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Combat and prevent
Victims of microaggressions can choose strategies to address microaggressions based on existing power dynamics, the setting and context 
of a situation, how victims feel in the moment and their relationship with the perpetrator.  Below are techniques bystanders and victims 
can use to help perpetrators understand the impacts of their behavior and stop them from enacting microaggressions.

W h e n  s o m e b o d y  p e r p e t r a t e s  a  m i c r o a g g r e s s i o n ,  a  s a r c a s t i c 
r e s p o n s e  o r  a  j o k i n g  q u e s t i o n  f r o m  a  v i c t i m  c a n  h u m a n i z e 
t h e  v i c t i m  i n  t h e  e ye s  o f  t h e  p e r p e t r ato r.  Th i s  s t r ate g y  c a n  b e 
e f fe c t i ve l y  u s e d  by  v i c t i m s  to  a d d re s s  m i c ro a g g re s s i o n s  b e c a u s e 
i t  h e l p s  p e r p e t rato r s  re a l i ze  h ow  o u t l a n d i s h  t h e i r  b e h av i o r  i s .

Find humor

A s k i n g  q u e s t i o n s  i s  a  s t r a t e g y  v i c t i m s  a n d  b y s t a n d e r s  c a n 
u s e  t o  m a k e  p e r p e t r a t o r s  o f  m i c r o a g g r e s s i o n s  r e f l e c t  o n 
t h e i r  b e h a v i o r.  P e r p e t r a t o r s  m a y  r e a l i z e  t h e  h a r m f u l n e s s  o f 
t h e i r  a c t i o n s  a n d  t h e  s e r i o u s n e s s  o f  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  a f t e r  b e i n g 
q u e s t i o n e d  a b o u t  t h e i r  b e h a v i o r. 

Question

T e a c h i n g  p e r p e t r a t o r s  a b o u t  w h y  t h e i r  b e h a v i o r s  a r e 
m i c ro a g g re s s i o n s  m ay  c a u s e  t h e m  to  re co g n i ze  t h e  p ro b l e m  w i t h 
their  ac t ions.  By explaining the contex t  behind offensive behavior, 
v ic t ims and bystanders  can teach perpetrators  why cer tain  ac t ions 
a re  d a m a g i n g.  I f  p e r p e t rato r s  l e a r n  t h e  i m p a c t  a n d  h i s to r i c a l  t i e s 
o f  t h e i r  a c t i o n s,  t h e y  m ay  s to p  t h e  h a r m f u l  b e h av i o r.

Educate
S h a r i n g  h o w  m i c r o a g g r e s s i v e  b e h a v i o r s  c a n  m a k e  v i c t i m s  f e e l 
m a y  re s o n a t e  w i t h  p e r p e t r a t o r s .  B y s t a n d e r s  c a n  a l s o  s h a re  t h e i r 
d i s c o m f o r t  w i t h  a  c o m m e n t ,  e v e n  i f  t h e y  a r e  n o t  r e l a t e d  t o 
t h e  m a r g i n a l i z e d  g r o u p  b e i n g  t a r g e t e d .  T h i s  s t r a t e g y  c a n  h e l p 
p e r p e t r a t o r s  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  i m p a c t  o f  t h e i r  a c t i o n s ,  s o  t h e y 
c a n  b e  m o r e  t h o u g h t f u l  a b o u t  t h e i r  b e h a v i o r  m o v i n g  f o r w a r d . 

Empathize

Students’ experiences with microaggressions

Fre s h m a n  Ac e  We i n b e rg  h a s  b e e n  i n  c l a s s e s  w h e re  o t h e r  s t u d e n t s 
h a ve  i n t e n t i o n a l l y  c a l l e d  h i m  a  n a m e  h e  w a s  p re v i o u s l y  re f e r re d 
t o  a s ,  w h i c h  i s  k n o w n  a s  a  d e a d n a m e .  We i n b e r g  t r i e s  n o t  t o  g e t 
t o o  a n n o y e d  b y  p e o p l e  d e a d n a m i n g  h i m  o r  u s i n g  t h e  w r o n g 
p r o n o u n s .  “ [ T h e i r  b e h a v i o r ]  f e e l s  k i n d  o f  p a s s i v e  a g g r e s s i v e ,” 
s a i d  We i n b e r g .  “ B u t  I  k n o w  m a y b e  i t ’s  n o t .  M a y b e  t h e y  j u s t 
g e n u i n e l y  a r e n ’ t  u n d e r s t a n d i n g.”

Deadnaming

As a  f reshman,  senior  Lexi  S inger  was  the only 
Black person among people she hung out  with. 
Th e s e  p e o p l e  s a i d  t h e  n - wo rd  a ro u n d  h e r  a n d 
m a d e  j o k e s  a b o u t  S i n g e r  g i v i n g  t h e m  “ t h e 
n - wo rd  p a s s.” “At  t h e  t i m e,  I  k i n d  o f  b ru s h e d 
i t  o f f,  b u t  l o o ki n g  b a c k ,  i t  wa s  a  re a l l y  re a l l y 
h a rd  t i m e  fo r  m e  to  a cce p t  my s e l f  fo r  w h o  I 
wa s,” S i n g e r  s a i d.

Slurs

Wh e n  s e n i o r  N a i n a  J o b i n  e nte r s  a  c l a s s ro o m ,  she is often met with 
p e o p l e  w h o  d i s re g a rd  t h e  co r re c t  p ro n u n c i at i o n  o f  h e r  n a m e,  e ve n 
i f  s h e  p o l i te l y  co r re c t s  t h e  m i s t a ke.  “M y  n a m e  g e t s  m i s p ro n o u n ce d 
a  l o t,” s a i d  J o b i n .  “ S o,  I  j u s t  k i n d  o f  ove r l o o k  i t ,  b u t  i t ’s  d e f i n i te l y  a 
p ro b l e m .  I  fe e l  l i ke  I  d i d n’t  re a l l y  re a l i ze  i t  u nt i l  I  m e nt i o n e d  i t  to 
o t h e r  p e o p l e,  a n d  t h e y  we re  l i ke,  ‘ Wa i t,  t h at ’s  re a l l y  m e s s e d  u p.’’’

When students are faced with microaggressions at school, their ability to learn can be compromised, education consultant Rick Wormeli said. “Students 
will engage or they will shut down based on the perception of microaggressions occurring in [classes],”  Wormeli said.
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I nforma l ,  unpro f e s s iona l 
and messy are a few words 
people have used to describe 

s ophomore  Brook t e  Smi th’s 
n a tu r a l ,  a f ro - t e x tu red  ha i r. 
While Smith has  a lways  found 
t h e s e  c omments  u p s e t t i n g , 
she recent ly  recognized them 
as microaggress ions .
	 “They would say, ‘You need 
to straighten or put your hair 
back to make it  formal,’  and 
that was something that I always 
learned to just roll with,” said 
Smith. “But then I realized that 
I should be able to wear my hair 
naturally and not be told that it 
is messy or unpresentable.”
	 M i c r o a g g r e s s i o n s  a r e 
statements, actions or incidents 
that may seem harmless on the 
surface,  but are often rooted 
in harmful stereotypes and can 
have damaging consequences 
for those affected by them. 
	 Microaggre s s ions  can  be 
viewed as “death by a thousand 

comments are internalized and 
those insecurities can be carried 
on  a s  a  t e enage r  g rows  up , 
Suleman sa id .

	 “ O v e r t i m e , 
w e  know that 
[microaggressions] 
can contribute to 
m e n t a l  h e a l t h 
c o n c e r n s ,  l i k e 
d e p r e s s i o n  and 

anxiety, because microaggressions 
a n d  c u m u l a t i v e - l o a d 
microaggressions are a form of 
trauma,” Suleman said. 
	 A l though  Smi th  ha s  been 
a  v i c t im  o f  mic roagg re s s i on s 
f o r  s e v e r a l  y e a r s ,  s h e  w a s 
n o t  a b l e  t o  i d e n t i f y  t h e m 
u n t i l  s h e  b r o u g h t  u p  t h e 
t o p i c  w i t h  h e r  m o m  i n 
e i g h t h  g r a d e .
	 “I didn’t want to think that 
it was all in my head or that I’m 
going crazy,”  said Smith. “But 
I  asked my mom, ‘ Is  i t  rude 
i f  s u c h - a n d - s u c h  h a p p e n s ? ’ 
And she was like, ‘O h ,  t h a t ’s 
a  microaggression.’”

	 A c c o r d i n g  t o  Su l e m a n , 
t h e  b e s t  w a y  t o  p r e v e n t 
microaggressions is  to educate 
others  on what they are  and 
why they are harmful, and this 
educat ion should  happen in 
safe and col laborative spaces.
	 “ Yo u  h a v e  t o  b e  a b l e 
t o  n a m e  t h e  p r o b l e m , ” 
s a i d  Su l e m a n .  “ S o  I  t h i n k 
i f  p e o p l e  a r e  n o t  a w a r e 
o f  s t r u c t u r a l  r a c i s m  a n d 
d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  …  i t ’s  g o i n g 
t o  b e  r e a l l y  h a rd  f o r  p e o p l e 
t o  e v e n  n a m e  w h a t 
t h e y ’ r e  f e e l i n g . ”
	 S m i t h  f e e l s  o p t i m i s t i c 
about efforts for diversity and 
inclusion, as spreading awareness 
about  mic roaggre s s ions  wi l l 
prepare  s tudents  for  how to 
handle harmful comments.
	 “I  have younger s ibl ings, 
and now that they are gett ing 
t h e  e d u c a t i o n  o f  w h a t  a 
microaggress ion is ,  I  can see 
there’s a load that I had on my 
shoulders that isn’t necessarily 
o n  t h e i r s ,”  S m i t h  s a i d . 
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Students’ experiences with microaggressions

L a s t  A p r i l ,  j u n i o r  O l i v i a  Z h a o  s t a r t e d  a  l i s t  o n  h e r  p h o n e 
re co rd i n g  t i m e s  at  s c h o o l  w h e n  s h e  i s  c a l l e d  by  t h e  n a m e  o f 
a n  A s i a n  p e e r.  B e i n g  t h e  v i c t i m  o f  a  m i c ro a g g re s s i o n  c a n  fe e l 
i solat ing,  Zhao said.  “ I t ’s  upsett ing that  I  can real ize  that  [ the 
m i c ro a g g re s s i o n ]  i s  b a d,  a n d  I  h ave  to  b e  t h e  v i c t i m  o f  i t , 
b u t  t h e  p e r s o n  d o i n g  i t  i s  s o  i g n o ra nt  a b o u t  [ t h e i r  a c t i o n s ] ,” 
Z h a o  s a i d.

Racism

Wh e n  s e n i o r  N a i n a  J o b i n  e nte r s  a  c l a s s ro o m ,  she is often met with 
p e o p l e  w h o  d i s re g a rd  t h e  co r re c t  p ro n u n c i at i o n  o f  h e r  n a m e,  e ve n 
i f  s h e  p o l i te l y  co r re c t s  t h e  m i s t a ke.  “M y  n a m e  g e t s  m i s p ro n o u n ce d 
a  l o t,” s a i d  J o b i n .  “ S o,  I  j u s t  k i n d  o f  ove r l o o k  i t ,  b u t  i t ’s  d e f i n i te l y  a 
p ro b l e m .  I  fe e l  l i ke  I  d i d n’t  re a l l y  re a l i ze  i t  u nt i l  I  m e nt i o n e d  i t  to 
o t h e r  p e o p l e,  a n d  t h e y  we re  l i ke,  ‘ Wa i t,  t h at ’s  re a l l y  m e s s e d  u p.’’’

Ignorance

When students are faced with microaggressions at school, their ability to learn can be compromised, education consultant Rick Wormeli said. “Students 
will engage or they will shut down based on the perception of microaggressions occurring in [classes],”  Wormeli said.

Microaggressions: subtle and shameful

“ “M i c r o a g g r e s s i o n s 
can be viewed as 
‘death by a thousand 
paper cuts.’  
- Dr. Shazeen Suleman

paper cuts,” sa id Dr.  Shazeen 
Suleman,  a s s i s tant  profes sor 
a t  Un i v e r s i t y  o f  To r o n t o’s 
Department of Pediatrics.
	 “T h ey 
might be small 
remarks that 
stem from an 
unconscious 
b i a s ,  t h e y 
m i g h t  b e 
u n i n t e n t i o n a l ,  b u t  w h e n 
y o u  a d d  t h e m  u p ,  t h e y 
c a n  l e a d  t o  a  l o t  o f  h a r m ,” 
S u l e m a n  s a i d .  		
		  Microaggressions 
are t ied to power structures , 
Suleman said.
	 “In a school environment, 
power shifts moment to moment,” 
said Suleman. “That means anybody 
can receive a microaggression and 
anybody can perpetuate it.”
	 Smith  has found it  more 
d i f f i c u l t  t o  s t a n d  u p  t o 
m i c roagg re s s i on s  when they 
are being perpetrated by adults. 
	 M i c r o a g g r e s s i o n s  e rode 
s e l f - e s t e e m , a s  h a r m f u l 


