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Over the last decade, many companies have begun to recognize the value of a diverse workforce, equity within the 

workforce, and inclusion practices.  Recent global events have pushed the promotion of diversity, equity, and 

inclusion (DEI) in the aviation workplace and education higher on the priority list for many.  Unfortunately, the 

aviation industry continues to have difficulty in attracting and retaining a diverse workforce.  Notwithstanding this 

struggle in the industry, those in education must find ways to educate our students on topics relating to DEI.  It is 

critically important that this training is rooted in research.  The aviation industry is starting to see increased research 

initiatives to promote DEI among all generations.  However, integrating DEI in the aviation classroom can be 

challenging, as many faculty members might not feel comfortable addressing the topic in relation to their 

courses.  Therefore, this research focused on inclusive teaching and dynamic lecture strategies that will enable 

educators to reflect on critical consciousness, be mindful of implicit bias, and handle resistance while fostering a 

safe space. 
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Practice Grounded in Research 

 

It is important to start this conversation with a consideration as to what defines diversity.  

Within a corporation or an educational institution, the definition typically falls in line with how 

that entity is measured.  Equal Employment Opportunity, United States Bureau of Labor 

Statistics, and others measure corporations based on gender and ethnicity.  However, people can 

be broken down into any number of groups based on factors such as socioeconomic status, 

social-psychological characteristics, and team interaction abilities, to name a few. 

 

The airline industry has struggled to diversify its workforce based on gender and 

ethnicity measures.  The most recent statistics published by the U.S. Bureau of Labor (2021) 

show that airline pilots are 94% White, 3.4% Black, 2.2% Asian, 5% Hispanic, and 5.6% 

Female, and aircraft mechanics are 84.3% White, 10.8% Black, 3.2% Asian, 23% Hispanic and 

5.4% Female.  Research shows us that striving for greater diversity is also good for business. A 

2009 study found that companies with greater diversity had better sales, more customers, and 

larger market shares than those with less diversity (Herring, 2009).  Additional research 

conducted in 2010 found that the more social psychological aspects of diversity play an equal or 

greater role in company success than the biodemographic measures of diversity (McMahon, 

2010). 

 

Challenges of Teaching DEI 

 

Equally as important as maintaining a diverse workforce is an education program to 

support employees.  A large meta-analysis of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion training looked at 

the effectiveness of this type of training and the factors that impacted training effectiveness.  

Bezrukova et al. (2016) found several characteristics that made a positive impact in training. 

Training that was longer was more successful.  Training that focused on diversity awareness and 

skills development resulted in more learning than training focusing on just awareness or just 

skills.  The researchers also found that training that was supported by other programs within the 

company resulted in more positive outcomes.  The training was also examined to determine 

factors that did not have a significant effect on training outcomes.  The type of instructional 

mode and whether the training was mandatory or voluntary did not have a significant effect.  

Additionally, there was no difference between training that focused on one minority group (for 

example, women) versus training that took a more generalized approach.  This meta-analysis 

serves as a general guide to some considerations when designing diversity, equity, and inclusion 

training.   Unfortunately, not all training is well received.  For example, a Washington Post 

article (Garvey, 1994) describes a diversity training seminar designed for FAA (Federal Aviation 

Administration) air traffic controllers in the early 1990s.  The male controllers experienced a 

very “in-your-face” type of training that was intended to help them understand the problems of 

harassment in the workplace, in this case, specifically the harassment of women.  The air traffic 

controller union stopped the training under an unfair labor practices complaint, and later one of 
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the participants sued the Department of Transportation.  This is just one example of training that 

had all the right intentions, but it was not executed appropriately.  It is crucial to consider the 

audience and remember that many strong feelings are tied to the subject matter.  That is not to 

say brush over the material, but be ready for challenging conversations and beware of an in-your-

face type of approach. 

 

DEI in Aviation and Aviation Education 

 

Research on DEI training in the aviation industry is almost nonexistent.  A research study 

in 2004 took two metrics that airlines are constantly looking at safety and customer service and 

found that the more training dollars were spent on diversity and other human resources, the better 

the company fared (Appelbaum, 2004).  There is certainly a lot more work to be done in this 

area.  Our role in the classroom is critical in preparing our students to head out into an industry 

that is striving for diversity, equity, and inclusion.  There is a vast amount of research relating to 

this topic at all levels of education. (Wasserberg, 2014; Fischer, 2010).  But, again, there is 

limited research on DEI and aviation education.  The consensus is that making our classrooms 

more diverse, equitable and inclusive, has the potential to better educational outcomes and 

increase student retention.  At an institution with aviation degree programs, the lack of 

enrollment diversity in the most basic measures gender, and race, are glaringly obvious.  This 

leads to a classroom that may have only one female student or two students of color. 

 

Furthermore, the lack of diversity in the aviation degree programs could also lead to 

students experiencing stereotype threats.  Stereotype threat is defined as a fear of being judged 

based on belonging to a specific group or group-based stereotype (Spencer et al., 2016).  For 

example, girls are bad at math.  The effects of stereotype threat can lead to a reduction in 

working memory (Scmader & Johns, 2003), impaired performance (Steele & Aronson, 1995), 

and reduced sense of belonging (Good et al., 2012).  This is just one example of why it is so 

important to consider our classroom environment and the opportunities to make it more 

inclusive. 

 

While DEI practices in aviation education can pose a daunting challenge to overcome; 

however, Gannon (2020) suggested some ways professors might consider making their 

classroom more equitable and inclusive.  Course design is one consideration: everything from the 

supporting materials, who is represented in those materials, what format they take to 

assignments, and how they allow students to demonstrate their knowledge.  Gannon (2020) also 

emphasized identifying what biases professors may be taking into the classroom and finally 

creating a sense of belonging in the class.  These are just a few of the many ways to strive for a 

better classroom environment for students of all backgrounds and experiences. 

 

Best Practices 

 

 Inclusive teaching can be defined as a learning process that enables students to fulfill 

their learning needs in formal and informal educational environments (Figueroa, 2016).   

Furthermore, it allows teachers to feel comfortable in the open exchange of diversified thinking 

while enriching the learning environment, rather than just focusing on a particular problem 

(Figueroa, 2014).  In a nutshell, inclusive teaching practices explore the importance of 
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community and belonging as a foundation to student retention and success.  Yet, because student 

needs change over the years, “being aware and sensitive to all learners and adjusting our teaching 

to factor each student’s prior experience” (Figueroa, 2014, p. 49) ensures that teachers create a 

sense of belonging in the classroom.  

 

 Similarly, dynamic lecturing provides a framework that allows faculty to proactively 

optimize teaching and learning for all students.  Dynamic lecturing principles enable the delivery 

of course content in multiple ways to reach all students.  Primarily, faculty should make every 

effort to activate the students’ prior knowledge as experiences influence what they perceive as 

important (Harrington & Zakrajsek, 2017).  Questioning for critical thinking is one strategy 

within dynamic lecturing that enables students the opportunity to retrieve previously stored 

information that can be applied in class (Harrington & Zakrajsek, 2017).  Therefore, to maximize 

the usefulness of dynamic lecturing, faculty should consider four simplified steps: 1) linking 

lessons to course goals, 2) exploring the lecture content, 3) exploring delivery methods, 4) timing 

sequence.  Effective planning begins with a focus on goals.  Faculty members should begin by 

documenting the course-level learning outcomes followed by a few goals for the lecture 

(Harrington & Zakrajsek, 2017).  Then, for each learning objective identified, the faculty 

member should make the best effort to help all students learn the content.  This could range from 

connecting prior knowledge to new content, multimedia tools, or questions that lead to big 

picture ideas (Harrington & Zakrajsek, 2017).  Consequently, when exploring the different 

delivery methods options, faculty should keep a keen eye for the use of reflective exercises that 

bring attention to and emphasize the key learning objectives (Harrington & Zakrajsek, 2017).  

Lastly, teachers should lay out the sequence in which the content will be presented to distribute 

the time appropriately to incorporate active learning opportunities.  

 

Benefits of Integrating DEI in Aviation Education 

 

Slee and Allan (2001) argued that while the benefits of integrating DEI practices in 

education are endless, the systematic implementation of DEI practices remains ambiguous.   

Though many factors play a role in the consistent implementation of inclusive practices, Hymel 

and Katz (2019) point out that there has to be a link between the feasibility of the academic 

curriculum and the ability for students to truly engage with one another and learn from their 

cross ingroup boundaries.  Therefore, the first three steps towards integrating DEI practices in 

aviation education are using critical consciousness, recognizing implicit bias, and learning 

through handling resistance while fostering a safe space.  

 

Critical Consciousness 

 

Scholars have defined critical consciousness as “the ability to recognize systems of 

inequality and the commitment to take action against these systems” (El-Amin et al., 2017, p. 

18).  Some of the most noticeable results of practicing critical consciousness are higher academic 

achievement and higher professional aspirations.  The Latino Pilot Association (LPA) is a clear 

example of critical consciousness in practice.  The first collegiate chapter established by the LPA 

at Embry-Riddle Aeronautical University (ERAU) took the initiative of embracing critical 

consciousness.  The Eagles chapter at ERAU formed and established the Empowering Latina 

Leader Aviators subcommittee (ELLAs) of LPA.  ELLAs is comprised of a group of people who 
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self-identify as either cisgender females, transgender females, or non-binary, committed to 

investing expertise and resources to support Latina pilots in the aviation industry.  The ELLAs 

primary goals are to build confidence during flight training and spread awareness of mental 

health among pilots.  It becomes evident that when people develop critical consciousness, they 

also develop resilience towards an industry that has created a barrier for them (El-Amin et al., 

2017). 

 

 Furthermore, it is crucial for faculty to capitalize on teaching the language of inequity 

within critical consciousness.  The concepts of the language of inequity refer to recognizing how 

racism is transmitted among people, which could be between individuals or by internalized racist 

beliefs (El-Amin et al., 2017).  For example, it is known that in the aviation industry, women of 

color feel their gender first, followed by their race.  These subtle microaggressions have been 

one of the main targets of ELLAs.  By recognizing the language of inequity, individuals can 

develop resilience to face racism and break the oppressive social forces shaping our society. 

 

Implicit Bias 

 

 Academic institutions should engage their female and male students equally, yet they 

should also recognize how gender-related issues affect implicit bias in the classroom.   

Educational research has shown that implicit bias can foster negative attitudes that lead to 

stereotypical behavior resulting from unconscious associations (Jackson et al., 2014; Staat, 

2016).  Staat (2016) further affirms that while implicit bias might not be a part of an individual’s 

awareness, “[…] they can have a tremendous impact on decision making” (p. 30).  Jackson et al. 

(2014) suggest that to reduce resistance to implicit bias teachings, the presenter should employ 

non-confrontational language to increase group cohesion as the dynamic takes place.  A few 

strategies that faculty members can put forward are becoming mindful of their prejudice while 

increasing kindness and empathy towards others.   

 

Handling Resistance 

 

 In any discussion involving DEI initiatives, there is a good chance that students will 

showcase resistant behavior.  Research has confirmed that the teacher is the main reason students 

portrait resistant behavior (Baker & Hill, 2017; Winckler & Rybnikova, 2019).  One of the most 

effective practices to reduce resistance in the classroom is to foster a safe space.  Students who 

feel that their voices are heard without any sense of retribution tend to engage more in the class 

dynamic.  Moreover, faculty members should be open to understanding the reasons for student 

resistance.  Winckler & Rybnikova (2019) point out that resistance from students is also a 

mechanism that enables them to reflect and change social conditions.  Therefore, one could 

assume that when resistance is encountered in the classroom, the teacher has enabled the students 

to experience opposition as an expression of empowerment (Winckler & Rybnikova, 2019) and 

has genuinely engaged in inclusive teaching practices.  

 

Another strategy that faculty members could implement is ensuring that the learning 

objectives are free from personal worldviews.   Faculty members who abstain from including 

their worldview as part of the lecture also ensure that their learning objectives are free from 

prejudice and unconscious bias.  However, it would be ideal if the teacher could engage students 
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in discussing their shared experiences.  Nevertheless, the instructor should also require all 

experiences and opinions to be supported with evidence.  Even difficult dialogues related to DEI 

in aviation education can be grounded in research.  Ultimately, the discussion should lead 

towards shared understanding.  

 

Conclusion 

 

 All in all, teaching and integrating DEI initiatives in aviation can be intellectually and 

emotionally challenging.  Therefore, a good habit to develop is asking the students to reflect and 

suggest characteristics of practical discussion that they have engaged in previously.  Even if the 

students ask for the teacher’s experience, they should keep in mind not to generalize the 

experience of others. As challenging as the topics may be, the rewards benefit all involved. 

When students feel engaged, they are more successful and can experience a greater sense of 

belonging. Higher education institutions that promote DEI practices in aviation education are 

rewarded with greater retention of a diverse population. Businesses that employ students with 

DEI exposure gain employees with valuable skills beyond those required in a job description.  

Further research should explore the aviation students’ perspectives of integrating DEI practices 

in their core courses.  This research will enable leaders in the education field to refine their 

strategies and ensure that student and industry needs are met.  
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