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Tell Me More About Alex: Helping 
Instructors Uncover and Mitigate Their 
Implicit Biases

Cait S. Kirby and Heather N. Fedesco

Abstract

All instructors bring a set of unconscious or implicit biases to the class-

room. These biases can negatively impact the way they interact with stu-

dents, thus affecting important student outcomes (e.g., grades, sense of 

belonging). Facilitators leading programming on inclusive teaching may 

struggle to identify strategies they should include in sessions to help 

unearth and address these biases in others. We have created an activity 

that can be tailored to fit a variety of teaching contexts and audiences and 

that helps unveil implicit biases while potentially mitigating some chal-

lenges associated with participant responses to such conversations.

Keywords: instructor implicit bias, unconscious bias, inclusive teaching, 

professional development activity

In a study of the best college teachers, Ken Bain (2004) stated, “excel-

lent teachers develop their abilities through constant self-evaluation, 

reflection, and the willingness to change” (p. 172). Regardless of how 

long a person has been teaching, the best instructors never stop trying 

to improve their craft. One important area of development that all 

instructors would benefit from revisiting throughout their career is to 

constantly examine the unconscious or implicit biases they bring to 
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the classroom, giving thought to how this might affect the ways they 

interact with their students and how they can reduce the negative 

impact of these biases on their students. Fortunately, institutions often 

offer programming opportunities that can assist instructors with this 

important developmental work. Yet leading these professional devel-

opment initiatives can be quite challenging, especially as facilitators 

consider the strategies they want to include in these sessions to help 

unearth and address biases in others. The choice of strategies is espe-

cially important since discussion of bias has the potential to lead to 

participant resistance, defensiveness, or apathy (Howell et al., 2015; 

Howell & Ratliff, 2017). We have created an activity that can be tai-

lored to fit a variety of teaching contexts and audiences and that helps 

unveil unconscious biases while potentially mitigating some challenges 

associated with participant responses to such conversations.

Implicit Bias

Everyone possesses a set of implicit biases that we receive from socio-

cultural influences, including the media, opinions of friends and family, 

and beliefs of groups to which we belong. These biases develop and 

are internalized from an early age (Collins, 2008). They are automatic 

associations between words or concepts that occur without our con-

scious input. The automatic nature of these assumptions allows our 

brains to quickly categorize things and people around us. From a bio-

logical standpoint, this can be useful in some instances when individu-

als need to identify outsiders to protect themselves. However, these 

quick associations are based on limited information about the indi-

viduals themselves and can lead to often undesirable stereotypical as-

sumptions, associations, and expectations that we have about groups 

of people based on their age, race, gender, sexuality, religion, socio-

economic status, and so on (Devine, 1989). Implicit biases often exist 

below the surface, without our conscious awareness, and once acti-

vated, can have a powerful influence over our thoughts and behaviors 
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(Carnes et al., 2012; Carnes et al., 2005; Devine et al., 2012). Activa-

tion of implicit biases can occur simply by being exposed to a member 

of a stereotyped group. Thus, it is important for all people to work 

toward inhibiting the automatic associations caused by implicit biases.

It is especially imperative for instructors to intentionally identify 

and actively mitigate their own biases due to the detrimental effects 

biases can have on students. A host of studies demonstrate that 

instructor implicit biases can lead to an underestimation of student 

ability, which can negatively impact student grades, opportunities for 

mentorship, their ability to get hired, and their salary assignments. For 

example, in a study of high school teachers, Cherng (2017) found that 

“math teachers perceive their classes to be too difficult for Latino and 

Black students, and English teachers perceive their classes to be too 

difficult for all non-White students” (p. 178). Using propensity score 

matching to account for other variables, the author found that this 

underestimation of academic ability was associated with lower student 

grade point averages.

Similarly, results from a meta-analysis revealed that teachers are 

less likely to refer African American and Latino students to gifted and 

talented testing and are more likely to refer them to special educa-

tions testing compared to White and Asian American students (Tenen-

baum & Ruck, 2007). In addition, high school math teachers were more 

likely to report that their white male students were in a math course 

that was “too easy” for them, compared to white female students who 

had the same grade point average and math test scores in the same 

course (Riegle-Crumb & Humphries, 2012).

As evidence of implicit biases in higher education contexts, Milk-

man et al. (2015) sent identical emails from fictional prospective grad-

uate students that varied only by name to a diverse group of profes-

sors across a range of disciplines and institutions in the United States. 

They found that faculty were more willing to respond to a request for 

future mentorship if a stereotypically white male name was used, par-

ticularly when the faculty were in higher-paying disciplines and at pri-

vate institutions. Moreover, Moss-Racusin et al. (2012) conducted a 
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randomized double-blind study in which science faculty from a 

research-intensive university rated the application materials of a stu-

dent who was randomly assigned a male or female name. Regardless 

of the faculty participants’ gender, faculty “rated the male applicants 

as significantly more competent and hirable than the (identical) female 

applicant. These participants also selected a higher starting salary and 

offered more career mentoring to the male applicant” (Moss-Racusin 

et al., 2012, p. 16474).

Holding negative stereotypes about particular groups of students 

also has negative implications for students’ sense of belonging in the 

course, the field, or the institution. In an educational context, sense of 

belonging is often influenced by others in the learning environment 

and refers to the perception that students are valued, are supported, 

and feel like an integral part of the classroom. A student’s sense of 

belonging has a strong impact on that student’s behaviors and perfor-

mance in the class (Goodenow, 1993; Strayhorn, 2012). For example, 

Black women in STEM report that negative stereotypes such as being 

considered too aggressive, assertive, or demanding, or not being 

smart or intellectually curious enough, reduce their feelings of belong-

ing (Dortch, 2016; Dortch & Patel, 2017). Together, the data demon-

strate that instructor implicit biases negatively impact student 

success.

Reducing the Negative Impact of Implicit Biases

Knowing the detrimental effects of unconscious and implicit biases, 

scholars have explored how to reduce the negative impact of these 

thoughts and expectations. Evidence suggests that individuals need 

to become aware of their own biases (Devine & Monteith, 1993), need 

to increase their empathy and perspective-taking of those who are dif-

ferent from them (Dovidio et al., 2004; Okonofua et al., 2016), and 

should focus on the unique attributes of individuals rather than on the 

social categories they belong to (Blair, 2002; Goodwin et al., 2000).
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Those who facilitate professional development sessions for instruc-

tors may be familiar with these strategies for reducing implicit biases 

but may struggle to identify how to encourage participants to adopt 

these behaviors during workshops and seminars. We have developed 

and implemented an activity that can be utilized and tailored for such 

sessions. This professional development activity (a) helps participants 

recognize that they may have biases that could be impacting how they 

respond to particular groups of students, (b) provides participants a 

chance to empathize with the challenges that certain groups of stu-

dents might face in the academy, and (c) allows facilitators to embed 

concrete strategies for how to ensure one’s biases do not negatively 

impact students. In what follows, we present the steps needed to exe-

cute this activity, including what to do before the activity, how it should 

unfold, ways to debrief the activity, and opportunities to revisit the 

activity throughout the duration of the session. We then provide an 

assessment of the activity based on our implementation of it.

Implicit Bias Activity

Activity Framing

This activity is a discussion-based activity. It is useful for promoting 

empathy and understanding of different student experiences as well 

as drawing out implicit biases of teaching assistants (TAs) and instruc-

tors. We have used this activity four times: three times with graduate 

student TAs and once with instructors of record. Attendees of all four 

sessions served a teaching role in a STEM field, although the activity 

can be applied across any discipline. This activity typically takes about 

60 minutes but can be tailored for more or less time as needed. It pro-

vides a launching point for discussions about equity in the classroom 

while uncovering participant biases. Finally, this activity fits into a 

larger discussion on in-group/out-group dynamics and how those dy-

namics can play a role in student success. We have employed this ac-
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tivity in single-session workshops on promoting belonging and reduc-

ing unconscious bias in the classroom and in a week-long intensive 

pedagogy course. This activity can also be used in semester-long 

courses on topics of pedagogy, unconscious bias, and equity in the 

classroom, with participants revisiting the scenarios throughout the 

course as they learn more pedagogical tools.

Overview

In this activity, participants are given a short role-playing prompt. This 

prompt situates the participants as instructors of a class. They are 

given information about Alex, a student who is underperforming in 

this class. Among other questions, they are asked to identify the 

cause(s) and solution(s) for Alex’s underperformance. Participants 

work on their own and then in groups to answer these questions. While 

all participants are given the same basic information about Alex, each 

group surreptitiously receives different demographic markers for Alex. 

Importantly, all members of the same group must receive the same 

demographic markers, and we provide tips on how best to facilitate 

this assignment. Participants are given the first half of the worksheet, 

including the scenario, Alex’s demographic markers, and four ques-

tions to consider. We use the think-pair-share model wherein partici-

pants first work alone, then in pairs, until we finally discuss answers 

together as a large group. If desired, facilitators could have one pair 

discuss with another pair before sharing out to the larger group (i.e., 

think-pair-square-share). Next, we introduce material about bias and 

belonging in the classroom. Finally, we distribute the second half of 

the worksheet, which includes three more reflection questions and an 

opportunity for participants to share their thoughts with peers.

Possible Scenarios

Below are two scenarios that we have used. These scenarios can be tai-

lored as facilitators see fit. Other common student issues could be used 
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based on the types of issues that the group of participants most likely will 

face (e.g., falling asleep in class, spotty attendance, coming to class un-

prepared, etc.). Moreover, all scenarios can be adjusted to reflect that the 

participant is either the TA or the instructor of record for the course.

Scenario 1

You are the TA for a course. The instructor of record is very busy and 

leaves the day-to-day decision-making to you. However, the grading 

scheme and course structure are not changeable. The syllabus dictates 

that assignments must be turned in on time. It is the middle of the 

semester, and Alex turned in an assignment late again. This assign-

ment is worth 10% of the grade in this course, and it is the third assign-

ment Alex has turned in late.

Scenario 2

Alex is a student in your course and comes to class every day. It is over 

a month into the semester, and Alex received another D on a quiz, 

resulting in a current quiz average of 66% combined with a 70% Exam 

1 score.

Demographic Details

Worksheets will contain one set of demographic details shown below. 

Option 1 reflects the baseline demographic student, which is devoid 

of demographic details such as race, gender, nationality, employment, 

or family education status. As such, participants will most likely assume 

Alex is white, male, and American, especially because the teaching 

context for our participants was within the STEM disciplines. This same 

description will be used across all options with slight tweaks to the last 

sentence to reflect a different demographic marker. For example, to 

reflect that Alex is a woman, the same description will be included but 

she/her pronouns will be used.
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Members of the same small group will receive the same demo-

graphic details. Facilitators should select the demographic details that 

best suit their session needs. We recommend that for sessions with 

fewer participants, Option 1 serve as the baseline demographic stu-

dent, and other options reflect that Alex is either Black, an international 

student, a first-generation college student, a woman, and/or works part-

time to pay for college. Alternatively, if the session is larger and if the 

facilitator would like to include more direct comparison groups, we have 

added additional demographic markers that could be included.

	 1. 	Alex is a second semester first-year at [Your Institution] and lives in 

[Name of Institution Dorm] dorm on campus. Alex’s favorite TV 

show is Stranger Things, favorite book is Harry Potter and the Pris-

oner of Azkaban, and favorite musician is Calvin Harris. Alex is on an 

intramural volleyball team and is part of the American Institute of 

Chemical Engineers.

	 2. 	Alex is on an intramural volleyball team and is part of the American 

Institute for Black Engineers.

	 3. 	Alex is on an intramural volleyball team, is from China, and is part of 

the American Institute of Chemical Engineers.

	 4. 	Alex is on an intramural volleyball team and is part of the American 

Institute of Chemical Engineers. Alex’s parents are excited to send 

their child to [Your Institution] because they never attended college.

	 5. 	Her favorite TV show is Stranger Things, favorite book is Harry Pot-

ter and the Prisoner of Azkaban, and favorite musician is Calvin Har-

ris. She is on an intramural volleyball team and is part of the Ameri-

can Institute of Chemical Engineers.

	 6. 	Alex is on an intramural volleyball team, works part-time at Panera 

Bread, and is part of the American Institute of Chemical Engineers.

Optional Demographic Markers

	 7. 	Alex is on an intramural volleyball team, is from Alabama, and is 

part of the American Institute of Chemical Engineers.
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	 8. 	Alex is on an intramural volleyball team and is part of the American 

Institute of Chemical Engineers. Alex’s parents are excited to send 

their child to [Your Institution] because that is where they attended 

college.

	 9. 	His favorite TV show is Stranger Things, favorite book is Harry Pot-

ter and the Prisoner of Azkaban, and favorite musician is Calvin Har-

ris. He is on an intramural volleyball team and is part of the Ameri-

can Institute of Chemical Engineers.

Introducing the Activity (5 Minutes)

To help facilitate this activity and to set expectations and norms for 

conversations around unconscious bias, we suggest providing the fol-

lowing disclaimer at the start of the session. Then facilitators can pro-

vide the instructions for the activity.

Disclaimer Script

“Today we will be discussing equity in the classroom, which may lead 

to some difficult conversations. Having conversations about difficult 

topics is the first step in making necessary changes. For this session, 

we will assume that everyone has good intent. We are here to learn, so 

we will give everyone the benefit of the doubt. As such, if someone 

says something that is uncomfortable or painful for you, feel free to 

say ‘ouch.’ This will gently inform the person that they are being of-

fensive. We will then follow up with why or how that is painful or upset-

ting to you. If someone says ‘ouch’ to something you’ve said, you 

should not get defensive but remain open to hearing why what you’ve 

said is offensive. You can respond by saying ‘oops.’ Similarly, you can 

say ‘oops’ anytime you feel you have said something that didn’t reflect 

your intentions and could be potentially offensive to others in the 

group, even if no one has expressed such.”
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Instructions Script

“To get us started in today’s discussion, we want to work with a com-

mon scenario you may have faced in your class. Take about 7 minutes 

to think through the scenario on your own and provide answers to the 

corresponding questions about what you would do in this situation. 

Then you will pair up with a partner to together discuss your thoughts 

for about 10 minutes. Finally, you can share out to the larger group 

some of the ideas that you and your partner discussed.”

Activity Execution

Once the instructions for the activity have been introduced, facilitators 

can execute Part One of the activity, followed by a large group discus-

sion. We provide some suggestions for assigning participants into 

groups at the start of the activity to help improve the activity execu-

tion and facilitation of the group discussion. Facilitators should then 

lead a review of the implicit bias research. Toward the end of the ses-

sion, facilitators can execute Part Two of the activity, followed by a 

small and/or large group discussion.

Activity Part One (17 Minutes)

Each participant should be given a worksheet with demographic de-

tails describing Alex, the teaching scenario they are faced with, and 

four questions to answer on their own. Each worksheet will have the 

same scenario and reflection questions but slightly different demo-

graphic markers. For an example, see Figure 1.

The prompt used in Scenario 1 is reflected below but should be 

updated based on the scenario chosen by the facilitator and whether 

participants are TAs or instructors of record. Participants can take 

about 7 minutes to answer these questions on their own and then 

should discuss with a partner who has the same demographic markers 

as them for approximately 10 minutes. As participants are discussing 
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within their pairs, facilitators can review the responses to Question 1 

that participants provided on the notecard or classroom response sys-

tem (see below).

	 1. 	List some plausible reasons why Alex turned in the assignment late. 

Then write down the reason you think is most likely on the provided 

notecard. (Facilitators should collect the notecards as pairs are dis-

cussing. Alternatively, participants can identify their number one 

reason using a classroom response system like Poll Everywhere or 

Top Hat, and responses can be revealed later in the session.)

	 2. 	Why is it so important that Alex turn in the assignment on time?

	 3. 	What is your immediate response to Alex following this most recent 

assignment?

Figure 1. Sample Part One worksheet featuring the demographic details of 
Alex (including the unique marker of being in the American Institute for Black 
Engineers), the teaching scenario, and the list of questions participants 
should reflect on.



172        Cait S. Kirby and Heather N. Fedesco

To Improve the Academy • Vol. 39, No. 2 • Fall 2020

Master Pages

	 4. 	What features of the context (e.g., attributes/characteristics of Alex) 

contributed to your response in Question 3?

Part One Large Group Discussion (13 Minutes)

After participants have worked in pairs, they are encouraged to share 

their answers with the larger group. Facilitators could start by review-

ing the common reasons why participants think Alex is struggling in 

class based on the responses they turned in before they paired with a 

partner. Facilitators can then solicit any other reasons that were dis-

cussed in their pairs, or facilitators can jump to asking participants 

what they would do in this situation and to provide their reasoning 

behind their solutions. For example, a participant might suggest that 

Alex is simply partying too much and that it is the responsibility of the 

student to reorganize their own priorities. When the facilitator asks 

why he thinks Alex is partying, the participant might explain that any-

one who is doing this poorly must not be focused on schoolwork. An-

other participant might suggest that she would explain the goals for 

office hours and invite Alex to attend. The facilitator would ask why 

she thinks Alex needs information about office hours. At that point, 

the participant might point out that her student is first-generation and 

might not know about the hidden curriculum of office hours. As sug-

gested in the title of this article, facilitators should prompt participants 

to “tell me more about Alex.”

As participants begin to share specifics about their Alex that others 

in the room may not have had identified in their scenario, the facilita-

tor should highlight these different characteristics. For example, when 

the participant brings up the point about Alex being a first-generation 

college student, the facilitator can ask, “Did anyone else consider that 

Alex could be a first-generation college student when generating 

solutions to this problem? Why or why not?” If participants do not 

raise some of the varying attributes in their responses, facilitators 

could call on different groups to offer up some of their solutions. For 

example, by knowing which groups have which scenarios, the facilita-
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tor could call on the group that indicated Alex was part of the Ameri-

can Institute for Black Engineers to see what their solutions were. The 

facilitator can continue to probe this group or ask the participants 

more generally, “Did you consider what it might be like for a Black, 

first-year college student to be in this class? What challenges might 

they face that perhaps their white peers may not face in this course?”

During this discussion, the facilitator is starting to uncover some of 

the assumptions that participants have made about Alex. For exam-

ple, when pronouns are not provided, our participants often assume 

that Alex is male. Or when Alex’s country of origin is not provided, 

participants often assume Alex is from the United States. Importantly, 

since each group has different demographic markers in their scenario, 

participants might be surprised by the solutions other groups suggest. 

Astute participants will notice when another group references a demo-

graphic marker that does not match those of their Alex. In this instance, 

participants’ suggestions might be contradictory. For example, a 

group who assumes Alex is from the United States might be confused 

as to why another group has put so much emphasis on Alex being an 

international student when identifying solutions. It is our observation 

that participants do not often voice this confusion to the group; thus, 

it is useful for facilitators to point out instances when participants look 

confused or unsure in order to name the assumptions that are being 

made. Some questions that can prompt participants to reflect on the 

assumptions they made would be to ask, “How many of you assumed 

Alex was a woman? Why or why not?” or “How many of you assumed 

Alex needed to work part-time in order to afford to attend college? 

Why or why not?” Follow up questions could include, “How might 

these assumptions influence your reasoning and responses to Alex in 

this scenario?”

Assigning Groups

Participants do not know going into the activity that each group has a 

slightly different Alex. As participants discuss their rationales for their 
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responses to Alex based on the given scenario, differences among 

demographic markers should become obvious, especially as facilita-

tors probe for more information. This reveal should prompt important 

participant reflection and can stimulate good discussion.

To ensure that this activity goes smoothly, there are some logistical 

points that we encourage you to consider. First, to prevent the reveal 

from occurring too early, all partners in small groups should receive 

the same scenario. Second, to ensure that participants notice the 

demographic marker differences, it can be useful for the facilitator(s) 

to know the Alex that each group is working with. Knowing the demo-

graphic markers of Alex allows a facilitator to prompt the group about 

Alex’s markers without spoiling the natural reveal.

One technique for managing these logistics is to assign each Alex 

a sticky note color. The facilitator should place the sticky notes on 

tables or desks available to participants. When the facilitator hands 

out the Alex scenarios, she should consult her sticky note chart. Par-

ticipants should be instructed to pair up with others at a desk with 

the same color sticky note, under the guise that the sticky notes help 

with group assignments. Together, the sticky notes allow facilitators 

to ensure participants with the same Alex work together, and the 

facilitator can help emphasize the differences between Alexes during 

discussion. While it is not necessary to know which Alex each group 

is working with, it can be useful in making the reveal more conspicu-

ous. This method works particularly well if there is only one facilitator 

of the session. As another option, if there are multiple facilitators 

that could pass out the worksheets, every facilitator could be 

assigned to a subset of scenarios. Before handing out the work-

sheets, the facilitators can first confirm which pairs plan on working 

together after first working independently. In this way, keeping track 

of three scenarios as opposed to six or more, while not making it 

obvious that each group is being given a different worksheet, 

becomes much more manageable.



Tell Me More About Alex        175

To Improve the Academy • Vol. 39, No. 2 • Fall 2020

Master Pages

Implicit Bias Research Review (15 Minutes)

At this point in the session, participants should start to realize that 

various assumptions about students can influence how we approach 

different classroom scenarios. Of course, some participants may still 

be skeptical about the problems of holding particular assumptions 

about students, or they may not be ready to admit that they make 

faulty negative assumptions about groups of students. In either case, 

it is important to turn to the evidence-based research demonstrating 

the detrimental effects implicit biases play in educational settings.

Facilitators should review the literature on unconscious biases, 

including some of the research we presented in our introduction 

regarding the relationship between instructor biases and student out-

comes, as well as the Hinton (2017) review on implicit stereotypes. 

Next, facilitators should review teaching strategies to mitigate the 

negative effects of bias on student outcomes. A discussion of these 

strategies is beyond the scope of this article, but we list some exam-

ples below:

•	employing universal design for learning

•	using active learning techniques

•	fostering a growth mindset

•	organizing formal study groups

•	teaching study skills

•	using rubrics

•	grading assessments without names

•	including multiple forms of assessment

•	including no- or low-stakes assessments

•	including multiple examples, especially if using culturally specific ex-

amples

•	getting to know students using surveys and games
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Activity Part Two (7 Minutes)

After participants understand the connection between instructor bias 

and student outcomes and have been given concrete techniques for 

mitigating bias, facilitators can pass out the Part Two worksheet ques-

tions. Participants can spend approximately 7 minutes reflecting on 

their own before they pair up with a partner to discuss. Again, the 

prompt used in Scenario 1 is reflected below but should be updated 

based on the scenario chosen by the facilitator and whether partici-

pants are TAs or instructors of record.

	 5. 	Later, Alex tells you that they are struggling to feel like they belong 

in your class. How would you respond?

	 6. 	As the due date for the next assignment approaches, how might 

you follow up with Alex?

	 7. 	Consider the next time you teach this course. What strategies will 

you employ from the beginning of the course to help all students, 

including Alex?

Part Two Discussion (15 Minutes)

Participants can spend approximately 10 minutes sharing their re-

sponses with a partner. This will allow them to hear from their col-

leagues various techniques for mitigating the effects of bias that they 

may not have considered. Facilitators can decide whether pairs should 

take about 5 to 10 minutes to share out in some fashion to the larger 

group, or perhaps they can share their responses to another pair of 

participants. Ultimately, participants should offer up some of the bias-

reducing suggestions that appealed to them during the review of im-

plicit bias research. Additionally, participants might also share addi-

tional strategies from when they were a teacher or student that would 

be relevant and helpful.



Tell Me More About Alex        177

To Improve the Academy • Vol. 39, No. 2 • Fall 2020

Master Pages

Assessment of Activity

After executing this activity on four occasions, we noticed several 

common reactions and outcomes. First, participants appeared to be 

more comfortable reflecting with the larger group on how certain de-

mographic markers might influence a student’s performance in the 

class over others. More specifically, participants were comfortable re-

flecting on what it might be like for a first-generation college student 

or an international student to be in this particular class and the addi-

tional challenges they might face. Yet participants did not voluntarily 

discuss what it might be like for women or Black students to be taking 

a STEM course with peers and instructors who are most likely white 

men or what it must be like for students who need to work part-time 

in order to offset the costs of attending college.

Second, participants seemed to fixate on Alex being a first-year 

student and suggested that Alex was struggling to balance extra-

curricular activities with getting work done in the class. This, of course, 

raised a set of assumptions that instructors had about first-year stu-

dents and their ability to manage their time. Similarly, when generat-

ing reasons why Alex may be underperforming, participants over-

whelmingly attributed it to Alex not working hard enough, having 

poor study habits, or simply not prioritizing the class. It should be 

noted that the institution where these sessions took place is ranked 

among the top 15 universities in the United States, suggesting that 

students who are admitted to the school are high-achieving, hard-

working, and highly competent students. Yet instructors were quick to 

suggest that any deficiencies a student faces are because of internal 

attributes as opposed to external factors. Moreover, instructors in our 

sessions never considered the role an instructor plays in potentially 

creating a learning environment that made it challenging for all their 

students to succeed. We recommend that facilitators of this activity 

draw out reflections on all the demographic markers provided in the 

scenarios. They should also be prepared to ask participants to reflect 

on the assumptions they are making about college students in general 



178        Cait S. Kirby and Heather N. Fedesco

To Improve the Academy • Vol. 39, No. 2 • Fall 2020

Master Pages

(e.g., they party too much), students in various years in college, and 

whether it is fair to make only dispositional attributions about the 

cause of students’ performances in a class.

Qualitative feedback received at the end of each session sug-

gested that participants met the workshop’s objectives. Specifically, 

participants indicated that they left with a deeper appreciation for the 

importance of creating more inclusive learning environments, they 

plan to include a variety of teaching strategies in their courses to 

ensure student success from the outset, they wanted to continue to 

reflect on their own unconscious biases, and they felt that the work-

shop activities kept them engaged.

In one session, we asked participants to complete evaluation forms 

about this activity. When asked how much they liked this activity, the 

average rating from eight participants was 4.63 out of 5. When asked 

how much thought participants had given to implicit bias in their own 

classroom, one participant responded, “I don’t think I had thought of 

it in concrete terms of how it would affect my perceptions of my stu-

dents and motivations behind their behavior.” Another reported, “I 

honestly had not thought much about it. Especially when I get ner-

vous, I don’t always explain things the way I intended to or use the 

words I meant to, which could cause problems without me knowing 

and is definitely something I need to be aware of moving forward.” 

These responses support the need for increased training and aware-

ness of implicit biases in teacher development programs.

When asked what was useful about this activity, one participant 

answered, “It was a good exercise to realize that as instructors we 

often jump to conclusions about students and why they may be doing 

well or poorly in a class. The question that asked us to think of the dif-

ferent possibilities of why they may not be doing well was illuminating, 

since it made me think beyond the initial assumptions I had.” Another 

participant responded, “I think it was useful to walk through how we 

would address the situation and help the student. Sometimes I think 

professors/teachers assume that the performance of a student is 

wholly on [the student], and that it’s only the professor’s job to teach.”
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When asked how participants would apply what they learned in this 

activity to their own teaching, one participant answered, “I will be 

open-minded about what factors may be influencing a student’s suc-

cess, and first evaluate my own teaching before blaming the student.” 

Another participant responded, “I will apply what I learned in my own 

teaching by trying to be consciously aware of and mitigate my implicit 

bias during teaching. I also will use what I learned to be intentional 

with the words I choose when I discuss issues with students to be sure 

I’m not placing blame on the students and ensuring I’m being self-

reflective on my teaching style as well.”

Finally, participant responses to the activity questions demon-

strated an understanding of the importance of inclusion and mitigat-

ing bias in the classroom. When asked what strategies they will employ 

in the future to help all students, one participant responded, “I would 

spend more time in the course planning phase thinking about how 

each aspect of the class may privilege certain students while leaving 

others feeling excluded.”

Conclusion

Given the impact of instructor implicit biases on student success, it is 

crucial that instructors challenge their own biases. Here we described 

a professional development activity we developed that promotes re-

flection on teaching, challenges implicit assumptions, and fosters 

empathy for students. Part One of this activity serves to surface bi-

ases for participants. The Implicit Bias Research Review provides 

data to further convince instructors that their biases exist and are 

detrimental to students but that pedagogical strategies exist to help 

instructors mitigate their biases. Finally, in Part Two, participants ap-

ply their new knowledge to the scenario to strengthen their under-

standing and prompt questions. The large group discussion of this 

application also communicates that instructors are actively consider-

ing and combating their own biases, thus normalizing the effort to be 
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more inclusive. This activity can be customized to a given field, in-

structor level, and student population and can be returned to over 

time to reinforce learning.

In our workshops, some participants enter with a long-standing 

commitment to inclusion and belonging, while others enter with resis-

tance and doubt, and the majority has a perspective somewhere in 

between. We have found that participants—no matter where they fall 

on that spectrum when they enter—leave our workshops with an 

understanding that they harbor implicit biases and that they are 

responsible for mitigating their own biases, especially in their 

classrooms.
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