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COMPILATION: equity, equality, inclusion:  improving classroom culture 
 
Background: The AMTA held an open forum on equity and diversity on April 5, 2018. The posts 
below are to the AMTA listserv, in response. 
 
Date:    Wed, 11 Apr 2018  
From:    Michael Lerner  
Subject: I need to do better 
     I agree with many of the people in this discussion that Modeling Instruction does a better job 
of helping White women and men and women of color to have a better experience in science 
classes. 
     Better, though, isn’t *best*. Even with MI, even with talking about the sexism in physics 
classes, even with encouraging all the girls and the African-American boys in my classes to talk 
and participate more, I’m still not doing my best.  
     Girls come to me and tell me they feel silenced by the boys in my classes. (I’m obviously not 
doing enough to educate the boys.) I hardly get any African-American boys into my classes. 
Black students at my school have talked about having to leave their Black culture at the door of 
their advanced classes—mine included. 
     I must stop judging myself as better than those around and start getting closer to the best I can 
do. I need to be deliberate and thoughtful in how I assign roles and how I praise students. I need 
to prepare all of my students, including the White and Asian boys that make up the majority of 
my classes, to the inequities they may face in science. And I need a community of people to help 
me. 
 -------------------------------- 
Date:    Thu, 12 Apr 2018  
From:    Kelly O'Shea  
     I am so happy to see this necessary and important discussion starting to happen in our 
community, and I am eager to continue it (virtually, at the webinar(s), and in person). One tiny 
thing I can contribute now is a series of tweets that I wrote a couple of months ago. I am pasting 
them below for ease of sharing: 
 
     "I'm so done with "inspiring" white girls and students of color to like physics. Have you 
talked to these kids? They are pretty into physics. Let's instead work on making physics a place 
that's into them doing physics. 
     Here's how I'm starting. One goal of my 10th grade physics class is for students to leave the 
class understanding that physics/science is done in teams and gets the best results when done 
in diverse teams. 
     I am using random groups that change frequently to communicate that everyone is capable of 
working with—and expected to work with—everyone else in the class. The class is centered 
around small and large group discourse, and everyone is responsible for/to the learning of 
everyone. 
     At the start of the year, I used roles in small group work [skeptic (does this make sense? 
why?), equalizer (is everyone on the same page? Everyone contributing?), visionary (what's the 
big picture? why are we doing this?)] to establish these values and give structure on the how. 
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     I get students to reflect pretty regularly through questions that I ask them in google forms. I 
use their responses as feedback to myself on what they are thinking and how they are 
experiencing the class. 
     This is all a start. Looking forward to discussing these ideas and what others are doing in their 
own classes…” 
--- 
An additional tweet that I wrote in reply to someone else, but which seems worth including here, 
is this: "No one needs to be welcomed into a place that they own. Thinking about it as 
making it 'welcoming' might be part of the problem." 
--- 
Let's keep this going, friends. :) 
------------------------------ 
 
Date:    Thu, 12 Apr 2018  
From:    Paul Lulai  
     The post partially quoted below resonates with me.  I understand code switching, and cultural 
concerns. What I don't really feel comfortable with is discerning the difference between my 
expectations and cultural norms. 
 
What do we (commonly or frequently or on average) do or expect that is 'white culture'? 
What do we (commonly or frequently) shutdown, stop, reject or disapprove of that is black 
culture? 
What is it that we do that makes some students feel they must leave their culture at the door? 
I'm sure it happens in my classroom too. 
 
> I hardly get any African-American boys into my classes. Black students at my 
> school have talked about having to leave their Black culture at the door of 
> their advanced classes—mine included. 
------------------------------ 
 
Date:    Thu, 12 Apr 2018  
From:    Nicholas Park  
“What do we do or expect that is 'white culture'? 
What do we shutdown, stop, reject or disapprove of that is black culture? 
What is it that we do that makes some students feel they must leave their culture at the door? 
I'm sure it happens in my classroom too.” 
 
Yes - this! Can anybody provide resources on this question? 
     This made me think of some conversations I've been having recently around efforts in my 
school to promote "civil discourse". This prompted a reaction from some faculty of color, 
because the rest of us were unaware that the word "civil" has been used to mean "nonthreatening 
to the dominant POV", thus effectively cutting off meaningful engagement with the concerns of 
traditionally under-voiced groups. 
     That makes me wonder several things which I am woefully unprepared to investigate, having 
barely survived my only sociology course in college... 
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1. To what extent is the modern scientific way of thinking and reasoning contained within the 
dominant white European culture, and to what extent is it independent or able to be cross-
cultural? 
2. Since culture undoubtedly affects the manner of personal and group engagement, debate, etc., 
it cannot but affect classroom discourse, peer review and group consensus processes. To what 
extent are we as modelers committing to teaching a mode of engagement that is actually part of a 
culture? Are we enculturating students to a scientific culture? 
3. If there is a scientific culture, and if it historically grew within a European metaculture, does 
that mean that it has to stay there? What would a scientific culture look like when reconciled 
with - for example – modern Black American culture? What would it look like if somehow made 
to be 
inclusive of multiple cultural forms of expression? What does discourse look like in that context? 
 
     Maybe these questions will move discussion forward? I don't have any answers. 
 ------------------------- 
Date:    Thu, 12 Apr 2018  
From:    Chris Gosling  
     I'm really glad to see this topic come up on this forum. Thanks to Danny Doucette in 
particular for starting it off, and also to everyone who has chimed in for sharing their thoughts- 
I'd like to see this conversation continue and hopefully engage with folks who might not usually 
participate. I'm going to add my two cents in an attempt to provide food for thought about how 
we as teachers can help effect change. 
     First of all, I'm writing as a member of the dominant physics stereotype: a white, 
heterosexual, cis-gender, able-bodied man. I worked briefly as an engineer before becoming a 
high school physics teacher, and I am also pursuing my PhD in Education at McGill University. 
The focus of my work is on issues of under-representation in physics, primarily around gender. 
All of this may influence some of what I say, so I wanted to make it explicit from the get-go. 
Also, forgive all the references and the length of this post - was aiming to be thorough and may 
have gone a bit overboard! 
     I wasn't able to participate in the webinar because of a timing conflict (could the next one be 
scheduled in the evening, perhaps?), but I was really excited to see it happen. I get the idea of the 
usual suspects (who Colleen referred to as "always same people") always showing up at such 
events, but I'd like to argue that it's actually more important for those of us who DO fit the 
stereotype of a physicist to be involved. Not just to listen and learn from the experiences of 
others (though this is a crucial step that should not be understated), but rather because, in my 
opinion, the solution lies with us insiders. What I mean is that, in a nutshell, the so-called 
"problem" of under-representation of women (or any other groups) does not stem from them 
being deficient in any way (Traxler, Cid, Blue, & Barthelemy, 2016). The origin of the 
problem, rather, is the culture of physics, which tends to be unwelcoming to people who do 
not fit dominant stereotypes about the type of people who "do" physics.  
     As I see it, the solution to addressing under-representation then, is to change the culture 
of physics rather than to focus on preparing women to succeed in such a "chilly" learning 
environment. This isn't to say that initiatives to better prepare women and others aren't useful and 
sorely needed, but that they do not strike at the heart of the problem. Changing the culture of 
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physics is a monumental task, but certainly one that falls on the shoulders of myself and other 
"insiders." 
 
     … I agree wholeheartedly with a statement David Weaver  made: "we can only DO what we 
can do in our local environments." In my mind, creating a new, more-accepting culture of 
physics begins with the creation of smaller micro-cultures of physics as it is learned in schools. 
"Be[ing] real and treat[ing] others as such" is a great start, but we also need to consider our own 
biases and those of our students head-on. I think that Modeling classrooms have great potential 
for this since our students are accustomed to thinking critically.  
     After reading about the work Moses Rifkin has been doing (2016), I tried an intervention 
centered on issues of race in my own classroom. It was really powerful even though I feel unsure 
throughout the entire week-long unit, and this experience inspired me to get more involved. I've 
been working with a group of educators led by Moses to develop a flexible a curriculum 
designed to facilitate classroom discussions about under-representation along various threads 
(gender, 
ethnicity, etc.). It is also work noting that this work builds on the research of Lock and Hazari 
(2016).  
     Side note: we'd welcome anyone who is interested in getting involved, and are planning to 
present the work we're doing on this curriculum at the summer AAPT conference. 
 
     There are still things that we can each do even if implementing a dedicated series of lessons 
centered around under-representation isn't feasible for your situation. We need to be aware of 
how our actions (or inactions) as teachers affect our students. For example, the way that we 
recognize and position students has been shown to have a very strong impact on their 
future trajectories relative to physics (Hazari, Brewe, Goertzen, & Hodapp, 2017). In addition, 
the ways that we run our classrooms- course policies, who gets to speak, access to equipment, 
openness to questions, the spaces we provide (or lack thereof) for non-traditional ways of doing 
science and/or acting- greatly affect how students view physics and the extent to which they see 
a place for themselves in it.  
     Loved how Danny Doucette phrased this -- we need to constantly ask ourselves: 
* How am I going to establish and enforce positive behavior norms? 
* How am I going to eliminate microaggressions from student interactions? 
* How will I do a better job countering stereotypes and biases? 
     The answers to these questions are different for all of us, but a discussion like this is a great 
way to learn from one another and the steps we're taking to make changes in our own 
classrooms. 
 ------------------------------ 
Date:    Fri, 13 Apr 2018  
From:    Joe Kremer  
    Really exciting conversation, folks... 
     Working at a project-based school, I've tried to do a lot of thinking about how to help 
everybody own their learning. This may seem like a catch-all, but I believe that making the 
coursework "culturally responsive" is a key to inclusivity. 
     The main challenge I've found is that I continue to be obsessed with certain skills (build an 
algebraic model, use a testing experiment to refine an explanation, etc), to the point that so much 
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of what I've done to make the projects more inclusive may come off as window dressing. ("Yes, 
I'm asking you to ___ , but what I really care about is ___ .") 
     I've had some successes, but I keep looking for ways to empower everyone to really own the 
class. I'm pretty sure that finding this will require me to let go of some of what I/we/PER have 
decided are the most important analytical techniques, in favor of something that lets all students 
connect more deeply. Otherwise it'll just keep feeling like white male me is the one who decides 
what's useful and valuable.  
 -------------------------- 
Date:    Mon, 16 Apr 2018  
From:    "Marta Stoekel  
   I really like the questions that Paul Lulai and Nicholas Park raised, especially “To what extent 
are we as modelers committing to teaching a mode of engagement that is actually part of a 
culture?” 
     Regardless of our intentions or our efforts to treat all students with respect, our classrooms 
have a culture that comes out of our expectations, the norms for interaction, and the things we 
and our students value. Elements of that classroom culture will inevitably conflict with aspects of 
my students’ cultures outside the classroom. 
      I don’t know what the solution is, but I know that conflict feeds the beliefs students may have 
that they can’t be black and a scientist or a Muslim and a scientist, or ____ and a scientist. Those 
beliefs are further reinforced by the ways my unconscious biases are reflected in the classroom 
culture. I try to make sure questions like the ones Paul and Nicholas raised are always at the back 
of mind to help me strive not only to treat all of my students as people, but to create a culture 
where students see their full identities as validated and valued. I’ve also been working on 
recognizing my biases so I can interrupt my thoughts, words, or actions when they start to 
appear; a speaker my district brought in liked to say “Don’t let your first thought be your last 
thought.” 
     I admire the work Kelly O’Shea shared in her post. What strikes me as most important about 
her efforts is that she is not only trying to make her classroom a better place for students from 
underrepresented groups, but she is teaching ALL of her students to work together effectively 
and to value diverse teams. Representation in physics is a symptom of larger issues; fixing them 
not only requires treating the white women and people of color with respect. It requires teaching 
all of our students, especially the white males, to recognize the toxic patterns in how race and 
gender affect our interactions and giving them the tools to not only change those patterns in 
themselves, but to challenge them from others. 
 -------------------------------------------- 
Date: June 13, 2018 
From: Colleen Megowan 
     For those of you unable to attend the Equity and Social Justice conversation last night, below 
is a link to a google drive folder we have created, with notes on the policy statement that is being 
proposed for adoption by the board  at their face-to-face meeting in Columbus on June 24th, and 
other meeting notes. 
    https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1K3GJBiw_DhObWZc7cchCzfXoDVBtyk8f?usp=sharing 
     We will be launching a reading and discussion group in the last week of July (date TBA 
shortly). For details see the document in the folder linked above. 


