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We should strive to 
eliminate or reduce the 
influence of our own 
extracurricular biases as we 
choose topics, present 
material, discuss current 
events, incorporate class 
examples, and engage in 
other inherently persuasive 
teaching activities. 
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 Many scholars of ethical teaching recommend that teachers review their 
own biases and strive to reduce the influence of these biases in their classrooms 
(e.g., Svinicki & McKeachie, 2010; Davis, 1993; Boysen & Vogel, 2009). Teachers 
and students perceive fairness as necessary for the credibility of academic 
disciplines as well as departments and instructors (Keith-Spiegel, Tabachnick, & 
Allen, 1993; Tabachnick, Keith-Spiegel, & Pope, 1991), and these concerns apply 
across academic fields (Woody, 2008b). As teachers of psychology, we should strive 
to eliminate or reduce the influence of our own extracurricular biases as we choose 
topics, present material, discuss current events, incorporate class examples, and 
engage in other inherently persuasive teaching activities (Friedrich & Douglass, 
1998; Svinicki & McKeachie, 2010; Woody, 2006). Additionally, we should challenge 
the biases of our students (Boysen & Vogel, 2009; Boyson, Vogel, Cope, & Hubbard, 
2009; Wolfe & Spencer, 1996) and seek to perpetuate the disciplinary, university, 
college, and department goals of increasing our students’ awareness of issues and 
questions in diversity and multicultural education (see American Psychological 
Association, 2002, 2003; Halonen et al., 2006). 

Perhaps most importantly, we should 
recognize our personal biases, and we should 
explicitly strive to keep our biases about 
ethnicity, gender, language, disability, 
citizenship status (see Thorpe, 2009 for 
discussion of students’ fears of faculty bias), 
veteran status, socioeconomic status, political 
ideology, and religion, among other factors, 
from affecting our views or treatment of 
students (see e.g., Babad, Inbar, & Rosenthal 
1982; Boysen et al., 2009; Boysen & Vogel, 
2009; Sue, Lin, Torino, Capodilupo, & Rivera, 2009; Svinicki & McKeachie, 2010), 
particularly because even a single incident of bias can influence a student’s 
university experience (Samuel, 2004). It is possible to recognize and change our 
own biases, but these changes require substantial motivation and effort (Devine & 
Monteith, 1999). The biases noted previously have received extensive attention in 
the literature, and I encourage instructors to evaluate these and other prejudices 
they may have toward students. Particularly, in addition to the previous list, I 
encourage teachers of psychology to evaluate the cultural biases and their personal 
biases toward young adults (Bytheway, 1995) as well as the ways that faculty may 
treat traditional-aged undergraduate students. 
 The biases related to age and traditional undergraduate students entered 
my own awareness most saliently when I was a young (i.e., 32) faculty member 
who, at the time, looked significantly younger than I was. I attended a social 
reception at a psychological convention, and I had a conversation with a well-known 
male psychologist.1 He appeared extremely impressed to learn the name of my 

                                                 
1 I note the psychologist was male only to ease my use of pronouns. 
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I recommend that faculty 
explicitly set adult 
expectations for their 
classes and clearly expect 
students to rise to these 
standards. 

university, and then he proceeded to ask the names of faculty members with whom 
I studied. When I named faculty who were my scholarly collaborators, he replied, 
“Woooow, I bet it is VERY interesting to study with those people.”  His speech was 
slow, exaggerated, and simplified. He asked me what topics I studied, and my 
response earned another exaggerated “Oooooh.” His speech pattern was patronizing 
and familiar, but I needed a moment to recognize it. He used the speech pattern of 
an uncle being shown a new truck by an excited 7-year old nephew. I wondered 
how I generated such an air of incompetence as to inspire a well-known 
psychologist to talk to me as though I were a small child, and then I recognized his 
misperception: he believed me to be an undergraduate. My realization helped me 
make sense of his words and his speech pattern, particularly given the literature on 
juvenile ageism, or negative biases toward children (Westman, 1991); since then, 
however, our conversation has raised larger questions for me. 
 I describe this event in my classes as an example of negative bias toward 
children and young adults, and students and colleagues often ask how I responded 
to his behavior and to his potential slight. I did not say anything at the time.2 My 
thoughts, then and now, did not focus on myself but rather on the intelligent, self-
aware, young adults with whom this faculty member works. This person’s advanced 
undergraduate students, many of whom are bound for graduate and professional 
programs, can serve in the armed forces (and may already be combat veterans), 
vote, raise families as is typical around the world for adults of traditional college 
age, and would face adult charges for criminal activity,3 but these students face 
childlike treatment from an influential mentor who may shape their careers and 
write on their behalf for future education and employment. 
 These biases against children and young adults have strong foundations in 
our culture (Westman, 1991). Additionally, emerging adulthood (i.e., from the late 
teens through the twenties) has gained more 
support in the literature as a unique phase of life 
distinct from later adulthood (see e.g., Arnett, 
2000; 2004).  Older adults may perceive and treat 
emerging adults as children, and emerging adults 
may perceive themselves as children (Dickinson, 
2010). As teachers of psychology, however, we 
should challenge biases toward children and young 
adults as well as the extracurricular effects of these biases in the classroom. 
Fighting one’s biases is difficult, particularly when one challenges biases with strong 
cultural roots. Additionally, as individuals embedded in a hierarchical system that 
can devalue students (see Woody, 2004), faculty may find it difficult to recognize 
their own views. Regardless, I recommend that teachers of psychology strive to 
recognize, evaluate, and challenge their own stereotypes about age. Several 
concrete steps exist. First, I recommend that faculty explicitly set adult expectations 
for their classes and clearly expect students to rise to these standards (see Babad, 
1993; Jussim, Madon, & Chatman, 1994). For a short example, I do not take 
attendance in my demanding senior-level classes. Instead, when discussing the 
syllabus on the first day of class, I read from my syllabus that “For every class 
session, 100 percent attendance and active, appropriate, scholastic senior-level 
participation is expected.”  I then note that I will not take attendance and that each 
student has the freedom and responsibility to make his or her own choices 
regarding class attendance, participation, and performance. My emphasis on the 
adult status of students does not mean that I am rigid.  This view of my students 

                                                 
2 Eventually, a passer-by addressed me by title, and our conversation became 
rather awkward. 
3 Including eligibility for the death penalty in some states. 
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We hope that students of 
every age undergo 
development from 
intellectually curious 
freshmen to inspired, 
methodologically aware, 
better-educated, 
intellectually curious 
seniors, and recognition of 
this developmental process 
remains critical to our 
success as teachers. 

also means that I expect them to have complicated and sometimes difficult adult 
lives and that I remain flexible for the adults in my classes. Throughout the class, I 
emphasize student responsibility, even as I provide support and guidance as an 
instructor. 

As a second concrete step, I recommend that faculty cease to refer to their 
students as the “kids” in their classes. As an instructor of mostly upper-division 
classes, there are very few if any legal children in my classes, and I do not refer to 
students as “kids.”  When I teach the psychology of prejudice, we explicitly discuss 
this decision when we talk about the importance of respect across cultural divisions, 
including age. Throughout the class, I explicitly and carefully adhere to language 
that accurately reflects my expectations and my students’ responsibilities. I made 
these decisions in my own teaching in the absence of experimental assessment. I 
did not know that students noticed this behavior until a convention conversation 
hour about prejudice in classrooms (Becker, Elliot, Squires, & Adaoag, 2007).  
Students talked about the degrees to which they felt inspiration, responsibility, and, 
perhaps more importantly, respect by the refusal to call them ‘kids.’ 

These issues, however, are not simple. We hope that students of every age 
undergo development from intellectually curious freshmen to inspired, 
methodologically aware, better-educated, intellectually curious seniors, and 
recognition of this developmental process remains critical to our success as teachers 
(see e.g., Brewer et al., 1993). Of course, we have different scholastic expectations 
in our introductory or lower-level classes than we do in our upper-division or 
graduate classes. Interacting with students at different stages of their education 
raises complex questions. I recognize, for example, that the individual to whom I 
spoke at the convention may have sought to be more approachable to 
undergraduates by talking in non-threatening ways; however, one challenge as 
teachers is to seek approachability with respect. Despite the complexity of these 
issues, we can find ways to be more approachable without devaluing the young 
people who require academic support as they develop into scholars. One of our 
challenges is to see past undergraduates’ 
generally greater needs for instruction (while we 
seek and recognize exceptional undergraduates; 
see Woody, 2008a) and instead to see 
undergraduate students as the fledgling 
practitioners, scholars, and teachers that we 
once were. I ask teachers of psychology to 
undertake a complex endeavor: we should strive 
to recognize the emerging adulthood of our 
traditional-aged students without simultaneously 
devaluing these students as children. Most 
importantly, we must recognize the integrity of 
the human beings with whom we work, 
regardless of their age or other aspects of their 
identities. 
 As a historian of psychology, I argue we should look past admissions 
requirements, degree programs, and standardized tests to recognize our earliest 
historical roots as academics. Throughout history and across cultures, as today in 
the US, students have endured the hardships of travel, time away from family, 
challenges of living with limited or nonexistent income or support, and significant 
financial expenses to sit at the feet of, or study with, faculty (Woody, 2006). The 
faculty member’s obligation is to the student and the student’s success. As teachers 
of psychology, we must recognize students as humans with integrity. Our success 
comes when our students go beyond us; we must see past our own biases, 



 

12                                                              Volume 5  ●  2010 

including those biases about age, if we seek to help our students reach their 
potential. 
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