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Mapping Power Activity: A Facilitator’s Guide 

 
This activity adapted from Challenging Class Bias, TDSB, 2005, itself adapted from Arnold and 
Burke et al. Educating for a Change, Between the Lines, 1991. 
 
Description 
This activity will provide students with the opportunity to uncover the key concepts of bias, 
stereotype, prejudice, and discrimination and lead them into an understanding of how 
these can lead to both individual and institutional acts of discrimination.  Students will also 
identify some of the key aspects of racism, sexism, homophobia, classism, and ableism 
and think about ways they can take action to challenge these forms of discrimination. 
 
 
Resources 
 Chart Paper 
 Markers 
 Appendix 1: Key Terms and Definitions 
 Appendix 2: Ism Definition Sheet Slips  
 Facilitator Resource 1 
 Facilitator Resource 2 

 
 
Teaching and Learning Strategies 
 
Step A: Key Terms and Definitions (20 minutes) 
 
1. Inform students that in order to better understand issues of Equity and Human Rights, 

they need to uncover the Biases, Stereotypes, Prejudices, and Discrimination that 
underlie the inequities in our society.  

 
2. Divide the students into 5 groups of equal size. Distribute Appendix 1: Key Terms and 

Definitions to each group and instruct students to review each of the definitions and to 
think of examples of each.  Students have 5 minutes to complete this task. 

 
3. Call the groups back together and review each of the key terms and definitions by 

checking for student understanding and by asking students for examples of each.  
Facilitators should ensure that students understand how Bias, Stereotypes, Prejudice, 
and Discrimination form part of a ladder of oppression.  Please see Facilitator 
Resource 1 for more information on this.  Ensure they understand the difference 
between ideas and beliefs and the behaviours and actions that these can generate. 
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Step B: The Power Triangle (60 minutes) 
 
1. Distribute Appendix 2: Ism Definition Sheet Slips to each group (i.e. one group 

receives Racism, one group Sexism, etc.) as well as chart paper and one marker.  
Ensure the markers given to each group are a different colour. 

 
2. Students read the definition together and ensure everyone understands the term.  Then 

they are to brainstorm answers to the prompt on their slip (i.e. I know racism is 
happening when I see/hear …; I know sexism is happening when I see/hear …; etc.).  
Encourage each group to come up with at least three examples and to write these 
examples on the chart paper leaving a space between each, as students will be cutting 
out or tearing off each example. 

 
3. Invite each group to come and post their examples on the chalk board or classroom 

wall.  As they do this, sort them visually into three categories, depending on whether 
the examples are institutional, individual, or ideological. Each of the categories should 
roughly represent one corner of a triangle. Do not name or label each of the groups.  
Refer to Facilitator Resource 2 for an idea of how the categories should be arranged. 

 
Note: Many examples will likely be based on individual experiences, as students may 
be less able to identify institutional and ideological exercises of power. This can provide 
a diagnostic evaluation of students’ prior knowledge of how power works and their 
familiarity with certain systems. This can be an important starting point from which to 
build to emphasize how power systems are linked to one another.  

 
4. Tell students that you have organized their examples into three categories. Ask them 

what they notice about the examples in each of the categories. 
 

• How could we name each of the categories? Draw in the lines linking the categories 
and making the triangle visible. Introduce the categories of institutional, individual, 
and ideological examples that correspond to the different sides of the triangle. 

• Why is it easier for us to think of examples in certain categories? 
 
5. Ask students how these categories are connected to one another. If we drew arrows to 

show the relationship between them, which way would the arrows point? Help students 
to think of all the ways in which the categories are connected to one another (e.g., how 
one causes the other and vice versa).  Invite students to come up to the board and 
draw arrows between the categories and provide an explanation for why they have 
drawn the arrow in that way. 
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6. Ask students how this triangle helps us understand how racism, sexism, homophobia, 

classism, and ableism work.  Reinforce that all of them operate in institutions, individual 
actions, and ideas and beliefs.  The triangle is useful because it is a way of visualizing 
these systems of power.  As well, it also allows us to see that at times the visible forms 
or racism, sexism, etc. are the individual acts and that we do not also see or are not 
even aware of the ideas and beliefs and the institutional discrimination that exist.  It is 
akin to an iceberg, where all one sees is the tip, not what lies beneath the surface. 

 
7. Next, ask them what actions need to be taken in order to challenge the Ideas/Beliefs; 

Individual Discrimination; and Institutional Discrimination present within our schools and 
society as a whole.  Do we start with ideas, with the individual, or with system 
practices? Remind students that to work on one and ignore the others will not be 
effective. We need to look at changing the way institutions work. Changes must be 
made to individual and institutional behaviour in order to challenge racist, sexist, 
homophobic, classist, and ableist ideologies. 

 
8. Ask students to brainstorm the following questions: 
 

• What can be done to challenge ideas and beliefs? (Education) 
• What can be done to challenge individual actions? (Intervention, rules, 

consequences, etc.) 
• What can be done to challenge institutional discrimination? (Political action, 

advocacy, etc.) 
 
9. Record these responses on the chart paper.  The key is that students begin to 

understand that actions on all levels need to be undertaken in order to be effective and 
that they can be and are indeed leaders in their schools who can make a difference. 

 
10. As this can be a challenging concept for students to grasp, keep this triangle on an 

overhead or chart paper to refer to and add to throughout subsequent lessons. It is an 
important tool in locating examples of discrimination and exercises of power to 
understand the interconnected ways in which power operates. 

 
11. If time remains, ask students to share their experiences of what types of action for 

change they know are currently happening in their schools and communities. 
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Appendix 1: Key Terms and Definitions 

 
Bias 
 
Bias is the opinion, preference, inclination, perspective, or slant that informs actions and/or 
text.  Bias can be positive or negative.  This definition differs from a common usage in 
which bias has only negative connotations such as prejudice, unreasoned justification, 
distorted interpretation, and unfair influence.  To deal with text knowledgeably, the reader 
must interpret it from competing perspectives, and determine whether bias is positive or 
negative. 
 
 
Stereotypes 
 
A false or generalized conception of a group of people which results in the unconscious or 
conscious categorization of each member of that group, without regard for individual 
differences.  Stereotyping may be based on misconceptions and false generalizations 
about racial, age, ethnic, linguistic, religious, geographical, or national groups; social, 
marital, or family status; disability, gender, or sexual orientation.  Stereotypes are often 
developed with little thought and they can lead to high levels of resentment.  Stereotypes 
lead to inequities of all kinds: employment, housing, social acceptance, and all forms of 
exclusion. 
 
 
Prejudice 
 
Is a set of opinions about or attitudes toward a certain group, or individuals within it, that 
cast that group and its members in an inferior light and for which there is no legitimate 
basis in fact. It can be a consequence and a cause of discrimination.  The term is derived 
from the word “prejudge.”   Prejudicial attitudes are very resistant to change because 
concrete evidence that contradicts the prejudiced view tends to be dismissed as “the 
exception to the rule.” 
 
 
Discrimination 
 
The differential allocation of goods, resources, and services, and the limitation of access to 
full participation in society based on individual membership in a particular social group. 
 
Sources: A Teaching Resource for Dealing with Controversial and Sensitive Issues in 
TDSB Classrooms, TDSB, 2003; and Challenging Class Bias, TDSB, 2005. 
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Appendix 2: Ism Definition Sheet Slips 
 
Racism 
A set of erroneous assumptions, opinions, and actions stemming from the belief that one 
race is inherently superior to another.  Racism may be evident in organizational and 
institutional structures and programs, as well as in attitudes and behaviours of individuals.  
It may be demonstrated by the social, systemic, and personal assumptions, practices, and 
behaviours that discriminate against persons according to their skin colour, hair texture, 
eye shape, and other superficial physical characteristics.  “Race” is widely regarded 
among scientists as an artificial or social construction, but racism is associated with 
significant incidents of violence and social injustice in Canadian society and that of many 
other countries.  The term “racialized” has been applied to visible-minority communities 
that are increasingly over-represented in economically disadvantaged groups. 
 
 
I know racism is happening when I see/hear … 
 
 
 
Sexism 
The social, systemic, and personal assumptions, practices, and behaviours that 
discriminate against persons according to their sex.  Historically, in Canada, sexism has 
meant discrimination against women rather than men. 
 
 
I know racism is happening when I see/hear … 
 
 
 
Homophobia 
The social, systemic, and personal assumptions, practices, and behaviours that impose 
negative value on and discriminate against homosexual women and men.  Homophobic 
acts can range from name-calling to violence targeting lesbian or gay people to eliminating 
them from curriculum, or not providing legal and social supports. 
 
 
I know homophobia is happening when I see/hear … 
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Classism 
The social, systemic, and personal assumptions, practices, and behaviours that often 
discriminate against persons according to their socio-economic level; and an economic 
system that creates significant inequality and causes human needs to go unmet.  Classism 
limits learning opportunities.   
 
 
I know classism is happening when I see/hear … 
 
 
 
Ableism 
The social, systemic, and personal assumptions, practices, and behaviours that 
discriminate against persons who have disabilities.  Ableism limits learning opportunities. 
 
 
I know ableism is happening when I see/hear … 
 
 
 
Sources: A Teaching Resource for Dealing with Controversial and Sensitive Issues in 
TDSB Classrooms, TDSB, 2003; and Challenging Class Bias, TDSB, 2005. 
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Facilitator Resource 2: The Power Triangle 

 

 

Individual Discrimination/ 
Individual Acts 

 Name calling: racial slurs, homophobic 
remarks, making fun of mannerisms, 
inappropriate jokes. 

 Exclusion based on ability, race, gender, 
sexual-orientation, or socio-economic status. 

 Physical threats, cyber-bullying, avoidance. 
 

POWER

 Media portrayal of stereotypes, bias, and 
prejudice. 

 Portrayals of racial and ethnic groups, 
gender, peoples with disabilities, LGBTQ 
communities, lower socio-economic status 
as inferior or suspicious. 

 Inequitable resources as 
determined by wealthier neighbourhoods. 

 The use of institutional power to deny or 
to grants rights, representation, resources, 
and respect to groups and individuals 
from those groups based on race, gender, 
sexual-orientation, class, and/or disability.

 Disability: If a person is exceptional in one 
intelligence, he or she is also exceptional 
in others or all. 

 Ethnocultural: One individual of an 
ethnocultural group communicates the 
wishes of all the people from that group. 

 Gender: boys are outgoing, girls are 
nurturing. 

 Sexual Orientation: being LGBTQ is a 
sickness which can be treated. 

 Socio-economic: Poor people don’t work 
hard

Institutional/Systemic 
Discrimination 

Ideas/Beliefs Stereotypes and 
Prejudices 
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Facilitator Resource 1: Ladder of Oppression 

BELIEFS/ATTITUDES 

 

BEHAVIOURS/ACTIONS 

Stereotyping 
“Set Image”

Prejudice 
“Pre-Judge” 

Discrimination
“Differential 
Treatment” 

Bias 
“Perspective” 

Adapted from: B. Thomas and C. Novogrodsky 
(1983) Combating Racism in the Workplace. 


