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Wan t ed : In cl u si v e Teach i n g
Pr act i ces
You value diversity, know it enriches your courses, and want to
help all of your students learn—but you’re short on inclusive
teaching practices. Never fear: A concept called “stereotype
threat” abounds with ideas for all disciplines and students.
BY ISIS A RTZE-VEGA

Florida International
University

If you feel uncomfortable discussing stereotypes and diversity issues, this might be a
great sign. Several studies suggest that those of us most committed to changing the status
quo feel more uneasy with these discussions than those not overly concerned with matters
of equity.
Our anxiety is also warranted. Students are more diverse than ever in practically every
way: age, race, ethnicity, social class, parental level of education, country of origin,
sexual orientation, gender identity, religious background, etc. Although we recognize
these differences enrich our courses, how many of us can say our graduate studies
prepared us to design inclusive learning environments? Sure, some of us took semesterlong courses about teaching in our discipline, while others were required to attend
“diversity training” sessions—yet it’s fairly evident that none of this was enough. No
one-shot intervention will do.
This is why the concept of stereotype threat is such a valuable resource. It doesn’t try to
reduce the challenges of teaching diverse students to a workshop or list of best practices.
Instead, it offers a comprehensive approach to identifying the stereotypes that may be
sabotaging you r students’ performance and a selection of veri ed strategies you can use
in courses of all shapes and sizes.
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Wh i t e M en Can ’ t Ju m p
Woody Harrelson may have de ed the odds
in Whi te Men Ca n ’t J u m p, but more than
20 years after that lm the stereotype of
African Americans’ athletic superiority persists—even for miniature golf! When social
psychologists asked men to complete a
minigolf task described as a test of natural
athletic ability, the white men in the study
performed poorly compared to black men
(Stone, Lynch, Sjomeling, & Darley, 1999).
This was one of many studies about the
phenomenon known as “stereotype threat,”
a term rst coined by UC Berkeley provost

AS HE REVIEWED THE DATA
AND SAW THAT BLA CK
STUDENTS CONSISTENTLY
EARNED LOWER GRADES…
STEELE REJECTED THE
POSSIBILITY THAT THIS
REFLECTED THEIR INNATE
ABILITY OR INTELLIGENCE.
Claude Steele that describes what happens
when we risk con rming a negative stereotype about our group. And while messing
up on the golf course is innocuous enough,
stereotype threat has been shown to affect
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performance on academic tasks and was
actually rst identi ed on a college campus.
In the late 80s, Steele was invited to the
University of Michigan to help develop an
academic support program for minority
students. As he reviewed the data and saw
that black students—even those with the
highest SATs—consistently earned lower
grades, Steele rejected the possibility that

I TA LES FROM THE FIELD > DON’T ASSUM E YOU KNOW IT ALL

W

hen I rst
taught writing 11 years
ago, I wasn’t worried
about diversity. I was
too busy guring out
how to teach well
enough to avoid student complaints! I also
equated the term “diversity” with racial and
ethnic diversity, oblivious to the fact that my

students were already
more varied than previous cohorts in nearly
every way. Also, and
perhaps most naively, I
gured that, as a welleducated Cuban-American woman in a largely
Hispanic region, I could
instinctively address
the needs of my diverse
students.Needless to
say, being a member of

an underrepresented
minority group proved
to be insuf cient
“preparation” for effectively teaching adults;
students who had just
arrived from China,
uneasy about their
English-speaking abilities and unaccustomed
to the norms of U.S.
college classrooms; or
students who worked

several jobs to support
their families or to keep
up with their peers’
privileged lifestyle.
Thankfully, I attended
workshops on working
with second-language
writers, enrolled in
higher education
classes to learn more
about contemporary
students and how to
meet their needs, and

read everything I could
get my hands on. So
when I interviewed for
my current job and was
told one of my roles
would be to use federal
grant money to help
faculty teach in more
inclusive ways, I knew
it wouldn’t be easy but
at least I wouldn’t be
starting from scratch.

NEA HIGHER EDUCATION ADVOCATE

7

this re ected their innate ability or intelligence. When he talked with students, he
heard time and again that black students
didn’t feel they belonged. This feeling is
likely even more widespread today: Many
students—notably rst-generation college
students, and those from underrepresented
and low socioeconomic backgrounds—arrive in our institutions with a great deal of
anxiety about whether they belong or will
be able to succeed.
Steele’s intuition morphed into a multidecade research agenda chronicled beautifully in his text Whi stli n g Vi va ldi : How
Ster eotypes Ca n Affect Us a n d Wha t We
Ca n Do (2010), popular on campuses. Faculty are nding that the stereotype threat
literature is just what they were looking
for: a conceptual framework supported by
research that helps them understand a
powerful in uence on student performance, and one that offers varied, concrete
ways to make their teaching more inclusive.

measure intellectual ability, that gap disappeared (Steele & Aronson, 1995).
Women taking the AP Calculus test fared
similarly when Educational Testing Service
(ETS) asked half of test-takers to report
their gender before the test (as is routinely
done), and the other half to provide this information after the test. For the lucky latter
group, the stereotype of males’ mathematical superiority was not primed. In fact,
women outperformed men. By some calculations, if the ETS were to implement this
change, nearly 4,700 female students would

BECAUSE THE RESEARCH
STUDIES USED SUCH
CLEVER A ND VA RIED
INTERVENTIONS,
THEY ALSO REPRESENT
INVALUABLE PEDAGOGICAL
STRATEGIES.

It ’ s ev er y w h er e
Faculty are struck by the stereotype threat
literature’s breadth, and its compelling data
and evidence. Here are a few examples:
In 1995, Steele and NYU professor Joshua
Aronson studied African American students
answering dif cult verbal questions. When
researchers said the test measured verbal
ability, they scored considerably lower than
white peers. Yet when the task was framed
as a problem-solving exercise that did not

earn AP calculus credit each year (Danaher
& Crandall, 2008).
To counter the suspicion that only “weak”
groups like underrepresented minorities or
women could be affected by stereotype
threat (yep: another lingering bias), Aronson
conducted a study of students he jokingly
describes as the “whitest and brightest,”
white male engineering Stanford students.
You guessed it: Even they cracked. When

told the study was about the supposed
mathematical superiority of Asian students,
white students’ performance dropped signi cantly (Aronson et al., 1999).

Tu r n i n g t h e t i d e
Here’s the good news: The negative effects
of stereotype threat can be reduced, sometimes even eliminated. And because the research studies used such clever and varied
interventions, they also represent invaluable pedagogical strategies. The resources
below provide more ideas and details, but
for now, here are ve additions to your inclusive teaching toolbox:
1. Assu r e st u de n t s t he t a sk is fa ir .
When we don’t say anything prior to important tasks (like tests), stereotype
threat may negatively impact students’
performance. Stating explicitly that the
test is gender- or race-fair can alleviate
the threat. You could say, “I’ve used this
test for many years now, and I’ve never
noticed a difference in performance for
any student group.” It also helps to remind students the test is being used to
facilitate and evaluate learning; it cannot measure innate ability.
2. Avoid t r igge r in g t he st e r e ot ype .
Something as simple as writing one’s
name on an exam can remind students
of their gender, race, and/or ethnicity
and corresponding biases, so small procedural modi cations can make a big
difference. Perhaps use a numerical

I BEST PRA CTICES > BRINGING IT HOM E

“I

have a memory of
the rst time I realized I was black,”
Steele (2010) writes. When
he was 7 or 8, he found out
he could swim in the local
pool on Wednesdays only—
simply because he’s black.
What hurt the most was the
fact that the restriction was
based on something he
couldn’t control.
Aronson’s (2012) examples
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are more lighthearted, like
the times he would con rm
the stereotypes that Jewish
people are stingy or like
to show off their money.
He described it as a “stereotype trap!”
The point is that self-re ection is a great rst step
toward recognizing what
many of our students experience every day. Whether
you’re a woman in a pre-

dominantly male eld, look
older or younger than your
peers, speak English as an
additional language, etc.,
you’ve probably “been
there.”

clothing—and those of us
who don’t t this mold may
sometimes feel like imposIn fact, stereotypes about
ters. In times like these, try
the professoriate affect us
another intervention: selfall. Yes, faculty have become af rmation. Remind yourincreasingly diverse, but the self of the skills and characpart of the professor contin- teristics that have gotten
ues to be played by a white, you this far. You have a lot
gray-haired man in rumpled to af rm!

code or ask for students’ names on the
last page of the exam, as one FIU faculty did. At the same time, it can be
helpful to trigger a positive in-group
characteristic, as in reminding our students that they’re college students.
3. Give wise fe e dba ck . That is, give
critical feedback in a way that makes it
clear the criticism and suggestions reect your high, consistent standards.
This is most powerful when we assure
students we have faith in their ability
to attain the high standards, and reinforce this message through devoting
time and effort to helping them succeed (Cohen, Steele, Ross, 1999).
4. Re min d st u de n t s t he ir min ds a r e
ma lle a ble . Many students enter our
classrooms with what Carol Dweck
(2008) calls “ xed mindsets;” they may
think they’re good at math, bad writers,
etc. When we teach them their minds
are like muscles—the more we use
them, the better they work—it changes
how they react to academic struggles.
Instead of interpreting a bad grade as
con rmation that they’re not “college
material,” students may re ect on how
much or how effectively they studied.
5. He lp st u de n t s fe e l t he y be lon g. Assure them their anxieties about belonging or ability to succeed are common
and will subside, and teach them unspoken rules of college success; for
instance how to navigate the environment and study effectively.
As Glenn, Taylor and Drennan (2010) remind us, “Unless we challenge our preconceived notions—stereotypes—whether
positive or negative, and recognize that
our students may be adversely affected by
stereotype threat, whether or not we harbor the personal prejudices in question,
we will fail to create an inclusive environment where all students feel valued and
empowered to perform optimally” (p. 3).
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