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What Are the Social Boundaries in Our School?
A Discussion Activity

Grade Level: 7-12

FACILITATOR INSTRUCTIONS
What You Need
Flip chart, markers, tape to hang notes on the wall and a timer, watch or clock
Copies of the Handout, page 3

Goals for this session:

1. To get to know each other 
2. To create ground rules for this discussion
3. To start talking about what divides us

Welcome (5 minutes)

Introduce the goals for the session. Answer any questions participants have. Distribute the Handout.

Introductions (10 minutes)

“Let’s get to know each other. On your handout, look at the questions under ‘Getting to Know Each 
Other.’ Turn to the person next to you. Answer Question 1. Each person will have 30 seconds to 
answer. Next, find another partner, and answer Question 2. Again, each person will have 30 seconds. 
We’ll keep going until every person has answered at least four questions.”

Get back together with the group: “Say your name and one thing you shared with a partner.”

Set Ground Rules (5 minutes)

“We need to agree on rules about how to talk with and listen to each other. Look at the ideas listed 
under ‘Ground Rules’ on your handout. Should we add some additional ground rules? Do we need to 
change any of these?”

Write additions and changes on a big sheet of paper; then hang it on the wall. Note: an 11” x 17” poster 
of the ground rule “starters” is available for free at www.mixitup.org; click on “Download posters and 
more.”

Group Discussion (25 minutes)

“Let’s talk about the social boundaries in our school.” Ask these questions:
What kinds of groups are there at this school?
Do people talk to people from other groups? Why or why not?
Which groups get along? Which groups don’t? Why?
Is it important for groups to Mix It Up? Why?

Write notes on big sheets and hang them up.

Closing (5 minutes)

Talk about this question as a group: “What is one new thing you found out today?”

This activity is an excerpt from the Mix It Up Handbook, Reaching Across 
Boundaries: Talk to Create Change. To obtain a free copy, log onto 
www.mixitup.org; click on “Start a Mix It Up Dialogue Group.”

http://www.mixitup.org
http://www.mixitup.org
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What Are the Social Boundaries in Our School? 
Handout

Getting to Know Each Other

1. What is one of your favorite things to do, and why?
2. What is something you don’t like to do, and why?
3. What is something you like about yourself, or you are good at doing?
4. What are your hopes for the future?
5. What do you worry about?
6. Why do you want to be a part of this dialogue?

Ground Rules

Listen carefully and treat each other with respect.
Each person gets a chance to talk.
One person talks at a time. Don’t cut people off.
Speak for yourself. Don’t try to speak for others or for “your group.”
If you feel hurt by what someone says, say so, and say why.
It’s OK to disagree.
Don’t use names if you talk about someone who is not in the group.
Some of the things we will talk about in this group will be personal. Unless we all say it is OK, we will 
not talk about each other’s stories outside this group.

Additions to ground rules:

Group Discussion Questions:

What kinds of groups are there at this school?
Do people talk to people from other groups? Why or why not?
Which groups get along? Which groups don’t? Why?
Is it important for groups to Mix It Up? Why?
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The Mix It Up Survey
A Math and Social Science Activity

Grade levels: 7-12

Objectives:

Students will explore their perceptions of social boundaries at school.
Students will compare their perceptions with the perceptions of others.
Students will calculate the results of a survey.

Instruction:

Review the objectives of the lesson with the class. Ask students to define “social boundary.” Write 
responses of the board.
Break students into groups of 5. Distribute the Handout.
Ask students to complete the survey on the Handout. Tell students that their responses are 
anonymous.
Collect student surveys, and shuffle them up.
Give each group 5 surveys, along with a blank 
survey.
Ask students to calculate total responses for 
each question on the blank survey.
Ask a member of each group to read their results 
aloud. 
As a class, calculate the overall results.

Discussion:

Do other students see social boundaries the 
same way you do?
Why might we see things differently?
What are some things we could do to make our 
school or classroom a more welcoming place? 
(Write responses on the board.)

Follow-up Activities:

Survey students in other classrooms, too.  Do 
perceptions vary from one classroom to another? 
Are the overall results different? Why might this 
be?

Create a classroom display of results. Include 
steps students identified as ways to make the 
school or classroom more welcoming.

How Does Your 
School Compare?
Last Fall, Teaching Tolerance and 
Tolerance.org surveyed students in schools 
across the country. Here’s what they said 
about social boundaries in their schools.

• A majority said their schools are “quick to 
put people into categories”
• One third of students said it was hard to 
make friends with people in different groups
• Forty percent admitted that they had 
been part of a group that had rejected 
someone.

Which boundaries are the hardest to cross? 
Students’ top answers:
1. Personal appearance
2. Athletic achievement
3. Style
4. Race
5. Academic achievement

Where did students see the boundaries 
most clearly?
1. Cafeteria
2. Classroom
3. Bus
4. Recreational activities
5. After-school clubs
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Mix It Up Survey Handout
1.  Which best describes your school?
(   ) welcoming to all kinds of people  (   ) quick to put people in categories

2.  In what settings have you noticed people grouping themselves and others by categories?
(   ) after-school clubs  (   ) classroom
(   ) assemblies (   ) recreational activities
(   ) bus (   ) spectator events
(   ) cafeteria (   ) other __________________________________

3.  Which of the following categories create group boundaries at your school?
(   ) academic achievement (   ) home neighborhood
(   ) athletic achievement (   ) language
(   ) beliefs (   ) musical interests
(   ) ethnicity (   ) personal appearance
(   ) family income (   ) race
(   ) gender (   ) sexual orientation
(   ) hobbies (   ) style
(   ) other _________________________

4.  Which of those group boundaries are the hardest to cross, and why?

5.  At your school, how easy is it to make friends with people in different groups?

(   ) very easy  (   ) kind of easy  (   ) kind of hard  (   ) very hard

6.  Have you ever felt unwelcome or rejected by others on the basis of any of the categories listed in 
Question 3? If so, which ones, and how?

7.  Have you ever been part of a group that rejected someone on the basis of any of these categories? 
(   ) If so, which ones, and why? 

8. What would you be willing to do to encourage more interaction across group boundaries?
(   ) introduce myself to someone new
(   ) sit with someone different at lunch
(   ) help my school participate in Mixitup at Lunch Day on November 21st 
(   ) choose someone I don’t know for my pick-up team
(   ) dance with someone from another group
(   ) invite “outsiders” to a party with my friends
(   ) join a club of others who want to “mix it up”
(   ) other _________________

9. Of the people you know, who would be most likely to listen to and support your attempt to cross 
group lines? 
(   ) a coach
(   ) a counselor
(   ) a friend
(   ) a parent
(   )  a religious leader
(   ) a teacher
(   ) other ______________

Why did you choose this person?
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Words Are Like Swords
How to stand up to biased language and bullying

By Kris Wing
Civil Rights Team Advisor, Tripp Middle School, Turner, ME

Grades 7-10

Ice Breaker Activity

Hand out a colored strip of paper (or one M&M candy) to each student.  Have them respond based on 
the following prompts:

RED:  an exciting experience
ORANGE:  if you could do anything, what would you do?
YELLOW:  something that makes you happy
GREEN:  something you like (or hate) to do outdoors
BLUE:  something that makes you mad
BROWN:  a few sentences about a pet or favorite hobby

Activity One

Discuss with the group the concept  “words are like swords.” 

Brainstorm a list of hateful/hurtful words that are heard at school.  

Why are these words used?  

In what situations are these words used?  

How can we show “zero tolerance” for hateful/hurtful words here at school?  

If you knew that a student was being targeted or subjected to hateful/hurtful words, what would you 
do?  What could you do?

Activity Two

Civil Rights violations start with words and then progress to violence.  If we do not want violence at 
school, then we need to start by having zero tolerance for hateful/hurtful words.  

Read and discuss the following hallway encounter:

Lucinda was in a hurry to get to class.  In her haste, she flung the door open and hit Johnny in the side.  
Johnny yelled, “Hey retard!  Pay attention next time.  Can’t you even open the door without hitting 
someone?  You’re such a fag!”

What parts of this scenario are civil rights violations?

What words or statements are hurtful and / or inappropriate?  Why?

How did this situation make you feel?

What are some ways to prevent a situation like this?

If you were faced with this situation as a person involved or in a group or just a passerby, are there 
things that you could say or do to handle the hurtful words in an appropriate way?
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The Mix It Up Essay Challenge
Publishing student essays

Grade levels 7-12

Objectives

Students will explore their own experiences with social boundaries.
Students will describe their experiences through essays or in poetic form

Instruction

Ask students to define “social boundaries.” Write responses on the board.
Then discuss the following questions:

• What social boundaries exist in our school?
• How do you feel about them?
• Do they serve positive functions? How?
• Do they serve negative functions? How?

Then, students should write essays or poems of 500-750 words about their experiences with social 
boundaries at school. As a class, brainstorm a list of possible topics. For example: 

• Describe a time when a group excluded by you. 
• Describe a time when you excluded someone else. 
• What would your school look like if “fitting in” weren’t an issue?

Finally, students should submit their essays to Mix It Up. Authors of published essays will receive a 
cash award. 

Submit online at www.mixitup.org; click on “Get Published.” 

Or, mail submissions to:
Mix It Up Essay Challenge
Teaching Tolerance & Tolerance.org
400 Washington Avenue
Montgomery, AL 36104 

Allow 4 weeks for a reply.

http://www.mixitup.org
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The Glass Ceiling
Challenging social inequalities

By Gale Mitchell
Alice Vail Middle School, Tucson, AZ

Grade Levels 8-12

Editor’s Note: This activity explores “border lines” in our national community. While the Mix It Up 
program focuses on social boundaries in schools, this activity illustrates that dividing lines also exist in 
society at large -- and that these boundaries can have detrimental effects on people. 

Objectives

Students will explore ways in which unequal treatment still exists in the U.S.
Students will brainstorm ways to challenge the “glass ceilings” found in the business sector.

Materials

Copies of Handout, page 9

Day 1 Instruction

Gather in the school library or computer lab. Distribute copies of the Handout. Ask students to take 
turns reading portions aloud. Then, engage in a class discussion.

Why do you think “glass ceilings” exist?   
What’s wrong with having ceilings like these?
What other kinds of ceilings do you think exits?

As a research assignment, ask students to find data about other kinds of ceilings — those based on 
age, religion or disability, for example. If using the Internet, consider developing a list of websites 
students might use to find relevant data. 

Students should write their findings and their sources on their Handout.

Day 2 Instruction

Ask students to share some of the facts they uncovered about glass ceilings. Then, ask:
What put these ceilings in place?  
What keeps them in place?  
How can businesses get rid of them?

Break students into small groups. Explain that the small groups will role play executives in a company 
that has been accused of gender, ethnic, racial, age, religious and/or disabilities discrimination.  The 
company has six months to correct the situation. 

In a presentation to the class, each group should: 
• Name their company;
• Describe the company’s function;
• Explain the role each group member is playing in the scenario;
• Describe the charges facing the company; and
• Explain the situation(s) that precipitated the charges of discrimination. 

Then, the group should describe:
• The program they designed to correct the problem; and
• The steps the company will take to keep the glass ceiling from reappearing.

Encourage creativity. Let students use class time to prepare their presentations.

Day 3 Instruction

Students make their presentations.
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Glass Ceiling Handout
In 1988, the median income of women was 70% less that of men.  That means for every dollar a man 
earned, a woman earned 70 cents in the same job.  
• The median income for men was $26,000.  
• The median income for women was $17,000.  
• Men earned on the average $500 per week while women earn $327 per week.  

In 1988 a woman with four years of college education had a median income slightly less than a man 
with a high school diploma.  (from Tom Snyder Productions)

A 1990, a U.S. Labor Department survey of 94 large companies found that 37.2% of employees were 
women and 15.5% were people of color.  
• Of the top management positions in those companies, women held only 6.6% of them, while people 
of color held just 2.6%.  
• In the same year over 33% of all Masters Degrees in Business Administration (MBAs) were earned by 
women.  

Studies show that women and minorities are stopped from advancing to top management positions 
by invisible barriers often called “glass ceilings.” 

Other glass ceilings I investigated:

Type of Glass Ceiling     

Facts about this glass ceiling:

Source:        

Source:        

Source:
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TEACHING TOLERANCE
TOLERANCE.ORG
FIGHT HATE PROMOTE TOLERANCE

www.tolerance.org

email: mixitup@tolerance.org
400 Washington Avenue
Montgomery, Alabama 36104
334/956-8200

About Mix It Up 
The Mix It Up program supports the efforts of students who are willing to take on the challenge of 
identifying, questioning and crossing social boundaries in their schools and communities.

On November 21, 2002, more than 200,000 students across the country took a step toward breaking 
down those barriers, when they participated in the first Mix It Up at Lunch Day. They sat somewhere 
new, with someone new in their school cafeterias. (Mix It Up at Lunch Day 2003 is Nov. 18.)

This activity booklet contains lessons created by teachers for Mix It Up programs in their schools. 
Send your activity ideas to mixitup@tolerance.org. Authors of published selections will receive cash 
payments.

The Southern Poverty Law Center and the Study Circles Resource Center joined forces to create Mix It 
Up.

The Southern Poverty Law Center combats hatred and intolerance in the U.S. through education, 
investigation and litigation. Its Tolerance.org project supports anti-bias activism through online 
advocacy and outreach. The Teaching Tolerance program provides educators with free materials that 
promote tolerance in the classroom and beyond. 

www.tolerance.org

The Study Circles Resource Center is dedicated to finding ways for all kinds of people to engage 
in problem solving on critical social and political issues. It provides tools to help people organize 
productive dialogue, recruit participants from all walks of life, find solutions and work for action\ and 
change. 

www.studycircles.org

For additional activities ideas, log onto www.mixitup.org/teachers

mailto:mixitup@tolerance.org
http://www.tolerance.org
http://www.studycircles.org
http://www.mixitup.org/teachers

