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Learning about our selves. Learning about our teaching.  An opportunity for praxis: ref lection and action.  
Tim McMahon, TEP, timmc@darkwing.uoregon.edu; April 13, 2004, 3:00-4:30; EMU, Century F Room  
 
ÒWe teach who we areÓ but who are we and how does it impact our teaching?  In this three-part series we will explore 
these three questions: Who are we?  How does who we are impact how we teach? How can we use this information to 
become better teachers?    
 
Session Two, April 27Ñ How does Òwho we areÓ impact Òhow we teachÓ?  
How do our identities and experiences impact Òhow we teachÓ?  We will examine the influence that our experiences and 
such factors as age, gender, ethnicity, sexuality, and class have had, and continue to have, on our teaching.  
 
(Note: material taken verbatim from cited sources.) 
 
Your Diversity, the Academic Culture, and Teaching and Learning Styles 
(Chapter 1 from Teaching for Inclusion, Written and designed by the staff of the Center for Teaching and Learning) 
This chapter provides reflection questions that relate your background to how you teach. 
http://ctl.unc.edu/tfi1.html 

 
Test for Hidden Bias 
Site at Tolerance.org that contains a variety of online experiences that can provide insights into possible biases. 
http://www.tolerance.org/hidden_bias/02.html 
 
Understanding Prejudice 
Site offers a variety of resources, experiential activities, and materials on prejudice. 
http://www.understandingprejudice.org/ 
 
Teaching Planning in the Culturally Inclusive Classroom: Guidelines for Educators by Susan Thompson and 
Ludmilla Kwitko 
Extensive series of reflection questions that can be used to explore your background and how you teach. 
http://www.une.edu.au/ANZAPS/resources/guidelines.htm 
 
Teacher self-ref lection  Produced February, 2003.  A publication of the Nova Scotia Teachers Union 
A series of reflection questions on various aspects of teaching, including issues relating to diversity. (Downloads as a PDF 
file.) 
http://www.nstu.ca/PD/self_reflection.pdf 
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Your Diversity, the Academic Culture, and Teaching and Learning Styles 
(Chapter 1 from Teaching for Inclusion, Written and designed by the staff of the Center for Teaching and Learning) 
This chapter provides reflection questions that relate your background to how you teach. 
http://ctl.unc.edu/tfi1.html 
 
You might identify your own attitudes toward diversity by remembering certain pivotal moments in your life. Ask yourself 
the following questions:  
 
1) Recall the incident in which you first became aware of differences. What was your reaction? Were you the focus of 
attention or were others? How did that affect how you reacted to the situation?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 2) What are the "messages" that you learned about various "minorities" or "majorities" when you were a child? At home? 
In school? Have your views changed considerably since then? Why or why not?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 3) Recall an experience in which your own difference put you in an uncomfortable position vis-ˆ -vis the people directly 
around you. What was that difference? How did it affect you?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 4) How do your memories of differences affect you today? How do they (or might they) affect your teaching?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Page 3 

SOME IMPORTANT CONCEPTS 
 

Social Oppression Matrix (Hardiman & Jackson) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Power Chart Revisited (Paul Kivel) 
http://www.paulkivel.com/articles/Powerchartrev.pdf (downloads as  PDF file) 

 
Powerful Less Powerful Implications for your teaching 
Adult Children  

 

Men Women  

 

Rich Poor  

 

White Persons of Color  

 

Boss Worker  

 

Hetero-sexual Lesbian, Gay, Bi-sexual, Transgender  

 

Able-bodied People with disabilities  

 

Formally educated Non-formally educated  

 

Born in the U.S. Immigrants  

 

Christian Jew, Moslem, Buddhist  

 

Conscious 

Unconscious 

Attitudes 

Behaviors 

  Individual     Institutional    Societal 
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Knowing Ourselves as Instructors by Lee Anne Bell, Sharon Washington, Gerald Weinstein, & Barbara Love 
(Chapter 14 in Adams, M., Bell, L. A., & Griffin, P. (eds.)  (1997).  Teaching for diversity and social justice: A sourcebook. 
New York: Routledge.) 
(Note: material taken verbatim from cited sources.) 
 
While much has been written about how to engage students in social justice courses, little attention has been paid to the 
teachers in these classrooms. Yet few teachers would claim that raising issues of oppression and social justice in the 
classroom is a neutral activity.  Content as cognitively co9mplex and socially and emotionally charged as social justice, is 
inevitably challenging at both personal and intellectual levels.  In the social justice classroom, we struggle alongside our 
students with our own social identities, biases, fears, and prejudices.  We too need to be willing to examine and deal 
honestly with our values, assumptions, and emotional reactions to oppression issues.  The self-knowledge and self-
awareness that we believe are desirable qualities in any teacher become crucial in social justice education. 
 
As a faculty, we find it helpful to reflect on the experiences that have shaped our various identities and note the particular 
issues with which we feel most comfortable as well as those we tend to avoid, distort, or fear.  This knowledge can be 
helpful preparation for engaging with social justice issues in the classroom, and enable us to respond thoughtfully to 
students even when we ourselves feel exposed. 
 
As teachers, we can also try to be thoughtful about our own different levels of awareness on particular issues and realize 
that our own consciousness is likely to shift and change through our ongoing learning about the various forms and 
manifestations of oppression in our society. 
 
No one who has taken on the task of teaching about oppression wants to be thought of as homophobic, racist, sexist, 
classist, anti-Semitic, or ableist.  Yet we know that recognizing and rooting out deeply socialized, and often unconscious, 
prejudices and practices is difficult.  Faculty understandably feel a sense of vulnerability that what is out of our awareness 
will emerge to confront us as we engage these issues in our classrooms. 
 
The lesson serves as a helpful reminder in planning courses to continually ask, ÒWho are the students I am imagining as I 
do this planning?Ó and ÒWho might I be leaving out?Ó 
 
This self-examination is a lifelong process. We all have areas of limited vision, particularly where we are members of the 
dominant group.  If we can model openness to ongoing learning, our students will benefit and we can be less judgmental 
and more self-accepting when we make mistakes or uncover new areas of ignorance or lack of awareness, and not 
retreat from this difficult but important work. 
 
There are several ways to prepare beforehand to deal with your own triggers as they arise. Having a support system, a 
person or group with whom we can discuss these issues, share feelings, and get support is very important. For example, 
Sharon regularly meets with a friend and colleague, another African American woman, to debrief and talk about her 
classes. She also at times used a journal to note her feelings and reactions as the class progresses. This process is often 
a helpful reminder at points in a course where resistance is particularly high or she is feeling down on herself, and allows 
her to recognize that these are predictable parts of the process rather than flaws in the class or her own teaching.  These 
realizations can be very reassuring. 
 
Attention to process in the moment occurs on two levels.  One level relates to our awareness about how students may be 
thinking about or experiencing what is going on in the classroom: ÒWhy does that student say or think that, and what is 
getting triggered for him or her?Ó  On a parallel track, we note and try to understand our own reactions to what is 
occurring: ÒWhy am I so annoyed at this person; What does it trigger for me?Ó 
 
Teaching in ways that invited challenge and model ongoing learning demonstrates a different definition of competence 
than the traditional one of mastery and expertise. Competence becomes instead skill in creating an atmosphere where 
difficult dialogues can occur (Goodman, 1995), developing processes that enable people (including the teacher) to expose 
and look critically at their own assumptions and biases, and building a community that encourages risk-taking and action 
to challenge oppressive conditions within and beyond the classroom. 
 
Most faculty hope that our students will like and respect us, and leave our classes feeling positive about their experiences.  
Those interviewed by Weinstein and Obear named such fears as making students frustrated, frightened, or angry, leaving 
them feeling shaken and confused and not being able to fix it. 
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In social justice classrooms we intentionally create tension to disrupt complacent and unexamined attitudes about social 
life.  These very conditions can cause students to dislike or feel hostile toward us at various points in the course.  
Confronting oppression invariably involves a range of feelings from anxiety, confusion, anger, and sadness, to exhilaration 
and joy. We need to remind ourselves that as much as we crave approval from our students, a sense of well-being and 
long-term learning are not necessarily synonymous. A better indication of our effectiveness might be whether students 
leave with more questions than they came in with, wanting to know more and questioning core assumptions in their own 
socialization. 
 
Many faculty have been taught that emotions have no place in academia.  Traditional modes of teaching distance us form 
the core issues and conflicts that are central to social justice education and can often result in simply skimming the 
surface.  Ultimately, it is questionable whether intellectual and abstract reflection alone effectively change oppressive 
attitudes and behaviors. 
 
In preparing ourselves to deal with difficult emotions it can be helpful to examine how our own history with the expression 
of emotion may affect the way we respond to emotion in the classroom. 
 
If we learn to accept emotional expression as a valid and valuable part of the learning process, we can turn our focus to 
finding effective ways to enable the expression in the service of learning. 
 
We as instructors are also in many ways texts for our students.  Our social group identities, behavior in the classroom, 
and openness about our own process of learning can all be important and challenging aspects of course content. Who we 
are affects student perceptions of the issues we raise. In some respects we are both the messenger and the message. 
 
Asking students to engage experientially with oppression material requires that we be willing to take the risks we ask of 
them.  Self-disclosure is an important part of this process and one of the most powerful ways of teaching is through 
modeling the behavior we hope to encourage in others. 
 
Sharing our own struggles with the issues provides important permission for our students to engage in the difficult process 
of doing so themselves.  This stance can help to avoid expectations of perfection which often block action. Better to take 
imperfect action and continue to engage with the issues, than to avoid responsibility for action altogether while we search 
for perfection. 
 
Gender often casts authority in particular ways. We are socialized to expect females to defer to male authority; not to be 
authorities themselves.  Women who achieve professional roles often juggle negative social messages about women in 
power with an internal sense of being imposters in these roles (McIntosh, 1988; Bell, 1990).  When we are dealing with 
emotional issues and feelings in the classroom, female professors can be easily typecast. Students often expect female 
teachers to be nurturing or to smile; they become angry or challenge our authority when we do not fulfill their expectations 
(see Culley, 1985). 
 
One additional concern is the fear related to the institutional risks involved in departing from traditional teaching formats 
and content.  As we engage with social justice issues and change our classrooms accordingly, we often come into conflict 
with institutional norms of professed objectivity, authority, and professorial distance in ways that can undermine our 
confidence, lose the support of some of our colleagues, and in some cases, jeopardize our positions as faculty. 
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What Makes You Nervous About Raising Issues of Racism In Your Classroom? 
Weinstein, G., & Obear, K.  (1992).  Bias issues in the classroom:  Encounters with the teaching self.  In M. Adams (Ed.), 
Promoting diversity in college classrooms:  Innovative responses for the curriculum, faculty, and institutions.  New 
Directions for Teaching and Learning, no. 52.  San Francisco:  Jossey-Bass. 

Asked of a group of 25 university faculty colleagues. 
 
1. Confronting my own social and cultural identity conflicts: 
 ¥ Having to become more aware of my own attitudes regarding my group memberships and identifications. 

 ¥ Feeling guilty, ashamed, or embarrassed for behaviors and attitudes of members of my own group. 
 
2. Having to confront or being confronted with my own bias: 
 ¥ Being labeled racist, sexist, and so on. 

 ¥ Finding prejudice within myself. 

 ¥ Romanticizing the targeted group. 

 ¥ Having to question my own assumptions. 

 ¥ Having to be corrected by members of the targeted group. 

 ¥ Having to face my own fears of the targeted group. 
 
3. Responding to biased comments: 
 ¥ Responding to biased comments from the targeted group. 

 ¥ Hearing biased comments from dominant members while targeted members are present. 

 ¥ Responding to biased remarks from members of my own social group. 
 
4. Doubts and ambivalence about my own competency: 
 ¥ Having to expose my own struggles with the issue. 

 ¥ Not knowing the latest "politically correct" language. 

 ¥ Feeling uncertain about what I am saying. 

 ¥ Feeling that I will never unravel the complexities of the issue. 

 ¥ Being told by a student that I don't know what I'm talking about. 

 ¥ Making a mistake. 
 
5. Need for learner approval: 
 ¥ Making students frustrated, frightened, or angry. 

 ¥ Leaving my students shaken and confused and not being able to fix it. 
 
6. Handling intense emotions; losing control: 
 ¥ Not knowing how to respond to angry comments. 

 ¥ Having discussion blow up. 

 ¥ Having anger directed at me. 

 ¥ Being overwhelmed by strong emotions engendered by the discussion. 

 ¥ Feeling strong emotions being stimulated in myself. 
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Questions a teacher might ask to examine his or her own racial or cultural biases in preparation for teaching: 
http://bokcenter.fas.harvard.edu/docs/TFTrace.html#questions 

Am I comfortable around minority students? 
 
Am I afraid of students whose background differs markedly from my own? 
 
Am I afraid of the emotional level when there are students of other races and cultures in my classroom? 
 
Am I afraid minority students might not be fully competitive with the other students? What is my definition of "fully 
competitive"? 
 
Do I expect minority students to need extra help? 
 
Do I call on minority students as often as others? 
 
When minority students do answer, am I afraid their answers will not be correct, or that their method of answering will be 
inappropriate? 
 
Do I think that there is one correct or appropriate mode of argument or discussion in class? How open am I to multiple 
modes of discourse? 
 
Do the minority students seem to participate less than others? 
 
Do I rationalize or tolerate lack of participation from minority students more than I would for other students? Do I think their 
silence means ignorance? Do I believe it is culturally based? 
 
Do I tend to shelve or "make time later" for minority points of view? 
 
If an issue involving race does come up, do I assume the minority student will know most about it? Will not mind acting as 
the class expert concerning it? 
 
How do I behave with minority students who are under-prepared? 
 
Does the logic of my classroom hypotheticals or test answers depend upon stereotypical views of minorities? 
 
What assumptions do I make about different student groups: 
 
Do I imagine that Latinos or African Americans will express their opinions in non-academic language? 
 
Do I expect that Asian students will do better than most others? 
 
Do I respond to a white student's voice as if it had more intellectual weight? 
 
Do I assume that white students will be insensitive, arrogant, and condescending towards persons of color? 
 
Do I assume that African Americans or Latinos or other students of color are all alike? 
 
Do I assume that when an African American man disagrees he is angry? 
 
Do I assume that Asian women are likely to be quiet? 
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Diversity 
http://www.nstu.ca/PD/self_reflection.pdf 
 
 
1. I do not use biased language (regarding gender, racial, ethnic and sexuality issues) in my classroom. 
  yes  no 
 
 
 2. I avoid generalizations that stereotype groups of people. 
  yes  no 
 
 
 3. If I were a student who is a visible minority in my class, what difficulties or barriers would I encounter?  
 
 
 
 
 
4. As a teacher, how would I respond to these barriers?  
 
 
 
 
 
5. What activities do I employ that encourage students to interact with peers of differing backgrounds 
 
 
 
 
 
6. Do I reflect on the diversity within my class and community? How is it portrayed in the resources I use?  
 
 
 
 
 
7. How is it portrayed in the instructional strategies I use?  
 
 
 
 
 
8. Do I search out positive role models in my community that are representative of gender, culture, language and 
ethnicity? 
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Self Reflection 
http://www.une.edu.au/ANZAPS/resources/guidelines.htm 
 
Key Concerns        Strategies, Suggestions and Tools 
What is my background?    
How does this influence my worldview? 

Consider how your gender, ethnic/cultural background, first 
language, level of physical ability, sexual preference, age, 
class and religion influences the way you see the world and 
the perspective you bring to planning issues in the 
classroom. 
 

What are my stereotypes and value judgments about 
people who are different to me? 

Consider your reactions/ feelings to people who are 
different to you.  For example: 
When an Aboriginal youth or homeless person walks 
behind me, how do you react?  What do you feel? 
 
When you see a woman in a hajib, what sort of a person do 
you think she is? 
 
When you see a person in a wheelchair, what is your 
reaction? 
 

How does the way that I use language include or exclude 
others? 

Think about your use of short forms of words, slang, 
technical abbreviations, sexist and racist language.  Does 
this inhibit communication?  How? 
 

 
 


