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Adams-friendship High School sits in the center of Wisconsin, a few 
miles east of a national wildlife refuge, surrounded by farmland. Vincent High 
School, in Milwaukee, sits near the northern edge of the city, a few blocks from 
a highway. Two schools in the same state, separated by a three-hour car ride

and a mile-long list of assumptions about what 
people “over there” are like.

Last spring, students from both schools spent a 
day together at the University of Wisconsin-Stevens 
Point. It was the culmination of an online literature 
class called the UWSP Connections Project, led by 
pre-service teachers in professor Barbara dixson’s 
English education course. In virtual classrooms, 
students read and discussed books that examined 

issues of race, class and geography. 
The online interactions gave them a starting 

place—but when they met in person, students 
were nervous.

“A lot of students from Adams had never met 
someone who was African American,” dixson says. 
“They expected the students from Milwaukee to be 
like black people they’ve seen on television. And 
the idea of living in a city seemed scary to them.”
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Students from Milwaukee weren’t 
sure what to expect, either. They were 
afraid of being attacked by deer. And 
they worried they would have little 
in common with the kids from rural 
Adams-friendship.

At first, students weren’t sure what 
to say to each other. But by the end of 
the day—after a tour of campus, shar-
ing final presentations, eating lunch in 
the dining hall—they were almost com-
pletely intermingled, connecting on 
facebook, hugging each other goodbye.

On its surface, the Connections 
Project helps pre-service teachers 

practice their instruction skills. But at 
its core, the project accomplishes some-
thing far more fundamental: It helps stu-
dents overcome stereotypes about other 
places and the people who live there.

“We hope they’ll realize that people 
who seem really, really different actu-
ally have a huge amount in common,” 
dixson says. “It’s a diverse universe out 
there, and students need to know how 
to live in a diverse world.”

speaking in Code
regional stereotypes exist everywhere. 
Sometimes they’re rooted in cultural 

cliché, like drew Halevy’s students in 
dallas, who think all New Yorkers “are 
fast-talking, brusque and ethnic.” 

Sometimes they’re aimed close to 
home, like karin Schwartz’s students 
in rural Iowa, who think nearby cities 
are “big and scary and that bad things 
happen there.” 

And sometimes they’re directed to 
far-away places, like Stephanie Carrillo’s 
students in southern California, who 
think the Midwest is “dreadfully bor-
ing; filled with cows, farms and malls.”

regional stereotypes form the basis 
of popular jokes and television shows; 
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according to a 2008 study, they may 
be grounded, at least in part, in real-
ity. research published in Perspectives 
on Psychological Science found links 
between geography and personal-
ity traits—for example, New Yorkers 
were statistically more likely to be neu-
rotic than, say, people in Colorado; 
Californians were statistically more 
open-minded than people in Tennessee. 

As a result, regional stereotypes can 
seem almost harmless. In fact, Carrillo 
calls such stereotypes “one of the unex-
amined corners of intolerance.”

But dig a little deeper, and the 
destructive nature of regional bias 
quickly emerges.

Toni Schmader, a social psychologist 
at the University of British Columbia, 
studies the effects of stereotypes on 
students and teachers. regional prej-
udice, Schmader argues, “can be code 
for race or socioeconomic status, or for 
a different educational orientation.” 

for example, the belief that cities 
are “dangerous” can be embedded with 
racial assumptions about the people of 
color more likely to live there. And the 
belief that rural Southerners are “red-
necks” is laced with assumptions about 
income, race and education level.

“One hundred years ago, people 
wore their prejudices on their sleeves,” 
Schmader says. “But [today] preju-
dice has gone undercover. People still 
have biases, but they know they’re not 
supposed to express them, so they get 
expressed in other ways.”

Carrillo, from California, describes 
how this transpires in her class-
room: “Our students know it would be 
frowned upon to make fun of poor peo-
ple. But it’s okay to say, ‘In the South, 
everyone lives in a trailer and goes to 
Wal-Mart.’ It’s a cover for looking at 
class through a negative lens.”

The effects on students can be no 
less harmful than other forms of prej-
udice. Studies have shown that expo-
sure to negative stereotypes can cause 
students to underperform and can cre-
ate an “over-praising effect” among 

teachers, who may withhold critical 
feedback for fear of appearing biased.

Not surprisingly, one antidote—as 
dixson found in Wisconsin—is regu-
lar exposure to people from different 
places. for example, while teaching in 
rochester, Minn., where families came 
from many regional and even national 
backgrounds, Schwartz found students 
to be more inclined to accept differences. 
Now, teaching in a school with a more 
homogeneous population, Schwarz has 
encountered stereotypes that have been 
more difficult to break down.

“I worry,” she says, “about students 
missing out on experiences and inter-
actions and the opportunity to learn 
about new places and new ideas.”

Jersey Shore effect
regardless of where they live, students 
and teachers say regional biases often 
come from, or are compounded by, the 
media. In fact, so many teachers men-
tioned a certain television program 
that the phenomenon could be called 
“the Jersey Shore effect.”

The popular reality 
show has drawn pro-
test from the Jersey 
Shore Convention 
and Visitors Bureau, 
N e w  J e r s e y  G o v. 
Chris Christie and 
countless New Jersey 
natives, including 
Sam Grabelle, who 
now lives and works 
in rhode Island.

“I used to be proud to 
answer ‘where are you 
from?’ with ‘the Jersey 
shore,’” Grabelle says. 
Now, “every time I meet a 
student from New Jersey, we 
share our woes over the proliferation 
of stereotypes in reality television 
about people from our home state.”

Halevy, the teacher in dallas, 
grew up in New York City. Because 
of shows like Jersey Shore and The 
Sopranos, many of his students 

think New Jersey is nothing but beach 
parties and mobsters.

Halevy tries to convince them oth-
erwise. “I say, ‘You go to western New 
Jersey, and it’s all farmland.’ But they 
don’t believe it.”

So Halevy asks his students to imag-
ine  teenagers in Afghanistan, watching 
nothing but MTV and Jerry Springer.

“What would their perception of 
Americans be?” he asks.

The students think about it. “It 
would be horrible,” they finally say.

“Are all Americans like that?” 
Halevy asks.

“No,” they say, “of course not.”
Pam Williams, a speech language 

pathologist in a rural district in Maine, 
proves students aren’t the only ones at 
risk of the Jersey Shore effect: recently, 
while driving south, she took an alter-
nate route through inland New Jersey 
and was surprised to find rolling coun-
tryside. Now, whenever she hears 
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adults or kids passing judgment on the 
state, she tells them about that trip.

She worries most of her students, 
though, aren’t so lucky.

“Most of our kids live near the poverty 
level, and their families don’t have the 
resources to travel,” Williams says. “They 
have very limited exposure to anything 
beyond what they see on the television.”

unintended lessons
New Jersey certainly isn’t alone—every 
region, it seems, is the target of some-
one else’s joke. Yet no region seems to 
invoke as much bias as the South.

At the Hawken School outside of 
Cleveland, Andrew Cleminshaw dis-
covered an unintended outcome 
while teaching Black Boy, richard 
Wright’s haunting memoir of his 
Southern childhood.

“The book played into all the stereo-
types they had about the South as this 
horrible, racist place,” Cleminshaw says. 
“Many of them had never been to the 
South and had no idea. They understand 
the book is historical. But many of them 
have a sense that while things have got-
ten better, the tradition continues.”

documentaries and classroom 
materials that address the civil rights 
movement often portray “angry 
white people doing awful things,” 
Cleminshaw says, and can overlook the 
examples of white people, such as Anne 
and Carl Braden, who were allies in the 
struggle for civil rights.

“It’s a hard thing to counteract,” 
Cleminshaw says. “If students get in 
the habit of stereotyping at all in any 
one way, it leaves them more ready to 
stereotype in other ways.”

learning from History
Part of the trick is to help students 
separate unfounded stereotypes from 
authentic regional differences.

Colin Woodard is a foreign corre-
spondent for The Chronicle of Higher 
Education. In Woodard’s recent book, 
American Nations: A History of the 
Eleven Rival Regional Cultures of North 
America, he investigates the origins of 
these differences.

“Some of our regional stereotypes,” 
Woodard says, “actually have histori-
cal roots.”

Early settlers in New England, he 
found, came from densely populated, 
relatively wealthy areas of the British 
Isles. In contrast, settlers in Appalachia 
came from war-torn areas, where there 
was little rule of law. 

Evidence of these histories can been 
seen today, Woodard argues, every-
where from regional cultural values, to 
modern-day voting patterns, to why so 
many technological innovations come 
from California.

“regionalism has defined our his-
tory to a degree that a lot of people 
don’t realize,” Woodard says. “A lot of 
these biases are an outgrowth of that 
history. Understanding this is impor-
tant to education, in general, and to fos-
tering tolerance, in particular.”

A student from Adams-friendship 
High School summed it up in a final 
evaluation for the Connections Project: 
“Though we come from two 
completely different com-
munities, we Adams kids and 
Milwaukee students can learn 
a lot from each other. Plus, we 
share the same ideas.”

Three Things Teachers Can Do
k Work with a teacher in another town 
or region to help your students make con-
nections. “The best way to challenge 
these stereotypes is to reach across 
the divide and interact with people who 
are not like yourself,” says Stephanie 
Carrillo, a high school history teacher 
in Santa Monica, Calif. “kids can walk 
away with actual, concrete knowledge 
that isn’t in a book—that is life-chang-
ing and will stick with them forever.” 
k encourage students to examine their 
own biases every time they crop up. 
Carrillo uses this example: “I say, 
‘Think of a watch, any watch. What 
does it look like? Is it round, with num-
bers and hands?’ Most of them will say 
yes. I’ll say, ‘That’s a stereotype. If you 
look around, you’ll find watches that 
are square, digital, that have no num-
bers at all. But when you stereotype, 
you eliminate all these other possibili-
ties.’ It’s a safe example to get students 
to think about what a stereotype is, how 
it becomes your go-to image, and how 
it’s not actually reflective of reality.”
k Challenge regional bias wherever you 
see it. Maggie filbrandt, a junior in 
South Haven, Mich., spoke out when 
her school planned to host a “redneck 
and Hillbilly” dress-up day as part of 
its annual Spirit Week. “Some stu-
dents might take that personally,” 
Maggie says. “I think they’d feel bullied 
and that the school was saying, ‘that’s 
Ok.’” Michigan’s anti-bullying legisla-
tion protects students against harass-
ment based on economic status and 
geographic location. So Maggie talked 
with her mother, a member of the local 
school board, and they wrote a letter to 
the principal, alerting him to the state 
law. The day quickly became “Hawaiian 
Beach day.” 

Toolkit
Does your state suffer from an unfair stereo-
type?  students can “state it differently!”
visit>>tolerance.org/geographic-stereotypes

“It’s a hard thing to counteract. If students 
get in the habit of stereotyping at all in any 
one way, it leaves them more ready to  
stereotype in other ways.”


