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Some Ways to Engage Effectively with Tough Topics

Opening Up the Room
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GET READY
Setting the Tone with Equitable Classroom Management, Policy & Procedure

Tips & 
Tricks
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Interrogate your Syllabus

• Syllabus creation should be an intentional design process
– Start with the outcome, work backwards

• What must students absolutely learn in this class?
• What will encourage students to participate actively?
• What will enhance their critical thinking about the subject matter?

– Use your resources
• Craft a Syllabus Template for an excellent and uniform start
• Pedagogy development workshops

Exercise Idea: 
Reverse Engineer your Course Design
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Evaluate your Content

Foster individual perceptions of inclusion by emphasizing 
respect for differences and value for authenticity 

• Interrogate your course content
– What is the purpose of each reading? Are they sequenced such that 

they emphasize key learning objectives?
– What kinds of activities and assignments are most likely to help 

them master the subject matter?
– How will you assess and ensure learning?



SLIDE 6

Get Ready: 
Create Equitable Policies

Foster individual perceptions of inclusion by emphasizing fairness in 
decision-making, practices and policies

• Identify Default Thinking 
– Hidden and overt bias lives here

• Practice Deliberative Thinking
– Avoid pressured or hot decision-making
– Construct policy carefully
– Think: who is not served?

• Special considerations: UUM, veterans, religious- and disability-related accommodations 
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Audit Policies for Hidden Biases

• Monitor your own decisions & practices
– Interrogate your own beliefs and practices for hidden biases
– Make use of a GTA and/or fellow instructors to search out hidden 

biases and create uniformity across sections
– Craft conscious administrative/grading decisions

• Subjectivity in policy allows bias in grade distributions
– Create rubrics, share with students and USE the rubric
– Grade early and blindly (when possible)
– Train and use your GTAs for unbiased support
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Emphasize Equity in PPP

• Craft conscious administrative/grading decisions
– Be mindful about participation rules & evaluation

• Same with written work
– Participation rules (favor the extraverted) 
– Participation evaluation (favors the outspoken and men)

• Mind unequitable teamwork norms and procedures
– Team lead advantage/disadvantage
– International student concerns
– Gendered workload & social loafing problems

Exercise Idea: Incentivize Adoption
- Disincentivize social loafing
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To Close…a few “gut checks”

• Have I closely and critically scrutinized ALL of my course materials, teaching 
methods and assessment techniques to ensure that they aren’t biased or 
exclusionary.

• Have I purposefully integrated alternative voices, opinions and 
perspectives into my classes?

• Have I practiced empathy as well as cultural and emotional literacy in my 
responses to student requests? 

• Have I provided flexible ways to demonstrate mastery of subject matter 
and used clear grading rubrics and policies to encourage learning>

• Do I cultivate class cultures where all students feel accepted, respected, 
engaged, empowered, validated and well-supported?
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STAY READY
Employing Honesty, Humility & Agility

Tips & 
Tricks
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Stay Ready: 
Self-Examination via Intersectional Reflexivity

• Intersectional Reflexivity is the introspective 
process by which we understand how our 
intersecting identities position us in terms of 
social proximity and hierarchy among others
– How “close” do I feel to you?
– How do I “rank” compared to you?

• Helps us to determine how to approach others 
and situations 
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Understanding the Layers of

Social Identity

Personality

Functional Level/ 
Classification

Geographic Location

Age

Work
Location Seniority

Division/
Dept./
Unit/
Group

Work
Content/

Field

Union
Affiliation

Mgmt.
Status

Marital
Status

Parental
Status

Appearance

Educational
Background

Work
Experience

Race

Income

Personal
Habits

Religion

Recreational
Habits

Ethnicity

Physical
Ability

Sexual
Orientation

Gender

Identity Groups are 
groupings that hold 
meaning at a societal 
personal levels
• People vary in their degrees 
of personal identification

Ingroup/Outgroup Dynamics
• Similarity assumptions
• Contrast effects
• Positivity bias
• Attributional tendencies

Status & 
Privilege
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Stay Ready: 
Applying Intersectional Reflexivity

Model authenticity and inclusion
• At the start

– Introduce yourself, indicate how you prefer to be reached
– Identify your responsibilities as faculty and theirs as 

students

• Throughout
– Engage your multiple identities 
– Be mindful of the visible and hidden identities implicated 

in course materials

Exercise Idea: 
- Class Agreement

- Participative Rule-setting
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Prepare for Difficult Dialogues

General Practices for Preparation
Ganote, Cheung, & Souza, 2015; Arend and Joseph, 2015

• Prepare & own the content
• Don’t punt
• Express empathy
• Help de-escalate (OTFD)

– Observe
– Think
– Feel 
– Desire 

• Maintain confidentiality

“’Unlearning’ creates room for ‘relearning’ 
through both planned instruction and 
unanticipated interpersonal discovery.” Creary, 2022

• Understand that JEDI discussions make many 
participants feel nervous
– Emphasize respect, authenticity, empathy and 

psychological safety

• Normalize the range of emotions that you feel as an 
instructor
– Anxiety is very typical  

• Look for opportunities to bring in diverse voices
– Minority and majority identities may fall silent for 

different reasons (risk, fear, fatigue)

• Recognize the need for “right” answers
– Find frameworks and tools for practical application

• Notice any “energy shifts” (i.e., body language, tone 
of voice)
– Abstractions are easier than realities…mind the personal 

vulnerabilities
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EXERCISES FOR STAYING READY
Some Tough Topic Examples, Some Solutions and Some Discussion

Tips & 
Tricks
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In-Class Discussion Example #1
Professor (me): “Based on the readings, what are the leading factors identified for the persistence of the 
pay gap between men and women?”
White male student: “Women seem to be better suited to jobs with part time, those pay less.”
Professor (me): “So, when you say “better suited”, what do you mean?”
White female student: “Like my mom, she works now, but hardly worked at all before I went to high 
school. She seemed to like it that way. It suits her better”
White male student:  “It seems like this is just about personal preferences.”
Older veteran student: “Well my wife couldn’t make a high-paying career since we relocated to a new 
base every few years. She has two terminal degrees and still makes less than I do without a college 
degree. I’m not sure it’s her fault.”

Meanwhile, several female and POC students in your class are making faces and eager to jump into this 
discussion.

Let’s discuss as a group. How would you respond? 
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What I said…(paraphrased)

• Remember Open The Front Door: De-escalation Strategy!

“I hear a lot of valid opinions and facts (Observe). And from 
looking around, I think that there are a lot of perspectives still to 
be shared (Think). I feel uncomfortable having this discussion if 
we continue to toggle between objective data and personal 
opinion (Feel). I would like us to break into groups, list all the 
factors that contribute to the pay gap, and identify which factors 
are personal and which are data-driven before we come back to 
discuss as a whole class (Desire).”
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In-Class Discussion Example #2
White female student:  “I don’t see why we’re focusing on the protagonist’s 
race. She found a problem that needs to be solved and doesn’t know the best 
approach to take.  That could happen to anyone – not just someone who is 
Black. 
White male student:  “I agree. This case isn’t really about race. It’s about a 
business problem.”

Meanwhile, several Black students in your class are noticeably silent and 
visibly uncomfortable.

Let’s discuss as a group. How would you respond? 
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What you should said…(in a nutshell)

“Thank you, Jack and Alice for sharing your perspectives. I am 
wondering if there is an alternative argument to be made here 
for ’seeing race’?  Who would like to share a different perspective 
– even if it’s not your own – and one that argues for why brands 
should pay attention to race? Why might that be important? 
(Two different students speak) So, there are certainly two 
different perspectives on this - in the academic literature, we 
refer to these as “colorblindness” and “multiculturalism” 
perspectives…Here’s what we know…”
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Email Positive Feedback Example
“Hello,
My name is Pistol Pete and I am in your MGMT 4213 class. I just wanted to 
say your class has been informative to me. I have been meaning to send an 
email for a while thanking you for clearing up some misunderstandings I had 
about diversity. As a white male, I struggle to see the other side of the 
fight for equality and this may confuse me on how to approach social issues. I 
especially appreciate what I learned about color blindness. I have always 
considered myself as an accepting person, but learning about color 
blindness has helped me reapproach the way I treat my minority and 
underrepresented friends. Thank you for opening my eyes and helping me 
learn about diversity.”

Let’s discuss as a group. How would you respond? 
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What I said…

“Lovely to see your message. I am thrilled to hear your point of 
view on the topics. In truth Pistol, I don’t think managing 
diversity is just one thing. I think it’s really just good 
management and leadership. At the end of the day, it’s about 
removing the barriers (including interpersonal biases and unfair 
policies) that limit the potential success of all. That’s why the 
work is never done – its constantly evolving as the groups we talk 
about change and as the policies develop. I’m glad to learn I’ve 
made the conversation more approachable. That’s 100% my 
goal! 😊😊” 
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Email Example: Critical Feedback #1
“Hi Dr. Lex,
I am sorry for reaching out so late to the end of the assignment, but I was 
wondering if in the future if you use this same case would you consider 
changing the language of the questions? Since the case is talking about 
someone transitioning from Steve to Stephanie, Steve would be her 
deadname and we should be using she/her pronouns. I really hope this email 
does not come off as a know it all or annoying in any way, but as a 
transgender student I just wanted to reach out. I have also changed the 
wording on my particular assignment, so I hope it isn't too confusing to read 
my answers. Thank you for taking the time to read this email, and if you have 
any questions for me, please don't hesitate to reach out.”

Let’s discuss as a group. How would you respond? 



SLIDE 23

What I said…(in a nutshell)

“Thank you for your note! It prompted me to reread the case. I 
totally see your perspective on this and thank you for sharing it. I 
agree that from the lens of today’s deeper understanding about 
transitioning, our case (which was written back in 2008) 
misgenders Stephanie throughout. Plus on my reread there was 
an off-color joke and a few phrases that made me cringe. While I 
still like the three commentary pieces that follow the main case, 
it’s probably definitely time for an update to my case collection. 
There will be a new case next semester. Thank you for bringing 
this up to me. Have a great weekend!”
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Email Example: Critical Feedback #2
Reflective Essay Assignment: 
- Read/watch the synopsis of R.M. Kanter’s X’s & O’s article (on tokenism)
- Put yourself in a situation where you are a visible minority 

- Must spend 2+ hours, cannot bring a friend, must not tell others why
- Must be visibly different from the vast majority of others present
- Write a reflective essay on how you experienced felt visibility, others’ 

perceptions of you and your own behavior/performance in the environment

“Dr. Smith, I do not understand what you would like us to do for the ‘X 
experience’ in Stillwater Oklahoma. It’s due in two days…where am I 
supposed to find a place where I am a visible minority when I can’t tell them 
why I am there?! I do not think anyone knows what to even do for this 
assignment. Please clarify.”
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What I actually said/did…
• Email Response: 

– “Thank you for your inquiry. There are a number of ways you can engage in this 
activity in the remaining time alotted (though the assignment has been available 
to you for 6 weeks now). Here are some of the most common that people use in 
town: [insert list of 12-15 examples].”

• In-person Response: 
– “Class: thank you for completing the ‘X assignment’. This assignment is one of my 

favorites to grade because it is often very meaningful to students (as it was for 
me as a student). It is meant to challenge you in at least two important ways. 
First, you are meant to think about how many places where you are AND ARE 
NOT a visible minority – that necessarily varies depending on your identities. And 
second, you are meant to experience invisibilty, visibility and hypervisibility as a 
visible token minority. There is no better way to do this than to live it. We will 
discuss these experiences in class after the write-ups are complete.”
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Opening up the Space for Dialogue…
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Additional Materials Staying Ready for Tough Topics

• Banaji, M. R., & Greenwald, A. G. (2013) Blindspot: Hidden Biases of Good People. Delacorte Press, 
New York.

• Bohnet, I. (2016). What Works. Gender Equality by Design. Harvard University Press, Cambridge, MA. 
• Bresman, H. & Edmonson, A. C. (2022) Research: To Excel Diverse Teams Need Psychological Safety. 

Harvard Business Review.
• Chugh, D. (2018). The person you mean to be: How good people fight bias. HarperCollins.
• Chugh, D. (2022). A More Just Future. Atria Books. 
• Frei, F. X.  Morriss, A. (2020). Begin with Trust: The First Step to Becoming a Genuinely Empowering 

Leader. Harvard Business Review.
• Kendi, I. X. (2019). How to be an Antiracist. One World/Ballantine.
• Oluo, I. (2019). So you want to talk about race. Seal Press.
• Yoshino, K. & Glasgow, D. (2023). Say the Right Thing: How to Talk about Identity, Diversity & Justice. 

Atria Books.
• Podcasts with Regularly Updated Content Relevant to this Talk

– NPR’s CodeSwitch
– Wharton School of Business’: Leading Diversity @ Wharton
– Harvard Business School’s: Women at Work
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Additional Reading on Decolonized Curricular Design
• Ahadi, H. S., & Guerrero, L. A., (2020). Decolonizing your Syllabus, an Antiracist guide for your college. 

Academic Senate for California Community Colleges.
• Ash, A. N.; Hill, R.; Risdon, S. and Jun, A. (2020) “Anti-Racism in Higher Education: A Model for 

Change,” Raceand Pedagogy Journal: Teaching and Learning for Justice: Vol. 4 : No. 3 Retrieved 
fromhttps://soundideas.pugetsound.edu/rpj/vol4/iss3/2 

• (https://soundideas.pugetsound.edu/rpj/vol4/iss3/2) 
• Bhambra, G. K.; Nisancioglu K. and Gebrial, D. (2018) Decolonizing the University. ISBN 

9780745338200 
• Cruz, M. (2019). An Equity Centered Syllabus Journey. Academic Senate for California Community 

Colleges.Retrieved from https://www.asccc.org/content/equity-centered-syllabus-journey 
• Feldman, J. (2019). Grading for Equity: What it is, why it matters, and how it can transform schools 

andclassrooms. ISBN 9781506391571(https://www.asccc.org/content/equity-centered-syllabus-
journey) 

• Mintz, S. (2021) Decolonizing the Academy: Who’s afraid of the call to decolonize higher education? 
Inside Higher Ed.

• Rodríguez, C. O. (2018) Decolonizing Academia: Poverty, Oppression and Pain. ISBN 978-1773630748
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