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In the current political climate, many Lewis & Clark students are keenly aware of diversity
issues and of public policy debates that have legal ramifications. These issues often come up
in and out of class, sometimes by design, and sometimes by surprise. No matter how they
arise, we as teachers have the opportunity to guide those discussions in a productive
direction. We hope the two articles included here and the one linked to this newsletter offer
some suggestions to address these dynamics.

e Seven Bricks to Lay the Foundation for Productive Difficult Dialogues by Annie Soisson

o FEight Actions to Reduce Racism in College Classrooms by Shaun R. Harper and Charles
H. F. Davis III

e Linked - Creating Wise Classrooms to Empower Diverse Law Students: Lessons in
Pedagogy from Transformative Law Professors by Sean Darling-Hammond and
Kristen Holmquist

SEVEN BRICKS TO LAY THE FOUNDATION FOR PRODUCTIVE DIFFICULT
DIALOGUES
by Annie Soisson, EdD

There are three basic ways that | hear faculty talk about difficult dialogues—in-class dialogues
that were planned but did not go particularly well; in-class hot moments that were not anticipated
and that the faculty member did not feel equipped to handle; and difficult dialogues that happen
during office hours or outside of class.

In all three instances, faculty are challenged to use skills they may not have learned at any point
in their disciplinary training. That lack of skill can actually cause them great angst, and in the
most extreme situations, cause them to avoid addressing important issues directly.

This is not to anyone’s advantage, and many learning opportunities can be lost. In this article, I
will focus on the first of these three instances. If challenging dialogues are to be an important

part of a course, it is essential to develop, beginning the first day of class, the environment and
skills that will allow you to capitalize on difficult dialogues as effective learning opportunities.



Think ahead about what topics you are teaching and whether hot moments might be
triggered. If it is a course you have taught before, chances are you know when these
moments might happen. Plan for structuring those moments intentionally. Are there
readings that honor multiple perspectives on the issue? Are there opportunities to
have students adopt perspectives that may not be their own? What skills do
students need to be able to successfully engage in the discussion?

Know and communicate the learning goals and the connection to the course overall
for each potentially hot topic. Keeping the focus clear for the conversation affords
the opportunity for you or students to redirect if the conversation strays, and to
embed the learning in the structure of the course. There are many ways to structure
conversations that are not a free-for-all or win-lose scenario. What kinds of
questions could you pose that would most effectively help students meet the
learning goals? What conversational structure would best help you meet those
goals? You will find many concrete suggestions for a variety of ways to conduct
conversations in Brookfield and Preskill (2005).

Build community, trust, and a supportive climate. Often overlooked is the
understanding that the relationships students have in the classroom with each other
and with you need to be created intentionally and nurtured. On the first day,
introductions can be shaped to be a little more personal than just names and majors
while not being intrusive. Depending on the size of the class, you may choose to
have students talk in small groups, or as a whole group. Scaffold activities to foster
relationships among students each week. Model the kinds of behaviors you would
like to see.

Have a statement on your syllabus about the environment you hope to create
together. Describe your expectations and how you would like students to approach
the class. For example: “I want to take a moment to clarify how [ want you to
approach the readings. The first rule is: Don’t take the readings as gospel. Just
because something is printed doesn’t make it absolute truth. Be critical of what you
are reading. [ have chosen many readings precisely because they are provocative. If
you find yourself strongly disagreeing with a reading, that’s fine. I encourage strong
disagreement. However, if you disagree, you must clarify in your mind the reasons
and evidence upon which you are basing your disagreement. At the same time, keep
an open mind. Listen to what the readings have to say. Think about what other
experiences you have had and readings you have done that might corroborate the
course readings. Give yourself time to reflect on the information, insights, and
perspectives offered in the readings” (Sulk and Keys, 2014).

Create shared goals and guidelines for dialogue and post them. You may have a few
of your own to add at the end, but let students generate their own list first. This
gives them ownership, and the collective generation lets them discover shared
values. One of my favorites to add is “look for the truth in what you oppose and the
error in what you espouse” (Nash, 2008).

Help students develop skills for productive conversation as part of the learning. Use
active listening and perspective-taking exercises. In Western society, argument is
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often the mode of conversation. We frequently expect that students will be able to
address challenging issues devoid of passion (and if you go to faculty meetings, you
know that even we are not always good at this). Skills like paraphrasing,
summarizing, and building on each other’s thoughts need to be consciously taught,
modeled, and practiced in the classroom in order to support successful difficult
dialogues.

7. Start early in the course with lower-stakes conversations, and build to more difficult
ones. This gives students the opportunity to build trust, and gives you time to help
them develop their skills. Vary the types of questions—perhaps use some
hypothetical questions like, “What would happen if...” “In a perfect world...” Or
experience-based questions such as, “In your experience...?” Or opinion-based
questions like, “What do you think about...?
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Faculty members sometimes unknowingly or
inadvertently contribute to a racist climate in their
classrooms. But they can take steps to address

racism more effectively in their teaching.
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ast year, at dozens of colleges and universities across
the United States, students protested institutional
unresponsiveness to pervasive issues of racial inequi-
ty. Most media artention disproportionately focused
on the popularity of the protests as opposed to the
actual issues underlying campus unrest. For example, instead
of deeply exploring the experiences that ignited demonstra-
tions among students at the University of Missouri, journal-
ists wrote mostly about the football team’s threar to cancel
its game against Brigham Young University, the potential
financial implications of the team’s activism, and the evenrual
resignations of the system president and the chancellor of the
university’s flagship campus. Similarly, news coverage of pro-
tests at Yale University concentrated less on students’ frustra-
tions with the university’s climate of racial exclusion and more
on e-mails abourt potentially offensive Halloween costumes
and perceived threats to free speech.

It is important for faculty members to understand that students were
protesting racism. It is also essenrial thar professors recognize how they, often
unknowingly and imadvertently, say and do racist things to students of color
in the classroom. Student uprisings were as much a response to negative
experiences with their peers and administrators as they were expressions of
frustrarion with the cultural incompertence of their teachers, Students of color
did not suddenly start experiencing racist stereotyping and racially derogatory
comments, disregard for the thoughtful integration of their cultural histories
in the curriculum, and threars 1o their sense of belonging in college classrooms
during the 2015-16 academic year. We know from our work as scholars at the
University of Pennsylvania’s Center for the Study of Race and Equity in Educa-
tion that these problems are long-standing.

College presidents, provosts, deans, and other institutional leaders hire
researchers from the Center for the Study of Race and Equity in Education
to spend three to four days on their campuses doing racial climate assess-
ments. At some places we are asked to focus on racial and ethnic differences
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among faculty and sraff members in their feelings

of inclusion, respectability, and opportunities for
fair and equitable professional advancement, as well
as on racial tensions in workplace settings. But on
most campuses, administrators ask us to assess the
racial climate for students—feelings of inclusion and
belonging across racial and ethnic groups, the extent
to which students interact substantively across dif-
ference, where and what students learn about race,
appraisals of institutional commitments to fostering
inclusive environments, and characterizations of the
supportiveness of classrooms and other spaces. We
have done these studies at more than thirty campuses
across geographic regions and institutional types,
ranging from Portland Community College to Princ-
eton University.

Presented in this article are eight actions faculry
members must take to respond more effectively to rac-
ism in college classrooms. Findings from our center’s
student-focused climate studies inform these recom-
mendations, To be sure, eight simple acts will not
completely eradicate or even sufficiently address the
classroom-related experiences that students of color
consistently describe in our focus-group interviews,
Nonetheless, participants in our studies say it would
greatly improve their experiences if their professors
did the following eight things.

1. Recognize your implicit biases and remediate your
racial illiteracy.

Students we interview almost always tell us the majority
of their instructors (sometimes including faculty mem-
bers of color) are insufficiently skilled to teach learners
from a range of racial groups and cultural backgrounds.
As explained in Shaun R. Harper’s forthcoming book,
Race Matters in College, faculty members are byprod-
ucts of their own educational upbringings. Too few of
us were ever afforded opportunities to discuss or mean-
ingfully learn about race in our K=12 schools, under-
graduate studies, or doctoral programs. Consequently,
there were not enough opportunities to examine and
correct the ways we have been socialized to think about
the racial “other”™ or to develop the skills we would
ultimately need to teach contemporary college students.
Furthermore, too many of us entered the professoriate
having taken, at most, only one formal course on col-
lege teaching in our graduate programs—and in most
mstances, that course did not focus nearly enough on
race, raise our consciousness about our implicit biases,
expose us to authors of color and rexts from different
cultural points of view, or equip us with the range of
skills needed to manage racial conflicts that occasion-
ally occur in classrooms.
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Recognizing one’s implicit biases is a crucial first
step; the seven other actions we recommend rest heav-
ily on this one. Project Implicit at Harvard University
offers free online tests that help reveal how we have
been socialized to view people from racial back-
grounds that are different from our own (see hteps:/
implicit.harvard.edu). Results from these tests could
be useful to faculty members, as they might reveal
deeply held assumptions that play out in embarrass-
ing, destructive, and sometimes hurtful ways in college
classrooms. In addition to simply identifying biases,
professors must also work in purposeful ways to
acquire racial literacy and learn new teaching meth-
ods. Ten great books that can help faculty members do
this are listed at the end of this article. We recommend
reading race-focused publications and discussing them
in groups. Faculty members in a department would
benefit from talking with one another about ways
to deliberately integrate into their teaching practices
many of the recommendations that experts have
published.

Attending sessions at conferences outside of one’s
discipline that are focused on student success and
teaching diverse learners (for example, NCORE—the
National Conference on Race and Ethniciry in Ameri-
can Higher Education) will expose faculty members
to content and strategies they will have encountered
nowhere else along their professional journeys. Our
center offers Penn Equity Institutes, five-week virtual
education experiences for twenty faculty members
within a department or school or across a campus.
Institute participants learn how to talk more comfort-
ably and honestly about race with their colleagues,
foster racially inclusive classroom environments, and
employ a range of other skills that student participants
in our climate studies tell us they wish their professors
had (sce htep://www. penninstitutes.org).

2. Don't be surprised when a black male student
writes well,

Media we have consumed throughout our lifetimes
inescapably shape ideas and expectations about
particular racial groups that we bring to classrooms,
For instance, young black men are commonly por-
trayed as rappers, athletes, and criminals—rarely as
scholars. Given this, black men and other students of
color in our studies tell us their white professors are
too often visibly surprised when they make thought-
ful statements in class. Instructors also accuse them of
cheating when their papers are well written and they
perform exceprionally well on exams. In our con-
versations with them, a surprising number of faculty
colleagues have justified these actions by saying,



“Srudents from these backgrounds typically don’t do
well in my courses.” That does not mean every student
from thar racial or ethnic group is incapable of suc-
€ess; tO assUme so 1s racist.

3. Stop expecting the Latina student to speak for

all Latinos.

When urban ghettos, poverty, or just about any issue
pertaining to people of color arises in classroom
discussions, professors and peers expect the person of
color to be the spokesperson. Expertise is presumed,
which often results in students of color being forced to
teach their professors and peers abour race. Having to
represent an entire diaspora of people (an expectation
also placed on Asian Americans and blacks) is daunt-
ing for Latino students. Also troubling to them is the
assumption that every person from a particular racial
or ethnic group grew up in the inner city or in poverty.

4. Quit thinking all Asian American students are the
same.

Illinois State University professor Nicholas Daniel
Hartlep writes masterfully about the “*model minority
myth”: the presumption thar all Asian Americans are
math and science geniuses who do not require any
academic support or resources. Asian American and
Pacific Islander (AAPI) participants in our climate
studies consistently tell us their professors and oth-
ers do not acknowledge the racism they experience
because AAPIs are usually ar the top of enrollment,
performance, and attainment metrics, at times ahead
of white students. These statistics, however, say noth-
ing about their experiences. They also mask troubling
educarional ourcomes among Cambodian, Hmong,
Laotian, Samoan, and other AAPI groups. Institu-
tional actors routinely fail to disaggregate data and
distinguish ethnic, class, language, and cultural differ-
ences among AAPI students. Also, lower-income AAPI
students tell us they are usually not selected to work in
professors’ labs or collaborate with faculty members on
research projects; we hear the same stories from many
of their Native American, black, and Latino peers.

5. Be aware that stereotype threat may be

ocenrring among some students of color.

Renowned psychologist Claude Steele introduced

the term stereotype threat: the anxiety and resultant
behavioral response that ensues when a student of a
socially stigmatized group encounters stereotypes that
those outside the group hold abour them. Steele’s re-
search shows how stereorype threat can negatively af-
fect academic performance. The lone Native American
student who wishes to contribute to class discussions

may be rehearsing over and over in her head what she
1s going to say because she recognizes that her white
professor and peers are likely to attribute her state-
ment to all Native Americans. Moreover, she is aware
that many whites do not usually view her people as
meelligent and think she was admitted to the universi-
ty only because of affirmative action. Hence, whatever
she says has to be eloquent, perhaps perfect; this pres-
sure distracts her. Meanwhile, her white classmates are
saying whatever they want and benefiting more fully
from their engagement in class discussions.

6. Meaningfully integrate diverse cultures and peoples
into the curriculum.

Put plainly, students of color are tired of reading
one-dimensional literatures that exclude their cultural
histories and fail to acknowledge their humanity.

They want authors and texts from diverse perspec-
tives to appear on syllabi and be substantively engaged
in class. Many instructors are familiar only with the
racially exclusive scholarship to which they were
introduced in their doctoral studies and the mostly
white scholars their fields privilege and celebrate as
experts. Hence, they tend to teach those texts and
authors. There are expert professors of color in just
about every academic field. There also are white
scholars who conduct research and publish routinely
on people of color. Faculty members should assign
publications these professors have written and invite
their recommendartions of other works that might be
included. One way to do this is through an external
review of syllabi from courses offered in a department.
The department chair could send packets of syllabi to
experts in the same field at other institutions and ask
colleagues to assess the inclusion of diverse perspec-
tives and offer recommendations for improvement.

7. Responsibly address racial tensions when

they arise,

Participants in our studies say they are disappointed
when moments of racial tension occur in classrooms
and the instructor frantically responds by immediately
shutting down conversations, Many students actually
see these moments as potentially powerful learning
opportunities, specifically for the offending student.,
But in most instances, students of color are left alone
to grapple with their classmate’s racially offensive
statement or action. They wish their professors knew
how to make better educational use of these moments.
They also want faculty members, at minimum, to hold
white students accountable for saying outrageously of-
fensive things. Censorship and disciplinary action are
not what they tell us they desire. Instead, they want
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white classmates at least to be challenged to think
critically about how their statements affect others.
Several NCORE sessions focus on practically address-
ing racial tension in productive ways, as do modules in
our Penn Equity Institutes.

8. Recognize that you and your faculty colleagues
share much responsibility for racial inequities.
Analysts usually ateribute racial inequities in per-
sistence and performance to students’ insufficient
preparation for college-level academic work, to disen-
gagement and a lack of student effort, and, sometimes,
to the erroneous assumption that white people are
genetically smarter. Students of color repeatedly tell us
in climare studies thar a more expansive ser of factors
and conditions lead to their underachievement: racist
encounters in classrooms, culturally exclusive cur-
ricula, low faculty expectations, and comparatively
fewer opportunities for substantive engagement with
white professors outside of class, just to name a few.
University of Southern California professor Estela
Mara Bensimon and her colleagues in the Center for
Urban Education developed the Equity Scorecard, a
dynamic collaborative inquiry and institutional change
process that helps faculty members and administrators
discover how their practices help sustain racial inequi-
ties in student outcomes (see htep://cue.usc.edu/tools).
Participants in our studies want their instructors to
assume greater responsibility for achieving racial eq-
uity goals; the Equity Scorecard could be enormously
useful in this regard.

CONCLUSION

Exclusionary classroom experiences and racist encoun-
ters mvolving faculty members are among the many
racial problems college students have been protesting.
On several campuses they were asking institutional
leaders to invest more resources in cultural centers and
multicultural affairs offices, hire more professors of color,
and retain and clevate the status of ethnic studies pro-
grams, But they were also asking their instructors to be
less racist and to become more highly skilled at teaching
diverse learners—the same things they say when we ask
in interviews what they expect from their institutions.
Lists of demands trom last year's protests confirm that
students of color are calling for greater representation in
the curriculum, as well as more culrurally conscious and
racially literate teachers (see hrrp:/iwww.thedemands
.org). In addition to the actions recommended above,
developing racial literacy from publications and at-
tending conferences are critically important to creating
safer, more inclusive classroom environments for diverse
learners. Without substantive investments from college
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faculty, racial climates will surely worsen and institutions
of higher educarion will continually fall short of making

good on diversity-related promises conveyed to students

through mission statements, in presidential speeches and

admissions materials, on websites, and elsewhere, m
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