
Creating and Sustaining an Inclusive Classroom 

A key goal of education today is to prepare students to participate suc
cessfully in our increasingly diverse and global society. The demograph
ics of college and university student bodies have changed dramatically 
in recent years. The enrollment of women has almost doubled since the 
1960s. Currently. women outnumber men as degree recipients at every 
level except the doctorate. African American students have grown from 5 
percent of the freshman class in the 1960s to more than II percent today. 

Today, Latino students make up approximately 7 percent of the entering 
class, and Asian American students about 8 percent. Education demog· 

raphers project that Latino and Asian and Pacific Islander communities 
will continue to grow more than any other groups. And most colleges are 

becoming increasingly international. American institutions continue to 
enroll nearly a quarter of all international students worldwide. In con

trast to this quickly diversifying student population, approximately 80 
percent of teachers are white. 

Diversity means more than differences in race and ethnicity. Students 
arrive on campus with a broad range of social experiences, learning· 
related needs, and aspirations. The presence of lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
and transgender (LGBT) students is increasingly visible at every level of 
education. American schools host more international students than ever 
before. Students come to campus with earlier diagnoses oflearning dis
abilities, and we see a steady increase in students with a broad range of 
psychosocial needs such as drug and alcohol recovery issues, eating dis
orders, or depression. 

Inclusive classrooms are an essential component of students' prepa
ration for professional, civic, and interpersonal success. Our students 
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are changing, and we should, too. Multiculturally inclusive teaching is 

a commitment to address the variety of the ways students may feel in
cluded or excluded in the college classroom. 

The goal of this chapter is not to make you a diversity expert. It does 
offer general guidelines to help you better design, teach, and assess 

courses that address the learning needs of an increasingly diverse under
graduate population. 

General Practices of Multicultural Course Design 

Early work on multicultural teaching focused on additional content to 

address issues of gender, race, and ethnicity. This reflected the scholar
ship of fields that were new at the time such as ethnic, womens, and les

bian and gay studies. Today, multiculturalism also includes teacher self. 
reflection, pedagogical innovation, and understanding who students are 
and what they bring to the classroom. 

UNIVERSAL DESIGN 

Universal design practices allow you to clarify assignments, detail expec
tations, specify deadlines, and offer examples for performance. Breaking 
large or complicated assignments down into components helps students 
build toward the final goal. In this structure, students receive incremen
tal developmental feedback on smaller pieces, rather than relying only on 
a final submission that becomes qsink or swim." Writing assignments 

are well suited to this design. Feedback on early drafts benefits students 
for whom English is a second language. such as international students or 
first-generation immigrants, by reducing their anxiety, focusing efforts, 
and building skills. 

Another aspect of universal design is to offer students multiple op
tions for expressing mastery of the material. Of course, all options must 

align with the learning outcome goals for the course, be equal in terms of 
expectations, and rigor. An example of multiple expressions of the same 

assignment might be a choice between writing a paper, giving an in-class 
presentation, or creating a digital story based on an interview. Interna
tional students may have higher confidence in their writing skills than 
their speaking skills. Therefore, they may prefer an option of writing a 
paper to giving an oral presentation. 
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To incorporate more universal design principles, experiment with a 
variety of instructional methods. In addition to lecturing, encourage stu

dents to learn about how to work together by including peer-learning ac

tivities early on. Consider assigning students to diverse groups when you 
want to encourage them to get to know each other well enough to learn 
from each other's experiences. Group assignments offer students the bene

fit of a diverse range of perspectives, more complex analyses, and expe· 
rience with collaborative problem-solving efforts. A different venue for 
these efforts are online options, where students can work together or at 

their own pace, continue or start discussions, and ask questions about 
homework assignments. 

In addition to the general principles just described, consider explic
itly articulating your course-related diversity goals. Such goals include 
cultivating a respect for diverse perspectives; developing an ability and 

willingness to work effectively in diverse groups; being sensitive to gen· 
der, class, or race differences. More broadly, you might expect students 

to identify and reject narrow/oppositional thinking that reduces issues 
to only two sides (right/wrong, us/them) or engage in intergroup dia
logues. By making such learning outcomes explicit, you also make clear 
your broad commitment to fairness and equity. Here is an example of a 
statement that might be included on a syllabus: 

Diverse Perspectives. Participation includes self. and peer-assessment of 

your contributions to creating and sustaining a collaborative learning 
environment. Therefore, in your final response paper of the semes· 
ter you are asked to describe two learning situations you experienced 
during this course: a) one time when you were influenced/persuaded 
by the insights of one of your peers. and b) one time when your com
ments influenced/persuaded the thinking of one of your peers. 

The act of writing out such goals clarifies the knowledge, values, and 
skills you bring to the teaching endeavor as well. 

INSTRUCTOR SELF·AWARENESS 

Self-awareness as an instructor is key to understanding diverse views. An 
actual example may illustrate the challenge. 

Consider how the content of a student presentation caught a well
respected, experienced white male instructor by surprise. Most of the 
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students in his class were white except for several African Americans. 
The instructor assigned presentations on images from popular culture 
to students in his communication class. During class presentations, an 
all-white student group displayed an image that had been widely circu· 
lated on socially conservative Internet sites depicting then presidential 
candidate Barack Obama lynched. The presentation shocked two African 
American students who did not know what to say at the time. The in· 
structor felt uncomfortable with the image, but did not say anything at 
the time. When asked later, he acknowledged that he had been uncom
fortable with the image; but he worried that if he interrupted the pre· 
sentation, he would appear to censor students' voices. In retrospect, he 
recognized that his personal experiences, professional training, and com
mitment to freedom of speech had shaped his response. (He had been 
deeply involved in the student freedom of speech movement on college 
campuses during the 1960s.) 

After class, two African American students talked to a staff member of 
the school's multicultural student support office. This staff member then 
contacted the instructor to convey the students' concerns. The professor 
arranged a talk with the students immediately. He apologized, shared 
his discomfort with the image at the time, and expressed regret for not 
taking immediate action. Next, the instructor spoke to the students who 
brought in the image to explore their motives. The students were sur
prised and apologetic about the negative responses . The instructor felt 
the students' actions, while dearly insensitive, did not warrant disciplin
ary action. However, he realized that he needed to organize a class dis
cussion to address the sensitive issues the presentation raised. 

The instructor began the next class with a brief, informal writing as
signment. Students responded to the questions, uwhat thoughts and 
feelings came up for you during the presentation that used the image 
of Obama lynched? What thoughts or feelings related to the image have 
surfaced for you since that class?" Next, he had students divide into pairs 
and share their perspectives with each other. Later. he led the whole class 
in a discussion of the historical meaning and symbolism oflynching. 

When you confront an in-class incident that you do not feel prepared 
to handle, consult your department head and colleagues. They can help 
you identify the core learning issues, anticipate the range of possible stu
dent responses, and clarify university policies. These strategies lay the 
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foundation for the trust and sustained engagement that will encourage 
students to engage you and your students more deeply later on. 

UNDERSTANDING OUR STUDENTS 

Establishing effective relationships with students in your course is cen
tral to inclusive teaching. Sometimes, social and cultural differences 

between students and teachers lead to unintended consequences such 
as missed, or misunderstood, social cues. Such miscommunications can 

also lead to alienation from the classroom. A typical way for students 
of European ancestry to signal their instructors that they would like a 

chance to speak is to make sustained eye contact, raise their hand, or 
jump in at the first lull in conversation. For first generation college at

tendees, Latino/Latina students, and Native American heritage students, 
such behaviors may be equivalent to exhibiting disrespect for the teacher. 

They may wait for you to call on or specifically invite them to participate. 
A useful strategy is to make it common practice to reserve time in free

flowing discussions for students who have not spoken yet to get easy ac
cess to the floor. 

Another useful strategy for building an inclusive classroom is to ask 
appropriate questions. A common practice is to ask students to complete 

a survey on the first day of class. Such surveys can ask students about 
other courses they may have taken in preparation for this one, what they 

think might be most difficult for them in the course, what they want 
you to know about them as learners, and their interests in the topic be

yond the specific course goals. To ascertain how wide-ranging your stu
dents' perspectives are, include questions that ask them to describe their 
diversity-related experiences such as study abroad, out-of.state vacations, 
or distinctive attributes of their families (e.g., a gay or lesbian relative). 

Some instructors solicit such information in discussions on the first day 
of class as a way to help students get to know each other. However, this 
can backfire, as demonstrated in the following example. An instructor in 
anthropology was encouraging his students to share their experiences of 
diversity on the first day of class. He asked students a series of questions, 
but no one volunteered to talk. Feeling desperate, he asked if anyone had 

ever traveled out of state. At that question, a young man's hand shot up, 
and he said that he had just returned from Iraq. The teacher asked him 

what he had noticed about Iraq or the Iraqi people he met, and the stu-



132 CHAPTER TEN 

dent responded, "The men hold hands in the street, and they all smell." 
The student's comment complicated and redirected a discussion the in

structor hoped would promote casual community building. Before you 
get to know your students, you cannot predict what stories they will re

late or how they will interpret the experiences. Therefore, the recommen
dation is that you first have students write out their responses so that you 
can review their answers and decide how to proceed. 

Practices that support inclusion goals include knowing your students' 
names. If you get a student's name wrong, ask the student to correct your 
pronunciation and practice it until you get it right. This practice models 
for students how to seek out information respectfully from each other in 
the classroom setting that might otherwise feel awkward. 

A comprehensive syllabus is essential for students with a range of 

needs. You can distribute your syllabus in print format, give an oral 
presentation, and discuss it on the first day of class. Supplement these 
efforts with an electronic version available online. Students may need to 
access the information contained in the syllabus a number of times and 
in a range of formats. The electronic version allows students with visual 
disabilities to open the file in a variety of enhanced formats (e.g., large 
print) or, for students with hearing challenges, have it read into an audio 
file by support staff. As the semester unfolds, students who may speak 
English as a second language or students with attention deficit disorders 
benefit from regular verbal instructions that refer back to the syllabus. 

Students with Disabilities 

Students who come to campus with identified disabilities generally es
tablish relationships with campus service providers immediately. Gain

ing an understanding of the roles of academic support staff on campus 
is essential for you, too. One way to communicate your support for stu
dents who request accommodations is to include a statement on your syl
labus. Here is an example: 

The university is committed to providing an equal educational oppor
tunity for all students. If you have a documented physical, psychologi
cal, or learning disability on file with Disability Services (DS), Leam
ing Disabilities Support Services (LOSS), or Psychological Disabilities 
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Services (PDS), you may be eligible for reasonable academic accom

modations to help you succeed in this course. If you have a docu

mented disability that requires an accommodation, please notify me 

within the first two weeks of the semester so that we may make appro

priate arrangements early in the semester. 

Such a statement communicates your commitment to appropriate sup

part for students and your awareness of institutional procedures. 

Staff members can help you quickly become familiar with what accom

modations are appropriate for particular students' needs. They can also 

help you connect students with the appropriate student service offices in a 

timely manner. For example, offices disabilities normally provide instruc

tors and students with a range of brief Web-based guides to understand

ing different disabilities. One guide may explain that visually impaired 

students benefit from access to printed materials in alternative formats 

(e.g., books on tape, readers). A different guide may explain that students 

with hearing disabilities may require note-taking services, sign language 

interpreters, or oral transliterators (a person who silently mouths a para

phrase so that a student who reads lips can more easily follow along}. 

Most accommodations are easy to implement with proper notice. 

These may include extended time on exams, additional time to complete 

assignments, alternative types of evaluation procedures, help with note 

taking, and access to prepared materials before class. Beyond personal 

values and commitments to inclusive teaching, institutions and instruc

tors have a legal responsibility to provide appropriate accommodations 

mandated for students who have complied with federal, state, and insti

tutional documentation requirements. 

Instructional technologies have made accommodations far easier to 

access for students with disabilities. It is likely that your institution has 

an office dedicated to assistive technologies that may include access to 

scanners, optical character recognition software, reading software, text 

enlargers, and other devices. Often such offices work collaboratively 

with librarians and academic technology offices to address a range of 

classroom-based needs such as paying students to be note takers, using 

scanners to enlarge images, or increasing font sizes for students with 

visually impairments. Similarly, recording texts makes them accessible 

to students with reading- and comprehension-related challenges. 
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Students with documented learning or physical disabilities are often 
aware of the support they will need to do well in your course. Such stu
dents will often contact you directly, either before the course begins or 
on the first day of classes, to make appropriate arrangements. To sup
port communication, offer students a variety of ways to contact you with 
questions such as text, phone, and e-mail addresses. If you have a course 
Web site, many learning management systems (e.g., Blackboard) have 
a built-in course e-mail system students can use to contact you. Some 
students with new disabilities (e.g., veterans) may be reluctant to dis
close their needs to others because of prior expectations that they need 
to keep any vulnerabilities secret. Others may have been able to man
age the demands of classes at the high school level with some success by 
hiding their struggles. At the college level, however, the scholastic chal
lenges rise significantly. Once writing assignments begin to become past 
due or readings pile up, students may better accept the evidence that 
they need help. Cuing students about their progress with mid-semester 
status progress reports and, if they are failing, requiring them to come 
talk with you can be useful strategies to engage students in an honest 
assessment of their progress to date. Students struggling with learning 
disabilities (undiagnosed or not) may feel shame, frustration, or Joss of 
self-confidence because their best efforts are failing. It is important to re
iterate your commitments to helping students succeed and supporting 
their engagement with services for support. 

In our increasingly "24/7'' access to electronic communication, spell
ing out in the syllabus when and how often you expect to collect and 
respond to such communications can help head off conflicts between 
you and your students. Providing these guidelines also encourages help
seeking behaviors for all students. Inform them of campus-wide and de
partmental resources, coach them on how and when to use office hours 
or tutorial services, and, perhaps most importantly, normalize these be
haviors. 

Veterans 

Due to American engagements in recent armed conflicts and wars, col
leges and universities in the United States have increasing numbers of 
veterans on campus today and expect even more in the next decade. The 
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Post-9/u GI Bill and the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) cur
rently provide the most significant education benefits for veterans (e.g .. 
a full scholarship to any state institution) since the original GI Bill. Over 

570,000 veterans are in classrooms on college on university campuses 
today, and this number will continue to grow. Most veterans make a 

seamless transition to campus life, but instructors will be better prepared 
if they understand how the gap between campus and military life and the 

onset of new psychological or physical disabilities may create challenges 
for some veterans. 

As with any other demographic group, some veterans will have had 
preexisting physical or learning disabilities prior to service. However, a 
unique aspect of the experiences of soldiers who served active duty in 
Iraq, Afghanistan, or Kuwait is that they are more likely to survive in
juries that proved lethal in the past due to changes in equipment and 
health care provision. A record number of veterans are returning to ci
vilian life with the loss of limbs or mild brain injuries (MBI) that would 
have proven deadly in earlier conflicts. For example, a residual result 
from concussive blasts may leave some veterans struggling with MBI. 
Assignments that require a large amount of memorization may be prob
lematic. They may benefit from coaching on how to use mnemonics 
or other strategies to increase their memory. Other veterans may have 
physical impairments, such as the loss of an arm or a leg, which may 
make accessibility to classrooms and buildings and to physical activities 
in the course (e.g., labs, field trips, and studio assignments) difficult. 

As an instructor, you can offer important academic support in helping 
veterans navigate campus bureaucracies and the Department of Veterans 
Affairs by linking them to appropriate campus-based services. More than 
20 percent of college campuses today off er veterans an orientation course 
specifically designed to off er academic mentoring and emotional support. 

Some veterans may struggle with the informality and individualism 
of classroom settings. especially early on in their transition. The switch 
from close-knit, group-oriented activities to independent decision mak
ing and individual performance can be a challenge. Across all branches 
of service, military environments are hierarchical. Servicemen and ser
vicewomen often form intense relationships in their subcommunities 
(units, platoons, squads, or crews) that prize solidarity and cohesion. In 
addition, their purpose is universally clear: service to the mission. In the 
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military, the ability to adhere to these attributes may be the difference 

between success and catastrophic failure such as loss of life. In class

rooms, veterans may initially feel isolated and out·of-sync with other 

students because of the significant differences in life experiences, non

traditional age, and other residual consequences of duty. Additionally, 
veterans may be apprehensive about how instructors and peers will re

spond to their experiences and perspectives. 

Some veterans will return to civilian life with new disabilities. com

promised health, or psychological vulnerabilities. It is projected that as 

many as a quarter of veterans will have hidden disabilities, such as trau

matic brain injury (TBI), posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), and other 

emotional disorders. Others still will have visible or invisible physical 

disabilities, such as loss or impairment of limbs, eyes, or hearing. In 

addition, certain disabilities may take time to develop, and even the stu

dent may not easily recognize the effects of such disabilities for a time. 

Therefore, some students (e.g., those with TBI) may not know the full ex
tent of their limitations until they are back in classes. Because they may 

not have needed services prior to enlistment, some veterans are unaware 
of their rights as students with disabilities, which can slow them down in 

seeking help. In addition, some will have negative feelings about disclos

ing a disability since military culture stigmatizes vulnerability. 

Instructors can reach out and offer support useful to all students and 

essential for veterans who have been away from the classroom setting 

for a time. For example, such students would benefit from instruction 

in college-level reading strategies and note-taking skills. Some veterans 

may need extra support in learning the conventions of academic writing. 

which are often quite different from military-style writing. Break writing 

assignments down into components and offer multiple opportunities for 

feedback. Veterans may particularly appreciate opportunities to partici

pate in peer editing or other collaborative-learning assignments. 

Some veterans with PTSD may have strong feelings about where they 

feel comfortable sitting in class. On occasion, they may need to get up 

and leave the class quickly because of anxiety. For example, veterans re

port that after returning to civilian life it can take a while to let go of 

being "on point." This can lead to overresponsiveness to loud noises or 

particular alertness to strangers. 

Veterans with spinal cord injuries or amputations may find tasks re-
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quiring physical dexterity (e.g., labs, computer- or writing-based assign
ments, and prolonged sitting or standing) challenging. Veteran students 
with hearing impairments may face difficulty hearing accurately in lec

tures or participating actively in discussion sections. Students with visual 
impairments may require accommodations to be able to see the board or 

easily resized course materials in electronic formats. Veterans with MBI 
may struggle with tasks that require short-term memory, sustained atten
tion, or speedy processing of new information. Anxiety, irritability, impa
tience, and misreading social cues in the classroom may be a result of 
stress-related psychological conditions. 

Despite these adjustments, veterans are not all dealing with PTSD 
symptoms. Veterans have a great deal to contribute to classrooms, and 

recognition of their service and support in the transition to college life 
can be rewarding for all. 

International Students 

Increasingly, international students are coming to the United States for 

undergraduate education. For some, this is their first undergraduate ex
perience, but for others their second, some having already completed a 

degree in their home country. Clearly, international students have a wide 
range of goals and levels of readiness for learning in an American class
room. Use the activities outlined above to help international students feel 
welcome in the classroom. Additionally, you are also likely to discover a 
number of offices and support services specifically for international stu
dents. A quick survey of these resource providers and their roles on cam
pus will help prepare you to better answer students' questions, direct 
them to appropriate service providers, and identify people that can an
swer your questions. 

Pedagogical practices in American higher education encourage stu
dents to actively engage in discussions. Asking and/or responding to 
questions from you or other students is often the way teachers assess 
student engagement. But asking an instructor questions or engaging in 
a dialogue is discouraged in many foreign education systems. Some in
ternational students perceive questioning the instructor as rude or disre

spectful, so it is important to draw them into discussions. International 
students may not be comfortable enough with English yet to participate 
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in a free-form conversation. Asking students to pair up and respond to 
some guided questions can help students practice conversational skills. 
Alternatively, asking students to complete a brief writing assignment and 

then share their work with the class helps English as a second language 
(ESL) students more easily communicate their ideas. 

To some international students, American classrooms can seem inor
dinately informal, even rude. Students coming to class in slippers or put

ting their feet up on chairs would be unheard of in other cultures. Pro
viding all students with a quick review of expectations can help everyone 
feel more comfortable. Talking about forms of address acceptable to you 
and your expectations about the level of formality in class can be espe
cially important. Some international students will find a middle ground, 
such as referring to you as "Professor Michael," creating a fusion of for
mal and informal modes of address. 

Some foreign students may have difficulty understanding you ini
tially, especially if you speak quickly. It is important to be explicit and, 
when possible, to provide visual aids such as Power Point slides contain
ing key terms or models. In the same vein, you may have difficulty in 
understanding some students as well. It is important to ask the students 
to repeat themselves until you understand clearly what they are saying. 
In these situations. always communicate your desire to understand the 
student and work at it until you do. These issues, and others such as 
accents, are often dependent on how long the student has been in the 
United States. It is important not to let feelings of self-consciousness or 
of embarrassment lead you to give up too quickly. You should encourage 
other students to do the same. 

Talking with students before or after class can be an opportunity 
to discover what international students know about the content of the 
course. Ask students what they have or have not learned before so that 
they can adjust their teaching plan accordingly. Some international stu
dents may not be able quickly to discern and articulate what they do or 
do not know. They may simply say. "I don't know," rather than hold up 
the class. International students may also be self-conscious about losing 
"face," or being embarrassed, if unsure whether other students know 
material they do not. Don't make adjustments to the course to help one 
or two students. But do what you can to aid students who are struggling. 
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To assess language skills, have students break into small groups to 
share their cultural backgrounds by responding to open-ended ques
tions. An alternative is to ask students early on in the course to complete 
brief in-class writing assignments. Multiple, low-risk assignments can 
give you a great deal of insight into students' writing and comprehension 
skills. These exercises could include creating posters, brochures, poems, 
or movie reviews. These assignments also enable you to ascertain a stu
dent's comfort and proficiency in talking with peers. All students will 
benefit from opportunities to receive early feedback on drafts of assign
ments and submit revisions. If you choose to respond to students' use 
of grammar, comment selectively and specifically early on in the assign
ment and then encourage students to check the rest of their work for 
similar errors. This approach has the benefit of not overwhelming or in
timidating international students. 

In the same way that providing disabled students with options for 
completing graded assignments has proven useful, consider offering in
ternational students the option of doing take-home exams or bringing 
desktop references to class during exams. For example, you might en
courage any student who wishes to utilize resources like a dictionary or 
thesaurus. 

Multiculturally Inclusive Content 

Even instructors who do not explicitly identify multicultural learning 
goals as central to their course may still find that diversity becomes an 
important component of the teaching and learning process. Some such 
opportunities happen spontaneously. 

Recently, a young white female instructor taught an undergraduate 
anthropology course at a local community college. She had taught the 
course a number of times before at the university level and was excited 
to bring it to new students. Of the twenty-five students in the course, 
twenty-two were Latino or mixed race. All of the students were from an 
urban New England city, and most of the students spoke Spanish as their 
first language. 

The instructor assigned a book on homelessness written by a noted 
anthropologist who is an expert on root causes of homelessness in con-
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temporary societies. Although the author lives in England, the instructor 
arranged a presentation via Skype (an online teleconferencing software). 

On the day of the class the technology worked flawlessly, the guest pre
senter was well prepared, students were attentive and actively engaged 
through the entire presentation, and the author handled the question and 
answer time with respect and humor. At the conclusion of the presenta
tion, a robust conversation continued between students. Finally, the in
structor felt compelled to end the discussion so that she could allow the 
class to have a regularly schedule break and then move on to other topics. 

She called on a student but prefaced his comment with a statement 
like ulet's hear from so-and-so and that will be the last comment before 

we move on to our break." As that student made his comment, the in
structor noticed another student angrily pile his books up on his desk 

and rush out of the classroom saying loudly as he left, "this is bullshit." 
During the break, he revealed to her that his family had lived in home

less shelters off-and-on during his childhood. Before the discussion 
ended, he wanted to share some of his experiences. She reassured him 
that they would return to the discussion and encouraged him to come 
back to class and share his perspectives. 

In the next class, a young Latina woman emotionaliy volunteered to 
the class that her father was chronically homeless when she was young. 
She went on to share that it was not until she read this book that she un
derstood his experiences with homelessness. She started to cry, telling 
the class that her father had died a few years before and that she wished 
that she had read this book sooner, so she would have known how to talk 
to him. 

Although the instructor had expected to move on, she realized the 
current topic remained important to her students. Some students were 
clearly struggling personally with a range of emotional responses to the 
material and to the new insights into their families' lives. She had not an
ticipated that the material would have such personal resonance for some 
of her students, until she noticed the emotional cues of her two students 
and responded compassionately. All of the students in the class benefited 
from hearing about the experiences of their peers. Their stories became 
anchors for the academic research and theoretical models. 

This example offers some general guidelines for creating an inclusive 
classroom. First, if an unexpected event or comment occurs in class, do 
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not feel like you must have a definitive response to it immediately. It may 

not be d ear to you what the best way is to intervene in the moment, and 
you may want to consult with other instructors or students to get more 

perspectives. 
Some situations, however, require that you simply stop inappropri

ate behaviors or communications. For example, respond immediately to 

comments that are obviously offensive and run counter to civility (e.g., 
openly racist or h omophobic remarks) . If you do not act, you risk los
ing the trust of the rest of the class. You will be the best judge of how di
rect to be in responding to a student. In such an instance, your response 
might range from saying, "That comment was hard to hear because ... " 

to "That comment is entirely out of line and unacceptable. Please apolo
gize now." 

If the comment was an unintentional or unconscious expression, you 
may try to turn it into a learning opportunity. For example, if a student 
makes a controversial comment, you can begin by asking students for 
other perspectives on the topic. Once you have elicited several perspec
tives out, you can return to the original student's comment and link the 

discussion to the general discussion that does not put the individual stu
dent in the position of defending it. For example, "John said he believes, 

as do other people, that ... How might people come to hold such a per
spective?" 

In these "hot moments/ it is important to be firm while keeping the 
overall tension in the atmosphere low. It is all right to be frustrated but 

not all right to be explosive or punitive. In the incident described above, 
the instructor did not intentionally seek to insert diversity into the con
tent of her course, and yet her experience helped her to point out that 
whether or not we see diversity as a formal part of our curriculum, it is 
always a part of the informal context of learning. As you become more 
experienced, you will begin to be more comfortable and more adept at 
using these moments as powerful and spontaneous opportunities for 
learning. 

Moving Forward 

Instructors may initially face a quagmire of preconceptions about mul
ticulturalism and inclusive teaching. You should reject such preconcep-
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tions "diversity is a factor in only some disciplines," "fairness is treating 

all students exactly the same," "only diversity experts can address multi
cultural issues," "emotions in the classroom mean loss of control." and 
"accommodations for students lessens the rigor of the course." 

To assess the general level of inclusivity of your course, begin by mak
ing sure your content reflects diverse perspectives. Find and assign the 
work of a range of scholars from underrepresented groups in your dis· 
cipline. Also, make it clear to students that the value of these scholars' 
contributions to the discipline extends beyond their social identities. 
Examine your course materials to ascertain whether they employ gender· 
neutral language, diverse examples, and culturally inclusive illustrations. 

As you create assignments and assessment tools, provide students 
with a variety of ways to learn and demonstrate their mastery of the 
core material. Offer students access to course materials in accessible 
formats. Value the affective aspects of learning by rewarding students' 
self-awareness, personal growth, and change as outcomes of the learn
ing process. Finally, avoid the trap of feeling compelled to be universally 
expert on everything. Balance your strengths by inviting guest speakers 
with expertise and experiences different from your own. 

The guidelines in this chapter lay a positive foundation for creating 
an inclusive teaching and learning environment in courses across the 
disciplines. By understanding and responding to the needs of a diverse 
groups of students, instructors can incorporate practices that ultimately 
benefit all students. As you reflect on how your experiences and values 
shape your approach to teaching and learning, experiment with new 
strategies in the classroom that will create an environment where all of 
your students can truly reach their potential. 
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