Learning about Stereotypes: 

How They Form and How to Fight Them
By Joan Brodsky Schur
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Overview:
This lesson helps students to understand how and why we form stereotypes of other people, and gives students concrete strategies for overcoming stereotypical thinking. In the lesson students watch the beginning of the video American Muslim Teens Talk with the sound turned off.  Students are then asked to guess what common identity all nine youths in the video share.  In doing so they confront and then analyze the ways in which they themselves use stereotypes to make assessments about people they do not know.  As students continue to watch the video with the sound turned on, they learn from the Muslim youths what it feels like to be the objects of stereotypical thinking and misinformation about their faith. Students then pursue answers to their own questions about Islam. They also discuss the advice offered by the students in the video about ways to break down the barriers that unnecessarily separate people.

Objectives:

· To learn about how stereotypes are formed and how they can be overcome.

· To increase an appreciation of America’s diversity and provide strategies for living in a multicultural society.

· To learn about Islam.

· To enhance students’ writing abilities.

· To increase students’ media literacy.

Activities:

Activity 1: Exploring Personal Identities

Activity 2: Assigning Identities to Strangers

Activity 3: Discussing Stereotypes about Islam 

Activity 4: How We See Ourselves Versus How We Are Seen by Others

Activity 5: Strategies for Avoiding Stereotypes about Other People 

Standards:

National Standards for History, National Center for History in the Schools 

Grades 5-12

Era 10 2C The student understands changing religious diversity and its impact on American institutions and values. Therefore, the student is able to:

· Analyze how the new immigrants have affected religious diversity.

· Analyze the position of major religious groups on political and social issues…

2E  The student understands how a democratic polity debates social issues… Therefore, the student is able to:

· Evaluate the continuing grievances of racial and ethnic minorities and their recurrent reference to the nation’s charter documents.

· Evaluate the continuing struggle for e pluribus unum amid debates over national vs. group identity, group rights vs. individual rights, multiculturalism…

Curriculum Standards for Social Studies, National Council for the Social Studies

Strand I, Culture

e. Demonstrate the value of cultural diversity, as well as cohesion, within and across groups.

Strand IV, Individual Development and Identity

c. Describe the ways family, religion, gender, ethnicity, nationality, socioeconomic status, and other group and cultural influences contribute to the development of a sense of self.

e. Examine the interactions of ethnic, national, or cultural influences in specific situations or events.

Strand V, Individuals, Groups and Institutions

e. Describe and examine belief systems basic to specific traditions and laws in contemporary and historical movements.

National Standards for Civics and Government Center of Civic Education

II. What are the Foundations of the American Political System?

B.1. Distinctive characteristics of American society

· Explain religious freedom

B. 4 Diversity in American society

· Identify the many forms of diversity found in American society, e.g. racial, religious,       ethnic… 

· Describe conflicts that have arisen from diversity and explain the means by which     some have been managed and explain why some conflicts have persisted unabated.  

· Explain the importance of adhering to constitutional values and principles in      managing conflicts over diversity.

Mid-Continent Research for Education and Learning (McREL)

Behavioral Sciences

Standard 4 Grades 6-8

· Understands that being a member of a group can increase an individual's social power and also can increase hostile actions toward or from other groups or individuals

· Understands how tensions might arise between expressions of individuality and group or institutional efforts to promote social conformity.
Language Arts

Viewing

Standard 9 Grades 6-8  

Understands the use of stereotypes and biases in visual media, e.g., distorted representations of society; imagery and stereotyping in advertising; elements of stereotypes such as physical characteristics, manner of speech, beliefs and attitudes.

Standard 9 Grades 9-12  

 Uses strategies to analyze stereotypes in visual media, e.g., recognizes stereotypes that serve the interests of some groups in society at the expense of others; identifies techniques… that perpetuate stereotypes.
Language Arts

Media Literacy

Standard 10 Grades 6-8

· Understands the ways in which image-makers carefully construct meaning, e.g., idea and word choice by authors, images created by photographers, television programs created by groups of people, photos…
Standard 10 Grades 9-12 

· Understands the influence of media on society as a whole, e.g., influence in shaping various governmental, social, and cultural norms; influence on the democratic process; influence on beliefs, lifestyles, and understanding of relationships and culture; how it shapes viewer's perceptions of reality; the various consequences in society of ideas and images in media.
Process:

Activity 1: Exploring Personal Identities

Explain to students that they are going to watch a video in which a group of teenagers discuss an identity they all share in common, one that is important to them. Do not divulge at the outset that all the students are Muslims.  Rather, begin by exploring with your students how they define their own identities, and the processes by which they assign identities to other people. 

Pose these general questions at the outset of the discussion:

· What do we mean by a person’s “identity”?

· Do students feel that people have just one identity or many?

· Why do people sometimes misidentify other people—ascribe to them an identity that is inaccurate or one that they do not hold of themselves?

Now ask each student to make a list of ways they would identify themselves, and tell them that they can keep this list private.  To get them started, offer some ways in which you might identify yourself, choosing to fill in those categories you feel comfortable sharing in public:

Job

Family roles, e.g., parent, brother, etc.

Nationality

Family roots

Racial background

Religious affiliation 

Club memberships

Age/stage of life, e.g. teen, middle age, elderly
After students have made their own lists, ask them if some of the identities they hold are more important to them than others, and if so why?

Now ask students to use their lists to rank which aspects of their identities are most important to them, by placing a 1, 2, 3 and so forth next to each item. Do not insist that students complete this task as it will likely be impossible; rather, the point is to get students to think about issues of their identity. 

Encourage students to share their thoughts about what they learned about themselves without requiring them to divulge personal information.

Activity 2:  Assigning Identities Strangers
Now tell students that they are going to watch a video in which nine youths discuss one aspect of their identities they all share in common, one that is important to them.  Explain that you are not going to tell the class what topic the teens are discussing, rather you would like the class to try to guess what identity they all share by watching the video without the sound on.  Be careful therefore not to show the title of the video or use the words “Islam” or “Muslim” when presenting the video.

Before you begin, list on the board the following identities the youths might share.  (After students have watched a portion of the video, you can invite students to add to this list.)

Athletes

Republicans

Immigrants

Chess players

Muslims

Homeless youth

Once your students are excited and curious about this “guessing game” show the first section of American Muslim Teens Talk  that begins with the title “Fitting In” with the sound off.  Make certain that all of the nine students appear once in the segment you show. Tell your students to be prepared to offer their top two choices from the list above that best label the common identity the youths in the video share.  Tell students to be ready to explain their choices. 
After viewing the soundless segment, ask students to share their guesses and the reasons for their choices. Then pose questions like, “What made you think the youths were all immigrants, or chess players…?” Focus on the fact that the exercise forced them to rely on visual cues and use the ensuing discussion to help students develop their visual literacy.  Since you have set up a situation in which you are asking students to make generalizations, do not berate them for doing so. Rather, use the exercise to enhance their awareness of other real-life situations in which they rely on visual cues to make deductions about people they do not know. When do we use visual cues as benign or helpful shortcuts to help us sort out the many people we encounter a complex world? When and why do generalizations lead to stereotyping people about whom we know little to nothing? How do advertising and media reinforce stereotypes, and what are the dangers in doing so? 

Some stereotypes that might arise from a discussion of students’ answers are as follows. (Note how they all rely on visual cues):

· All athletes look physically fit.

· All Republicans are white and wealthy.

· All immigrants are people of color.

· All chess players look like nerds.

· All Muslim women wear hijab (headscarves).  All Muslims are people of color.

· All homeless people look dirty and dress in raggedy clothes.

For each of the generalizations or stereotypes that students have offered in this exercise, ask another student to provide an exception, e.g., “not all athletes look physically fit; sumo wrestlers are very fat.”

Now disclose the title of the film American Muslim Teens Talk. Explain when people are faced with the unknown they quite naturally try to make sense of it by relying on generalizations, e.g., “most chess players look nerdy.”  Generalizations can quickly degenerate into stereotypes in which all people in a certain category are depicted in exactly the same way, e.g., “all chess players are nerdy.”  Point out the dangers of making generalizations without sufficient evidence and then of going a step further by stereotyping all people in a given category. 

Now show the segment “Fitting In” with the sound turned on, beginning with its title, American Muslim Teens Talk.   

If possible familiarize your class with the names and faces of the youths beforehand so that they are better able to take notes and discuss what each individual said.  To do so, project their photos, or download them and print them using the image sheet link on the lesson plan page (this may take a few seconds to download).  Distribute the following chart on which students can take notes in the following categories. If students are unable to match name and face as they take notes, tell them to cross out the individual names and just use the charts to take notes on what they heard. The important thing is that they capture on the charts some things the students have to say. 

American Muslim Teens Talk about Fitting In

Chart 1

	Name
	When/how Being a Muslim was Shared with Others
	     Problems     

    Fitting In

As a Muslim
	Mistaken Identities and

Stereotypes about Muslims
	Questions I Have About Islam

	Izaz  (m)


	
	
	
	

	Umair (m)


	
	
	
	

	Fatimah (f)


	
	
	
	

	Nora  (f)


	
	
	
	

	Phatin (f)


	
	
	
	

	Anna (f)


	
	
	
	

	Usman (m)


	
	
	
	

	Hager (f)
	
	
	
	

	Ibrahim (m)
	
	
	
	


Teacher’s Guide for 

American Muslim Teens Talk about Fitting In

Chart 1

	Name
	When/how Muslim identity was Shared with Others
	Problems     

    Fitting In

As a Muslim
	Mistaken Identities and

Stereotypes about Muslims 
	Questions  Your Students May Have about Islam

	Izaz  (m)


	Parents told him to hide his Muslim identity. 

Later teachers help him to be himself.
	 Remained withdrawn, an “outcast” at first. Hard to be Bangladeshi immigrant and Muslim.  Became popular when unafraid to be himself.
	“You smell like curry.”

Taken for Hispanic and Chinese.
	Why would his parents want him to hide that he is  Muslim?

Muslim immigrants to American come from what countries?

	Umair (m)


	Started sharing Muslim identity during world religion course.
	Always had friends. Got more friends once people knew he was Muslim.
	
	How is Islam related to other world religions?

	Fatimah (f)


	Her hijab raises questions; she explains what it means and thus conveys her Muslim identity.
	Some people do and others do not at first accept her. Eventually everyone respects her for her personality.
	
	What is hijab? Why/when is it worn? Are Muslim men expected to dress a certain way?

Why are there many African Americans who are Muslims?

	Nora  (f)


	In Catholic school no one knew she was Muslim. Liked for her personality first. School/religion always separate for her.
	Only Muslim in her school. No one to fast with. Non-Muslim friends learn about Ramadan from her. Hopes they have positive impression of Islam because of her.
	
	What is Ramadan?  Why is it observed? What does is it celebrate? How and why did it begin? What are Muslims expected to do during Ramadan?

	Phatin (f)


	[note: Phatin speaks more later in the video]
	
	Taken for Hispanic.
	

	Anna (f)


	Other Muslims in her independent school, we fast together. 
	No problems fitting in at school because there are other Muslims in a school with a strong sense of inclusion and community.
	Because she is white, people do not think she is Muslim.
	Other questions about Ramadan.

White Muslim immigrants to America come from what countries? How many white Americans convert to Islam?

What does Islam say about race?

	Usman (m)


	Other Muslims in his international school. He believes his name, Usman, (sometimes spelled Uthman), should identify him as Muslim, but others do not recognize its significance.
	Because he goes to school with a wide array of immigrant students, many of whom are Muslim, he does not stand out.
	Told he does not “look” Muslim. 
	How do Muslim students keep the fast in a non-Muslim school?

What names do Muslims choose for their children? What do the names signify?

	Hager (f)
	Egyptian identity stands out first.  (Didn’t wear hijab until later.)

Learns to take pride in who she is, “an Egyptian Muslim.”



	Sometimes questioned her own identity. “Do I have to stick to who I am?

Finds discussions in school about ethnicity and religion worthwhile.

Feels heavy responsibility “representing” Muslims at her school/ explaining Islam.
	Others confused over who she is. Because she is Egyptian, does this mean she is African?  How can she be African if she does not look black?
	Other questions about hijab and 

Ramadan.

	Ibrahim (m)
	First went to a Muslim school.


	He fit in at Muslim school; disadvantages of public school, he misses out on prayers, hard to fast.
	
	What is a Muslim school? How is it like/unlike a Catholic parochial school or Jewish school?

Questions about Muslims and prayer. Why do Muslims pray five times a day?  What do they do/say? What is its meaning in their lives?


Activity 3: Discussing Stereotypes about Islam

Why did the class correctly or incorrectly guess that the students were all Muslim? List their reasons on the board. Ask students to ask themselves: “Where do my ideas come from?  What are the sources of my information?” Discuss the generalizations or stereotypes the students used to reach their conclusions. What are some commonly held stereotypes about Muslims and Islam?

What does it feel like to be the subject of stereotypes? Ask students to share ways they themselves feel they have been stereotyped by other people, e.g., “all teens are…” [For useful approaches to teaching about the dangers of stereotypical thinking go to PBS Global Connections http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/globalconnections/index.html).] 

Continue to show the video sections  “Misunderstandings” and “Headscarf, or Hijab.” Ask students to fill in the following chart:

Misunderstandings, Prayer & Hijab

Chart 2

	Name
	Misunderstandings (also known as stereotypes)
	 Prayer & Headscarf (hijab)


	Questions I Have

About Islam

	Izaz  (m)


	
	
	

	Umair (m)


	
	
	

	Fatimah (f)


	
	
	

	Nora  (f)


	
	
	

	Phatin (f)


	
	
	

	Anna (f)


	
	
	

	Usman (m)


	
	
	

	Hager (f)
	
	
	

	Ibrahim (m)
	
	
	


Teachers’Guide to Misunderstandings, Prayer & Hijab

Chart 2

	Name
	Misunderstandings/

Stereotypes
	Prayer

Headscarf/Hijab


	Questions Students Have

About Islam

	Izaz  (m)


	
	Praying five times a day made me feel better, less burdened.
	Why do Muslims pray five times a day?  What do they do, say, what is its meaning?

	Umair (m)


	Muslims cannot eat pork on Fridays

Muslims pray to a statue.
	
	What dietary rules do Muslims follow?

To whom do Muslims pray?

	Fatimah (f)


	Wearing hijab is who I am.  
	
	

	Nora  (f)


	Thought I could not eat any meat.

Muslims are aggressive Muslims pray to a cow.
	Aside from organized prayer also values personal prayer.
	What dietary rules do Muslims follow? 

To whom do Muslims pray?

What is the difference between formal prayer in Arabic (salah) and personal prayer (du’a)?

	Phatin (f)


	Muslim women are not educated. 

Muslim women are forced to wear 

        hijab.((
	Prayer very important.

A way to heal yourself.

.
	What is hijab? Why do Muslim women wear hijab?

	Anna (f)


	Misunderstandings about the meaning of jihad.
	During Ramadan prayed every day.  Brought feelings of peace and balance. Thinks of God even when not formally praying.
	What does jihad mean?  What is its role in Islam?

What makes Ramadan a special time for Muslims?  What does it commemorate?

	Usman (m)


	
	
	

	Hager (f)
	
	Called a “Muslim bastard.”
	

	Ibrahim (m)
	
	
	


Activity 4: How We See Ourselves Versus How We Are Seen by Others

Now invite your students to comment on what the Muslim students had to say in the video and let your students share their reactions with one another.  What about their own experiences has been similar or dissimilar to the students in the video?  Are there any students with whom your students can identify, and if so why?

You can prompt the discussion with the following questions:

· Do we always reveal everything about ourselves in every situation?  Why or why not?  What examples can your students think of in their own lives?

· Compare the experiences of Fatimah and Nora.  In Fatimah’s case classmates learned that she was a Muslim before they got to know her; in Nora’s case they learned she was a Muslim after they got to know her. How did things work out for each of them? 

· Does each of us have only one way we identify ourselves or many?  For example, is it possible that one student in the video was a homeless Muslim immigrant who was an athlete, chess player, and Republican?  In what contexts would some aspects of these multiple identities come to the fore and supersede others?  For example if as a homeless Republican the person wanted to write to his or her Congressman, would it be relevant to the Congressman to know that the petitioner was an athlete, or Muslim?  

· How does a stereotype reduce us to just one of our many identities?

· When you know that there are stereotypes attached to a group to which you belong are you more or less likely to reveal your group affiliation (if you have that choice)?  Why or why not? Ask students to compare the experiences of Izaz (“keep it to yourself”) and Fatima (who when questioned about her headscarf said, “I told them …what I was about”).  Why was each experience hard in its own way?  Which attitude made it easier to make friends with other students? 

· Hager says, “Do I have to stick to who I am?”   When can being in the minority make it hard to stick to who you are? Why is it easier to be a member of a majority than a minority in any given context? 

· Hager says that she felt a heavy responsibility to be the one to explain things to non-Muslims at her school.  When have students in your class felt the burden of being the one to explain and represent a minority group to which they belong? How does it feel?

· Do you know who you are before you fit in, or by trying to fit in do you learn who you really are?   Compare for example Fatimah’s and Hager’s experience of fitting in. 

· Ibrahim indicates that it was easier to practice his religion at an all-Muslim school.  What is to be gained by remaining among people who practice the same religion as you?  What, if anything, is lost to you and other people? 

· For non-Muslim students at school with Muslim students, what is to be gained by the Muslim students’ willingness to share “who they are” with other students?

· What are some significant differences among students in your own classroom?  In what ways do these differences make it harder to get along?  In what ways do the differences enrich what everyone has to learn from one another?

· In general, did the Muslim students make or lose friends when they became more open about their religion?

Activity 5: Strategies for Avoiding Stereotypes about Other People

What questions did the video excerpt generate about Islam and Muslims? List students’ questions on the board. Point out that the only way to counter stereotypical thinking is with knowledge.  What do your students want to learn about Islam to better understand Muslims?  Continue to show the rest of the video up until the last segment, “A Message For Their Peers.”  Viewing guides for the remaining portions of the film can be found in the companion lesson Sharing Our Roots.  Add their new questions to the list.

Formulate a strategy to answer students’ questions, by organizing students into teams of researchers, each team assigned to answer several questions and report back to the group. Enhance students’ media literacy by asking them where they might find credible answers to their questions. For a useful source of information, see the many lessons on the The Islam Project website such as: Previewing Vocabulary Activity, Biographical Sketch of Muhammad’s Life

 HYPERLINK "http://www.theislamproject.org/education/C01_ValuesandPracticesoftheFaith.htm" 
, Values and Practices of the Faith, Overview of Muslim History and the Spread of Islam from the 7th to the 21st Century, and Women’s Rights and Marriage in Islam. 

Discuss what would be the characteristics of a credible site vs. a non-credible website. Should they look for sites where Muslims speak for themselves?  What are the advantages and disadvantages of doing so? Do all Muslims share exactly the same beliefs and interpretations of their religion?  Would Muslims be too invested in the topic to be accurate and comprehensive?  Would a site funded by a Christian organization necessarily give biased information?  Why or why not?  What are the advantages of gathering information from multiple sites?

 [Note: If there are Muslims in the class do not assume that any one adherent of a religion can speak for all adherents.  Encourage students who wish to share things about their faiths to speak for themselves only using statements like “Based on what I know about Islam (Judaism, Hinduism…)”, “from my own experience as a Muslim…” and so forth.]

Once students have completed their research ask them to share their findings with the rest of the class, citing and evaluating their sources as they do so. Compare what class members thought they knew about Islam to what they know now. 

Now show the last segment of the film,  “A Message For Their Peers.” Distribute the following form for note taking. (Students speak in the order listed on the chart.) 

A Message for Their Peers

Chart 3

	Name
	Comments

	Phatin (Palestine)


	

	Fatimah (U.S.A.)


	

	Izaz (Bangladesh)


	

	Hager (Egypt)


	

	Umair (Pakistan,

 India)


	


Teacher’s Guide to “A Message for Their Peers”

Chart 3

	Name
	Comments

	Phatin (Palestine)


	Do not stereotype us: we are not stupid, we do not smell.

Do not isolate us because we are Muslim.

	Fatimah (U.S.A.)


	Do not categorize people before you get to know them.

When you get to know them you will see who they are.

	Izaz (Bangladesh)


	We have our own culture but when we come together in classes we are the same.  We want the same American dream [as you do]. Do not let religion come in between our friendship.

	Hager (Egypt)


	The differences are important, they are there, but do not emphasize them.  You need to understand that a culture comes along with who I am that you need to respect.  I want to be friends.  If you want to be friends don’t hide your culture and your religion from me… Be out in the open and things will work out.

	Umair (Pakistan,

 India)
	We are Muslims and we are different but we’re also more like you than we are different.


Now: ask your students to rewrite the following statements made by the Muslim students to mean their exact opposite. See the Teacher’s Guides to Reversed Statements below for examples.

Reversed Statements

Chart 4

	Muslim Students Say…
	Reverse the Statement in Space Below

	Don’t isolate us.
	

	Do not categorize us before you get to  know the person.
	

	We want to be friends.


	

	Don’t hide your culture and your religion.


	

	Don’t emphasize the differences.


	


Teacher’s Guide to Reversed Statements

Chart 4

	Muslim Students Say…
	Reversed Statement

	Don’t isolate us
	Do isolate us.

	Do not categorize us before you get to the know the person
	Categorize us before you get to know the person.

	We want to be friends
	We don’t want to become friends.

	Don’t hide your culture and your religion
	Do hide your culture and your religion.

	Don’t emphasize the differences
	Emphasize the differences.


Concluding  Activities:

Discuss how following the advice in the reversed statements would reinforce stereotypical thinking, not just of Muslims but of other groups of people as well. Ask students to share experiences from their own lives that exemplify why following the reversed statements would enhance ignorance, thus breeding stereotypes. Discuss how following the advice of the Muslim students creates a dialogue and therefore leads to understanding and tolerance.

Ask students to complete the following assignment:

· In an essay discuss what you learned from being introduced to the nine Muslim students in the video. In your essay focus on these issues:

· What stereotypes did you hold about Islam and Muslims before listening to the Muslim students?

· What did you learn about Islam that you did not know before?

· What have you learned about ways in which stereotypes form, and methods which can counteract their formation?

· How would you apply what you have learned about stereotypes to other groups of people, e.g., feminists, Arabs, war veterans?

Assessment:

Rubric for Participation in Class Discussion

	Participation: 
	Comments on Student’s Participation:
	1(5:

	Participated often in discussion


	
	

	Listened well to others


	
	

	Comments demonstrated reflection and understanding about how stereotypes are formed and reinforced.
	
	

	Comments demonstrated that student learned something about Islam.
	
	


Rubric for Note Taking On Video Charts

	Topic
	Comments on Student’s Charts
	1(5:

	Captured important comments made by students in the video relevant to themes in the lesson


	
	

	Posed thoughtful questions about Islam in last column.


	
	


 Rubric for Essay Assignment

	Topic
	
	1(5:

	Essay covers topics specified in the assignment.
	
	

	Essay demonstrates   appreciation of what students said in the video.


	
	

	Essay reflects understanding of the concept of “stereotype.”
	
	

	Essay reflects that student learned something about Islam he/she did not know before.


	
	

	 Student can articulate some strategies to counter stereotypical thinking.
	
	

	Proper sentence structure and grammar were used.
	
	

	Essay was carefully proofread for spelling mistakes.
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