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How to create an identity-safe 
environment 
 

There are many approaches that can be taken to address stereotype threat and create 
an identity-safe environment (Spencer, Logel, & Davies, 2016). It is important to do them 
with a stealth approach as detailed below (Eschenbach, Virnoche, Cashman, Lord, & 
Camacho, 2014). Teaching staff play an important role in encouraging or discouraging 
students (Simmons & Lord, 2019). Again, staff have a role model function; the type of 
behaviours and language they exhibit or tolerate become the norm for the classroom 
(“the standard you walk past is the standard you accept”). Here are a range of ideas 
which could be employed to tackle stereotype threat and create an identity-safe 
environment: 

• An early intervention which allows students to write about their values, 
individual qualities or connect with why they want to study the discipline can 
help combat stereotype threat, restore self-integrity, recoup grades 
(Eschenbach, Virnoche, Cashman, Lord, & Camacho, 2014) (Spencer, Logel, & 
Davies, 2016).  
 

• Subtly encourage students to reconstrue their social identity, which is being 
threatened. For example, link their social identity to its stereotypical positive 
abilities (Spencer, Logel, & Davies, 2016). Alternatively, their social identity could 
be extended to include characteristics they share with the non-threatened 
group (Spencer, Logel, & Davies, 2016).  
 

• Another approach is to teach students about stereotype threat and that it is 
illegitimate, then encourage them to attribute any anxiety to the stereotype 
(Spencer, Logel, & Davies, 2016).  
 

• Teacher criticism can be perceived as being due to stereotypes. One way to 
address this, is through “wise feedback” built on trust to let students know of 
their high standards and a belief that the student has the ability to reach these 
high standards (Eschenbach, Virnoche, Cashman, Lord, & Camacho, 2014) 
(Spencer, Logel, & Davies, 2016). This needs to be combined with providing 
resources to help them succeed, such as detailed rubrics for assessment. 
 

• Reinforce a growth mindset, that successful engineers and other professionals 
develop competency through effort (by taking on challenges, working hard, and 
by confronting, then correcting deficiencies) not from innate ability 
(Eschenbach, Virnoche, Cashman, Lord, & Camacho, 2014) (Dweck, 2010). It is 
important to encourage students to see their intelligence as malleable (Spencer, 
Logel, & Davies, 2016).   
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A growth mindset can be encouraged by  

o Praising a student’s progress based on their effort, strategies, 
concentration, choices or persistence, rather than on their intelligence 
(Dweck, 2010).  

o Asking students to write advice to the year below them and then get the 
year below to read the advice.  This encourages vertical integration.  

o Linking poor performance to malleable factors like study skills rather than 
their ability or other stable factors (Herrmann, Adelman, Bodford, Okun, & 
Kwan, 2016). 
 

• Reassure students that worrying about belonging is normal and reduces over 
time (Eschenbach, Virnoche, Cashman, Lord, & Camacho, 2014) (Herrmann, 
Adelman, Bodford, Okun, & Kwan, 2016). This is part of helping students learn that 
difficulties are normal and temporary (Herrmann, Adelman, Bodford, Okun, & 
Kwan, 2016). Ideally have the previous intake of students communicate this to 
the incoming class (could be done using videos), again enhancing vertical 
integration. Also reassure students that anxiety about taking tests is normal, but 
does not necessarily harm performance in the test (Eschenbach, Virnoche, 
Cashman, Lord, & Camacho, 2014). 
 

• Carefully design exams to be fair and to test learning not innate ability or 
memorisation (Eschenbach, Virnoche, Cashman, Lord, & Camacho, 2014). 
Communicate this to students through specific learning objectives and a clear 
marking rubric (Eschenbach, Virnoche, Cashman, Lord, & Camacho, 2014). Things 
to consider include, do examples all involve men and will the context be familiar 
to all students (economic background, cultural background, gender etc). 
 

• Ensure there are positive role models for students, in the form of staff, students 
(current and recent graduates) and external speakers (Spencer, Logel, & Davies, 
2016).  Invite a diverse range of role models including different cultures and 
ethnicities (Tomoana, 2012). Make sure that role models share that they have 
faced and overcome challenges, which may include initial poor performance, in 
addition to emphasising the importance of the degree (Herrmann, Adelman, 
Bodford, Okun, & Kwan, 2016).  
 

• Think about the invigilators you hire and whether there is a possibility to hire 
positive role models (must also have expert knowledge in the field) (Eschenbach, 
Virnoche, Cashman, Lord, & Camacho, 2014). 
 

• Think about the physical space, for example look at whether there are any 
posters or other visual cues that may trigger stereotype threat (Eschenbach, 
Virnoche, Cashman, Lord, & Camacho, 2014). 
 

• It is important for the department to communicate that diversity is important 
and valued by the staff, including in classrooms (Eschenbach, Virnoche, 
Cashman, Lord, & Camacho, 2014). The department needs to communicate that 
students from all backgrounds are welcome, valued and will be supported 
(Spencer, Logel, & Davies, 2016). 
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• Mindfulness training can also help students cope with stereotype threat, by
reducing the working memory load caused by the stereotype threat (Spencer,
Logel, & Davies, 2016).

• In some cases, allowing stereotyped groups to work in teams together has
resulted in better performance (Spencer, Logel, & Davies, 2016). However, it is
also important to consider intersectionality and the impact of multiple identities
on student experience. It is also important not to assume or assign a social
identity to others.

• Check admission and hiring practices for bias due to the importance of having a
diverse community of students and staff (Spencer, Logel, & Davies, 2016).
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