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On the first day of every class I teach, I ask my students to draw a picture of a scientist. It’s a 

simple request, but one that conveys a crucial lesson. When developmental psychologists use the Draw-a-

Scientist test in their research, they encounter troubling, if not tragically unsurprising, results. Even before 

they are old enough to truly understand what science is, young children often have a very clear idea of 

what a scientist looks like: an older, able-bodied white man with comically unkempt hair and thick-rimmed 

glasses—a mental image that can have lifelong impacts on their beliefs about who can do science. 

I teach in order to help my students cultivate a sense of social consciousness and responsibility 

bolstered by their newfound scientific knowledge. But before I can teach my students how to do good with 

science, I must first ensure that they all believe in their capacity to be good at science. Succeeding as a 

professional scientist is incredibly challenging in its own right, but even more so when you carry the 

additional burden of convincing others (and, at times, yourself) that you belong in the scientific community. 

Without sustained, meaningful exposure to role models who actively combat these messages, women and 

students of color can abandon the idea of a scientific career years before even entering college.  

I have been fortunate enough to benefit from such a role model since the moment I was born, 

which is precisely why I strive to serve as the same kind of positive example for my students. When she 

was 17 years old, my mother emigrated from Nicaragua to study mechanical engineering. Although she 

left school before completing her four-year degree, she entered the workforce and quickly became familiar 

with the hurdles to be faced as a young, heavily accented Latina engineer in the 1980s. From a very early 

age, she progressively prepared me for the fact that I would need to work twice as hard for half the 

recognition, but also constantly encouraged me to succeed in spite of those who have underestimated me. 

As she taught me to read, she also told me stories about the Nicaraguan Literacy Campaign (a national 

effort to eradicate illiteracy in the country’s rural mountain regions) and ensured that I internalized its core 

values: the vital necessity of obtaining an education and sharing your knowledge in the service of others.  

Sharing your knowledge with others is an immense act of privilege, and I use this position of power 

to help my students scientifically understand and combat social injustice in their everyday lives. For 



Leslie Berntsen 
Diversity Statement  
 

2 

example, after we discuss how the brain similarly processes physical pain and social exclusion, I invite 

students to participate in a mock Day of Silence to gain empathy for LGBTQ+ bullying victims who suffer in 

silence every day. In conjunction with our lesson on the neuroscience of dehumanization, I bring students 

to volunteer at a homeless shelter and addiction recovery facility so that they can directly interact with (and, 

ideally, begin to humanize) people who our brains physically regard as “less than human.” 

In fact, I view empirically informed advocacy as my single most important obligation as a scientist 

and an educator—something I must practice as well as preach. During graduate school, I’ve lobbied on 

Capitol Hill in favor of paid family and medical leave for all American employees, helped develop USC’s first 

peer education and outreach program focused on sexual and gender-based violence, served on USC’s 

Provost’s Diversity Task Force Advisory Board, and presented a symposium at the Annual Conference on 

Teaching to share my recommendations for effectively teaching racism at Predominantly White Institutions.  

As one person, I can only reach a finite number of people, which is why I also dedicate time to 

sharing my approach with others. At USC, I served a two-year term as the Chair of the Teaching Assistant 

Fellows at the Center for Excellence in Teaching, a teach-the-teacher volunteer program for the 

university’s top graduate student instructors. In my leadership position, I made a concerted effort to 

integrate tips for inclusive pedagogy into our TA trainings and enrichment programming. In my three years 

of service as a TA Fellow, I taught TAs actionable strategies for creating a classroom climate of care and 

compassion, reducing the achievement gap, combatting their own implicit biases, accommodating 

students with disabilities and trauma, teaching current events, and facilitating heated discussions. 

 Classrooms can (and often do) serve as microcosms of society. However, I believe that our 

classrooms have the potential to not only reflect the world as it is, but also highlight the world as it could 

be. Only by actively promoting diversity, equity, and inclusion in our teaching can we hope to foster future 

generations of global citizens who are capable of embracing these principles outside the classroom and, 

most importantly, putting them into practice to the benefit of society as a whole.  

  


