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Making it Meaningful:

Interrupting Biased Comments in the Classroom
Rosalind's Classroom Conversations

By RosalindWiseman

What do you do if you if think you hear one of your students make a racist, homophobic or sexist

remark? Or more difficult, what if you hear it or think you hear it, but you’re not absolutely sure who

said it?

This is one of those common yet incredibly difficult moments in a classroom that matter: Handle it

wrong and your authority in the class is compromised; handle it right and you role model how an

adult can right a wrong in a profoundly meaningful way for children.

First let’s look at how well-meaning teachers can contribute to the problem. “That’s enough!” is a

standard response from a teacher to a group of students when they’re being loud and need to settle

down. But it’s also a go-to response when a student is bullying another child with a racist, sexist or

homophobic comment. Take a step back and listen to the message communicated in that moment

from the teacher—it’s a tacit approval or acceptance of what’s happening. Said another way, there

should never be an amount of cruelty or bigotry that’s acceptable.

Instead, at the minimum, as soon as a teacher hears a derogatory comment, they should say, “Using

that word(s) to put someone down is unacceptable.” At that point, they can go back to teaching their

class or they can make the decision to spend a few more minutes addressing the remark with some

depth.

When students push back, which happens all the time, there are two usual reactions:

“They don’t care! I was just joking.” Again, well-meaning teachers often turn to the target and

ask them if this is true. In that moment you have lost the teaching opportunity. The target will tell you

they don’t care because they have to agree with their more powerful peer. Instead, teachers need to

say strongly, “Saying X to put someone down is unacceptable. I don’t want it in my classroom and I’m

not going to get into a discussion with you about if you were joking or not because it’s easy to say ‘just

joking’ as an excuse to get away with this kind of comment.” If you have time, use the opportunity to

discuss how to challenge biased language.

“I didn’t say it!” is a classic response and very tricky to handle well. Here’s why. It can be hard to be

sure that you identified the student correctly. Out of a basic sense of fairness, you don’t want to

wrongfully accuse anyone and if you get it wrong it’s likely that the students know who really did it

but won’t tell you. Some teachers respond by saying something like, “If the person who said it doesn’t

come forward, the whole class will be punished.” What usually happens is that no one speaks. Loyalty

of silence reigns and the teacher is left fuming. Not only did a student get away with being cruel to

another student but the teacher demonstrates that they are unable to handle the situation effectively.

It reinforces the power dynamics between the students.

http://www.adl.org/education-outreach/anti-bias-education/c/challenging-biased-language.html


All while the actual issue gets lost. Communication shuts down. And really, finding out the “culprit” is

not really the point. The point is that the comment was made and it’s important to help students

understand why it’s wrong, no matter who said it.

Here are some suggestions for doing it differently.

Acknowledge that the point isn’t who said it but that it was said. Reaffirm with the quick values

statement, mentioned above, about not using those words to put someone down. If any student

argues with you, let them finish and then say, “You and I have a disagreement about this. I can’t allow

you or any of my students to put people down. If you want to speak to me about this further, you can

schedule an appointment to talk with me, but right now those comments need to stop. Are we clear?”

To address the comment in a meaningful way and to make it a teachable moment, spend a few

minutes (or more, if possible) talking about these kinds of comments, why they are wrong and how we

can address them in the classroom or school.

If you have only a few minutes, describe the different types of teasing. Explain that there is “bonding”

teasing where you feel liked and connected to the person teasing you. “Annoying” teasing is

when the person is insensitive to your reactions. And then there is malicious teasing when the teaser

repeatedly goes after you specifically around perceived insecurities to humiliate you in public. As the

teacher, it is critical to remind the students that everyone can be on the giving or receiving end of all

of these kinds of teasing and malicious teasing can lead to or be considered bullying.

If you have a longer period of time to have this conversation, start off by describing the different types

of teasing. Then, expand the conversation to include why it’s so difficult for the targets to speak out,

why targets often laugh it off and how that destroys the target’s credibility later if they ever want to

come forward to admit how upset they are. This discussion can easily connect to any history or social

studies curriculum that teaches about the nature of bystanding and the importance of protecting

people’s rights to come forward to voice a politically or socially unpopular opinion. You can also elicit

from students why they think these comments are so pervasive and what they think should be done

about it.

Unfortunately, racist, sexist and homophobic comments are prevalent in middle and high schools

across the United States. However, teachers have a powerful opportunity to turn those remarks into

opportunities for sharing, learning and change.
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Do No Harm: How to Intervene Without Making It Worse
Rosalind's Classroom Conversations

By RosalindWiseman

For this edition of Rosalind’s Classroom Conversations, I asked ADL education staff across the

country what issues they were hearing about from teachers and students to address in my next essay.

Not surprisingly, I received many thought provoking questions. The subject I chose for this article is a

topic I have struggled with myself:  When you see a young person mistreated by their peers, how do

you intervene without making things worse for the target?

What’s great about this question is it shows how the educator realizes that the way they interact with

the group impacts the target’s ability to advocate (or not) for themselves.

Here’s what I believe we always need to keep in mind. No matter what we teach, our credibility and

effectiveness as educators is based on authentic, meaningful, respectful engagement with each and

every student. It’s easy to say but in practice, it can be difficult to accomplish.

Let’s admit that some of our students can be personally very challenging. For example, have you had a

student that got on your last nerve because they were really good at being mean and negative to other

students but refused to take ownership for their actions? Have you ever been frustrated with a young

person because they kept going back to the same kids who treated them like dirt or covered up for

them?

We are going to have feelings about the cruel social dynamics that can occur between our students.

And those feelings are a gift and a liability. A gift when they fuel our passion to uphold our students’

dignity and motivate us to self-reflect about our own effectiveness. Or, a liability if our emotions blind

us from seeing how we may make the problem worse. We have a responsibility to intervene

appropriately and effectively. But, specifically, how do we do that?

We have to dig deep and get honest with ourselves. How did we grow up learning to speak truth to

power? How did we learn to intervene in a conflict between people? Almost all of us learned to

respond to aggression and anger in three ways: avoid, attack or acquiesce. These three responses have

the potential to control our relationships in every aspect of our lives including family, friends,

intimate partners and work colleagues.

None of these responses are responsible or effective ways to intervene when we see people ridicule or

dehumanize each other. Let’s call it our “conflict baggage” and examine how it can affect our

interactions with young people (and keep in the back of our mind how this same baggage also affects

our ability to face conflicts with our school colleagues).

For example, do you describe yourself as someone who just doesn’t like conflict? That would be the

avoid strategy. But what this means is as educators, we would be more likely to convince ourselves to

not intervene in situations where we should. In the eyes of our students, we easily look like we are too

scared to face the problem or condone abusive behavior.

If our strategy is to acquiesce, we intervene without projecting authority or we are vulnerable to

debating with socially aggressive or verbal students and losing.



If our strategy is to attack, we can come across as “rescuing” the target and going after the aggressors.

Our intent may be to make the aggressors know what it feels like to be ridiculed or embarrassed so we

say something that cuts them down. We may feel in that moment that we have dispensed justice but

what we really have done is continue the cycle: using domination to attack the aggressors and taking

away any power the target has to advocate on their own behalf.

So here’s what we shouldn’t do:

1. We can’t ask the target in front of others if the other kids are “bothering him or her” or any other

question that asks the target how they feel about what the other kids are doing to them. If we do,

we reinforce the power dynamic between students. We put the target in the position to say the

other kids are playing with her/him and they don’t care. This makes it much more difficult for the

child to say anything different later—to you or their peers.

2. We can’t say anything sarcastic, condescending or bullying to the aggressors like, “Wow, now do

you feel good about yourself?” Even if the aggressors stop their behavior in the moment, they’ll go

right back to what they were doing the moment the adult turns away. Why? Because we used the

same strategy (i.e. ridicule) to silence them as they used to silence the target.

3. We can’t say, “That’s enough” because that communicates that you’re ok with some part of what’s

happening. As I have said in Making It Meaningful: Interrupting Biased Comments in the

Classroom, it’s a tacit acceptance of what is happening

4. We can’t say, “How would you feel if that happened to you?” Of course, the purpose here is to

teach empathy but that statement is constantly dismissed by people who are abusing their power.

It goes right up there with “make healthy choices.” These are sound bites young people ridicule as

“adult speak.”

Here’s what we can do:

1. We need to manage ourselves as we approach the group. That means being aware of any triggers

we have and then putting them aside to talk about later with a professional mentor or friend.

2. We look at everyone in the group and succinctly identify the problem. Succinct means we don’t

repeat ourselves, we don’t lecture and whatever we say shouldn’t last more than a few sentences.

We are not there to get into a debate with the students. Then, make a “values declaration”

statement that communicates every student’s dignity and why we think their behavior is in

contradiction to that value.

Here’s an example of an exchange:

You: “Hey, just overheard you calling Jennifer a slut. We don't do that here.” 

Two girls in the group roll their eyes and one says, "Ok but we don't mean anything by it."

You: “I expect you all to hold yourselves to a higher standard than using tired words that put

girls down. You all have to get to class now but if you want to talk to me later, I'm totally up for

doing that. Does that make sense?”

Girls: “Yes, fine.” 

You: "Great. And remember I'm here if you want to continue having the conversation.”

http://www.adl.org/education-outreach/curriculum-resources/c/making-it-meaningful.html#.VYHKAflVhHw
http://www.adl.org/education-outreach/curriculum-resources/c/making-it-meaningful.html#.VYHKAflVhHw


Possible counters that can get you off course:

If any of the aggressors say the target doesn’t mind what they’re doing or asks the target if it

bothers them, say “If you want to tell me why you think what you’re doing is acceptable, then

schedule a time with me. Right now, what you need to understand is that calling anyone “gay” (or

insert other derogatory comment/joke/ behavior) is unacceptable. And I’m not going to have the

target answer anything right now because I’m not going to put them in the possible situation of

having to choose between admitting what they really feel and coming across as disloyal to you. I’m

not saying that’s happening but it’s a possibility. So…just so we are clear, please tell me what

you’re hearing me say.”

After the student responds, thank them and then direct them to where they need to go.

We can and should approach the target later for a check in. When their peers aren’t around, say

the following:

▪ “Maybe what they’re doing to you is happening a lot but just because it seems normal doesn’t

make it right.”

▪ “Even if it doesn’t bother you now, you can always change your mind. Real friends accept your

right to say they have gone over your personal line.”

▪ “You can always talk to me. Obviously that’s your choice but I’m here.”

For any of this to work, the scripts I suggest here are just that: suggestions. To make this work for

you, make these words your own. And that means you really should take some time and write

down responses that are authentic to you. Don’t wait until you’re in the middle of a really stressful

situation. If you do, you’re that much more likely to let your emotions dominate your response.

You are going to see conflict, mean behavior and bullying and will need to address it. The quicker

you learn that you have the ability to manage yourself, speak effectively and maintain everyone’s

dignity in the moment, the better off everyone’s going to be.

© 2015 Anti-Defamation League. All rights reserved.



Jokes, Excuses and Why Words Matter
Rosalind's Classroom Conversations

By RosalindWiseman

Words matter. Our words can comfort and express that we understand or that we “see” the other

person in front of us. And of course, our words can do the opposite: they can hurt, isolate and make

someone feel insignificant.

For better and for worse, our words signal our values and beliefs.

For the past several years, I’ve been hearing students use the word “terrorist” to mock or joke about

any student who looks Middle Eastern or is Muslim. Like many other times when my students use

racist terms to make jokes, their usual defense is they don’t mean anything by it. I’ve even had Jewish

students defend their right to use these terms by saying they also make anti-Semitic jokes about Jews.

In other words, they think that as long as you make racist jokes about yourself, it’s acceptable to make

racist jokes about others. Their justification continues that as long as no one objects, there’s obviously

no problem. If you don’t complain, the only interpretation for your behavior is you don’t care. And if

you do complain, you’re “blowing things out of proportion” so it’s entirely reasonable to dismiss the

objection.

I have had countless conversations with young people about these issues and what I always remind

myself is that I’m probably not going to get them to agree with me in the moment. In fact, I may get a

response that I find highly irritating and frustrating like the ones I cited above.

But my goal is to start them on the path that gets them to reflect about the things they say in the

future. That our conversation is somewhere in their head so the next time they see someone degrading

another person, our discussion springs right back up and makes them so uncomfortable they are

compelled to pay attention to what those feelings are telling them.

When I do have the opportunity to have a group discussion with my students about these kinds of

comments, I ask these questions:

● If the joke is meaningless, if you don’t mean anything by what you’re saying, why are you saying

it? What are you are trying to communicate?

● Have you ever had someone say something to you that made you incredibly angry or

embarrassed but you didn’t say anything? How do you know that the same thing isn’t happening

here?

● If you were told that you are offending someone, regardless of what you think about the hurtful

intent of your words, what would be your most likely response?

● If we accept the possibility that people may not be admitting how they feel, why is it is so

important for you to have the right to make these comments? What are you getting out of it?



I know that some of our students may think we make “a huge deal” out of these moments. They may

think that we blow things out of proportion. That’s okay. Our job is to pierce the bubble some of our

students (and of course some of the adults in our lives as well) are in — that just because it’s

“common” doesn’t make it right and banking on other people’s silence doesn’t give you a pass to say

things that serve to denigrate others.

Our job is to speak out so other young people see what we stand for and it gives them a little bit more

confidence to do so themselves.

"Our job is to pierce the bubble some of our students are in — that just because it's

“common” doesn’t make it right and banking on other people's silence

doesn't give you a pass to say things that serve to denigrate others."

© 2016 Anti-Defamation League. All rights reserved.









PRACTICING OUR RESPONSES

PRACTICE PAIR #1
A white student greets another white student in the hallway by loudly saying “What’s up,
my n—ga?” A black student in the hallway just shakes their head and keeps walking.

Option 1: Practice addressing the comment in the moment.

Option 2: Practice having a one-on-one follow-up conversation with the black student
who overheard the white students.

PRACTICE PAIR #2
One of your students, Allie, has asked everyone to start calling them Alix. Another student,
Matt, continually refers to Alix as Allie during class. In today’s class, after Alix answers a
question, Matt says, “Okay, Allie,” loudly enough for the whole class to hear him.

Option 1: Practice addressing this comment with the whole class.

Option 2: Practice having a one-on-one follow-up conversation with Matt.

PRACTICE PAIR #3
You discover that someone has drawn a swastika on the desk of a Jewish student in your
classroom. You receive a call from the student’s parent, who is very upset, and wants to
know what you are going to do about it.

Option 1: Practice having a conversation with the parent.

Option 2: Practice addressing this with the whole class.

PRACTICE PAIR #4
You hear a group of girls telling another girl she is “such a slut.” When you confront them,
they say they were just joking. The target of the name-calling, who looks upset, forces a
laugh and says, “We always joke around with each other like that.”

Option 1: Practice addressing the group of girls in the moment.

Option 2: Practice having a one-on-one follow-up conversation with the targeted
student.


