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Teaching Controversy
A Challenge to Cultural Hegemony

The first problem for all of us is not to learn but to unlearn.
—Gloria Steinem, 1971

As professors of sociology, we are constantly challenged to devise inclusive
and creative pedagogical strategies for addressing controversy in our class-
rooms. Because the subject matter itself consists of exploring a range of
social relationships and interactions and tends, almost by necessity, to
generate a clash of viewpoints, the discussions that arise can become
heated and contentious, and the learning environments divisive and un-
comfortable. To avoid this discomfort students often tend to “resist” or
withdraw from controversial course content. For instance, because of the
power differentials that traditionally exist between student and teacher,
students often assume that they will suffer negative repercussions if their
remarks publicly challenge the teacher’s opinion or information (Lusk and
Weinberg 1994: 301–302). Or, after many long years of contact with
traditional forms of schooling, students may well find it difficult to give
voice to their different experiences and participate fully in the exploration
of the subject under discussion.

In this context, to effectively manage classroom dynamics and maxi-
mize learning, teachers must be able both to anticipate which subject
matter will be controversial and to be open to unconventional methods of
integrating controversy into teaching and learning. But while teachers may
be committed to creative pedagogical approaches, we often hesitate to put
theory into practice because of the associated cultural and political risks.
For one thing, we risk being characterized as incompetent if our teaching
strategies are unsuccessful. We also risk being marginalized by a more
traditional academic culture that views a “critically responsive” approach as
“subversive” (Brookfield 1995: 232–35).

Our aim in the following pages is to present a broad alternative,
action-oriented pedagogical approach to teaching controversy. In the tra-
dition of the renowned critical pedagogue Paulo Freire, we contend that
education is a lifelong process for both teacher and student. Education
involves a constant unveiling of reality that, wherever possible, links
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classroom to community. In our pedagogical philosophy we stress that
there is no one method that is consistently successful in the teaching of
controversial material. The approach adopted will vary according to the
subject matter, the context, and the level and composition of the class.
However, certain concepts can be used to create a conceptual framework in
which virtually any method or approach might be grounded: specifically,
collective responsibility, dialogue and intersubjectivity, the Gramscian
(1971) “intellectual” and the dialectic. Crucial to the success of this
strategy is a reduction of the power differential between teacher and
student and a recognition that all those involved in teaching and learning
are equal participants with different roles to play. To make our pedagogical
strategy or framework concrete, we draw our examples of teaching and
learning about “difference” from both classroom and community settings.

THE CHALLENGE OF CONTROVERSY

In taking up our approach, we realize that readers themselves may well find
at least two things to be controversial: our pedagogical philosophy and its
associated methods; and the course content cited, which, in a general
sense, explores the power and politics of various types of difference and
marginality.

Teaching itself invites the process of experiencing the connections
between oneself and the “other.” Typically, all teaching is a challenge, but
teaching controversy involves a greater degree of challenge. It represents,
first of all, a commitment to critical pedagogy. For us, the term “teaching
controversy” signifies a method of teaching and learning that involves both
content and process, in which the process embodies pedagogical philoso-
phies and methods that interact with course content. It means getting
students to look at what assumptions they are bringing to a discussion, and
at where these seemingly fixed assumptions are coming from—leading
them to recognize their own biases and, possibly, the origins of those
biases. Ideally, it means encouraging them to get out of the frames they
have been using and perhaps thinking more unconventional thoughts.

Teaching controversy is also about expressions of power and cultural
control. Teachers run the risk of being set apart and relegated to the
“margins” whenever they question specific canons of the discipline. While
certain types of differences are permitted, more radical or critical pedagogies
are devalued because they are not easily linked to the social organization of
conformity—control. Control represents the institutional or patterned
responses to the “differences” that are designated as threatening.

Why are controversial forms of teaching characterized as threatening?
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Perhaps because, unlike many conventional strategies, these approaches
are designed to question, rather than reinforce, the moral, political, social,
economic and intellectual organization (or regulation) of society. Thus for
teachers striving to put critical pedagogical strategies into action, the task
of providing students with an inclusive curriculum in an open and criti-
cally responsive pedagogical environment can become quite overwhelm-
ing.

Customarily, institutions of learning—and in particular those in
charge—produce courses designed to protect and promote particular per-
spectives, and the meanings of these courses are negotiated among rela-
tively powerful participants. Courses that refuse to grapple with controver-
sial topics affirm a certain privilege to particular cultural interpretations by
supplying experiences from which inferences are quickly drawn. For exam-
ple, traditional pedagogic canons reflect the primacy of a binary code.
These canons present identities, relations and activities strictly as a matter
of “either/or” dichotomies: right or wrong, teacher or student, black or
white, guilty or innocent, moral or immoral, good or bad, sinner or saint,
ugly or beautiful, sane or mad, sacred or secular, cerebral or visceral. This
bifurcation misrepresents multilayered identities and phenomena.

Throughout the process of teaching and learning, all teachers and
students need to be appreciated as both acting subjects and subjected
actors. Both groups must be understood as active agents situated within
wider, more complex and often overlooked social, political and cultural
contexts. Both teachers and students are cultural subjects within discourses
of power, and they are engaged in micropolitical (local) struggles shaped by
more macrocultural influences (global).

From a methodological standpoint, teaching is a social enterprise that
tells us just as much about the individual or organization engaged in the
pedagogical process as it does about what is being taught. There is no one
“true” picture of teaching. For its part, traditional teaching consists of a
series of snapshots and captured moments that reflect the preferences of
the photographer and the subject under focus. Some images will remain
overexposed or underexposed; others are frequently blurred, discarded or
never even developed because of the associated costs. Traditional models of
teaching and learning continue to judge differences, colonize compliance
and shackle the imagination. What is required is a more emancipatory and
transformative pedagogy, grounded in struggle. Through a more critical
education, we will uncover our assumptions, learn more about our own
learning, self-consciously challenge the dominant ethos and develop
oppositional currents.

Teaching Controversy offers an alternative to traditional pedagogical
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approaches. Resistance and struggle are central features in challenging the
culture of domination. Accordingly, cultural criticism is essential in locat-
ing the marginalized “other” and in developing a liberating pedagogy. As
bell hooks (1990: 8) elaborates: “Critical pedagogy (expressed in writing,
teaching, and habits of being) is fundamentally linked to a concern with
creating strategies that will enable colonized folks to decolonize their
minds and actions, thereby promoting the insurrection of subjugated
knowledge.”

TEACHING CONTROVERSY IS THE CHALLENGE OF CRITICAL INQUIRIES

No one book can hope to do justice to the enormous breadth and depth of
teaching. Here we advise readers to engage in an active reading, to take an
interrogative stance and to be informed by history and political economy
in looking afresh at the familiar. We ask readers to develop a “sociological
imagination” (Mills 1978) that links personal troubles with public and
social issues; to connect patterns in their lives with the events of society; to
appreciate the intersection of biography and history when approaching
phenomena deemed to be “controversial”; to delve into social sources,
meanings and implications from various vantage points, using different
analytic lenses; and to demystify, become more tentative in, their tradi-
tional appraisals of controversial or social issues. In other words, we invite
students to partake more fully in their own learning.

What we want to encourage is a move beyond a rudimentary exposi-
tion of basic concepts to a formulation of fundamental questions about the
nature of our own learning. This involves raising questions about relation-
ships as well as bringing to the forefront questions that have long been too
conveniently ignored. We ask readers to be courageous in deconstructing
traditional texts by concentrating on the contradictions and closures in-
herent in conventional commentaries on teaching and learning. We en-
courage readers to document their experiences, consciousness, intentions
and relational contexts, especially when examining the teaching and learn-
ing process. We further invite readers to situate themselves in the debates
and struggles that characterize the study of pedagogy, to ground their
perceptions, to avoid self-incarceration, to empower themselves conceptu-
ally and to engage in open debate.

Teaching Controversy is a political project that invites readers to posi-
tion themselves ideologically and historically. It is but a modest attempt, a
tentative guideline that seeks to introduce readers to the world of teaching
controversy by providing an accessible, progressive and alternative frame-
work.
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TEACHING CONTROVERSY AS ACTION-ORIENTED

The pedagogical framework we detail in the following pages is “action-
oriented.” Action-oriented approaches abandon the practice of predefining
or predetermining trends. The approaches replace assumptions of the self
as a passive object determined by external forces with arguments about the
active, subjective, and dialectical nature of teaching and learning. Teaching
shapes and is shaped by the nature of learning.

An interpretive perspective views the process of teaching and learning
as a social accomplishment, constructed and negotiated in ongoing inter-
actions with various social agents. This perspective challenges the norma-
tive characterization of teaching as given and static. In brief, normative
approaches consistently argue that social reality is constructed by external
forces (beyond the control of the individual) that propel behaviour. Fixed
sets of norms and values provide the boundaries by which teaching is
defined. The interpretive model presents actors as creators of their envi-
ronments. In this context, actors engage in a continual process of meaning
construction in relation to their social realities. As agents, they actively and
reflectively shape their experiences and the experiences of those with
whom they routinely interact. Through interaction, individuals collec-
tively define situations. Participants, therefore, negotiate and reconstitute
meanings.

For the interpretive perspective, providing a definition of teaching is
problematic because of the emergent character of teaching. Knowledge,
existing in the interaction of subject and object, is equally tentative. The
interpretive process examines how people control their own behaviour and
that of others through the social construction of meaning and its applica-
tion in interaction (Ericson 1975). This paradigm calls for a sociology
characterized by what Weber (1969) called verstehen: an empathic and
interpretive understanding of the subjective meanings that actors attach to
social action. The only way to contextualize social action is to know the
subjective meanings of actors. For their part, actors take into account the
actions of others and are guided by these subjective meanings. Action
incorporates all human behaviour to which the acting individuals attach
subjective meanings. The individual actor, therefore, becomes the basic
unit of analysis, and the process by which meanings are assigned becomes a
focal point of inquiry.

Again, the social world is constructed by actors in complex interac-
tions that occur in concrete situations. In turn, social interaction alters the
interpretation of individual experiences and future behaviour. This em-
phasis on the construction of social action requires a concern for the
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situation. We cannot know why people do what they do unless we clearly
understand what the situation means to them. The peculiarity of this
theoretical approach claims that human beings interpret or define rather
than merely react to each other’s actions. These actions are based on their
concomitant meanings. Thus, culture mediates human interaction. This
mediation is equivalent to inserting a process of interpretation between
stimulus and response in the case of human behaviour—that is, strategies
of learning the meaning of one another’s action. Mind, self and society are
dynamic processes, continually created and re-created. Symbolic
interactionism highlights the process-oriented and dynamic nature of
definitions of self, others and situations. Humans act in a world that is
interactively defined. Interaction, therefore, is the primary organizing unit
of analysis.

TOWARDS “VISIONING” A CRITICALLY RESPONSIVE ALTERNATIVE

In teaching and learning, we can only begin to know ourselves and our
locations by unmasking the privilege of conventional curriculum. Privilege
is differentially distributed according to race, gender, class, sexuality and
lifestyle-based differences. Traditionally, the discipline of education nor-
malizes privilege, takes it for granted—especially the privilege of a white
male (usually Anglocentric, certainly Eurocentric) heterosexist person.
Overcoming this tendency calls for an ideological shift that is more
inclusive of diversity. Teachers must come to terms with their respective
privileges. They must come to terms with their privilege by “undoing”
themselves, rendering their lives more knowable, more visible and more
public. Because teachers’ experiences of the world influence their ap-
proaches to teaching about that world, they must begin to redefine their
“centres” as human beings and connect with other forms of consciousness.
Understanding inequality requires making some tough choices. Positions
of authority are sites of struggle, but successful struggles will result in
greater pedagogical authenticity.

Authenticity means a commitment to resistance. As Trotman (1993)
clarifies, authenticity moves beyond Western thinking to begin the work of
constructing alternative social realities; authenticity encourages an aware-
ness of the other, and envisions the self as a knowing being, a powerful
person who possesses a clear understanding of his/her place in the world.
In journeying towards pedagogical authenticity, we strive to dispute crea-
tively, by means of a socially responsive teaching and learning process,
normative conceptualizations of “difference.” This work involves linking
education and action to generate strategies for an equitable, sensitive and
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coherent set of immediate and long-term responses that enhance social
justice (Visano 1994).

Our increasingly technological and skills-oriented culture often gives
priority to employment skills over humanistic education. We believe that a
critically responsive pedagogy (to be detailed in the next chapter) is a
practical pedagogy, in that it provides specific concrete knowledge for
living life dynamically and creatively. A more critical and emancipatory
education provides us with roots—a historical consciousness. It allows for
flexibility in thinking. At the societal level, a critically responsive pedagogy
fosters an awareness of global issues and human suffering. This education
provides analytical skills for understanding complex social conditions and
human tragedies such as AIDS, famine, civil and political unrest, and war.
On both the personal and interpersonal levels, critical education provides
an understanding of the human condition, of the life cycle through which
we all proceed, from birth to death. This education provides flexibility in
making choices that help determine the shape of personal life, family life,
social life and work life—that is, equipping us with the tools for self-
analysis and other analyses. In sum, it provides a context in which we can
come to a deeper understanding of the social world, of a world in which
change can take place.

REFLECTING ON THE CONTROVERSIAL

As we embark on this pedagogical exploration, it seems appropriate to
begin with some personal reflections. When we think about teaching
controversy, endless ideas come to mind. In the first place, what issues are
“controversial”? How should we approach controversial topics in the class-
room? What kinds of risks do we take in dealing with themes and ideas
that generate controversy? What kinds of resistance do we confront? How
do we accommodate/negotiate the resistance that arises from different
constituencies in the face of controversy, dispute and challenge? In trying
to answer these questions we must remain cognizant of our responsibilities
to those influenced by what we teach and how we teach it. Teaching about
controversy demands accountability—both to our students in the class-
room and to the related communities outside of the classroom.

When, as authors, we began to think about the most effective way of
reflecting on our various experiences in relation to teaching controversy,
we started out individually, highlighting experiences that each of us had in
various contexts. It became increasingly clear to us that individual in-
stances or reflections in no way captured the tensions, diversity or com-
plexity of the experiences, or covered how we went about attempting to
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address controversy. As we sat and talked about the issues and experiences,
we realized that “conversation”1  was a necessary first step towards high-
lighting the complexities of controversy. The reproduction and analysis of
our conversations became a necessary step en route to a more systematic
articulation of the issues. In what follows we illustrate the main themes of
our discussion using excerpts from our conversations (presented in italics).

UNRAVELLING THE COMPLEXITIES OF CONTROVERSY

1. The Context:  Approaching Controversy; Negotiating Boundaries
One of the central issues we continue to face as teachers of controversy is
how to invite participation in the classroom. We not only want students to
be actively engaged in their learning but also want their participation to be
“safe.” To ensure this safety we have to create, negotiate, a familiar zone
within which participation can occur. This “safe zone” can help to reduce
the distance between instructor and student. In negotiating a “safe space,”
the first question we need to ask is who defines or sets the boundaries—the
demeanour, the levels of formality and familiarity?

In negotiating the space for participation, we strive to find a balance
between the formal and the more informal “friendly” interactions between
teachers and students. Setting boundaries clearly has a role to play in this,
because misinterpretation can be the result if the space is too “familiar.” If
things become too friendly, teachers can find themselves losing a certain
necessary degree of respect, perhaps even being regarded as incompetent.
The very concept of friendship needs clarification. Specifically, to speak of
friendship is to speak about a level of trust; it is to speak about a relation-
ship of mutual respect between teacher and student. A “friend” can be a
person on the same side in a struggle. In the pedagogical context, the
struggle for knowledge and growth, critical thinking skills and social
justice can be the common ground on which both teacher and student are
engaged. A degree of friendship, understood in this sense, is an important
factor in fostering a healthy, mutually respecting, learning environment.

At the same time we cannot ignore how, even in the face of such
friendship, a power imbalance remains between teacher and student—
particularly in relation to the standard necessity of grading. We acknowl-
edge this reality with students, but strive to reduce any associated anxiety
and help students reach their full potential. For instance, students may be
invited to submit drafts of their written work, and we will read and
comment on these drafts in an effort to help the students improve the final
paper. Similarly, to reduce anxiety and make studying more effective, we
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might give students their final exam questions in advance. We can reassure
students that they will get the grade they deserve, even if that practice leads
to a higher class average overall. Higher class averages, when the situation
warrants it, are something we are prepared to defend.

In essence, the “friendship” we establish is anchored in instruction and
serves to enhance trust, accountability and mutual respect. We work to
facilitate, guide and encourage students and to help them excel within
certain boundaries. When students come to us with issues that are more
personal and unrelated to course content, the boundaries become particu-
larly important. We can facilitate from the academic side, by listening with
sensitivity, being understanding of the particular crisis and making the
appropriate accommodation, where necessary. We will acknowledge our
limitations and explain, when necessary, that we are not qualified to
address certain concerns. We can and will direct students towards the
appropriate professional office, if they make a request in that direction. In
a healthy, mutually respecting teaching and learning environment, the
need for explicit expectations and responsibilities—for both teacher and
students—is vital.

The negotiation of pedagogical boundaries can, in and of itself, be
controversial. In the completion of course requirements, for example,
students may want to negotiate how certain projects will be undertaken.
This is where one-on-one consultation becomes crucial. Students are
urged to come and talk to us about the projects. If something does not
seem to be a “good fit” for a student (for example, for cultural reasons), we
will try to tailor it into something that works. Clearly, this attempt to be
responsive to students’ needs and concerns involves time. In striving to
cultivate student talent and interest, we not only are always cognizant of
the curriculum requirements, but also remember that instructors have a
certain latitude in which they can fulfil those requirements.

Lisa Jakubowski (LJ): I had a student who came up to me just before reading
week, a First Nations student who had a paper due in the middle of March.
This student, coming very much out of an oral tradition, said to me, “You’ve
always been very open to me… to my approaches, to my ideas. I have a
request for you that I don’t know if you’ll accept. May I do a video on the
residential schooling experiences of First Nations people?” The student
wanted to interview people who had lived the experience, who are much
more comfortable telling their stories than writing them down.

Livy Visano (LV): But, why is she asking you? Why doesn’t she just tell you—“I
will be doing a video”?

LJ: Because in other courses, perhaps the student did not have the choice, and
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also, out of respect for me. She had a sense that I respect the students, and
they, in turn, respect me. If I am completely uncomfortable with the idea,
the student won’t do it. As I think back, I remember my first thought was
“video—no!” But then I thought to myself, “Wait a minute, if I truly
practise what I preach, of course the video is an option.” Because this per-
son comes from a tradition that is primarily oral, as opposed to written,
and the video is far more reflective of the person’s reality, which is what I
had asked them to put into those papers.

Could it raise problems? Sure! I will have to deal with it if someone asks
me “Why was this allowed?” But with critical pedagogy there is always a
degree of risk. We try things that are less than conventional, and as a result,
we may have to answer to someone for taking these approaches.

2. The Risks of Controversy
Throughout our conversations, the theme of risk surfaced repeatedly. As
teachers we take many risks by utilizing controversial content and/or
methods. We risk alienating students. We risk the difficulties associated
with managing fear, resistance and dissent in the classroom. When dealing
with material that can generate multiple viewpoints, teachers must be
prepared for the possibility that differences of opinion can escalate into
angry, frustrating encounters among students in the class or, alternatively,
draw nothing more than silence as a response. In this instance, we risk
being unable to build communicative bridges among those who disagree
with one another.

LV: Risk is important, then, it’s a cornerstone for the evolution of change.
LJ: If you are not prepared to risk, it won’t work. There’s no question about

that.
LV: You want the students to risk too.
LJ: Of course.
LV: But they are going to push your boundaries of risk-taking.
LJ: Sure they will… but that’s okay.
LV: Because you can always default to your role as teacher to avoid trouble.
LJ: I would agree.… I don’t think we should take risks mindlessly … that’s

inappropriate.
LV: Pushing the boundaries a bit beyond the traditional, and becoming more

involved.
LJ: And going to the boss and saying, “This isn’t the normal thing to do, but I

want to do it anyway. I understand the risks involved, this is the reason I
want to do it.” A case in point is the time I took a group of students to the
Canada/U.S. border as part of our participation in the Canada-Cuba
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Friendshipment Caravan. This was a social justice project designed to raise
awareness about the economic and social implications of the U.S. embargo
against Cuba. In addition to raising awareness, we gathered humanitar-
ian aid in the form of school and medical supplies for Cuba, which was
sent to Cuba with a caravan carrying goods from both the United States
and Canada. These caravans are actually initiated by groups of American
citizens who are critical of U.S. policy towards Cuba—they include Pas-
tors for Peace and Pediatricians for Peace, to name just two. These groups
travel through countries like Canada and Mexico, countries that have more
neutral policies towards Cuba, en route to delivering their goods.

Rationalizing the trip as a concrete experience of social justice, I got
approval from my boss and gave her my word that I would do nothing to
jeopardize underage students, in terms of putting them at any kind of legal
risk. As it turned out we were unjustly detained by the border patrol, and
she was made aware of that. But at the same time, after their return my
students, whether frightened or excited by the incident, all agreed that they
learned more sociology through the experience than they had all year. They
said, “No offence, Lisa. We’ve talked [in the classroom] about social con-
trol, but we were actually detained by these border guards, and weren’t free
to leave. Experiencing a lack of freedom and talking about it are two very
different things.” The message I received from them was that while they
might forget the times I talked about social control, or things they had read
about it, they would probably never forget the experience they had at the
border.

LV: But what happens if the students disagree with you? They don’t see them-
selves as political or as politically active. They say, “No—we don’t want
this. Why do we have to go to the border?”

LJ: I wouldn’t make them go. I, accompanied by another person—the college
chaplain—took the handful of people who wanted to go. The rest of the
class stayed behind and did in-class work. I would never impose such a trip
or experience on the group. It has to be something that they want to par-
ticipate in.

The same thing applies to a trip I organized to the Oneida First Na-
tions’ community just outside of London. In fact, it was even done outside
class time. A group of my honours students wanted to go. They were pre-
pared to find a mutually workable time outside of class time to go. So, if I
have ten people out of twenty-five who are excited about doing that, then I
am going to make the time to accompany them.

Particularly because we were invited by a member of the community, it
was a rare opportunity, not only to see the physical surroundings, but also
to talk with people like the band council chief and the chief of natural
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teachings. At the same time, I told those who didn’t express an interest,
“This is not a mandatory trip, this is not to be imposed upon you as a
course requirement. Those who are interested please come and see me.” At
this stage, I think this is the only reasonable way to proceed. You therefore
don’t risk a disgruntled student running to an administrator and saying,
“I was forced to do this.… It was not listed on my course outline, and I’m
not comfortable doing it.” I think it’s important not to have overblown
expectations. These types of experiences engage some, but there is never a
guarantee that you will engage all.

LV: And those who are engaged—you clearly put the brakes on what they can
engage in too. So, there are risks, but always boundaries imposed on risks.
It’s not free-flowing in challenging authorities. And if you try as “the teacher”
to impose … well you can’t. But let’s assume there are those who are more
politically advanced. How do you tell them to behave? When they start
attacking you, saying, “Come on Lisa! You aren’t taking this seriously
enough.… We want more revolutionary action … an organized move-
ment!”

LJ: You’re right, and I had this very thing happen with a student when we
were at the Canada/U.S. border watching the Americans violate their very
own laws by crossing into Canada with goods clearly marked destined for
Cuba. This student said to me, “Lisa, this isn’t you. I want to go and
protest in solidarity with the Americans. You won’t let me, because sud-
denly you are worried about me being arrested.” My reaction to this stu-
dent was upfront and honest. I said, “X, you are underage, you are not a
resident of Canada, and we are here as representatives of our college. We
are not here, you and me, at a protest, free to do whatever we choose to do.
We came here under certain conditions and this is the way it has to be. If
you and I came here independently of the college, independently of the
course, independently of me promising that there would be limitations on
the type of action in which we would engage, then we could do what we
want. Right at this moment, these are the reasons that can’t happen.” And
that’s the best you can do. She accepted my reasoning, not particularly will-
ingly, but she understood. She understood it was a step forward being al-
lowed to go to the border, knowing full well what would probably happen.
That was a big step forward for her. The fact that there were some limita-
tions … well that wasn’t acceptable, but it was understandable. It still was
a learning experience.

Overall I was comfortable taking the position that I did. I made it clear
at the outset that we were not going to the border to get arrested. We are
perhaps going to see others get arrested. But our primary agenda is to go
and see, more concretely, what social justice is all about. We’ve partici-
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pated, we’ve done our part as Canadians in the gathering of humanitarian
aid to send to Cuba. By sending our particular aid with this particular
caravan, we were in solidarity with those Americans who were breaking
their laws by participating in this Friendshipment Caravan to Cuba.

LV: The risk invites criticism and ongoing reflection.
LJ: Yes, and being prepared to defend the limitations you may be required to

impose on any form of action.

3. Negotiating Resistance to Controversy (The Question of “Voice”)
Questions of “race” are notable for generating discomfort and resistance,
but so too do many other subject areas. There are many instances in which
emotions can arise, and at times students will feel not just uncomfortable,
but also silenced or without voice. For example, in a class on social
inequality, how does one deal with the position that employment equity is
“nothing more than reverse discrimination and that women are no longer
suffering from any form of discrimination”? When exploring First Nations’
experiences of prejudice and discrimination (or, more strongly, cultural
genocide), how does the facilitator manage the classroom when the lone
First Nations student in the class asks of you: Why do they all remain silent
when I speak? Why will they not answer my questions? React to my
experiences? Say what they feel?

When we are studying media or, more specifically, how ads portray
women, how do we deal with the young woman student who discloses that
she has been suffering from anorexia nervosa for several years, and that this
topic, as well as people’s reaction to this topic, have triggered deep emo-
tional feelings? On the question of sexual assault and violence against
women, how do we simultaneously give everyone voice, regulate sexist,
misogynist comments, and remain sensitive to women who have been
victims of violence? How do we respond to the woman who gives voice to
her violent experience, in the presence of her classmates, or in response to
the comment of a classmate? How do we manage comments linked to
morality and moral beliefs, in cases in which some students characterize
abortion, euthanasia and homosexuality as sinful?

LJ: The difficult part of the negotiation process becomes what do you do with
the sexist or the racist or the severely homophobic student. This became a
serious problem in one of my classes. There was some extreme homophobia
among a few of the students I taught from abroad. These students were
incredibly progressive in every other way, but when it came to “same-sex”
anything, their tone, body language and behaviours changed. “Gays should
be shot,” one of them said. His friends seemed to be agreeing with him.
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