
Is That Really What I Said?: Learning About Microaggressions Lesson Plan

Grade Level: 6th grade - High School
Length of Lessons: One 90 minute block periods, Two 50-55 minute block periods

Rationale:
Students learn, grow, and thrive when they feel they belong and are valued. As such,

educators strive to create a welcoming, inclusive, and safe environment for their students.
According to the Oregon Department of Education, the Every Student Belongs (ESB) rule
not only “calls on schools and districts to prohibit symbols of hate,” but also to “transform
the conditions that allow harm to occur.”1 A critical part of establishing a harm-free culture
is to build an awareness and consciousness of the covert manifestations of hate that are
often normalized or categorized as small or insignificant. Language is one area in which
teachers and students can critically examine how some terms and phrases hold multiple
meanings, and some harmful in specific contexts.

This lesson introduces students to the concept of microaggressions—the everyday,
unconscious or conscious comments and actions that communicate hostile, derogatory, or
negative messages to a person based solely upon their marginalized group membership.
Microaggressions are considered “micro” not because they are insignificant, but because
they transpire between individuals and not on the macro level. The regularity at which
microaggressions occur often translate to real psychological and physiological effects.

Through a word exploration activity and a variety of short videos students examine
seemingly innocuous words and phrases that have the potential to hurt and harm others
with overt and covert messages that they do not belong, are different, and/or are less than.
Students will also analyze sample scenarios to discuss different ways in which people can
respond to microaggressions.

This lesson can be used as part of a proactive effort to create a welcoming, inclusive,
and safe classroom climate or as a response to an incident where a microaggression
transpired. If you are using it for the latter, it is highly recommended that you address the
incident privately with the involved students prior and utilize this lesson as an opportunity
to discuss microaggressions more broadly. We further suggest that you continue to
intertwine conversations around how words have and can be used to harm others into
other lessons.

Essential Questions:
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1. How can words or phrases hold different meanings in different situations?
2. How can words or phrases be used to harm others unknowingly or unintentionally?
3. Why is the history of words or phrases important to understand?

Lesson Objectives

Students will be able to articulate what microaggressions are and how they transpire.

Students will analyze how words can shift meaning in different contexts and explain how
and why communication crosses from harmless to harmful.

Students will examine microaggressions from multiple perspectives to compare and
contrast how different people might respond.

Students will generate solutions and practice responding to microaggressions.

Teaching Strategies:
Whole group discussion
Small group discussion
KWL chart

Materials
1. Powerpoint Presentation
2. Index Cards (one per pair or group)
3. Popsicle sticks
4. Thesaurus (1 book per group or access to online thesaurus)
5. Reflection worksheet
6. Video Clips

Preparation

1. Review the video clips provided in the lesson and choose which ones will resonate
with your students. Have selected videos ready to show on an internet browser
prior to beginning the lesson.

2. Write one term (located on slide 7) on each popsicle stick.
3. Make copies of the reflection worksheet so there is enough for one per group.
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Activity

1. Begin the lesson by showing students slide 3 of the powerpoint. The slide depicts a
photograph of the artwork, “Language Is Not Transparent” by Mel Bochner, a
contemporary artist who utilizes language as art to inquire how we understand and
employ language and investigate the unspoken codes that ground how we engage
with the world. Facilitate a 3 -5 minute discussion where students describe how they
interpret ‘language is not transparent’ and articulate an example that supports their
interpretation.

Teacher’s Note: You may want to share a personal example or prompt students to think of
a time where a text or email was misunderstood or misinterpreted by the receiving party
and share why you/they think that happened.

2. Tell the students, “Today we are going to explore how people can unknowingly or
unintentionally hurt and harm others through the language they use. We’re going to
start with an activity where we analyze some words that shift meaning depending
on the situation.”

3. Move to slide 4 and review activity directions. Students will identify synonyms for a
specific word, explain two different meanings of the original word, and describe how
the word may offend or hurt another person in a specific context. You may want to
show and review with students the exemplar models on slides 5 and 6.

Teacher’s Note: It is important to clarify to students that this is not a free association word
activity. Each word students write down should more or less have some overlap or
connection with the meaning of the original word. For example, for the term “gay” students
should not free associate and write down rainbow. Rather, they identify and write down
synonyms or colloquial phrases such as happy or queer.

4. Organize students into pairs or small groups and distribute one notecard and
reflection worksheet per pair/small group. Then pass out or have students select a
term to analyze from the popsicle sticks. Give students approximately 10 minutes to
complete the activity.

5. Depending on time, you may choose some or all groups to share their index cards
with the class. Facilitate a short class discussion around the reflection questions.

6. Present slide 8 and tell students, “We just completed an activity where we learned
how words can hold different, sometimes hurtful or harmful, meanings depending
on the context. We’re going to come back to these words in a little bit, but for now,
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has anyone heard the word microaggression before?” Complete the K and W
portions of a KWL chart with students. If students have never heard of the term
microaggression before, you can use the photo examples of microaggressions on
the slide to help students elicit what they might know or want to know about
microaggressions.

7. Review the definition of microaggressions on slide 9 and 10. Ask students, “Why is
marginalized group membership critical to understanding microaggressions?” As
part of the discussion, students should be able to understand how unequal power
relationships are essential to microaggressions.

Teacher’s note: The definition of microaggressions is lengthy and compound. A chunked
definition is provided on slide 10 for you to unpack with your students. According to the
ESB rule, a microaggression represents a “bias incident”—a hostile expression toward
another person relating to the other person’s perceived race, color, religion, gender
identity, sexual orientation, disability or national origin. A marginalized group is considered
a community that experiences discrimination (social, political, and economic) because of
unequal power relationships.

8. Use slide 11 to explain and discuss the three different types of microaggressions.
Ask students to look at their term from the first activity and assess when, how, and
why it can be a microaggression. You may also want to show some of the
recommended video clips below to reiterate. *Please consider the cultural context
of your classroom and remember to preview all materials before showing them to
your students.

a. Retarded
i. Video 1 is a 2011 interview of Tim Shriver, CEO of the Special

Olympics by Stephen Colbert about the term “retard,” why it is hurtful,
and alternative terms to use instead. (5 minutes)
https://www.cc.com/video/wug1p5/the-colbert-report-tim-shriver

ii. Video 2 is about Rosa’s Law which was passed in 2010 and changed
the term “mental retardation” to “intellectual disability” in U.S. federal
law. (5 min, 19 seconds)
https://www.specialolympics.org/stories/impact/why-the-r-word-is-the
-r-slur

iii. Video 3 explicitly reviews ableist language as well as how and why it is
harmful to the communities it affects. (5 ½ minutes)
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https://www.sunrisemedical.com/livequickie/blog/february-2019/lang
uage-and-equality-for-people-with-disabilities

b. Crazy
i. ThisNike commercial demonstrates how the term “crazy” has been

disproportionately used to describe women’s behavior and challenges
gender norms. (1 ½ minutes)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zWfX5jeF6k4

c. Exotic
i. A video produced by MTV that provides 3 concrete reasons how and

why the term “exotic” can be a microaggression. (5 minutes)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NIK9Wn98nHM

d. Illegal Immigrant
i. A short video clarifying misconceptions about immigration. (1 minute)

https://www.defineamerican.com/campaigns/wordsmatter

e. That’s so gay
i. A short ad created by GLSEN featuring Wanda Sykes using humor to

demonstrate how “that’s so gay” is a microaggression. (30 seconds)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sWS0GVOQPs0

f. Special
i. A video advertisement for World Down Syndrome Day that challenges

how we use the term special to describe the needs of people with
disabilities. (1 minute 45 seconds)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kNMJaXuFuWQ

g. Where are you from?
i. A short video that satirizes the way we sometimes rely on stereotypes

about race, ethnicity, and nationality to make assumptions about each
other. (2 minutes)
https://www.facinghistory.org/resource-library/video/what-kind-asian-
are-you

h. Microaggressions in the Classroom
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i. A comprehensive documentary style video that follows a group of
university students learning about and discussing microaggressions. It
can be paused or chunked into shorter segments. (18 minutes)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZahtlxW2CIQ

9. Have students journal responses to the questions on slide 12. You can choose to
facilitate a class discussion around student responses or collect them as an informal
assessment. Students should be able to articulate what microaggressions are and
how they transpire, identify elements that can help determine if something is a
microaggression, and indicate physiological and/or psychological effects of
microaggressions.

Teacher’s note: You may want to check in with students on how they are feeling. Some
students may feel guilty or ashamed for having perpetuated microaggressions while others
may feel upset or distressed from the microaggressions they have experienced. It is
important to acknowledge those emotions and help students navigate them. Remind
students that it’s uncomfortable to think about how we may have hurt people in the past,
but that we all make mistakes and are constantly growing and learning as people and can
do better in the future. For the students who have experienced microaggressions, it is
critical to listen and acknowledge their emotions and be a support for them.

10. Move to slide 13 and tell students, “Microaggressions have real physiological (body)
and psychological (mental) impacts on those who receive them. The effects are not
the result of one microaggression, but of repeated experiences over the course of
an entire lifetime. Targets of microaggressions constantly think: ‘Did they say what I
think they said? What did they mean by that? Should I say something? Saying
something is going to make it worse. They’ll think I’m overreacting.’” Review the
effects of microaggressions listed on the slide.

11. Turn to slide 14 and explain to students, “There is no checklist for how to respond to
microaggressions when you witness or experience a microaggression.” Split
students into four groups and have each group discuss one of the following
questions. Have each group share major takeaways with the class and let students
from other groups add insights. As a result of the discussion, students should be
able to examine microaggressions from multiple perspectives and differentiate how
people might respond based on their identity and other factors.

a. What makes addressing microaggressions hard or difficult?
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i. Student answers vary and may include that people get defensive and think
they are being accused of being a bad or immoral person.

b. How much does or should a person’s intention or consciousness matter
when addressing microaggressions?

i. Student answers vary.
c. What factors contribute to how a person might respond to a

microaggression?
i. Student answers vary and may include if they are the witness or target,

where they are, who they are with, how well they know the person, how
much time they have, the power dynamic, etc.

d. What are the consequences of not addressing microaggressions? When or
why, if at all, should a person not respond to a microaggression?

i. Student answers vary and may include that the person thinks you agree or
condone the comment or if you feel unsafe.

12. Use slides 15 - 17 to review and discuss strategies for responding to
microaggressions.

13. In small groups or as a whole class, use the example scenarios provided in the notes
on slide 18 (or create your own) to have students generate a variety of solutions and
practice responding to microaggressions.

14. Turn to slide 19. Facilitate a two minute conversation around apologies where
students will discuss and determine when and why a person should apologize and
identify what makes an apology good.  Then go to slide 20 and tell students, “I know
it’s uncomfortable to admit, but we are not perfect! Sometimes we unknowingly or
unintentionally commit microaggressions. I know in the past, when someone called
me out on something hurtful or harmful I’ve said, I got really defensive and shifted
the conversation to focus on my intention rather than how my comments impacted
my friend/family member/co-worker/etc. I’m still not perfect and sometimes
immediately tense up when I get called out, but I’m trying my best to own my
intention and my impact. I’ve come to learn that apologizing doesn’t mean that I’m a
bad person, it means that I’m human. It shows that I care about the other person
and am learning. So with all of this being said, I use the following two apologies
when I’m called out for committing a microaggression. The first is “Oh, I’m sorry, I
won’t do that again.” It’s simple, to the point, and I’ve learned to not say that
comment to that specific person again. The second is “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t know
that, can you help me learn why that was so hurtful?” In this apology I’m looking to
learn and understand why or how what I just said hurt another person so I can
consciously avoid committing the same microaggression to this person and others
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in the future. The third isn’t really an apology, because I’m calling myself out! I’ve
recognized that something I said made the other person uncomfortable and I want
to acknowledge the moment and understand what happened. I’ve found it a great
way to strengthen my relationship with that person.”

Assessment
For an informal assessment, return to the KWL and complete the L section.
For a formal assessment, provide students with another scenario and have them write
down and explain how they would respond. Collect their responses.

Learning Accommodations/Differentiation:
1. For the synonym activity, assign students a term that will be easier for them to

analyze. Alternatively you could provide students with other student examples of a
specific term, which can be found in the exemplar model folder, and have them
analyze those.

Remote Learning Adaptations:
1. Assign each group a term and have them write and organize the synonyms using

Padlet, Jamboard, or any platform that allows them to type and reorganize their
thoughts.

Additional Resources
1. A blog post that shares reasons why and how the term “crazy” can be sexist as well

as ableist.
https://www.pennmedicine.org/news/news-blog/2018/september/that-crazy-why-yo
u-might-want-to-rethink-that-word-in-your-vocabulary

2. A very detailed powerpoint that reviews microaggressions and then provides explicit
examples based on different marginalized group status.
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1y-ScAwQ3WA0Xay4-zw098bFfleUMx-5smO
ESPv6oEzo/pub?start=true&loop=false&delayms=5000&slide=id.p31

3. A webpost by the University of Washington’s Center for Teaching and Learning that
provides detailed strategies for how teachers can address microaggressions in the
classroom
https://teaching.washington.edu/topics/inclusive-teaching/addressing-microaggressi
ons-in-the-classroom/
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4. A brief handout summarizing microaggressions and how to respond.
https://advancingjustice-la.org/sites/default/files/ELAMICRO%20A_Guide_to_Respon
ding_to_Microaggressions.pdf
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