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TEACHING ABOUT DIVERSITY

Reflections and 
Future Directions

Loreto R. Prieto

There are two ways of spreading light; to be the candle or the mirror that reflects
it (Wharton, 1902).

In teaching students about diversity issues, my thinking has been affected
by my discussions with colleagues across the country, my teaching of
both graduate and undergraduate diversity courses for several years, and

a national survey study I conducted (Prieto et al., in press) of teachers from
high school through graduate school regarding their perceptions on teaching
about diversity. These experiences have raised questions for me concerning
teaching about diversity issues.

Questions on Teaching about Diversity

First, who should be responsible for teaching students about diversity
issues—academicians from diverse groups or academicians from majority or
more privileged groups?

Second, I have become increasingly convinced that teaching students to
appreciate diversity is quite a different task than educating them on and help-
ing them to eradicate their own personal racism, sexism, homophobia, or
other oppressive views. If this is true, what does it mean for the practice of
teaching about diversity?
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Finally, I am convinced that teaching about diversity and oppression calls
for a developmental approach and curriculum across the sum total of an educa-
tional career—from high school through graduate school, should students go
that far. If this is true, how should educators implement such an education?

Who Is Responsible for Teaching About Diversity?

This is a difficult, multifaceted question. Culturally diverse teachers dealing
with the inevitable resistance, fear, or confusion evoked by diversity issues
have probably thought, “Why me? Why am I struggling to accomplish this?
Oppression is a majority culture problem. Shouldn’t a teacher that represents
the majority culture be here in the classroom to fix it?” Unfortunately, this is
historically not the way advances in diversity have been made in society; most
advances have come from the grassroots efforts of members from oppressed
groups.

Of course, this is not to say that the majority culture or demographically
privileged academicians are not doing their part to teach about diversity
issues. They indeed are, and they are strongly committed to their efforts. In
fact, in the aforementioned national study, White American teachers in the
sample were teaching diversity courses in direct proportion to their overall
sample representation. In other words, faculty of color were not dispropor-
tionately teaching diversity courses as compared with their majority culture
counterparts. Without question, we are all doing our part. Yet, who should
be chiefly responsible for teaching about diversity?

This issue raises strong feelings on both sides, majority culture and cul-
turally diverse academicians alike. Some tension comes from the notion that
whoever made the mess should clean it up. Ironically, some tension also
comes from majority culture academicians who face severe criticisms when
they become involved in this area.

Some culturally diverse scholars have argued that culturally diverse
persons have a proprietary right to speak to, for, and about diversity issues
(see Mio & Iwamasa, 1993; Parham, 1993). Essentially, the argument is that
diverse people have a better understanding of their own position in a
racist/sexist/homophobic society than do majority culture academicians.
Some scholars (cf. Sue & Sue, 2003) have argued that majority culture aca-
demicians have historically engaged in the study of diversity issues largely for
their own benefit (i.e., publications, grants, tenure, recognition as an “expert
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in the area”). These scholars further argue that majority culture academicians
have conducted diversity research that actually reflects majority culture biases
and have failed to make any real contributions or return of investment to the
diverse groups they have researched or taught about (cf. Guthrie, 1998;
Parham, 1993). On other fronts, criticisms have been made against higher edu-
cation in general and its traditionally European male majority culture orienta-
tion, which can preclude or discourage a focus on diversity issues for minority
culture scholars who want to receive tenure (Turner & Meyers, 2000).

On the other hand, minority culture academicians can fall prey to the
expectations of their colleagues or academic administrators to adopt the role
of the “diversity person” on the faculty, with its attendant duties of serving
on diversity-related committees, teaching diversity courses, advising diverse
students, and mentoring student projects concerned with diversity issues.
Saying “no” to such requests is a “damned if you do and damned if you don’t”
proposition. If you refuse, you seem to not care about other minority culture
persons (and are counted along with those faculty who are also perceived as
uncaring). If you accept these assignments, they prove to be pressures and
commitments that can impinge greatly on research time, an impingement
that can have serious consequences for tenure and promotion (Turner &
Meyers, 2000).

As a person of color, I can attest to the fact that teaching about diversity
can be a very difficult task. Over the years, I have encountered the occasional
majority culture student who frustrates and frightens me with his dogged
insistence that his need to become aware of his oppressive perspectives and
increase his appreciation of diversity is ultimately a debatable issue.
Moreover, in his eyes, it is my job to prove to him that diversity is even a
worthwhile thing to consider thinking about. This type of student does not
seem to care that examining these issues in himself will help both his own
growth and his effectiveness with the diverse persons he will work with or
encounter after graduation.

On the other hand, it has been my good fortune to have worked with
an overwhelming number of students who are willing to make such self-
examinations and institute changes in themselves. In fact, one of my “hard
cases” has even come to a place where his ultimate commitment and efforts
at personal and professional growth have been so genuine and moving that
they have brought me to tears and filled me with hope that perhaps we are
all moving in a fruitful direction.
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I myself have been pressured to be a “diversity person.” In fact, despite
being interested in diversity issues since graduate school, for much of my
early career I stayed close to research and activities tied to my interests in test-
ing and assessment. I did not want to be pegged as a “one-trick pony” by
doing research in the area of diversity (an area considered “weak” with respect
to scholarship). It was not until I found within myself, on my own terms, the
desire to express my interests in diversity issues that I began focusing most of
my energy on this topic. And a major reason for that transition was having
wonderful colleagues and supportive environments within which such work
was valued.

In sum, regardless of how one feels about the veracity of the allegations,
complaints, and concerns forwarded by both majority and minority acade-
micians in the “who is responsible for diversity education?” argument, such
polemical positions have not made teaching about diversity issues easier for
anyone and can leave all interested and committed scholars from any social
group unsure of how to proceed.

I believe we are all responsible for teaching about diversity issues. If our
ultimate goal is to cultivate a widespread understanding and accepting envi-
ronment for cultural diversity in our students, we must engage in a joint,
unified effort in which academicians from both majority and diverse cultures
do their part.

If such philosophical arguments do not persuade, at the very least, prag-
matic empirical arguments might win out. Recent statistics (Morris, 2005)
indicate that members of diverse racial and ethnic groups still constitute less
than 20% of all academicians in higher education. The situation is improv-
ing for women in academia, but they are still underrepresented in the higher
professorial ranks and administrative positions. A national survey of univer-
sities by the Policy Institute of the National Gay and Lesbian Task Force
(Rankin, 2003) concerning various Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transsexual, and
Questioning (LGBTQ) issues found that only about 9% of their LGBTQ
respondents were faculty members. This means that if teaching about diver-
sity is left to faculty from diverse groups, there simply will not be enough per-
son power to meet the teaching needs, or more importantly, to succeed in
making the kind of widespread impact we seek. We need to have White
American faculty teaching students about racism, men teaching students
about sexism, and sexually straight academics teaching students about
LGBTQ issues.
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As an example, the available data for psychologists show that majority
culture psychologists are doing a great deal of teaching about diversity on col-
lege campuses. The data further show that most of the students that continue
to study psychology at all academic levels are persons with majority culture
characteristics; for example, in our national sample, teachers reported that a
full 80% or more of their high school, college, and graduate students were
White American. Other academic disciplines likely have similar demographic
characteristics among their faculty and student bodies.

What Is the Goal: Appreciation of Diversity or 
Eradication of Oppression?

The foregoing discussion leads to the next question: Is teaching about diver-
sity supposed to enhance students’ knowledge, awareness, and appreciation
of different cultural worldviews and experiences or to make students aware of
the oppressive historical and institutional sexist, heterosexist, and racist lega-
cies that they represent and may perpetuate? The literature suggests that sep-
arating the concept of “appreciating diversity” from the concept of
“eradication of oppressive attitudes” is not a new discussion. However, many
teachers I have talked to frequently report trying to do both in their diversity
courses or when they address diversity issues in class. Because expanding stu-
dents’ awareness of other cultures is often an easier process than having them
actively examine the more personally challenging and uncomfortable aspects
of the power and privilege that their particular demographic group may
enjoy, I suspect that the educational path of least resistance may win out—if
not for instructors, then perhaps for students.

Perhaps an easier way to convey this concern is to say that I have seen
students leave a diversity course well schooled on the ways of other cultures
but without having seriously considered or perhaps even recognized how
their personal oppressive attitudes and cultural privileges impact their own
lives and the lives of persons from oppressed groups. In short, it is quite
possible for students to have gained an awareness and fact-based under-
standing of other cultures but still hold sexist, racist, and homophobic atti-
tudes (and cultural privileges) as yet unexamined or unchallenged. And not
just students—teachers may as well.

If these two growth areas, learning about diversity and unlearning oppres-
sion, are in fact linked, what does this mean for teaching about diversity
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issues? And if we have mostly majority culture faculty teaching majority cul-
ture students, how does that play into the equation?

The first step on the path of least resistance is for an instructor to sim-
ply not see diversity issues as relevant to her course. Little can be said or done
about this impediment except to recognize that there is a continuing need to
educate academicians about the relevancy of human diversity to all knowl-
edge domains, as well as the educational benefits for students when they are
exposed to such material.

A second obstacle concerns academicians’ perceptions of whether stu-
dents are interested in learning about diversity issues and will be accepting of
the instructor bringing these issues into class. If a teacher does not imagine
that students will be interested in or accepting of diversity issues, she will be
less likely to incorporate those issues into her course content or discussions.
Such concerns are somewhat understandable. Instructors are pressured
enough to get through important content, and there is little time to incorpo-
rate relevant material on diversity or have an impromptu discussion with stu-
dents when diversity issues come up. In addition, the great majority of
academicians feel less than adequately trained to engage students in diversity-
related discussions. Instructors want to protect their credibility and personal
comfort.

However, is it appropriate for instructors to allow students’ willingness to
learn about diversity issues to guide their decisions on whether to include such
issues in class? Would the English composition instructor leave it up to her stu-
dents to decide if they learned the difference between the active and passive
voice in writing? Would a philosopher leave the area of utilitarianism out of her
survey course on ethics simply because some students might disagree with its
tenets? If we leave the decision to learn about diversity up to student-based fac-
tors, will teachers recognize and receive signals of interest and acceptance when
students send them? Will students even feel free to send such signals?

It is hard to imagine instruction on diversity happening with regularity
in the absence of instructor initiative and support. We can also presume that
brave, inquisitive, and diversity-minded students might forego sending any
more signals of interest if their professors responded to those signals by say-
ing, “You know, diversity issues aren’t really relevant to what we are learning
in this course.”

However, instructors’ level of interest in incorporating diversity issues
increases when they have higher numbers of visibly diverse students in their
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class. Perhaps, when present in larger numbers, students of color might speak
up more on diversity issues or offer more debate in class. Or perhaps the
higher numbers of such students lead teachers to imagine that those students
will be more interested in and accepting of diversity issues. So, yet another
step on to the path of least resistance might be that when instructors are faced
with class after class of largely White students, they might incorrectly assume
that those students are not interested in or accepting of diversity issues.
Instructors may actually need to see a critical mass of visibly diverse students
of color before they attribute student interest in the topic. If this is so,
instructors are missing prime opportunities to educate their majority culture
students on diversity issues.

Even when diversity issues are integrated into courses, teachers may pre-
fer to foster an appreciation of diversity rather than challenge students to
become aware of and alter their personal oppressive attitudes. Finally, even
though teachers may be quite sensitive to their students’ demography when
they decide whether to integrate diversity issues into their courses, they may
forget to adequately account for the “stimulus value” of their own demogra-
phy and its potential for enhancing students’ learning about diversity.

As a male Latino, when I teach my diversity classes (or any class), if I
relate my personal experiences with racism or even general facts about racism
to my students, those largely White students become very attentive to what
I have to say. They find the abstract idea of institutional racism more credi-
ble when they have a person of color in front of them who has experienced
it firsthand and who can relate how this societal ill affects all people of color
in one way or another. I also get the sense that because I am a person of color,
no matter how “safe” a classroom environment might seem, it’s hard for
White students to admit to me that they have racist thoughts and attitudes.
They believe I’ll take it personally or be offended if they speak up about
things they’ve done or said. It’s easy to see how a student can perceive that as
a real risk when I control the grade book or letters of recommendation.

Most interestingly, when I relate my experiences with personal (versus
institutional) racism, students unfailingly hurry to give alternative possible
explanations for the racist events I’ve experienced at the hands of individual
White people. “Maybe that White person was just having a bad day”; “Could
you possibly be oversensitive and looking for racism?”; “Maybe the store
employees thought you were just looking around so they didn’t wait on you.”
I think those majority culture White students want very much to deny that
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someone like me could be treated in such a blatantly racist fashion, and
treated in that way by someone who looks like them. Ultimately, when they
have exhausted their list of possible alternative explanations, they find that,
because undeniably racist things happen to millions of people all the time, they
are forced to give weight to the idea that racism is real. And, with that, they
are one small step from also giving weight to the idea that the issue of racism
directly relates to them personally as members of the majority culture.

A very different thing happens when I engage those same students as a
male professor and discuss the reality of sexism and male privilege in this
country. Although I do not practice misogyny or hostile sexism, I know that
because I am a man raised within this sexist society, it is not a question of
whether or not I am sexist. Rather, it is a question of the degree to which I
have examined myself and found all the ways in which I am sexist. I also
admit to students that, as a man, I have been handed an immense amount of
unearned privilege and power that women do not receive. It is not a question
of whether I enjoy privilege in this society; it is a matter of the extent to
which I am willing to find and surrender that privilege so as to create a more
equitable standing among women and men.

To foster a basic understanding of male privilege, I ask my male students:
“How many of you worry about being raped when you walk to your car late
at night?” Not once in over a decade of teaching has one man’s hand gone up.
Then I ask the women in the class the same question. Almost every time,
every woman’s hand goes up. I ask the men, “Can you possibly understand
what it is like to constantly be having to think about your personal safety
because we live in a society where men can and do abuse women at will?” The
depth and type of adaptation women must undergo to survive oppression
suddenly dawns on men; I can see it on their faces. The men have found a
foothold (as uncomfortable as it is) in realizing the extent of their societal
privilege as men. And this foothold is a good place to start, because in a class-
room filled largely with White, heterosexual students, I have found that dis-
cussing sex-based oppression and privilege helps them to identify with these
concepts and to use this understanding to generalize to other oppressions
(racial, sexual orientation) and majority culture privileges (White privilege,
straight privilege).

Many authors have adequately addressed the subject of cultural privilege,
especially White privilege (a la Peggy McIntosh; Paula Rothenberg; Robert
Jensen; Tim Wise). Cultural privileges (e.g., being White [of European
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descent], heterosexual, and male, to name a few) belong to those persons who
possess implicit “norm” status in our society. These are the monolithic,
unquestioned bases from which other demographic traits are explicitly
judged and compared against. Privileged people also are explicitly affirmed
and invested with social power because of their unqualified normative status.
Finally, these cultural privileges are the direct result of societal oppressions
(e.g., racism, sexism, heterosexism). For example, in describing White privi-
lege, McIntosh (1988) states, “As a white person, I realized I had been taught
about racism as something that puts others at a disadvantage, but had been
taught not to see one of its corollary aspects, white privilege, which puts me
at an advantage” (p. 147).

In addition to having difficulty realizing that one possesses cultural priv-
ilege, privilege holders refuse to relinquish their advantageous social position
and power, mistakenly thinking that they have earned their positions and
power based solely on their individual talent or hard work. They do not rec-
ognize (or accept) that in large part they have their positions and accomplish-
ments because the opportunities their privileged demography afforded them
were simultaneously denied to others via societal oppressions. This ignorance
is linked to our societal myths that we live in a meritocracy and that we get
what we deserve (earn). For example, with respect to male privilege, McIn-
tosh (1988) states,

I have often noticed men’s unwillingness to grant that they are over-privileged,
even though they may grant that women are disadvantaged. They may say
they will work to improve women’s status, in the society, the university, or the
curriculum, but they can’t or won’t support the idea of lessening men’s. Denials
that amount to taboos surround the subject of advantages that men gain from
women’s disadvantages. These denials protect male privilege from being fully
acknowledged, lessened, or ended. (p. 148)

It is critical to introduce and explain these cultural privileges to students,
and also important for them to recognize and personally eschew these privi-
leges. In my experience, when female students hear me, as a male professor,
discuss sexism and male privilege, they are not just attentive; you can hear a
pin drop. They already know all too well that sexism is not an abstract idea;
it is a real, credible, daily issue for them. They already know that boys and
men have had it easier and gotten more breaks than they have for their entire
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lives. And somehow, even though I have admitted to possessing a measure of
those oppressive attitudes, paradoxically, this disclosure seems to help female
students feel more comfortable in discussing their personal experiences with
sexism in class. None of the hesitancy previously there during discussions of
racism is present, perhaps because the women realize I will not dismiss or
diminish their experiences, given my admissions and awareness. None of the
women hurries to find alternative explanations for my examples of sexist
behaviors; they readily recognize and accept it as sexism—the same kind of
benevolent or hostile sexism they have dealt with from many other men. The
women also begin to speak more frankly about the problem of sexism and
male privilege, and even though I still hold all the “professorial” powers I did
before (regarding grades, letters, and such), they do not seem to worry about
offending me with what they have to say about men and sexism.

My open discussion of sexism and privilege also strongly affects the men
in the class. They open up more about being sexist in their own ways, and these
discussions too foster growth for students of both sexes. The women seem to
appreciate that the men in the class are hearing from another man about men
perpetuating sexism versus hearing it from a woman. They know all too well
that their observations on this issue have often been dismissed, diminished, or
gone unheeded. Many of the men in the class tell me (often privately) that see-
ing another man publicly willing to admit sexist faults and try to improve on
them is a unique experience for them. More importantly, though, male stu-
dents tell me that it has been particularly meaningful for them to hear another
man admit to and detail the privilege and power that men enjoy in our society.
Many of the privileges I mention they have not even recognized as being priv-
ileges. They can also see the connections between these privileges and societal
power and the sexism they subscribe to, or at least benefit from. Moreover, they
can see how these oppressive realities can easily prevent them from gaining a
real understanding and appreciation of women’s perspectives.

It is hard for male students to deny the reality of sexism and male privi-
lege when one of the privilege holders, one of their own, clearly indicates that
these things are a real and serious problem. It leaves little room for denial
when another man shows himself willing to conduct a self-examination on
these issues. The process also opens empathic doorways to students’ under-
standing of the oppression that other groups face (racially diverse or LGBTQ
sexual orientation) and the corresponding privileges that White Americans or
heterosexuals possess.
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Wouldn’t the impact on students be astounding if all White instructors,
teaching all those White students, used themselves as role models and shared
their personal biases as well as their commitment to examining the problem
of racism and White privilege? Such an approach might better set the stage
for learning about and appreciating racially and ethnically diverse cultures.
Wouldn’t the impact on students be powerful if all the heterosexual instruc-
tors, teaching all those heterosexual students, voiced and accepted personal
responsibility for the homophobia we are inculcated with in our anti-
LGBTQ society and used themselves as models for the need to examine the
problems of heterosexual privilege and discrimination against LGBTQ peo-
ple? Such an approach could speak to students from all sexual orientations
and help students learn about and appreciate the cultural viewpoint of
LGBTQ people. The exciting part of this conception is that the science of
social psychological influence supports these ideas (see discussion of the
Elaboration Likelihood Model in Petty & Cacioppo, 1986).

To summarize, the answers to my first two questions are that it is up to
all of us to strengthen the efforts under way for teaching about diversity
issues, and for African, Asian, European, Latino, and Native Americans,
straight and LGBTQ persons, and men and women to continue to work to
find ways to address diversity issues in all the courses we teach. Teachers also
need to differentiate between appreciating cultural diversity and recognizing
and unlearning oppressive attitudes. This unlearning of oppression and fore-
going of privilege are prerequisites to building any appreciation and respect
for diverse cultures (see Simoni, 1996). Finally, our personal demography
and privileges as instructors may have a special impact and help students be
more open to unlearning oppressive attitudes. Our ability to use ourselves
and the oppressive cultural legacies we may represent could be one of our
most untapped teaching resources.

Teaching About Diversity Issues in a Developmental Way

In my diversity courses, I have routinely questioned students about previous
diversity courses they have taken. They often say things like:

All the diversity courses I have taken seem the same to me. You had one,
you had ’em all. You always cover the four racially diverse groups, maybe
learn a little about gays, and sometimes women’s issues, depends on who’s
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teaching. You learn stuff like Asians are more interdependent and hierarchi-
cal in their family relationships. You learn Latinos suffer a lot because of
language differences. You learn women have always and still make less
money than men for the same work. You learn being gay is not a choice and
is not pathological. And, you always have to read McIntosh’s (1988) White
privilege article.

From White students I also typically hear: “And don’t have one of those cul-
tural appreciation days where you make us bring in food, music, or clothes
that reflect our cultural heritage; I’m a Heinz 57 mutt! I’m just plain White
and I don’t have the faintest idea of what my culture is! I always make brown-
ies or cookies to take to those things!”

So, I began to wonder why the students I encountered in my diversity
courses did not seem to have moved as far along in unlearning oppression and
appreciating diversity as I would have expected, given their repeated exposure to
the subject matter. I took as clues of this lack of growth the following ideas. If
you are still without a clear racial and ethnic identification as a White American
person, you still have a way to go on your racial identity journey. If you treat
your knowledge of diversity as a cookbook, you’re not even close to being ready
for the fact that human beings are not recipes. And, with respect to privilege,
McIntosh’s article is only a match; perhaps the fire it was supposed to light fiz-
zled out before a self-understanding flame had a chance to burn.

I also wondered why so many instructors from high school through grad-
uate school choose to teach the same things in their diversity classes, despite
the fact that their course may have been the second or even third diversity-
oriented class a student has taken.

As I have written elsewhere (Prieto, 1999), the whole situation brings to
mind Sisyphus rolling the rock up the hill. Teachers seem to start from
scratch each time they instruct students about diversity. I find that even the
doctoral-level students I teach continue to struggle with some basic issues
related to diversity and their identity as racial and sexual beings, despite pre-
vious diversity-related course work and a genuine openness to the issues. This
is not a complaint or criticism; instead, many of these students’ growth areas
are relevant, necessary points to work through, and their recapitulation can
bring more in-depth learning.

What strikes me as odd is that many other teachers have shared with me the
very same observations I have made regarding students’ struggles surrounding

34 GENERAL ISSUES IN TEACHING ABOUT DIVERSITY



diversity issues, regardless of the educational level of the students they are teach-
ing. In other words, we end up teaching students the same basic things over and
over again from high school through graduate school because students seem not
to progress well in unlearning biases or understanding diversity. The rock seems
to continually roll back down the hill at the conclusion of each diversity course,
and each teacher starts anew to roll it back to the top.

This state of affairs might suggest that certain core content and educa-
tional processes have to be revisited for learning to take place. On the other
hand, it may also indicate that educators need to move toward a more com-
prehensive, integrative, developmental curriculum with regard to diversity
issues, a curriculum that helps students to hold on to their gains in personal
growth and learning with a minimum of repetition.

Although developing and implementing any type of comprehensive,
common developmental curriculum across disciplines would be a difficult
task, we can establish the extent to which such a curriculum exists at this
time. What similarities and differences exist in the way high school, commu-
nity college, four-year, and graduate-level instructors teach students about
issues of diversity? Are learning objectives logically connected across the pro-
gression of courses and the educational levels of a discipline? Do our teach-
ing methods and processes, at successive educational levels, match students’
ability to accommodate and integrate potentially “threatening” but needed
information concerning diversity issues?

Taking a developmental perspective on the process involved with
unlearning oppressive attitudes, foregoing privilege, and appreciating diver-
sity is supported by major identity development theories (see Helms’s White
Racial and Person of Color Identity Development Models; Helms, 1995).
Although these particular models focus on racial identity development, their
general structure and process have also been applied to identity issues con-
cerning women, men, LGBTQ persons, and heterosexual persons.

At earlier stages of Helms’s models, where younger students (e.g., high
school) with less course work and life experience might be, we find people
struggling with or having difficulty accepting themselves as racial beings. Stu-
dents in early stages should be helped to recognize their own minority or
majority characteristics and identity status(es) so that their self-identity is
strengthened before they are expected to learn about and understand the
identity of others. Developing a sense of their own racial identity can help
students understand how this same experience occurs for and affects others.
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For those with demographic characteristics that reflect the majority culture,
an understanding of cultural privileges might also be in order.

Awareness of self and other remains a key component of identity
development throughout the early and middle stages of growth. Scholars
also stress the importance of forestalling the tendency of this process to
turn toward White, male, or heterosexual guilt—a typical majority culture
reaction to realizing the cultural privilege one possesses personally or
institutionally. Guilt is not a productive route for students to take, because
this initial reaction can lead later to strong frustration and “backlash”
attitudes.

As students move through the educational pipeline into college, Helms’s
models portray majority culture individuals in midrange identity statuses
temporarily retreating into previously held, less open-minded attitudes
because of confused or angry reactions to self-realizations concerning racial
identity and privilege (i.e., backlash attitudes). In addition, they tend to
embrace, in a superficial and uncritical way, an overly positive commitment
to diversity. Conversely, minority culture persons may withdraw, feeling
angry, suspicious, and rejecting of majority culture persons. Their realization
that the world is not fair and that no matter what they do they will always
been seen as “different” in our society (and often negatively) can generate a
significant amount of emotion.

Instructors who integrate diversity issues into their courses should also
be mindful of the vacillating and occasionally contradictory ideas that stu-
dents within these midrange statuses of identity can possess. This may
help instructors to be less confused by the varying amounts of openness,
interest, and acceptance they sense in students surrounding diversity
issues. While instructing these students, educators may find an optimal
opportunity to use their own personal status as a tool for student aware-
ness and change.

Finally, as students become clear about their own and others’ racial
identity and the effects of societal oppression and privilege, they can move
more directly into appreciating diverse cultures. More advanced identity
statuses portray individuals who are genuinely committed not only to erad-
icating oppression and eschewing cultural privilege but also to valuing
diversity. These individuals have learned to think both critically and con-
textually about people as individuals, not through stereotypes or biases.
Their attitudes, perceptions, and experiences are guided by a complex value
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base and a perspective that seeks to respect and understand people while
simultaneously maintaining the integrity of their own cultural values and
perspectives.

Advanced undergraduate or graduate students may be in these
advanced identity statuses, and educators can seek to build within these
students an in-depth knowledge about diverse cultures and culturally sen-
sitive interaction skills. Relevant academic activities for these students
might include balancing course work with practical field placements or
service learning experiences that take students directly into culturally
diverse community situations for extended periods of time. These experi-
ences allow students to understand the socio-politico-economic realities
that other persons face and to implement the cultural knowledge they have
acquired in their courses.

In sum, teachers taking a developmental view on diversity education can
foster student learning in a contextual and theory-based fashion, across the
entire curriculum of their disciplines. A developmental context also provides
a useful conceptual base from which to evaluate teaching interventions and
assess students’ progress toward eschewing oppressive perspectives and privi-
lege, as well as valuing cultural diversity.

Closing Thoughts

We all have a responsibility to work on diversity issues. Students must eradi-
cate their personal biases and counteract their societal privileges before they
can begin to truly appreciate and respect different cultures. Teaching about
diversity must be done in a developmental way to be effective and to create
long-standing learning and attitude changes. Those are the simple answers to
my questions. But, like most things, accomplishing these goals is easier said
than done.

Regardless, exploring these questions has provided me with the impetus
to seek ways to maximize my effectiveness as a teacher when it comes to
diversity issues. I look forward to engaging in continuing discussions on
these issues with colleagues and students, because, as with many things in
life, the journey is often as meaningful as arriving at the destination. 

Finally, I would like to share a personal reaction to the national sur-
vey data I was privileged to receive from educators from across the coun-
try. I was immensely encouraged by the sheer number of instructors from
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all backgrounds who value diversity. As a group, educators are eager to over-
come obstacles and barriers, are actively looking for resources to assist in
their efforts, and are willing to have tough discussions with students to
address diversity issues in many different kinds of courses. This display of
solidarity among educators from high school through graduate school, from
both sexes, from all racial and ethnic groups, and from all sexual orienta-
tions reflects a unity that in and of itself mirrors the goal we wish to reach.

Good luck to us all as we continue on this journey together—with each
other, for each other.
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