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AILACTE 2019 Journal, Volume XVI 
Call for Manuscripts

Each year the Association of Independent Liberal Arts Colleges 
for Teacher Education (AILACTE) publishes a peer-reviewed 
journal. The goal of the journal is to disseminate scholarly work 
that will enhance the work of all education professionals and 
particularly those in liberal arts higher education departments of 
education. Manuscripts may address any issue that pertains to the 
liberal arts context for: teaching and learning, pre-service and in-
service education, research and practice related to the preparation 
and development of teachers, teacher leadership, administration, 
public policy and legislation, recruitment and retention, advising 
candidates, candidate and program assessment, and other relevant 
topics. Project descriptions, research reports, theoretical papers, 
papers espousing a point of view, and descriptions of activities or 
issues pertinent to the education and professional development of 
educators at the local, state, or national level would be appropriate 
topics for the journal. The 2019 journal will not be theme-based; 
all topics are welcome. We look forward to reading your work and 
learning from your experiences, ideas, and research. 

Jacqueline Crawford and Elizabeth Leer serve as your new  
editors of the 2018 AILACTE Journal.

Submission Criteria
As you are preparing your manuscript for submission, please fol-
low the guidelines below. In February 2019 please check our jour-
nal website for additional information about journal submissions. 
Please note that requirements may vary slightly depending on the 
type of manuscript you are submitting.

• Submit electronically by June 21, 2019
• Use The Publication Manual of the American Psychological 

Association (APA), Sixth Edition (2010) for format and style, 
including 12-point font, Times New Roman style, and 1” 
margins

• Limit manuscript to no more than 20 pages, double-spaced
• Include a reference list that follows APA style guidelines 

exactly (not part of the 20 page maximum)
• Include a running head (no more than 50 characters) and page 

number on subsequent pages (following APA style)
• Submit in MS Word or compatible software for Windows XP 

and as a PDF
 • Submit manuscripts to jackie.crawford@simpson.edu by  

June 21, 2019

Watch for additional information on the AILACTE webpage  
coming in February 2019.
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From the Editors

Greetings from Jackie Crawford and Elizabeth Leer, your new 
editors of the 2018 AILACTE Journal. For our inaugural issue, 
we solicited manuscripts that spoke to the theme Civil Discourse 
in Difficult Times: The Power of Words. This timely theme is 
grounded in Quality 1 of AILACTE’s Models of Excellence for 
teacher education that addresses the moral and ethical dimen-
sions of a preparation program’s learning community. Exceptional 
AILACTE institutions view teaching as a moral activity, explained 
in part as “a way of acting in relationship to others.” At the heart 
of this moral activity is effective communication. One cannot be in 
true relationship with others if clear, respectful, reciprocal com-
munication does not exist. In this age when public discourse is 
increasingly vitriolic, it is incumbent upon teacher education pro-
grams to model and teach candidates how to use words to foster an 
understanding of differences and to forge peaceful compromises. 
Further, AILACTE asserts that exemplary moral institutions cre-
ate “an intellectually safe environment that promotes dignity and 
respect for all people within the academic community.” Promoting 
civil discourse is essential if our institutions and programs are to 
become and remain safe spaces where all of our teacher candi-
dates—and their future students—both give and receive respect.

The first three articles in Volume XV offer theoretical frame-
works for the creation of classrooms that foster civil discourse. 
Kimberly Crosby argues that “civil discourse becomes the outward 
manifestation of democratic principles” and that teachers can 
nurture classrooms that reinforce these democratic principles by 
attending to the classroom community, critical engagement with 
content, and student collaboration and choice. Theresa Hickey 
explores the paradigm of deliberative pedagogy in teacher educa-
tion as a way to prepare students to skillfully engage with others 
over complex problems in our society. Using the framework of 
cultural proficiency, Ronald Byrners and Michael Hillis assert 
that building classroom environments conducive to civil discourse 
first requires student self-exploration to move through barriers to 

productive engagement with people who hold different worldviews 
than themselves.

Drawing on her personal experience as the instructor of a course 
on diversity, equity, and inclusion, Emily Huff reminds us that 
teaching about power and privilege is not easy work. Because of 
our limited worldviews, self-awareness and humility are essen-
tial qualities for faculty leading such courses. Rebecca Smith and 
her colleagues Nicole Ralston and Jacqueline Waggoner describe 
encouraging results from a study exploring preservice teach-
ers’ abilities to generate and apply culturally responsive teaching 
strategies. Finally, a study conducted by Kevin Thomas, Elizabeth 
Dinkins, and Imari Hazelwood reveals the prevalence of micro-
aggressions experienced by Black teacher candidates at a predomi-
nantly White institution and the need to engage in civil discourse 
focused on issues of race.

We want to thank our Editorial Review Board who make this 
journal possible. We also appreciate the work and support of Jackie 
McDowell, publications editor; Kathy Gann, technical editor; and 
Barbara Grinnell, graphic designer. In closing, we offer sincere 
thanks to Amelia Hindi-Trail who has worked tirelessly on the 
review board for over 15 years and as the editor since 2011. We are 
indebted to Amelia for her careful, detailed, and excellent work.

Jacqueline Crawford, Simpson College 
Elizabeth Leer, St. Olaf College
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Fostering Civil Discourse  
within the Democratic Classroom 

Kimberly D . Crosby, Ed .D . 
Lyon College

Abstract
Educating 21st century students to participate in reasoned, civil 

discourse is a moral imperative. A strong democracy depends upon 
the ability of its citizens to hear and consider opposing views, to 
view others as partners rather than adversaries, to cooperate and 
compromise when addressing important issues, to collaborate 
in order to accomplish shared goals and solve problems, and to 
communicate skillfully and respectfully as a means of consensus 
building. These democratic habits of thought and behavior are 
unlikely to develop without careful, intentional nurturing. Teachers 
must create democratic classrooms in which students learn how 
to develop effective and respectful relationships, how to think 
critically about diverse ideas, how to make reasonable and ethical 
choices, and how to communicate civilly with those whose under-
standings or opinions differ from theirs. This article proposes a 
framework for creating such a classroom and suggests approaches 
which reinforce democratic principles and promote civil discourse.



Crosby

2  AILACTE Volume XV Fall 2018

According to Edelstein (2011), the school is the only institution 
that allows opportunity for all students to experience democratic 
principles and processes in action and to cultivate democratic 
habits. Fostering democratic habits requires a multi-dimensional 
approach to “learning democracy” (p. 130) that extends beyond 
merely learning about democracy. Students must also learn 
through democracy by engaging in a school community that 
models democratic ideals and practices and that fosters common 
interests and shared experiences. Wraga (1998) identified five 
democratic principles that should be evident in the democratic 
classroom. Popular sovereignty is promoted when students partici-
pate in decisions that affect them. Freedom is experienced when 
students have the opportunity for reflective thinking and informed 
decision-making. Equality is demonstrated when students receive 
fair and equal treatment and have equal opportunity to contribute. 
Individualism is encouraged when student interests are valued 
in a climate that fosters self-discipline and self-direction. Social 
responsibility is evident when students practice group problem-
solving and recognize the benefits of collaborating. In order to 
cultivate these principles in the classroom, the teacher must create 
a teaching and learning environment that intentionally fosters civil 
discourse within a community where all are respected and are 
expected to contribute ideas and effort toward a common purpose 
or for the common good. When creating such an environment, the 
teacher may find it useful to consider a framework that emphasizes 
community, content, choice, and collaboration as critical compo-
nents supporting democratic habits and civil discourse.

Community: Establishing Mutual Respect, Understanding, and 
Purpose

In his discussion of democracy as “primarily a mode of associ-
ated living, of conjoint communicated experience” (1916, p. 50), 
Dewey underscored the significance of recognizing shared com-
mon interest and communicating freely as a means of readjusting 
or negotiating the common good. In a democratic community, 
shared interests and experiences are negotiated through diverse 
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perspectives, made possible by the breaking down of cultural bar-
riers that tend to separate individuals within the community, and 
individual actions are both independent and interdependent as each 
member influences the group and the group influences each mem-
ber. In classrooms as in society, community is essential to a robust 
democratic environment.

Fostering a sense of community is one of the foundational 
elements in establishing a democratic classroom. McMillan 
and Chavis (1986) defined sense of community as “a feeling that 
members have of belonging and being important to each other, and 
a shared faith that members’ needs will be met by the commit-
ment to be together” (p. 9). They posited that sense of community 
develops when individuals have a feeling of belonging, a sense 
of mattering, a belief that their needs will be fulfilled through 
membership, and a shared emotional connection with others in the 
group. Sapon-Shevin (2010) likewise emphasized belonging and 
shared emotional connections in her description of the character-
istics of community in the school setting, as well as feeling safe to 
be oneself, communicating freely and openly, and having shared 
goals or objectives. A classroom environment in which a strong 
sense of community exists is one in which the democratic prin-
ciples of individualism and social responsibility may flourish.

Cultural competence is another foundational element of the 
democratic classroom community. For a community to be sus-
tained, its members must demonstrate mutual acceptance and 
respect. In a culturally diverse classroom community, the under-
standings, values, and experiences of the home-community culture 
must be integrated into the teaching and learning environment 
within the classroom, and teachers must be non-judgmental and 
inclusive (Brown-Jeffy & Cooper, 2011). In order to achieve 
cultural competence, teachers must avoid using their own culture-
based cognitive schemata as a “cultural yardstick” (Plata, 2011, 
p. 118) by which to measure students’ appearance, patterns of 
behavior, language or speech patterns, or academic achievement 
against expectations based on mainstream culture. According to 
Plata, cultural yardsticking, given authority by the power that the 
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teacher holds in the classroom, often adds weight to negative cul-
tural stereotypes, heightens the perception that cultural difference 
is a deficit to be overcome by adapting to the mainstream culture, 
and undercuts the sense of community. Instead, the teacher must 
reinforce students’ understanding and valuing of cultures other 
than their own and must establish norms that support inclusivity 
and recognition of shared values and experiences, thus creating a 
democratic environment which provides “participation in its good 
of all its members on equal terms” (Dewey, 1916, p. 55).

A classroom with a strong sense of community provides a fertile 
field for the growth of a more focused learning community, or 
pedagogical community. Wong, Remin, Love, Aldred, Ralph, and 
Cook (2013) outlined three elements of pedagogical community: 
partnership, mutual engagement, and mutual accountability. This 
definition of pedagogical community is linked to situated learning 
theory with its emphasis on the shared nature of learning within 
the social context of a specific learning situation (Lave & Wenger, 
1991), to constructivism with its emphasis on the creation of shared 
meanings constructed through meaningful and authentic learn-
ing activity in real contexts (Hung, Tan, & Koh, 2006), and to 
collaborative learning with its roots in sociocultural theory and 
its emphasis on learning through interactions with others within 
the social environment. In a pedagogical community, individual 
members engage mutually by making “distinct and diverse contri-
butions” (Wong et al., 2013, p. 285) in pursuit of a common goal or 
purpose that, when realized, benefits all members, and members 
are mutually accountable for one another, for the work, and for the 
outcomes. This joint accountability and shared benefit foster the 
democratic principles of equality and social responsibility among 
the members of the classroom community.

Content: Teaching Democratic and Critical Thinking
Within an inclusive and democratic community, framing the 

content focus with curricula and pedagogical approaches that 
require students to engage with diverse perspectives and complex 
concepts challenges them to think beyond their own cultural views 
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and experiences and to develop dispositions and skills that reflect 
democratic principles and practice. According to Dewey (1916), a 
democratic curriculum embodies social interaction and collective 
effort, supports equality for all members, and combines abstract 
ideas, practical skills, and application. In practice, such a curricu-
lum is inclusive of diverse voices and perspectives and incorpo-
rates a participatory approach (Hopkins, 2014). While both Dewey 
and Hopkins were addressing curriculum in the broad sense, teach-
ers can apply those ideas within the confines of their classrooms as 
well by selecting texts that reflect a variety of voices and perspec-
tives and by applying critical approaches to their study of those 
texts. In so doing, they promote the principles of freedom, indi-
vidualism, and equality as students engage in discussion around 
diverse perspectives and think reflectively about their individual 
experiences, beliefs, and attitudes.

Critical literacy is one approach to incorporating a variety of 
voices into course content. Soares (2013) has proposed a frame-
work by which preservice teachers may “foster fairness and 
create a democratic classroom culture of acceptance” (p. 71). Her 
framework consists of four themes: examining multiple perspec-
tives, finding authentic voice, recognizing social barriers, and 
finding one’s identity. This approach asks that students question 
social issues related to democracy, freedom, power, and social 
justice by looking within texts for multiple meanings that spring 
from diverse beliefs, values, and viewpoints. In doing so, stu-
dents develop an awareness that no one version tells the complete 
story and that absent voices carry meaning. Students also identify 
conflict or contradictions within the text, detect which voices have 
power and which do not, and reflect on how it might feel to be 
one of the characters in the work. These tasks are undertaken as 
a means of developing students’ ability to examine society from 
multiple perspectives and to participate in the critical dialogs that 
are necessary to a democratic way of life.

Introducing essential questions is an approach to encouraging 
deeper thinking about course content and to developing habits of 
thought and discourse suitable for participating in a democratic 
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society. According to McTighe and Wiggins (2013) an essential 
question (1) is open-ended, (2) is thought-provoking and intellectu-
ally engaging, (3) calls for higher-order thinking, (4) points toward 
important, transferable ideas, (5) raises additional questions,  
(6) requires support and justification, and (7) recurs over time (p. 3).  
The teacher may design essential questions to guide thinking and 
discourse around subject matter in ways that strengthen students’ 
ability to examine ideas from multiple perspectives, that foster 
critical thinking about complex issues or events, and that dem-
onstrate the relevance of content to students’ lives. Thus, this 
approach fosters higher-order thinking and communication skills 
that are needed in the democratic classroom and that may translate 
into life in a democratic society.

Collaboration: Fostering Mutual Engagement and 
Accountability

Collaborative learning environments can provide opportuni-
ties for students to activate democratic principles and practices 
in pursuit of a common goal or purpose, often with an emphasis 
on achieving outcomes aimed at the common good. Dillenbourg 
(1999) described four processes by which teachers may increase 
the probability that the desired interactions will occur. First, the 
teacher should carefully design the initial conditions by determin-
ing the group size and criteria for membership and considering the 
physical and material resources necessary for the group to pursue 
its work. Second, the teacher should establish clear and specific 
roles and responsibilities for group members to assume as they 
carry out their work. Third, the teacher should specify interaction 
rules as a means of fostering productive communications among 
group members. Fourth, the teacher should serve as the facilita-
tor to monitor and regulate the ongoing interactions. Attention 
to these four processes will increase the likelihood that learning 
will indeed occur and will support the development of behaviors 
associated with the principles of equality, individualism, and social 
responsibility.

Cooperative learning is a collaborative approach that is 
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designed to foster social interdependence and individual account-
ability for the success of the group in achieving its desired out-
comes (Johnson, Johnson, & Smith, 2007). Schul (2011) has argued 
that “the greatest promise of cooperative learning for the 21st 
century, therefore, lies in its ability to enhance social relationships 
that support an expansive view of democratic citizenship” (p. 91) 
and that developing concern for others, participating in peaceful 
confrontation, and building diverse relationships are integral to 
both cooperative learning and a democratic society. Schul dis-
cussed four cooperative approaches that teachers can incorporate: 
think-pair-share (Lyman, 1981), the Jigsaw technique (Aronson et 
al., 1978), small group teaching (Slavin, 1980), and group investi-
gation (Sharan & Sharan, 1992). Hendrix (1996) identified several 
benefits of cooperative learning that support democratic practice 
in the classroom. It fosters positive cross-cultural relationships 
among students as they experience equal status, close interper-
sonal contact, and pursuit of a common goal; and it allows for 
peaceful confrontation and negotiation within student groups. In 
providing opportunities to practice collaborative skills, coopera-
tive learning builds students’ interpersonal and cultural compe-
tence and their confidence in their ability to work successfully with 
peers on complex tasks.

Problem-based learning (PBL) is a collaborative approach in 
which “problems serve as the context and the stimulus for students 
to learn course concepts and metacognitive skills” (Major & Eck, 
2000, pp. 1–2). In PBL, students work in teams to solve complex 
real-world problems by first defining the problem and then con-
ducting research to collect the information and evidence necessary 
to solve it. In the final stage of PBL, students communicate their 
findings in a manner appropriate to the area of research. Several 
of the essential characteristics of PBL, as identified by Barrows 
(1986), are likewise essential in developing democratic thinking 
and skills: authenticity, student-centeredness, self-directedness, 
and skill directedness. Students with experience in PBL are likely 
to be able to think critically, analyze and solve complex prob-
lems, find and utilize appropriate and credible resources, work 
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cooperatively with peers, demonstrate strong communication 
skills, and transfer knowledge and skills across disciplines and 
problems (Davidson & Major, 2014). As with cooperative learning, 
this approach provides opportunities for developing collabora-
tive skills as it also promotes shared responsibility for outcomes 
through joint problem-solving and decision-making.

Choice: Nurturing Autonomy and Decision Making
When teachers create opportunities for students to make mean-

ingful choices about what and how they learn, they are likewise 
supporting the self-directed, reflective thinking and informed deci-
sion-making that support freedom, individualism, and, ultimately, 
popular sovereignty. Evans and Boucher (2015) have considered 
choice in two distinct ways: first as a noun to indicate the presence 
of options, and second as a verb to indicate the act of choosing. 
They argue that by providing multiple options, teachers are equip-
ping the learning environment to meet the “widest possible range 
of learners” and that “it is the act of choosing itself that  fosters an 
individual’s sense of free will” (p. 88). According to Ryan and Deci 
(2000), an individual’s sense of autonomy grows out of opportuni-
ties in which self-direction is practiced. Self-direction occurs when 
an individual sets goals based on personal values and interests, 
makes decisions regarding the steps needed to achieve those goals, 
and initiates action leading to achievement of those goals.

Evans and Boucher (2015) have proposed three criteria for effec-
tive student choice. First, choice must be relevant and meaningful 
to the chooser. In order to establish relevance and meaning for 
students, the teacher must provide a variety of options and support 
student autonomy by demonstrating or explaining the relevance of 
the available choices to the students’ interests and goals. Second, 
choice should be competence-enhancing. In other words, it should 
present the optimal amount of challenge to the students as indi-
cated by each student’s abilities and developmental level (Katz & 
Assor, 2007). Providing a range of choices with varying degrees of 
difficulty and varied resources is a good way to ensure that optimal 
challenge is available for every student. Third, students must be 
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offered the right amount of choice in order to avoid choice over-
load that results in students feeling incapable of choosing.

Universal Design for Learning (UDL) provides a framework for 
utilizing choice in curriculum development and in addressing a 
wide range of student needs, interests, and skills (Evans & Boucher, 
2015). The UDL framework is constructed on three principles. The 
first principle addresses recognition learning networks (the what of 
learning) by providing learners with a range of choices for access-
ing content with multiple options for comprehension; for languages, 
expressions, and symbols; and for perception. The second principle 
addresses strategic learning networks (the how of learning) by 
providing multiple means of action and expression with a variety 
of options for executive functions, expression and communication, 
and physical action. The third principle addresses affective learn-
ing networks (the why of learning) by providing multiple means of 
engagement with options for self-regulation, sustaining effort and 
persistence, and recruiting interest (CAST, 2011).

Civil Discourse: Manifesting Democratic Principles
In a democratic classroom, civil discourse becomes the out-

ward manifestation of democratic principles. Emphasizing civil 
discourse in the classroom community promotes student engage-
ment and provides opportunities to practice critical thinking and 
self-discipline. According to Moore (2012), teachers play a critical 
role in educating students for moral and civic responsibility in a 
democratic society. By his definition, civility “goes far beyond 
politeness, respectful language, and good manners” and is “a 
moral imperative linked with other democratic virtues, such as 
respect for differing opinions, listening skills, self-control, ratio-
nality, and tolerance, that must form a foundation for acceptable 
public discourse” (p. 141). Moore has suggested several teacher 
behaviors that are critical in establishing a climate of civility in the 
classroom. First, teachers must serve as role models for civility by 
demonstrating professionalism, creating a safe space for students 
to express themselves, using language that conveys respect, and 
responding to incivility with civility. Second, the teacher must 
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demonstrate respect for differing views and ideologies by ensur-
ing that personal beliefs and biases do not contribute to incivility 
and that controversial issues are approached in an ideologically 
balanced manner. Third, the teacher must establish clear expecta-
tions for civil classroom speech and behavior with fair and consis-
tent enforcement of those expectations. Fourth, the teacher must 
teach students how to disagree respectfully by focusing difficult 
discussions on the subject matter rather than on the individuals 
and by teaching students to look for ways to compromise. Fifth, 
the teacher must include content that exemplifies the desired civil 
virtues.

Marini, Polihronis, and Blackwell (2010) have proposed a series 
of exercises aimed at building positive, civil learning relationships 
among students. The exercises begin with students developing 
consensus around a shared definition for “civility.” Students then 
operationalize civility based on their shared definition by identify-
ing and discussing associated behaviors and co-create a “commu-
nal declaration of civility” (p. 92) to serve as a guiding statement 
for the group and as a contract for sustaining civility in both peace-
ful and contentious times. Johnson and Johnson (1988) proposed 
a discussion model called structured academic controversy that 
defines controversies as “interesting problems to be solved rather 
than as win-lose situations” (p. 59). The goal is for small groups 
of students to consider various perspectives and reach consensus 
regarding a controversy or conflict. In this model, the students 
define the controversy, form groups, research a position and pres-
ent it, reverse perspective and advocate for the  opposing position, 
work together to arrive at a consensus, and then debrief the process 
rather than the outcome. This model provides opportunity for stu-
dents to consider issues from multiple perspectives, to make deci-
sions based on expanded perspective, and to manage controversy 
in an appropriately civil manner.

Conclusion
In establishing a democratic learning environment, then, teach-

ers must be prepared to embrace and model democratic principles, 
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to create a sense of community that recognizes and removes 
cultural barriers to learning while identifying shared interests 
and concerns, to engage students critically with the content, to 
invite student participation through collaboration and choice, and 
to promote discourse that is thoughtful, respectful, and toler-
ant. In preparation for this role, preservice teachers must develop 
their knowledge, dispositions, and skills in several key areas: (1) 
deepening knowledge of self and identifying personal biases, (2) 
acquiring knowledge of and demonstrating acceptance of others, 
(3) understanding and respecting cultural diversity, (4) nurtur-
ing belongingness, (5) understanding and embracing democratic 
principles, and (6) embedding democratic processes within the 
classroom culture. Within the resulting pedagogical community, 
learning can become a shared endeavor as students pool their curi-
osity, experiences, intellect, and skills to expand their knowledge 
and to solve problems.

Just as citizens both shape and are shaped by society, stu-
dents both shape and are shaped by the classroom environment. 
Democratic principles can and should be cultivated in every 
classroom. Furthermore, while electing to incorporate one or two 
strategies into one’s classroom practice is a beginning—a truly 
democratic classroom will develop only if the teacher takes a 
holistic view and saturates the classroom environment with words 
and actions that give life and meaning to democratic principles, 
thereby cultivating democratic habits of thought and behavior. In 
the classroom as in life, community connects, content informs, col-
laboration unites, choice liberates, and civility respects. Teachers 
who embrace democratic principles become agents of change, 
fostering success in the classroom and readying their students for 
the complexities and civic responsibilities inherent in a democratic 
society.
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Abstract
Democracy—with its complicated problems, multiplicity of 

positions, and often deeply held convictions—has always been 
messy. How do we prepare students to participate meaningfully 
in this type of world, where issues are complex and opinions vary 
widely? Knowledge about democratic ideals and development of 
civic dispositions is important, but for students to fully participate 
in democratic life, they also need skills to use when collaborat-
ing around difficult problems. This essay explores the educational 
paradigm of deliberative pedagogy as understood through its ori-
gins in the political idea of deliberative democracy. It discusses the 
difficult transition of deliberative democracy into educational prac-
tice, and suggests deliberative pedagogy might be more seamlessly 
incorporated. It also considers implications of this pedagogy for 
teacher preparation programs. Finally, it suggests ways in which 
this paradigm supports the mission of liberal arts institutions, 
especially as it concerns discourse, community, and life within a 
democratic society.
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Shouting, sensationalism, and name-calling all exemplify what 
might be described as an increasingly hostile culture of commu-
nication (Gerhart, 2009; Leskes, 2013; Potthoff, Mantle-Bromley, 
Clark, Kleinsasser, Badiali, & Baugh, 2009). When engaging with 
complex problems and differences of opinion, our habits of com-
munication appear to be growing more contentious. But is this 
discord really worse than in the past? Possibly not; our democratic 
history is filled with moments of conflict and belligerent commu-
nication. To think that current toxic behaviors are “products of the 
modern era” negates a long history of struggles within our demo-
cratic past (Leskes, 2013).

Democracy—with its complicated problems, multiplicity of 
positions, and often deeply held convictions—has always been 
messy (Gerhart, 2009; Gutmann & Thompson, 2004). One current 
condition that might be intensifying discord is the constant and 
instantaneous barrage of noise, opinion, misinformation, and inci-
vility afforded by ubiquitous social media (Gerhart, 2009; Leskes, 
2013). However, this discord also might be due to our own limita-
tions. We might simply be ill equipped to meaningfully engage 
with challenging social problems—weak in skills such as listening 
and reasoning, and lacking the capacity to communicate respect-
fully across chasms of differing opinion.

Whether the climate of discord is worse now or then is unclear. 
But as educators and especially as teacher educators, this divisive 
discourse raises a serious question: how do we prepare students 
to participate meaningfully in this type of world, where issues are 
complex and opinions are widely divided? It is a difficult ques-
tion with uncertain answers, and it requires consideration of both 
the theoretical and practical dimensions of politics, language, and 
education, as well as an awareness of where these realms might 
intersect (Gutmann & Thompson, 2004; Robertson, 2008).

Institutions of higher education are increasingly being consid-
ered as essential sites for exploring this question, in part because of 
their capacity to integrate ideas, skills, and practices in a multi-
dimensioned way—through classes, forums, community service, 
and lectures, to name a few (Longo, Manosevitch, & Shaffer, 
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2017; National Task Force on Civic Learning and Democratic 
Engagement, 2012). This, along with their ability to unite stu-
dents and community, has led some to consider them “among the 
nation’s most valuable laboratories for civic learning and demo-
cratic engagement” (National Task Force, 2012, p. 2). Teacher 
education programs are important sites as well, with their purpose 
of educating future teachers who will, in turn, help future students 
to develop civic capacity (Robertson, 2008).

But both institutions and teacher education programs have 
struggled with addressing all  of the elements needed for civic par-
ticipation. The practical skills and democratic dispositions needed 
for collaborative decisions (which involve difficult problems and 
divergent interests) prove especially challenging to address. An 
institutional focus on service learning, for example, does not 
necessarily develop these skills in students. These projects tend 
to be oriented toward participation, not problem solving (Stitzlein, 
2010). Likewise, teacher education programs that relegate all of 
the “democracy talk” to history of education or foundations classes 
can fail to create modes of practical discourse. These stand-alone 
courses might focus on important ideas and attitudes, but they lack 
a wider, integrated context as well as the development of practi-
cal skills and practice. Knowledge about democratic ideals and 
development of civic dispositions is important, but for students to 
uphold their responsibilities for full participation in democratic life, 
they will also need skills that can be put to use when collaborating 
around difficult problems (National Task Force, 2012).

Deliberative democracy—discussed more fully in the next sec-
tion—seems to offer a way for schools to develop the knowledge, 
skills and dispositions needed for students to fully participate in 
civic life. It focuses on complex problems and the use of reason-
ing and deliberation for collaborative decision making. But this 
approach—firmly rooted in political philosophy and theory—has 
transitioned unevenly into educational practice (Robertson, 2008; 
Samuelsson & Bøyum, 2015). Its ideas remain firmly enmeshed in 
political theory, causing educators to struggle when implementing 
it in educational settings. This has led to inadequate translations of 
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ideas and situations where theorists and educators “talk past each 
other, to the detriment of both” (Samuelsson & Bøyum, 2015, p. 
76). In the end, this approach has been imperfectly realized in prac-
tice, unable to bridge the significant gap between political concep-
tions and educational practice.

Deliberative pedagogy might be the answer to bridging this 
divide. It is founded on deliberative democracy and political ideas, 
yet it also locates itself firmly within both educational theory and 
practice. Its framework provides both a way of teaching and a 
means of developing a deliberative character (Matthews, 2017). 
Most important, it builds the deliberative skills and dispositions 
necessary for engaging respectfully with others over difficult 
problems.

This essay explores the educational paradigm of deliberative 
pedagogy as understood through its origins in the political idea 
of deliberative democracy. It discusses the difficult transition of 
deliberative democracy into educational practice, and suggests that 
the framework of deliberative pedagogy might be more seamlessly 
incorporated. It also considers implications of this pedagogy for 
teacher preparation programs. Finally, it suggests ways in which 
this paradigm supports the mission of liberal arts institutions, 
especially as concerns discourse, community and life within a 
democratic society.

Deliberation—Process, Skills, and Dispositions
Deliberation is a process of reasoning at the center of both delib-

erative democracy and deliberative pedagogy. It shares character-
istics of civil discourse, but engages participants in different ways. 
Civil discourse could simply be described as a reasoned, mutually 
respectful conversation (Leskes, 2013). It involves no structure and 
has few requirements other than the necessity of respectful speak-
ing and listening. Participants use civil discourse to learn about 
issues; and using it builds skills in critical analysis, logical think-
ing, respectful engagement, and listening (Leskes, 2013). Although 
deliberation shares many of these basic functions, it has important 
differences.
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Deliberation, unlike civil discourse, involves reason-giving and 
the justification of positions (Gutmann & Thompson, 2004). It 
requires careful analysis of positions and weighing of alternatives 
and is focused on “questions affecting the public good” (Robertson, 
2008). Additionally, it can have a transformative effect on partici-
pants who might experience new awareness of the complexities 
of a problem after sharing with and listening to others (Gutmann 
& Thompson, 2004). Deliberation also involves a decision, one 
considered the “best” decision given the available perspectives 
and problem. Unlike debate, deliberation is not about winning, 
convincing, or even necessarily compromise. Rather it moves 
participants to greater insights and toward a collectively deter-
mined decision that will best serve the common good (Gutmann & 
Thompson, 2004).

In addition, unlike civil discourse, deliberation relies upon ele-
ments of character that will compel deliberators to engage fairly 
and consider the public good when making decisions. Virtues such 
as respect, civility, a “willingness to listen to others who disagree” 
and an openness to different perspectives all underlie the delibera-
tive process (Robertson, 2008).

Understanding deliberative pedagogy requires an understanding 
of deliberation and of deliberative democracy (the approach from 
which it derives). It also is necessary to consider the ways in which 
deliberative democracy has been imperfectly realized, as it has 
moved from idea into practice so that the benefits of deliberative 
pedagogy might be more apparent.

Deliberative Democracy
Deliberation and democracy have been long-time partners in 

politics—as early as fifth-century Athens and involving Pericles 
and Aristotle, by one account—but the meanings and roles of each 
have changed as political theories have evolved (for a brief his-
tory, see Gutmann & Thompson, 2004). “Deliberative democracy” 
unites both terms and refers to a conception of democracy where 
participants struggle toward a decision over a complicated prob-
lem in a way that involves reasoning between people, justifying 
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positions, and the consideration of options and trade-offs. This 
guarantees that participants have the opportunity to speak and 
be listened to in a mutually respectful manner (Gutmann & 
Thompson, 1996; Shaffer, Longo, Manosevitch, & Thomas, 2017).

Deliberative democracy requires participants to make a deci-
sion amidst a tangle of considerations and differing opinions, and 
while members move toward a “best” solution, it does not mean 
that their personal positions are the same or even aligned in the 
end. It merely requires a common agreement upon and support of 
a decision deemed to be in the interests of the common good. Even 
though there may be continued disagreement, the process pro-
motes respect for the collective decision, and in the end it serves 
to legitimize the collective decision-making process (Gutmann & 
Thompson, 2004).

This conceptualization of democracy situates deliberation at the 
center of democratic life, and it took shape in the 1980s out of dis-
satisfaction with prevailing democratic practices (Barker, McAfee, 
& McIvors, 2012). By one account, these popular practices treated 
citizens as vote-holders whose preferences could be manipulated 
using democratic processes, an approach which elevated special 
interest groups and engendered aggressive competition for votes 
(Barker et al., 2012). General frustration with this paradigm and a 
desire for greater inclusion of everyday citizens in decision-making 
processes led to a shift away from this “voting-centric” interest  
group politics and a movement toward local political processes and 
participation (Barker et al., 2012). Deliberative democracy provided 
a new political paradigm, one that focused on citizen voice and 
emphasized participation through deliberation (Barker et al., 2012).

Over time, this political paradigm matured, especially with 
regard to the idea of deliberation and what this term should entail. 
Early critics of deliberative democracy, for example, often focused 
on the ways in which the term “deliberation” was problematic or 
limiting in nature (Barker et al., 2012; Robertson, 2008). These 
critics took issue with what they perceived to be an overly nar-
row definition of deliberation, one that restricted the practice of 
deliberation to engagements of reasoned discourse. According to 
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critics, this narrow understanding favored impartial accounts and 
made no room for emotion or other forms of expression, a restric-
tion that by its very nature excluded certain voices and privileged 
others (Barker et al., 2012). However, proponents of deliberative 
democracy viewed these early criticisms of deliberation as over-
simplifications. Regardless, the process of deliberation as defined 
by recent work explicitly involves wide parameters and includes 
elements such as storytelling, personal accounts, and emotion 
(Barker et al., 2012).

Deliberation also matured with regard to purpose. Early under-
standings of the goal of deliberation focused on reaching con-
sensus, but current conceptualizations express a different goal. 
Deliberation is used to advance members toward a decision that 
functions best for a given problem, even if this solution does not 
align with all members’ beliefs and even if members continue to 
hold differing positions after their decision (Barker et al., 2012; 
Shaffer, 2017). It employs discussion and justification of positions, 
along with considerations of the public good, with a purpose of 
minimizing differences between positions to arrive at an agreed-
upon result (Gutmann & Thompson, 2004). This expansion of 
the purpose of deliberation is more sensitive to the complexity of 
problems, the depth and breadth of stakeholder positions, and the 
nature of disagreement (Barker et al., 2012; Shaffer, 2017).

These clarifications in definition and purpose helped solidify 
the paradigm of deliberative democracy and more clearly illumi-
nate its benefits. For instance, the deliberative process necessitates 
that people provide justifications for their own understandings, a 
process which often clarifies their positions. It provides a forum for 
the expression of multiple positions and voices, which offers listen-
ers an opportunity to refine their thinking (Shaffer, 2017). The 
multiplicity of ideas and voices that are present during deliberation 
even helps to clarify the problem being considered, as it reveals 
perspectives that may not have been visible initially. Deliberation 
also helps to bring differing opinions together using a process 
dependent upon respect. It “cannot make incompatible values com-
patible, but it can help participants recognize the moral merit in 
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their opponents’ claims when those claims have merit” (Gutmann 
& Thompson, 2004, p. 11). In short, the deliberative process uses 
discussion, listening, and reasoning to elevate the careful consider-
ation of challenging issues. The diversity of positions that emerge 
enable members to weigh a variety of options as they move toward 
an agreed-upon course of action.

The current conceptualization of deliberative democracy is situ-
ated in political theory, but it intersects with education in impor-
tant ways. First, it requires a set of reasoning and communication 
skills and a refinement of thought that must be taught, leading 
one theorist to claim that the educational system is “the single 
most important institution outside of government” for developing 
deliberative capacity (Gutmann & Thompson, 1996, p. 359). When 
considering the list of characteristics that make up a deliberative 
nature—careful listening, critical thinking, and clear articulation 
of ideas, for instance—it becomes clear that many are already 
being cultivated in schools in one form or another (Samuelsson & 
Bøyum, 2015). Those that may be less present in schools, such as 
opportunities to engage “respectfully with views different from 
one’s own” (Samuelsson & Bøyum, 2015) and to participate in the 

“give and take of moral argument with a view to making mutually 
acceptable decisions” (Guttmann & Thompson, 1996) still clearly 
align with many educational aims.

From Political Conceptions to Educational Practice— 
a Difficult Transition

These overlaps make it relatively easy to theorize about the 
intersection of deliberative democracy and education, but the 
reality of implementation is more difficult. The research involv-
ing deliberative democracy as it pertains to education consistently 
aligns on two points—on what the practice of deliberative democ-
racy should look like and that the development of a deliberative 
nature requires explicit instruction and practice (Samuelsson & 
Bøyum, 2015). Beyond these two points, however, myriad dis-
agreements occur, especially regarding the scope and purpose of 
the deliberative process (Samuelsson & Bøyum, 2015).
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Problems specifically arise when the purpose of deliberation 
moves away from a means of minimizing differences—when 
the purpose moves to unrelated goals like “taking responsibil-
ity for the consequences of one’s actions” or “anger management” 
(Samuelsson & Bøyum, 2015). Educators make research connec-
tions such as these in an attempt to connect political theory with 
educational practice, but these connections move too far away 
from the meaning and purpose of deliberation as expressed in 
political theory. In essence, the two groups use the same term, but 
they define it in fundamentally different ways. Political theory 
assigns a very specific definition and scope to the term, but educa-
tors often rely on a commonly understood definition. As a result, 
the research findings from educational studies are not aligned in 
meaning with the findings from political studies, which results in a 
collection of seemingly disparate research, none of which builds on 
itself (Samuelsson & Bøyum, 2015).

Implementing deliberative democracy through service learning 
opportunities provides another example of the uneven transition 
of this idea into educational practice. While the service learn-
ing approach might align with the requirements of deliberative 
democracy in some elements (e.g. where students are involved in 
settings which offer a variety of perspectives and which expose 
students to different communities, perspectives, and concerns), 
there often is little opportunity for collaboration and even less 
opportunity for real issue engagement (Stitzlein, 2010). In addi-
tion, an attitude of volunteering—viewing the work as an outsider 
coming in—often prevails, instead of a desire to function and 
learn within the community in full (Stitzlein, 2010). Service learn-
ing opportunities provide some civic interaction, but the overall 
experience, process, and purpose differs substantively from delib-
erative democracy.

Understanding the idea of deliberative democracy and the 
imperfect ways it has been realized in educational practice pro-
vides a fuller context for the idea of deliberative pedagogy. It also 
provides some issues to be aware of when enacting this pedagogy 
in practice.
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Deliberative Pedagogy
Deliberative pedagogy derives from deliberative democracy 

and subsequently shares many similarities. But unlike deliberative 
democracy, which focuses on reaching a collective decision ben-
efitting the common good, deliberative pedagogy focuses within 
the realm of education and its extended community (Longo et al., 
2017). Deliberative pedagogy is both a process involving delibera-
tion and a pedagogical approach. This dual functioning makes 
it not only a set of skills and dispositions to be taught, but also a 
model of how to teach them (Longo et al., 2017).

As with deliberative democracy, deliberative pedagogy “encour-
ages students to  encounter and consider multiple perspectives, 
weigh trade-offs and tensions, and move toward action through 
informed judgment” (Longo et al., 2017, p. xxi). The overarch-
ing purpose of deliberation in deliberative pedagogy is for its use 
in achieving civic and democratic ends, not for building discrete 
skills. It also can move students and universities into more active 
encounters with their community through its emphasis on bringing 
groups together to take part in deliberative opportunities (Longo & 
Gibson, 2017).

In addition, deliberative pedagogy sets forth a pedagogical 
approach that aligns with established educational theory and 
philosophy. In its reliance upon democratic conceptions; its pro-
cess which equates learning with school as well as community; its 
preference for active, collaborative learning; and its orientation 
away from the “banking” model of education, for example, it aligns 
clearly with the educational conceptions of Dewey and Freire (1970) 
Deliberative pedagogy also bears elements of engaged pedagogy 
(hooks, 1994) in its challenge of the current pedagogical paradigm 
of higher education (Longo et al., 2017, p. xxv). Deliberative peda-
gogy privileges holistic, “collaborative, participatory, and demo-
cratic approaches” in the classroom instead of traditional methods 
of information conveyance (Longo et al., 2017, p. xxv). Because of 
these connections, deliberative pedagogy situates firmly within the 
realm of education.

Successful enactments of this pedagogy take a variety of forms 
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in both higher education campuses and classrooms, but all imple-
mentations share the fundamental element of engagement. Genuine 
engagement “opens people’s perspectives and tends to make them 
more aware of issues occurring across groups,” which “makes 
them more likely to get involved in civic efforts organized to 
address the unsolved issues” (McTighe Musil as quoted in Kozma, 
2013, p. 7).

Deliberative pedagogy relies on “high impact practices” to 
promote this engagement. These practices—such as first-year 
seminars, common intellectual experiences, learning communities, 
undergraduate research, and diversity/global learning—engage 
but also accelerate student learning (Association of American 
Colleges and Universities [AACU], 2018). When used in con-
junction with a variety of perspectives and voices, they also can 

“disrupt the norms” (McTighe Musil as quoted in Kozma, 2013, 
p. 7). In practice, deliberative pedagogy might look like “recipro-
cal partnerships” that bring community and students together in 
shared engagement (Longo & Gibson, 2017, p. 38). It allows for 

“the co-creation of shared spaces for dialogue and collaborative 
action in the community.” In some schools, deliberative pedagogy 
has taken the form of “intergenerational learning circles with new 
immigrants, forums with community members on public issues, 
and multi-year civic-engagement courses” (Longo & Gibson, 2017, 
p. 38).

Locations for engagement may vary, from conference spaces to 
dorm spaces, gathering spots on campus or within the local com-
munity—anywhere that will facilitate engagements, deliberation, 
and practice (Shaffer, 2014). And, deliberative pedagogy functions 
as a resource for any group on campus to use, not just students—
available also to members of student affairs, residence life, and 
administration, for example (Shaffer, 2014).

In classrooms, deliberative pedagogy can be implemented as the 
focus and purpose of an entire course—from syllabus construc-
tion to a final deliberative forum involving class, campus, and 
community members (Brammer, 2017; Shaffer, 2014)—or it can 
be a guiding focus for the curriculum within a discipline—e.g., 
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communications studies (Drury & Carcasson, 2017) or science 
(Drury, 2017). Within schools of teacher education, it can help 
students develop greater capacity for meaningful engagement in 
their school communities, and it can guide them in developing 
the practical skills needed to build and sustain their own learning 
communities. For teacher educators, it moves democratic ideas 
and values out of theory and into meaningful action in schools and 
communities.

Although there will be inevitable tweaks and adjustments to 
focus and language as this pedagogical approach matures, it has 
a strong foundation and is assembling a growing research base 
(Thomas, 2017). Its deep ties to democracy and clear integration 
within education’s theoretical and pedagogical tradition make this 
pedagogy a viable option for use within and across disciplines and 
at every institutional level. And, in those institutions that have 
embraced it, this pedagogy brings civic and academic worlds 
together, diminishing the disconnect between what happens in 
the classroom and what happens in the “public square” (Thomas, 
2017). Deliberative pedagogy seems to be emerging as a viable 
paradigm, helping students “to engage with others in democratic, 
inclusive, and respectfully discursive practices” (Doherty, 2012).

Implications for Teacher Preparation Programs
Incorporating deliberative pedagogy into teacher preparation 

programs has a number of clear benefits—for both the programs 
and teacher candidates. With regard to preparation programs, 
the use of deliberative pedagogy has the potential to move these 
programs in a direction directly counter to the forces that are 
pushing them toward over-standardization. There has been much 
discussion in the literature about the ways in which preparation 
programs have begun to narrow in response to current standard-
ized teacher assessments. Both course content and student focus 
have shifted in an attempt to align with these assessments, a shift 
that often has resulted in the replacement of rich discussions about 
community, learning, and experiences with courses and conversa-
tions focused on mechanics, procedures, and the interpretation of 
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assessment rubrics needed for passing the professional portfolio 
assessment (Alfaro, 2008; Denton, 2013; Greenblatt & O’Hara, 
2015). Embracing deliberative pedagogy in preparation programs 
counters this narrowing and standardization because of its essen-
tial use of dynamic interactions with community, content, and 
learners. Engaging with communities and individuals in this way 
challenges teacher candidates to “go beyond the mechanics of the 
practice” and teaches them how to engage directly and meaning-
fully with their communities in real-world settings (Alfaro, 2008). 
Deliberative pedagogy also grounds teacher preparation programs 
firmly in the greater mission of building and sustaining community.

Deliberative pedagogy in teacher preparation programs also 
benefits teacher candidates, as it provides candidates with a set of 
real skills that emerge organically from experience. These skills 
are dynamically derived, and their grounding in human interac-
tions and in community makes them deeply meaningful to candi-
dates. For example, teacher candidates can read case studies about 
the need to listen, but this skill takes on new depth of meaning 
when candidates participate in community forums and in this way 
come to recognize “the wisdom of community voices” and the fact 
that these voices are “legitimate sources” of knowledge (Longo, 
2013, p. 8).

In addition, teacher preparation programs that train their can-
didates using deliberative pedagogy have the potential to produce 
future teachers who are deeply in tune with the nature and com-
plexities of the communities in which they will teach. Teacher 
candidates are able to connect in a real way with the communities 
that they might become a part of, which aligns them more directly 
with the strengths, issues, and concerns that are important to the 
community and their learners.

These experiences also highlight the necessity and benefits of 
involving diverse community voices in the educational process. 
One teacher who enacted deliberative pedagogy in a K–6 teacher 
preparation classroom found that many of the graduated teachers 
continued to practice deliberative pedagogy once they had entered 
into their own classrooms and actively sought to build connections 
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with families and communities. (For a full description of delibera-
tive pedagogy as enacted in one K–6 teacher preparation setting, 
see Alfaro, 2008.) These teachers also brought their community 
commitments into teacher leadership roles that allowed them 
to further the work of involving the community in learning. 
Understanding the value, role, and potential of community engage-
ment is a vital part of teacher preparation, and it is among the more 
difficult parts to realize when developing future teachers. Teacher 
candidates who experience the benefits of community engage-
ments firsthand will deeply appreciate the significance of this 
component.

Who Will Lead the Way?
The dispositions and skills needed for meaningful deliberation 

are not innate and must be taught (Matthews, 2017, Robertson, 
2008). As noted earlier, institutions of higher education seem the 
logical choice to lead the way in this effort to build deliberative 
capacity in students given their educational capacity, resources, 
and reach (Robertson, 2008; National Task Force, 2012). Liberal 
arts institutions, especially those with teacher education programs, 
might be compelled to lead the way for another, more deep-seated 
reason—mission.

The democratic practice of deliberation aligns with the overall 
mission of liberal arts institutions because deliberation requires 
more than process or skills—it involves an ethical dimension as 
well (Robertson, 2008). Deliberation relies upon dispositions and 
character traits that will guide participants to act in the interests 
of the common good and of community. The establishment of 
community lies at the center of the mission of liberal arts schools, 
especially those with teacher education programs.

One mission statement—from an association of liberal arts 
institutions with teacher preparation programs—illustrates the fun-
damental importance of community for these schools. The mission 
statement of the Association of Independent Liberal Arts Colleges 
for Teacher Education (AILACTE) mentions community explicitly 
in three of the five mission points that it encourages its members 
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to emphasize. The mission statement highlights “the importance 
of community,” “the obligations that individuals have in com-
munity,” and “the role that individuals and communities have in 
a democratic society” (Association of Independent Liberal Arts 
Colleges for Teacher Education [AILACTE], 2018). These institu-
tions recognize that principles such as respect and openness, and 
behaviors such as the willingness to consider other viewpoints and 
to act with others’ interests in mind are foundational to communi-
ties of learning. These not only align with mission-specific goals 
involving community and democratic engagement, but they are the 
same principles needed for deliberation.

There is no question that engaging in the work of democracy, 
with its plurality of opinion and complex problems, is difficult. 
If we are to fully uphold our civic and community responsibili-
ties, we must be able to proceed in the face of this complexity in a 
way that upholds standards of respect and democratic values. For 
liberal arts institutions—especially those with teacher preparation 
programs—leading the way in this effort to build deliberative and 
civic capacity in students provides a way to move mission into the 
forefront, making it both a prominent and integral part of all that is 
done within the educational community.
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Abstract
In this paper, we discuss how we attempt to build classroom 

environments that are conducive to positive civil discourse. 
Utilizing the framework of cultural proficiency (Lindsey, Robins, 
and Terrell, 2009), we argue for an inside-out approach through 
self-exploration to help deconstruct worldviews we develop 
through the years. In coupling this approach with the benefits of 
a liberal arts education, we are then able to provide preservice 
teachers with a deeper sense of how to move critical conversations 
forward within their work.



Byrners and Hillis

36  AILACTE Volume XV Fall 2018

In the history of U.S. public schooling there has been a long and 
healthy tension between those who advocate for self-regarding, 
utilitarian, and economic purposes of schooling versus those who 
argue for more other-regarding, humanitarian aims focused on 
democratic citizenship. As the nation’s political pendulum has 
swung every decade or two, so too has thinking about whether 
schools should first and foremost help people improve their eco-
nomic prospects or maintain a vibrant democracy. In the recent 
past, as evidenced by even a cursory analysis of the Obama 
administration’s education speeches (Byrnes, 2012), the pendulum 
appears stuck in the former, where students are viewed mostly as 
future employees and consumers.

We stubbornly hold onto the belief that K–12 educators should 
think more about their students as future citizens in a pluralist 
democracy. We know today’s students will inherit many complex, 
seemingly intractable challenges from our generation—escalat-
ing school violence, environmental degradation, terrorism, and 
economic inequities—that require significant thoughtfulness to 
combat. If they are nott taught the knowledge, skills, and disposi-
tions needed to converse across ever-increasing political and iden-
tity lines, even modest progress on these issues is unlikely (Lauka, 
McCoy, and Firat, 2018).

In a recent TED talk, Julia Galef (2016) framed part of this issue 
as the difference between a soldier versus a scout mindset. A sol-
dier mindset, she argues, is ultimately concerned with winning and 
being right. A person with this mindset seeks information to con-
firm their position, rather than striving to find information that may 
provide a more complete view of reality. Someone with a scout 
mindset, on the other hand, tries to remain curious about whatever 
issue is under debate. As a result, a person with a scout mindset 
will pursue additional information no matter where it may lead.

Of course, an important question is how do individuals arrive 
at either a soldier or scout mindset? For even as Galef acknowl-
edges, most of us adopt the soldier mindset because it does not 
require us to challenge our previously held positions. And if 
adopting a scout mindset is difficult for us, then how are we to 

Creating an Environment for Civil Discourse

AILACTE Journal  37

help others do the same?
The argument that we will make in the subsequent pages of this 

essay is that the process can begin through education and be fur-
ther developed in our work with preservice teachers. Utilizing the 
lens of cultural proficiency (Lindsey, Robins, and Terrell, 2009), 
we will argue for an inside-out approach and suggest that a liberal 
arts education can be an instrumental first step in preparing new 
teachers. We will conclude with examples of how we work specifi-
cally with preservice teachers to foster K–12 classroom environ-
ments that are conducive to civil discourse.

An Inside-Out Approach

“Central to what you see in someone is what you are looking for.” 
Herbert Kohl, 1994, p. 44

The field of cultural proficiency offers a hopeful approach to 
deepening our understanding of one another and creating more 
open environments. Rather than trying to first learn about each 
other, cultural proficiency advocates for an inside-out approach 
(Lindsey, et al., 2009). The basic premise of the field, which 

“acknowledges and validates the current values and feelings of 
people, encouraging change without threatening people’s feeling 
of worth” (p. 23), is that as people engage in self-exploration, more 
meaningful dialogue can be facilitated.

The Development of Schemas
The focus of cultural proficiency is placed on exploring the 

multiple, and often competing, values, ethics, and positions one 
develops through the years. For example, as privileged white males, 
the authors acknowledge that we have been formed by positions of 
power, economic stability, and an existence rooted in a patriarchal, 
primarily Anglo-Saxon society. The result is that we, personally, 
have developed worldviews that originate from this upbringing 
and are informed by predominantly white male power structures 
within U.S. society.
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As children, we are constantly absorbing the environment 
around us in our attempts to make sense of the world. Ideally, our 
evolving worldviews would be rational and information-based; 
however, the reality is that they emerge from a complex set of 
experiences, fragmentary knowledge, and self-determined conclu-
sions. Consequently, idiosyncratic schemas emerge to help create 
subjective perceptions of reality (Arbib, 1995; Green, 2010).

For example, a young man grows up in an economically privi-
leged home with a mother, father, and two siblings. The mother, 
who happens to be a corporate lawyer, and the father, an entre-
preneur in the technology field, raise their children according to 
the old maxim, “God helps those who help themselves.” Now as 
parents ourselves, this adage may be a laudable framework in 
which to raise children who, as a result, will understand the value 
of hard work and the opportunity for growth and advancement 
(although, granted, this outcome is never guaranteed). This type of 
an upbringing would help to codify certain behaviors and norms 
within a child to create what they come to believe as “normal,” 

“expected,” or “common sense.”
However, we must also recognize that others raised in different 

circumstances would in all likelihood arrive at a different set of 
conclusions. Suppose, for example, that our young man grows up 
as a child in the foster care system. Abandoned at birth, the child’s 
upbringing could be one of instability and scarcity—both emotion-
ally and physically. As the child navigates the school system, he 
might be unable to receive the needed support at school or home 
and experience frustration and failure as a result. The schema that 
he develops might be mistrustful of anyone who says to him, “Just 
pull yourself up by the bootstraps.” Unable to see the opportunities 
before him, he would understandably be more focused on survival 
than some tenuous future.

While these are two dramatically different mindsets, the real-
ity is that we are all in the process of creating unique identities 
based upon distinct life experiences. Politics, religion, gender 
identification, socioeconomic status, family dynamics, etc., impact 
all of us and frame conceptions of ourselves, each other, and the 
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world around us. Everyone constructs their worldview differently, 
which contributes to our many divides—divides that must first be 
addressed through a process of self-reflection.

Barriers of the Self
As Lindsey, et al. (2009) note in their work on cultural profi-

ciency, the difficulty with self-reflection is that there are barriers 
that must be confronted to move us towards each other relationally. 
These barriers are persistent and reoccurring, which makes it a 
challenge to be open and aware of how others perceive the world. 
The following is a brief synopsis of these barriers and how an 
exposure to the liberal arts can ameliorate them.

A resistance to change: The authors argue that an initial bar-
rier to confront is one’s resistance to change. As noted above, the 
emergence of schemas tends to normalize experiences and under-
standing. Furthermore, if these schemas have proven efficacious 
for an individual, especially in helping form positive relationships 
with other like-minded people, a logical question would be, “Why 
would I want to change?”

One of the benefits of working in a college/university setting 
is that many students come with an openness to change. Higher 
education is seen as an opportunity to gain new skills, expand 
one’s knowledge, and engage in new experiences. We often hear 
first-year students comment about “reinventing themselves” after 
high school. Within a liberal arts environment, this message of 
possibility is continually reinforced to students. At our respective 
institutions, both of the mission statements reflect this:

California Lutheran University: The mission of the University 
is to educate leaders for a global society who are strong in char-
acter and judgment, confident in their identity and vocation, and 
committed to service and justice.

Pacific Lutheran University: The University seeks to educate 
students for lives of thoughtful inquiry, service, leadership and 
care—for other people, for their communities and for the Earth.

Other liberal arts institutions similarly identify future-oriented 
goals to direct the work of the organization.
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Being unaware of a need to adapt: In addition to having a 
resistance to change, Lindsey, et al. (2009) suggest that people are 
often unaware of a need to adapt to a changing context. This lapse 
is further exacerbated by our tendency to associate with people 
of similar background, orientations, heritage, etc. (Garmston and 
Zoller, 2018). When our associations remain limited and our world 
views stay small, it can create a static view of one’s self and those 
with whom we engage. However, with personal mobility being a 
significant factor in society, there is less chance that people will 
reside in their originating communities. As people move from 
place to place, it is likely that they will experience new sets of 
mores and differing degrees of cultural, ethnic, and political 
diversity.

One of the strengths of a liberal arts education is that it pro-
vides students with a deepened awareness of their own limitations 
(Taylor, 2010). Having typically only been exposed to fairly tradi-
tional high school content in English, history, civics, etc., in high 
school, a university will often present content that creates a more 
intellectually rigorous and challenging experience; content infused 
with gender perspectives, systemic oppression, epistemology, 
etc. can be both welcomed and jarring. As we will explore later 
in this article, teacher education needs to capitalize on this chal-
lenging content as a way to help preservice teachers gain empathy 
and more complete perspectives of others (Andrews, Richmond, 
Warren, Petchauer, and Floden, 2018).

A failure to acknowledge systemic oppression: Gaining 
knowledge and skills to be able to adapt to the changing world is 
an important step; however, Lindsey, et al. (2009) also argue that to 
become culturally proficient, it is imperative to acknowledge that 
U.S. society has systemically oppressed various groups of people 
throughout its history and that this continues today. Historical 
examples of this oppression are clear: indigenous groups who were 
decimated through disease and war; captured Africans brought to 
the U.S. and enslaved to work the fields; and women who were not 
allowed to vote and denied educational and employment opportu-
nities for many years. Additionally, there continues to be striking 
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examples of systemic oppression in modern society as well: the 
plight of young black males who have alarmingly high rates of 
school expulsion (Howard, 2018); the ongoing fight for the recogni-
tion of transgendered people (Nicolazzo, 2017); and the continued 
sexual harassment and abuse of women as highlighted by the Me 
Too Movement.

As scholars have noted throughout the last 30 years (e.g., 
Loewen, 1995; Takaki, 1993; Zinn, 1980), the history and experi-
ences of non-dominant groups in society have often been omitted 
from the curriculum. Consequently, it is not surprising that some 
people have a difficult time recognizing the systemic oppression 
that has and does exist in U.S. society. While simply teaching 
about historically marginalized people will not address all of the 
reasons why someone might deny the existence of oppressive 
practices in society, it is an area that needs attention; a liberal arts 
education is one place where this consciousness raising can begin.

One’s own benefits arise from positions of power and 
entitlement: A final barrier articulated by Lindsey, et al. (2009) is 
that for many people, the benefits derived from their positions of 
relative power and entitlement inhibit their willingness to change. 
As we are all aware, power is not often willingly conceded and 
the result is that power structures are difficult to dislodge (see e.g., 
King, 1986). As individuals of the dominant culture, we are aware 
of this challenge and recognize that we have benefited greatly 
from our backgrounds and affiliations. For example, both of us 
come from families where a college education was expected as 
part of our maturation process. Consequently, even though there 
were challenges in this process for each of us, we were provided 
with a vision of this path and how to make it happen. Contrast 
this with first generation college students who may not have 
this expectation or a well-defined understanding of how best to 
achieve it (Adams, 2015).

So the question becomes, how do we help students who attend 
our universities acknowledge this same reality? For it is the case 
that many of the students we work with at private, liberal arts col-
leges will have also benefitted from the current system and how it 



Byrners and Hillis

42  AILACTE Volume XV Fall 2018

allocates power and privilege. However, the force of demograph-
ics is creating new constellations of student bodies. California 
Lutheran University, for example, is now a federally recognized 
Hispanic Serving Institution (HSI) and has a greater percentage 
of students who are Catholic than Lutheran. As a consequence, 
questions are emerging on the historically white campus that are 
impelling students, faculty, and staff to consider the intersection 
of power and privilege. Questions such as: Why do we seek people 
that “fit in” with the existing culture? How do we move from being 
a Hispanic enrolling institution to a Hispanic Serving Institution? 
Why doesn’t our faculty and administration have comparable 
demographics to the student population? While simply asking the 
questions will not produce change, at least it forces people to con-
sider the perspectives that have given rise to the issues.

By reflecting on and moving through these barriers that keep us 
from greater cultural proficiency, we are hopeful that preservice 
teachers will be able to take critical steps toward more productive 
engagement with people who think differently than them. By doing 
so, we are then able to pivot to the challenging work of creating 
environments for civil discourse.

Developing Classroom Environments
Teaching preservice teachers to reflect on and move through 

these aforementioned barriers is critical to helping them thought-
fully resolve conflict with their increasingly diverse students, 
students’ families, and colleagues. Before turning to a few teacher 
education practices we find helpful in teaching about cultural profi-
ciency, here are some key assumptions we adhere to in our work.

Working Assumptions
First, whether teaching cultural proficiency to prospective 

undergraduate teacher candidates in a “Multicultural Perspectives 
in the Classroom” course or graduate preservice teachers in 

“Sociocultural Foundations of Education,” we’re keenly aware of 
the limits of teacher-directed instruction, or what Freire (2008) 
described as a banking model of instruction. When teachers see 
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themselves as depositors of knowledge and view students as 
passive receptors, students lack the autonomy to rationalize and 
conceptualize knowledge at a personal level. Preservice teach-
ers gain cultural proficiency though conversation; questioning; 
and the repeated, respectful sharing of competing interpretations. 
We are most successful in broadening our preservice teach-
ers’ worldviews when we orchestrate classroom experiences that 
enable them to learn about the broader context of their differences 
through direct interaction. Important in this context is the work 
that admission teams do to recruit candidates with varied life 
experiences. From our perspective, the more culturally and eco-
nomically diverse preservice teacher classes are, the greater the 
opportunity for the candidates to discover how their backgrounds 
and identities impact and frame their conceptions of themselves 
and others (see e.g., Arshavskaya, 2018).

Additionally, we emphasize the importance of cultural profi-
ciency not only in working with K–12 students, but also in teaming 
effectively with colleagues and partnering positively with families 
(Terrell and Lindsey, 2009). We continually remind our preservice 
teachers that conflict resolution knowledge, skills, and dispositions, 
especially with questioning and active listening, are helpful tools 
not only in their classrooms, but in resolving challenging colleague 
and family related disagreements as well.

A third point we make when teaching cultural proficiency is to 
emphasize what Wong (2017) describes as “the inherent advan-
tages of self-compassion as compared to the more popular notion 
of self-confidence.” Wong writes that self-compassion “…encour-
ages you to acknowledge your flaws and limitations, allowing you 
to look at yourself from a more objective and realistic point of 
view.” Preservice teachers need continual reminders that becoming 
skilled at civic discourse is a long-term process. Since missteps are 
inevitable, perfection is an unrealistic and unhelpful goal.

Lastly, in our focus on cultural proficiency, we are conscious 
that we are modeling how to initiate and constructively engage 
in difficult conversations about controversial topics upon which 
reasonable people routinely disagree. Consequently, we seek to 
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normalize conflict and help students become more comfortable 
with it by addressing both students’ hurt feelings directly and con-
temporary controversies (e.g., the National Football League players’ 
protests of the national anthem) through open-ended questioning. 
We simultaneously encourage open and honest discussion through 
patient, active listening and share the missteps we have made in 
our journeys towards becoming more culturally proficient.

Approaching Preservice Teachers
With that context, the following types of educational activi-

ties have proven especially effective in deepening our preservice 
teachers’ cultural proficiency through the years. First and foremost, 
we strongly encourage studying away from campus, especially in 
markedly different cultural contexts, whether in the United States 
or abroad. When studying away, students who are often over-
whelmed with cultural differences, may learn how problematic 
it is to make rushed, negative judgments about the host culture. 
For example, one of us lead a study abroad program at Sichuan 
University in Chengdu, China, that involved an emergency trip to 
Hong Kong for a gamma globulin shot for a student who had been 
scratched on the nose by an aggressive monkey. Upon returning 
to Chengdu, our “single entry” visas needed renewing. What we 
imagined would be a simple errand ended up being a long, chal-
lenging series of obstacles, including finding the right building 
and needing new photos and more money. For the student, every-
thing about the morning’s frustrations was abnormal. His sense 
of “the normal way things are supposed to be done” was tested at 
every turn. The student was incensed and was frustrated by the 
entire incident.

Expectations about what’s normal also impacted all the group’s 
academic experiences. Specifically, last-minute schedule changes 
were a source of frustration throughout the semester. In the 
students’ thinking, all universities should publish the schedule of 
classes weeks and months in advance; consequently, they wanted 
to know the logistical details of their class schedule shortly after 
arriving on the Sichuan University campus. However, Chinese 
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institutions do not organize classes in the same manner; as a result, 
the students struggled to adapt right up until the semester began. 
Instead of viewing more spontaneous decision-making as a flaw in 
the Chinese character, gradually, some students learned to accept it 
as not better or worse than what they were most accustomed to, but 
just another cultural difference.

When preservice teachers realize people organize their lives 
in culturally distinct ways that work perfectly well for them, they 
become more sensitive to the myriad ways their students’ families 
organize their daily lives and the differing degrees of importance 
they place on formal academic achievement. Consequently, they 
may be less likely to generalize from their own experience and 
thereby earn the respect of culturally diverse students and families.

A second, relatively simple educational activity that has proven 
helpful in advancing our preservice teachers’ cultural proficiency 
is Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s TEDGlobal Talk, “The Danger of 
a Single Story” (2009). In the talk, the Nigerian novelist poignantly 
describes how  our lives and cultures are composed of many over-
lapping stories and warns that if we hear only a single story about 
another person or country, we risk critical misunderstandings. 
Upon watching it, preservice teachers often reflect on how they 
have been “single storied” at times, thus creating a new determina-
tion to avoid that common cross-cultural pitfall.

Another short video, a peek inside Mary Stewart’s New Haven, 
Connecticut,  kindergarten classroom, is a third educational 
activity that helps preservice teachers better understand cultural 
proficiency—watching an accomplished teacher skillfully imple-
ment it in her classroom (Southern Poverty Law Center, 2008). 
While Stewart helps the class build a wheel chair accessible ramp 
for a future wheel-chair-bound guest, she gracefully engages her 
25 culturally diverse kindergarteners in matter-of-fact discussions 
about disabilities. Through a series of hands-on activities, includ-
ing learning sign language and using wheel chairs, Stewart helps 
the students become more familiar with, and comfortable around, 
disabled people. While starting construction on the ramp, a student 
abruptly tells Ms. Stewart she can’t use a hammer “because she’s 
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a mom.” Ms. Stewart reveals that not only can she use a hammer, 
but she was in the Army too; a “single story” error that can be 
highlighted for preservice teachers as they develop their cultural 
proficiency.

Stewart is also asked in the video why she didn’t pre-drill the 
holes in the wood so that students could hammer the nails into 
place more easily. Reiterating the importance of active learning, 
she explains, “I didn’t want it to be easy.” Preservice teachers 
are also typically struck by Stewart’s default teaching strategy 
whenever her students express misconceptions of differently 
abled people—questioning, or more specifically, asking why they 
believe, for example, someone in a wheel chair is going to die. 
Socrates-like, Stewart convincingly models how to use questions 
to deepen classroom conversations about cultural differences and 
build an environment of openness.

Lastly, teacher-student case studies are imminently helpful in 
teaching cultural proficiency, cases like one by Jen Stivers (1991) 
titled “Leigh Scott.” The case is about a high school social studies 
teacher who gives a higher-than-earned grade to a mainstreamed 
student on the basis of the boy’s effort and is confronted by another 
student who received a lower report card grade. This activity is 
set up by first pairing preservice teachers to role-play the teacher 
and the student and then followed by the disgruntled parent of the 
student and the teacher. Almost like attorneys, when playing the 
role of Leigh Scott, most approach the simulated conferences far 
too much as an all-or-nothing argument to be decisively won.

Afterwards, students were asked what percentage of the total 
talking was done by each person playing the various roles. Many 
beginning teachers are chagrined to realize they tended to domi-
nate the discussion when role-playing the teacher. This creates a 
perfect segue to teaching explicit active listening prompts designed 
to open up the discussion. One particularly valuable question for 
parents is, “What would you like me to know about your son/
daughter that I most likely don’t?” When debriefing this case, pre-
service teachers often reflect on their tendency to get defensive and 
listen impatiently for a break in the action so that they can continue 
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to press their points. This approach being in contrast to an open-
ness for change and listening patiently for genuine understanding 
of the other. Through this and similar cases, beginning teachers 
begin to see the value in flipping the conversation balance, thus 
increasing the likelihood of students and families feeling heard and 
understood, which is often what they most want.

A Move to Wholeheartedness
Sibbet (2016) has argued that in order to improve the democratic 

discourse in our classrooms, there must be an emphasis on what 
she terms “wholeheartedness.” As she writes, “Wholeheartedness 
arises from humans’ essential impulse to care….(W)holehearted-
ness engages thoughtfully, deliberately, and in good faith with 
the available evidence, listening generously to those perspectives 
that contradict our own views” (p. 8). As we work with preservice 
teachers to develop deeper levels of cultural proficiency, we seek 
a result that would reflect this concept—an approach to building 
a classroom environment focused on curiosity, compassion, and 
acceptance of others. Through this approach, we are hopeful that 
we can help future teachers re-imagine their work to help break 
down the divides that continue to drive us apart—divisions that 
may have their beginning in K–12 classrooms.
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Learning With and From Our Students: 
The Need for Humility in Race and Equity Work

Emily Huff, M .A .
Seattle Pacific University

Abstract
This point of view paper explores the power of words to build 

respect and understanding around issues of diversity, equity and 
inclusion. As instructors in our courses who work to build self-
awareness and unpack systems of power and privilege for ourselves 
and for our students, there are many lessons we can learn to make 
teaching and learning more powerful and inclusive for our learning 
communities.
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This past year, our department chair extended an offer to the 
School of Education faculty to teach another section of Diversity, 
Equity and Inclusion for our teacher candidates. While I am a white 
woman, I considered a number of ideas I might bring to such a class 
because of my intentional reflections on my own life the past few 
years, reading a number of books, and trying to unpack more of 
what it means to be White in America. In addition, I had joined a 
White Faculty Accountability Group on campus in the past year and 
was grateful for growing self-awareness and perspective through 
these conversations. The invitation for the faculty group (below) 
accurately represents our work we have engaged in together:

For white faculty committed to anti-racist and anti-
oppressive education, it is necessary to develop a critical 
consciousness that interrogates the spectrum of internal 
and external responses within teachers and students alike 
to such education. It is also critical for white faculty to 
unpack their racialized identity without burdening faculty 
of color, which ultimately hinders efforts at solidarity in 
working for diversity, equity and inclusion. This faculty 
learning and growth group, tailored particularly for any 
interested white faculty, (although faculty of color are 
always welcome), will have a twofold aim. The first will be 
to work together to select and discuss literature that helps 
unpack the dynamics involved in teaching topics such as 
understanding and dismantling privilege, analyzing and 
mobilizing for social equity and inclusion, and responding 
to classroom dynamics when white supremacy is named 
and called out. The second is to be accountable with other 
white faculty, in non-judgmental relationships, as we grow 
in understanding our roles both in perpetuating systemic 
racism and in dismantling it.

 
I volunteered to teach the class and proceeded to plan the cur-

riculum using content I’d read and advice from numerous conver-
sations with faculty group members and faculty members of color 
whose perspective and feedback I valued. For my first Diversity, 
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Equity and Inclusion class, I showed up to a classroom filled with 
ten white women, one Alaskan Native woman and one Indian 
American woman (she was the first child of parents who emigrated 
from India).

I began with a prayer written in honor of Martin Luther King, 
Jr. Day: “Show us the lies that are still embedded in the soul of 
America’s consciousness. Unmask the untruths we have made 
our best friends. For they seek our destruction. And we are being 
destroyed… Reveal the ways the lies have distorted and destroyed 
our relationships… Give us courage to embrace the truth about 
ourselves and you and our world…. Give us faith to believe: 
Redemption of people, relationships, communities and whole 
nations is possible! Give us faith enough to renounce the lies and 
tear down the walls that separate us with our hands, with our feet, 
and with our votes!” (Harper, 2012).

We then proceeded to set group norms, discuss and agree on 
basic definitions of race and racism, and self-reflect on how race 
has shaped our lives up to this point. In previous classes, when 
I used a similar prompt asking about how race has shaped stu-
dents’ lives, one of my university students wrote, “I don’t think 
that much about my race. It just kind of is what it is.” This prompt 
about how race has shaped our lives is such a powerful prompt 
and offers a key and gateway to the course, opening the door to 
authentic conversation, intimacy, and greater understanding of 
diverse backgrounds. I asked students to write down responses and 
was planning for students to reference their responses later in the 
quarter after more discussion and readings had been shared. I then 
shared some quotes from Robin DiAngelo’s (2012) observations 
after using this prompt. In retrospect, this would have been a great 
opportunity for students to share stories, but out of concern for 
time, I simply had students do personal reflection through the free 
write. As I’ll discuss in the events that followed, I now realize the 
importance of protecting time for students to share their responses 
and thoughts as a key opportunity for them (and me) to begin 
understanding one another and to speak from our own truths.

Because some lack of awareness around race has been a frequent 
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response from many of my white students through the years, I fol-
lowed this reflection with an experience to deepen self-awareness 
called the “Color Line Activity.” I have done this several times in 
other race and equity workshops, and it has been an effective tool 
to develop an understanding of white privilege on a personal level 
while also seeing how our experiences matched up with our peers. 
This activity is based on Peggy McIntosh’s well-known article 
“White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack” (1989). For 
this activity, students filled out a survey based on Peggy McIntosh’s 
article, totaled their scores and then lined up next to their corre-
sponding number. I gave the students opportunity to turn and talk 
with each other to process this activity and to unpack ideas around 
privilege together. The class then moved on to discussion about the 
syllabus and the assignments for the quarter before dismissal.

In a resource guide for this activity created by Cultures 
Connecting, the following was written for the facilitator: “This 
understanding of a collective experience is crucial in understand-
ing the way racism and privilege operates. Ultimately, participants 
should also begin to think about how their collective experiences 
are related to institutional white supremacy in the United States. 
Due to emotions and reactions this activity can evoke in partici-
pants we recommend this activity be facilitated by at least one 
experienced facilitator.” I had read this before and thought I had 
enough experience to guide the discussion based on previous 
experience; I did not anticipate seeing how some of my own blind 
spots could turn this activity into a very painful experience for one 
of my students. The resource guide also noted, “Because People 
of Color and White people process this activity in very differ-
ent ways, it is best when co-facilitated.” Another part explains: 
“Everyone is influenced by the dynamics of White privilege within 
the United States, and this activity makes people feel this on a very 
personal level. It brings up a great deal of emotion related to expe-
riences of privilege and oppression…. With that in mind, it is vital 
to allow the time and space needed to process. You may want to do 
this in caucus groups.”

Based on class discussions and my own observations of the 
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class, I left feeling like it had gone pretty well, but I knew that one 
of the weaknesses was certainly trying to fit way too much into 
the class period. The next day, I received a call from a colleague 
who had been in touch with my Indian American student from 
the class who was struggling deeply with emotions that the first 
class discussions had generated for her. When we met the next day 
to discuss her concerns, she very graciously shared her percep-
tions and experience of the class. She discussed how I had framed 
ground rules for discussion but that some of the quotes about race I 
had shared were not explained with enough context. At the begin-
ning of class when I asked students to participate in some self-
reflection about how race has shaped their lives, I had not allowed 
space for them to process this together as a class, and she shared 
how she felt frustrated by the time limitations. As she shared about 
her experience with the Color Line activity, she (being one of the 
only teachers of color in the room) felt alienated because her scores 
were different than the others in the room. This activity primarily 
focused on black/white racial differences, and each of the state-
ments in the color line activity brought up painful memories for her 
of being the only child who was Indian American. She shared with 
me that as a child, she did not fit in with the black students, and 
she did not fit in with the white children. As a child from Indian 
immigrants to the U.S., her family had to drive over two hours on 
the weekends to connect with other Indian families, but when she 
would return to school each Monday, she was isolated again. The 
pain of this disconnectedness surfaced in our class when she was 
standing apart from her peers on the color line.

This activity, which was designed to build self-awareness and 
collective understanding, may have done that for some of my 
students; but for one student, it highlighted the differences and fos-
tered an environment that reinforced exclusion rather than inclu-
sion. I was saddened to see that in this first effort in this course on 
Diversity, Equity and Inclusion that I had been an unintentional 
perpetrator of a microaggression, in that I had unwittingly high-
lighted differences between class members without providing 
space for the group to understand them together. It highlighted to 
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me how, when we are talking about issues of diversity, equity and 
inclusion, we must be aware that we are navigating ever complex 
terrain as students bring multi-layered experiences and narratives 
to the table; and these topics must be addressed with sensitiv-
ity, humility and ample space to listen and learn. It also showed 
me how my best intentions and efforts had generated emotions I 
couldn’t yet understand or anticipate.

My student’s emotions were not unusual, nor was her desire to 
want to be alone and process what she was feeling. Based on this 
experience, I now have the following strategies in mind for future 
experiences like this: 1) Be aware that certain activities/resources 
may evoke strong emotion in certain students. 2) Don’t expect 
students of every background to react the same way, or assume 
specific reactions. 3) Try to create a safe space (time, privacy, etc.) 
for students to encounter and process their emotions, then a place 
for them to share as they feel led. My student shared that she actu-
ally would have preferred to do the first part of the exercise—the 
numbering—at home, and then she would have been open to talk-
ing about it in class.

Ironically, I had shared the following quote in class by Ijeoma 
Oluo (2018) in regard to conversations about race, and it was true 
about me: “You are going to screw this up. You’re going to screw 
this up royally. More than once. I’m sorry, I wish I could say that 
reading this book would guarantee that you’d never leave a conver-
sation about race feeling like you’ve gotten it all wrong and made 
everything worse. But I can’t. It’s going to happen. It’s going to 
happen, and you should have these conversations anyway” (p. 47).

As we talked, I took some time to reflect, and I owned up to the 
pain that I caused due to my lack of structure and my own blind 
spots about the possible impact of the Color Line activity. This 
brings another key point for instructors that we need to be ready 
to hear unexpected viewpoints and difficult feedback and to take 
responsibility for my own actions. While I was thankful that my 
student was courageous enough to come to me and share her expe-
rience, I grieved that my learning opportunity came at such a great 
expense to her. While I think that this activity is still powerful, 
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I believe that, depending of the make-up of the class, it does not 
need to be acted out in front of everyone. It could be assigned for 
students to do before class; then a follow-up discussion could come 
out of this after some time has been given for self-reflection. And 
more structured time and space is certainly needed for reflection. 
The experience taught me the risk of using activities like this if we 
are not careful in their preparation, but it also reinforced the power 
of relationships to deepen our understanding of one another.

The remaining sessions in the class were much different as I 
worked hard to respond to her feedback. I intentionally left much 
more space for students to reflect and share their perspectives 
and stories, and I did not try to fit in as much direct instruction. 
My student helped me to see that we could learn best in our small 
class about diversity, equity, and inclusion by learning from each 
other. As we broadened our perspectives from hearing more of the 
personal narratives in the group, we grew together as a community 
and gained much needed experience of practicing civil discourse 
around topics that can be so divisive in our society at large. This 
is another key point that I will keep building on as an instructor to 
continue to be flexible, and be willing to incorporate new ideas, 
especially those from within the class community. Allowing stu-
dents to help shape the class encourages diversity of perspective, 
student engagement, and mutual respect.

I have asked this student to co-teach this same course with me 
next year. We have managed some messy conversations with humil-
ity and grace, and we have grown in our respect and care for each 
other. She has expertise and life experience that will continue to add 
to the richness of the conversations and will help future students 
grow in their own journeys in learning about these important topics 
of diversity, equity and inclusion. This reinforces the lesson for me 
to not be afraid of conflict as it’s never the end of the story. If we 
remain committed to conversation and understanding of one another 
amidst conflict (and, yes, it is inevitable with complex topics such 
as these), it can ultimately enable us to learn, forgive, gain courage, 
and walk closer to the complete reconciliation we all desire.

Debbie Irving (2014) writes this in her conclusion of her book 
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Waking Up White: “Self-examination and the courage to admit 
to bias and unhelpful inherited behaviors may be our greatest 
tools for change . Allowing ourselves to be vulnerable enough to 
expose our ignorance and insecurities takes courage. And love. I 
believe the most loving thing a person, or a group of people, can do 
for another is to examine the ways in which their own insecurities 
and assumptions interfere with others’ ability to thrive. Please join 
me in opening your heart and mind to the possibility that you—yes, 
even well-intentioned you—have room to change and grow, so that 
you can work with people of all colors and ethnicities to co-create 
communities that can unite, strengthen and prosper” (p. 249).

Respect and understanding of issues around diversity, equity, 
and inclusion are simply words until they are played out in the very 
fabric of our relationships and communities. I am a white woman 
on a journey of unpacking systems of power and privilege, and I 
am grateful for grace to begin again and learn from mistakes when 
my blind spots are revealed. Our words hold incredible power, and 
it is important for us to use them to deepen connections and to help 
others feel seen and heard.
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Abstract

This qualitative case study examines the impact of a workshop 
on culturally responsive teaching on preservice elementary teacher 
candidates’ ability to conceptualize and apply culturally respon-
sive instruction. The Rethinking Columbus workshop teaches 
students to read critically as text detectives, asking questions such 
as, “Whose voices are being heard, and whose are not, and what 
are the hidden messages in the text and illustrations?” Overall, it 
appears that preservice teachers who participated in the workshop 
were able to generate numerous culturally relevant instructional 
strategies that directly aligned with the conceptual framework 
presented in the workshop. Students were also able to extend 
their learning by creating new and innovative strategies to engage 
elementary students in learning that were not discussed during the 
workshop. This paper describes the workshop model for teach-
ing preservice teachers to be culturally responsive educators and 
includes numerous participant-generated examples of how to teach 
with a culturally responsive lens.
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In the United States, P–12 schools are becoming more diverse, 
and our teaching practices must adapt to meet the needs of our 
culturally rich student population. Teacher preparation programs 
must do more to prepare culturally competent teachers to better 
serve our students. According to the U.S. Department of Education 
(2005, 2015), the White student population decreased from 58% 
in 2004 to 50% in 2014, and it is projected to further decrease to 
45% by 2026. In contrast, the Hispanic/Latino student population 
increased from 19% in 2004 to 25% in 2014, and it is projected to 
further increase to 29% in 2026. Despite these changing demo-
graphics, the teacher population has remained a steady contrast at 
around 82% White, 7% Black, and 7% Latino (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2016). This demographic disparity is unfortunate given 
that research shows that there are academic benefits for students 
who are educated by teachers who look like them. For instance, 
Egalite, Kisida, and Winters (2015) analyzed data from the Florida 
Department of Education for Grades 3 to 10 and found significant 
positive effects in reading and math when students had teachers 
that looked like themselves.

This discrepancy in teacher-student demographics is also per-
vasive in higher education, and the impact is reflected in a survey 
of 100,000 higher education students by Times Higher Education 
(Harris, 2013). The survey measured student perceptions of the 
institution’s inclusion of students from poorer backgrounds, with a 
possible score of 100 that indicated students believed their institu-
tion was highly inclusive of students from poorer backgrounds. 
In comparing liberal arts and non-liberal arts universities, it was 
found that liberal arts colleges averaged a score of 24 points out of 
100 possible points, while non-liberal arts universities averaged a 
score of 45 points out of 100 possible points. Student participant 
comments regarding their perceptions of their university’s inclu-
sion of students from diverse backgrounds included, “It is very 
White and kind of a bubble” and “There is so little diversity and 
it makes me sad to think that some of the other students may have 
never been around people different from themselves” (para. 6). This 
lack of inclusion is doubly important when preparing preservice 
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teachers, who need not only role models of inclusive practices 
but strategies for how to provide culturally responsive instruction 
to diverse classrooms. While increasing the diversity of both the 
student and teacher populations remains a high priority at liberal 
arts colleges and universities, changes to curriculum and instruc-
tion are also essential for building inclusive classrooms. Changes 
must be made in the way we prepare teachers, no matter their back-
grounds, for diverse classrooms.

Culturally Responsive Pedagogy
One way to improve inclusivity and continue to promote equity 

in Teacher Preparation Programs (TPPs) that may lack racial 
diversity in their student and faculty populations is to diversify the 
curriculum and integrate multiple perspectives in course read-
ings and materials. A growing research base shows Culturally 
Relevant Pedagogy (CRP) positively impacts student learning (e.g., 
Ladson-Billings, 2009; Sleeter & Cornbleth, 2011). Siwatu (2007) 
calls on TPPs not only to prepare future teachers to be culturally 
responsive educators but also to ensure teachers believe in the 
positive outcomes of teaching with culturally responsive practices. 
Further, Paris and Alim (2017) call for critiquing the White-gaze 
that accommodates attempts at culturally responsive practices that 
may still marginalize students of color as ‘other.’ If teachers lack 
the belief in the value of CRP and view students of color within 
a deficit pedagogy, then they may not use these practices in their 
classrooms (Bandura,1997; Paris & Alim, 2017; Siwatu, 2007).

Teaching future educators to use CRP brings its own challenges, 
as there are numerous characteristics and strategies associated with 
CRP. Culturally responsive teaching requires the teacher to pos-
sess the following: (a) awareness of self; (b) acknowledgement of 
the broader context of the community with whom she or he works; 
(c) key attitudes, such as empathy, caring, and connectedness; 
and (d) specific abilities and expertise (Applin, 2008; Howard, 
1999; Ladson-Billings, 1995). These skills can include combat-
ting racism in schools (Bennett, 1995), advocating for students 
(Howard, 1999), engaging with outside perspectives (Noel, 1995), 
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and using culturally competent classroom management (Weinstein, 
Tomlinson-Clarke, & Curran, 2004). Gay (2010) further advo-
cates for culturally responsive instruction that involves teaching 
to the learning styles of diverse students, providing ethnocentric 
instruction, engaging students in cooperative learning approaches, 
being knowledgeable and reflective as a teacher, understanding 
and studying the cultural nuances beyond your own, and actively 
engaging students from an affective domain.

Course content, in addition to pedagogical approaches, impacts 
the efficacy of CRP. One strategy to improve CRP is to examine 
textbooks and class materials for biases prior to teaching lessons 
(Wiggins, Follo, & Eberly, 2007). Furthermore, it is important to 
build relationships with students and seek to understand how our 
differences impact teaching and learning. It is also critical to seek 
an understanding of student perceptions of their teachers’ cultural 
responsiveness for student engagement, teacher perceptions of 
student self-worth, and teacher expectations for student academic 
outcomes (Gregory, Bell, & Pollock, 2014; Griner & Stewart, 
2012).

There is limited research on CRP related to TPPs. One empiri-
cal study (Wiggins, Follo, & Eberly, 2007) of preservice teacher 
candidates (n = 62) found targeted field placements, support from 
peers and teachers, and meaningful coursework led to significant 
increases in self-reported cultural responsivity. The participants 
were mostly White female students from suburban areas, but even 
those who had little or no experience in diverse cultural settings 
prior to student teaching showed improvement.

Another study investigated the self-efficacy surrounding CRP 
with 275 preservice teachers at two teacher education programs 
in the Midwest (Siwatu, 2007). Teachers completed three surveys 
measuring their cultural competence and beliefs as they related 
to teaching. Results indicated that preservice teachers were more 
confident in their ability to make students feel like valued members 
of the learning community than they were at communicating effec-
tively with English Language Learners, which is an element of 
CRP. This research again highlighted that preservice teachers need 
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effective models of how to implement CRP in their classrooms 
(Siwatu, 2007).

Challenges to CRP
There are many potential challenges to implementing CRP. 

These can include a struggle with honest self-reflection and in 
becoming aware of assumptions and beliefs that impact behavior 
and teaching (Gregory et al., 2014). Additionally, it can be difficult 
to become familiar with the culture of students in your classroom 
and how students’ backgrounds impact teaching and learning 
(Griner & Stewart, 2012).

Teachers must be committed to examining their own assump-
tions, beliefs, and values that may be different from those of 
the students they teach (Rudd, 2014; Wiggins et al., 2007). 
Furthermore, teachers must be aware of implicit biases towards 
culturally and linguistically diverse students and their families 
(Kirwan Institute Issue Brief, 2014). Finally, teachers must main-
tain high expectations for student learning, despite their differ-
ences in culture and/or linguistic backgrounds (Seidl, 2007). 
Emdin (2011) calls for advancing cultural and critical pedagogies 
to reality pedagogy, which “allows teachers to identify with and 
make connections to the experiences of oppressed youth despite 
the fact that teachers may not have experienced the same things as 
their students” (p. 287). Literary critiques of CRP surround racial 
and experiential challenges in the lived experiences of teachers and 
students from different backgrounds. The increasing diversity in 
the student population, combined with the lack of  racial diversity 
among teachers, calls for more research to guide TPPs in helping 
teachers utilize diverse curricula and instruction to meet the needs 
of all students. This research study reveals one method for teach-
ing culturally responsive pedagogy to undergraduate education 
students and utilizes qualitative data from preservice educators to 
illustrate the impact.

Case Study: Culturally Responsive Workshop
The purpose of this qualitative case study was to investigate the 
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impact on undergraduate elementary preservice teacher candi-
dates of a workshop on culturally responsive teaching practices, 
designed to demonstrate to future educators how to teach history 
from diverse perspectives. This workshop on culturally relevant 
pedagogy specifically focused on teaching about Christopher 
Columbus. The course was a Curriculum and Instruction class 
for preservice undergraduate juniors. The entire class (n = 18) 
self-identified as female. The self-identified ethnicity of the class 
included: 56% (n = 10) White, 22% (n = 4) bi-racial, 11% (n = 2 
Hispanic/Latino, 6% (n = 1) Filipino, and 6% (n = 1) Unidentified.

Demonstration of CRP
The workshop, titled “Rethinking Columbus,” involved an 

invited expert speaker, Bill Bigelow, who co-authored a book with 
the same title (Bigelow & Peterson, 1998) and also published an 
article titled Once upon a Genocide: Christopher Columbus in 
Children’s Literature (Bigelow, 1992). Bigelow taught high school 
social studies for nearly 30 years, and he is currently the cur-
riculum editor of Rethinking Schools magazine and co-director 
of the Zinn Education Project. Bigelow’s work to create and 
critique school curriculum through a social justice lens is widely 
acclaimed.

Workshop format . Bigelow began the workshop with an 
overview of what he called the “Columbus Myth.” He provided 
an introduction to the politics and foreign policy of the time of 
Columbus, including an overview of the cultural, religious, and 
racial clashes of the time.

Debunking the myths of children’s literature . Next, Bigelow 
introduced the concept that children’s literature teaches students a 
“grammar of inequality,” which he then illustrated with numerous 
pictorial images from children’s texts and course textual excerpts 
that promoted inequities from the author’s perspective, specifically 
surrounding the history and mythologies of Christopher Columbus.

Becoming text detectives . Next, Bigelow engaged the class in 
the exercise of becoming text detectives, or critical readers who 
read between the lines. This hands-on learning experience engaged 
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the preservice teachers in the same type of learning experiences in 
which we want them to engage their students. As a text detective, 
there are several questions you can ask:

• What are the values that are being imparted?
• What is the conceptual or moral architecture you are getting 

from literature?
• According to this text, who is worth paying attention to and 

who is not?
• Who is talked about, and who gets to talk?
• Whose stories and whose voices are heard?
• What are the hidden messages in the text and the illustrations?

As text detectives, the reader reads for the silences and asks, what 
is not there? Bigelow encouraged us to read like an activist, not a 
consumer.

 Truth-tellers . After students engaged in the investigative jour-
ney of being text detectives, they shared what they had discovered 
with each other in small groups. Then the class created a collective 
text, or a group critique of what the groups heard in common. With 
this new insight, the class was then able to be truth-tellers, rewrit-
ing history in a new, more authentic and honest way.

Findings: Preservice Teacher Participant Feedback from 
Workshop

To investigate the effects of this demonstration of CRP, qualita-
tive feedback from students regarding the impact of the experience 
on their ability to conceptualize culturally responsive instruction 
was analyzed. At the conclusion of the course, approximately one 
week following the workshop experience, students were given a 
scenario which asked them to apply the instructional strategies 
learned during the workshop. The prompt was:

You are responsible for covering a chapter in your elemen-
tary social studies textbook that discusses Christopher 
Columbus as the founder of the new world with no mention 
of the cultural challenges surrounding that time in history. 
What are two instructional strategies you might use to help 
your students be critical thinkers regarding this topic?
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Student data were deductively coded based on the key elements 
of Bill Bigelow’s Rethinking Columbus workshop, including: 1) 
empower the voiceless, 2) pay attention to hidden messages, and 3) 
whose values are included, and whose are not?

Empower the voiceless . The most common theme from the 
participant data was “Empower the Voiceless,” as demonstrated in 
one student’s comment:

I would allow the students to read all the material and have 
them identify from which perspectives the story is being 
told and if they notice any information that is left out or not 
covered consistently through all the different accounts.

Students contributed numerous ideas about how to give voice to 
the Native American tribe, whose perspective was entirely absent 
from the texts that we read as a class. For instance, one student sug-
gested writing about Columbus’s expedition from the perspective 
of the native people, and another suggested students write speeches 
about what the Taino people would say to Columbus if they had 
the chance to warn him about the consequences of his actions. This 
idea  of discussing the unforeseen consequences of our choices 
would help students not only think critically but also think cultur-
ally about how different people may respond to or be impacted by 
our actions. Additional ideas within this same theme of empower-
ing the voiceless can be seen in Table 1 (facing page).

Pay attention to hidden messages . The next theme that aligned 
with the suggested culturally responsive instructional strategies 
was having students pay attention to hidden messages within 
the text or images. One student suggested having students do a 
research project to answer the question, “Is this text reliable?” 
Another stated:

I would want students to tell me what they already know 
about the story of Columbus, then I would ask questions 
like, ‘What were Indians named before they were called 
that? Did he discover the land or were there already people 
living there?’

This suggestion overlaps with the prior theme about whose voices 
are being highlighted. However, the nature of these questions the 
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preservice teacher planned to use with students helps guide stu-
dents in discovering the first theme on their own.

Awareness of whose values are portrayed . The final pre-
coded theme for the qualitative feedback was, ‘Whose values 
are included, and whose are not?’ One preservice teacher sug-
gested having students read a text and highlight language used 
to describe both Columbus and the native people, then ask ques-
tions such as, “Is one more positive than the other? Why or why 
not?” Another student suggested a unique approach to teaching 
Columbus from a different perspective, focusing on cultural val-
ues and feelings:

I would start by providing scenarios…about ownership, 
possession, and theft. Students will be able to come to 
their own conclusions about how they feel about those 
topics, and then transfer their opinions of them to the topic 
of Columbus. This should help them to understand more 
about how the Taino people may have felt.

Another preservice teacher suggested asking students to identify 
who is missing from the text. Finally, one student suggested reread-
ing the chapter but changing it to read from the perspective of the 

Activities

First, I would have them ask and answer questions like “Whose side is 
this written by? Who do we not hear from? How would we feel if we 
were the Native Americans?” I would also make sure to have multiple 
types of texts for them to read so that they can observe and think 
about the differences on their own and form their own opinions.

I would first assign reading about the Taino culture, so students start 
from the side of the silenced and perhaps affiliate more with this group. 
Then, I would introduce Columbus and his mission. Students would 
then be able to relate to both sides of the conversation and perhaps 
gain a sense of empathy.

I would remind my students that they are text detectives! To this end, 
I would also remind them that even the history textbooks leave out 
some things, just like we do when we tell stories over and over again. I 
would challenge them to think about who has a voice or perspective in 
the story and who does not...why do they think that is? 

Theme

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Empower the  
Voiceless

Table 1: Preservice Teacher Examples of How to Empower the Voiceless
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Native Americans. Several students suggested providing multiple 
texts that offer different perspectives on the historical event and 
comparing and contrasting the examples.

Instructional Strategies for Implementing Culturally 
Responsive Pedagogy

The qualitative data from preservice teacher responses to 
the same final assessment prompt mentioned above were then 
coded into types of instructional strategies: group and individual 
activities. This coding method was used as a way to differentiate 
implementation strategies for culturally responsive instruction for 
practitioners. The outcomes of the activities were also identified, 
whether the outcome was mentioned directly by the preservice 
teacher participants or implied in the activity itself. Knowing the 
outcome of the strategy can aid teachers using measurable learning 
targets for instructional planning.

Group activities . Table 2 below summarizes the group work 
activities mentioned by the students. Activities included discus-
sions and a mock trial. These types of activities can lead to critical 
reflection, critical thinking, and perspective-taking on the part of 
the elementary students, promoting inclusive conceptions of people 
from different cultures, such as the Taino tribe in the Columbus 
story.

Participant Identified Sample Activity

Have groups discuss a series of prompts like “What people were 
involved?” “How do you think that each party felt in this situa-
tion?” “Why do you think that this happend the way that it did?”

I would have them talk in small groups to look at the advantages 
and disadvantages of the trip.

I might allow my students to do an activity such as hold a trial 
to see who is responsible for the destruction Columbus caused, 
or rewrite books to explore both sides of the story so students 
become actively engaged with the knowledge and become critical 
thinkers.

Potential Outcome

Critical Reflection

 
 
Critical Thinking

 
Perspective-taking

Table 2: Group Work Ideas and Outcomes
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Individual activities . Suggestions for individual activities pro-
moted similar outcomes, including perspective-taking and empa-
thy building. The individual instructional activities included both 
writing and research, such as writing a letter to Columbus from the 
Native American perspective or applying the scenario to a real-life 
situation that could happen to them. See Table 3 for specific ideas.

 

Discussion and Implications
Overall, it appears that preservice elementary teacher candidates 

who participated in the Rethinking Columbus workshop were able 
to generate numerous culturally relevant instructional strategies 
that directly aligned with the conceptual framework presented by 
the expert speaker. Students were also able to create new and inno-
vative strategies that were not discussed during the workshop to 
engage elementary students in learning. In the course evaluations 

Participant Identified Sample Activity

I would have students pretend to be Native Americans and write 
Christopher Columbus an honest letter about how they felt.

One strategy I would use is to have the students try and find 
information on the Native Americans and Islanders that Columbus 
interacted with to see what their side of the story is. The kids will 
learn that there are always two sides to a story, but winners write 
the history books.

Another strategy I would use is to ask my students to rewrite the 
story from another person’s perspective. Asking them to rewrite 
the whole story seems a bit much, so I would probably ask them 
to rewrite a short passage of a Christopher Columbus text which 
paints him in the most positive light.

I would also have them to think about if this happened today 
and someone came to take their house how would they feel/
react. Once they see how the other side might feel, read through 
it again, and see if there might be more stories to tell. Students 
can then create a project and change the story/create a story that 
they feel fits the events better.

Potential Outcome

Perspective-taking

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Empathy-building

Table 3: Individual Student Work Ideas and Outcomes
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from students who participated in the Rethinking Columbus work-
shop, student feedback was positive. One student said, “This class 
gave me many new strategies on how to be an inclusive teacher and 
support my students.” Another said, “I also loved the speakers you 
brought in! They were fantastic and it was nice to have multiple 
perspectives!” A final comment discusses the practical application 
of the learning content:

I think we all really benefited from the speakers who came 
to visit like Rethinking Columbus and I found all the 
information to connect nicely with my field experience and 
what I have been experiencing in the classroom! The envi-
ronment was safe and welcoming to all ideas and opinions, 
and the tips and tricks I acquired will serve me well in the 
future.

The workshop model, including bringing in an outside expert voice 
whose experience was different than that of the classroom teacher 
(in this case, a White female instructor) also seemed to influence 
student learning with positive outcomes.

There are several limitations to this study that must be 
addressed. The limited time frame of the culturally responsive 
training and data collection, in addition to the lack of true class-
room implementation, provide a lack of generalizability of the find-
ings. Additionally, this strategy for helping preservice educators 
learn culturally responsive teaching practices through a hands-on 
workshop is only one method for increasing critical pedagogy. New 
teachers need a toolbox full of strategies, in addition to consistent 
self-reflective practices, to develop into implementers of critical 
pedagogies. Despite the limitations, however, this study reveals the 
impact on preservice teachers of diversifying curriculum, espe-
cially supporting values and ethical behaviors.

Future Research
In the future, it would be useful to have the preservice teachers 

not only provide an example of a culturally responsive teaching 
strategy, but also identify the outcomes of the strategies they sug-
gested. If they were asked to identify the learning outcomes, then 
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the critical thinking would go even deeper from both the teacher 
candidate and undergraduate student perspective, and learning 
targets and assessments would be more measurable. A follow-up 
study could also ask these teachers if and how they actually taught 
their students about Columbus when they were in-service teachers 
and whether they integrated text detective, truth-telling strategies 
regularly in their classrooms beyond lessons about Columbus.

Although limited in its scope due to a small sample size and 
the limited nature of the data collection, this study still provides 
a framework for teachers at all levels for integrating culturally 
responsive practices into their classrooms. We can all ask ourselves 
and our students, whose voices are being heard? Whose voices are 
being left out?
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Abstract

This qualitative study examined the perspectives and experi-
ences of ten Black students at a predominantly White institution 
in order to understand if they were recipients of microaggressions, 
what impact microaggressions had on them, and how they coped 
with the microaggressions. Findings indicate that all but one of the 
participants experienced microaggressions that were perpetrated 
by peers, professors, and/or institutional cultures, with microin-
sults and microinvalidations being most frequent and microassaults 
less prevalent. Relationships with mentors, peers, and community 
organizations supported students and countered the experience of 
microaggressions. While participants rejected the role of spokes-
person as it perpetuated their lack of individuality, they acknowl-
edged the challenge of talking about race as the only Black student 
in a class. Findings highlight the need to develop and utilize civil 
discourse to stem the prevalence of microaggressions experienced 
by Black candidates in teacher preparation programs.
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Effective teacher preparation programs (TPPs) model for can-
didates the moral and ethical dimensions of teaching. One method 
TPPs employ to achieve this goal is the use of civil discourse, 
defined as “robust, honest, frank and constructive dialogue and 
deliberation that seeks to advance the public interest” (Brosseau, 
2011). Certain forms of racism undermine this goal. For Black 
students, college campuses are often “hostile, alienating, and 
culturally insensitive” (Karkouti, 2016, p. 59). A 2015 study of 
racism at the University of Illinois Urbana campus found that 
51% of students experienced microaggressions (Harwood, Choi, 
Orozco, Browne Huntt, & Mendenhall, 2015). Boysen and Vogel 
(2009) report that 40% of professors report microaggressions in 
the classroom. Microaggressions are subtle insults that are usually 
unintentional. So slight are these offenses that recipients are often 
unsure if they experienced a microaggression and do not react for 
fear of being perceived as overly sensitive. Likewise, perpetrators 
are usually unaware of their transgression (Sue et al., 2007). As 
a result, these microaggressions are not identified and discussed, 
which may create a negative racial climate (Harwood et al., 2015) 
and negatively impact students’ academic performance (Bair & 
Steele, 2010).

The purpose of this study was to discover if Black candidates 
in our TPP experienced microaggressions, their impact, as well 
as how candidates responded to them. Findings will inform TPPs 
about ways to educate students, faculty and staff about microag-
gressions, how to address them, and how to support recipients.

Literature Review
Theoretical Framework

This study uses critical race theory (CRT) as an analyti-
cal framework for examining microaggressions in a Teacher 
Preparation Program (TPP). Adhering to the first tenet of CRT, we 
assert that racism permeates all aspects of TPPs. One way rac-
ism manifests itself in TPPs is through microaggressions—“every 
day, commonplace, and often ambiguous forms of racism faced 
by people of color” (Grier-Reed, 2010, p. 182) which “stem from 
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unconscious attitudes of White superiority and constitute a verifi-
cation of Black inferiority” (Davis, 1989, p. 1576).

This study gives voice to the Black candidates who have expe-
rienced microaggressions from their professors, classmates, and 
institutional structures. Ladson-Billings (1998) maintains that tell-
ing one’s stories can “lead to the realization of how one came to be 
oppressed and subjugated” and be a “medicine to heal the wounds 
of pain caused by racial oppression” (p. 14). Furthermore, hearing 
these stories can affect the oppressor by serving as a catalyst to 
disrupt dysconscious racism—a form of racism that tacitly accepts 
White norms and privilege. These stories can assist the oppressor 
in understanding the intricacies of racism and begin a process of 
redress (Ladson-Billings, 1998, p. 14; King, 1991, p. 135). Stories 
from Black candidates can provide insight to guide civil discourse 
and support the development of more socially just TPPs. 

Microaggressions
Pierce (Pierce, Carew, Pierce-Gonzalez, & Wills, 1977) defined 

microaggressions as “subtle, stunning, often automatic, and non-
verbal exchanges which are ‘put downs’ of blacks by offenders” 
(p. 66). Microaggressions are insults so slight that the perpetrator 
and recipient are often unsure of their occurrence. Naming these 
offenses and characterizing their nature and impact reveals the 
hidden insult and has the potential of providing both the recipient 
and perpetrator with linguistic tools for recognition and atonement.

There are three types of microaggression: microinsult, micro-
assault, and microinvalidation. A microassault is an “explicit 
racial derogation characterized primarily by a verbal or nonverbal 
attack meant to hurt the intended victim” (Sue et al., 2007, p. 274). 
For example, students may use the word “ghetto” to mean “bad.” 
Microassaults are overt actions while microinsults and microin-
validations have a subtler tone. A microinsult demeans a person 
based on their race, culture, or identity (Boysen, 2012). A micro-
insult could be a teacher complimenting a Black student for being 
articulate, thus implying that the Black student was expected to be 
inarticulate. Finally, microinvalidations “exclude, negate, or nullify 
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the psychological thoughts, feelings, or experiential realities of 
a person of color” (Sue et al., 2007, p. 274). A microinvalidation 
could be when a teacher states “I don’t see color in my classroom,” 
thus erasing student identity and experience. Identifying the types 
of microaggressions can facilitate nuanced understanding of racial 
oppression and support civil discourse on the topic in TPPs.

Impact of Microaggressions
Microaggressions by definition are small, but the impact of 

microaggressions on Black candidates in TPPs can be significant. 
Microaggressions can create a negative racial climate leaving 
recipients frustrated, isolated and full of self-doubt (Solorzano, 
Ceja, & Yosso, 2000), create psychological stress (Mercer, Zeigler-
Hill, Wallace, & Hayes, 2011), and negatively impact academic 
performance by impeding their ability to process information 
(Bair & Steele, 2010). Furthermore, Sue, et al. (2007) believe the 
subtle nature of microaggressions creates a degree of internal 
conflict as the recipients attempt to determine if they experienced 
a microaggression before determining if and how they should 
react. Perpetrators are often unaware of their transgression and the 
offense is perceived to be so slight that any response is considered 

“overreacting” and responding with anger can confirm existing 
stereotypes (Sue, et al., 2007). Solorzano, Ceja and Yosso (2000) 
maintain that any discussion of racial microaggressions must 
include the examination of racial stereotypes and their impact.

Purpose of the Study
To ensure that candidates have the necessary knowledge, skills, 

and dispositions to be effective teachers, TPPs engage students 
in civil discourse involving an “informed, frank exchange of 
ideas, along with an understanding of complexity and ambiguity” 
(Brosseau, 2011, para. 7). However, the subtlety and ambiguity of 
microaggressions means they are often ignored and unaddressed 
through civil discourse. While microaggressions may be subtle 
insults, the harm they do can be significant—creating a hostile and 
culturally insensitive climate that negatively impacts the emotional 
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and academic well-being of Black candidates.
The purpose of this study was to examine Black candidates’ 

experiences in a TPP at a predominately White institution (PWI) 
through the following research questions:

1. Are Black candidates experiencing microaggressions?
2. What impact are microaggressions having on candidates?
3. How are victims responding to microaggressions?

Method
Participants

This study used a qualitative interview approach. Data was 
derived from a 2016 study (Dinkins & Thomas, 2016), examin-
ing the persistence of Black students in a TPP at a PWI, wherein 
researchers noticed participants reporting experiences of microag-
gressions. The current study resulted from reanalyzing the original 
data. Participants were selected from Black students who enrolled 
as education majors from 2005 to 2015. This purposeful sampling 
yielded 20 possible participants. Ten Black students, seven females 
and three males, agreed to participate. Pseudonyms are used 
throughout this report.

Data Collection and Analysis
Data consisted of hour-long, individually conducted semi-

structured interviews. Researchers inquired into participant 
backgrounds, reasons for selecting the PWI, curricular and social 
experiences on campus, and factors that influenced participants to 
leave or remain in education. Data analysis utilized a three-phase 
process. The first phase involved deductive readings of the entire 
data corpus to identify instances and contexts of microassaults, 
microinvalidations, and microinsults. The second phase used 
an inductive approach to determine the ways in which partici-
pants were impacted by and responded to the microaggressions. 
Researchers identified patterns across participants, yielding ten 
possible themes. The final phase identified three themes capturing 
participants’ experience of and responses to microaggressions.
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Findings
Data analysis substantiated the pervasive experiences of micro-

aggressions across participants, as well as strategies used in 
response.

Experiences of Microaggressions
All but one student experienced microaggressions perpetrated 

by peers, professors, and/or institutional cultures, with microin-
sults and microinvalidations being most frequent and microassaults 
less prevalent. Six students experienced microaggressions as part 
of their on-campus experience while three students experienced 
microaggressions as enmeshed with their K–12 experience. Table 
1 ( facing page) displays the experiences in a university context, 
and Table 2 (page 84) displays the experience in K–12 contexts. 
Robin did not report a direct experience of microaggression, but 
described adhering to an “unwritten code, which means that 

‘we’ve got your back’ just by looking at them. It’s not just Black 
students. It’s anybody that’s not white”; thus, implying a shared 
identity and protectiveness within the PWI.

University-based microaggressions were perpetrated by peers, 
professors, and staff. The microinsults, all perpetrated by peers, 
reflect a lack of awareness that left participants stunned. Jennifer 
was puzzled by the motivation behind her peer’s comments that 
made her  uncomfortable throughout the class. Daria ascribed the 
comments to lack of experience, while recognizing the dissonance 
of a future teacher using “inappropriate” language. Multiple mem-
bers of the university community perpetrated microinvalidations, 
with professors named as offenders by two participants. Tiffany’s 
and Tamara’s identities were literally ignored. Tiffany’s professor 
did not see her racial identity, leaving her feeling invisible while 
Tamara was denied her right to represent Blacks in the member-
ship of an otherwise all White student group. Michael’s experience 
demonstrates the overlap between microaggression types. The 
professor’s refusal to address his questions shifted from a micro-
insult about writing ability to a microinvalidation that ignored his 
needs. The microinvalidation experienced by Monique reflects 
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Participant

Daria 
 
 
 

Monique

 
 
Jennifer

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Tiffany

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Tamara

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Michael

Examples of Experiences

…there was some inappropriate use of terms … like 
certain terms like ‘oh that’s so ghetto’ and certain 
things like that. …And that was kind of one of the 
things that made me scratch my head when I heard my 
peers in the education department saying it.

One of the girls, an education major, was like, ‘Well, I 
posted all lives matter’ and then they got mad at me 
when I was like, ‘You just don’t understand.’

I’m sitting next to a girl and she looked over at me and 
told me that she’d never been to school with a black 
person before. For the life of me, I don’t remember 
what prompted that or why she would even disclose 
that. I just remember feeling so awkward and thinking, 
‘How is that even possible and why would you blurt 
that out?’ … After that I felt like I was under a micro-
scope for the whole class.

One teacher …was giving the demographics of the 
class. He said, ‘We don’t have any African American 
students in here.’ I was like, ‘What? I’m here.’ I had to 
speak up and that was kind of awkward. I had to speak 
up in the middle of the class and everyone was kind of 
looking at me like, ‘Oh my God, did she just come out 
in class?’ He apologized the next class, but the damage 
was kind of done.

I was in the [first generation] program and I saw that 
they had a picture and they posted it and the whole 
picture was white. Like how did I miss this? Like I was 
in it. Why didn’t I get invited to the program? I emailed 
the lady and she was like, “Oh, sorry. We just forgot 
to invite you.” I could have been in the picture. I could 
have represented, you know? But everybody looks at 
that picture and thinks, ‘Oh, these are the only people 
who represent this.’

I had one professor—my papers would come back 
terrible. She’d paint them in red ink. I’ve always had a 
pretty high regard for my writing based on the feed-
back from other teachers and professors. So, I started 
taking my papers for other people to look at including 
the writing center. They’d still come back bloody. Once 
I tried to have a conversation with her about it after 
class. She didn’t care to address the issue and was say-
ing that I needed to come back later. I went to her after 
class to talk about it. I wasn’t getting anywhere so I 
struggled through the class and let it end.

Microaggressions
Type & Offender

Microinsult  
perpetrated by 
peers

 
 
Microinvalidation 
perpetrated by 
peers

Microinsult  
perpetrated by a 
peer 
 
 
 
 

Microinvalidation 
perpetrated by a 
professor 
 
 
 
 

Microinvalidation 
perpetrated by a 
staff member 
 
 
 
 
 

Microinvalidation 
perpetrated by a 
professor

Table 1: Participant Experiences of Microaggression in a University Context
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the university context and the larger context of race in America, 
implying Monique had to explain her anger.

Microaggressions experienced in the K–12 setting reflect 
institutional cultures. For Kevin, Brandie, and Lawrence these 
experiences reflect stereotypes of particular behavioral expecta-
tions. Kevin’s and Brandie’s experiences reflect Black children as 
discipline problems in schools. The microinsult Kevin experienced 
speaks to the expectation that he, as a Black male, would embody 
a ‘scary’ persona intimidating students into compliant behavior or 
automatic understanding for students who struggled. Both reflect 
damaging stereotypes about Black males. Brandie’s experience 
encapsulates the microinsult that Blacks are expected to act in 
particular negative ways. Lawrence was denied his identity as a 
Black male because he was expected to act differently than White 
students. A common theme across these participants is the manner 

Participant

Kevin 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Brandie 
 
 

Lawrence

Examples of Experiences

I didn’t want to be a disciplinarian. I didn’t want to be 
wanted by the school because I was a tall guy and I 
was a black guy and I could intimidate students into 
acting better. It seemed that that was the only value 
they saw in me as a black male, was that I could scare 
someone into acting right the rest of the day and I 
just didn’t want to do that, you know? … And I had a 
friend who was a teacher’s assistant and whenever a 
child acted bad, they sent them to him. The stigma of, 
‘OK, you’re a black male so you must have friends that 
act this way.’ I wasn’t up to that task.

There’s such a negative connotation towards African 
American children just in terms of the misbehaving of 
children and how they disrespect their elders and stuff 
like that.

The students that I talked to in a specific way, or that 
I acted a specific way that I was kind of acting white. I 
kind of explained to them that there is no way to really 
act white or black. This is my personality. You can 
either take it or leave it.

Microaggressions
Type & Offender

Microinsult  
perpetrated by 
K–12 institutional 
culture

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Microinsult  
perpetrated by 
K–12 institutional 
culture

Microinvalidation 
perpetrated by 
K–12 students 

Table 2: Participant Experiences of Microaggression in K–12 Context
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in which racial stereotypes permeate experiences in K–12 schools.
Four participants reported microassaults. Brandie and Tiffany 

attended an on-campus event when an anonymous social media 
network was flooded with insults disparaging Black students’ 
place at the university. Monique reported having a roommate “who 
kept saying the n-word.” In these overt actions of racism, peers 
used language to demean. In the K–12 context, Daria reported 
witnessing Black students being “written up” for language White 
teachers interpreted as disrespectful while she “might understand 
it as a sign of respect because of the cultural background, and I 
understand where he’s coming from versus not understanding.” 
The disciplinary action functioned as a microassault that penalized 
the students for their cultural background. For these four partici-
pants, microassaults served to marginalize students and disem-
power their position in educational settings.

Seeking Support
Relationships with mentors, professors, peers, and community 

organizations supported students and countered the experience of 
microaggressions. All but one student reported strong relationships 
that provided safe spaces where participants felt encouraged and 
supported. For Tiffany, Brandie, and Robin these were campus-
based peer relationships. Tiffany described the Black Student 
Union as providing “a family aspect” with students of color. 
Brandie described a “diverse” peer group that fostered a strong 
sense of community: “A couple of them come from small towns 
and I’ve been able to broaden them culturally. It’s very weird 
but it’s very cool. Our differences brought out our similarities.” 
For five participants, professors acted as mentors by facilitating 
positive discussions about race and privilege. Robin appreciated 
talking about “how your identity influences how you teach and 
where you teach.” Tamara found discussions about race in K–12 
classrooms provided “a hope” for supporting students that “may be 
going through troubles at home and need extra push or motivation.” 
Monique valued classroom conversations led by a Black professor 
that pushed students to think about the role of Blacks at the PWI: 
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“Representation is so important. When we come on campus, liter-
ally, mostly all the people of color are making bagels or changing 
the trash … I wish that class was a requirement for all students 
because it was great.” Participants valued opportunities to chal-
lenge the dominant culture on campus and in education.

Rejecting the Role of Spokesperson
While valuing discussions about race, participants rejected the 

role of spokesperson for the Black community, with five students 
speaking directly to this tension. Brandie described, “I’m usually 
the only African American student,…It would bother me if some-
thing came up directly related to race and they directly asked me. I 
understand they want my  opinion, but there’s kind of a fine line for 
that.” Tiffany and Tamara acknowledged how this tension erased 
their individuality. Tamara reported: “You kind of feel yourself 
getting eyed out…It’s just the expectation that since you’re a black 
person you can speak to how all black people feel and you’re not 
regarded as an individual.” In these situations, Tiffany clarified, 

“I’m not speaking for every African American. I’m just speak-
ing from my viewpoint. We are all gonna believe totally different 
things.” While only three participants reported having a Black 
professor, this tension was made more palatable by their presence. 
Jennifer described how a Black professor led an activity, designed 
to make privilege visible, which involved students stepping 
forward or back depending on advantages and obstacles. She and 
another student of color wound up at the back of the room as inad-
vertent representations. Jennifer recalled, “When he started his 
questions,…I thought ‘I’m going to end up at the back of the room’ 
so you tuck whatever you feel and do the activity.” She explained 
that because she “understood he was trying to convey to the class 
that other people grew up differently” she was “okay with it.”

Discussion and Implications for Practice
It is not surprising that all but one participant experienced racist 

microaggressions in the TPP program at our PWI. As noted by 
Davis (1989), the “cognitive habit, history and culture” (p. 1576) of 
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White privilege makes faculty, staff, students unable to hear such 
utterances. Educating faculty, staff, and students about microag-
gressions has the potential to disrupt the pattern Davis notes. TPPs 
can take steps to reduce their occurrence and impact.

TPPs can start by increasing faculty, staff, and student aware-
ness of their own biases and recognition of microaggressions. 
Naming these racist acts begins the process of eliminating them. 
When microaggressions occur, they must be confronted. However, 
faculty are ill-prepared to facilitate these difficult discussions (Sue, 
Lin, Torino, Capodilupo, & Rivera, 2009). Boysen (2012) found 
that faculty and students believed that it is imperative that faculty 
respond to these incidents. Furthermore, while students felt the 
most effective way to address microaggressions was speaking to 
students outside of class, both students and faculty indicated that 
faculty-led discussions were an effective response. This finding 
was supported by additional research; Sue et al. (2009) found that 
students wanted teachers to address microaggressions through 
civil discourse in the classroom. Students stated that professor-led 
discussions legitimized dialogue about race and validated their 
feelings (Sue et al. 2009, p. 188). TPPs should add questions about 
racial climate to course evaluations to assist in monitoring their 
occurrence and identify opportunities for additional training and 
education. TPPs should also include faculty “diversity engagement” 
in the promotion and tenure process (Harwood et al., 2015, p. 16).

TPPs can also take steps through civil discourse to reduce 
microaggressions perpetuated by students. Properly trained fac-
ulty can create safe classrooms that enable difficult discussions. 
Students indicate that faculty facilitated discussion is imperative to 
successfully addressing microaggressions, and research indicates 
that confronting microaggressions can reduce the microaggressors’ 
future use (Czopp, Monteith, & Mark, 2006). Acts of microaggres-
sion by students can also be reduced through education. Diversity 
and inclusion courses can be developed and included as part of 
candidates’ required program of study. Finally, TPPs can provide 
ongoing workshops, training, and brochures on microaggressions 
to assist students in identifying when they happen and how to 
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address them (Harwood et al., 2015, p. 16).
To reduce the impact of microaggressions, TPPs can make 

students aware of safe spaces including Black student and Greek 
organizations, and other organizations that serve Black students 
(Solorzano et al., 2000). Safe spaces provide a place for Black 
students to engage in civil discourse with others and “(a) make 
sense of their experiences on campus and determine whether a 
racial microaggression has even occurred, (b) find support and 
validation for their experiential reality, and (c) identify alternative 
ways for responding to such incidents” (Grier-Reed, 2010, p. 183). 
Furthermore, safe spaces connect Black candidates with individu-
als who share their experience and provide a sense of belong-
ing, which are important for retention (Grier-Reed, Madyun, & 
Buckley, 2008). TPPs should also ensure that Black candidates 
are assigned mentors who share similar experiences. Research 
indicates that mentors can guide them in successfully managing 
microaggressions and assist them in learning from them (McCabe, 
2009).

Participants’ stories provide insight into the lived experiences of 
Black students in a TPP in a PWI. Future research should focus on 
how Black education students would like to see microaggressions 
addressed in university and K–12 classrooms. Future research 
should also explore the lasting impact of microaggression on 
candidates. Additional studies may also examine the interactions 
between recipients of microaggressions and offenders and how 
civil discourse could foster more socially just education.

This study, along with previous research, (Boysen, 2012; 
Harwood et al., 2015; Sue et al. 2009) affirms the need for higher 
education to enact civil discourse focused on issues of race. 
Faculty, staff, and students should be trained to identify and 
address racial microaggressions through increasing awareness 
about bias, challenging stereotypes, and strategies to engage in 
difficult conversations. Safe spaces for students of color should be 
established so that they share their experiences and foster relation-
ships with others. Additionally, campuses need to provide and 
communicate pathways for students to report incidents of bias and 
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microaggression. These reports should be tracked and examined to 
document trends over time to inform stakeholders on appropriate 
courses of action.
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