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Equity, Diversity and Design Principles
Creating a Safe Environment for All Students

This year, for the first time, I have had the fortunate experience of teaching math to a class including two autistic students. Both of the students are very different. Jahaad is very quiet and independent, while Emiliano is very expressive and vocal. He is very loud and has numerous outbursts and explosions during class. Since I have observed students treating him disrespectfully, I focused my project on him. It doesn’t take much to set him off, causing him to get very frustrated. For an example, since Emiliano is fixated on super heroes, if a student says, “Batman is dead,” Emiliano will explode and yell and scream at the student. I have noticed a small group of students who are intentionally trying to get a reaction from Emiliano. What they don’t understand is that Emiliano often can’t control his reactions and responses towards other students. Therefore, I tell students they need to be the ones who control their behaviors. 

There is one student in that class in particular, Brian, who is an incredibly strong leader at KLA. However, he most often leads students to make poor choices. Brian also has an IEP with a behavior support plan. He has difficulty making connections and forming healthy relationships with his peers, teachers as well as most other adults. Brian is one of the main perpetrators when it comes to picking on Emiliano. He is always trying to make Emiliano angry. I think Brian often tries to bully others because it makes himself feel better. Although he is a bully, many students seem to love him and often try to follow and copy his behaviors. Partly, this may be because students feel afraid of him. I realized something drastic needed to happen in the classroom in order to create a respectful learning community where ALL of my students feel safe to take risks and share out. 

Changing Brian and his “followers” will not be easy and will not happen overnight, but slowly, I believe that we can transform our classroom into a more positive environment where students’ differences are not rejected but instead embraced. The following structures and experiences I have created in order to do so.

1.) Peer Coach: I met with all of Emiliano’s teachers to discuss the idea of choosing and implementing a peer coach for Emiliano. We wanted this peer coach to be a student that was not only a leader, but that other students looked up to. The peer coach will take on the role of Emiliano’s advocate and will receive different responsibilities that will help support Emiliano and model positive ways to interact with him. Because Brian is such a strong leader, we feel that this might be a great opportunity to empower Brian and put him a more positive leadership role. We phrased it in a way that made Brian feel very excited and lucky that we chose him. He almost seemed surprised. He is so accustomed to receiving negative energy, we wanted to turn this around and place him in a more positive role. This teaches Brian that he is totally capable of using his leadership qualities in a more positive way. Although we just started this peer-coaching program, Brian began to turn around his behavior in the classroom and instead of picking on Emiliano, he has been helping him. I have also noticed that other students have followed in Brian’s footsteps and have been more respectful towards Emiliano’s differences.

2.) I set up a future meeting with San Diego City School’s autistic specialist, Cathy Ball. She is planning to come to KLA to meet with all six grade teachers and observe our classrooms in order to give us specific strategies to help support Emiliano and Jahaad both academically and socially at school. 

3.)  Lesson for Discrimination Experience: The following is a lesson I created and implemented to gives students an idea of what it feels like to be treated unfairly because or their differences.

Essential Questions: 

What does it feel like to be treated unfairly?

How can you help others treat their peers fairly and respectfully? 

What can you do to make sure you are treating your peers fairly? 

Launch: 

I began class as a normal day. Students came in, got their homework out and began their Quick Question warm up. I was trying to be a bit short with the boys and overly polite and nice to the girls. After a few minutes passed, I walked around to each girl and whispered in her ears that they only had to choose two out of the three of the warm up questions. 

Although some of the boys caught on and were frustrated the class continued to work on their warm ups. As students needed help, I only walked over to the girls to help them. I also told the girls they could go to the back of the classroom and work together on the warm up but the boys had to continue to work independently on them. After five minutes was up, I called on different students to come up to the board to teach their peers how they answered the questions. However, I ONLY chose girls to come up. I am not sure all of the boys caught on to this inequity yet until one student, Jeremy said, “Hey you’re always calling on just the girls.” I tried my best to ignore this comment, but planned on addressing it later when we reflected on our experience as a class.  

After the warm up, I had all of the boys come up to the large group area to explore Absolute Value. At this point, I spoke with the girls and told them they didn’t have to come join us, but instead, they were going to play a game with my aide in the back of the classroom. At this point, the boys seemed very frustrated that they could play the game. Most students, including the girls were confused as to what was going on. I sat with the boys and we began to take notes. I then told them that it seems like they need a little extra practice on the Absolute Value and they were going to have to do a few extra problems over the weekend for homework.   This really began to tick them off! Boys were shouting out to me things like, “I know how to do this, why do I have to more HW?” “Why don’t the girls have to do this?” “You are only making us do this because you are a girl.” This isn’t fair!” First the girls get to play a game, then they have less homework. This isn’t fair.” Why are you being mean like this?” “What is going on?” I felt at this point, it was time for us to have a conversation about what was going on and how everyone was feeling. 

Discussion/ Reflection:  

I called the whole class up to the rug area to discuss how everyone was feeling. 

Here are some questions and discussion points I posed to the class. 

· How do you feel about today’s class? 

· Student response: mad, confused, why did you give us more homework? Angry and frustrated

· What observations have you made about my behavior today? What are some ways I have treated you all unfairly? 

· Student response: You gave the girls special privileges, you gave boys more homework, you were nicer to the girls, you would help the boys, etc.
· What have I based my decision on? 

· Student response: Whether we were a boy or a girl

· Boys, how do you feel and why? 

· Student response: Their response showed confusion, anger and jealousy. 

· Girls, how do you feel and why? 

· Student response: The girls also felt confused and some felt guilty that they were getting all of these special privileges. One girl said, “I was wondering what we did to deserve all of these special privileges.” A boy chimed in “…and I was also wondering what we did to deserve all of these punishments.”

· We talked about what it feels like to be treated unfairly? 

· I am going to share an experience when I felt like I was being treated unfairly because I was Jewish. People were making rude remarks referring to Jewish people as cheap… 

· What are some characteristics of people that may lead them to being discriminated against or treat unfairly? Students brainstorm (race or ethnicity, religion, learning style (if comes up, share my experience with staying back a grade), students with special needs, style of clothes, sexual orientation, your family ECT. 

· Think for one minute about a time where you felt for whatever reason, you were not being treated unfairly. Share with your partner. 

· Popcorn: share with group if desire

· Student responses: when my brother got more presents than me for Christmas, my step dad doesn’t treat me the same as his real kid, I am always the one at home to get in trouble even though I didn’t do it, some Americans don’t think that Mexicans should be able to come to the US because they think they are all drug dealers

· At this point, we spoke about what a stereotype was and ways that we can avoid stereotyping people that are different than one. 

*a student said that he has been picked on because he was a slow learner. This was a great opportunity to specifically address the issues that have been going on in class and how not everyone learns the same way, but we need to embrace these differences instead of picking on students. I shared my observations on what I have been observing happening in class and asked students “Why did I set up class so that you all would have this experience?” A student brought up that others make fun of people in this room because they are different and now each of us knows how this feels. 

· Think about a time when maybe you have treated another person unfairly. Preface that by reflecting on this experience, we will become better and stronger people. Would any brave students like to share? Of course I praised students for sharing and reaffirm how much courage this takes. 

· One student shared a time when he got another student in trouble for stealing school supplies even though he did not do it. Because he felt so guilty, he confessed to the teacher that it was him who stole supplies. 

· Many student responses showed that they are used to solving problems in violence ways or by fighting. I also noticed this in their surveys. 

Reflection/ Student Survey:

After having a conversation with the class, students now self reflect through a survey. 

Results from Student Surveys:

· Reasons why people get treated unfairly: students picked race/ ethnicity, how much $ you have, how smart you are, body appearance most frequently. Student also said if you don’t speak a language very well

· times when students have been treated unfairly: teacher made them feel dumb because they were a slow learner, siblings not getting the same privileges, people of other races calling them derogatory names and putting their race down, being blamed for starting something, baby sister got more attention than me, someone made fun of them because he is “short” or does not have money, someone say that police were hitting Mexicans while crossing the border

· times when students treated other unfairly: being mean to siblings and not letting them play with their stuff, calling other students names, blaming a problem on someone that didn’t do it so you can save yourself, picking on Emiliano and saying Batman is dead, teasing others because of the way they look, feeling bad about fighting another students, making fun of people who learn a different way, calling someone gay because of her shoes

· How students can take a leadership role: talk to a teacher, stand up to others I hear being mean, ask person, “how would you feel if I did this to you,” tell them they are wrong, hang out with person getting made fun of to make them feel better, talk to the counselor, tell student that is not fair to make fun of others, try to protect student being treated unfairly, try to make both students friends.

· What student learned: no one deserves to be treated unfairly, many students got hurt by others, treat people the way you want to be treated, it feels badly to be treated unfairly, never judge people by their differences, I have learned how to control myself, treating other people is bad and it will get to you one day when you are older or time passes, other people have treated people unfairly.

Long-term plans and goals: I plan to…

· Refer back to this experience as needed if I notice any student getting bullied or treated unfairly in my class or at school. 

· Check in frequently with Emiliano and his Peer tutor/ advocate, Brian

· Continue to touch base with my sixth grade colleagues to reflect on how our peer-coaching program is going and whether they notice students discriminating against others. 

STUDENT SURVEY

1. How did this experience make you feel? _______________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. Circle and list reasons you believe people might get treated unfairly.

Color of skin or ethnicity


body appearance

Gender (boy/girl)



how much money you have

How smart you are



religion

List any other reasons you can think of. _____________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. Describe a time when you felt your were being treated unfairly. How did you feel? Be specific.

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

4. Why do you think you were being treated unfairly? ___________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

5. Share a time when you have treated another person unfairly. How did this make you feel and how do you think the other person felt? _________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

6. How can you take a leadership role when you see another student getting treated unfairly? What can you do to help the situation? _________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________




7. What have you learned from this experience? _____________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

