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Core Values  

• Collaboration 

• Consciousness-building (of privilege & oppression) 

• Comprehensive approach (in terms of content & process) 

• Challenging & supportive environment 

• Intersectional content 

• Strategic & action-oriented 

• Reciprocity between us & our participants 

• Accountability & responsibility 

• Relationship building 

• Purpose-driven (we are fighting for  liberation,   
       social justice & equity) 

 

Mission  

The WPC provides a challenging, collaborative & 
comprehensive experience. We strive to  

empower & equip individuals to work for equity & 
justice through self & social transformation. 



WPC Community Agreement 
The WPC aims to create a learning community in which participants engage in a challenging  
educational experience as respectful community members. Each participant is in a different 
place with regard to their journey in understanding whiteness, privilege, power and oppres-
sion. Thus, we ask that each participant share responsibility for holding ourselves account-
able to this community agreement that will allow for a shared experience that fosters the 

opportunity for understanding, respecting and connecting. 
We ask that all WPC community members agree: 
 
To Create a Challenging Experience: 
 
• We will strive to maintain a safe and inclusive environment, recognizing that safety takes different forms for  

different people. To this end, we agree to take care in our interactions with others and in representing our own 
needs. 

• We agree to openly and honestly engage ourselves. We will take risks and ask questions, realizing  there will be dis-
comfort, but that through discomfort we learn and grow. 

• We make a commitment to dialogue and accept non-closure. We are engaging in ongoing, life-long work. 
 

To Work Collaboratively: 
 
• We agree to actively listen to others, remain engaged, and consider views that are different from our  own, even if it 

challenges us to do so. When we disagree, we will express our views respectfully, acknowledging that  
EVERYONE (participants and facilitators) is here to learn. 

• We agree to focus on the issue under discussion and if we stray into extraneous subjects, we support the  
moderator to bring the discussion back into focus. 

• We agree to be as considerate as possible to the experience of other WPC participants. May we 
        suggest that participants turn off/mute cell phones and be aware that some are allergic to scented products, for    
        instance. 
• We agree to respect confidentiality. (Confidentiality can mean something different to different people.   

When in doubt, ask). 
• We agree that if we experience a problem we will seek the advice/guidance of the conference staff  and other re-

sources including the listening station, and caucus and support groups. 
• We agree to be respectful of the planning process, and if we have concerns about any workshop or event, to share 

them with Eddie and the programming team. 
 
To a Comprehensive Commitment: 
  
• We agree that equity pertains to all people with NO exceptions. 
• We will respect the conference environment, including its grounds, buildings and property. 
• We agree to respect each other’s physical needs and strive to create an accessible conference space. 
• We will strive for intersectionality, recognizing that systems of white supremacy, inequality and  

 privilege, such as race, gender, sexual, religious, etc. are interacting and interconnected. 
• We agree to take action in our own circle of power when we return to our workplace, community spaces and social 

networks. The conference is only one experience in our ongoing commitment to social change; we will strive to be 
accountable all year long. 

We have come together knowing that community and its members grow when all voices are heard, when civility 
and respect are at the heart of our discussions, and when everyone participates and are able to listen to other 
points of view. We know that the diversity and inclusiveness of this conference is one of its greatest strengths. 

Thank you for choosing to be here. 



 
WPC Presenter/Facilitator Guidelines WPC Presenter/Facilitator Guidelines 
  

Mission Statement 
 

The WPC provides a 
challenging, 

collaborative and 
comprehensive 

experience. We strive to 
empower and equip 

individuals to work for 
equity and justice 

through self and social 
transformation. 

 

Our mission declares our purpose, and our values assert how we will accomplish it.  
As a presenter, you play an important role in achieving our mission. While we recognize and 
appreciate that presenters come from a wide range of backgrounds and enact various styles, 
we would like you to consider our mission and values as you develop and implement your 
workshop. We respectfully ask that you agree to the following guidelines when presenting at 
the WPC.  

Our mission declares our purpose, and our values assert how we will accomplish it.  
As a presenter, you play an important role in achieving our mission. While we recognize and 
appreciate that presenters come from a wide range of backgrounds and enact various styles, 
we would like you to consider our mission and values as you develop and implement your 
workshop. We respectfully ask that you agree to the following guidelines when presenting at 
the WPC.  
  
Background: Background: 
  

1

As our mission states, we seek to provide a comprehensive, collaborative, and 
challenging experience.  For that to happen, we would like presenters to serve more as 
facilitators than trainers. Trainers usually deliver a set of information and skills to 
participants, who, in turn deliver what they’ve learned to their audiences. Trainers also are 
expected to be the primary authority and expert on their topic. In contrast, facilitators, while 
also skilled, do not serve as the only authority on the topic. Instead, facilitators guide a 
participant-focused process where everyone shares and gains insight, awareness, and 
knowledge. They also encourage participants to discuss and discover new and different 
perspectives. Facilitators view session attendees as pivotal to the learning process, with an 
active role in shaping the experience. 

As our mission states, we seek to provide a comprehensive, collaborative, and 
challenging experience.  For that to happen, we would like presenters to serve more as 
facilitators than trainers. Trainers usually deliver a set of information and skills to 
participants, who, in turn deliver what they’ve learned to their audiences. Trainers also are 
expected to be the primary authority and expert on their topic. In contrast, facilitators, while 
also skilled, do not serve as the only authority on the topic. Instead, facilitators guide a 
participant-focused process where everyone shares and gains insight, awareness, and 
knowledge. They also encourage participants to discuss and discover new and different 
perspectives. Facilitators view session attendees as pivotal to the learning process, with an 
active role in shaping the experience.  

Core Values 
 
≈ Collaboration  

≈ Consciousness-building 

(of privilege & 

oppression) 

≈ Comprehensive 

approach (in terms of 

content & process) 

≈ Challenging & 

supportive environment 

≈ Intersectional content 

≈ Strategic & action-

oriented 

≈ Reciprocity between us 

& our participants  

≈ Accountability & 

responsibility 

≈ Relationship building 

≈ Purpose-driven  

(we are fighting for 

liberation, social justice 

& equity) 

 
  
Based on this perspective, we ask you to facilitate your session as much as possible. Based on this perspective, we ask you to facilitate your session as much as possible. 
  
In your role as Presenter/Facilitator, we ask that you agree to the following: In your role as Presenter/Facilitator, we ask that you agree to the following: 
  

• Presenters will model the WPC Community Agreement. • Presenters will model the WPC Community Agreement. 
• Presenters will seek to create an environment where: • Presenters will seek to create an environment where: 

o participants experience both discomfort and safety. Spaces of examination, 
honest dialogue, and self-reflection are uncomfortable and they are also the 
spaces of learning.  

o participants experience both discomfort and safety. Spaces of examination, 
honest dialogue, and self-reflection are uncomfortable and they are also the 
spaces of learning.  

o confidentiality and privacy are honored. o confidentiality and privacy are honored. 
o active listening is modeled and encouraged. o active listening is modeled and encouraged. 
o participants are encouraged to take risks and ask questions. o participants are encouraged to take risks and ask questions. 
o participants are encouraged to speak personally and from their own 

experience. 
o participants are encouraged to speak personally and from their own 

experience. 
• Presenters will guide participants when they stray from main issues of the session, 

while simultaneously recognizing the needs of the group. 
• Presenters will guide participants when they stray from main issues of the session, 

while simultaneously recognizing the needs of the group. 
• Presenters will remain open to critical feedback from participants and have the 

humility to recognize their own areas for growth. 
• Presenters will remain open to critical feedback from participants and have the 

humility to recognize their own areas for growth. 
• Presenters will work to increase their own skills and recognize that we are all 

learners. 
• Presenters will work to increase their own skills and recognize that we are all 

learners. 
• Presenters will be cognizant of making the session accessible in all aspects, from the • Presenters will be cognizant of making the session accessible in all aspects, from the 

comfort of the physical space to integrating learning models appropriate to the age 
              level and needs of the participant group. 

comfort of the physical space to integrating learning models appropriate to the age 
              level and needs of the participant group. 

  
  

We are always open to your suggestions and feedback.  
Thank you for participating in this collaboration! 

We are always open to your suggestions and feedback.  
Thank you for participating in this collaboration! 

  
  

1 Adapted from ADL’s A CLASSROOM OF DIFFERENCE™ Facilitator’s Manual, © 2008 1 Adapted from ADL’s A CLASSROOM OF DIFFERENCE™ Facilitator’s Manual, © 2008 



CONSIDERATIONS RELATED TO PRONOUNS 

Some participants see and experience gender as a spectrum and prefer to opt out of a gender binary 
system. Please be aware that some people have a preference about the gender pronouns used when 
they are addressed or referred to. Presenters are asked to model the use of preferred gender 
pronouns by stating their preferred gender pronouns when they introduce themselves. Example: 
"Hello, my name is Stephanie and I prefer the pronouns she and her." 
 

 

ACCESSIBLE PRESENTATIONS ACCOMODATIONS 

These are recommendations provided from the Society for Disability Studies and the Association on 
Higher Education and Disability.  Not all recommendations are relevant at all times.  WPC does ask 
participants to let us know in advance if they need specific accommodations.  

Accessible Presentations for all Participants with Disabilities 
• Provide written materials (handouts, overheads, etc.) disseminated at the meeting in a variety of formats, such 

as raised print, large print. 16 point font or larger  
• Allow adequate time for the audience to read the visual aids. 
• Accompany conference materials, including presentations and handouts, with a complete verbal description. 

If slides, overheads, videos, or other visual aids are used, the speaker must describe them orally.  
• Speak in well-paced and well-modulated tones; monitor rate of speech and be careful to not speak too rapidly.  

 
Document Accessibility Resources   
• Adobe PDF Adobe Access: http://access.adobe.com/accessibility/  
• Acrobat Accessibility: http://www.adobe.com/products/acrobat/access_info.html 
• Microsoft Accessibility: www.microsoft.com/enable 
• Microsoft Word Photo Captioning: http://office.microsoft.com/en-us/help/HA101778411033.aspx 
• PowerPoint Accessibility: www.microsoft.com/enable 
 
Accessible Presentations for Individuals with Visual Impairments 

(Note: The items listed in this section may also increase the accessibility for sighted individuals with reading 
or learning disabilities.) 

• Allow access to front row seats during meeting sessions. 
• Have a staff member or volunteer available to sit with the participant and describe the presentations, if the 

participant so desires. 
• Offer papers, agendas, or other materials in alternative formats. One other option is to have reader(s) 

available for participant(s) with visual disabilities. 
• Do not rely solely on oral presentations and gestures to illustrate a point, or use visual points of reference 

(e.g., "here" or "there.") 
 

Accessible Presentations for Individuals who are Deaf or Hard of Hearing 
• Allow for preferred seating, usually in front of the speaker and interpreter. (Preferred seating should also be 

away from heating and air conditioning units, hallways, and other "noisy" areas.) 
• Keep lights bright in the area where the presenter and interpreter stand. 
• Arrange seats in a circle for smaller discussion groups. 
• Have a staff member or volunteer available to take notes during the presentation, allowing the participant to 

focus on the speaker and interpreter. 
 

Physical Accessibility  

http://www.microsoft.com/enable


• Do not rearrange tables or chairs in the room. Rooms have been set up to provide maximum accessibility and 
seating choices for persons who use wheelchairs or other mobility assistance devices. 

• Do not block doorways. 
• Keep floors clear of personal belongings. 
• Keep pathways between tables clear of items that block the flow of people 

 
Accommodating Participants with Differing Disabilities 
In the event that there are conference participants with both visual and hearing impairments, accommodations 
necessary for one person may conflict with the needs of another. For example, presenters using overhead 
usually request that the lights be dimmed in the room, making it difficult for a person who is hard of hearing to 
see the interpreter in the dim light. However, if the lights are raised, individuals with visual impairments may 
have difficulty seeing the overheads because the contrast is decreased by the bright lighting. Therefore, it is 
particularly important to consult with persons with visual impairments and those who are deaf or hard of 
hearing before visual aids are used or the lighting level in the room is brightened or dimmed.  

 

 



 

 
 
 

Recommended Resources 
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FACILITATION TECHNIQUES 
from ADL s A CLASSROOM OF DIFFERENCE

 
Facilitator s Manual 

  
There are many important behaviors and skills facilitators can employ

 
to help guide a group 

towards a goal or learning point. 

 
A number of

 
these skills are outlined below, accompanied by 

several verbal

 
examples of the skill. 

 
These phrases and techniques are not intended

 
to be best 

examples of scripts or an exhaustive list for every context.

  

1.

 

Addressing Behavior  acknowledging behaviors in the room

 

Examples:

 

There seems to be a lot of side conversations. Is that okay with

 

everyone?

 

There is low energy in the room. Should we take a stretch break?

 

There s a lot of emotion build ing right now that is interfering with

 

productive discussion. 
Let s take a few deep breaths and a moment

 

to remember the ground rules.

 

What s happening right now?

 

2.

 

Bridging  making connections, tying one learning point to another

 

Examples:

 

We started to talk about ally build ing earlier, and now we re

 

getting into some more 
concrete ideas of how to be an effective

 

ally.

 

Your point builds on what Carlos mentioned this morning.

 

Kelly and Esther have both given examples of institutional

 

classism.

 

3.

 

Checking for understanding 

 

making sure directions and

 

questions are clear

 

Examples:

 

Does everyone understand?

 

Let me restate the instructions one more time.

 

Is that question clear?

 

In other words

 

4.

 

Clarifying 

 

interpreting, clarifying misunderstandings, defining

 

terms 

Examples:

 

You feel . Is that correct?

 

What does the word empathy mean

 

to you?

 

There seems to be some miscommunication happening here; let s

 

take a step back.

 

Do others understand institutional racism in the same way?

 

Please say more about that
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5.

 
Encouraging 

 
prompting, nonjudgmental responses, open-ended questions, respectful 

probing 

Examples:

 
We re all learners in this process.

 
This can be a hard topic to d iscuss.

 
Thank you for sharing that story.

 

This seems hard for you.

 

What are other participants thoughts?

 

I appreciate everyone s participation in the previous d iscussion.

 

6.

 

Evaluating 

 

asking questions that encourage group members to

 

examine an issue from a 
different perspective

 

Examples:

 

What s another way to look at this issue?

 

A different take might be

 

I appreciate Joseph sharing his perspective on the matter; do

 

others have a similar or 
d ifferent perspective?

 

7.

 

Gatekeeping 

 

managing time and group participation

 

Examples:

 

Let s hear from some of the people who we haven t heard from...

 

Let s take two more responses, and then we ll move on.

 

Let s hold that question for right now, because we re going to

 

address that topic this 
afternoon.

 

A number of people have their hands up. Let s line them up.

 

We have 20 minutes to d iscuss this topic.

 

8.

 

Giving 

 

judiciously offering facts or personal experiences to clarify

 

a point

 

Examples:

 

Thank you for that observation. I had a similar experience at a

  

meeting, where

 

I m reminded of a recent study from Rethinking Schools

 

which said

 

9.

 

Modeling 

 

demonstrating the level and manner of personal sharing, encouraging 
participation by sharing personally

 

Examples:

 

You will fill out your own diagram;

 

however, first I ve

 

drawn one on this chart pad for 
myself that I would like to

 

share
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Look at the four questions and choose one you re willing to share with a partner. 

 
For 

example, I will share a personal experience

 
10.

 
Naming feelings 

 
interpreting and acknowledging feelings

 
Examples:

 
You seem to be frustrated with this conversation.

 
It appears that you re satisfied with the resolution of that

 
discussion. Is

 
that correct?

 

I have noticed that you are hesitant to use this strategy. Are you

 

doubtful of its 
effectiveness?

 

11.

 

Orienting 

 

bringing the group back to task, reiterating the

 

question or topic

 

Examples:

 

This is a really interesting d iscussion, hopefully that will continue

 

during breaks or at lunch. 
The piece we need to focus our attention

 

on now is .

 

Let s go back to the original question.

 

We ve gotten a little off track.

 

How would you relate that experience to our current topic?

 

12.

 

Paraphrasing 

 

seeking clarity, promoting group understanding

 

Examples:

 

A number of d ifferent ideas are emerging; let me try to synthesize

 

them into three major 
points. They are

 

The theme seems to be that the administration isn t taking this

 

issue seriously.

 

Chu, can you paraphrase what Karima just said?... Karima, is that

 

right?

 

I heard you say Is that accurate?

 

13.

 

Resolving 

 

conciliating differences, cooperative problem solving

 

Examples:

 

Even though you feel that way, Jim, can you understand what

 

Naomi is saying?

 

This is a complex issue with a lot of d ifferent perspectives. How

 

can we find some common 
ground?

 

We need to step back for a moment and honor that there is a lot of

 

emotion around this 
topic.

 

It appears we re at a standstill. How should we move forward?

 

14.

 

Remaining 

 

honoring silence, allowing participants enough time

 

to reflect and formulate 
thoughts 

Examples:

 

Let s take a few more minutes before we begin so that everyone

 

can gather their thoughts.
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Don t say anything  allow the silence to exist.

 
Count to 10 silently before asking another question.

 
15.

 
Returning 

 
keeping all participants engaged in the dialogue,

 
putting the conversation back 

to the whole group

 
Examples:

 
Does anyone have a d ifferent perspective?

 

What feelings d id this activity bring up for others?

 

What do others think about this issue?

 

16.

 

Seeking 

 

asking for clarification, suggestions, more information

 

Examples:

 

What has your experience been?

 

Can you say more about that?

 

What does that term mean to you?

 

Based on that experience, what skills do you feel you need to

 

better address the situation in 
the future?

 

17.

 

Summarizing 

 

pulling it all together, restating points

 

Examples:

 

Let s review what we just d iscussed ....

 

This connects to our first activity

 

All of the group s examples included

 

18.

 

Transitioning 

 

explaining connections between one activity to the

 

next, building upon 
learning 

Examples:

 

In the previous activity we d iscussed ind ividual identity. Now

 

we re going to look at 
identity from the group level.

 

Earlier we mentioned the concept of institutional discrimination.

 

Next we re going to look 
more in depth.

  

How do you think this activity relates to the work we were doing

 

before lunch?

 

Reference 

Killion, Joseph P. and Lynn A. Simmons. 1992. The zen of facilitation. Journal of Staff Development 13(3): 2 5.

  

Reprinted with permission from the A CLASSROOM OF DIFFERENCE Facilitator s Manual (New York: Anti-
Defamation League, 2008), www.adl.org. All rights reserved.

http://www.adl.org
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UNIQUE ASPECTS OF ANTI-BIAS 
TRAINING 
from ADL s A CLASSROOM OF DIFFERENCE

 
Facilitator s Manual 

  
There are many unique dynamics and situations which can arise in

 
anti-bias trainings. It is 

important that facilitators understand and feel

 
prepared to navigate these unique dynamics in 

order to maintain a safe

 

and productive environment.

 

Target as teacher

 

Avoid situations where members of targeted groups are asked to take

 

responsibility for teaching 
those from dominant groups. While many

 

anti-bias training activities seek to bring to light forms 
of bias,

 

facilitators must balance the benefits of examining bias against the

 

undesirability of 
asking people from subordinate identity groups to

 

bear their pain for the sake of others 
edification. All participants

 

should feel safe to learn and share as they choose, without putting

 

people from subord inate groups on the spot to represent their

 

people. 1

 

There s another explanation.

 

Acknowledge participants willingness to share their personal stories,

 

without asking them to 
validate or prove their experiences to be real.

 

Be mindful of responses to those stories such as, 
Are you sure that s

 

what they meant? or Really? I ve never seen that, which seek to

 

find 
other explanations for behavior other than the discrimination or

 

bigotry the participant felt. 
These responses can risk invalidating

 

others experiences and interpretations. Perception is the 
reality of the

 

perceiver, and participants should be allowed to frame their own

 

experiences. 
However, facilitators should seek to help participants

 

(especially from dominant groups) 
recognize the difference between

 

individual experiences and institutional and structural

 

discrimination.2

 

                                                     

 

1

 

Those who have greater access to social power and privilege are referred to as the dominant group, agent 
group, oppressor, or advantaged. Those who have limited access to social power and privilege are referred 
to as the subordinate group, target group, oppressed, or disadvantaged. Recognizing that these terms are

 

imperfect, ADL typically uses dominant and subord inate. The term target might also be used, as 
in activities related to building allies.

 

2

 

Structural discrimination refers to the ways in which history, ideology, public policies, institutional 
practices, and culture interact to maintain a hierarchy that allows dominant group privileges and 
subordinate group disadvantages to endure and adapt over time. Structural discrimination is manifested in 
inter-institutional dynamics and operations which are neutral in intent but result in discrimination of 
subordinate group members.
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What isn t being said?

 
Be cognizant of what voices are not present in the room, and try to

 
bring those perspectives into 

the discussion when appropriate. 

 
These perspectives may not be part of participants personal 

experience, or

 
there may be participants who do not feel safe enough to share their

 
perspectives. 

Facilitators can bring those voices out, by sharing

 
alternate perspectives in a neutral manner. For 

example, Another

 
point of view might be or Sometimes I ve had participants say that

 
they 

feel

 

My family never owned slaves.

 

Discussions of power and privilege create discomfort and can lead to

 

defensive or dismissive 
responses. Facilitators should seek to respect

 

people s emotions without allowing participants to 
become immobilized by those emotions. In addition, concepts of privilege and

 

power should 
never be presented in an accusatory way, which will add

 

to feelings of denial and defensiveness.

  

While many people may use the term privilege as shorthand for

 

white privilege, it is also 
important for facilitators to recognize and

 

frame privilege as a complex and variable system. 
Privilege exists

 

across many different group membership dynamics, creating in each

 

person an 
intersection of privilege and oppression. 

 

Each person can

 

have identities in both the dominant 
and subordinate groups. 

 

For example, a person can be Latino, owning class, male and straight or

 

white, working class, female and gay.

  

As such, participants with subordinate identities may resist thinking

 

about areas where they are 
privileged. Because all participants bring

 

the various aspects of their own identities to the 
experience, it is

 

essential to integrate this complexity into the workshop and use the

 

multiple 
identities to help participants draw connections across

 

oppressions (Griffin 1997, 293).

 

This issue is black and white.

 

Avoid the black/white paradigm in discussions about race and racism.

 

Many existing materials, 
such as videos and articles about racism,

 

focus on black and white, and participants can easily 
slip into

 

discussions which frame racism in this way. It is important that

 

facilitators continue to 
reframe the conversation so that it reflects the

 

wider scope of race and racism by including other 
racial groups (e.g.,

 

multiracial, Latina/os), and the complexity of race relations.

  

In addition, racism is only one form of discrimination. While some

 

sessions are designed 
specifically to focus on one form of discrimination in-depth, at times, it may be necessary for 
facilitators to

 

make sure participants are acknowledging other forms of prejudice and

 

discrimination that exist in their organization.
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But that s happened to me, too.

 
Sometimes participants have difficulty understanding the institutional

 
and structural 

manifestations of discrimination. Participants,

 
particularly for those in the dominant group, may 

challenge an

 
example of institutional discrimination because they have had a similar

 
experience 

on a personal level. While it is important to acknowledge

 
personal experiences, participants 

should also have opportunities to

 
develop understanding of the differences between personal 

and institutional and structural discrimination. In training, for example, a

 

heterosexual person 
might relate an experience where he or she was

 

the target of discrimination at a gay night club. It 
is important to first

 

validate the experience and how the person felt in this situation. When

 

a 
participant shares a personal experience such as this, it provides an

 

opening for facilitators to 
help participants distinguish between a

 

person s ind ividual and isolated experience of 
discrimination and the

 

more insidious and reoccurring institutional and structural

 

discrimination 
that members of the LGBT community experience in

 

society.

  

A key strategy to promote this learning is to provide relevant examples

 

of the institutional and 
structural manifestations of the specific form of

 

discrimination the participant has shared. For 
example, while a

 

straight person felt discrimination in an isolated incident (at the gay

 

bar), he or 
she probably will not have to worry about being

 

discriminated against in the general public and 
on a continual basis

 

because of his or her sexual orientation. However, a gay person is a

 

target of 
pervasive discrimination that he or she cannot escape in the

 

larger society. For example, gay 
couples who are in lifelong committed

 

relationships cannot enjoy the tax and shared health care 
benefits afforded to heterosexual couples.

 

We ll never end anti-Semitism. It s human nature.

 

Examining and exploring bias can cause feelings of anger, frustration

 

and even despair. 
Subord inate group members may feel that it s all

 

talk or no one s ever going to change. And 
both targets and allies

 

may feel that they are powerless to make real change. As always,

 

facilitators should take care to honor and validate emotions and

 

acknowledge the difficulty of the 
work. It is also important to

 

emphasis that change is a

 

process.

 

Anti-bias education programs 
should not be seen as the end, but as part

 

of a longer process.

   

Reference 
Griffin, Pat. 1997. Facilitating social justice education courses. In Teaching for Diversity and Social Justice, A 
Sourcebook. Ed. Maurianne Adams, Lee Anne Bell, and Pat Griffin. New York: Routledge.

   

Reprinted with permission from the A CLASSROOM OF DIFFERENCE Facilitator s Manual (New 
York: Anti-Defamation League, 2008), www.adl.org. All rights reserved. 

http://www.adl.org
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CHARACTERISTICS OF ADULT LEARNERS  

 
Possess variety of background experiences and prior learning  
Need to participate voluntarily  
Need control over learning environment  
Desire practical applications  
Require respectful environment, in which all individuals and ideas are valid and valued  
Enjoy collaboration  
Need to integrate new concepts with prior knowledge  
Believe in lifelong learning  
Act as change agents  
 
PRINCIPLES OF EFFECTIVE PRACTICE for ADULT LEARNING (Brookfield, 1986)  

 
Voluntary participation  
Mutual respect among participants  
Collaboration  
Self‐direction  
Control over learning environment  
Action and critical reflection  
 
TERMINOLOGY  
 
Andragogy (Malcolm Knowles) vs. Pedagogy  
Critical reflection  
Self‐directed learning  
Learning contract  
KWL (Already KNOW, WANT to learn, and what they did LEARN)  
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Adult Learning Principles  
 

 

Malcolm Knowles (1975,1980) considered the father of adult learning 
theory, used the word andragogy to describe the study of adult learning. He 
distinguished adult learning from pedagogy, the study of how children learn. 
Initially, it was thought that pedagogy and andragogy were two distinct 
processes, but current theory sees the two processes on a continuum with 
pedagogy on one end and andragogy on the other. What separates these two 
processes on the continuum is the amount of experiences the learners have 
when they enter the learning experience and the amount of control that the 
learners have over the learning process and environment.  

Adults typically bring a great deal of background experiences and prior 
learning to any new learning process. Acknowledging adults’ understanding and 
experiences validates them as competent and capable learners. Obviously, the 
experiences that adults bring into the learning environment do not all relate 
directly to the new learning topic. It is important, however, that the facilitator of 
adult learning help adult students see the connections between earlier learning 
experiences and new information. Guiding adults to use what they already know 
to understand new concepts is critical. Trainers of adults should begin training 
sessions by finding out what the adults already know about the topic, whether 
the information is totally accurate or not.  

There are several effective strategies for assessing prior learning. One is 
the KWL strategy that asks learners what they already KNOW about the topic, 
what they WANT to learn about the topic, and finally, (at the end of the training 
session,) what they did LEARN about the topic. Another strategy is the 
anticipation guide, which is a true‐false quiz with questions about the topic, given 
at the beginning of the session. (Ex: “Children learn equally well from play and 
worksheets.”) The trainer reviews the questions, and participants indicate 
whether they thought the answer was true or false. This exercise enables trainers 
to find out what people already know and whether the information they know is 
accurate. At the end of the session, the anticipation guide is used again to see 
which questions the participants feel differently about.  

An additional strategy used to assess prior learning allows participants to 
react to statements or questions about the topic on large charts or tablets at the 
beginning of the session. Then, a discussion ensues, allowing the trainer to 
review the responses with the group and ask for clarification about what is 
written. From this process, trainers receive reliable information about 
participants’ prior learning on the topic.  
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Stephen Brookfield (1986) identified conditions necessary for adult 
learning. He believed that adult learners should have control over the learning 
environment. They want to feel that their needs, goals, and expectations can 
influence what will occur in the learning setting. Trainers must be willing to listen 
to the voices of the learners and alter the course of the training, if necessary, in 
order to make sure that the learners have some modicum of control over the 
outcome. This can be done without changing the overall goals of the training. 
Often, small adjustments, like additional breaks, discussion time, or collaborative 
groups, will satisfy the needs of the participants.  

Creating respectful learning environments, in which all opinions are 
valued, helps to allay any concerns or discomfort. Adults should participate 
voluntarily. In a true learning community, all participants, including the trainer, 
share ideas and learn from each other. The trainer is seen as a facilitator or guide 
rather than the only one with knowledge. Adults respond positively to 
comfortable physical environments, frequent breaks, snacks, and opportunities 
to collaborate with others in the session.  

The concept of self‐directed learning for adults was promoted by Knowles. 
He felt that adults should create personal learning objectives that would allow 
them to set individual goals and be able to practice using the new learning in 
practical ways. Being able to connect new learning to real‐life situations is a 
requirement of effective adult learning sessions. Time to discuss the use of new 
learning in everyday experiences should be built into adult learning programs. 
Knowles created the concept of a learning contract, which allowed participants to 
identify and write down personal goals and how they felt that these goals could 
be met. A learning contract form that has been adapted for use with this program 
is included in the hand‐outs. The trainer could be used as a resource person when 
participants complete the learning contracts.  

Critical reflection is another important element of adult learning 
programs. John Dewey (1933) recommended the concept of using reflection as a 
way of seriously considering one’s actions to promote growth and change. Posner 
(2000) suggested that people do not learn from experience, but rather, they learn 
from reflecting on experience. Reflective journals can be helpful in enabling 
adults to keep track of changes in their behavior or actions as a result of new 
learning and to keep track of how those changes affect their practice over time. 
Journals allow adults to chart their own courses and be aware of their personal 
growth and development. Through journaling, adults can gain valuable insights 
which can then inform future practices. Entries can be shared or used solely by 
individuals.
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Howard Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences is helpful in designing 
adult learning training that meets the needs of a wide range of people. He 
identified eight major ways that individuals can learn information. His theory 
gives teachers the understanding that different people learn material differently. 
Trainers need to attempt to include as many of these different intelligences as 
possible in the design of their programs. The intelligences that Gardner identified 
are linguistic (language and words,) logical/mathematical (numbers and 
problems,) spatial (perception of objects through senses,) bodily/kinesthetic (use 
of body to learn,) interpersonal (social skills, working with others,) intrapersonal 
(learn on one’s own,) musical (learning through music,) naturalistic (learning 
through natural world.) Adults possess a combination of intelligence strengths 
and will respond more positively to a learning environment in which the teacher 
incorporates one or more areas of their learning strengths. See handout for a 
listing of the intelligences identified by Gardner.  

In summary, adult learning theory offers trainers valuable information 
about how to create effective training sessions for adult learners. Adults enter 
learning situations with knowledge of what they want to learn and how the 
information will help them in their own personal growth and development. They 
want control over the learning process and need to believe that their ideas and 
opinions are valued. Since adults begin any program with a great deal of prior 
knowledge, the training facilitator needs to access that prior learning and help 
adult students link what they already know to new knowledge and ideas. Adults 
should have the opportunity to create real‐life scenarios in which they can use 
their new knowledge. Being able to link theory with practice is an important goal 
of all adult learning programs.  

 
 



WPC Glossary: Key Terms  
 
Encountering new language can be confusing; however, developing and redefining 
language is often essential to advancing social justice. Language is essential to the 
construction of identity, and a site of ongoing political contestation. Language both 
contributes to oppression and privilege and can also potentially be a tool of liberation. 
The power inherent in the ability to name oneself and others is tremendous. For these 
reasons, we encourage you to consider the following definitions as a rough starting 
point. Many of these terms and definitions will and should change over time. We welcome 
your input. 
 
Ableism:  The system of oppression based on ability; assumes disabled people as flawed, 
insufficient, and inferior. Includes assumptions about what is "normal" and results in the 
marginalization of the disabled. In brief, it is the unearned privilege afforded to 
nondisabled people. 
Attitudinal barriers:  People with disabilities face barriers as part of their everyday 
lives, including "systematic barriers" in the workplace and society. Attitudes are often the 
greatest barrier, reflecting society's low expectations and unwillingness to recognize and 
appreciate the full potential of people with disabilities. 
Christonormativity:  The system of oppression which assumes Christianity as the norm, 
favors Christians, and denigrates and stigmatizes anyone that is not Christian. Equates 
Americanness with Christianity. 
Disability:  Depending on the model informing the definition (i.e., medical, social, 
economic, feminist, legal, social justice, etc.) social, historical, political, and 
mythological coordinates impact the actual meaning of disability and disabled people as 
objects of institutional discourse. 
Ethnicity:  A social construct which divides people into groups based on characteristics 
such as shared sense of group identity, values, culture, language, history, ancestry and 
geography. 
Gender:  Socially constructed categories of masculinity and manhood, femininity and 
womanhood.  
Gender identity:  A person’s internal sense of themselves as a specific gender.  
Gender expression/image/display:  The external presentation of self as gendered 
through cultural identifiers/markers such as clothing, behaviors, etc.  
Heterosexism:  The system of oppression which assumes heterosexuality as the norm, 
favors heterosexuals, and denigrates and stigmatizes anyone whose gender or sexual 
behavior is considered non-heterosexual. 
Homosexual:  A person who experiences attraction, and/or sexual relations with a person 
of the same sex/gender. Some may be offended by this term and prefer one or more of the 
following: LBGTIQQ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, intersex, queer, questioning) 
Inclusiveness:  A commitment to foster a climate that represents and values members of 
diverse social identity groups. Inclusive practices occur at the individual, cultural and 
institutional levels, creating a culture where all members feel they are welcome and 
belong.  
Intersectionality:  An approach largely advanced by women of color, arguing that 
classifications such as gender, race, class, and others cannot be examined in isolation 



from one another; they interact and intersect in individuals’ lives, in society, in social 
systems, and are mutually constitutive.  
Oppression:  The systemic devaluing, undermining, marginalizing, and disadvantaging 
of certain social identities in contrast to the privileged norm; when some people are 
denied something of value, while others have ready access. 
People first language (PFL):   Puts the person before the disability. "People with 
disabilities" acknowledges that individuals with disabilities are people first and not their 
diagnosis or disability. 
Privilege:  The systemic favoring, enriching, valuing, validating, and including of certain 
social identities over others. Individuals cannot “opt out” of systems of privilege; rather 
these systems are inherent to the society in which we live.   
Queer:  A political term or identity to describe any person living or identifying outside of 
heteronormative ideals 
Race:  A social construct that divides people into groups based on factors such as 
physical appearance, ancestry, culture, history, etc; a social, historical and political 
classification system.  
Racism:  A system of oppression involving systematic subordination of members of 
targeted racial groups by those who have relatively more social power. This 
subordination occurs at the individual, cultural and institutional levels.   
Sex:  Socially constructed categories based on selected biological criteria (such as 
hormones, reproductive organs, chromosomes, etc.) 
Sexism:  A system of oppression that privileges men, subordinates women, and 
denigrates women-identified values. This subordination occurs at the individual, cultural, 
and institutional levels. 
Sexual orientation:  A concept referring to sexual desire and preference for emotional 
and sexual relationships with others based on their sex/gender; often implies that sexual 
object choice is an essential, in-born characteristic, so may be problematic to some.  
Social class:  (As in upper class, middle class, lower class, working class) refers to 
people’s socio-economic status, based on factors such as wealth, occupation, education, 
income, etc.  
Transgender Person:  A broad umbrella term for people whose self-identification 
challenges traditional notions of gender and sexuality and do not conform to traditional 
understandings of labels like male and female or heterosexual and homosexual. 
White Privilege:  Institutional set of benefits, including greater access to resources and 
power, bestowed upon people classified as white. 
White Supremacy:  The assumption or theory that whites are superior to all other races 
and should be in power and control. 
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