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Knowing Ourselves

As Instructors
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’

While much has been written about how to engage students in social justice
courses, little attention has been paid to the teachers in these classrooms. Yet few
teachers would claim that raising issues of oppression and social justice in the
classroom is a neutral activity. Content as cognitively complex and socially and
emotionally charged as social justice, is inevitably challenging at both personal and
intellectual levels. In the social justice classroom, we struggle alongside our stu-
dents with our own social identities, biases, fears, and prejudices. We too need to be
willing to examine and deal honestly with our values, assumptions, and emotional
reactions to oppression issues. The self-knowledge and self-awareness that we
believe are desirable qualities in any teacher become crucial in social justice
education.

For most faculty, our professional training has not prepared us to address emo-
tionally and socially charged issues in the classroom. Social justice education is not
simply new content but often a radical change in process as well. “Among educators
there has to be an acknowledgement that any effort to transform institutions so that
they reflect a multicultural standpoint must take into consideration the fears teach-
ers have when asked to shift their paradigms” (hooks, 1994, 36).

Weinstein and O'Bear (1992) asked a group of twenty-five university faculty col-
leagues from different disciplines to respond anonymously to the question, “What
makes you nervous about raising issues of racism in your classroom?” These faculty
expressed several concerns that are relevant to our topic. Here, we examine these
and other concerns identified in our discussions for this chapter. Sometimes we use
a common voice in which “we” refers to the four authors. Other times we use a sin-
gle voice, identified as Sharon, Jerry, Lee, ¢: Barbara. These quotes come from our
taped discussions or from the article by Weinstein and O'Bear.

Below, we describe each concern with examples to illustrate how we grapple with
itin our own teaching. Although we treat each issue separately, they do in fact over-
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lap and interact constantly. Further, the strategies we discuss are not intended ;.
standardized responses applicable to any teaching situation. Raising oppressiq,
issues in the classroom can be exciting and rewarding, but never entirely comfor.
able or predictable, especially when group interaction is such a central part of (};,.
process.

wwareness of Our Own Social Identities e

In most traditional classrooms, our particular social and cultural identities as teach-
ers usually remain in the background, but in the social justice classroom wher
social identity is central to the content, the significance of who we are often takes
center stage. In the study by Weinstein and O'Bear (1992), faculty expressed heighi-
ened awareness about their social identities that required them to be more con-
scious of their attitudes and assumptions, and often raised feelings of guilt, shame,
or embarrassment at behaviors and attitudes of members of their own sociy|
group(s). Whether we are members of the privileged or targeted group with respeci
to particular issues inevitably influences how we react to material under discussion
as well as how our students are likely to perceive wus.

Jerry: Even though I come into the classroom as a professional teacher, | do not leave ny
social identities at the door. I am a blend of such identities, for example, white, malg,
Jewish, heterosexual, bevond middle age, working-class background, now middle cliss
Especially when I am conducting antisemitism courses, | am constantly reminded ol nn
conflicts about being at the same time a member of a group that is targeted by anij-
semitism and a member of the dominant white, male group in this society. with all of the
inequities and privileges associated with each status.

As teachers we can offer our experience with both dominant and targeted identi-
ties as a way to join with students, expand the boundaries in the room for dis-
cussing these subjects, and model being open to exploring our own relatjve posi
tions of power and privilege in relation to different oppression issues.

Barbara: African American students often express difficulty in seeing themselves in the role
of dominant or agent of oppression, They are so closely identified with the role of target or
victim of oppression that they fail to see how they benefit from agent aspeets ol theiriden-
tity. I grew up with a keen awareness of myselfas a black person, but with no understanid.
ing at all of the ways I benefit from my status as a Christian, | gathered lots of information
about disability oppression, but gained a much deeper understanding of svstematic exclu-
sion of people with disabilities when I suffered an injury that left me temporarily disabled

The historical and experiential complexity of social identity further complicates
awareness. The various meanings of group membership for people from different
geographic regions, historical periods, and family experiences, vel who are mem-
bers of the same social group, are important to note. As teachers we need to be
careful about the categories we use and conscious of how individual members of
social group experience oppression in diverse ways.

Barbara: Being Black means different things to different African heritage people. A light-
skinned middle- or upper-class African heritage person growing up in the Northeast in the
1990s will describe the experience of being Black very differently from a dark-skinned
working-class person raised in the South in the 1950s. Neither expericnce is any more or
less authentically Black. While different. both experiences interact with 1 system of racism
that extends through time, geographic region, and particular individual/family locations.
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Exploration of our own social identities and relationships with other members of
the groups to which we belong can help us as teachers to remember these com-
plexities. Though as individuals we experience the oppression directed toward our
group, no one individual can ever embody the totality of group subjugation. This is
one of the central limitations of identity politics. We are constantly balancing the
broad strokes of group oppression with the finer shadings of individual experience.
This balancing extends to assumptions we make about our students. If we can be
conscious of our own identity explorations we may be more likely to remember that
that they too may be coming from a range of different places.

Sharon: What may be in the forefront for a student of color at a particular moment may
not be race, but sexual orientation, physical ability, or age. Just because a studentisina
wheelchair does not mean disability is the issue that is currently primary. At that point in
life, & student may be more engaged with issues of gender, race, or sexual orientation.

As faculty, we find it helpful to reflect on the experiences that have shaped our
various identities and note the particular issues with which we feel most comfort-
able as well as those we tend to avoid, distort, or fear. This knowledge can be help-
tul preparation for engaging with social justice issues in the classroom, and enable
us to respond thoughtfully to students even when we ourselves feel exposed.

Lee: As awhite woman, racism is an ongoing learning process for me. [ keep realizing new
areas where I'm unaware, learning and hopefully growing, but it is never closed and fin-
ished content. If I acknowledge my own ongoing learning I can be more open to what stu-
dents raise for me to look at. Being aware of my own struggles to be honest with myself
and open to new information hopefully also helps me to be more empathetic and sup-
portive ol their struggles.

As teachers, we can also try to be thoughtful about our own different levels of
awareness on particular issues and realize that our own consciousness is likely to
shift and change through our ongoing learning about the various forms and mani-
festations of oppression in our society.

onfronting Our Own Biases|

A second issue noted by faculty in the Weinstein and O'Bear study had to do with
fear of being labeled racist, sexist, and so on, or discovering previously unrecog-
nized prejudices within ourselves. This included having to question our own
assumptions, being corrected or challenged publicly (especially by members of the
targeted group), and encountering our own fears and romanticized notions about
members of targeted groups.

No one who has taken on the task of teaching about oppression wants to be
thought of as homophobic, racist, sexist, classist, antisemitic, or ableist. Yet we
know that recognizing and rooting out deeply socialized, and often unconscious,
prejudices and practices is difficult. Faculty understandably feel a sense of vulner-
ability that what is out of our awareness will emerge to confront us as we engage
these issues in our classrooms.

Lee: [ grew up in the Midwest and didn't meet a Jewish person, or at least was not aware |
had, until I went to college. I thought that meant I couldn't be antisemitic. Slowly [ came to
realize all the assumptions and stereotypes I breathe in just living in this culture. I still
have unexpected moments of new learning when I suddenly become aware of something
I have missed or overlooked that is tied to antisemitism. And I think, "Oh no, how could I
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not have seen this?” I can berate myself for not noticing, or try to avoid the discomfor
this awareness, or I can try to be grateful that at least now I can do something about it

One example of an activity that went awry because of unexamined assumption.
is illustrative. Lee had planned an activity to elicit a discussion of male and femal.
gender socialization, using a fishbowl format in which men and women could lisien
to each other without interruption.

I'was so intent on gender issues in my planning that 1 didn't anticipate the discomfor
gay man might feel in the rather raucous male-bonding discussion that took place amon.
the men in the fish bowl emphasizing sports and heterosexual dating. I had not antici.
pated the way a gay man might have a very different relationship to his experiences
maleness. | noticed the student’s discomfort and began to guess my mistake. which he
confirmed when we talked about it later.

This lesson serves as a helpful reminder in planning courses to continually ask,
“Who are the students I am imagining as I do this planning?” and “Who might I b
leaving out?”

Barbara notes how encountering previously unrecognized prejudice enables he
to be more effective and empathetic with her students:

An important part of my own learning has been to recognize the ways I have internalized
oppression and how it permeates my consciousness without my awareness. For example.
learning to confront the homophobia at the heart of my own religious tradition has been
vital to being able to support students who are seeking to learn about heterosexisn
homophaobia while remaining loyal to their own religious beliefs.

This self-examination is a lifelong process. We all have areas of limited vision.
particularly where we are members of the dominant group. If we can model open-
ness to ongoing learning, our students will benefit and we can be less judgmenial
and more self-accepting when we make mistakes or uncover new areas of igno-
rance or lack of awareness, and not retreat from this difficult but important work.

Responding to Biased Comments in the Classroom - -

Faculty anxiety about how to respond to biased comments in the classroom is
understandable. Those interviewed by Weinstein and O'Bear expressed fears abou
dealing with biased comments from dominant members in the presence of targetcd
members, especially when such remarks were made by members of a dominant
social group to which they themselves belonged.

Language plays such an important role in perpetuating oppression that mis-
communication and misunderstanding can easily arise. Targeted group members
usually have a long history of developing sensitivity to negative cues that signal
oppressive attitudes. They have been subjected to, suffered from, discussed and
thought about such cues throughout the course of their lives and so are highl
tuned to note them. Dominant group members on the other hand are often oblivi-
ous to the effects of their language on targeted group members and in fact are often
shocked to realize this effect. Thus the potential for breakdown in communicatiorn.
hurt feelings, defensiveness, and recriminations is high. As educators we want 1o
insure that our language does not inhibit discussion or contribute to any student
feeling excluded. Setting ground rules and establishing a commonly agreed upon
procedure for addressing offensive statements when they arise are ways to address
this problem through classroom process (see chapters 5 and 13).
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As teachers, we ourselves are not immune

i : : to the igers either and need to
recognize beforehand those to which we are se triggers ¢

most vulnerable.

Jerry: As a Jew, particularly when I am teaching about antisemitism, | am vulnerable o all
the dominant signals concerning my group. Some version of .‘;” I‘ht- «ereotyped state-
ments and attitudes that have pursued me my entire life are bound to be t-xpl'BSSL’d- I
always experience those expressions and attitudes with some degree ol pain, for they res-
timulate past fears. When I hear those expressions | may get anén' and want 1o retaliate,
but I know that acting directly on my feelings would be inapprc;[-wr[;m- and counterpro-
ductive to the goals of the session and my role as teacher and facilitator, By anticipating
tvpical responses that I have experienced before [ can prepare myself 10 T e iriggers
intentionally and constructively during the class, ’

Greater self-knowledge about how we typically react in situations of tension can
give us more options for responding in thoughtful ways when conflicts arise. For
example, we can examine our motives for avoiding conflict, or proving oursclhves as
unprejudiced, or wanting people to like us. When we pay attention 1o our internal
dialogue in these situations, we can make more conscious choices in the moment:

Sharon: | make sure that I know myself in relation to the material and the particular issues
that give me the most discomfort or anxiety. If I feel like a well of emotion, | remind mvsell
this class is for the students. Once | had someone co-teaching a particular session i {this
person just lost it and raged at the class. ] wentaway thinking, “Wow. she just threw up all
over the class!”

There are several ways to prepare beforehand to deal with our own triggers as
they arise. Having a support system, a person or group with whom we can discuss
these issues, share feelings, and get support is very important. For example. Sharon
regularly meets with a friend and colleague, another African American wom:n, 1o
debrief and talk about her classes. She has also at times used a journal to note her
feelings and reactions as the class progresses. This process is often a helptul
reminder at points in a course where resistance is particularly high or she is feeling
down on herself, and allows her to recognize that these are predictable parts ol the
process rather than flaws in the class or her own teaching. These realizations can be
very reassuring.

An appreciation for the process people go through in developing awareness
about oppression can also help us acquire patience and understanding when deal-
ing with our own feelings as teachers.

Lee: I can feel very impatient sometimes. But when I shift my frame of reference to onc ol
trying to understand the process by which people can be engaged in unlearning oppres:
sive attitudes, it kind of unhooks me. Then it becomes a challenge to figure out. "Okay.
how is this person thinking about these issues now and what is going to be the way to help
them to try out a different perspective?”

Attention to process in the moment occurs on two levels. One level relates to our
awareness about how students may be thinking about or experiencing whatis going
on in the classroom: “Why does that student say or think that, and what is geting
triggered for him or her?” On a parallel track, we note and try to understand our
own reactions to what is occuring: “Why am [ so annoyed at this person; What does
it rrigger for me?” _

It is often easy to hold romanticized notions that those who are themselves vic-
timized by bigotry will be more sensitive and vigilant when groups other than their
own are targeted. Unfortunately experiencing oppression does not automatically
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render one an expert or liberate one from bias toward another group. We can easjj,
be triggered when such expectations are shattered.

Jerry: I have been exposed to Jewish racism and sexism, African American antisemitism,

and sexism, and white, Gentile women who are racist and antisemitic. lalways harbor 1)y,

wish that all targeted group members would be allies in interrupting bias in all of i«
forms. However, wishing doesn't make it so. When I am confronted with bias towa rd 1
group from other targeted people, I have to overcome my fear of alienating those whon; |
thought were “on my side" and challenge their beliefs in the same way I would anvon,
else. However, in the process 1 try to provide continuous evidence that | am also sensitiv,-
to their target group issues,

The challenge is to maintain an openness to both our own internal process and
to what may be going on for our students, so that we can respond to biased com
ments clearly and directly, but also with compassion and understanding for what
means to discover and change oppressive beliefs and behaviors in ourselves (se¢
chapter 5 for further discussion of triggers).

Doubts and Ambivalence About One’s Own Competenc /I

Weinstein and O'Bear found that faculty often worry about having to expose thei
own struggles with the issues, reveal uncertainty, or make mistakes. As college
faculty members we are assumed to have expertise in what we teach. To the degrec
that we expect ourselves to appear certain about what we know, we may find it dit-
ficult to encounter hot spots or knowledge gaps exposed by our interactions witly
students.

Jerry: This is especially true when targeted group members other than my own describic
perspectives to which I am not yet sensitive. Unless 1 can admit to students that | iam siill
in the process of learning and that there are areas about which I still need 10 be educined
I'may give the impression that there are simple solutions to which I have access. This
places great pressure on me to have "the answer.” One way of diminishing the pressore is
to disclose my own uncertainties to students. It also models that unlearning prejudice i
a lifelong process in which there are rarely simple answers.

The issues students raise that challenge our awareness and sensitivity can cre-
ate a valuable space for opening up the learning process. As we confront misinfor-
mation or ignorance and the blindspots of privilege, we create the possibility for
modeling honesty and openness to what can be learned by listening to others who
are different from us, especially those who have been targets of dominant stereo-
types and assumptions.

In our discussions for this chapter, Lee recalled a course in which classisn wis o
central focus. Since most of the class were teachers or human service professionals,
she had assumed a predominantly middle-class perspective and focused the class
accordingly, only to discover a simmering anger at the cost of textbooks and the
amount of time outside of class needed to complete the homework felt by students
who were working two jobs and struggling to make ends meet. Once Lee realized
her mistake, she told the class the false assumptions she had made and initiated o
discussion about how the problems students were experiencing could be addressed
in ways that would be supportive and promote learning. The discussion provided
an opportunity for the whole class to engage in an exploration of classism and the
unexamined assumptions that reinforce class privilege. The discussion also gave
Lee useful new ideas about how to select texts for courses, develop a library of
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books to loan to students, and think about new w.

- i ays to construct assignments and
build a supportive classroom community,

Sharon: You can't come into the class saying, in effect, “I know evervthing there is to know
about this and let me tell you.” When you make a mistake you hm-'e to be willing to sav.
“Well. that was a mistake” or “I've learned something about this now and 1'll do it differ-
ently next time.” [ don't know how comfortable most teachers are with doing this. but

there is a way to say, "It didn't occur to me” or *[ didn't notice, I'm sorry.”

Teaching in ways that invite challenge and model ongoing learning demon-
strates a different definition of competence than the tradi[ionall&)ne of mastery and
expertse. Competence becomes instead skill in creating an atmosphere where dif-
licult dialogues can occur (Goodman, 1995), developing processes that enable peo-
ple tincluding the teacher) to expose and look critically at their own assumptions
and biases, and building a community that encouragés risk-taking and action to
challenge oppressive conditions within and beyond the classroom.

Need for Learner Approval il

Most faculty hope that our students will like and respect us, and leave our classes
feeling positive about their experience. Those interviewed by Weinstein and O'Bear
named such fears as making students frustrated, frightened, or angry, leaving them
feeling shaken and confused and not being able to fix it.

Lees 1 think I'm good at creating community in the classroom and making people feel wel-
come and supported. Where I have to push myself is to introduce and not smooth over
contlict. to challenge students, and risk their not liking me. 1 do it, but | realize ' much
more comfortable with the community-building part. It makes me feel good. [ want stu-
dents to like me. But there are times when that can get in the way of productive learning.

In the social justice classroom we intentionally create tension to disrupt compla-
cent and unexamined attitudes about social life. These very conditions can cause
students to dislike or feel hostile toward us at various points in the course.
Confronting oppression invariably involves a range of feelings from anxiety, confu-
sion, anger, and sadness, to exhilaration and joy. We need to remind ourselves that as
much as we crave approval from our students, a sense of well-being and long-term
learning are not necessarily synonymous. A better indication of our effectiveness
might be whether students leave with more questions than they came in with, want-
ing to know more and questioning core assumptions in their own socialization.

Jerry: When students left feeling frustrated, upset, and confused [ used to regard it as evi-
dence of my failure as a teacher. It was not until we ran a racism workshop for a commu-
nity college in which the entire faculty and administration were involved that my concept
of what constituted successful teaching began to change. On finishing the weekend-long
session the participants were not smiling. On the way home my co-leader and I Ielt that
the workshop had been a failure. Over the next three to five years, however. we kept get-
ting reports of systematic changes in that institution that promoted greater racial equiry
and awareness and that were directly attributed to the workshop.

and Fear of Losing Con

Faculty worry about not knowing how to respond to angry comments, having dis-
cussions blow up, dealing with anger directed at them, and being overwhelmed by
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their own strong emotions engendered by the discussion (Weinstein & O'Beur
1992). Johnella Butler describes this process well:

All the conflicting emotions, the sometimes painful movement from the familiar to the
unfamiliar, are experienced by the teacher as well. We have been shaped by the same dam
aging, misinformed view of the world as our students. Often. as we try to resolve their con-
flicts, we are simultaneously working through our own (1989, 160}.

Many faculty have been taught that emotions have no place in academia.
Traditional modes of teaching distance us from the core issues and conflicts thatare
central to social justice education and can often result in simply skimming the sur-
face. Ultimately, it is questionable whether intellectual and abstract reflection alone
effectively change oppressive attitudes and behaviors.

Dealing with tension, anger, and conflict in the classroom is difficult. However.
avoiding the feelings that are stimulated by oppression ignores how deeply it is
embedded in our psyches and reinforces norms of silence and discounting that ulti-
mately support oppression (Aguilar & Washington, 1990). Often the most significant
learning results from the disequilibrium that open confrontation with feelings and
contradictory information can generate (Keil, 1984; Zaharna, 1989).

In preparing ourselves to deal with difficult emotions it can be helpful to exam-
ine how our own history with the expression of emotion may affect the way we
respond to emotion in the classroom.

Barbara: 1 have had to examine how anger and other intense emotions were handled in
my household to get a better understanding of my current response (0 emotions in the
classroom. Quite apart from my professional training to be carefully neutral and suppress
any display of emotion, 1 was raised in a household where feelings were denied until they
erupted. My response has been to deny feelings any place in discussions, and especially o
disallow loud voices. Learning to listen to loud voices and to encourage others to berecep

tive to them has been important for my ability to facilitate authentic discussion.
Reminding learners that loud voices sometimes indicate that a person cares a lotaboutan
issue can provide a context that allows "heated” discussion 1o take place.

If we learn to accept emotional expression as a valid and valuable part of the
learning process, we can turn our focus to finding effective ways to enable its
expression in the service of learning.

Sharon: I actually don't really try to control emotions, but 1 do try to manage outlets Tol
expressing emotions through dyads or journals for example. If people are upset, I say "Be
upset! Be angry, whatever, and we'll just notice it.” And 1 just sort of acknowldédge thatits
part of the process.

We also acknowledge that there may be times when we feel overwhelmed and
uncertain about what to do. When emotions are running high and we are uncertain
about how to proceed, we have found it helpful to create time-out to reflect and
decide on next steps.

Jerry: There have been a number of times during my anti-bias teaching when | have [eh
totally helpless in dealing with certain interactions. A participant may say s¢ yiething thit
stimulates great tension and anxiety, and a dense silence overtakes the group. | may lecl
upset and paralyzed as all eyes turn to me to see what 1 will do. expecting ime (o take care
of the situation. | cannot think of any helpful intervention. 1 am too upset 1o think clearly.
Itis a fearsome moment, one 1 anticipate with dread.
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Over the years Jerry has accumulated a few emer.

. gency procedures that help him
survive these moments: :

B Give participants a brief time out.

a Ask people to record their own immediate responses in their notebooks.
B Invite each participant to share their responses with one other person.

The purpose of these strategies is to change the focus momentarily from public to
private, so that participants and instructor can reflect upon and articulate to them-
selves what they are feeling. It then becomes more possible to return to the discus-
sion with greater thoughtfulness and honesty.

In many cases when a supportive climate has been previously established, losing
control or facing strong emotions can be a constructive event. one from which both
professor and students learn. In fact, students often make fundamental shifts in
their perspectives after they have experienced someone “losing” control. letting g0
enough to share deeper feelings, fears, and experiences. I

Barbara: | teach social justice education from a position of hope and beliel that our efforts
can make a difference in the elimination of oppression. I was co-teaching an antisemitism
course with a Jewish colleague who said that she did not think antisemitism would ever be
entirely eliminated and that other Holocausts were and are possible. Belore Leauld carch
them, tears coursed down my face as 1 felt the enormity of the task betore me and the chal-
lenge 1o my own optimism. Several students later told me that this was a powerful leam-
ing moment for them.

Personal Disclosure and Using Our Experience As Examplefilil

We as instructors are also in many ways texts for our students. Our social group
identities, behavior in the classroom, and openness about our own process ol learn-
ing can all be important and challenging aspects of course content. Who we are
affects student perceptions of the issues we raise. In some respects we are both the
messenger and the message.

Asking students to engage experientially with oppression material requires thit

we be willing to take the risks we ask of them. Self-disclosure is an important part ol

this process and one of the most powerful ways of teaching is through modeling the
behavior we hope to encourage in others.

Lee: If we want to create an environment where our students can be vulnerible enough o
look at painful issues that challenge our faith in a fair society and ourselves as good
human beings, then we have to give ourselves the same permission to be valnerable and
confused. I'm constantly struggling against this image that teachers are supposed 1o be
perfect, in control, totally aware. Which is ridiculous! Nobody can be that. I'he question
is how can I try to be skillful, and at the same time give myself permission (o be a lllible
human being? If 'm going to ask my students to disclose something, then 1 should be will
ing to do that too. I try to disclose ways in which I've made mistakes and where Telt really
stupid when 1 realized what I was saying, to let students know there’s not purlection.
There's just human beings trying to be humane with each other and not perpetuate this
bloody system.

Sharing our own struggles with the issues provides important permien taEhur
students to engage in the difficult process of doing so themselves. This stance can
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help to avoid expectations of perfection which often block action. Better to tak,
imperfect action and continue to engage with the issues, than to avoid responsibil
ity for action altogether while we search for perfection.

Sharon: [ want students to understand that learning about social justice is part of a 1),
long process. I will share with them stories of my own development, both in areas whepe |
was a target of oppression, or stood in the shoes of an agent of oppression with the accom
panying privileges.

The amount, context, and nature of personal information that we disclose is
matter of judgment, depending on the nature and size of the group and the amoun,
of time we have together. We try to make clear the relation of our own disclosure 1)
the topic under discussion.

For many teachers, especially those from targeted groups, the risk of self-disclo-
sure needs to be thoughtfully taken. For example, self-disclosure by a gay orleshian
teacher can be a significant boon to learning, especially if the topic is heterosexism.
The instructor, however, should be aware of the homophobia and misinformation
sure to exist among her students and plan carefully about how and when she will
come out.

Sharon: I know that for myself I'm always conscious about when it is that I'll come out in)
class, or even if I will. Because 1 want them to still see me as credible and [ believe that u~
soon as | come out, that piece of knowledge looms in their eves over everyvthing else. 1ike
all of a sudden their teacher is sexual, and they have to deal with the internal contradic
tions of respect for teacher along with societal messages that gay men and lesbians are
bad, perverse. immoral, etc. So 1 know that I'm very conscious about when to share that
information. I try to wait until after I've gotten their trust so that anv trust | lose during
that time period can hopefully be re-established before the end of the semester. T have had
students deny my being lesbian and think I was only saying it to create a learning oppor
tunity for them!

Our role in disclosing personal experiences differs from that of our students,
Students will use their experiences to probe and understand the personal implica-
tions of a specific issue. As instructors, we often use personal experience to illus-
trate a point. Our role is to be inclusive. Understanding the limits of our own expe-
rience allows us to consciously develop examples that go bevond our own personal
range.

Negotiating Authority Issues

In the social justice classroom, we deliberately challenge the traditional classroom
hierarchy in order to build a community of learning in which the teacher partici-
pates as a facilitator of process rather than an authority delivering knowledge
(Tompkins, 1990). Issues of authority in the classroom are especially complicated
for faculty who are members of targeted groups. Much has been written, for exam-
ple, about the dilemmas faced by faculty of color and female and gay/lesbian fac-
ulty who often cope with both institutional and student devaluation of their profes-
sional status (Ahlquist, 1991: Arnold, 1993; hooks, 1994; Ladson-Billings. 1996;
Aguilar & Washington, 1990; Maher & Tetreault, 1994). Students sometimes perceive
them as less authoritative and may discount the legitimacy of what they teach or
accuse them of pushing their own agenda.

A professor of color and a white professor teaching about racism, for example.
are likely to be perceived quite differently by students of color and white students.
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Shzu—pn dcscri_hes the various issues she often juggles and the common student per-
ceptions she faces as an African American woman teaching about racism.

I'he fact that my students are often 99 percent white means that | have (0 set up an envi-
ronment where they can talk about their perceptions of reverse discrimination. quotas.
alfirmative action, etc. [ also don'twant to come off appearing [‘jkt- n-‘h only my issue. or it's
mv personal thing, or that I've gota chip onmy shoulder. And if 1 do liave «udents of color

in the Flass. ihe‘n I'm also concerned about trying to keep them from having (o be the
authority on all issues of race.

Gender also casts authority issues in particular ways. We are socialized to expect
females to defer to male authority, not to be authorities themselves. \Women who
achieve professional roles often juggle negative social messages about women in
power with an internal sense of being imposters in these roles (McIntosh. 1988: Bell,
1990). When we are dealing with emotional issues and feelings in the classtoom,
lemale professors can be easily typecast. Students often expect [emale teachers 1o
be nurturing or to smile; they become angry or challenge our authority when we do
not fulfill their expectations (see Culley, 1985). '

Institutional Risks and Dangers

One additional concern is the fear related to the institutional risks involved in
departing from traditional teaching formats and content. As we cngage wit I social
justice issues and change our classrooms accordingly, we often come into ¢ intlict
with institutional norms of professed objectivity, authority, and professorial dis
tance in ways that can undermine our confidence, lose the support ol same obom
colleagues, and in some cases jeopardize our positions as faculty.

When we take on the challenge of teaching social justice contentand de cloping
a democratic, participatory process in our classrooms, we run very real riskhs ol et
ting in trouble with our institutions. We are challenging traditional content s well
as traditional teaching processes and norms about the teacher-student relation-
ship. We also often encounter problems with grading and evaluation that ather
instructors rarely deal with.

Sharon: A student’s mother wrote to the Dean and told him that Twas o bad teacherainl
that if her daughter didn't get a B, she was going 1o take this to the Provost and the
President of the university and have them call me on the carpet. And 1o was ealls hand
holding my own ground. [Did the Dean support you?] The Dean did suppuort mv bl i
withour questioning me.

Here, we see multiple vulnerabilities. There’s the jeopardy of being an Mric.an
American teacher in a white institution where she cannot necessarily vou ton the
support that white faculty can usually rely on. Then she is introducing .'ﬂlll;t‘: Lt
ter that may not be supported by the institution. Finally she is engaging i provess
of teaching that also may not be valued institutionally. _

Many of the faculty teaching social justice courses are womun_._nm-n Aoy
them the few people of color on the faculty, and often untenured. ]_ hus the o
vulnerable group takes on the most difficult and institutionally risky ll'..n'hm:_;
Faculty who teach social justice courses also sometimes receive lqwcr Fatings o
teaching evaluaticns than those who teach traditional courses, ad@mg yvet anathet
layer of institutional danger to an already exposed position. Thus faculty who Like
on the challenge of teaching social justice, especially if they are n_wmin»h ol L
geted groups, are often inan extremely vulnerable position institutionally.
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Team teaching, particularly with a tenured faculty member, can be a valuabl.
way of building in support for untenured faculty. Other support systems also nee|
to be developed and nurtured so that faculty who teach social justice education can
survive and hopefully thrive in these institutions.

Conclusioniil S

We hope that through naming and discussing the fears and concerns faced by fac-
ulty who teach about oppression, we can begin a dialogue of support and encour-
agement that will enable teachers to sustain their commitment to social justice
education. More often that not, people who write about multicultural education s
very little about their own struggles in the classroom, We want to contribute to a dis-
cussion where teachers can expose the problems and difficulties we all face in this
work and support each other in being more effective.

We also want to recognize that we are part of a much larger process of change
and affirm the importance of the small part each of us individually plays in
this process. What we do counts, often in ways that will not come back to us for
validation.

Sharon: I just think it's helpful to know that I am doing the best 1 can do and not to be 100
wedded to the here and now. I know ancestors who came before fought for freedom,
equality, and justice and made it possible for me 1o live this life. Even if | dont change the
world for me, I have faith that my work can contribute to a better world for the generations
yetto come. That's what keeps me doingit, keeps me grounded, being grateful and know -
ing that my little part counts.

We hope that nurturing this perspective in our students will make it possible for
them to become engaged in social justice action and to believe in the importance of
the role each of them can play in creating change.



