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Workshop Goals

● Understand the pedagogical effects of 
microaggressions and unconscious bias 

● Learn strategies to facilitate difficult 
conversations in the moment

● Recognize antiracism and decolonization as 
potential frameworks for inclusive teaching and 
learning (preventative interventions)



Microaggressions

“[B]rief, everyday exchanges    
that send denigrating messages 
to a target group” (Sue, 2008). 
They can be intentional or 
unintentional. 



Institutional Level

“Emails to faculty members from fictional 
prospective grad students requesting future 
mentoring were significantly more likely to get 
a reply if a stereotypically white male name 
was used, particularly when the faculty were in 
higher-paying disciplines and at private 
institutions.”

“In a randomized double-blind study, science faculty 
from research-intensive universities rated the 
application materials of a student who was randomly 
assigned either a male or female name.  Faculty 
participants rated the male applicants as significantly 
more competent and hirable than the (identical) female 
applicant. These participants also selected a higher 
starting salary and offered more career mentoring to 
the male applicant.  The gender of the faculty 
participants did not affect responses.”



#itooamnotredame

➔ Interrogate your instructional biases
➔ “Hunt assumptions”



Hunting Assumptions: Stephen Brookfield



Immediate or 
Delayed Reflection: 

Reactive vs. Reflective 
Interventions



React: lean into the challenging discussion

● Huston and DiPietro (2007) reveal that “from the students’ 
perspective, it is best to do something. Students 
often...expressed gratitude when faculty acknowledged that 
something awful had occurred” (219). 

● Students report that “just about anything” is helpful, 
“regardless of whether the instructor’s response required 
relatively little effort, such as asking for one minute of 
silence…, or a great deal of effort and preparation, such as 
incorporating the event into the lesson plan or topics for the 
course” (216). 



  Responding to Microaggressions
  in Learning Environments

Ask clarifying questions

Carefully listen

Tell others what you 
observed

Impact exploration.. 
others  might feel?

Own your thought: 
“When I heard your 
comment, I thought…”

Next steps



Intervention Toolkit

Be prepared with concrete responses:
➢ “It seems like emotions are running high. Let’s take five 

minutes to write and individually reflect on what was said.”
➢ “This is a challenging subject that I plan to address after 

class through an email and/or assignment. I don’t want you 
to think I’m overlooking or ignoring this 
situation/comment.”

➢ “I think there is a lot to unpack in that statement. Could you 
explain your response further?” (STEM women example)

➢ “This is what I heard you saying… [Reframe.] Is that right?”



Reflect: provide intentional contemplation time

In the midst of a divisive presidential election, a racial justice 
movement, and the politicization of the pandemic, student 
feelings and opinions are likely to be intense. 

● Discussion board forum outside of class (anonymous?)
● In-class written response 
● Additional assigned reading with accompanying 

reflection
● “In another person’s shoes” reflection activity 
● Research/current event share (historical context)



Steps to Take

When a microaggression is connected to the content of the 
class, it presents an excellent opportunity to respond in a 
manner that 1) allows students to apply critical thinking by 
taking responsibility and 2) enables the instructor to address 
the hurt felt by potential victims.

● Take an active approach (e.g. the ACTION method)
● Challenge the comment directly  
● Acknowledge the potential victims
● Respond with facts that dispute the statement made
● Equip students with the language to use in future 

discussions



One Preventative Approach: 
Antiracist pedagogy/Decolonizing        

the curriculum



Generating a shared definition: Antiracism

“One either allows racial inequities 
to persevere, as a racist, or confronts 
racial inequities, as an antiracist. 
There is no in-between safe space of 
‘not racist.’ The claim of ‘not racist’ 
neutrality is a mask for racism.”

—Ibram Kendi, How to              
                 Be an Antiracist



Defining Antiracist Teaching

“... intentional syllabus design, class content, or 
pedagogy that creates or develops racial equity, with 
applications for face-to-face and remote/hybrid 
teaching environments.”

— Sheridan Center for Teaching and Learning, 
Brown University



Challenges for Instructors
A recent study of Vanderbilt instructors teaching courses related to 
race, racism and social justice revealed five common instructional 
challenges (Bandy, Harbin & Thurber, 2018):

1. Ahistorical and asocial ideologies (racism is the problem of 
a few “bad” individuals)

2. Discussions of race will only benefit white students or will 
only relate to BIPOC students

3. Post-racial beliefs (racism is a thing of the past)
4. Resistance to faculty authority (you can’t talk about race)
5. Difficult multi-racial dialogues (microaggressions)



Benefits of Antiracist Teaching

● When BIPOC students experience cross-racial dialogues in 
the classroom, it improves their cognitive development and 
self-confidence (Chang, Denson, Saenz, & Misa, 2016)

● Antiracist pedagogy can help faculty understand the impact 
of race on opportunity, and therefore examine unconscious 
biases they may be applying to students of color (Blakeney, 
2011)

● Students’ openness to diversity after college is associated 
with the frequency that instructors include diverse 
perspectives in their courses (Shim & Perez, 2018)



Decolonization in the classroom: Keele University’s 
Race Equality Charter

“Decolonization involves identifying colonial systems, 
structures and relationships, and working to challenge 
those systems. It is not ‘integration’ or simply the token 
inclusion of the intellectual achievements of non-white 
cultures. 

Rather, it’s a culture shift to think more widely               
about why common knowledge is what it is, and                   
in so doing adjusting cultural perceptions and              
power relations in real and significant ways.”     



Important Considerations

1. Don’t turn “decolonization” into a metaphor (Tuck & Wang)

2. Confront your privilege and consider whether “decolonizing” 
is the best terminology. Nayantara Sheoran Appleton suggests 
these alternatives:

● Diversify your syllabus and curriculum

● Decentre knowledge and knowledge production

● Digress from the cannon

● Disinvest from dominant power structures



Decolonization in the classroom

● Diversify materials and content
● Teach to learning outcomes that address power and social 

justice
● Design assessments that allow diverse students to 

demonstrate mastery in diverse ways
● Involve students in the creation of knowledge, content, and 

curriculum
● Embrace diverse language usage in interactions, writing 

and tests
● Involve oneself at the institutional, local, state and national 

levels to advocate for equity (Source: NCTE.org)



What might this look like? Text selection.

● Discussion of race or people of color should not be additive (i.e. 
a topic of one day/week of the semester) or tokenized but 
integrated throughout the curriculum

● An antiracist approach will also be mindful of the balance 
between deficit- and asset-based depictions of communities.
○ Consider when and where students encounter 

representations of BIPOC as knowledge-makers, thinkers, 
and experts in your course content.

● Let students contribute to the text selection process



What might this look like? Acknowledgement 
of disciplinary limitations.
“In an ideal world, science would be objective. However, much of science is 
subjective and is historically built on a small subset of privileged voices. I 
acknowledge that the readings for this course, including the course reader, 
were authored by white men. Furthermore, the course often focuses on 
historically important neuroscience experiments which were mostly 
conducted by white men. 
Recent edits to the course reader were undertaken by both myself and 
some students who do not identify as white men. However, I acknowledge 
that it is possible that there may be both overt and covert biases in the 
material due to the lens with which it was written, even though the material 
is primarily of a scientific nature. 
Integrating a diverse set of experiences is important for a more 
comprehensive understanding of science. Please contact me or submit 
anonymous feedback if you have any suggestions to improve the quality of 
the course materials.”



Okay, but what does this have to do with 
difficult conversations?

● Potentially reduces students’ exposure to traumatic 
dialogues or degrading comments

● Generates a sense of belonging for students of all 
backgrounds

● Provides students with models for discussing 
challenging content or situations

● Sets classroom/community standards
● Represents diverse range of perspectives (text 

selection, alternative discussion strategies, etc.)
● Demonstrates trust 



Final Considerations

● Consider the benefits of a reactive 
vs. reflective approach

● Take action regardless 
● Design a course that teaches 

students how to respond 
● Engage in self-reflection on your 

own instruction through antiracist 
practices



Additional Resources
● “It’s time to decolonize that syllabus,” Yvette DeChavez.
● Fordham University’s Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Teaching 

Techniques.
● “Becoming an Anti-racist Educator,” Wheaton College
● University of Southern California’s LibGuide on antiracism.
● “A Guide to Equity and Antiracism for Educators,” Hedreich Nichols.
● “Navigating difficult dialogue in the classroom,”Grollman, E.A. (2015).
● “Racial microaggressions in everyday life: Implications for clinical 

practice,” Sue, Capodilupo, Torino, Bucceri, Holder Nadal, and 
Esquilin (2007). 

● “Decolonizing your syllabus? You might have missed some steps,” 
Max Liboiron.

● Working checklist for decolonizing your syllabus: 
https://tinyurl.com/decolonizesyllabus 


