Lesson Plan – Microaggressions

Class duration: designed for a double period (150 minutes)
***can also be taught in two single periods (75 minutes)

Students read before class:
1) Clay, R. A. (2017, January). Did you really just say that? Monitor on Psychology, 48(1). http://www.apa.org/monitor/2017/01/microaggressions

2) Yoon, H. (2020, March). How to respond to Microaggressions? New York Times, Retrieved from https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/03/smarter-living/how-to-respond-to-microaggressions.html

3) Sue, D. W., Capodilupo, C. M., Torino, G. C., Bucceri, J. M., Holder, A., Nadal, K. L., & Esquilin, M. (2007). Racial microaggressions in everyday life: implications for clinical practice. American psychologist, 62(4), 271. (skimming required – know the strategies!)

Note: As part of this course, students have the option to “opt-out” of participation (i.e., being called upon by the instructor) two times over the course of the semester without explanation and penalty. Students are required to notify the instructor before class start either by putting a note on the instructor’s desk prior to class or by emailing the instructor at least 15 minutes prior to class. Opting-out more than two times requires an instructor-approved explanation. Opting-out only applies to public participation in the classroom. Students who opt-out for the session are still required to meaningfully participate in all activities but will not be called upon by the instructor. 

Materials: 
· Interpretation Handout (Appendix A)
· Rephrasing Handout (Appendix B)

Learning objectives: 
1. Students will be able to define, describe, and identify microaggressions 
2. Students will be able to describe the psychological impact of microaggressions 
3. Students will be able to modify potentially microaggressive statements to lessen negative impact on targets 
4. Students will be able to identify ways in which to confront and cope with microaggressions or microaggressive behavior as a target, bystander, or perpetrator 

General introduction (5-10 minutes):
1) Students will be asked whether they have any questions regarding prior lessons/HW. 
2) Before the lesson begins, students will be reminded of the ground rules discussed during the first class. Specifically, students will be reminded of being mindful of the different intersecting visible and invisible identities their classmates might hold. The instructor will also validate that the topic discussed today might stir up a lot of emotions in all students.

Activity introduction (15 minutes) 
1. The instructor will ask all students to pretend to be a Black young woman (without exhibiting any behaviors they associate with being a Black girl). 
2. The instructor will write a single microaggressive statement on the white board (i.e., “You are so pretty for a Black girl.”) and be asked to reflect of the potential interpretation or underlying message of this statement. Specifically, students will be asked how they would interpret this message if they were a Black girl and engage in a brief (1-minute) TPS to reflect on the question before answering. 
3. The instructor will cold call on students to foster class discussion on potential interpretations of the microaggressive statement 
Note: given CUNY’s diversity and the prevalence of this particular microaggressive statement, it is expected that students will be able to identify harmful interpretations. If not, the instructor will guide students’ responses appropriately.  
4. The instructor will write down student-generated interpretations and highlight the one we want to focus on for the next activity (i.e., You are so pretty for a Black girl  Black girls are not usually pretty). 

Microaggression DEFINITION activity (15 - 20 minutes) 
1. The instructor will ask students what type of behavior the presented statement could be an example of (class discussion) 
· Depending on engagement, the instructor may present additional microaggressive statements 
· If no student comes up with the term microaggressions, the instructor will present the term (without definition) after 3 minutes of discussion. 
2. Once someone correctly identifies the term “microaggressions” students will do a 3-minute TPS exercise to come up with a potential definition of the term. Students will be reminded that the answer does not have to be correct – the instructor just wants the students reflect on what the definition could be. 
3. Students will present their definitions and instructor will write them down on the board. 
· If there are multiple definitions, students will vote on which one they think is the “closest” to the commonly accepted definition.
4. The instructor will present how microaggressions are commonly defined in psychological literature.
5. Students will be asked to generate criteria for microaggressions (e.g. something that can be a microaggressions vs. something that cannot be considered a microaggression). Instructor will record answers on the board using a table with two columns that identifies criteria that either are or are not part of microaggression. 
· Whiteboard recording table with student generated examples: 
	Yes [meets criteria]
	No [does not meet criteria] 

	Brief statement 
	Violent assault 

	xxxx 
	xxxx


· Instructor will have questions prepared if students do not generate responses (e.g., is a microaggression a violent behavior where a KKK member beats up a Black person?) and cold call on students who are less participative. 

Microaggression IMPACT activity (15-20 minutes) 
1. Students will do a TPS to identify potential consequences of experiencing microaggressions. 
· Wherever possible, students will be asked to link “feelings” to symptoms of psychological distress (e.g., sad = depressive symptom) 
2. Instructor will write down student generated responses on the white board and circle the ones that are supported by research
3. Experiential activity: students will do a minute-paper about their feelings regarding the impact of microaggressions on marginalized communities. The minute-paper is followed by a class discussion during which the instructor may cold call students if engagement is not sufficient.  

***5-minute break***

Microaggressions, Marginalized Identities, and Interpretations (15 - 20 minutes) 
1. Students will be asked to identify marginalized identities that might be targets of microaggression; responses will be recorded on the board.  
· Examples: religious microaggressions, race-related microaggressions, LGBTQIA+ microaggressions, etc. 
2. Group activity: 3-4 students per group will be asked to complete a handout (Interpretation Handout – Appendix A) containing 3 microaggressive statements and instructing students to generate possible harmful interpretations. 
3. Class discussion: instructor will ask every group to share at least one harmful interpretation. Meaningful differences in interpretation will be discussed. 

Microaggressions Intent and Rephrasing Activity (15-20 minutes) 
1. Students will be presented with the original microaggressive statement presented in the beginning of the class (“You are so pretty for a Black girl) and asked what the intent. behind the message could have been (class discussion; recording of responses on board). 
Potential intent: “You are very pretty.” “You are a gorgeous Black woman.” 
2. Minute-paper on how to rephrase the statement to make it non-offensive.
3. Class discussion on students’ responses. Instructor engages in cold-calling on students who are least participative. 
4. Class discussion on whether people who perpetrate microaggressions are always intentionally offensive. Instructor will ask students to (yes/no) and then cold-call on students based on their response and ask them to elaborate. 
5. Students engage in group activity (3-4 students) and complete the rephrasing handout (Appendix B) that lists three microaggressive statements and instructs them to rephrase the statements to “neutralize” them [from previous activity].  
6. Class discussion: instructor will ask every group to share at least one rephrased statement. Meaningful differences in rephrasing will be discussed. 

Responding to Microaggression Activity (30 minutes) 
1. Instructor will begin a discussion on how to respond or cope with microaggressions. 
2. Instructor will provide the following example and conduct a voting activity:
· Let’s take the microaggression of a security officer following a Black person through the store. Everyone who heard of that type of behavior raise your hand [pause]. Ok, now: who here thinks that all Black people are thieves? Raise your hand. 
3. Very brief class discussion on why the security officer followed the Black person 
· Anticipated responses [based on previous class material]: racism, prejudice, link between criminal behavior and Black race.
Note: consider choosing a different [less controversial] example if this topic has NOT been explored in your previous class period. 
4. Instructor asks students to take one minute to think about what they would tell one of their friends who experienced that situation followed by a very brief class discussion. 
· Anticipated responses: It’s not your fault; did not deserve this; this was racist; this is a real phenomenon and it’s called a microaggression.
5. Instructor asks students what they would tell themselves if they experienced a microaggression. 
· Anticipated responses: the same as I would tell my friend. 
6. Instructor reiterates the importance of validating the target’s experience, including your own if you are the target. 
7. Students engage in TPS to generate potential reactions to microaggressions as a bystander and ally. 
8. Affinity mapping: all pairs will be asked to share their responses and all responses will be recorded on the board. The class will collectively identify different “groups” of reaction (organize student responses into categories). 
9. Instructor introduces the word “microinterventions” and ask class if they remember the microintevention strategies from reading. If not, instructor will present the strategies. The  class will collectively organize the class-generated categories within the “official” microintervention strategies (as presented in the reading) wherever possible. Instructor might cold-call on students who are less participative and ask under which strategy their particular reaction might fall.  
10. Students then be asked to engage in small group discussions and generate verbal “microintervention” statements to examples to one of the microaggressive statements used in class.
· Making the invisible visible/ask for clarification
· Ex: “Could you say more about what you mean by that?”
· Disarm the microaggression
· Ex: “I found what you just said offensive.” 
· Educate the perpetrator 
· Ex: I know you probably don’t realize, but to me your statement implies xyz.” 
11. Each group will present their microintervention to a specific microaggression to the class. 

Class conclusion (10 minutes)
1. Instructor will ask class how they are feeling after this heavy lesson and acknowledge that CUNY students often experience and observe a variety of microaggressions. No cold calling – anyone who wants to share, can share. 
2. Instructor will also tell students that CUNY students are therefore also better than most other college students in identifying microaggressions and coping with them, which is a great strength. 
3. Instructor will tell students that the readings listed one important short-term remedy for targets of microaggressions and ask students if they remember it. If they don’t instructor will provide the answer (self-care) and ask students to write privately write down one thing they are going to do this week to take care of themselves (they will not be required to share). 
4. Instructor will:
a. Thank students 
b. Acknowledge emotional difficulty in studying discrimination
c. Express gratitude and enjoyment for teaching this class 
d. Dismiss the class 




































APPENDIX A

Interpretation Handout 

Please come up with possible “target” interpretations for the following statements. Target interpretations are ways in which a target might understand the statement.

Example: 
Statement: You are pretty for a Black girl.
Target Interpretation: Black girls are not usually pretty. 

	Statements
	Possible (harmful) interpretation

	“You can be successful if you try hard enough.” 

	

	“I don’t see color.”

	

	“Wow - you speak English so well”

	






























APPENDIX B

Rephrasing Handout 

Please come up with the possible intent behind this microaggression & how could you rephrase it to make it less harmful for the target?

Statement: You are pretty for a Black girl.
Target Intent: You are very pretty.
Rephrasing: You are very pretty. 

	Statements
	Possible Intent & Rephrasing 

	“You can be successful if you try hard enough.” 

	

	“I don’t see color.”

	

	“Wow - you speak English so well”

	




