Frames of Reference 

Purposes:  

· To begin the process of identifying and articulating the frames through which we see the world

· To understand the relevance of personal subjectivity and multiple perspectives

· To understand that communication across differences requires awareness of our own frames/lenses and those of others

· To invest each of us in the group as a whole through the process of sharing

Our Frame of Reference is like a pair of glasses through which we see the world.  Most of the time, these glasses are invisible to us – we see things as “just the truth” or “the way things are.”  These frames of reference, however, are culturally constructed and filter our impressions.  In order to appreciate multiple perspectives and facilitate communication and true learning in schools, therefore, we have to critically examine our own frames of reference.
Our frames of reference are the general, shared cultural characteristics of an individual; how we were socialized as a group.  For example, those of us who were born and raised in the United States have generally been taught that opportunity is equal, and that it is up to individuals to succeed or fail.  Expressions like, “you can make it if you try,” and, “pick yourself up from your bootstraps,” are part of that socialization.  Whether or not these truisms are in fact true is debatable, but they have nonetheless shaped many Americans’ expectations of ourselves and others.

Within our frames of reference are our individual lenses, or unique experiences; birth order, family structure, personality, etc.

In this exercise we are going to take an opportunity to reflect on both our frames and our lenses, to begin to articulate them, and to listen fully to others as they do the same.  When it is your turn, try to avoid a chronological recitation of your life (i.e. I was born this year, I moved here this year, etc.).  Rather, focus on how being born in that particular time and place shaped your view and how you came to understand the world.

This exercise can be very powerful and even emotional.  You may share whatever you like and are not required to share anything that makes you uncomfortable.  When we are not sharing our own frames, our task will be to listen to others.  We will not comment or question during this exercise. We will debrief as a group when everyone has had a chance to share. 
To begin, spend a few minutes thinking about your frames and jotting down some notes for yourself.  Some possible dimensions to consider:

Family:  How has your family shaped your worldview?

Place:  What about the regions/neighborhoods/countries in which you have lived influenced how you interpret the world?

Class:  How does your class background (i.e. poor, working class, middle class, upper class) shape your expectations about your future? Where you believe you can go?  What resources you have access to?  How you view those in different class groups?

Religion:  Were you raised with a certain religious tradition?  How did it shape you?  What kind of framework did (does) it provide for you?

Race/Ethnicity:  Did you grow up with a sense of yourself as a member of an ethnic or racial group?  Do other people respond to you that way?  How has it shaped your sense of place in the world?  If you do not have a sense of yourself as member of a racial or ethnic group, how does that shape your identity?

Body:  How do aspects of your body influence your orientation to the world?  How about your skin color?  Ability?  Age?  Health?

Gender:  What messages have you received about what it means to be your gender?  What roles and expectations do others have for you based on your gender?  What opportunities does your gender afford you?  What challenges?

Sexuality:  How does your sexuality shape how you interpret the world?  How you define yourself, your life expectations, your partners, your family?  What privileges or challenges does it present to you?

Experiences:  Are there key experiences that have shaped how you interpret the world? 
