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Introduction to Jane Elliot’s Educational Approach

Jane Elliot, renowned educator and anti-racism activist, is best known for her powerful classroom
exercises aimed at teaching students about discrimination, prejudice, and empathy. Her impactful
activity, often referred to as the "Blue-Eyed/Brown-Eyed Exercise," revolutionized how educators
approach diversity and social justice education. Central to this activity's success is the environment
Jane Elliot meticulously creates within her classroom, fostering understanding and challenging
preconceived notions. In this article, we will explore three key actions she took during the activity that
helped establish such an impactful learning environment.

1. Establishing Clear Objectives and Setting the Tone

Defining the Purpose of the Activity

Jane Elliot begins by explicitly communicating the purpose of the exercise to her students. She
explains that the activity is designed to help them understand what it feels like to be discriminated
against based on arbitrary characteristics, such as eye color. This transparency is crucial in creating
an environment of trust and openness.

- Clarity of Intent: Jane makes sure students understand that the exercise is educational, not punitive.
- Empathy Building: She emphasizes that the goal is for students to experience discrimination
firsthand to foster empathy.

- Establishing Respect: She sets ground rules for respectful behavior, ensuring that students feel safe
to express their feelings.

Setting a Respectful and Safe Atmosphere

Before commencing the activity, Jane Elliot creates a psychologically safe space by:

- Encouraging open dialogue and honest feelings.

- Reminding students that their experiences during the activity are valid and important.

- Reassuring students that they can withdraw or express discomfort at any time, which reinforces
psychological safety.

By clarifying objectives and setting respectful boundaries, Jane establishes an environment where
students feel secure enough to explore sensitive topics deeply.



2. Utilizing Role-Playing to Foster Empathy and
Perspective-Taking

Implementing the Eye Color Discrimination Exercise

The core of Jane Elliot’s method involves role-playing, where students are assigned identities based
on eye color. For example, blue-eyed students may be told they are superior, while brown-eyed
students are deemed inferior, and vice versa in a subsequent session. This role reversal allows
students to experience discrimination from both perspectives.

- Immediate Engagement: Students quickly understand the significance of the assigned role through
vivid descriptions and behaviors.

- Active Participation: Students are placed in situations where they experience prejudice—being
ignored, belittled, or unfairly treated—mirroring real-world discrimination.

- Empathy Development: By living through these experiences, students gain insight into the
emotional impact of bias and discrimination.

Creating an Empathetic Environment through Reflection

After role-playing, Jane Elliot facilitates reflective discussions, encouraging students to share feelings
and observations. This process:

- Helps students process their emotions and understand the hurt caused by discrimination.

- Reinforces the importance of empathy by connecting personal experiences with broader social
issues.

- Fosters a supportive environment where students feel comfortable expressing vulnerability.

This approach ensures the activity isn't merely about role-playing but about cultivating genuine
understanding and compassion.

3. Modeling Inclusivity and Challenging Preconceptions

Demonstrating Personal Commitment to Equality

Throughout the activity, Jane Elliot models the behaviors she wants her students to emulate. She
actively challenges stereotypes and biases, showing that:

- She treats all students equally, regardless of their assigned roles.
- She openly discusses her own beliefs and biases, demonstrating honesty and humility.
- She encourages students to question societal stereotypes and reflect on their own prejudices.

By embodying these principles, Jane creates a classroom environment rooted in authenticity and
mutual respect.



Facilitating Open Dialogue and Critical Thinking

Jane Elliot fosters an environment where students feel empowered to challenge ideas and ask
guestions. She:

- Invites students to reflect on their feelings and thoughts during the activity.
- Encourages critical examination of societal norms and stereotypes.
- Promotes a culture where questioning and dialogue are valued over judgment.

This ongoing engagement helps establish an inclusive environment where diverse perspectives are
acknowledged and respected.

Additional Strategies Jane Elliot Used to Foster a
Positive Learning Environment

While the three main actions above are central to Jane Elliot’s approach, she also employed other
techniques to deepen the learning experience:

- Consistent Reinforcement of Respect: She continually emphasizes respect for all individuals,
regardless of race or background.

- Creating a Community of Learners: She fosters a sense of shared purpose among students,
encouraging collective empathy and understanding.

- Follow-Up Discussions: After the activity, she conducts debriefs to consolidate learning and address
lingering questions or feelings.

Conclusion

Jane Elliot’s success in creating an environment conducive to meaningful learning about
discrimination hinges on her deliberate and thoughtful actions during her classroom activities. By
establishing clear objectives and a respectful tone, employing role-playing to foster empathy, and
modeling inclusivity while challenging preconceptions, she creates a safe, engaging, and
transformative space for her students. Her methods demonstrate that the environment an educator
cultivates is integral to the effectiveness of social justice education. Educators seeking to replicate
such impactful experiences can learn from her strategies to foster empathy, understanding, and
respect in their classrooms, ultimately contributing to a more compassionate and equitable society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What specific actions did Jane Elliot take to promote empathy
among her students during the activity?

Jane Elliot used role-reversal exercises and encouraged students to experience discrimination
firsthand, fostering understanding and empathy.



How did Jane Elliot establish a safe and respectful
environment during the classroom activity?

She set clear ground rules, emphasized respect, and ensured open dialogue, allowing students to
express their feelings without judgment.

In what ways did Jane Elliot model inclusive behavior during
the activity?

She actively listened to students' perspectives, challenged stereotypes, and demonstrated fairness
and compassion throughout the lesson.

What steps did Jane Elliot take to encourage student
reflection after the activity?

She facilitated discussions, asked thought-provoking questions, and provided space for students to
share their emotional experiences.

How did Jane Elliot adapt her teaching approach to ensure an
inclusive environment during the activity?

She customized scenarios to be relevant to students' lives, maintained a supportive atmosphere, and
emphasized the importance of understanding diversity.

Additional Resources

List 3 Things The Teacher, Jane Elliot, Did During The Activity With Her Students To Create An
Environment

Jane Elliot, a renowned educator and anti-racism activist, is best known for her groundbreaking
classroom activity designed to teach students about discrimination, bias, and empathy. Through her
innovative approach, Elliot created a powerful environment that challenged students' perceptions and
fostered deep understanding. In this article, we will explore three key actions Jane Elliot took during
her activity with her students to create an environment conducive to learning, reflection, and growth.

Understanding the Context of Jane Elliot’s Activity

Before diving into the specific actions, it's important to understand the context of Elliot’s famous
exercise. Conducted in the 1960s, her classroom activity involved dividing students based on eye
color and assigning privileges or restrictions accordingly. This method aimed to simulate racial
discrimination and prompt students to experience firsthand the effects of prejudice.

Elliot’s approach was intentionally provocative, designed not only to educate but also to evoke
emotional responses that would lead to empathy and awareness. Throughout the activity, she
employed various strategies to ensure an environment where students could confront difficult truths



and reflect critically on societal issues.

1. Establishing Clear Rules and Expectations for Safety and Respect
Setting Boundaries for Emotional Safety

From the outset, Jane Elliot prioritized creating a safe space where students felt secure to express
their feelings and thoughts. Recognizing that the activity could evoke intense emotions—such as
anger, frustration, or guilt—she explicitly outlined ground rules. These rules served as a foundation for
mutual respect and emotional safety, which are crucial when dealing with sensitive topics like
discrimination.

Key actions included:

- Stating explicit guidelines: Elliot clearly communicated that derogatory language, personal attacks,
or disrespectful behavior would not be tolerated. She emphasized that the activity was about
understanding, not blame or shame.

- Establishing a code of conduct: She encouraged students to listen actively, refrain from interrupting,
and respect each other's perspectives, even if they disagreed.

- Creating a physical and emotional safe space: She arranged seating to foster open dialogue and
maintained a calm, authoritative demeanor to reassure students.

Why It Matters

By setting these boundaries early, Elliot created an environment where students could engage
honestly without fear of ridicule or backlash. This safety net enabled students to explore
uncomfortable feelings and confront biases, knowing they were in a supportive space.

2. Using Personal Narrative and Empathy to Humanize the Experience
Engaging Students on an Emotional Level

Jane Elliot skillfully employed storytelling and personal reflection to deepen students’ understanding
of discrimination’s human impact. She recognized that abstract discussions about prejudice could
remain distant or theoretical; thus, she integrated personal narratives and emotional engagement to
foster a more authentic learning environment.

Actions she took included:

- Sharing personal stories: Elliot often recounted her experiences with discrimination or related stories
that illustrated the real-world consequences of bias.

- Encouraging students to share feelings: During the activity, she prompted students to express how
they felt being labeled or treated differently based on arbitrary traits. For example, students assigned
to the “inferior” group were asked to reflect on their emotions and experiences.

- Facilitating empathy exercises: She asked students to imagine how it would feel to be on the
receiving end of discrimination, encouraging them to step into others’ shoes.



The Impact

This approach transformed the activity from a simple role-play into an emotional journey. By
humanizing the experience, Elliot fostered empathy—an essential component for meaningful learning
about social justice. Students not only learned about bias intellectually but also connected
emotionally, which increased the likelihood of lasting change.

3. Incorporating Reflection and Debriefing to Reinforce Learning
Creating Space for Critical Reflection

A critical component of Jane Elliot’s method was her emphasis on reflection. After the activity, she
engaged students in discussions designed to help them process their experiences, emotions, and
insights.

Strategies she used included:

- Guided questioning: Elliot posed open-ended questions such as, “How did it feel to be treated
unfairly?” or “What did you learn about yourself during this exercise?” These questions encouraged
students to analyze their feelings and reactions.

- Group sharing: She facilitated group discussions where students could share their perspectives,
listen to others, and recognize shared experiences or differences.

- Journaling or written reflections: Sometimes, students were asked to write about their feelings and
what they learned, providing a private space for honest introspection.

- Connecting to real-world issues: Elliot tied the classroom experience to broader societal patterns of
discrimination, urging students to consider how biases persist outside the classroom.

Why Reflection Matters

By intentionally incorporating reflection, Elliot ensured that the activity was not just an emotional

rollercoaster but a meaningful learning opportunity. Reflection helped students internalize lessons
about bias, recognize their own prejudices, and develop empathy and critical thinking skills. It also
fostered a respectful environment where students felt comfortable sharing their honest reactions.

Conclusion

Jane Elliot’s innovative classroom activity exemplifies how intentional strategies can create a
transformative environment for learning about social justice. By establishing clear rules for safety and
respect, using personal narrative and empathy, and incorporating reflection and debriefing, she
crafted an environment where students could confront uncomfortable truths constructively. These
actions not only facilitated understanding of discrimination but also cultivated empathy, self-
awareness, and a commitment to social change—lessons that extend far beyond the classroom.

Her methodology serves as a powerful model for educators seeking to foster inclusive, reflective, and
emotionally safe learning environments on difficult topics. By following her example, teachers can
inspire meaningful dialogue and growth among students, equipping them to become more empathetic
and socially conscious individuals.
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