. We cannot determine whether, for
example, the AMCE for a black faculty candidate, relative to a white candidate, among
UNM student respondents is statistically discernible from that among students at UNR.
10. Preferences across the full set of attributes and levels at each institution are included in the
Supplementary Materials. See Figure C.2 for UNM respondents and Figure C.3 for UNR
respondents.
11. The literature on implicit bias shows that judgments of scholarly achievement are aﬀected by
gender, race, and ethnicity. Though we distinguish analytically between research record,
teaching record, gender, and race/ethnicity in our survey experiments, we acknowledge
that these attributes are mutually constitutive in practice.
12. There are too few responses from faculty who self-identify oﬀ the gender binary to allow for
statistical analysis.
13. Figures illustrating the group breakdowns among student participants are available in the
Supplementary Materials. See Figures C.4 and C.5. The Supplementary Materials also
provide more ﬁne-grained breakdowns within both faculty and student populations, for
example, between white and non-Hispanic white participants, or between whites and blacks.
14. In addition, recent studies ﬁnd that the millennial generation has a diﬀerent understanding of
the concepts of ”diversity” and ”inclusion” than baby boomers and Gen Xers. They are less
inclined to think of the diversity of visible social groups and more inclined to think of ideas,
unique personal identities, and experiences (Smith and Turner 2015).
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15. Research on sexual harassment and misconduct training similarly ﬁnds that, by increasing
the salience of gender, the curriculum can reinforce traditional gender stereotypes (Tinkler
2012, 2013; Htun et al. 2018).
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t should have gone well. You crafted provocative
discussion questions. You chose compelling and relevant
texts. Yet your every attempt to get the students talking

fell flat. Question after question was met with a silence that
seemed to last hours.
Why the blank faces? Did the students fail to read the
assignment? Was it the early hour? Perhaps you were the
problem. Did you make interesting material seem dull? Did
you misjudge what they would find engaging?
You have plenty of company. Most every college teacher has
experienced that anxiety-producing moment when a
promising class discussion fizzles out. It’s important for
professors to use active-learning strategies
(http://cte.rice.edu/blogarchive/2018/7/16/active-learninghas-become-a-buzz-word), but why does accomplishing that
task sometimes feel so difficult?
Faculty members often assume it’s a matter of serendipity.
The reality is that effective class discussions — much like
effective lectures — are the result of careful planning.
Students must do their part by coming to class ready to
participate. But there are ways to increase the likelihood that
they will be prepared, and to avoid the frustration of a sea of
impassive faces.
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Who is this guide for? Whether you are a new faculty member
or a teaching veteran, if you’re looking for advice on how to
hold a better class discussion, you’ll find it here in The
Chronicle’s guide. You’ll learn how to structure your course
and particular class sessions in ways that will get students
actively participating — and will enhance their learning.
Jump to a Section
• Why Discussion Matters (#1)
• 7 Strategies to Change the Norms of Class Discussions
(#2)
• How to Keep a Discussion on Track (#3)
• Common Challenges: Participation Grades, Bad
Answers, and Divisive Topics (#4)
• Resources (#5)

Why Discussion Matters
Class discussion involves risk-taking — on the part of the
students and the professor.
For students, there’s always the risk of embarrassment: What
if I raise my hand and I’m wrong? How will the professor and
my classmates see me? Am I talking too much? If I haven’t
finished the assigned reading, will speaking up expose my lack
of preparation? Many students will decide it’s safer to stay
silent, and leave the floor to the handful of classmates who
are eager to talk.
For you, as the instructor, opening up class for discussion
means you risk losing at least some control over what
happens. Your efforts may succeed wonderfully or lead to
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tense and awkward moments. What if their responses are all
misleading or incorrect? Worse, what happens if a student
makes a comment that is sexist, racist, homophobic, or
otherwise offensive? Isn’t it safer just to stick to lecturing and
keep control firmly in my own hands?

The Chronicle Productivity
Guide to Teaching &
Presenting
$49.00
Print

ADD TO CART

Don’t let the uncertainties dissuade you. There are good
reasons to engage students in class discussion. First, as
studies have shown
(https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/0363452090
3505936?), discussion leads to greater student learning and
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the development of critical-thinking skills. If you had to
summarize the findings of more than 30 years of research on
teaching and learning in higher education (as Ernest T.
Pascarella and Patrick T. Terenzini have handily
(https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED330287) done
(https://www.amazon.com/How-College-Affects-StudentsResearch/dp/0787910449)), you could safely conclude that
students learn more when they are actively engaged with the
material, the instructor, and their classmates. Perhaps the
most common way to engage them is via discussion.
In any college classroom, as Elizabeth F. Barkley wrote
(https://www.amazon.com/Student-EngagementTechniques-Handbook-College/dp/047028191X) in her 2010
teaching guide, the people doing the most work are also the
ones doing the most learning. If you, the instructor, are doing
the most work as you design and present a compelling
lecture, you may be relearning a lot, or at least solidifying
your understanding of the course material. However, it’s the
students who should be learning the most in class, and so
they need to be doing the most work.
Discussion is one strategy for shifting the work from
instructor to students. Rather than being vessels into which
you pour information, they become co-creators of knowledge
and understanding.
Sometimes as novice learners, students are better able than
the instructor to clear up confusion and identify next steps in
logic or problem-solving. Because of your expertise, you
might view those steps as so obvious that you don’t think
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about them anymore; they go without saying to you. Students
have an easier time seeing the steps that an expert takes for
granted and, as a result, can clarify them for one another.
Your role is to guide them in the endeavor.
So how do you go about creating the kind of class discussion
that will lead to greater learning?
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7 Strategies to Change the Norms
of Class Discussions
As a starting point, you must recognize that the college
classroom is a social environment. Whenever humans get
together, our behavior is guided by social norms — patterned
and unspoken ways of interacting that are so ingrained they
go unnoticed until someone violates them.
The college classroom is full of norms that guide student and
faculty behavior. For instance, there’s a seating norm:
Wherever students sit on the first day of class tends to be
where they will sit for the entire course. Few faculty members
assign seats or stipulate on the syllabus that students must sit
in the same spot all semester. Yet they do. But imagine your
surprise if, during the sixth week of the term, you arrived to
find that they had all switched seats. You would suddenly
become aware of this norm because students were violating
it.
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Likewise, student participation — or lack thereof — is
influenced by two key classroom norms. First identified by
sociologists in 1976, the two norms work together to keep
most students from speaking up in class. As an instructor,
you will have to take deliberate steps to counter both:
Norm No. 1: Civil attention. In a typical classroom, students
aren’t required to “pay attention,” only to pay “civil
attention.” What that means: So long as students appear to
be listening, they can expect that the professor won’t call on
them unless they signal a willingness to participate. How do
students demonstrate civil attention? By nodding their heads,
taking notes, chuckling at the instructor’s attempts at humor,
or making brief eye contact. And by the things they don’t do:
sleeping, texting, whispering to classmates. Students who are
paying civil attention aren’t necessarily listening: They may,
in fact, be daydreaming or deciding on their lunch plans.
They may be writing a paper for another course when they
appear to be taking notes. But by paying civil attention,
students perceive that they have met their obligation to the
course and to you, the instructor. Engage in discussion? They
see that as optional.

Student participation — or lack thereof
— is influenced by two key classroom
norms.
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This norm also allows students to avoid accountability for
failing to come to class prepared. Because they know that the
instructor will not question them unless they volunteer, their
silence may be hiding a lack of preparation.
Norm No. 2: Consolidation of responsibility. Regardless of
class size, only a small number of students — typically five to
eight — will account for 75 to 95 percent
(https://www.jstor.org/stable/3211384?
seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents) of the comments made in a
discussion. It’s easy to be deceived into thinking that you
helped facilitate a great discussion when, in reality, you had a
great discussion with five students, while the majority were
spectators. The “consolidation of responsibility” norm means
that a few students assume responsibility for most of the
discussion.

How to Disrupt Those Norms
The good news is that social norms can be changed. They
exist only because we implicitly comply with them. Here are
seven strategies you can use to change students’ behavior
and disrupt the norms that get in the way of a good
discussion.
No. 1: Ask better questions. That’s more complicated than it
probably seems. Most faculty members know a poor question
when we hear it. “Are there any questions?” is typically an
ineffective way to start a productive discussion. Yes-or-no
questions rarely lead to a thoughtful exchange. Asking
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questions for which there is a single correct response may be
a good way to check whether your students did the reading,
but it’s not an effective discussion starter.
A good question is one that allows for multiple perspectives.
It shows that the topic can be viewed from a variety of angles,
even though they may not all be equally relevant or helpful.
Here are four ways to do that:
◾ Frame the question to inspire a range of answers. Don’t ask,
“When did President Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation
take effect?” — a question with a single correct answer.
Instead, ask: “Why did Lincoln issue the Emancipation
Proclamation in the fall of 1862 but make it effective on
January 1, 1863? What explains the delay? What factors led
to the choice of these dates?”
◾ Ask students to apply a variety of theories or perspectives to
a particular example. In a criminology course you might
ask, “We’ve covered five theories that offer explanations of
why people commit crime. Take the case of Bernie Madoff,
the financier convicted of running the largest Ponzi scheme
and the largest financial fraud in U.S. history. Which of the
five theories helps us understand a white-collar crime like
this one? How does the theory help us make sense of
Madoff’s crime?”
◾ Conversely, after illustrating a topic or concept, ask
students to provide their own example: “We’ve just covered
social-learning theory, and I provided you with an
illustration. Give me a different example of someone
learning new behaviors through observing and imitating
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others. Where and when have you have observed this in
your experience?”
◾ Ask about process, not content. In some fields, like science
and mathematics, there often is a single correct response.
So instead of asking questions that seek the correct answer,
ask about the process: “Here’s a new differential equation
on the board. What is a good first step in solving this
equation? Where do we begin?”
No. 2: Set the stage on the first day. Many faculty members
spend the first day of class checking names against the class
roster and going over the syllabus in hopes of clarifying
expectations and procedures. The professor’s voice is the
only one heard that day.
If you spend your first class session in that manner, you’re
signaling that the norm in your course will be civil attention.
If you try to change students’ expectations after, say, the first
three weeks, they are likely to be surprised and may not adapt
well. Instead, establish on the first day that you want them
participating regularly in class — that civil attention will be
insufficient. For more advice on how to teach a good first day
of class, read this Chronicle guide.
(https://www.chronicle.com/interactives/advice-firstday)
No. 3: Use a syllabus quiz to show that you value
participation. Rather than reading the syllabus to students
on the first day, create a multiple-choice quiz of 10 to 20
questions on key elements of the syllabus. Divide the class
into small groups (five to eight students in each) to work on
the quiz. Afterward, ask the groups to provide the correct
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answer to each question in turn, and check to see if further
clarification is needed. The quiz sets the norm in your course:
Student participation in discussion is required.
Ask the members of each group to exchange names and
contact information. That helps to build a sense of
community and gives students a peer-contact list should they
miss class or have a question about the homework. In highenrollment courses, small groups can make large classes feel
smaller and safer. Students leave class on the first day
understanding that you expect more than civil attention.
(Read this Chronicle guide
(https://www.chronicle.com/interactives/advice-syllabus)
for tips on how to craft an effective syllabus.)

Get Our Teaching Newsletter
Sign up to receive our teaching newsletter. You'll get the latest
insights on what works in and around the classroom.
Subscribe. (https://chronicle.com/account/signupnewsletter/35)

No. 4: Try a discussion about discussion. This is another
effective first-day strategy. Some students, because they see
taking part in a class discussion as optional, may be resentful
of your expectation that they participate.They may even feel
you are out to “catch” them unprepared for class and
embarrass them publicly. Shy students, and those for whom
English is a second language, may feel that you are making
them unnecessarily anxious by requiring verbal
participation.
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Those perspectives, left unattended, can fester and lead to an
an unnecessarily hostile relationship between professor and
student. A discussion about discussion can help everyone
overcome those concerns. Try these steps:
◾ Ask students why they think you’re making participation in
discussion an expectation (and perhaps a percentage of
their grade).
◾ Inquire about their time in other courses that have made
heavy use of discussion. Were those positive experiences?
Why or why not? What made discussion helpful to them in
other classes? When did a discussion seem unproductive?
◾ Then explain: Research demonstrates that when students
participate in class discussion, it benefits them. Point out
that most students will pursue careers that require them to
work in teams. To be an effective team member, one must
be able to engage in dialogue, learn from colleagues, and
help deal with challenges as a group.
◾ Use this time to develop discussion guidelines for the class.
You might adopt a civility guideline: “It is OK to challenge
and refute ideas or positions, but not acceptable to attack
someone personally or engage in name-calling.” Discuss
the difference between unsubstantiated opinions and
reasoned, supported arguments. When students participate
in crafting the discussion “rules,” they are more likely to
take ownership of their own involvement in those
conversations.
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No. 5: Don’t give up on discussion in a large class. Even in
the largest courses, instructors can build in brief periods for
discussion. Try organizing students into teams, and have
them sit with their teammates for the entire semester. I
recommend randomly assigning students to groups, because
self-selected groups of friends can easily get off topic. At
multiple points during class, pose a question for team
discussion. To ensure that the teams stay on topic, wander
the room and eavesdrop on the debates. After a few minutes,
randomly call on a few teams to offer their responses.

An online forum is a place where the inclass discussion can be continued or
extended, allowing students with anxiety
to contribute.
Create names for the teams. In a science course, for example,
teams might be named after elements on the periodic table
or famous physicists. This team-based approach gives
students a small number of classmates whom they know and
makes participating in discussion feel more comfortable and
safe.
No. 6: Have students pair up. Try a classic assessment
technique like think/pair/share
(https://teachingcommons.stanford.edu/resources/learning
/learning-activities/think-pair-share) to encourage
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discussion: Pose a question or topic and give students a
minute to write a response. They then pair off and share their
responses.
Typically, you would next ask for volunteers to share their
answers with the whole class. However, by asking for
volunteers, you risk the consolidation-of-responsibility norm
rearing its ugly head — that is, the same few students who
regularly speak up will volunteer again. Instead, I suggest
asking, “Whose partner had a brilliant insight? Whose partner
really hit the nail on the head and summarized an important
point? Call out your brilliant partner and let’s make them
speak up.”
This approach is particularly helpful with those very bright,
yet very shy students. The exercise means they’ve already had
an opportunity to collect their thoughts and rehearse them
with a partner. They are now being publicly affirmed for the
quality of their comments, making it much less anxietyprovoking to speak up in front of everyone.
No. 7: Take the conversation online. You might have strong
reservations about requiring students who suffer from severe
anxiety to speak in class. But you can compromise: Try
moving some of the discussion online.
It can be difficult to attain the same quality and depth of
discussion online as in face-to-face settings, because of the
tendency of many students to post no more than “Good
point” or “I agree.” Nonetheless, an online forum is a place
where the in-class discussion can be continued or extended,
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allowing students with anxiety to contribute. If an online
discussion proves fruitful, start the next class session by
referencing some of the comments. That way you give
reluctant public speakers some recognition for their online
insights — and review the previous course material in the
process.
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How to Keep a Discussion on Track
So you’ve set the stage for a good discussion. Your students
know that you expect participation, and they are ready (if not
necessarily eager) to dive in. Now you face a different
challenge: keeping the conversation focused, fair, and
inviting for all students.
Some of the following suggestions are steps you can take
during class. Others are things that you — and your students
— can do ahead of time to encourage focused discussion and
broad participation.
Slow down the dominant talkers. Classmates tend to have a
love/hate relationship with the dominant talkers.
◾ On the one hand, the talkers are appreciated. When a
question is posed, students know they can count on the
dominant talkers to respond, which greatly decreases the
likelihood that the professor will “cold call” those who are
unwilling or unprepared to participate. In such moments,
the nontalkers will sometimes physically adjust their
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position to look at one or more of the dominant talkers, as if
hoping they will speak on behalf of the class.
◾ On the other hand, students can be annoyed by those who
talk too much or share too much tangential, personal
information.
Dominant talkers are typically more extroverted and willing
to process material aloud. They may wander around a topic,
figuring out what they think as they speak. More-introverted
students need to gather their thoughts before sharing them in
class. If suddenly called upon to speak without having had
the opportunity to process their thoughts, introverts may
perceive the instructor as engaging in hostile behavior.
How can you slow down the dominant talkers and allow time
for other students to process? The aforementioned
think/pair/share
(https://teachingcommons.stanford.edu/resources/learning
/learning-activities/think-pair-share) technique is an
obvious strategy, but there are many others. Some are as
simple as saying, “Let’s hear from someone who hasn’t
spoken up yet” or “I have heard a lot from the front of the
room — now I want to know what those of you in the back
are thinking.” That signals to the dominant talkers that it is
time to allow others to join in.
◾ Control the rhythm. One way to ensure broad participation
— not just reining in the dominant talkers but opening up
the floor — is to limit who can speak, and how often. How
you do that can be fun, not just restrictive. For example, try
using:
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◾ Poker chips: As students enter the classroom, they each
pick up three poker chips. When they speak, they place a
poker chip in a basket. Once they’ve used up their three
chips, they may no longer contribute. To make sure
everyone participates, require all students to use up their
chips by the end of class.
◾ Nerf balls: Use an object like a Nerf ball to give students
greater ownership of the discussion. Only the person
holding the Nerf ball is allowed to speak. When the speaker
finishes, he or she selects who goes next by tossing the ball
to a classmate.
Quizzes are good for more than just the syllabus. Many
professors use quizzes of one sort or another to make sure
students do the reading. It’s an effective technique. Your
challenge is to structure quizzes in a way that does not feel
punitive yet results in students’ being well-prepared to
discuss the material. Here are some ways to do that:
◾ When students arrive, provide a question on the board or
screen tied to the assigned reading. Give them five or so
minutes to write a response and then randomly call on
students to share their thoughts. They can simply read their
response or elaborate on it. Their comments become a
starting point focusing the discussion on important ideas
from the reading.
◾ A variation on that approach: Give students the question
ahead of time and ask them to bring a response (from a
paragraph to a page) to class and be ready to share it. Justin-time (https://www.amazon.com/Just-Time-Teaching-
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Blending-Technology/dp/0130850349) quizzes are another
strategy. Ask students to complete a brief online quiz within
the hour or two before class starts. The quiz can be a
combination of multiple-choice and short-answer
questions on key ideas or controversies from the reading.
Grade the quizzes before class, and select some sample
responses to share (without naming names) as a starting
point for discussion. Depending upon the objectives of that
day’s session and the nature of the material, you may want
to provide examples of well-written responses. Then ask:
What makes this a particularly strong response? Or provide
examples of responses that illustrate common
misunderstandings or errors in logic, while keeping the
student anonymous. Open the discussion by saying, Here’s
a good attempt that ended up going astray. Where and how
did this response get off track? How could the writer have
made it better?
Together, these approaches help students learn to identify
the differences between a well-argued response that uses
evidence from the reading versus one that is merely
unsubstantiated opinion.
Use discussion questions to focus their reading (and the
resulting debate). Hand out the questions in advance of a
reading assignment. This is particularly helpful when the
texts are difficult. As the students read, the questions help
them identify key points, concepts, or controversies. Then
during class, the questions become the basis for the day’s
discussion.
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Try to frame your reading questions in ways that might result
in a more engaging discussion. For example:
◾ Make them relevant to students’ lives. Ask students to
apply concepts from the reading to their lived experiences
or to situations they may encounter in their careers.
◾ Make the questions analytical in scope. Ask students to
summarize or critique an author’s argument, thereby
pushing them beyond mere reading and into higher-order
thinking skills.
◾ Make sure they don’t miss the big points. Students often
find it difficult, especially in their first year of college, to
discern when a key idea or an important nuance is being
communicated during a class discussion. Especially in the
midst of a vigorous debate, students easily lose track of
what they’re supposed to take away from the discussion.
Among the ways to counter that tendency:
◾ Sometimes the simplest strategies work best — like asking a
student to repeat a key idea while you write it on the board.
◾ When a student makes a crucial point, overtly emphasize it
by saying, “That’s it. Did everyone hear what Omar just
said?”
◾ Summarize the discussion of one topic before moving on to
the next. That can also help keep the discourse on track.
“OK, we’ve had several key insights. LaShon noted that
social-conflict theory pushes us to ask ‘who benefits from
our health-care system.’ Katie countered that structural
functionalism points out the need for multiple institutions
to work collaboratively. Vince took us to the microlevel by
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focusing on provider-patient interactions in the healthcare
system. Now we’re ready to move on.”
Your goal here is to help make the learning more obvious. But
in the process, you can also keep the discussion focused.

What do you want to see?
Do you have a topic you would like to see in our next advice
guide? Email us (mailto:advice-ideas@chronicle.com), and let us
know.

Shine a light on the “muddiest” point. A tried-and-true
assessment technique, known as the “Muddiest Point
(https://www.pdc.edu/wpcontent/uploads/2012/02/Muddiest-PointAssessment.pdf),” can help you clarify challenging concepts
in a discussion and, at the same time, give reluctant talkers
an additional opportunity to participate.
Here’s how it works: In the last few minutes of class, students
write a brief summary of the topic or idea that they felt was
the least clear in that day’s discussion. It is often helpful to
directly ask them to summarize either the “muddiest” or the
“most important” point. Collect their comments as they
leave. Then, before the next class, review the responses to see
which topics you should revisit.
The exercise gives you insights into any gaps between what
you tried to emphasize and what students perceived as the
most significant material discussed in class. For example, if
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students focus on a colorful illustration but fail to recognize
the concept being illustrated, you can recap the key points at
the start of the next class meeting.
Encourage comments from students of varied
backgrounds. The research on women’s participation in
class discussion extends back to the 1970s, when the “chillyclimate thesis” first argued that a hostile environment meant
that female students were called on less frequently and
volunteered less often in class than their male counterparts.
However, much of the evidence for that thesis was anecdotal.
In recent decades, systematic research has found no
consistent patterns regarding the relative participation rates
of men and women in class discussion.
There’s been far less research on discussion participation by
students of color. Most of the literature that does exist also
leans toward the anecdotal, making generalizations difficult.
Nonetheless, in terms of what you should — and shouldn’t —
do to encourage female and minority students to speak up in
class, there are some guidelines:
◾ It should probably go without saying, but: Do not call on a
woman or a person of color and ask that person to speak for
all those in their particular demographic. It’s an unfair and
impossible burden, and one person hardly represents an
entire gender, race, or ethnicity. Of course, students from
underrepresented backgrounds on your campus may have
life experiences that are illuminating and different from the
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majority. Invite sharing — just don’t treat a student as an
authority who speaks for an entire class of people.
◾ Recognize that students from underrepresented groups
may suffer from “impostor syndrome,
(https://www.chronicle.com/article/How-to-OvercomeImpostor/244700)” doubting their own abilities and their
deserving to be on campus. It might help to mention their
previous comments, submitted papers, or online discussion
posts when inviting their participation.
◾ Students who are the first in their families to go to college
may also suffer from impostor syndrome. They may not
have had spring-break trips to warm climates, parents with
extensive professional networks, or childhood visits to
museums. If you assume that all of your students shared
such experiences, you are implicitly and unintentionally
communicating that the ones who didn’t don’t belong. This
attitude can show up in something as seemingly innocuous
as the illustrations you use when introducing concepts. For
example, a reference to certain kinds of ethnic food may
leave students from rural or working-class backgrounds lost
because they have never eaten such foods.
◾ While providing discussion questions ahead of time will
benefit all students, it can be particularly helpful to students
whose first language is not English.
◾ Ensure that at least some of the class discussion occurs in
pairs or in small groups — it’s less stressful than
commenting before the entire class.
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Common Challenges: Participation
Grades, Bad Answers, Divisive Topics
Should You Grade Class Discussion?
Clearly, you can grade the quizzes or the short-essay
responses that are part of your class discussion. But what
about grading students’ participation in the actual dialogue
itself? Knowing they will be graded certainly motivates
students to speak up in class. But there are two schools of
thought as to whether it’s a good idea:
◾ The argument against: Some students are painfully shy. To
require them to speak in class is unkind and unreasonable,
because of the severe anxiety that the expectation provokes.
What’s more, it’s inherently unfair to judge the quality of
students’ fleeting comments in the midst of a class
discussion. The task becomes impossible as the number of
students increases. The result is that extroverted students
are rewarded for being extroverted rather than for the
quality of their remarks, while introverted students are
devalued.
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◾ The argument in favor: We ask students to do a variety of
things that may make them uncomfortable. Some students
find multiple-choice or essay exams stressful, yet we give
those tests anyway. Other students struggle to be articulate
in writing, but we still assign papers. We require students to
read challenging and difficult texts even when they find the
material discomfiting. Math-phobic students must
complete quantitative-reasoning courses. Why? Because we
as teachers believe that this will lead to greater learning.
Sometimes being uncomfortable is necessary to facilitate
learning. Why should we treat class discussion any
differently?
The one thing we can agree on, whatever our position, is that
grading class discussion is a highly subjective endeavor. It’s
hard enough to track who speaks and how often, let alone
assess the quality of the contributions.
But there is an alternative: Have students assess their own
class participation. At the end of class, ask students to score
their participation based on a rubric you’ve created.
Alternatively, three or four times a semester, ask students to
write a narrative assessment of their participation in class
discussions, guided by a rubric. In the latter case, you can
evaluate the narrative, indicate whether or not you agree, and
offer advice on how to improve.
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Self-assessment has two key advantages here. First, it relieves
you of the burden of simultaneously managing a class
discussion while attempting to note the frequency and
quality of individual comments. Second, it pushes students
to evaluate their contributions to their own learning.

What If a Student’s Remark Is Wrong or
Misguided?
There was a time when some professors — at least in the
movies (https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0070509/) — would
publicly humiliate a student for an incorrect or ill-advised
remark. Few academics would regard that as good teaching
today (if many ever did). One harsh or unsympathetic
response to an incorrect answer can shut down the
willingness of the entire class to engage in discussion for the
duration of the semester.
That said, when you structure a course to include regular
class discussions, you open the way for students to give false
or misleading responses. You don’t want those to be the ones
other students remember from the discussion. Here are some
useful strategies for dealing with such situations, without
alienating your students.
Affirm, then correct. Some critics will see it as “handholding,” but if you want students to keep participating, it’s
important to first affirm their contributions. You don’t want
to discourage those who were anxious about responding yet
took a risk and were wrong in what they said. So look for
something you can reinforce in the student’s remark: “You
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got the first step correct but then ran into a common
misunderstanding,” or, “OK, that’s one strategy. But it’s not
as effective as others. Who can help us identify another
approach?”
But what if a student makes an ill-conceived argument and
neglects to offer any evidence? Here, too, you can affirm the
articulation of the position. Then invite the student or the
rest of the class to critique it: “That summarizes the liberal [or
conservative] viewpoint well, but let’s play devil’s advocate
for a minute. If you wanted to rebut the position Josh just
articulated, what evidence would you present?” That allows
classmates to challenge Josh’s unsupported argument
without appearing to attack Josh. You may even want to pose
that question to the speaker himself: “Josh, assume for a
moment that you believed the opposite. How would you
challenge the argument you just made?” You’re not asking
Josh to disagree with himself — you’re asking him to consider
and articulate the counterarguments. This approach helps all
of your students question their own assumptions.
Be respectful when they’ve lost the plot. On other occasions,
a student’s comment isn’t necessarily wrong — it just seems
out of left field. In these situations, I respectfully ask the
student to make the connection between their comment and
the topic we are discussing: “You’ve lost me. Sorry, I am slow
on the pickup today. Explain the connection for me.” This
shifts any “blame” away from the student and onto you as the
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instructor. Often there is a connection between the topic and
the student’s comment, only it is two or three unarticulated
steps removed.
Another approach is to ask classmates to assist the student
who is on the wrong track: “We’re not on that subject yet. It is
easy to get off track here. Who can help us out and redirect us
to finish what we were discussing?”

How to Handle News Events
and Controversial Topics in Class
When should an instructor invite students to discuss recent
news events, particularly controversial ones?
The college classroom should be a space where
contemporary and controversial topics are open for debate.
We should be modeling how to engage in civil dialogue,
especially when people hold strongly differing views. So the
fact that a topic is controversial is not a reason to exclude it
from classroom discussion — assuming it’s relevant to your
course content. In fact, such topics may be an ideal means of
teaching students how to engage in reasoned dialogue,
critique, and critical thinking.
Yet that sort of class discussion can go quite wrong if you’re
not careful. As Noliwe M. Rooks wrote
(https://www.chronicle.com/article/Knowing-When-toTeach-Current/148939) in a Chronicle essay on this topic:
“Revising a syllabus to include popular culture and current
events is not always in the service of the course or in the best
interest of students. Not all current events are easily
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incorporated into every classroom, and it's all too easy for a
professor inexperienced in handling sensitive topics to do
more harm than good.”
Here are some guidelines to help you ensure that when you
do bring current events into your class discussion, the
dialogue turns productive rather than ugly:
When to raise controversial issues. Relevance is key.
Discussion of the removal of Confederate statues from public
places fits well in U.S.-history courses, for example. It’s much
harder to make the argument that such discussion belongs in
an organic-chemistry course. Likewise, discussion of the
merits and drawbacks of the Electoral College are an obvious
fit for political-science or sociology courses, but it’s a stretch
to see how that could be relevant in business accounting.

The college classroom should be a space
where contemporary and controversial
topics are open for debate.
However, there are cases in which current events affect a
particular campus to such a degree that students want to talk
about it in class, whether or not the topic relates. If, for
instance, your college faces a debate about changing the
name of a building because the person for whom it was
named turned outn to have been an avowed racist, the
consequent tensions can affect classrooms across the
curriculum. In such situations, faculty members may see a
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need to provide students with a forum to discuss the issue
and the related tensions even if the topic is unrelated to the
course.
In such circumstances, you need to be careful not to abuse
your position of power in the classroom. It isn’t a platform to
impose your view and ban all others. If you decide to take a
political or moral stance, you must be clear that agreement or
disagreement with that stance will not affect a student’s
grade.
Should you stake out a position? There are differing schools
of thought:
◾ One view is that faculty members should not only be open
and honest about their political positions but also be
advocates for social justice, offering evidence and a
rationale. Inevitably, the argument goes, the classroom
cannot be value-free. However, because a majority of
college faculty members lean left politically, conservative
students may feel that their views are unwelcome and may
even perceive faculty members as hostile.
◾ Another approach is to not reveal your personal position on
any issue. In this view, it is better to ask students to
articulate the pro-and-con arguments while you serve as
moderator of the discussion: Why should the name of the
building be changed? What are the arguments in favor?
What is the counterargument? What values underlie each
position? How is the issue viewed by people in differing social
locations (e.g., race, gender, social class, geography)? Can we
begin to understand how our identities and backgrounds
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cause us to weigh some values more heavily than others in a
given context?
Decide for yourself which is a better fit — both with your
institution’s policies and with your teaching persona and
pedagogy.
Be clear about the ground rules. Think back to my
suggestion on holding a discussion about class discussion.
Laying out the ground rules can be helpful. They give you a
means to ensure that the discussion remains civil and is
driven by reasoned argument and evidence rather than
degenerating into name-calling or character assassination.
As the instructor, you can model kind-but-committed
disagreement and show how to challenge someone’s
misinformation or poor logic. Depersonalizing the discussion
— moving from a debate between Monica’s and Manuel’s
personal opinions to a critique of positions on the issue,
weighing the evidence for and against, and considering the
implications (intended and unintended) of various stances —
can help keep the class discussion civil.
Ground rules are also helpful when a student — intentionally
or unintentionally — makes a racist, sexist, or homophobic
comment. Remind the class and the commenter of your
ground rules, which prohibit attacks on individuals or unfair
generalizations about categories of people. This is, of course,
easier to manage when students don’t recognize how a
comment would be perceived as offensive. Things get more
complicated when the student is intentionally, perhaps even
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proudly, sexist, racist, or homophobic. It might help if you
explain the difference between secondhand anecdotes and
systematic research. But you may have to rely on the agreedupon ground rules precluding such comments in the
classroom. Then change the subject.
Ask students to take sides. Yet another approach is to ask
your class to “take sides” on an issue. Divide the students
into small groups who hold similar views on the topic. Have
them develop a list of arguments in support of their position
and report back to the class. Then have the groups take the
opposite position: Imagine you are an advocate for the other
view. How would you challenge your initial position? Where
are the weaknesses in your argument? They then report back
again.
That way you are encouraging students both to sharpen their
own stance and to see issues from another viewpoint. The
group tactic can help soften some strident views.

Resources
Effective class discussions rarely occur by chance. They
happen because (a) you’ve structured your course to ensure
that they happen; and (b) you’ve established from Day 1 that
students will be expected to take part in discussions. The
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benefit of active participation for students is that they will
learn more and develop the thinking skills that a higher
education is supposed to facilitate.
Here’s a list of additional resources to help you improve your
own discussions.

Books
◾ Elizabeth F. Barkley (https://www.amazon.com/StudentEngagement-Techniques-HandbookCollege/dp/047028191X): Student Engagement Techniques:
A Handbook for College Faculty
◾ Stephen D. Brookfield and Stephen Preskill
(https://www.amazon.com/Discussion-Way-TeachingTechniques-Democratic/dp/0787978086): Discussion as a
Way of Teaching: Tools and Techniques for Democratic
Classrooms
◾ Jay R. Howard (https://www.amazon.com/DiscussionCollege-Classroom-StudentsParticipating/dp/1118571355): Discussion in the College
Classroom: Getting Your Students Engaged and Participating
in Person and Online
◾ Multiple authors (https://www.amazon.com/Just-TimeTeaching-Blending-Technology/dp/0130850349): Just-InTime-Teaching: Blending Active Learning With Web
Technology

Journal Articles
You might have to hunt down the first one in print, but the
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second is online. Both are worth reading:
◾ “The College Classroom: Some Observations on the
Meaning of Student Participation,” published in Sociology
and Social Research in 1976, written by D. A. Karp and W. C.
Yoels
◾ “Student Participation in the College Classroom: An
Extended Multidisciplinary Literature Review,” published
(https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/8c77/40860ea46aa9c760
77b524a417677d00f451.pdf) in Communication Education
in 2010 and written by Kelly A. Rocca

Advice and Opinion Columns
◾ A 2018 advice column
(https://www.chronicle.com/article/The-Holy-Grail-ofClass/245009) from The Chronicle: “The ‘Holy Grail’ of Class
Discussion”
◾ A 2015 essay (https://www.chronicle.com/article/Buildinga-Better-Discussion/231685) from The Chronicle: “How to
Build a Better Class Discussion”
◾ A 2018 report
(https://www.facultyfocus.com/articles/effective-teachingstrategies/helping-quiet-students-find-their-voices/) from
Faculty Focus: “An Approach for Helping Quiet Students
Find Their Voices”
◾ A 2019 article
(https://www.facultyfocus.com/articles/teaching-andlearning/bad-questions-prompts/) from Faculty Focus:
“‘Everybody With Me?’ and Other Not-so-Useful Questions”
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◾ A 2016 advice column
(https://www.chronicle.com/article/The-Beauty-of-theVirtual/236065) from The Chronicle: “The Beauty of the
Virtual Discussion Section”
◾ A 2018 report
(https://www.chronicle.com/article/Running-ClassDiscussions-on/243967/#.W1HOvYsanEI.gmail) from The
Chronicle: “Running Class Discussions on Divisive Topics Is
Tricky. Here’s One Promising Approach”
◾ A 2014 advice column
(https://www.chronicle.com/article/Knowing-When-toTeach-Current/148939) from The Chronicle: “Knowing
When to Teach Current Events”
◾ A 2017 essay (https://www.chronicle.com/article/Don-tIgnore-Your-Republican/239297) from The Chronicle:
“Don’t Ignore Your Republican Students”
◾ A 2018 blog post (https://community.acue.org/blog/howto-ensure-success-in-discussions-on-controversial-topicsstructure) from the Association of College and University
Educators: “How to Ensure Success in Discussions on
Controversial Topics: Structure”
◾ Advice (http://crlt.umich.edu/publinks/respondingtobias)
from the University of Michigan’s Center for Research on
Learning and Teaching: “Guidelines for Discussing
Incidents of Hate, Bias, and Discrimination”
Jay Howard is a professor of sociology and dean of the College
of Liberal Arts and Sciences at Butler University. His most
recent book (https://www.wiley.com/en-
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us/Discussion+in+the+College+Classroom%
3A+Getting+Your+Students+Engaged+and+Participating+in+
Person+and+Online-p-9781118571354) is Discussion In the
College Classroom: Getting Your Students Engaged and
Participating in Person and Online (Wiley, 2015). You can
reach him by email at jrhoward@butler.edu
(mailto:jrhoward@butler.edu) and follow him on Twitter
@JayRHoward (https://twitter.com/jayrhoward).
Illustrations by Sam Kalda.
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