
DIMENSIONS OF DIFFERENCE AND SIMILARITY
REFLECTION

“Wholeheartedness calls on us to put down the armor and bring out the more shadowy parts of
ourselves and our history—the parts we’ve always been scared to own, and that we spend a lot of
time and energy ignoring—and fold them into ourselves, to create a complex, messy, awesome

whole.”

–Brene Brown

OVERVIEW

Teachers reflect on and discuss various dimensions of their identities to gain awareness of the impact
of these on their relationships with students and their families.

LEVELS

Adult

PLANNING FOR IT

WHEN YOU MIGHT USE THIS PRACTICE

During a staff or grade-level team meeting
For staff professional development
For individual reflection

TIME REQUIRED

60-90 minutes in an individual session
Ideally, multiple sessions with different questions as focus areas

MATERIALS

Sonia Nieto quote: “Teachers bring their entire autobiographies with them: their experiences,
identities, values, beliefs, attitudes, hang-ups, biases, wishes, dreams, and hopes. It is useless
for them to deny this; the most they can do is acknowledge how these may either get in the way
of, or enhance their work with students.” —from What Keeps Teachers Going?
Chart paper for brainstorming
Reflection questions (see “How To Do It” section)

https://www.amazon.com/Keeps-Teachers-Going-Sonia-Nieto/dp/0807743119


LEARNING OBJECTIVES

Staff members will:

Strengthen educator self-awareness and social awareness
Use reflective practice to gain insight into how educators’ multiple identities may impact
relationships with students, colleagues, and families

ADDITIONAL SUPPORTS

Making Classrooms and Schools Trauma-Informed and Healing-Centered

SEL COMPETENCIES

Self-Awareness
Social Awareness

HOW TO DO IT

REFLECTION BEFORE THE PRACTICE

Prior to leading this exercise with a group, take a moment to list various aspects of your identity and
reflect on how these identities might impact your relationships with students, staff members, and
parents.

INSTRUCTIONS

Begin by sharing the quote from Sonia Nieto:

“Teachers bring their entire autobiographies with them: their experiences, identities,
values, beliefs, attitudes, hang-ups, biases, wishes, dreams, and hopes. It is useless for
them to deny this; the most they can do is acknowledge how these may either get in the
way of, or enhance their work with students.” —from What Keeps Teachers Going?

Keeping this quote in mind, brainstorm what may be some of the various dimensions of who we
(educators) are that may be similar or different from each other and our students. Explain that
these dimensions are a part of our identities and are carried with us in the classroom and
throughout all school settings (examples: race, ethnicity, political views, socioeconomic, religion,
urban, suburban, rural, hobbies, family structure, personality, differing abilities, sexual
orientation, nationality, language, physical appearance, etc.).

REFLECTION QUESTIONS
Reflect on, journal, and discuss the following questions (if possible, divide the questions between
multiple sessions):

What might be some parts of your identity that affect how you are perceived by students,
parents, or other school staff?

https://ggie.berkeley.edu/trauma-trauma-informed-and-resiliency-informed-schools/
https://www.amazon.com/Keeps-Teachers-Going-Sonia-Nieto/dp/0807743119


What might be some parts of your students’ identities that affect how your students see
themselves or each other, or how you see them?
How might some parts of your identity affect relationships between you and your students
— either positively or negatively?
How might the impact of these dimensions play out when teaching SEL skills to students
or in the rest of your school day?

CLOSURE
Continue to notice how various aspects of your identity impact your interactions with students.
Journal about how your growing awareness may shift your relationship with students.

SOURCE

Open Circle provides evidence-based social and emotional learning (SEL) curriculum and professional
development for elementary schools. This innovative program proactively develops children’s skills for
recognizing and managing emotions, empathy, positive relationships and problem solving. Open Circle
helps schools build communities where students feel safe, cared for and engaged in learning. For
more information please visit us at https://www.open-circle.org

REFLECTION AFTER THE PRACTICE

How did people respond to this exercise? Did it deepen their awareness and understanding of
themselves, their colleagues, and/or students and their families?

THE RESEARCH BEHIND IT

EVIDENCE THAT IT WORKS

In a pilot study, 44 predominantly white, American pre-service teachers engaged in critical reflection
on texts, lectures, and workshops while examining their own histories on topics like family, schooling,
ethnicity, and racial identity formation. After participating in this study, eighty percent of participants
developed an anti-racist teacher identity (e.g., actively working to undo racism), and most teachers
also showed significant changes in “their perceptions of what it means to be a teacher in a culturally
diverse society.”

WHY DOES IT MATTER?

Eighty percent of the teaching workforce in the United States is white. And yet fifty percent of the
student population are children of color. The impact of this mismatch can be seen in discipline
disparities and lower academic outcomes and behavior evaluations for students of color when
compared with white students.

All students deserve an excellent education, but because of societal ills such as racism, prejudice, and
inequality, not all students have access to a quality education. However, teachers can help to undo
these inequities, beginning with the relationships they form with their students. But they must be
willing to look within.

https://www.open-circle.org
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/55a68b71e4b075daf6b2aa0b/t/55b307e5e4b06a14d4557944/1437796325674/teacher+identity+formation.pdf
https://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=28
https://www.census.gov/library/visualizations/2018/comm/classroom-diversity.html
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-18-258
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-18-258
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0038040712444857


Helping teachers—especially those from the dominant culture—to become aware of and understand
how their own racial identity and implicit biases affect the quality of education their students receive
is a crucial part of building a just and equitable society.

TERMS OF USE

Thank you for downloading this resource! Please feel free to share it with friends, teachers,
colleagues, and anyone else who might benefit from it.

Greater Good in Education is a free online resource produced by UC Berkeley’s Greater Good Science
Center. Visit our website at ggie.berkeley.edu to choose from more than 300 practices that can be
incorporated into all aspects of a school community, from academic instruction to staff meetings to
engagement with parents.

Please email us at ggsceducation@berkeley.edu with any questions about our programs and resources
for educators.

With gratitude,
Greater Good in Education


