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With faculty and students both stressed during the pandemic, 
microaggressions may become more frequent in our online 
learning environment. Here are some practical strategies for 
mitigating the impact of microaggressions in online and remote 
classes. 

by Dr. Tasha Souza, Associate Director for Inclusive Excellence for the Center for Teaching and 
Learning, Professor of Communication, Boise State University 

Students are especially anxious right now given that their daily routine and expectations of 
college life have likely been completely derailed. Many have had to move, some to less safe 
and/or hospitable living environments, and all who were taking face-to-face classes have had 
to learn how to navigate a different learning and teaching space led by many instructors 
doing the same. When cortisol levels are high, we are less likely to self-monitor well and more 
likely to behave in ways that reveal and act upon our implicit biases. These biases can show 
up as written or oral microaggressions in online and remote spaces and can have a negative 
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effect on the communication climate. Are you equipped to deal with them? When 
microaggressions occur in our learning environments, it is important that we respond in ways 
that maintain a supportive communication climate (Souza, 2017) and foster learning. 

Before considering communication strategies for responding in the moment, it is important 
to reflect upon ways to mitigate the impact of microaggressions: 

First, consider the risks you are asking students to take in participating, especially at this particular 
time. When students contribute to an online discussion or a remote, synchronous session, 
they may worry that their contributions may be unpopular, expose a lack of knowledge, 
and/or make them vulnerable to harsh judgments by their peers and/or instructor. Remote 
speaking, especially if recorded, will feel similar to public speaking (which can be especially 
anxiety-producing) given the unfamiliar and seemingly permanent nature of such expression. 
All of these fears will feel confounded by the trauma of dealing with a global pandemic and 
the uncertainty, insecurity, and anxiety that accompanies it. 

Second, recognize that some students will feel more at ease than others in interacting online and 
consider how you will try to create some balance with contributions. Stereotype threat (Steele, 
2010) will play a role in students’ decisions to participate so you may be left with students 
who have the most dominant identities and the greatest privilege being the ones who 
contribute the most (Souza, Vizenor, Sherlip, & Raser, 2016). Negative experiences with online 
harassment due to targeted identities can also increase anxiety for students. Four in ten U.S. 
Americans have experienced online harassment and more than 25% have chosen to not post 
something online after seeing harassment of others (Duggan, 2017). 

Given substantial evidence on the importance of interaction in online spaces and the 
psychological burden our students are currently facing, we must be especially thoughtful and 
intentional regarding such interactions. It is important to communicate in both implicit and 
explicit ways that you authentically care not only about your students’ learning but about  
their well-being. Perceived teacher caring is "associated with increased affective and 
perceived cognitive learning” (Teven & McCrosky, 1996, p. 8). Research by Phelan, Davidson, 
and Cao (1992) suggests that students are more motivated to learn when they have caring 
instructors. Share self-care resources with them, do regular check-ins, and gather feedback 
from them on how they are doing and what challenges they are facing that are impacting 
their learning. And help students understand that their contributions are an important part    
of the community learning process. 
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Further, it’s never too late to co-construct group/community agreements to hold each other 
accountable to certain ways of engaging (Noah & Souza, 2018). Creating the group agreements 
together (e.g., in Google Docs) can draw attention to the importance of language choice. For 
example, a student may suggest creating a “safe space” which can allow you to discuss/share 
that this space may not ever feel safe for all students no matter how supportive the 
communication climate. You can ask them to consider using “brave space” instead to 
recognize that participation takes courage and that it feels differently based on our identities. 

Be sure to revisit, reflect upon, and refine group agreements periodically. These will inevitably 
need to change to respond to your particular students’ needs and the evolving pandemic. 

The group agreements can be referenced when a microaggression occurs. For example, “be 
thoughtful and humble about language choice” can be a helpful group agreement to have in 
place when a student uses a term that is offensive. As instructors, it is our responsibility to 
respond to microaggressions in our instructional spaces as no response suggests complicity. 
It is best to do so in a way that calls a student in, which is done with more compassion, grace, 
and patience, versus calling them out. Although there are various communication tools (e.g., 
Rosenberg, 2003) that can organize one’s thoughts when attempting to call in, I will describe 
one that I find especially useful and easy to remember for developing a response. This tool is 
called OTFD, which stands for Open the Front Door (OTFD) to communication (Learning 
Forum, 2016; Souza, 2016). The phrase “open the front door” is a mnemonic for the four 
steps of this tool that follow: 

Observe: State in clear, unambiguous language what occurred. Seek common ground 
here by stating an observation without judgment so that all involved could agree on the 
speech act, behavior, or incident. 

Think: Express what you think and/or what you imagine others might be thinking based on 
the observation. This is your interpretation step based on the evidence you have. It’s 
important here to be generous with your assumptions as to not put the student on the 
defense. 

Feel: Express your feelings about the situation. It’s important to take responsibility for 
one’s own feelings using “I” statements (“I feel upset when…) instead of placing blame 
(“You made me feel upset when…”). It is also important to actually name an emotion so 
if the words “I feel” are followed with “like,” this is unlikely to happen. For example, “I feel 
like you are being insensitive” is not naming an emotion and can elicit defensiveness. 
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Desire: State the concrete action you would like to have happen. For example, this request 
could be for the behavior to change or for more conversation about the 
microaggression. 

The strength of this tool is that it encourages transparent communication and allows for 
flexibility in order to adapt it to your own communication style and the particular situation at 
hand. In addition, an OTFD allows for both compassion and growth which are essential to 
learning environments. It can also help to clarify the misalignment between intention and 
impact. The following is an example of what the use of this tool might look like employed by 
an instructor in response to a microaggression related to the pandemic that could have 
occurred in an online discussion or a synchronous class discussion. 

I see that you referred to COVID 19 as the “Chinese virus” (Observe). I think you may have 
heard this phrase from our current political leadership and may not have fully considered 
the implications of this language choice (Think). I feel unsettled by this phrase (Feel) 
because it suggests blame on a particular community and has been linked to fueling 
xenophobic behavior being perpetrated against the Asian community. Just like we do not 
refer to the swine flu as the “American flu,” despite its origins in South Carolina, I would 
like us to refer to the Coronavirus and COVID 19 by their widely accepted scientific 
terminology (Desire) in order to not contribute to the harm that the Asian community 
broadly, and the Chinese-American community more specifically, are facing. 

Here’s a more indirect OTFD utilized with a tokenism microaggression: 

I noticed that an individual was asked to speak for an entire group (Observe). I think we 
need to resist this temptation because it’s a lot to place on someone to ask them to speak 
for a whole community (Think). I feel uncomfortable with this request (Feel) and would like 
us to follow our group agreements and simply ask others to speak for themselves (Desire). 

If you find yourself freezing up in a synchronous hot moment, know that it is okay to take 
time to pause and ask the students to reflect in silence or to jot down their reactions while 
you gather your thoughts. Sometimes, it is helpful to move into deeper dialogue by asking 
the student questions to gain further understanding (consider the ACTION framework). Or 
you may open up the conversation to the rest of the group by inviting them to respond to the 
student's comment with a reminder about the group agreements and maintaining a growth 
mindset and supportive climate. 

When practiced, OTFD can be a tool that is quickly retrieved from your mental toolbox to 
organize your thoughts and respond to the microaggression in a way that cools down tension 
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and addresses the issue. Responding to microaggressions is not about punishment, but 
rather creating an accountable space where students can address difference and diversity in 
productive ways (Sue, 2010). When microaggressions occur, doing nothing is a damaging 
option (Souza, et. al., 2016). Instead, we can engage thoughtfully and purposefully in 
strategies that foster learning and model the skills needed in responding to microaggressions 
in any context (Souza, 2016). 
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More from Academic Impressions on 
Responding to Microaggressions 
If you enjoyed this article, you may also interested in the new book Fix Your Climate: A Practical 
Guide to Reducing Microaggressions, Microbullying, and Bullying in the Academic Workplace. In 
this handbook, two leading experts on hierarchical microaggressions – Myron Anderson and 
Kathryn Young – present in-depth scenarios, strategies, and worksheets for addressing these 
issues on your campus. 
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