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CULTIVATING DIVERSITY  

Our classrooms are diverse, but this diversity isn’t always obvious. Cultivating a classroom that accepts different abilities, 
perspectives, and experiences is imperative to student success. Many of our students juggle stresses from family, college, and work 
on a daily basis. For example, they may serve as caretakers for their own children, siblings, or older parents; they may work in a high-
risk environment as an essential worker; they may feel unsafe in their home environment; they may be facing financial hardship 
from the loss of employment; or, they might become ill themselves. After the events of this summer, many students are facing even 
more stress and anxiety about their health and safety. 

Now more than ever, we must acknowledge that our students may come to our classes with experiences of trauma, chronic illness, 
or financial precarity.  

ACKNOWLEDGING DIFFERENCE 

Consider starting your class by publicly acknowledging these challenges. Make it clear to your students that you support their 
success and want them to ask for help if they need it. Providing a comprehensive list of campus, local, and national resources is also 
recommended. In addition to making a public statement, you can support difference in your classroom in a variety of ways.  

Showcase Diversity 
One of the easiest ways to emphasize diversity in your classis to select readings by diverse authors and from diverse perspectives. 
Remember diversity doesn’t mean racial difference – embrace authors that present experiences from different socioeconomic, 
geographic, and embodied experiences. Consider inviting guest speakers by video conference and/or use YouTube videos and 
TEDTalks to supplement class content.  

Coordinate a Course Civility Guide 
Ask your students to develop a set of rules and expectations for how they should interact with one another in face-to-face and 
online discussions. It is helpful to ask them what behaviors make for a productive discussion, and what behaviors shut down 
discussion (and therefore should be avoided). Encourage them to provide concrete methods for navigating disagreements. Frame 
class discussions as dialogue rather than debate. Ask students to respond to problematic statements with the OTFD method: 

Observe: Concrete, factual observations of situation  
Think: Thoughts based on observation (yours and/or theirs)  
Feel: Emotions using “I statements”  
Desire: Specific request for desired outcome  

Check in with students throughout the semester to see if the rules and expectations they established are still working. This will 
provide a helpful reminder about the guidelines. As a group, decide if any modifications are necessary. Remember that you should 
also respect these guidelines as you moderate and participate in these discussions.  

Recognize Learning Zones 
Introduce the concept of the learning zones to your students so they can appreciate that 
everyone has different levels of familiarity and expertise that they bring to classroom 
discussions and activities. Learning happens when we experience discomfort, but like physical 
exercise, too much effort can cause injury and inadequate effort makes no improvements. 
Learning zones can help students understand why you’re exploring uncomfortable concepts.  
These zones can be a touchstone to come back to during challenging discussions.   

Encourage Vulnerability  
Vulnerability sparks empathy and creativity and allows people to build deeper connections to 
those around them. You can create a space for students to express themselves in discussions or in their writing by modeling 
vulnerability yourself. Don’t be afraid to share challenges you’ve faced or are currently facing. You can also do this by amplifying 
students who speak up and share. Repeat or restate what students say. Encourage other students to share and add to the 
statement. 

 

https://www.uwstout.edu/life-stout/student-services/
https://www.co.dunn.wi.us/vertical/Sites/%7BD750D8EC-F485-41AF-8057-2CE69E2B175A%7D/uploads/Other_Programs_and_Resources.pdf
http://www.ulifeline.org/get_help_now
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/powerpost/wp/2016/10/25/how-a-white-house-womens-office-strategy-went-viral/
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Value Personal Experience 
Create discussion questions that encourage students to share their experiences. Ask questions, present material, or create 
assignments in a way that allows students to showcase their pre-existing knowledge and expertise. This may be as simple as asking 
students to find connections between a class reading and their lives or their other classes. Remind students to respect experiences 
and perspectives that may differ from their own. Moreover, never force a student to share their experiences, or single a student out 
to be a spokesperson for a group. In many of our classes, there may only be one student who obviously represents a minority group.  

We all bring different experiences, perspectives, and identities to the classroom, and having space to explore those intersections can 
make education more meaningful and relevant to students’ lives beyond Stout. 

Be an Ally: Actively Defend Vulnerable Students 
Being an ally and advocate for your students means addressing uncomfortable statements that may arise in the classroom. If 
someone expresses a microaggression, or a biased/prejudiced comment, it is important to use it as a learning moment. You do not 
want to attack the student; it is safe to assume that their intentions were not to offend or harm. However, you need to address why 
that comment, perspective, or use of language might be hurtful or perpetuate stereotypes. Emphasize that we are all here to learn, 
and that feeling uncomfortable is a necessary part of the learning process. If you’re unsure where to start being an ally, UW-Madison 
has a list of free resources that may put you on the path.  

Follow Up with Students 
If a particularly charged or emotional exchange occurs in class or online, if something inappropriate is said, or if a student seems 
upset, it is crucial that you follow up individually with the students involved, and that you later address the issue with the class. 
Silence or lack of response implies that you are complacent in what occurred. In online spaces, this may be particularly challenging. 
You may want to schedule a class townhall or respond with students via email individually.  

Enable to Students to Self-Monitor and Reflect  
As students navigate course readings and discussions that may take them out of their comfort zones, you should provide them with 
time and space to reflect on what they are learning and their personal responses. Empower students to self-monitor and to take a 
break from class discussion or activities if they are feeling overwhelmed. Challenge students to be mindful of their reactions to 
readings and discussions and what they learned. Writing provides great opportunities and genres for self-monitoring. You can ask 
students to keep journals throughout the semester in which they can write down their feelings during class discussion and 
reflections after the discussions. You can also encourage students who feel angry or upset to write or sketch their responses before 
speaking them aloud.  

SUPPORTING DIVERSE LEARNERS 

Our students may come to our class with a variety of challenges. As you prepare for the semester, designing lessons, writing 
prompts, and creating online/F2F activities consider some of the following:  

Transparency 
Make your expectations, requirements, and policies clear and easy to find. Be consistent in due dates/times, submission standards, 
communication methods, and course materials. Many students, especially first-generation college students, may be reluctant to ask 
for help. You support transparency in your classroom when you: 

• Set clear guidelines for F2F and online discussions.  
• Post syllabi, class policies, and project due dates in Canvas. Don’t bury them in emails or discussion boards. 
• Describe how your virtual office hours will work, what students can expect, and reasons for contacting you.   
• Explain how any synchronous meetings you hold will be handled and how students should participate.  

Accessibility 
Create materials for your class that can be accessible to a variety of learners from a variety of contexts. A student doesn’t have to 
have a learning disability to want to access material in different ways. For example, a nursing mother may want to read your video’s 
captions rather than listening out loud.  

• Ask your students to share their accommodation requests with you.  

https://www.apa.org/monitor/2009/02/microaggression
https://diversity.wisc.edu/resources-for-white-allies/
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• Use closed captioning for any videos you create. You can find full directions for adding captions to Kaltura at UW-Stout’s 
KnowledgeBase here. Make sure that videos you post that you don’t create yourself also have captioning available.  

• Build quizzes or exams mindful of students who need extended time.  
• Select class readings that can be easily translated to voice. You can do this by posting all handouts and readings as PDFs that 

can be scanned by Optical Character Recognition (OCR). Directions can be found on Stout’s Disability Services page.  
• Encourage your students to use alt-text and captioning to make their discussion posts accessible when they are using other 

forms of media.  

Your students may need or desire these accommodations and never say a word to you about it.  If you practice accessible design for 
your class, you ensure these students learn to the best of their ability.  

Flexibility 
Consider that our students may have serious challenges outside of the classroom that may make it difficult for them to attend an 
online lecture/face-to-face meeting or turn in an assignment on time. Never ask a student to choose between their health and a 
grade in your class.  

• Create windows of time for large projects to be submitted rather than hard deadlines.  
• Construct activities for your F2F time that can be made up online. 
• Track student activity rather than their attendance. Determine student engagement by tracking their posts and responses 

on Canvas rather than their presence in F2F meetings.  

In the end, try and recognize that our students may be struggling silently in ways that we can never understand. Anxiety, trauma, or 
depression may inhibit a student from asking for help or for an extension. We lose nothing by offering students compassion and the 
benefit of the doubt.  

SUPPORTING YOURSELF 

Use Resources 
Don’t be afraid to refer students to campus resources. Students in distress may not know how to ask for help. You can share links on 
your syllabus or on Canvas that direct students to helpful resources and organizations. As always, be wary of making assumptions 
about a student’s needs.  

Leverage Your Network 
Don’t lose touch with your friends and colleagues. Consider scheduling regular video calls or socially distanced conversations with 
people who support you and understand the challenges of teaching in this climate.  

When in doubt, reach out. For help in navigating a difficult situation, make use of campus services, such as Multicultural Student 
Services, Bias Incident Reporting, or the Behavior Intervention Team.  If you need help, ask someone you trust to read your 
correspondence, attend meetings with you, or speak up on your behalf. You can also contact the Diversity Bridge Team at 
shfitcampaign@uwstout.edu. 

Create a Space 
Advocating for students in crisis can be emotionally taxing, but between the COVID crisis, Black Lives Matters protests this summer, 
the upcoming election, and disruption to everyday norms, you and your students may be overwhelmed. Recognize that the 
boundaries between work and life have never been more strained. Forgive yourself when you miss a deadline. Even the smallest 
moment of self-care can help. Take care of yourself as best you can.   

RESPECT FOR DIVERSITY SYLLABUS LANGUAGE 

It is my intent that students from all diverse backgrounds and perspectives be well served by this course, that students’ learning needs be 
addressed both in and out of class, and that the diversity that students bring to this class be viewed as a resource, strength, and benefit. 
It is my intent to present materials and activities that are respectful of diversity: gender, sexuality, disability, age, socioeconomic status, 
ethnicity, race, and culture. Your suggestions are encouraged and appreciated. Please let me know ways to improve the effectiveness of 
the course for you personally or for other students or student groups. In addition, if any of our class meetings conflict with your religious 
events, please let me know so that we can make arrangements. 

https://kb.uwstout.edu/90376
https://www.uwstout.edu/life-stout/student-services/disability-services/instructional-resources
https://www.uwstout.edu/life-stout/student-services/diversity
https://connect.uwstout.edu/club_signup
https://www.uwstout.edu/life-stout/student-services/diversity/multicultural-student-services
https://www.uwstout.edu/life-stout/student-services/diversity/multicultural-student-services
https://www.uwstout.edu/life-stout/student-services/dean-students/bias-incident-reporting
https://www.uwstout.edu/life-stout/student-services/dean-students/behavior-intervention-team
mailto:shfitcampaign@uwstout.edu
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