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1

Getting Clear About What Does (and Should) 
Guide Social Justice Education Workshops 

and Structured Conversations

A review of articles in The Chronicle of Higher Edu-
cation and Inside Higher reveal how issues of social 
(in)justice on college campuses have resurged in the 
national spotlight in recent years. As student activism 
has gained attention from university leadership, many 
student activists have articulated varied demands to 
enhance the campus climate (Espinosa et al., 2016). 
An analysis of student demands by Chessman and 
Wayt (2016) revealed a call for more campus diver-
sity programming and training, curriculum revisions, 
and an increase in the racial diversity of students on 
campus. Among the ways that institutions attempted 
to invest in diversity on their campuses is the crea-
tion of diversity workshops and trainings (Kolowich, 
2015).

These efforts are moving forward amidst growing 
social unrest in the United States. The rise of White 
nationalism and the increased visibility of White 
supremacist groups (Fieldstadt & Dilanian, 2019) 
have intensified the urgency of social justice work. 
More than ever, a greater number of institutions are 
feeling a sense of urgency to provide their students a 
strong foundation of racial literacy and American racial 
history in order to produce a well-educated, intercul-
turally competent, and civically engaged populace.

This book is for educators who create and facili-
tate social justice education experiences, especially 
shorter workshops and structured conversations last-
ing 2 hours or less in a single session. This book is 
for you if you are an educator who (a) works as a pro-
fessional staff member on a college campus, (b) is in 
a student role as either a peer educator or graduate 
student learning the field, or (c) works in a nonprofit 
organization that develops educational experiences 
with college-aged youth. Because of the wide range 
of educational and professional backgrounds of 
readers this book wishes to serve, it does not make 

assumptions about readers’ knowledge, awareness, or 
skills regarding curricula development, facilitation, or 
assessment. The format for this book seeks to be useful 
in a few different ways. For some, this book can serve 
as a textbook for graduate students in courses within 
the fields of education, higher education, or multicul-
tural education to teach the theoretical knowledge and 
practical skills necessary for social justice education 
design, facilitation, and assessment. Relatedly, this 
book can serve as a training workbook to help develop 
students serving in peer educator positions. For oth-
ers, this book can serve as a self-guided workbook for 
practitioners to support their practice, based on their 
specific needs, or to help practitioners document and 
improve their practice. 

The one assumption this book makes is that read-
ers have some familiarity with social justice education. 
(If not, multiple sources are cited that may be helpful 
resources to consider.) This book acknowledges social 
justice educators may either work on large teams with 
specific staff members charged with planning and 
facilitating workshops or serve as “offices of one” and 
are expected to lead workshops as a small part of their 
broader role supporting diversity initiatives on cam-
pus. Additionally, this book emphasises the impor-
tance of collaborative efforts with, and getting the 
support of, faculty whenever possible, including those 
who are experts in the fields of education, history, 
political science, sociology, and psychology. Credibility 
is a word often tossed around by those who question 
the validity of social justice educators. Having strong 
faculty support helps social justice educators weather 
the scrutiny that often comes with doing this work.

Context for Writing the Book
It is common for universities to expect staff in student 
affairs or specific “diversity” units (e.g., multicultural 
student departments or institutional equity offices) to 
create and implement these social justice initiatives. 
What guides these educators in their work? Nagda 
et al. (2006) emphasize the importance of using 

Introduction
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I N T R O D U C T I O N2

scholarship and best practices to design educational 
experiences that develop student learning related to 
cultural competence. However, Bonilla et al. (2012) 
found that educators do not always follow this wis-
dom. Why might this be the case?

Multiple books explore various aspects critical 
to social justice education. For example, Pope et al. 
(2019) discuss what competencies students should 
develop. Torres et al. (2003) synthesize multiple the-
ories and conceptual frameworks that guide student 
development. Adams, Bell, Goodman, and Joshi 
(2016)1 provide an overview of social justice educa-
tion that includes pedagogical considerations, facilita-
tion guidance, and course-based curriculum resources. 
Zúñiga et al. (2007) provide an overview of inter-
group dialogue design and facilitation topics. In addi-
tion, Suskie (2009) provides steps to develop learning 
outcomes along with tools to collect and analyze data 
related to student learning. While these resources pro-
vide key steps in the design, facilitation, and assess-
ment process, none of them engage all of these topics 
in a single text.

Similarly, there are professional associations and 
conferences that help educators develop and imple-
ment social justice education experiences on campus. 
The American College Personnel Association (ACPA) 
and the National Association of Student Personnel 
Administrators (NASPA) coauthored a set of profes-
sional competencies that staff ought to have in their 
roles. One of these competencies, labeled “social jus-
tice and inclusion,” includes the ability to “design 
programs and events that are inclusive, promote 
social consciousness and challenge current institu-
tional, country, global, and sociopolitical systems of 
oppression” (ACPA/NASPA, 2016, p. 29). Another 
competency in the area labeled “student learning 
and development” includes the ability to “design 
programs based on current research and theories of 
student learning and development” (ACPA/NASPA, 
2016, p. 31). During the 2019 ACPA annual confer-
ence in Boston, they hosted 370 sessions over three 
days. Of these sessions, 206 were associated with 
the social justice and inclusion area and 126 were 

1 The editors of both Teaching for Diversity and Social Justice 
(Adams, Bell, & Griffin, 2007) and Readings for Diversity 
and Social Justice (Adams, Blumenfeld, Castaneda, Hack-
man, Peters, & Zúñiga, 2013) explicitly ask to cite all names. 
All citations from these books adhere to their request.

associated with the student learning and development 
area (ACPA, 2019). However, only two session titles 
explicitly talked about designing curriculum associ-
ated with social justice education efforts. Similarly, 
the National Conference on Race and Ethnicity in 
American Higher Education (NCORE) provides a 
four-day conference to help institutions “search for 
effective strategies to enhance access, social develop-
ment, education, positive communication, and cross-
cultural understanding” (NCORE, n.d.). During the 
2019 annual conference hosted in Portland, Oregon, 
NCORE hosted 339 sessions. However, only 33 ses-
sions listed “curriculum” as a keyword, and only five 
of these sessions talked about processes to design cur-
riculum in their descriptions (NCORE, 2019). While 
these conferences provide training and development 
for staff to do this work, many sessions displayed 
either an individual curriculum or models to develop 
a curriculum specific to a single context.

While scholarship and professional development 
opportunities exist, they do not always help educators 
learn how to integrate the broader literature that exists 
to help them design, facilitate, and assess social justice 
education curricula for themselves. This book remedies 
this gap by reviewing and synthesizing these literature 
streams in order to help educators develop, facilitate, 
and assess the curriculum they design for their local 
campus communities. Additionally, this book gives 
particular attention to the cocurricular contexts in 
which social justice education occurs. Unlike course-
based experiences where faculty have more time to cul-
tivate student learning, many cocurricular experiences 
occur in the format of either a workshop or a struc-
tured conversation. Therefore, this book talks explicitly 
about how to develop and implement curricula in time-
frames common to workshops (2 hours or less) and/or 
in spaces where student attendance may be optional.  

Book Overview
This book is divided into two parts. Part One consists 
of chapters 1 through 7 that explore six steps related 
to curricula design, specifically curricula development, 
facilitation, and assessment. Chapters are sequentially 
organized to help readers critically prepare for each 
step of the curricula design process, drawing on multi-
ple strands of scholarship. Each chapter includes a dis-
cussion of each step, an introduction to key ideas and 
processes to assist in your future approaches, and per-
sonal reflections written in the first person from each 
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of us (Scott and Roger) to provide insight regarding 
how the process plays out with real practitioners and 
our varied social identities. Additionally, each chapter 
concludes by applying the content discussed to two 
fictitious examples that run throughout the book, fol-
lowed by specific reflection questions to help you apply 
the content to your own work. Handouts are included 
after each chapter for readers to copy and complete to 
help guide you in the process. Visit https://styluspub.
presswarehouse.com/browse/book/9781642670370/
Doing-Social-Justice-Education to access digital ver-
sions of the handouts.

Chapters 1 and 2 start with important considera-
tions prior to developing a curriculum. These chap-
ters discuss the educational context along with how 
readers can use theory to make sense of this context 
when developing curricula. Chapter 1 describes the 
contextual influences practitioners should identify and 
address throughout the educational experience. This 
chapter focuses on seven contextual influences related 
to the students, the environment, and the educators 
themselves. Chapter 2 explores multiple theoreti-
cal and conceptual frameworks practitioners can use 
when developing curricula. This chapter pays specific 
attention to the assumptions of each framework and 
how educators might apply these frameworks to vari-
ous contextual influences discussed in the first chapter. 
The goal of both chapters is to help readers critically 
discern which frameworks are helpful when addressing 
various contextual influences for the goal of meeting 
students where they are in their development.

Chapters 3 and 4 pivot to considerations during 
curricula design related to actual outcomes and activi-
ties. These chapters build on the previously discussed 
contextual influences and frameworks to inform the 
actual curriculum. Chapter 3 provides a process to 
identify learning areas for the experience and then 
develop them into specific learning outcome state-
ments. Additionally, this chapter explains how to dis-
till ambitious goals for educators’ work into realistic 
expectations for student learning given the boundaries 
of the educational experience. Chapter 4 describes ped-
agogical considerations practitioners should follow to 
ensure curricula is congruent with the essence of social 
justice education. Common activity types, includ-
ing guidelines, task-based activities, and discussion- 
based activities, are discussed in a modular fashion to 
construct curricula that collectively adhere to these 
pedagogical considerations.

Chapters 5 and 6 turn to considerations after the 
curricula is developed and implemented. These chapters 
explore how to facilitate and assess curricula. Chapter 
5 examines technical aspects of facilitation along with 
preparation strategies educators might consider prior to 
facilitation. Chapter 6 explores the process of assessing 
student learning through established learning outcome 
statements. This chapter shares a simplified, five-step 
process for assessment along with three common tools 
for collecting and analyzing data. An overview of each 
tool precedes tips for developing these tools along with 
examples of ways to use each tool to collect data during 
or after the educational experience.

While chapters 1 through 6 explicitly refer to in-
person experiences, chapter 7 reflects on how educa-
tors support online learning experiences. This chapter 
explores additional considerations for educators related 
to both fully online and blended experiences depend-
ing on the technology, software platform, and format 
used for teaching. An overview of each step discussed 
in chapters 1 through 6 is reexamined to highlight 
how these steps remain useful for online teaching and 
learning. 

Part Two consists of chapters 8 through 10, which 
provide examples of real workshops and structured 
conversations that were developed and facilitated as 
well as how they were (or could have been) assessed. 
Examples come from educational experiences in dif-
ferent settings. Chapter 8 describes a workshop 
embedded in a required class for all first-year stu-
dents. Chapter 9 explores a structured conversation to 
promote racial dialogue and literacy among students 
on campus. Chapter 10 discusses a workshop imple-
mented with a national nonprofit organization for 
student scholarship recipients going into education. 
These different examples highlight the versatility of 
this approach to support a wide array of student con-
texts and institutional backgrounds. 

Personal Reflection and Positionality
The concept of praxis, or reflection on action that 
guides further action, is a central component of social 
justice education. Freire (2000) stated that reflection 
is essential for action. Reflection that does not lead to 
action may be little more than navel gazing. Action 
without reflection does not have a path for improve-
ment and growth. However, when reflection and 
action are purposefully connected, they provide criti-
cal insights into oneself and one’s work.
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This book promotes praxis in two ways. First, a 
list of questions exists at the end of each chapter for 
readers to reflect purposefully on their practice to 
determine their own path when designing, facilitat-
ing, and assessing social justice education experiences. 
The contents of this book guide educators through a 
process of creating and implementing curricula them-
selves. Therefore, readers should pause at the end of 
each chapter and use the reflection questions to guide 
their own action.

Second, first-person reflections from the authors 
about the content is interwoven in most chapters. As 
chapter 1 describes, social identities influence the way 
we, as social justice educators, engage this work. Read-
ers may understand this material in different ways that 
yield different approaches to the work. Positionality 
matters because it influences our approach to social 
justice education (Bell, Goodman, & Varghese, 2016). 
How we think about our own social identities through 
the lens of our experiences of privilege and oppres-
sion matter. Therefore, the authors’ reflections illus-
trate how we make sense of the content discussed in 
this book. One approach is neither better nor worse 
than another. Instead, our approaches reflect how we 
understand the world and how we bring that under-
standing to bear on our choices when we develop and 
implement workshops and structured conversations. 
We cannot expect readers to reflect on their practice 
if we do not model this for ourselves. Therefore, we 
would like to introduce ourselves so that readers know 
the voices and perspectives embedded in the book.

Scott
I identify with several privileged social identities. I am 
a White, cisgender, male, able-bodied, U.S. citizen, 
English-speaker who was raised Catholic and is currently 
middle class. However, I also identify with two oppressed 
social identities, including being born into a working-
class family and identifying as a non-Christian who fol-
lows earth-based spirituality. These intersecting social 
identities created a distinctive experience that fueled my 
passion for social justice education. 

I grew up in a White working-class family where I 
was socialized into Whiteness with a strong belief in rug-
ged individualism. My family seldom discussed our own 
White experiences and instead focused on the importance 
of hard work and financial security. When family or 
friends brought up race, they predominantly framed race 

in ways that positioned “us” as hardworking and deserv-
ing relative to “them” who were lazy and undeserving. 
These beliefs were cemented through my experiences in 
middle school and high school where gangs were mostly 
Black and Latino, and students in advanced courses were 
mostly White. As a result, my understanding of privilege 
and oppression mirrored that of many other working-class 
Whites who have a meritocratic view of the world that 
masks racial inequities.

I did not begin exploring my privileged social identi-
ties, including my Whiteness, until college. Two pivotal 
moments occurred in my life. First, I navigated discrimi-
nation against me as a non-Christian, which cultivated 
empathy for other oppressed groups. It was through con-
versations with others about these experiences that chal-
lenged me to consider how I contribute to discrimination 
from my privileged social identities. Second, I completed a 
course on eugenics and the Holocaust that illustrated how 
beliefs in superiority were structurally infused in institu-
tional practices and policies that persist today. These two 
experiences collectively helped me use my oppressed identi-
ties as approximating experiences (Feagin et al., 2001) to 
examine my personal contributions to systemic inequal-
ity related to race, gender, sexuality, and ability status. 
My awakening to systemic privilege inspired my decision 
to pursue graduate education in social work and cur-
riculum studies to develop educational interventions in 
higher education to educate students, specifically students 
with privileged social identities, to develop the capacity to 
dismantle systemic privilege. 

My career in higher education spans 12 years in roles 
that either oversaw the design, facilitation, and assessment 
of social justice education initiatives for students, faculty, 
and staff on campus or oversaw assessment and evalua-
tion practices for student affairs. I continue this work as a 
staff member, adjunct faculty member, scholar, and con-
sultant. I evolved past my original socialization; however, 
those memories and experiences continue to provide rich 
insight into students from privileged groups who strug-
gle to acknowledge privilege. As a result, my approach to 
social justice education entails empathy with account-
ability. I always want to acknowledge the real feelings 
students from privileged groups have while coupling that 
with accountability so that these feelings do not result in 
privilege paralysis that halts action for social change. 
Additionally, I conscientiously work to ensure my social 
identities and beliefs do not center social justice education 
solely on privileged groups. Therefore, I constantly reflect 
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on my approach to consider how it will impact students 
from multiple oppressed social identities. 

Roger
My mother, Iris Milagros Gonzales Rios, was born and 
raised in Jayuya, Puerto Rico. She and her siblings grew 
up poor. My grandmother did whatever jobs were neces-
sary to make ends meet while my grandfather moved to 
Chicago to work as a chef at a northside hospital. At 17, 
my mom, along with my grandmother and my two aunts, 
joined my grandfather on the Windy City’s north side.

My father, Nelson Alfredo Moreano, was a train engi-
neer and worked at various manufacturing jobs in Quito, 
Ecuador, where he was born and raised. After several of 
his siblings had relocated to the United States, my dad, 
the last of 19 kids and at age 28, left for Patterson, New 
Jersey, where one brother had been living. After a few 
years living in Patterson and working in New York City, 
he relocated to Chicago where he met my mother and 
where I was born.

I come to social justice from my life experience. Grow-
ing up with Spanish as my first language, I remember 
struggling to learn English in schools. I grew up with 
my dual heritages coexisting beautifully—on one side, 
my Puerto Rican family, a loud and proud familia who 
were a diverse mix of Brown, Black and White uncles, 
aunts, cousins, and close friends we also considered pri-
mos and primas and tíos and tías. I have vivid memo-
ries of the aroma of my abuelita’s arroz con gandules, 
the overpowering smell of my grandfather’s nightly cigar, 
and the savory tostones that would sizzle in the kitchen 
of that second-floor apartment on Clark Street. Holidays 
meant listening to Celia Cruz, Willie Colón, and Eddie 
Palmieri playing loudly through the living room speakers 
and begging my mom to stay up later to dance with the 
grown-ups.

My Ecuadorian heritage was just as present as we spent 
time eating ceviche, eating Fanesca at Easter time, play-
ing the card game “Cuarenta” with my cousins, aunts, 
and uncles, and listening to endless rotations of the music 
of Julio Jaramillo. We were a lower–middle class Catho-
lic family who twice had to move in and live with my 
cousins’ families during my youth. At age 7, we moved to 
the Gulf coast of Florida, as my father had been unem-
ployed for months and was desperate to find work. After 8 
months in Florida, and with my father still unemployed, 
we returned to Chicago. My father, who was the only 
parent employed in my younger years, spent time moving 

between factory jobs as lay-offs occurred with regularity. 
His misfortune also greatly affected me personally, as I 
found myself attending six different schools by the time 
I reached the fourth grade. Finally, at age 9, my father 
found work in the northern suburbs of Chicago where I 
attended high school and college.

As I grew up, I saw how other people often mocked 
my mother and father for their strong accents when they 
spoke. I found myself regularly code-switching between 
worlds as I engaged in Little League baseball, long coun-
try bike rides, and walks to the beach in an all-White 
suburb, then reacclimating to city life and the norms of 
my family when we visited them in Chicago on the week-
ends. These experiences forged a strong impression on me 
as I grappled with ideas of “belonging” and “fitting in” 
and how these shaped my worldview. As time went on, I 
connected over and over again with those in society who 
did not “fit in.” By my mid-20s I was led to this work.

With an undergraduate degree in political science and 
international relations, a minor in history, and a mas-
ter’s degree in business administration, my career impera-
tive became to live my passion through my profession. I 
have worked in higher education since 1997 and have 
led equity and inclusion work since 2002. In 2016, I 
launched a consulting business to bring social justice edu-
cation and training to K–12 school districts.

I believe that we cannot separate our work from who 
we are at our core. At my core, I am a person who has 
had a life full of experiences of being “othered.” I have 
known what it is like to feel that I, and my identities, do 
not belong. I immediately recognize when marginaliza-
tion happens to friends, neighbors, family, coworkers, and 
students. My deep hunger for a more equitable world has 
led me to a career path that reflects who I am and to work 
to develop programs, workshops, and experiences designed 
to have folks wrestle deeply with important questions of 
identity, belonging, and authenticity. In these programs, I 
consistently work to build community in our shared space, 
to have our authentic stories shared, to help the voiceless 
find their voice, to have participants see the intersection-
ality of oppressive systems, and to ultimately lay a founda-
tion for potential transformative breakthroughs to occur.

As a human being who believes in the inherent worth 
and dignity of all fellow human beings, I remain com-
mitted to working to dismantle the social, political, eco-
nomic, and educational barriers that for millennia have 
kept countless individuals and entire communities from 
expressing the fullness of their humanity and potential. I 
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hope this text lays a foundation for readers as they confi-
dently tackle the work that is necessary to carry humanity, 
and more immediately, our campuses forward.

Authors’ Stance
Paulo Freire’s educational approach is one anchor of 
social justice education. Among his many contribu-
tions to this work, he explicitly states in Pedagogy of 
the Oppressed (Freire, 2000) that all education is politi-
cal and should serve a larger project for social justice. 
Therefore, it is necessary to articulate the political 
stance this book has as it contributes to the larger pro-
ject of social justice. This book’s primary purpose is 
to support educators in their practice to ensure con-
gruence between the content and processes related to 
our work. In doing so, we adopt the following stances 
toward this goal. First, we share Bell’s (2007) defini-
tion that social justice is both a process and a goal. 
Therefore, this book provides content to help readers 
think through the goals of their work and a process for 
doing it well. We describe a student-centered, inclu-
sive process for educators to use before, during, and 
after curricula are developed. Additionally, we provide 
personal reflections to highlight and model the neces-
sity of personal reflection to ensure our intrapersonal 
approach to this work is congruent with social justice 
education processes.

Second, we acknowledge that social justice edu-
cation is a broad topic that encapsulates multiple 
sociocultural categories and social identities. We are 
selective when discussing social identities to enhance 
readability, primarily exploring race, gender, sexuality, 
religion, social class, and ability status. Every attempt 
was made to discuss the content of this book through 
each of these lenses. However, it does not reflect the 
belief that other sociocultural categories, social identi-
ties, and systems of privilege and oppression do not 
matter. At the same time, we acknowledge that we 
situated this book within the context of the United 
States, which has a distinctive history of racial privi-
lege and oppression that has provided a foundation 
(and perhaps the roadmap) for how other systems of 
dominance were developed and integrated in society. 
Therefore, we intentionally lean into racial examples 
to acknowledge this sociological truth and provide 
explicit support for the great project of racial justice 
through educational interventions.

Third, we believe that educators should be 
empowered to develop, facilitate, and assess curricula 

that they ground in the localized reality and experi-
ence of their students. While there is a movement 
that is working to standardize education, we do not 
share this vision. Instead, we believe that educators 
should tailor educational experiences to the needs of 
the community and never standardize these experi-
ences at the expense of flexibility to meet the needs 
of students. That said, we do believe that educa-
tion should be an intentional process guided by our 
knowledge of our students, relevant theoretical and 
conceptual frameworks, established learning out-
comes, and purposefully curated activities. For these 
reasons, this book provides an intentional process 
to guide educators in their work at the local level. 
It provides multiple examples embedded in content 
chapters and as standalone chapters to illuminate 
how this process works in order to help educators 
critically discern how to move forward for them-
selves. However, these examples are not provided as 
“canned workshops,” and we hope that readers do 
not use them in this way.

Fourth, we acknowledge there are multiple paths to 
intentionally develop, facilitate, and assess curricula. 
This book provides one way to approach this pro-
cess. However, we hope readers do not misinterpret 
our process as superior to other processes. The intent 
behind this book is to provide educators a way to guide 
their work. If you find that there are other considera-
tions you want to address, other theories you find use-
ful, or a different sequence for the process, please use 
them! We offer this model as a starting point to help 
in your work, so do what helps you provide the best 
educational experience for your students to support 
their learning. As such, we hope this book serves as a 
metaphorical diving board that launches you into the 
water.

Key Terms and Concepts
This book uses language that is consistent with the 
streams of scholarship used. However, since some 
terms and their use may be less familiar to all read-
ers, we want to be clear about commonly used terms, 
how we define them, and why we have made these 
choices.

Social Justice
Lee Ann Bell (2007) defines social justice as “both a 
process and a goal” that uses democratic, pluralis-
tic, and critically conscious processes to facilitate the 
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development of knowledge, attitudes, and skills for 
social change that lead to the “full and equal participa-
tion of all groups . . . shaped to meet their needs” (pp. 
1–2). Social justice is a concept that examines topics 
beyond social and cultural differences, that terms such 
as diversity and multiculturalism often also examine. 
We adopt the language of social justice to highlight 
the importance of structural and institutional forces 
that shape the manifestation of social power afforded 
to social groups.

Privilege and Oppression
Educators can describe the inequitable manifestation 
of social power using various terms such as domi-
nant/subordinate, marginalization, and minoritization. 
While these terms are useful, we adopt the language of 
privilege and oppression commonly used in social jus-
tice education that explicitly connects this work to the 
broader social justice education literature. We define 
privilege as the rights, benefits, and access to resources 
granted (i.e., privilege) or denied (i.e., oppression) to 
people based on their social identities at an individual 
and institutional level via social power. This defini-
tion is guided by the broader scholarship on privilege 
(Hardiman, Jackson, & Griffin, 2007; Johnson, 2006; 
McIntosh, 1989; Winant, 1997) and oppression 
(Adams, Blumenfeld, Castañeda, Hackman, Peters, 
& Zúñiga, 2013; Fanon, 1967, 1968; Freire, 2000; 
Hardiman, Jackson, & Griffin, 2007). Furthermore, 
this definition reinforces the dialectical relationship 
between these two terms, highlighting how privilege 
and oppression necessarily coexist because of the pres-
ence of one another. Using these terms allows us to 
describe both the lived experiences of individuals that 
are manufactured through these structural forces, as 
well as the structural forces themselves. As a result, 
we use these terms together frequently in the book to 
make these connections explicit. 

Social Identity
Tajfel and Turner (1979) first coined the term social 
identity to describe a social group to which a collec-
tion of individuals identifies a sense of belonging. This 
definition aptly highlights the social and individual 
nature of social identity. Additionally, this definition 
is more encompassing than the term cultural identity, 
which that connotes a connection to a specific cultural 
way of life.

Curricula
This book discusses repeatedly the creation of cur-
ricula. Curricula are often used to describe a formal-
ized collection of courses or lessons, such as a liberal 
studies curriculum. However, we use this term in its 
broadest sense to refer to educational expectations 
and structured associated activities used to promote 
student learning. In this sense of the term, curriculum 
lives beyond traditional courses when intentionally 
developed. Therefore, curricular spaces (e.g., courses) 
and cocurricular spaces (e.g., programs and workshops 
outside of courses) may both claim to develop and use 
curricula. For this book, we use this term to highlight 
the intentional development of social justice educa-
tion experiences and to demonstrate how this work 
manifests itself in cocurricular spaces.

Conclusion

As the late Senator Paul Wellstone was known for say-
ing, “We all do better when we all do better.” We hope 
this book provides you with the knowledge and tools 
necessary to guide your work to advance social justice 
education within your local community of students. 
May this resource help us do our work better so that 
both educators and students collectively can do better 
for social justice.
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C H A P T E R 1
Contextual Influences

“Educators need to know what happens in the world of 
the children with whom they work.”

—Paulo Freire (1998, p. 72)

It is important that educators design curricula for 
workshops and structured conversations with respect 
to what students already know and need. While this 
statement may seem obvious, it bears repeating as a 
necessary first step when developing a curriculum. 
Students are not an empty bucket waiting for edu-
cators to fill their heads with information. Instead, 
learners come to every education experience with prior 
knowledge (Ambrose et al., 2010) that influences how 
they participate and what they are likely to gain from 
the experience. 

These views are consistent with a sociocultural 
approach to education, or a view that education is 
socially influenced. Lev Vygotsky (1978) championed 
a sociocultural view and explained that the interac-
tions one has with others, and their social environ-
ment, is particularly influential on student learning. 
This idea was expanded on by Lave and Wenger’s 
(1991) scholarship on situated learning theory. Situ-
ated learning theory asserts that learning is an inher-
ently social practice grounded in social and cultural 
reproduction (Lave & Wenger, 1991). As such, learn-
ing occurs all the time, including in informal settings. 
What people watch on television, read online, witness 
walking down the street, and experience in relation-
ships provides information used to shape and reshape 
their understanding of themselves, others, and society. 

Issues that are central to social justice educa-
tion, such as diversity, privilege, and oppression, are 
always present in a social environment. Because this 
is a world where social differences are constantly 

around, one cannot insulate themselves from these 
issues. Sometimes these issues are explicit, such as 
 during conversations about race. Other times, they are 
implicit, such as during interactions with people who 
are racially different or conversations that involve race 
without naming race. For example, an explicit con-
versation about immigration border security in the 
United States most often implies a racial problem with 
Latinos (specifically Mexicans) but not White people 
(specifically White Canadians). Therefore, any time 
someone participates in a conversation about immi-
gration border security, they are simultaneously engag-
ing a racialized way of thinking about the world. In 
these moments, individuals are gathering information 
about race that they carry with them into any learn-
ing environment. Therefore, students use their prior 
knowledge about race regardless of whether they have 
had a formal educational experience where they learn 
about race. Because social justice content centers on 
issues of social identity and power, most students will 
have some level of prior knowledge about social jus-
tice education issues, regardless of how accurate that 
knowledge may be. 

Students may have a variety of needs that derive 
from the prior knowledge that they bring to social 
justice workshops and structured conversations. 
These different needs may become more distinc-
tive depending on their year in school. First-year 
students may be trying to discern the racial climate 
on campus and engage conversations with hesitance. 
Students about to graduate may already have estab-
lished ways of engaging racial topics depending on 
who is in the room. Students’ needs may vary based 
on both their prior knowledge and their immediate 
environment.
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Because a student’s social environment influences 
what they need and how they might participate in a 
learning experience, educators should consider rele-
vant contextual factors that may influence the learning 
experience. Multiple scholars assert the importance of 
developing an educational experience with respect 
to the student’s experience and environment. L. Dee 
Fink’s (2013) scholarship on backward educational 
design emphasized how educators must take into 
account the context of the learning environment and 
student characteristics when designing an educational 
experience. Bell and Griffin’s (2007) insights about 
developing social justice education courses emphasized 
the necessity of aligning the unique social identities 
and related experiences of students to develop appro-
priate learning goals and design an impactful learning 
environment for social justice. Paulo Freire’s (2000) 
pedagogy for dialogical education also emphasized 
the importance of a student-centered approach that 
intentionally builds on the existing knowledge and 
experiences of students. Collectively, these contextual 
considerations of students in their environment are 
essential. Understanding students’ lives, knowledge, 
and interests within their educational, campus, and 

social contexts can be useful in the design of student-
centered workshops. 

When developing a social justice education curricu-
lum for workshops and structured conversations, there 
are seven contextual factors that educators should con-
sider (see Figure 1.1). These factors involve the educators 
themselves, the students, and the students’ environment.

Yourself, the Educator

When considering contextual influences on student 
learning, it is often forgotten that you, the educator, 
are an influence on students worthy of consideration. 
You not only shape the design and facilitation of the 
social justice workshop or structured conversation but 
also are another person in the local educational envi-
ronment to which students will react during the edu-
cational experience. Therefore, it is vital for educators 
to take time to reflect on who they are, how their prior 
knowledge shapes the way they create educational 
experiences for students, and how their active and pas-
sive presence influences students during the facilita-
tion of a workshop or structured conversation.

FIGURE 1.1. Contextual influences on social justice education.
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It is essential to identify that the social identities 
you hold are central to both how you understand 
social justice education and how students will react 
to you as part of the educational environment. At the 
most basic level, it is important to acknowledge your 
various social identities and how those social identities 
experience privilege or oppression within society. The 
intersectional model of multiple dimensions of iden-
tity (I-MMDI) developed by Jones, Abes and Quaye 
(as cited in Jones & Abes, 2013) provides a useful 
framework to consider how individuals make mean-
ing of the multitude of social identities present in their 
lives within the broader social environment in which 
they live. This model explains how lived experiences 
with multiple and intersecting social identities exist 
within a broader social context of power (see chap-
ter 2 for a fuller discussion). For example, individuals 
make sense of their sexual orientation through both 
their individual sexual identity and the broader social 
context of heterosexism that shapes their day-to-day 
lives. Further, this model underscores how the vari-
ous social identities intersect in ways that also shape 
our understanding of social identities. A few examples 
may help clarify this point. 

I (Scott) identify as a White person who grew up in a 
working-class social class (I write “grew up” because, as 
an adult, I have become middle class). I experience White 
privilege in numerous ways, such as being viewed as cred-
ible when I challenge a price check at the grocery store, 
being comfortable in most social spaces that include mostly 
White people and are centered around White norms, and 
having the opportunity to find professional mentors who 
look like me. Additionally, I grew up experiencing oppres-
sion as a working-class youth in numerous ways, such 
as being ridiculed by my peers for not affording name-
brand groceries and clothing, not having knowledge of 
professional attire standards (I was once rated poorly at a 
speech tournament for not knowing to leave the bottom 
button of my suit jacket unbuttoned), and not having 
family members to help me navigate a college search pro-
cess. However, I grew up viewing myself as a member of 
a “White, working-class” oppressed group. Even though I 
was White and experienced White privilege, I could not 
readily see my racial experience and advantages through 
the lens of my working-class oppression. Further, I grew 
up in a family where there was an adamant belief that 
Latinxs were taking away working-class jobs from Whites, 
and this anchored how I saw myself as oppressed as a 
White, working-class person. Therefore, the ways I made 

sense of my White social identity and working-class social 
identity were intertwined for the bulk of my youth until 
halfway through my undergraduate studies. The result of 
my sense-making was that I was quick to reject conversa-
tions about White privilege and instead found issues of 
social class oppression to be more relevant. Even though 
I have evolved in my understanding of my White privi-
lege, I am still shaped by these social identities that have 
inspired a life-long passion for an intersectional analysis 
of race and social class. Therefore, whenever I create or 
facilitate social justice education workshops or structured 
conversations, I am more likely to see and engage themes 
of race and social class because of my social identities and 
associated journey.

I (Roger) am keenly aware of how my Latinx social 
identity does and does not show up in my facilitation. As 
“the lighter one” in my family, my White-passing iden-
tity has allowed me access to spaces that would no doubt 
be more challenging or off limits to fellow colleagues of 
color. Having also grown up since age 9 in a White sub-
urban environment, I developed a good sense of Whiteness 
norms and how they showed up in social spaces. Indeed, 
my White passing appearance (is he Italian? Is he Jewish? 
Is he Greek? Is he . . . ?) often led to what I would deem 
an unspoken acceptance of my place in the White social 
circles where I found myself located. With that acceptance 
came the unconscious comfort others felt in showing their 
true colors. Racial jokes making fun of Brown and Black 
folk and disrespecting non-Christian faith traditions were 
experiences I dealt with on occasion.

As a professional who has worked exclusively at pre-
dominantly White institutions (PWIs), I have students 
of color who each year share similar experiences with me. 
I work intentionally to build space in my programs and 
workshops to empower students of color to speak their 
truth while being vulnerable in sharing their fears. From 
code-switching to standing up for oneself against inequity 
and injustice, the programs I develop need to be rich with 
messages of encouragement, empowerment, and pride in 
one’s social identity. The messages empower students to be 
more authentic and to consider their social identities just 
as “valid” and important as the dominant identities on 
campus and in society. As one student named Ivan related 
to me, “For years I made sure I pronounced my name 
“Eye-Van” because it sounded more acceptable to the 
mainstream.” After returning from a series of on- and off-
campus programs, Ivan made it known he was reclaim-
ing his sense of self and that his name was pronounced 
“EE-Von.”
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In addition to the ways in which social identities 
shape educators’ approach to social justice education, 
educators also bring them into the educational envi-
ronment that they facilitate. Therefore, educators also 
need to consider how their social identities show up, for 
both themselves as well as the students in the learning 
environment. The extent to which educators acknowl-
edge their multiple, intersecting social  identities; are 
conscious of how they perform those identities; and 
are aware of how students perceive and react to their 
identities will influence the environment. 

For example, I (Roger) as a Latinx man consistently 
reference my cultural norms (e.g., speaking Spanish) and 
infuse those norms into my vernacular and demeanor 
with regularity. I do this for a couple of reasons. First, 
I want to role model for students and colleagues what it 
looks like to live authentically by embracing my roots. I 
want to inculcate the idea that as a man of color I can 
navigate the systems I operate in by not giving up who I 
am or acting out in ways that communicate submission 
to the dominant culture. I see this approach as having 
a positive impact in workshops I facilitate as I consist-
ently receive feedback from students of color feeling like 
they had “permission” to be themselves. Second, I am well 
aware that how I show up in these spaces is also affecting 
majority students. I make sure to go out of my way to 
communicate and offer space for folks with privilege to be 
able to express themselves in ways that can be authentic. 
However, I want them to see ma as an example of some-
one who is comfortable in my identity and as the facilita-
tor and navigator of the dialogical experience. In doing 
so, I go out of my way to assure all students that there will 
likely be two things happening simultaneously in the dia-
logue. First, students will be engaging in a space that will 
give them permission to be authentic. Second, students 
will be challenged to see systems and behaviors that are 
discriminatory and often unconscious (e.g., Whiteness, 
maleness) and further challenged to recognize how these 
systems impact the whole. Without being mindful and 
intentional in how I show up into these spaces, I would 
be unable to set the stage for productive and impactful 
connections to take place.

I (Scott) as a White man doing social justice education 
need to think critically about my Whiteness and maleness 
prior to every workshop in order to ensure that I am not 
replicating Whiteness and maleness in the educational 
spaces that I facilitate. Further, I need to actively scan 
the room for student reactions to see if I am performing 
my social identities in a way that may contradict the 

message of the workshop or structured conversation. In 
my experience facilitating workshops in predominantly 
White spaces, I find that White students seem more will-
ing to participate because I am White. However, I also 
notice cautious engagement among students of color who 
may have reasonable doubts about how I approach social 
justice education topics given their past experiences with 
White staff and faculty on campus. Overall, it is impera-
tive that I am aware of these dynamics and constantly 
reflecting on them as part of my job as a facilitator.

Student Factors

It is useful to think about the students who will par-
ticipate in the educational experience. When con-
sidering the students, it is helpful to reflect on who 
they are, what knowledge and experience they already 
have, and what motivates their decision to participate 
in the workshop or structured conversation. Each of 
these reflections corresponds with examining students’ 
demographics, knowledge, and motivation, respec-
tively. 

It is important to know some demographic charac-
teristics about these students. Having a demographic 
profile provides insight into any commonalities and 
differences among these students that may influence 
how they engage the educational experience. A demo-
graphic profile of students should at least include 
their social identities, class standing, and academic 
majors or roles. Roles refer to the type of leadership or 
employment position they may have on campus such 
as resident advisers or orientation leaders. Knowing the 
academic majors or roles of students are useful because, 
like social identities and class standing, they provide 
information that can help educators frame content 
and questions around common needs (e.g., checking 
assumptions of resident advisers when enforcing poli-
cies) and interests (e.g., exploring human diversity to 
help theater majors understand characters). Informa-
tion about the overall student body’s social identities, 
class standing, and majors are likely available through 
the campus institutional research or admissions office. 
Educators can obtain information about students in 
specific roles by asking the supervisor for these posi-
tions. 

Related to who the students are is what prior knowl-
edge they bring with them. Students’ prior knowl-
edge might include knowledge derived from previous 
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formal educational experiences (e.g., common course-
work or training) or informal experiences (e.g., inter-
active or immersive experiences) shared among the 
learners who attended a workshop. If the students 
have already reached conclusions about relevant top-
ics from these experiences, that will also be useful to 
consider. For example, students may have previously 
had an immersion experience in a racially segregated 
community, completed a diversity activity where they 
reflected on their personal privilege, or experienced a 
tense debate about affirmative action that ended early 
due to time. The easiest way to receive this informa-
tion is to explore likely common experiences shared 
among these students (e.g., a standardized orientation 
experience or required first-year seminar course) and 
identify any intended or unintended takeaways from 
these experiences. If a specific person or department 
requested a workshop or structured conversation, the 
facilitator can also ask them to share what they know 
about these students.

Lastly, what motivates students to participate in the 
educational experience is equally important. In some 
cases, students may be required to attend a workshop 
or structured conversation as part of job training or 
an academic course. In other cases, students could 
receive an incentive to participate in the form of extra 
credit. Other students may be strongly motivated by a 
desire for personal or professional development. Each 
of these motivation forces may shape the way students 
show up and participate in the experience. One of the 
worst assumptions that can be made is that all stu-
dents are demographically the same, have the same 
needs, and think about social justice education con-
tent the same way. Such assumptions are both untrue 
and contradict the essence of social justice education 
that affirms the importance of pluralism.

Environmental Factors

The environment in which students exist is equally 
as important to know as the students themselves. 
First, it is helpful to consider the educational environ-
ment where the workshop or structured conversation 
will occur. Knowing if the environment is curricular 
(a workshop offered during a class) or cocurricular 
(a workshop offered during job training) can yield 
insights into the student factors discussed previ-
ously and also yield additional insight into the group 

dynamics among the students. Curricular environ-
ments are often influenced by variables beyond the 
control of the students, such as class availability, when 
courses are offered, and if the course is a major require-
ment or an elective. However, students often opt into 
cocurricular environments due to a common interest. 
Related to the curricular or cocurricular environment 
is how frequently these students come together as a 
group. There is a difference when creating an experi-
ence for students who meet regularly versus those who 
do not. The logistics about the workshop within this 
context is relevant, such as how long the workshop 
will last and when it will occur relative to the life span 
of the group.

All educational environments exist within a broader 
campus environment. What happens on campus can 
and will influence both the students and the educa-
tional environment where workshops and structured 
conversations will occur. Multiple campus environ-
ment factors can be relevant. These most often include 
lingering perceptions and specific incidents. 

Lingering perceptions refer to beliefs held by stu-
dents toward the campus, staff, faculty, and other 
students associated with policies or behaviors. Per-
ceptions can be either positive or negative and can be 
shared openly with others or kept to themselves. For 
example, students with minoritized social identities 
may have private negative perceptions of the campus 
and the administration because of pervasive treatment 
they have received and that they discuss with one 
another among themselves on campus. Meanwhile, 
White students may have positive public perceptions 
of the campus because they view it as “sufficiently 
diverse.” Relatedly, specific incidents refer to campus 
occurrences that create new or highlight existing cam-
pus climate concerns. For example, if an institution 
invites a speaker to campus who advocates for the 
oppression of various marginalized groups, that can 
create tensions on campus. Both lingering percep-
tions and specific incidents affect the extent to which 
students feel physically or psychologically safe when 
participating in a social justice workshop or structured 
conversation. If students do not feel safe on campus, 
they are more likely to be withdrawn or defensive dur-
ing the educational experience. These behaviors may 
also influence how other students participate in the 
experience, creating a challenging environment for the 
educator. Overall, if lingering perceptions exist, or if 
the campus is recovering after a specific incident, it is 
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likely to manifest itself within the educational envi-
ronment. When considering lingering perceptions, 
it is important to consider what the educator knows 
and does not know, sees and does not see, and hears 
and does not hear because of their own positionality. A 
great resource to get a pulse on campus rumblings is to 
consult the student newspaper or to ask students who 
are “in the know” about student feelings on campus.

Lastly, the campus environment is situated within 
a broader social environment that is equally influ-
ential. The social environment includes the local 
community, state, and country where the campus is 
located. Most often, this will include the news and 
events discussed in the mainstream and campus social 
and print media. For example, if an educator is pre-
paring a workshop or structured conversation about 
gender and gender inequality, they might consider the 
impact of the #MeToo movement nationally and any 
incidents of sexual assault on or near campus that stu-
dents may be thinking about during the educational 
experience. However, media sources that cover topics 
relevant to specific social identity groups may also be 
important to follow to know what is on the minds 
of specific groups of students. For example, there has 
been increased attention in the mainstream media 
about police killings of Black men with the murders 
of Eric Garner, Michael Brown, Laquan McDonald, 
Tamir Rice and others (Hafner, 2018). However, the 
long history of police brutality against racial minori-
ties (Nodjimbadem, 2017) is not new to many Black 
individuals who have witnessed these concerns or 
learned about them from other media outlets (News 
One Staff, 2015), including being discussed widely on 
social media. Often, mainstream news media does not 
cover the news and events that may circulate among 
students within minoritized communities that reflect 
their interests and needs. 

When considering current news and events, it is 
critical to understand that students may consume news 
differently from educators. According to a study about 
journalism habits and perceptions, younger Americans 
are less likely to trust traditional media outlets and are 
increasingly likely to use social media as a source of 
information (Media Insight Project, 2018). Further, 
the vast majority of young adults use social media plat-
forms including YouTube, Facebook, Instagram, and 
Snapchat (Perrin & Anderson, 2019), where news and 
events are often circulated by individuals, companies, 

and established news outlets alike. Therefore, it may 
be useful to broaden both news sources and platforms, 
to be aware of topics trending on social media, or to 
keep an ear to the ground to listen for what broader 
social issues students are carrying with them on cam-
pus and into their educational environments. 

When considering the various contextual influ-
ences, here is a detailed list of questions you might 
consider with respect to each of the seven influences:

Personal awareness

•	 What social identities (e.g., race, ethnicity, 
gender, gender expression, sexuality, social 
class, ability status, religion, age) do you have 
that are most salient to this workshop or struc-
tured conversation?

•	 How do you enact those social identities during 
the workshop or structured conversation? 

•	 How might your salient identities impact the 
facilitation of the workshop or structured 
conversation? 

Student demographics

•	 What social identities (e.g., race, ethnicity, 
gender, gender expression, sexuality, social 
class, ability status, religion, age) are present 
among students who will participate in the 
workshop or structured conversation?

{{  Which social identities are most salient for 
the students in the group?

{{  Which social identity groups are present yet 
underrepresented among these students?

•	 What role(s) (e.g., students at large, student 
employees) do the students have in common 
with one another?

•	 What other identities or characteristics (e.g., 
geographical region of origin, first-generation 
college students, undocumented students) are 
relevant to the group or the content of the 
workshop or structured conversation?

•	 Are there any common characteristics shared 
by these students that may be useful when 
developing the workshop or structured 
conversation?
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Student knowledge

•	 What relevant, formal educational experiences 
(e.g., courses) have these students completed 
prior to this workshop or structured conversa-
tion?

•	 What relevant, informal educational 
experiences (e.g., immersion trips) have these 
students completed prior to this workshop or 
structured conversation?

•	 How might these experiences shape their 
understanding of the content to be covered in 
the workshop or structured conversation?

•	 What do you know about how these students 
tend to think about the topic of the workshop 
or structured conversation?

•	 How useful might it be to plan your workshop 
or structured conversation to engage/build on 
any of their prior knowledge?

Student motivation

•	 Why are students attending this workshop or 
structured conversation?

•	 What might entice students to be active 
participants during the workshop or structured 
conversation?

Educational environment

•	 What content related to the workshop or 
structured conversation has already been cov-
ered in this setting, when, and in what way?

•	 How much time has been allocated for the 
workshop or structured conversation?

•	 Are there any group dynamics that could 
influence the workshop or structured conver-
sation experience?

•	 Is there a need for prep work before you begin 
to address previous experiences with workshops 
or structured conversations on this topic? 

Campus environment

•	 Are there any recent campus events that 
will influence how students think about, or 
approach, the content of the workshop or 
structured conversation?

•	 Generally, do students feel safe to engage in 
diversity and social justice topics on campus? 
Does this level of safety look different based 
on students’ salient social identities?

•	 What messages does the campus communicate 
about topics related to diversity and social 
justice?

•	 To what extent would it be useful to incorporate 
campus issues to increase the workshop or 
structured conversation’s relevance from the 
point of view of these students?

Social environment

•	 What relevant local-level (e.g., neighborhood, 
town) issues may influence how students show 
up, or think about, the workshop or struc-
tured conversation content?

•	 What relevant state-level issues may influence 
how students show up, or think about, the 
workshop or structured conversation content?

•	 What relevant national-level issues may 
influence how students show up, or 
think about, the workshop or structured 
conversation content?

•	 To what extent might different students view 
these relevant issues differently? How might 
that influence the workshop or structured 
conversation?

•	 To what extent would it be useful to 
incorporate social issues to increase students’ 
perception of the workshop or structured 
conversation as relevant?

Information about yourself as the educator, the stu-
dents, and their environment is necessary to collect 
and consider when developing social justice education 
workshops and structured conversations. Knowledge 
about these contextual influences can ensure that the 
curriculum you design is relevant to students, appro-
priate for the environment, and conscientious of how 
you as the educator influence, and are perceived by, 
the students in the educational environment. Educa-
tors can collect this information prior to designing the 
educational experience by asking questions about the 
students, staying informed about current events, and 
reflecting on your positionality. At the very least, edu-
cators should consider doing the following: 
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•	 Follow campus news and events using both 
campus newspapers and social media.

•	 Stay up to date on local, national, and 
international news and events.

•	 Be aware of trending social media topics 
relevant to the student community or the 
topics you may be discussing.

•	 Find out about the local context in which the 
educational experience will occur.

•	 Identify any shared educational experiences 
students may have already completed.

•	 Seek information from the institutional 
research department about the student body, 
including demographic characteristics and 
campus climate survey data. If demographic 
characteristics are not available, consider 
conducting a survey of the students who will 
attend prior to the experience.

•	 Regularly reflect on your social identities and 
how you perform those social identities.

To illustrate how educators can use this framework 
to develop, facilitate, and assess social justice educa-
tion workshops and structured conversations, let us 
apply our discussions to two fictitious institutions. 
Western College is developing an introductory social 
justice workshop for residential students. Southeast-
ern University is developing a structured dialogue to 
address campus concerns.

Western College

Western College (WC) is a small, private college 
located in the western part of the United States. WC is 
a designated Hispanic-serving institution (HSI) where 
its 2,000 students are 35% Latin/a/o/x, 30% White, 
15% multiracial, 13% Asian American, 5% percent 
Black, and 2% international. Nearly 80% of WC’s 
students are Pell Grant eligible and about 21% are 
first-generation college students. WC does not collect 
information about students’ religious identity or sex-
ual orientation; however, they do collect information 
about students’ gender identity where 50% of students 
identify at women, 45% of students identify as men, 
and 5% of students identify as gender nonconforming.

WC resides in a small suburb about 50 miles out-
side of a small town of 60,000 people that mirrors 
the racial and economic demographics of the student 

body. The town’s population is fairly liberal and very 
welcoming of the college and their students. The col-
lege and the town have a good relationship. Many 
campus programs take place off-campus, including at 
the local feminist bookstore. 

On campus, the housing office recently decided to 
provide all-gender housing to all students to increase 
inclusivity and respect the gender identity of students. 
Overall, the campus community has been supportive 
of this approach; however, some first-year students 
struggle to understand the purpose and benefits of all-
gender housing. To enhance students’ understanding 
of gender, resident advisers regularly provide programs 
to breakdown stereotypes and misconceptions about 
sex, gender identity, and gender expression. Specifi-
cally, the Office of Residence Life expects all resident 
advisers to provide a short workshop on sex and gen-
der within the first month of the academic year that 
explores these concepts and encourages thoughtful 
peer interactions in the halls. Given this context, gen-
der is a topic of great interest and an extremely salient 
social identity among students, ultimately benefiting 
the resident advisers when creating workshops and 
recruiting students to attend these experiences.

Southeastern University

Southeastern University (SU) is a large, public uni-
versity located in the southeastern part of the United 
States. While SU, a historically White institution, has 
increased their recruitment of students of color, they 
still have more White, non-Latinx students than any 
other racial group. The racial make-up of the 30,000 
students on campus is 40% White, 35% Black, 10% 
Asian, 10% Latinx, and 5% international students. 
Nearly half of SU’s students are Pell Grant eligible and 
about one third are first-generation college students. 
SU does not collect information about students’ reli-
gion or sexual orientations and collects information 
about students’ sex in binary terms only. As a result, 
60% of students identify as female while 40% identify 
as male. 

SU resides in the downtown area of a large city that 
looks different racially from the campus. The city itself 
is home to 3 million people, 60% of whom are Black, 
30% of whom are White, and the remaining 10% are 
either Asian American or Latin/a/o/x. The city’s popu-
lation is highly racially segregated and hosts a mixture 
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of monuments that reflect the city’s historical past 
relative to both the Confederacy and the civil rights 
movement. The racialized history and geography of 
the city influences where students spend their time 
off campus: White students tend to frequent down-
town spaces while Black students tend to travel further 
from campus where they feel safer. Within the past 
few years, there has been racial tension stemming from 
two separate incidents where local law enforcement 
shot unarmed Black men. These incidents have led to 
occasional protests and feelings of mistrust between 
Black residents and law enforcement. 

On campus, the SU administration has discussed 
increased racial unrest among students. Students 
who belong to the Black Student Union have vocal-
ized concerns about the lack of faculty of color and 
how these faculty do not mirror the growing number 
of students of color. Most recently, tensions spiked 
when a White faculty member called campus secu-
rity when they noticed a Black student laying in the 
quad late at night who seemed “out of place.” These 
campus concerns inspired SU to hire a social justice 
educator to work in their diversity office that serves 
all students regardless of their cultural background. 
In light of recent events, the administration asked the 
new staff member to develop and facilitate workshops 
and structured conversations on campus as part of an 
“embrace differences” campus initiative because there 
are currently no diversity requirements as part of the 
general education curriculum. The first program they 

have been asked to develop, facilitate, and assess is an 
optional four-part dialogue series about race and social 
perceptions.

Given the context described, race is the most sali-
ent social identity given the explicit attention on 
racial tensions and the racial composition of the stu-
dent body. Because SU is located in a region of the 
country that memorializes both the Confederacy and 
the civil rights movement, it is highly likely that stu-
dents on campus have prior knowledge about race, the 
country’s racial history, and how race influences social 
interactions in contemporary society. When develop-
ing a dialogue series, students who are distressed by 
racial inequalities on campus and in the local commu-
nity, passionate about racial justice, or uncertain yet 
interested in learning more may be more motivated 
to attend this optional dialogue series. It also seems 
likely that students who view race ambivalently or 
feel threatened by racially explicit conversations will 
be less motivated to attend. As a result, the dialogue 
series may attract students with both strong feelings 
and thoughts as well as students looking to enhance 
their understanding of race. Because SU does not have 
a general education curriculum that focuses on differ-
ences, specifically race and racial differences, it is likely 
that students will come to the dialogue series without 
a common language yet an independently developed 
understanding of race. Therefore, all of these elements 
seem most relevant for the social justice educator 
developing this dialogue series.
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Handout 1.1  
Reflecting on Contextual Influences:  

Yourself, the Educator

3. How might your salient social identities impact your facilitation?

2. How do you enact your most salient social identities?

1. Identify your social identities and circle those that you believe are most salient to this workshop or 
structured conversation.

a. Race:

b. Ethnicity: 

c. Sex: 

d. Gender: 

e. Sexual orientation: 

f. Ability status: 

g. Religion or faith: 

h. Social class:

i. Other:

j. Other:
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Reflecting on Contextual Influences:  
Student and Environmental Influences

When considering student influences:
4. What demographics are present among the students that 
might be most relevant to the workshop or structured 
conversation?

5. What prior knowledge or relevant formal or informal 
education experiences have these students shared prior to 
this workshop or structured conversation, and how might 
they shape how different students engage the experience?

6. What might motivate different students to attend or 
fully participate in this workshop or structured 
conversation, and how might that shape the nature of 
their participation? 

When considering environmental influences:
7. How might educational factors, including prior content 
covered, existing group dynamics, and the duration 
of the experience, shape the workshop or structured 
conversation?

8. What recent campus events or potential campus climate 
concerns might different students have that are relevant 
to how they perceive or experience the workshop or 
structured conversation?

9. What relevant recent off-campus issues at the local, state, 
or national levels might influence different students’ 
perceptions of, or experience during, the workshop or 
structured conversation?
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C H A P T E R 7
Considerations for Online Experiences

Educators often design social justice education work-
shops and structured conversations for in-person 
implementation. However, technology has helped 
evolve the educational landscape toward online 
teaching and learning in multiple ways. Technology 
has enabled educators to facilitate distance learning 
experiences, fully online courses and workshops, and 
blended in-person and online experiences (Bowen, 
2012; Kearsley, 2005; Rudestam & Schoenholtz-
Read, 2010; Stephenson, 2001). Online education is 
an umbrella term that encompasses the use of technol-
ogy to support teaching and learning in both real-time 
and asynchronous formats. Online education may 
include software that connects two in-person spaces, 
teleconferencing platforms (e.g., Google Meet, Skype, 
Zoom), learning management systems (e.g., Black-
board, Canvas, D2L), and online modules designed 
to teach content. While some educators find value and 
promise in online education (Reif, 2013), others are 
skeptical of the impact it can have on social justice 
outcomes and educational equity (Bonilla, 2011). 
Educators committed to providing students with 
social justice education experiences must ask them-
selves to what extent they are able and willing to adapt 
their curriculum, facilitation, and assessment for vir-
tual education spaces. 

We believe in-person social justice education work-
shops and structured conversations are powerful and 
preferable. However, we also believe that our prefer-
ences should not prevent educators from considering 
the conditions under which social justice education 
can be successful. If educators refuse to engage social 
justice education in online spaces, they jeopardize 
the longevity of our work in a changing landscape 
and prevent students from learning. Online learning 

provides a variety of unique opportunities that can 
support students’ learning about social justice edu-
cation. For example, online formats often rely on a 
greater amount of explicit student participation that 
may also increase feelings of vulnerability given the 
distance among the students (Domingue, 2016). 
Blended workshops that incorporate online modules 
for students to complete prior to an in-person work-
shop can provide students with foundational content 
knowledge in an online space, resulting in more time 
for task-based and discussion-based activities during 
the in-person workshop (Tharp, 2017). Online videos 
can facilitate learning through lecture-based content, 
sharing stories, and taking students on “field trips” to 
show them realities they might not typically experi-
ence (Costa, 2020). With our imaginations open to 
the possibility of online experiences, let us consider 
how to adapt each step in the process of designing, 
facilitation, and assessing social justice education 
workshops and structured conversations for online 
learning environments. 

Contextual Influences

While the contextual influences discussed in chapter 
1 are still relevant, educators must consider additional 
issues related to online experiences. These additional 
issues relate to the level of visibility of individuals’ 
social identities, degree of students’ familiarity with 
online technologies and software platforms, and the 
variability that exists in creating and maintaining 
educational spaces online. Using the framework dis-
cussed in chapter 1, these additional contextual issues 
relate to educators themselves, the students, and the 
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environment when preparing an online social justice 
education experience.

First, educators should remember that online 
spaces can influence how educators see themselves and 
express their social identities. For example, if educa-
tors use technology that enables face-to-face interac-
tions, their most visual social identities may become 
more salient and that may influence how they enact 
their social identities in the space with their students. 
However, if educators use technology that does not 
show who they are, educators will have greater con-
trol over which social identities they make explicit and 
how they bring their social identities into the space. 

Second, educators should also reflect on how stu-
dents’ prior knowledge and motivation to participate 
in online education spaces are relevant. Students’ 
familiarity with online learning in general and spe-
cific online software platforms can influence how 
much effort educators need to spend when preparing 
students to participate effectively in an online space. 
Students’ familiarity with online learning and spe-
cific technologies or platforms could create barriers 
for learning if educators do not consider these items. 
Relatedly, educators would need to consider the ways 
both real-time and asynchronous formats, along with 
specific online technologies or software platforms, 
would influence the quantity and quality of student 
participation. For example, using technology for face-
to-face interaction in a real-time format may increase 
student participation while a discussion board feature 
on a learning management system in an asynchronous 
format may reduce student participation. 

Third, online education experiences inspire fur-
ther reflection on the educational environment. Given 
the multitude of ways educators can facilitate online 
learning, they should consider how the formats and 
technologies used in the educational experience con-
tributes to the learning environment. Real-time for-
mats versus asynchronous formats can influence the 
ways student dynamics appear in the space along with 
the amount of time educators provide for students 
to engage meaningfully with the content and one 
another. 

Theories and Conceptual Frameworks

Developing social justice education workshops and 
structured conversations for an online experience does 

not influence how educators reflect on relevant theo-
ries and conceptual frameworks. Theories and concep-
tual frameworks help educators clarify their approach 
to social justice education given students’ develop-
mental needs. The frameworks educators choose 
should not change based on delivering an online or 
in-person education experience. If educators believe 
that the MOD framework is relevant to promote stu-
dent learning related to systemic privilege and oppres-
sion, developing an education experience in an online 
format does not negate the need for students to learn 
about systemic privilege and oppression. 

Cultural Consciousness and 
Learning Outcomes

Given the additional contextual influences relevant 
to online technologies and formats, educators may 
need to modify which learning goals they prioritize 
for online social justice education experiences. In 
most cases, online education experiences can effec-
tively contribute to most learning content using the 
matrix of cultural consciousness discussed in chap-
ter 3. Learning goals situated within the knowledge 
domain of learning are the most transferable for online 
experiences. The development of students’ awareness 
is also transferable to most online spaces; however, 
some educators may be less likely to prioritize aware-
ness at the communal and interpersonal social levels 
if they believe those learning goals require in-person 
experiential learning. Similarly, educators may believe 
that prioritizing the development of students’ behav-
iors is less effective if students cannot sufficiently prac-
tice these behaviors in an online setting. 

To clarify how online technologies and formats 
influence educators’ prioritization of learning out-
comes, let us consider the development of dialogue 
skills with one’s peers as a specific interpersonal behav-
ior. Teleconference platforms that allow real-time, 
face-to-face interactions may provide opportunities 
to develop skills for dialogue among students. Asyn-
chronous discussion boards may be less effective at 
facilitating the development of dialogue skills; how-
ever, they could help promote different interpersonal 
skills specific to text-based interactions through social 
media platforms or text messaging. Online modules 
completed prior to a live workshop might be useful 
to teach knowledge of dialogue skills that students 
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could practice during an in-person experience. These 
different examples highlight how the formats and 
technologies used can shape how educators prioritize 
specific learning goals for their social justice education 
 experience. 

Pedagogical Considerations and 
Selecting Activities

Educators’ commitment to the principles of social 
justice education remains equally as important for in-
person and online education experiences. However, 
online education does require extra consideration for 
the fifth principle of establishing a welcoming and 
inclusive environment. 

Educators should consider creating additional 
guidelines specific to the online environment and 
explain how those guidelines will be actively main-
tained. For asynchronous formats where discussion 
posts are not monitored regularly, as well as real-time 
formats using teleconferencing technology where the 
educator cannot monitor all students at one time, these 
additional guidelines are especially important. Educa-
tors might also create a video introduction they post 
for students to view first as part of an asynchronous 
experience. A video introduction provides a way for 
educators to build a relationship with their students 
while also reminding everyone that there are people on 
the other end of their computer screen (Costa, 2020). 

The extra considerations related to contextual influ-
ences and the learning goals that inform the learn-
ing outcomes for the education experience will also 
influence the activities educators select. For blended 
experiences where educators ask students to complete 
online modules prior to an in-person workshop, edu-
cators benefit from the additional online space that 
creates more time for task-based and discussion-based 
activities. However, for other online experiences using 
either real-time or an asynchronous formats, educa-
tors will need to consider which conditions are most 
effective for task-based and discussion-based activities. 
Many task-based activities normally implemented 
during an in-person workshop or structured dialogue 
may require some creativity or modification for an 
online space. 

Let us consider the example of the “line-up” ice-
breaker shared in chapter 5. This symbolic task-based 

activity, which is designed to illuminate students’ 
assumptions and replicate feelings of social marginali-
zation, depends on students being in the same physi-
cal space so that limiting their vocal interaction forces 
them to find other ways to communicate with one 
another while forming a line based on where they live. 
While educators cannot recreate this activity as is, they 
could modify it for different formats and technologies. 
Educators using a real-time format with teleconferenc-
ing technology could ask students to not verbally talk 
and force them to use visual cues to communication 
with one another. Further, educators could indicate 
their “location in line” by using their hands to indicate 
a number for each person. If educators use a real-time 
format with a discussion board, they could instruct 
students to communicate with one another using only 
three characters at a time when they type during their 
interaction. Students could then type their number to 
indicate their place “in line.” Both of these modifica-
tions allow educators to achieve the same goal through 
creative instructions. 

While this example of how to modify a task-based 
activity is useful for real-time formats, some activities 
are less transferable for online spaces. Let us consider 
a different example of the privilege walk activity that 
was also discussed in chapter 5. This simulation task-
based activity designed to replicate social stratification 
depends on students being in the same physical space 
to observe where students stand relative to one another. 
While educators cannot easily reconstruct this activ-
ity in an online environment, educators can explore 
other ways to accomplish the same goal. For example, 
educators might encourage students to have a similar 
experience through an introspective task-based activ-
ity such as asking students to read a list of privilege 
walk statements, adding or subtracting points for each 
statement they agreed with, and then being ready to 
discuss their experience. 

Educators need to consider different issues for dis-
cussion-based activities than those presented related 
to task-based activities. Whereas educators may need 
to modify, recreate, or substitute task-based activi-
ties, discussion-based activities can still occur as origi-
nally intended. However, educators should take into 
account the types of questions they ask students based 
on the format and technology of the online experi-
ence. Discussion-based activities that include more 
questions that may cause students to feel vulnerable, 
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such as questions about their social identity–based 
experiences related to discrimination, may not be 
appropriate in an online discussion board or as part of 
an asynchronous format. Students may reasonably feel 
uncomfortable sharing their experiences without the 
ability to see how other students are reacting in real-
time. Silence from others students can be damaging to 
the student who shared and dampen other students’ 
willingness to share. Therefore, educators should 
reflect carefully on the level of risk they are asking stu-
dents to take by answering a question depending on 
the nature of the online experience. 

Facilitation

The facilitation of online social justice education 
workshops and structured conversations requires a 
few additional considerations related to educators’ 
self-work and specific facilitation skills. First, when 
preparing for an online education experience, educa-
tors self-work should include reflecting on their inter-
personal style and the ways it may be different in an 
online setting versus an in-person setting. For exam-
ple, it is possible that some educators prefer informal 
communication preferences during in-person experi-
ences but have formal communication preferences 
in an online environment to bring more order and 
structure to the engagement. A second area of self-
work on which educators should reflect is related to 
their comfort with silence. Depending on the online 
format and technology, student silence may refer to 
verbal or written contributions in a real-time format 
as well as delays between written comments during an 
asynchronous format. Educators should consider how 
student silence makes them feel, how they interpret 
that silence, and how reasonable their expectations 
for student participation are that may contribute to 
silence. Third, educators should take time to consider 
whether or not their existing triggers look different in 
online spaces and whether or not online environments 
contribute to additional triggers they would not nor-
mally think about in their facilitation. 

Educators will need to modify their facilitation 
skills related to creating relationships with students, 
listening and observing, soliciting participation, 
and reading the room. The ways in which educators 
employ these skills will look different depending on 

the technologies and software platforms used in the 
experience. Online experiences using teleconferenc-
ing technology still allows for verbal communication; 
however, the ability to express and attend to non-ver-
bal behaviors will be limited based on how many stu-
dents can see one another at a given time. For example, 
using Zoom teleconference software on a computer 
allows educators to see all students on a single screen. 
However, using Zoom on a mobile phone only allows 
you to view up to four people at a time. Therefore, 
educators’ ability to connect to students, as well as lis-
ten and observe them, may be limited, thus reducing 
their ability to read the room and invite students to 
participate. In this type of online setting, educators 
may consider asking students to use different forms of 
verbal expression to provide feedback, such as affirma-
tion snaps or using gestures to communicate feelings, 
to provide them with audio cues to help them navigate 
the experience. 

Text-based interactions through discussion boards 
pose an even greater challenge to expressing and 
observing non-verbal behaviors and the tone behind 
what has been shared. In this context, educators are 
truly limited to being able to see what students explic-
itly write, leaving much unsaid. In this setting, educa-
tors will need to use other tools in their toolbox to 
solicit explicit engagement. For example, an educator 
may ask students to share their reactions using a “1 
to 5” rating scale to read the room and solicit student 
participation based on their ranking. Educators might 
also need to use the skills of responding to students 
with questions to generate more explicit comments 
and feelings that might be more noticeable during an 
in-person experience. 

Assessing Student Learning

The five steps for assessing student learning remain 
the same for both in-person and online education 
experience. The process always begins with identifying 
the learning outcomes statement the educator wants 
to assess. Therefore, the data needed to be collected 
from students, the tools needed to collect and analyze 
that data, and the importance of analyzing and using 
the data does not change. However, the specific ways 
educators choose to collect data from students may 
need slight modification because paper and pencil 
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approaches are not an option. Learning surveys can be 
easily created and distributed online using any num-
ber of survey platforms or quiz templates embedded 
in learning management software platforms. Writ-
ten prompts are also easy to implement and receive 
online. However, educators may need to modify how 
they introduce and collect written prompts from their 
students. 

For example, imagine an educator was facilitat-
ing a structured dialogue using a real-time discussion 
board online and wanted to incorporate a short writ-
ing prompt midway through the session. The educa-
tor could still share the writing prompt with students 
by posting the question to students in the discussion. 
However, because an online discussion board repli-
cates an in-person discussion, educators would not 
want students to post their replies in the discussion 
thread for other students to see. If that happened, stu-
dents could easily copy and paste what someone else 
typed or not answer at all if someone else says some-
thing too similar to what they thought. To avoid this 
challenge, educators would need to create a different 
mechanism for students to submit their short answers. 
Educators could create a simple survey with one open-
ended question and post the link in the discussion 
board for students to click on and enter their replies. 

Same Process, Different Format

Walking through the six steps related to social justice 
education curricula design, facilitation, and assess-
ment shows how this process is still relevant and useful 
for online education. The main differences between an 
in-person or online experience revolve around the for-
mat and technologies used in the experience. Before 
developing or modifying a social justice education 
workshop or structured conversation for an online 
experience, consider the following questions:

•	 Will this workshop or structured conversation 
be offered as a blended or fully online experi-
ence?

•	 Will students participate in the experience in 
real-time or asynchronously?

•	 What technology and software platforms are 
available to you and your students that can 
facilitate learning?

•	 Will students have access to the necessary 
technology (e.g., computer, internet, webcam) 
to participate in an online experience?

•	 How familiar are you and your students with 
the technology and software platforms you 
intend to use to facilitate learning?
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