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Abstract
Managing for diversity is widely recognized as an increasingly important com-

ponent of public administration curricula. Students must be prepared to function 
effectively in a workplace characterized by greater diversity among coworkers and 
the publics served. Despite the recognized need for courses on managing diver-
sity, many faculty feel ill-prepared to determine course content and teach such 
courses. This article provides practical and normative justifications for the use of 
learning contracts in diversity courses. From a practical standpoint, learning con-
tracts are an effective means of meeting the needs of diverse students and increas-
ing course relevance while reducing the burden on the instructor to completely 
retool and develop a new area of expertise. The author asserts that learning 
contracts should be used because they are an appropriate instructional strategy for 
the adult learners who comprise public affairs programs and they provide a means 
for the instructor to model a behavior that demonstrates valuing diversity as an 
asset. The author presents a step-by-step guide to learning contracts tailored for 
use in diversity courses, provides examples of learning contract provisions devel-
oped by students in courses on managing diversity, and shares feedback received 
from students about the process.

If public affairs programs are to meet their charge of preparing students for 
professional leadership in public service, they must take steps to ensure that 
students are able to work effectively in and utilize the strengths associated 
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with an environment of increasing diversity. To do so will require that program 
administrators and faculty move beyond mere acknowledgement of the need for 
diversity in the curriculum and the offering of a list of explanations for why it is 
not done. We must develop and apply strategies that address the obstacles and 
facilitate more diversity-related course offerings. In this article, I briefly reiter-
ate the rationale for teaching diversity in public affairs programs and review the 
obstacles that faculty have identified. I then make the case that learning contracts 
can be an effective instructional strategy for responding to these challenges. I 
present both practical and normative justifications for the use of learning con-
tracts in courses on diversity. For those who are motivated to use this instruc-
tional approach, I provide guidelines for the use of learning contracts and, in 
tables throughout the article, I share samples of learning contract provisions that 
students have developed in my courses on managing diversity.

The Case for Teaching Diversity in Public Affairs Programs
 The population of the United States is becoming increasingly diverse. Accord-

ing to the 2000 U.S. Census, the total population exceeds 281 million, among 
whom more than 12 percent (35.3 million) are Hispanic, almost 13 percent 
(36.4 million) are black or African American, and four percent (11.9 million) are 
Asian (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000). By the year 2050, these groups are projected 
to comprise 24.4, 14.6, and 8 percent of the U.S. population, respectively (U.S. 
Census Bureau, 2004). Similar patterns of diversification have been experienced 
and are expected to continue in both higher education (Wlodkowski and Gins-
berg, 1995) and in the workplace (U.S. Department of Labor, 2003). It is widely 
acknowledged that organizational effectiveness in the future will likely be in 
large part a function of the ability to make a sincere effort to recognize diversity 
as a strength rather than a liability and to make corresponding changes to organi-
zational structures and managerial policies and practices (Thomas, 1990). 

The arguments for more attention on diversity and multiculturalism in the 
curriculum have been well documented in higher education (Applebaum, 2002; 
Day and Glick, 2000; Siegel, 2003; Wlodkowski and Ginsberg, 1995). Diversity 
is widely recognized as a particularly important component of public affairs edu-
cation (NASPAA, 2000; Rice, 2004; Tschirhart and Wise, 2002; White, 2004). 
Students in our programs represent increasingly diverse backgrounds, and they 
must be prepared to function effectively in a workplace characterized by greater 
diversity among coworkers and the publics served. 

The students in public administration programs have been characterized as “a 
mosaic of nationalities, races, social classes, ethnic groups and lifestyles” (Rich 
2005, 3). In 2002-2003, approximately 26,000 master’s degree students were 
enrolled in public administration, public policy, and public affairs programs, and 
8,000 of those were receiving degrees (NASPAA, 2004). Of those graduating, 
15 percent were African American, 12 percent were citizens of other countries, 
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6 percent were Hispanic, 5 percent were Asian Americans, and 1 percent were 
Native American (NASPAA, 2004). The traditional dimensions of diversity, such 
as race, ethnicity, gender, and class, have been expanded to include sexual orienta-
tion, age, language, and disability. In addition, the students at many colleges and 
universities reflect “widely varying backgrounds, previous experiences, interests, 
learning styles, life patterns, outside commitments, and learning speeds” (Codde, 
1996), as well as differences in culture, religion, profession, organizational or 
team tenure, political party, personality type, functional background, education 
level, and other demographic, socioeconomic, and psychographic characteris-
tics (Wise and Tschirhart, 2000, 387). In response to changing demographics, 
curricular and pedagogical changes are warranted in order to meet the needs of 
diverse students (Castaneda, 2004).

Public affairs students need to develop cultural competence, that is, the abil-
ity to respond effectively and respectfully to the challenges and opportunities 
posed by interacting with people who differ from themselves in terms of culture, 
language, class, race, ethnic background, religion, and other factors (White, 
2004). NASPAA has highlighted the importance of diversity through a variety 
of mechanisms, including the requirement of a program-specific diversity plan as 
part of the accreditation process, the collection and dissemination of statistics re-
garding diversity among students, graduates, and faculty, and the hosting of nu-
merous panels and presentations on diversity during the annual conferences. The 
NASPAA Diversity Report (NASPAA, 2000) presents a range of diversity issues 
related to students, faculty, teaching, research, service, and internationalization 
within our programs. A recurrent theme is that public administration educators 
have a professional responsibility to prepare students to work effectively in an en-
vironment that is and will continue to be characterized by diversity (Rice, 2004). 
Diversity courses are one way to foster such competence (White, 2004). 

Despite the recognition of its importance, coverage of diversity in the public 
affairs curriculum does not always reflect the full range of diversity groups, nor 
does it reach all students. Courses on the topics of race and ethnicity are the most 
common form of diversity offerings, yet, according to baseline data presented in 
the NASPAA Diversity Report, even these courses were reported to be part of the 
curricula in fewer than half of public affairs programs (NASPAA, 2000). Courses 
on gender, multiculturalism, disability, and sexual orientation were less frequently 
available (NASPAA, 2000). Additionally, few programs require courses on diver-
sity. While one-third to one-half of programs indicated that they offered courses 
addressing some aspect of diversity or multiculturalism, fewer than 10 percent 
include those courses as required curriculum components. Instead, diversity and 
multiculturalism are discussed as topics within more general core courses, such as 
human resource management, or in elective courses (NASPAA, 2000). 

More recent studies suggest that, despite some advances, many students in 
public affairs programs may still complete their degrees with limited exposure 
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to issues of diversity within their programs of study. In a study of the top 20 
MPA programs in the nation, White (2004) found that fewer than half covered 
some aspect of diversity or cultural competence in their curricula, and those that 
did tended to do so in elective rather than core courses. In their comparison of 
the coverage of diversity within the public affairs and law programs on the same 
campus of a large university, Pitts and Wise (2004) observed that the public 
affairs program had a larger number of elective courses that addressed topics of 
diversity and exposed a slightly larger percentage of their students to diversity 
topics, but offered fewer diversity courses per year and reached only one-fifth of 
the students in their program. White (2004) found that the topics covered in 
MPA courses on diversity focused on issues of race, gender, and ethnicity more 
than religion, age, sexual orientation, or disability. Pitts and Wise (2004), using 
a slightly different categorization scheme for evaluating the diversity content of 
courses, observed that the public affairs program exposed students to issues re-
lated to either social class diversity or cultural diversity more than issues of racial 
diversity, gender diversity, or diversity of ability. Both studies reinforce the find-
ings of the NASPAA Diversity Report (2000), which noted that, despite the rec-
ognized importance of preparing public affairs students to work effectively with 
diversity, little has been done to reflect that need in many program curricula.

Obstacles to Teaching Diversity in Public Affairs Programs
The explanations offered for the paucity of diversity courses in public affairs 

programs are telling. The NASPAA Diversity Report identified “lack of faculty 
knowledge, lack of student interest, and absence of materials” as the major barri-
ers to incorporating issues of race/ethnicity into the curriculum (NASPAA 2000, 
32). A contributing factor to faculty unease and student disinterest may be the 
increasing diversity among students. Students from diverse backgrounds may dif-
fer widely in their values, their views about members of other groups, and their 
knowledge of and experience with people who differ from them. Some students 
have traveled extensively and have experienced a variety of cultures and commu-
nities, and others have led very sheltered lives. Some have strong prejudices that 
may or may not be acknowledged, and others are very open to difference. Based 
on their current work situations and/or career aspirations, some aspects of diversi-
ty may be more relevant than others to particular students. If the course is taught 
online, the students may live in very different communities contributing to dif-
ferent priorities for the knowledge and skill sets they would like to obtain as part 
of the course. Additionally, discussions on some aspects of diversity can generate 
emotional responses from students, causing faculty members to feel “uncomfort-
able with discussions of race and ethnicity” (NASPAA 2000, 32).

As faculty, we are also limited by our own biases, experiences, characteristics, 
and disciplinary training. Historically, doctoral programs in the various disci-
plines from which public affairs faculty hail have not had strong diversity com-
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ponents, so it should come as no surprise that many faculty feel they are “not 
capable of teaching the subject” (NASPAA, 2000, 32). The lack of formal train-
ing may be compounded by the lack of an established curriculum for teaching di-
versity. In addition, there is a shortage of teaching and learning resources to assist 
educators who prepare current and future managers for an increasingly diverse 
work world (Gallos et al., 1997). This lack of materials for teaching courses on 
diversity is gradually being addressed; however, the materials that do exist may 
only serve to further confuse and frustrate faculty who are new to the subject, 
because there is no consensus on diversity course content. Significant differences 
exist between the nondiscrimination, valuing difference, and managing diversity 
approaches (Gardenswartz and Rowe, 1998). Questions about whether the course 
should focus on traditional dimensions of diversity or address a multitude of 
individual differences, about whether the course should educate students about 
the contributions diverse groups have made to society or should get them to 
engage in social action, and about whether the course should inform students of 
demographic trends and current laws or about strategies for achieving enhanced 
“organizational efficiency and effectiveness…from the interaction of individuals 
who vary in their degree of heterogeneity” (Wise and Tschirhart, 2000, 387) can 
make the task of teaching a course on diversity seem overwhelming.

It is in this context that I advocate for the use of learning contracts as an 
instructional strategy for teaching courses on about diversity. Faculty unease 
about teaching courses on diversity can be overcome, and student interest can 
be heightened, through the use of this method, which shares the responsibility 
for learning in a structured, rigorous, and individualized manner. In addition to 
these practical justifications for using learning contracts, I present two norma-
tive arguments. First, learning contracts are appropriate when dealing with adult 
learners. The students in graduate public affairs are and should be treated as 
adults. The use of learning contracts recognizes that the students have different 
learning needs in the context of diversity, that they can take responsibility for 
locating many of their own materials, and that they have much to contribute. Fi-
nally, and arguably most importantly, the learning contract process demonstrates 
and models a behavior that is particularly appropriate in courses on diversity: 
treating diversity as an asset that can be utilized to the benefit of the whole class, 
rather than as a challenging obstacle to be overcome or controlled.

Making the Case for Learning Contracts
Learning contracts are an instructional tool designed to encourage self-directed 

learning and to allow for individualized selection of topics, techniques, and 
evaluation criteria without sacrificing academic rigor. Within parameters estab-
lished by the course instructor, students identify their own learning objectives, 
the strategies and resources they will use to achieve those objectives, the num-
ber and type of deliverables or activities they will use to demonstrate their new 
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knowledge and skills, a timeline for completion, and the criteria the instructor 
will use to evaluate the quality of the work. Although initially developed for use 
in independent study programs (Knowles 1980), learning contracts are now used 
in formal academic courses, particularly within professional degree programs, as 
a means of placing greater responsibility on students for planning and carrying 
out their own learning and as a way to accommodate their individual differences 
(Knowles, 1980; Knowles, 1986). When applied to professional education, learn-
ing contracts support the concept that “preparation for a successful career lies 
both in the content of education received and the process itself” (Day and Glick, 
2000, 351).

Practical Justifications: Learning Contracts  
to Overcome Faculty Unease and Student Disinterest

Learning contracts reduce the faculty member’s burden as “the expert” in the 
subject of diversity. The role of the faculty member shifts from being one of 
conveying information to one of providing an academic environment that treats 
students as individuals and encourages their learning and active participation 
(Chism, 1994; Codde, 1996). This does not remove from the faculty the responsi-
bility for educating themselves on issues of diversity prior to teaching the course; 
public affairs faculty have a responsibility to develop their own cultural compe-
tence if they are to effectively prepare current and future public administrators. 
In the context of a course on diversity, even one that utilizes learning contracts, 
faculty still need to be able to identify useful self-assessment instruments to aid 
students in determining their own learning needs related to diversity, select ap-
propriate foundation readings, and evaluate the quality of the learning contract 
proposals submitted by individual students. Faculty establish the general bound-
aries of the course and provide some structure and oversight of the learning pro-
cess, but they are no longer solely responsible for determining the entire course 
content, developing the assignments and exams, establishing the grading criteria, 
and directing the learning. As such, the faculty member does not have to decide 
whether a traditional or broad definition of diversity is appropriate for the course. 
Rather, the faculty need only ensure that students understand that the definition 
of diversity is open to debate and then let each student determine for themselves 
what definition to use. Similarly, the instructor does not have to select among a 
non-discrimination, valuing diversity, or managing for diversity approach to the 
course. Instead, the instructor can assign readings that present those alternative 
perspectives, facilitate some discussion among students, and then allow individ-
ual student learning needs and interests to dictate which approach each student 
emphasizes. 

The same characteristics of learning contracts that minimize the faculty 
member’s burden for developing comprehensive expertise in an entirely new area 
are the characteristics that enhance the potential for student interest in diversity 
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courses. A contributing factor to the lack of student interest may be the diversity 
of students in our programs, which makes it difficult to select course content 
and methods that are equally relevant and interesting to all. It is not realistic 
to assume that we can accommodate increasingly diverse needs in a traditional 
course design. Responding to the needs of diverse students requires attention on 
process as well as content (Castaneda, 2004; Chism, 1994; Tschirhart and Wise, 
2002; Wlodkowski and Ginsberg, 1995). One of the primary benefits of learn-
ing contracts is that they make learning more relevant. They allow learning to be 
tailored to the specific needs and interests of different learners, and learners can 
use them to develop specific skills or competencies relevant to own field of work 
(Anderson et al., 1996).

Normative Justifications: Learning Contracts to Respond  
to Adult Learners and Model Diversity Management

In addition to the practical justifications for the use of learning contracts as a 
means for responding to the reasons identified by faculty for the lack of diversity 
course offerings, there are also some normative considerations. Learning contracts 
should be used in courses on diversity because they are appropriate for the audi-
ence and the subject matter. That is, they are designed to meet the unique and 
diverse learning needs of adults, and they model behavior that recognizes, values, 
and manages for diversity. 

Given the large number of in-career master’s degree students in public admin-
istration, there is a need for greater attention to teaching strategies appropriate 
for adult learners (Frederickson 2004, 87). Adults learners are presumed to be 
better able and more interested in helping to direct their own learning in a way 
that acknowledges and values different experiences and facilitates connections be-
tween theory and practice (Schroth et al., 1999). Learning contracts were devel-
oped as part of the movement toward recognizing that adult learners differ from 
children in their educational preferences and priorities.

Traditional theories of pedagogy emphasize clear differences in the roles played 
by the instructor and student, and they place the instructor alone in the position 
of authority and expertise. As the “art and science of teaching children,” peda-
gogy is premised on the notion that teaching is about transmitting knowledge 
and skills from teacher to student (White, 2000, 70). Beginning in the 1920s, 
educators recognized that there were problems with teaching adults in a peda-
gogical fashion (Codde, 1996). Adults want more than mere knowledge; they 
want meaningful, relevant, and interesting learning. Malcolm Knowles coined 
the term “andragogy” to refer to an alternative education philosophy for adult 
education in which roles and responsibilities are shared by the instructor (now 
more of a facilitator) and the students (Codde, 1996; Knowles, 1980; Knowles, 
1986; White, 2000). The guiding principles of an andragogic approach are that 
learning is self-directed, based on the learner’s unique experiences, geared to the 
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learner’s readiness to learn, organized around life tasks or problems, and con-
nected to intrinsic motivations of the learner (Anderson et al., 1996, Codde, 
1996; Knowles, 1980; Knowles, 1986). Learning contracts are a logical part of an 
andragogical approach. 

The adult learner argument for learning contracts can be applied to a multi-
tude of courses in a public affairs program; however, an additional justification is 
specific to courses on managing diversity: if we accept that government is obli-
gated to model positive diversity management and that public administration 
programs have a responsibility to prepare future public servants to fulfill this ob-
ligation (Wise and Tshirhart, 2000), a logical extension of that argument is that 
public administration educators should model positive diversity management. 
One way to do so is in the classroom. In arguing for greater attention to issues of 
social equity and diversity in the public administration curriculum, Rice (2004) 
asserts that “traditional methods, processes, and teachings are not compatible 
with the constructs and realities of the time” (143). More specifically, he argues 
that failure to include topics such as social equity and diversity in the curriculum 
will hamper students’ abilities to “manage and work in public organizations in 
a contemporary multicultural society” (143) and that teaching that emphasizes 
paradigms of traditional bureaucratic culture will impede students’ abilities to be 
responsive to an increasingly diverse citizenry (145). Although Rice’s primary fo-
cus is on the content of teaching, the same reasoning can be applied to the meth-
odology; that is, an instructional methodology that is teacher-centered, highly 
controlled, and focused on transmitting facts does not prepare students to engage 
in more participatory and culturally sensitive strategies as public administrators.

The traditional instructional method assumes, explicitly or implicitly, that “all 
students should be exposed to identical experiences and cover the same material 
in the same way” so their learning and performance can be “compared, measured 
and certified” (Anderson and Boud, 1996, 224). Yet this is in stark contrast to 
what diversity courses aim to teach. In recognition that instructional strategies 
are not “value, cultural or gender neutral” (Rich, 2005, 9), we must acknowledge 
that teaching students to effectively manage for diversity is not simply about se-
lecting the appropriate content, it is also about the instructional methods chosen 
for the course.

We need to “practice what we teach” (Newman, 1996) and select methods that 
complement and demonstrate the message we hope to convey, rather than con-
tradict that message. When instructors select the content, establish the delivery 
modes, and set the evaluation criteria, we advantage some students and disadvan-
tage others (Rich, 2005; Tschirhart and Wise, 2002). If the behaviors we model 
are that the instructor knows what is best for others and uses his or her position 
to establish and impose all goals, procedures and standards, the message we con-
vey is that once students graduate and assume positions of power they can be the 
ones to make those decisions for others. If, on the other hand, we model behaviors 
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in the classroom that demonstrate that we recognize and value differences and 
that we can achieve legitimate and appropriate ends through a variety of means, 
students may be better prepared to apply those same principles to their jobs as 
public administrators when interacting with diverse co-workers, employees, 
citizens, and clients. 

As part of courses on managing for diversity, we may expect that students will 
expand their understanding of difference, their appreciation for difference, and 
their willingness and ability to take steps to allow differences to contribute to 
an organization. We hope that they will go on to institute organizational, policy, 
and structural changes in their places of work to respond to diversity among em-
ployees and populations served. If we are not willing to model that behavior, is 
it realistic for us to expect they will do it just because we tell them they should? 
Using learning contracts to individualize the education process rather than re-
quiring the same assignments of all students demonstrates an openness to diver-
sity and difference and provides a model of how to allow differences to contribute 
to a collective whole.

Learning contracts are the equivalent of applying a managing for diversity ap-
proach to the classroom. They “can foster an awareness of individual and cultural 
differences” (Anderson et al., 1996, 12), and they allow the instructor to dem-
onstrate how an organization, or in this case a classroom and everyone in it, will 
be changed by the diversity of its members and can be more effective because of 
it. Through this process we can demonstrate that different experiences, learn-
ing styles, and beliefs all have value and can contribute to the learning process. 
The method by which messages about diversity are conveyed can have an even a 
greater influence than the message itself (Brown, 2004). Thus, learning contracts 
can be a type of “culturally responsive pedagogy” that “(1) respects diversity, (2) 
engages the motivation of all learners, (3) creates a safe, inclusive, and respectful 
learning environment, (4) derives teaching practices from principles that cross 
disciplines and cultures, and (5) promotes justice and equity in society” (Wlod-
kowski and Ginsberg, 1995, xii). 

Learning contracts facilitate excitement about learning because the learning is 
relevant and it is not imposed from outside. As such, they promote “deep ap-
proaches to learning” (Anderson et al., 1996, 9) in which the student is moti-
vated to continue investigating a topic after the course ends and to continue to 
engage in strategies designed to improve knowledge and skills even after the 
assessment is complete. This is particularly appropriate when examining issues of 
diversity, because “[l]earning about diversity in all its forms is a lifelong under-
taking” (Gallos et al., 1997, 105).

The Learning Contract Process
For those who are persuaded that the learning contract may be a valuable 

instructional tool, I provide some instruction and advice on their use. Books and 
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articles on learning contracts are widely available, so my emphasis is on the ap-
plication of learning contracts in courses on managing diversity. As such, I limit 
the discussion of each step of the learning contract process to a brief description 
and give more attention to how that step fits within the context of teaching 
courses on diversity. 

The learning contract process is typically presented as consisting of eight steps. 
Students 1) diagnose their learning needs, 2) specify their learning objectives, 3) 
identify learning resources and strategies, 4) indicate what evidence of accom-
plishment they will produce, 5) specify how the evidence will be evaluated, 6) 
review the contract with others, 7) carry out the tasks, and 8) evaluate their own 
learning (Knowles, 1986). Some instructions on the use of learning contracts 
simplify the process and reduce the number of steps (e.g., Anderson et al., 1996, 
Wloskowski and Ginsberg, 1995); they focus solely on the written contract docu-
ment rather than on the entire process in which the learning contract is utilized. 
Streamlined versions generally omit the first step, in which the students diagnose 
their individual learning needs, and assume that the final two steps (carrying out 
the project and reflecting on the learning) will occur without explicit mention.

In my experience, an expanded 12-step process is more effective. I add, near 
the beginning of the process, a step in which I present the rationale for learning 
contracts in the context of my objectives for the course, and I require the comple-
tion and discussion of a common set of readings and assignments on diversity. I 
also add two steps near the end of the process: one in which students are required 
to share their experiences with their classmates and one in which I evaluate each 
student’s work prior to their own self-evaluation. My expanded version of the 
learning contract process is presented in Table 1 and each step is discussed below.

Step 1: Provide a Rationale. Learning contracts need to be carefully introduced 
and supported, not just used in an instrumental fashion (Anderson and Boud, 
1996). Students sometimes react with anxiety, confusion, resistance, and even 
resentment at being asked to do what they perceive to be the instructor’s job. 
It is important to provide detailed guidelines for the development of learning 
contracts and to discuss the rationale as well as the process (O’Donnell and Caf-
farella, 1990). During the first class meeting, I generally devote some time to 
the topic of adult learning and the rationale for the use of learning contracts in 
the course, and I list recommended readings on these subjects in the syllabus. I 
articulate my objectives for the course, identify the knowledge and skills I intend 
for all students to have at the end of the course, and explain how I expect learn-
ing contracts to help facilitate those objectives.

I have found it essential to provide very clear guidelines for developing learn-
ing contracts and to provide samples of sections of learning contracts for students 
to see the range of possibilities. I provide students with examples of a multitude 
of acceptable learning objectives, learning strategies, deliverables, and evaluation 
criteria; however, I do not provide them with any complete learning contracts. I 
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Table 1.  The Learning Contract Process for Courses on Diversity

1. Provide a Rationale  
The instructor explains the why learning contracts are being used, how they are 
relevant in courses on diversity, and the steps of the process.

2. Facilitate Self-assessments  
The instructor facilitates student completion of self-assessment instruments to 
help students diagnose their learning needs related to diversity.

3. Establish a Common Background 
The instructor assigns some common readings on demographic trends, existing 
laws and policies, and approaches to diversity to provide students with a base-
line of information from which they can work. 

4. Specify Learning Objectives  
Students specify their learning objectives based on their learning needs and in 
the context of the general course objectives. 

5. Identify Resources and Strategies  
Students identify the how they intend to acquire the knowledge and skills listed 
in their learning objectives. 

6. Activities and Deliverables  
Students indicate what they will submit as evidence of accomplishment. 

7. Evaluation Criteria  
Students develop detailed evaluation criteria and specify a timeline for  
completion of each task. 

8. Obtain Approvals 
Students submit the written contract, which includes explanations of  
items 4 through 7, and obtain the instructor approval and signature. 

9. Implementation  
Students carry out the tasks identified in item 5 and submit the deliverables 
listed in item 6. 

10. Sharing and Collective Learning 
Students share their experiences with others in the class, with an emphasis 
on how their experiences contribute to the broader understanding of how to 
work effectively in a diverse environment. 

11. Instructor Evaluation  
The instructor evaluates each student’s learning according to the individualized 
evaluation criteria specified in each contract. 

12. Self-reflection 
Students reflect on their learning and evaluate their work. Students also reflect 
on the learning contract process. 
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strongly advise against the distribution of one complete sample learning contract, 
as it may be interpreted as a template to be followed rather than a sample. I do 
not want students to simply copy what another student has done, but rather to 
see a range of diverse and equally acceptable options.

The learning contract process involves considerable give and take between the 
instructor and student. The process of negotiation between the student and the 
instructor ensures that academic rigor is maintained, that objectives are reason-
able (that is, sufficiently challenging and yet doable), that the project is appro-
priate for the course, and that adequate resources will be available. The issue of 
what is negotiable and what is not must be clearly addressed early on. Students 
unfamiliar with contracts will welcome the boundaries that limit or guide their 
initial planning (Anderson and Boud, 1996, 223). I let students know that they 
have many options, including work-related projects for in-service students and 
team projects for those who are interested, but that the learning contracts will 
have to contain certain key provisions and that the activities and deliverables will 
need to meet standards of academic rigor and relevance to the course. As such, 
work-related projects will require approvals of the contract and evaluation of the 
deliverables by a practitioner supervisor, but this in addition to, not in place of, 
my approval and evaluation as the course instructor. I also provide the option of 
team-based learning contract projects for some activities; however, each student 
must develop individualized learning objectives, some individualized deliverables, 
and their own evaluation criteria. I make it clear to students that this is an oppor-
tunity for them to tailor their learning, not an opportunity to avoid learning.

Step 2: Facilitate Self-Assessments. The second step in the learning contract process 
is to have each student diagnose their learning needs to identify the gap between 
where the student is now and where they would like to be in regard to a particu-
lar set of competencies (Knowles 1986, 28). In the absence of some structured 
self-assessment exercises at the beginning of the course, students may not able to 
determine what they need to learn (Anderson et al., 1996). In general, this begins 
with competency assessment or competency profiling (MacNamara, 1998). This 
often includes general assessments of written or verbal communication skills, but 
in a course on managing diversity this should also involve assessing their current 
status of cultural competence. Self-assessment exercises are useful at this stage 
to determine students’ interests, current levels of knowledge and understanding, 
and range of experiences related to diversity. A variety of self-assessment tools 
and exercises are available. I like to have students develop an awareness of their 
racial identity and that of others in the class using a process described by Kulik 
(1998) and to assess their beliefs and stereotypes about difference using exercises 
designed by the Southern Poverty Law Center (www.tolerance.org). In addition 
to the traditional skill assessments and cultural competence assessments, I also 
find it useful to gather information on students’ professional interests and aspira-
tions. Knowing each student’s preferred sector, geographical region, and substan-



Journal of Public Affairs Education  373

Teaching Courses on Managing Diversity: Using Learning Contracts

tive policy interests allows me to help them identify ways to tailor their projects 
to best meet their career goals. The instructor’s role at this stage is to make the 
assessment instruments available, to assist in interpretation of the results, and to 
probe for possible activities that the student might be interested in pursuing and 
that would address their learning needs.

Step 3: Establish a Common Baseline. Much of the research and reading that stu-
dents do throughout the semester will be individualized and based on their learn-
ing contracts, but I do not want my courses on diversity to dissipate into a series 
of individualized study projects. To maintain an appropriate balance, the learning 
contract is a substantial component of the course, but it is not the entire course. 
Used in this way, the learning contract lies “somewhere along a continuum which 
has a totally prescribed task at one end and a fully independent, self-directed 
learning activity at the other” (Anderson et al., 1996, 5). 

I make sure that we begin the semester with a common baseline of readings 
that provide foundation information on demographic trends, existing laws and 
policies, and alternative approaches to diversity. As part of this process, I have 
students brainstorm collectively about diversity challenges facing organizations, 
jurisdictions, and communities of which they are aware. I also have students 
complete a series of short assignments in which they gather information on the 
diversity characteristics of local communities and organizations, and they share 
that information in class. We use this information as the basis for discussing 
the types of knowledge and skills needed by individuals and by organizations to 
respond effectively to increasing diversity.

Step 4: Specify Learning Objectives. Once individual learning needs have been 
identified and students have a baseline understanding of some of the fundamen-
tal issues surrounding diversity, each student needs to identify specific learning 
objectives. I meet individually with students to talk about the intersection of 
the results of their assessments from step 2 and the ideas generated by the class 
readings and assignments in step 3. At this stage students should indicate what 
knowledge or skills they hope to acquire¸ without worrying about what they will 
do in order to acquire them (Knowles, 1986, 29). I have found that it is some-
times necessary to insist that students challenge themselves to develop knowl-
edge and skills they do not already have, and I evaluate each potential learning 
objective against that standard and the requirement that it be related to their 
ability to respect difference and work effectively amidst diversity.

Each student lists learning objectives in the form of the knowledge, skills and/
or abilities they intend to obtain as a result of their project. These learning objec-
tives are presented in terms of how acquiring that new knowledge or skill will 
address a need and how it will help that students improve personally and profes-
sionally. I require students to justify their learning contract projects in terms of 
the intersection of their self-assessments, professional goals, and diversity needs. 
Table 2 presents sample learning objectives developed by students in my courses 
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on managing diversity with reference to the corresponding learning needs identi-
fied through the assessment process.

Step 5: Identify Resources and Strategies. Students frequently “differ in the resources 
they prefer to use, the conditions under which they learn best, and their informa-
tion processing style as well as personal abilities and characteristics” (O’Donnell 
and Caffarella, 1990, 138). With that in mind, the learning contract process 

Table 2: Sample Learning Objectives Linked to Self-Assessment Results

Learning Objectives Based On—

1. To become more familiar with Mexican-
American culture and to be able to better 
distinguish myths from facts so that I can work 
more effectively in the community and avoid 
prejudicial behaviors.

2. To improve my ability to communicate ef-
fectively and respectfully with individuals for 
whom English is not their primary language 
so I will not be so frustrated when I deal with 
people who do not speak English. 

A preservice student with 
strong stereotypical views of 
Mexican Americans.

1. To learn how law enforcement agencies in 
other jurisdictions and other public agencies 
in male-dominated professions have effectively 
addressed the problem of sexual harassment 
so I can help my own department improve.

2. To better equip myself to prevent and respond 
to allegations of sexual harassment in the 
workplace.

A police officer with administra-
tive aspirations who was work-
ing in an police department with 
a history of sexual harassment.

1. To learn about the multiple cultures repre-
sented in [the community] and the trends in 
race, ethnicity, and national origin so I can help 
local agencies and officials plan for current and 
future needs.

2. To develop skills in communicating across 
cultural and language differences so I can work 
effectively as the executive director of [organi-
zation].

A mid-career student who just 
moved to the area to take a 
position as director of a local 
nonprofit and who was quickly 
confronted with how little she 
knew about the cultural history 
and values of the people the 
organization served. 

1. To learn how XYZ country and the United 
States differ in terms of in- and out-migration 
patterns so I better understand both coun-
tries.

2. To determine what each country can learn 
from the experiences of the other. 

A preservice international  
student planning to return to  
his home country with little 
knowledge of aspects of  
diversity in the United States.
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allows the student to identify how they will acquire knowledge and skills rather 
than the instructor assigning tasks to achieve learning objectives. Each student 
must specify what material and human resources they plan to use, and what 
techniques and tools they will apply to get the most out of them (Knowles, 
1986). The student identifies the process or processes that will be used to ac-
quire the knowledge and skills identified in the learning objectives. This might 
include conducting library research or web searches, readings books and articles, 
interviewing public officials or residents of a community, gathering data through 
a survey, attending workshops or seminars, or engaging in community service. 
Table 3 presents some sample strategies and resources developed by students in 
my courses on managing diversity.

Step 6: Activities and Deliverables. The sixth component of the learning contract 
process is to specify what evidence of accomplishment will be provided to dem-
onstrate that the intended learning has occurred. These are essentially alterna-

Table 3.  Sample Strategies and Resources

• Conduct face-to-face interviews with heads of all state cabinet-level agencies 
regarding perceptions of diversity and agency priorities.

• Read state agency strategic plans to assess priority of diversity. 

• Conduct a diversity audit of my own agency. 

• Conduct a library and Web search of literature on diversity initiatives in public 
agencies.

• Review federal and state laws and court cases pertaining to nondiscrimination  
in hiring to determine what is and is not allowed in the recruitment, screening, 
and selection processes. 

• Conduct a review of the literature on best diversity practices in  
recruitment and hiring. 

• Review hard copy and online job announcement and application materials for 
public and private organizations. 

• Review Web sites of organizations identified by various “minority” magazines as 
the best employers for various groups (gays, single parents, blacks, Hispanics) 

• Volunteer five hours per week of service at community center in a minority 
neighborhood.

• Learn how to take oral histories by reading about the method and talking with 
faculty in the history department who engage in this type of research. 

• Take oral histories from at least five first-generation immigrants in the  
community who have lived here at least 20 years. 
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tives to tests (Wlodkowski & Ginsberg, 1995) and they can take a multitude 
of forms. A student may organize a workshop, make a presentation, prepare a 
report, analyze data, develop an annotated bibliography, draft a policy, design a 
brochure, create a museum display, design and implement a survey, or complete 
a cost-benefit analysis (Knowles, 1986, Wlodkowski and Ginsberg, 1995). I 
generally allow a fall-back option of producing a traditional research paper for 
the learning contract deliverables, but this must be justified within the context 
of their individual professional goals, their self-assessments, and statements about 
how this paper will address the diversity challenges identified by the class in step 
3. Table 4 presents some sample deliverables from learning contracts developed 
by students in my courses on managing diversity.

Step 7: Evaluation Criteria. In my experience, the seventh step is one of the hard-
est parts of the learning contract process for students. Here they are required 

Table 4.  Sample Activities and Deliverables

• Compile oral histories into a format that can be used in subsequent offerings 
of this class as well as other courses that present myths and stereotypes versus 
facts and real stories of people in the community. 

• Write a report for the board of directors of a local nonprofit on the challenges 
and priorities of new minority groups in the community.

• Produce a video segment in three languages targeted to new residents of the 
community for airing on the public access station that introduces officials, 
agencies, services, and segments of the community. Prepare an accompanying 
pamphlet available in three additional languages. 

• Compile and develop all materials needed to conduct a diversity training session 
at work. Schedule and conduct the training session with existing employees. 
Gather evaluations from participants to determine revisions that should be 
made before offering the workshop to other departments in the county. 

• Provide documentation from community center director on number of  
volunteer hours worked.

• Conduct a workshop on cross-cultural communication for counselors and 
teachers in the high school where I teach. 

• Prepare a report for the director of human resources, the city manager, and the 
city council on the costs and benefits of an expanded employee benefit package 
that would recognize domestic partners. Make a presentation to the HR direc-
tor and other officials based on the findings presented in the report. 

• Develop a Web site for a small nonprofit that demonstrates the diversity  
of their staff and their commitment to diversity in their service provision, and 
arrange to have the site linked to related organizations.
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to specify how the evidence will be validated and evaluated. That is, they must 
specify the grading criteria that will be applied by the instructor to assess the 
quality of the work they submit. The more detailed the criteria the better, as it 
leaves less room for subjectivity and misunderstandings. Because we are not rely-
ing on traditional tests to assess knowledge and skills, the instructor should re-
view the assessment criteria to ensure that they are valid, reliable, and will allow 
evaluation of that particular student’s work (Boak, 1998). This is often the part of 
the learning contract where students demonstrate the most resistance; many want 
simply to defer to the instructor’s discretion. It is important to insist that they 
establish evaluation criteria so there is no doubt about what constitutes ‘A,’ ‘B,’ 
‘C,’ or ‘F’ quality work. 

Although the ultimate goal for the course is to have students enhance their 
cultural competence, this is a difficult concept to evaluate for a grade. As a 
result, most of the grading is based on quantitative assessments of traditional 
skills, such as writing or presentations. I encourage students to include diversity-
specific evaluation criteria wherever possible. I have not provided samples of the 
evaluation criteria in a separate table because the descriptions tend to be lengthy; 
instead, I provide some general guidelines based on my experience. 

I have learned not to allow students to state simply “the report is worth 70% 
of the project grade, and the presentation is worth 30%,” or even that “the report 
is to be graded with equal weight placed on content and written clarity” or “the 
presentation should be graded based on content, appropriate length, profes-
sional attire and speech, and ability to respond to questions.” I insist on descrip-
tive details about the standards to be applied when grading. If the grade will be 
based, in any part, on hours worked, the student needs to specify the minimum 
and target number of hours per week s/he will volunteer, how s/he will document 
those hours, and how hours worked translate into grades. For written documents, 
students must indicate, for example, how many grammatical, spelling, punctua-
tion or typographical errors are allowed for a grade of ‘A’ (zero), ‘B’ (no more 
than three in the entire report), ‘C’ (between three and 10) or ‘F’ (an average of 
one per page). Similar grading criteria can be applied to the presence of language 
in a document that reflects a lack of sensitivity to different groups. If the student 
intends to make a presentation or conduct a workshop, I have them submit the 
evaluation (survey) instrument that will be used at the end of the presentation 
or workshop to get participant/attendee feedback. I will insist that some of the 
survey questions specifically address issues of diversity and the respondents’ as-
sessment of how well the student addressed those issues. The student must also 
specify how participant ratings translate into grades. 

For each task the student identifies as part of the learning process, a deadline 
for completion must be listed. I establish a deadline for submission and approval 
of the learning contract document (which includes steps 4 through 8), but the 
student determines deadlines for completing the tasks. In setting the deadline for 
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the contract, I have found it necessary to allocate time for negotiation. I generally 
allow several weeks for students for students to develop the contract and leave the 
remainder of the semester for completion of the tasks. 

Students must provide a timeline for completion of each of their tasks and the 
submission of each deliverable. I require students to set target dates throughout 
the semester for the completion of tasks within their overall project. I do not al-
low the entire project to rest on a single end-of-the-semester deadline. The dates 
should be flexible, but not ignored completely; the student should stipulate in 
the learning contract which deadlines are firm and which are more flexible. There 
needs to be some flexibility in meeting deadlines when circumstances beyond a 
student’s control contribute to delays, but all changes must be approved. 

Step 8: Obtain Approvals. A learning contract is not developed in isolation. Drafts 
of the document should be reviewed by classmates and the instructor and, in 
the case of work-based projects, by practitioners. Classmates, practitioners, and 
the instructor can provide feedback and offer suggestions. Constructive feedback 
throughout the process is essential. Constructive feedback is informational rather 
than controlling, based on agreed-upon standards, specific and constructive, 
prompt and frequent (Wlodkowski and Ginsberg, 1995). The role of the instruc-
tor is to negotiate, guide, and challenge, but not impose.

The student and the instructor (and the third party, if applicable) should sign 
and date the contract indicating agreement to its provisions. In principle and 
in practice, the contract must be open to renegotiation. In response to changing 
levels of student awareness, time constraints imposed by third parties, and other 
considerations, various provisions of the learning contract may have to change. 
Everything in the contract, including the learning objectives, is negotiable, but 
I require that all changes to the contract be made in writing. I enforce this by re-
minding students that the approved learning contract provides me with the basis 
for evaluating their work and assigning a grade. Failure to update their contract 
may result in a lower grade if the new deliverables and deadlines do not corre-
spond to the agreed-upon contract provisions.

Step 9: Implementation. Preparation of the learning contract is a worthwhile 
exercise; however, it is not the goal in and of itself. The steps taken to develop 
the learning contract are simply the precursor to carrying out the contract. Thus, 
the ninth step in the process is to implement the contract. Students must utilize 
the resources and strategies they identified, complete their tasks, and submit 
the promised deliverables for evaluation. This process generally extends over the 
entire semester, although I insist on a final deadline for submission of deliverables 
at least two weeks prior to the end of the semester to allow adequate time for the 
remaining three steps. 

Step 10: Sharing and Collective Learning. Throughout the process, I look for oppor-
tunities for students to share their ideas and experiences with each other during 
class meetings. During class sessions, we discuss issues related to each student’s 
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project. I ask students to identify readings they have located that they think 
would be of interest to their classmates, and we discuss those on designated dates. 
I regularly have students report on their progress to put pressure on them to make 
progress every week. I let students know that what they share with their class-
mates may be related to what they are learning, how they are feeling, or with what 
they are struggling. In this way, the learning contract projects are an integral part 
of the course and contribute to our collective learning; they are not simply a series 
of discrete individual activities. Near the end of the semester, we look for common 
themes and notable differences among the students’ collective experiences, and we 
discuss how the individual projects can, when considered as a whole, contribute to 
our understanding of and ability to work effectively with diversity.

Step 11: Instructor Evaluation. When the learning contract activities and projects 
are completed, it is time for the instructor to evaluate each student’s learning 
according to the criteria specified in the learning contract. When evaluating the 
student’s work, it is essential that you refer back to the contract as the basis for 
the grading criteria. Before examining any student’s deliverables, I re-read the 
learning contract to ensure that I will focus on the agreed-upon criteria.

Step 12: Student Reflection. Because one of the goals of adult learning strategies, 
in general, and learning contracts, in particular, is for the individual to develop 
an appreciation for lifelong and self-directed learning, the process is not com-
plete until the student reflects on and evaluates for themselves the learning that 
has occurred. This is particularly important in a course on diversity in which I, 
as the instructor, cannot quantify and grade some of the more internal aspects of 
their cultural competency development. 

I ask students to look back at the results of their initial self-assessments and to 
reflect on the extent to which their views have changed and skills have improved 
based on new knowledge and experience. I have experimented with placing this 
step of the process prior to my evaluation so their assessment is not biased by 
my judgment of the quality of their work, and I think that this is a legitimate 
modification to the process. I have found, however, that concluding with self 
reflection highlights the importance of their own assessments of their work and 
better reflects the ideal of continuous learning. My evaluation will be the basis 
for their grades in the course, but I hope that their own assessments will have a 
more permanent impact. 

Student feedback on the use of learning contracts in my courses on diversity 
has been notable in two respects. First, I have observed a general pattern of 
resistance early in the process, followed by an appreciation for the process and 
the value of diversity upon reflection. The most dramatic transformations occur 
in the students who are most hostile to the idea when it is first introduced. Even 
though it no longer surprises me, I continue to feel a sense of satisfaction when 
I hear students say in class or I read in their course evaluations such things as “I 
thought this was going to be a waste of time and a lot touchy-feely stuff, but I 
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really learned a lot and I am glad I had to do it” and “I know I complained about 
having to do so many revisions [of my contract], but it was really a valuable 
experience to think about what I could do to help myself and my agency” and 
“thanks for pushing me to recognize how my views of others could hurt me as 
well as them.” Student feedback has not been universally supportive of learning 
contracts. Some have complained that the process involves more work that they 
would ordinarily be required to perform, and that they miss the structure and 
logical sequence of learning associated with a typical seminar. 

The second aspect of feedback stems not from the course itself, but from my 
later interaction with students who have used learning contracts in the course. 
When I have had these students in subsequent classes, many have been vocal 
proponents of the process to students who are hesitant. They are the most effec-
tive advocates for the method as they can speak from experience and relate to 
the anxieties of students who have not yet experienced the process. I have been 
most impressed when these students have incorporated appreciation for diversity 
into their arguments in favor of learning contracts, with statements such as “if 
we each do things based on our own strengths and then share information and 
perspectives, we can get even more out of the class.”

General Observations 
I have had the best success when I use learning contracts for a significant por-

tion of the course grade, but not the basis for the entire course grade. Given the 
mix of pre-service and in-service students found in most MPA programs, a bal-
anced or integrated approach, rather than a strictly pedagogical or andragogical 
paradigm, is most appropriate for MPA programs (White, 2000). When learn-
ing contracts are used for a substantial portion of the course, but not as the sole 
instructional methodology, they provide a means to achieve that balance. In order 
to be taken seriously and given sufficient time and attention, the learning con-
tract projects need to be more than just one of many assignments. On the other 
hand, I do not want the course to become a series of independent study projects 
without any integration of ideas and interaction among the students. Therefore, 
discussion of readings, contributions to class discussions, and sharing of experi-
ences regarding the learning contract projects is still essential. 

I typically make the contract document itself (comprising steps 4 through 8) 
worth 15 percent of the grade based on criteria I establish and make it due on 
a date that I establish. This encourages students to take the process seriously, 
invest time at the beginning of the semester, and prepare a polished and thought-
ful learning contract. The activities and deliverables are worth 60 percent of the 
course grade and are evaluated based on the criteria identified in the learning 
contract. The remaining 25 percent of the course grade is based on traditional 
measures such as exams, class participation, and short assignments. 
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Learning contracts are not a panacea and they are not without limitations. 
Teachers and students tend to be uncomfortable with them at first. Instructors 
must be willing to surrender some control over content and method, and stu-
dents who are used to having standards imposed may be anxious about how to 
assume responsibilities for their own learning (Anderson et al., 1996; O’Donnell 
and Caffarella, 1990). Academic standards may suffer if assessment standards 
are left entirely to the student, without oversight and input from the instructor 
(Anderson et al., 1996). The development and use of learning contracts is a time-
consuming process of negotiating, facilitating, and supervising learning, and is 
not suitable for situations in which the learner is completely unfamiliar with the 
topic and unable to select resources and learning strategies.

The instructor must set boundaries on the types of acceptable learning contract 
projects and activities. I have found it challenging to remain open to new ideas 
and approaches while insisting that projects not stray too far from the course 
objectives or my own standards of academic rigor. Even after using learning 
contracts repeatedly, I still have to consciously remind myself to treat the nego-
tiation process and all class discussions as an opportunity to appreciate and learn 
from diversity.

Conclusion
Learning contracts provide a viable solution to the struggle of accommodat-

ing diverse student needs and interests, motivating students with varying levels 
of experience and different values, and maintaining academic rigor. The learn-
ing contract directly involves students in every step of their own learning and 
facilitates the teaching of topics, such as managing diversity, that are recognized 
as important but for which the faculty may feel inadequately prepared to provide 
all instruction. Using learning contracts does not absolve faculty from the duty 
to develop a sufficient knowledge base on diversity, but the method reduces the 
pressure on faculty to become diversity experts. The use of this instructional 
strategy, while effective for a variety of adult education settings and a full range 
of courses in public affairs programs, is particularly well suited to courses on 
managing diversity because it models the behaviors and skills for the constructive 
utilization of diversity that students will find useful in their professional careers.
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