
Tool : Recognizing Microaggressions and the Messages They Send  
 

Microaggressions are the everyday verbal, nonverbal, and environmental slights, snubs, or insults, whether intentional or 
unintentional, that communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative messages to target persons based solely upon their 
marginalized group membership (from Diversity in the Classroom, UCLA Diversity & Faculty Development, 2014). The 
first step in addressing microaggressions is to recognize when a microaggression has occurred and what 
message it may be sending. The context of the relationship  and situation is critical. Below are common themes to 
which microaggressions attach. 
 

Adapted from Sue, Derald Wing, Microaggressions in Everyday Life: Race, Gender and Sexual Orientation, Wiley & Sons, 2010. 

THEMES MICROAGGRESSION EXAMPLES MESSAGE 
�$�O�L�H�Q���L�Q���2�Q�H�¶�V���2�Z�Q���/�D�Q�G 
When Asian Americans,  Latino 
Americans  and others who look 
different or are named differently 
from  the dominant culture are 
assumed to be foreign-born 

 �³Where are you from �R�U���Z�K�H�U�H���Z�H�U�H���\�R�X���E�R�U�Q�"�´ 
 �³You speak English very well.�  ́
 �³What are you? �<�R�X�¶�U�H���V�R���L�Q�W�H�U�H�V�W�L�Q�J���O�R�R�N�L�Q�J���´ 
 A person asking an Asian American or Latino 

American to teach them words in their native 
language. 

 Continuing to mispronounce the names of students 
after students have corrected the person time and 
time again. Not willing to listen closely and learn 
the pronunciation of a non-English based name.  

You are not a true American. 
 
You are a perpetual foreigner in 
your own country. 
 
 
Your ethnic/racial identity makes 
you exotic. 
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Adapted from Sue, Derald Wing, Microaggressions in Everyday Life: Race, Gender and Sexual Orientation, Wiley & Sons, 2010.   

THEMES MICROAGGRESSION MESSAGE 
Pathologizing Cultural 
Values/Communication Styles  
The notion that the values and 
communication styles of the 
dominant/White culture are 
ideal���´�Q�R�U�P�D�O�´�� 

 To an Asian, Latino or Native American: �³�:�K�\���D�U�H��
you so quiet? We want to know what you think. Be 
�P�R�U�H���Y�H�U�E�D�O���´�� �³�6�S�H�D�N���X�S���P�R�U�H���´ 

 Asking a Black person: �³�:�K�\���G�R���\�R�X���K�D�Y�H���W�R���E�H���V�R��
loud/animated? Just calm down.�  ́

 �³�:�K�\���D�U�H���\�R�X���D�O�Z�D�\�V���D�Q�J�U�\�"�´��anytime race is 
brought up in the classroom discussion. 

 Dismissing an individual who brings up race/culture 
in work/school setting. 

Assimilate to dominant culture. 
 
 
Leave your cultural baggage 
outside. 
There is no room for difference. 

Second -Class Citizen  
Occurs when a target group 
member receives differential 
treatment from the power group; 
for example, being given 
preferential treatment as a 
consumer over a person of color. 

 Faculty of color mistaken for a service worker. 
 Not wanting to sit by someone because of his/her 

color. 
 Female doctor mistaken for a nurse. 
 Being ignored at a store counter as attention is 

given to the White customer.  
 Saying �³You �S�H�R�S�O�H�«�´ 
 An advisor assigns a Black post-doctoral student to 

escort a visiting scientist of the same race even 
though there are other non-Black scientists in this 
�S�H�U�V�R�Q�¶�V���V�S�H�F�L�I�L�F���D�U�H�D���R�I���U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K�� 

 An advisor sends an email to another work 
colleague describing another individual �D�V���D���³�J�R�R�G��
B�O�D�F�N���V�F�L�H�Q�W�L�V�W���´ 

 Raising your voice or speaking slowly when 
addressing a blind student. 

 In class, an instructor tends to call on male 
students more frequently than female ones. 

People of color are servants to 
�:�K�L�W�H�V�����7�K�H�\���F�R�X�O�G�Q�¶�W���S�R�V�V�L�E�O�\��
occupy high status positions. 
Women occupy nurturing 
positions. 
Whites are more valued 
customers than people of color. 
 
�<�R�X���G�R�Q�¶�W���E�H�O�R�Q�J�����<�R�X���D�U�H���D��
lesser being. 
 
 
 
A person with a disability is 
defined as lesser in all aspects of 
physical and mental functioning. 
The contributions of female 
students are less worthy than the 
contributions of male students. 

Sexist/Heterosexist Language  
Terms that exclude or degrade 
women and LGBT persons. 

 �8�V�H���R�I���W�K�H���S�U�R�Q�R�X�Q���³�K�H�´���W�R���U�H�I�H�U���W�R���D�O�O���S�H�R�S�O�H�� 
 Being constantly reminded by a coworker that �³�Z�H��

�D�U�H���R�Q�O�\���Z�R�P�H�Q���´ 
 


