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INTRODUCTIONRacial injustice is a hallmark of the United States. In the classroom, many social scienceand humanities courses delve into moments of racial injustice in history and contemporaryevents. Classrooms, however, are not only places to discuss contemporary politics andinequality; they are also places where racial tensions can arise from misunderstandings, well-intended but misspoken comments, and disagreements in points of view. In this essay, wereflect on our faculty-student pedagogical partnership experience as it relates to navigatingracial dynamics that arise in the classroom. Our insights into how to incorporate a faculty-student partnership approach in addressing tensions, obstacles, or sensitive topics that arisecan provide lessons to others in how to navigate these dilemmas. Understanding how toaddress sensitive contemporary events that occur both outside and inside the classroom isparticularly important as the United States now operates under a presidency that is rife withparticularly harmful racial, gendered, and migration-related propaganda. We begin this essayby describing our faculty-student partnership. Next, we shift focus to how we addressed racialtensions that emerged in the classroom. Finally, we end with a reflection on how ourexperience influenced our understanding of our role in learning and teaching in the classroom.
OUR PARTNERSHIPDuring the spring semester of the 2015-2016 academic year, Kirsten, a Bryn Mawrsenior majoring in Anthropology, with a minor in Education, and Victoria, then a second-yearAssistant Professor at Bryn Mawr, were paired for a pedagogical partnership through theStudents as Learners and Teachers (SaLT) program at Bryn Mawr and Haverford Colleges.Through this program, Kirsten visited Victoria’s class once a week and took detailed observationnotes, and we met weekly to discuss classroom dynamics, review Kirsten’s notes and feedback,
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and address Victoria’s questions. In addition, Victoria participated in a seminar with other newfaculty, and Kirsten participated in weekly meeting with other student partners, both facilitatedby the director of the SaLT program. Victoria was compensated for her participation with areduced teaching load and Kirsten with course credit.From the beginning, we strove to create a partnership in which we were relative equalsand to establish trust with one another given the inherent power dynamics between a facultymember and an undergraduate student. We explicitly recognized that we each had valuableknowledge and that we were in the partnership to learn from each other. Victoria stated herdesire to get critical feedback on her teaching, and while Kirsten initially felt anxious about hernew role as a consultant and partner—due to the misconceptions students and professors haveabout the role(s) they play in the college setting (e.g., many students are taught to not questionauthority figures, in this context, their professors)—she quickly realized the reasons she hadanxieties were unfounded. Victoria played a crucial role in relieving Kirsten’s initial worry. Asthe partnership grew and we got closer, Victoria’s openness and honesty with Kirsten showedher how invested, committed, and comfortable Victoria was with her, and so Kirsten was betterable to open up herself to the partnership as well. Through ongoing dialogue in person, overemail, and on the phone, we were able to address difficult dynamics in the classroom,particularly those around racial tensions (see Reyes & Adams, 2017, for a discussion of howthey used their partnership to manage apathetic students in a different classroom).
ADDRESSING RACIAL TENSIONSThe class that was the context of Victoria’s and Kirsten’s partnership was a 200-levelcourse on social science research methods in the Growth and Structure of Cities Department,which meets the quantitative requirement at Bryn Mawr and Haverford Colleges. The first halfof the course covers basic quantitative techniques, and the second half focuses on other typesof social scientific methods. Students played an active role in the course through leadingportions of the discussion. In general, students in this class were engaged with one another andthe content of the course.The April 13th, 2016 session was a discussion-based session on content analysis. In thereadings, we explored how scholars used content analysis in the course of their research oninstitutionalizing the concepts of race and ethnicity. The week before, we had a discussion onrace and college admissions, and Victoria prefaced that class with a comment on respecting andlistening to one another on what are sensitive and controversial topics. However, Victoria didnot reiterate this position for the April 13th session. One of the discussion leaders presented aquestion to the class regarding what their experiences were in reading and working with highschool history textbooks. In the course of the discussion, tension between students becamepalpable following comments about the role of race (or lack thereof) in the teaching of history.In short order, students then began interrupting one another. Victoria stopped theinterruptions in order to let each student be able to contribute to the discussion, after whichshe made a comment regarding how race cannot be disentangled from U.S. history, and howdifferent racial groups have been racialized in different ways. Victoria then shifted to the nextpoint of the discussion.
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Leaving the class, Victoria thought she diffused the situation but wanted to double-check with Kirsten via the classroom notes she takes, which had spaces allotted for ourquestions to one another. The ongoing dialogue set by the pedagogical partnership allowedVictoria to not feel confused or unsure of how to respond to conflicts and tensions that arose inthe classroom. In effect, this was because Kirsten had become an institutionalized supportsystem for Victoria. Due to our continued conversations, Victoria was able to build trust withKirsten as a student mirror that reflected back another perspective on classroom dynamics, andtouching base with Kirsten became a routine after class, and something to which Victorialooked forward. As such, the pedagogical partnership cultivated, from Victoria’s perspective, aview of classroom observers as helpful guides with different perspectives, with whom she couldbrainstorm ideas, rather than as judgmental figures in the classroom that provoked anxietybecause of her classroom performance.When Victoria touched base with Kirsten regarding the April 13th class, Kirsten agreedthat giving her own perspective and shifting the focus was appropriate and a good response tothe situation. Seeing how open, honest, and vulnerable Victoria was with Kirsten in thissituation, and throughout the partnership, helped Kirsten feel like she was truly Victoria’s equaland partner. Reciprocally, Kirsten, being a student who had experienced a similar event, wasable to offer Victoria a perspective of how students might have felt after the incident, as well asindicate what students needed in order to process the incident and get back on track.Although her talk with Kirsten alleviated some of the fears she had regarding how shehandled the aforementioned situation, Victoria’s understanding of what happened wasdramatically altered the next day when a student came to her office hours. This student toldher that she felt silenced in class, branded as a racist, and that this was not the first time she—and another student—felt offended or that their experiences were invalidated. She thendiscussed how social media played a role in the aftermath of the class where at least onestudent posted a message about the class with a coded reference to her and other students,and that some other classmates “liked” the post. The student then told of other encountersafter class that involved apologies, crying, and rejections. Victoria was blindsided by what thestudent reported, and she was greatly concerned with the dynamics of the class.The already-set-in-place pedagogical partnership with Kirsten allowed Victoria to not getoverwhelmed with the tensions the student reported that occurred both within and outside ofthe classroom following the event. Even at a place like Bryn Mawr College, which purposefullycreates space to discuss pedagogy, in previous semesters of teaching there, Victoria had feltalone as she tried to navigate the teaching, research, and service responsibilities she had as atenure-track faculty member. Both the weekly discussions with Kirsten and those that occurredin the pedagogy seminar allowed Victoria to connect with varied members of the BiCollegecommunity (Bryn Mawr and Haverford), facilitated a sense of belonging and ease, as well assupported the creation of a “brave space” (see the Spring 2016 issue of Teaching and LearningTogether in Higher Education) where everyone was engaged in learning.Because of their pedagogical partnership and the trust they had established, Victoriareached out to Kirsten once again, this time via email to arrange a phone interview to talkabout what the student had disclosed to Victoria during her office hours. On the phone, Kirstenand Victoria were able to go through what occurred during the previous class, discuss the office
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hour meeting with the student, and additionally, Kirsten was able to share with Victoria aninteraction that took place after class that also played a role in the situation. Victoria askedKirsten about how her professors had handled similar events, and Kirsten was able to share asocial media policy her professors had put in place for her Anthropology classes to remindstudents what is said in the classroom should remain there since it is where the context andintention can be preserved and respected. During our phone conversation, we both felt it wascritical to make sure our end goal was for students to feel validated and heard while remindingthem, during the next class session, of the expectations of respect and class confidentialityVictoria had in place for her classroom. As mentioned previously, student consultants provideanother lens for professors to view classroom interactions by allowing for a mixture ofperceptions and interpretations. At the conclusion of their phone conversation, Victoria andKirsten both agreed they should reach into their toolbox of resources and support provided bythe SaLT program and get further advice about the situation. Victoria then spoke with theDirector of the SaLT program.In response to these consultations, Victoria emailed two students to meet with herseparately (she offered an option of meeting as a group, but both students preferred meetingseparately) before the next class period to check in with how they thought class and theaftermath following the incident went. In one student’s reply, they thanked Victoria for whatshe said following their comment. This student saw Victoria’s response as affirming their pointof view and they expressed appreciation for allowing them to express their thoughts and not bemarked as “the angry person of color.” In her reply to Victoria’s initial email about meeting, theother student thanked Victoria for checking in and replied that she felt upset, hurt, andmisunderstood about the situation.In her individual meetings with these two students, Victoria asked them about how theyfelt class went and about what happened afterwards, and solicited their feedback on her planto address what happened at the beginning of next class. At the beginning of the next session,Victoria drew on her conversations with Kirsten and the director of SaLT and prefaced hercomments with her appreciation for the discussions they have in class. She noted that each ofthe students come to the class with varied backgrounds, points of view, and experience intalking about these issues. Victoria told the students that it was her hope that the class try andgrapple to understand what each other is saying than talking to just get a particular pointacross. Victoria suggested a formula to follow if one feels hurt or offended or wants clarificationon what someone else said: “I feel ______when you said _______because _______.” Followingthis formula, students could avoid being on the defensive, because when anyone feelsdefensive or attacked, learning cannot happen. Victoria encouraged the students to be self-reflexive and think about why people are saying what they are saying.Per the helpful advice from Kirsten, Victoria told the students that they should strive tothink about what fellow students say—particularly at places like Bryn Mawr and Haverford,where students are especially cognizant of these things—in the best light and/or with the bestintention. However, there is also a saying that “the road to hell is paved with good intentions,”and so best intentions do not necessarily matter when people are hurt by what is said. This iswhy Victoria encouraged the above formula, which specifies why we agree/disagree or areupset with people. By being specific regarding our disagreements, we open up room for
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learning and dialogue, particularly because some students have more or less experience withtalking about sensitive issues like race and history. Victoria does not believe in policingstudents’ behavior, particularly outside of class, and wanting to affirm that people should freelyexpress a wide array of emotions they feel, she encouraged the class to be aware of theintended and unintended consequences that come with these things and to understand ourprivilege. Victoria also discussed how one way of thinking about privilege is not having to thinkabout what we say or how we act, and we need to be reflective about what we say and why(particularly if it causes someone else to be hurt). In the end-of-semester feedback, one studentcommented that [Victoria] “was always aware of any identity tension that arose and was agreat diffuser,” and another said that “[t]he instructor is willing to have tough conversationsand confront issues in the class head on. I really enjoyed that.”This example illustrates how, in recent years, classrooms and college campuses acrossthe U.S. have become sites of engagement, protest, and activism for social justice and change.To be successful, conversations about charged issues such as social injustice need to be handledrespectfully. Victoria and Kirsten were able to work together to find a fair way to address theneeds of the two students and the needs of the class, while validating the need for theconversation and respecting different beliefs.
HOW OUR PARTNERSHIP INFLUENCED OUR UNDERSTANDING OF OUR ROLE IN LEARNING ANDTEACHINGAs we have described, our faculty-student pedagogical partnership served as a forum toaddress racial tensions in the classroom. In doing so, we were able to reposition students in theclass, Kirsten, and Victoria as active agents in our learning. This only works, however, if all ofpeople involved so desire. For student consultants, participating in pedagogical partnershipdoes more than fulfill a class requirement or provide a paycheck. It provides real-world skills,such as reflexivity and active listening, which will serve them in their lives as students and intheir lives as professionals when they leave Bryn Mawr and Haverford. Additionally, because ofthe way they are socialized in school settings, many students believe their professors are all-knowing individuals who are there to one-sidedly pour their knowledge into students’malleable minds. Further still, some students even feel disenfranchised when it comes to theireducations, feeling like they have no knowledge of their own to share with their professors.This partnership dispels those myths and shows both faculty and student participants, as well asthe students in the faculty members’ classes, that we should all be there to learn and growfrom each other.For faculty, participating in pedagogical partnership does more than afford a courserelease during the semester. It provides a valuable space and time to reflect on pedagogy,something that may fall to the wayside during the first few years on the tenure-track as facultybalance the required research, teaching, and service roles that are required. In particular,Victoria was able to take away two important pedagogical strategies from the seminar andpartnership with Kirsten: flexibility and the role of students in the classroom. In terms offlexibility, she discovered how essential it is to foster a learning environment. This involves notover-planning classes, catering to the needs not only of the class as a whole but also toindividual sessions, students, and subjects, tensions, and/or obstacles that arise. Similarly,
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Victoria also left the partnership seeing students as agents of their own learning. For example,being able to “punt” questions Victoria has about the course and its direction to studentsthemselves, and questions they have to one another, allows a classroom dynamic wherestudents take ownership of their education. It also creates an environment where faculty andstudents can engage in conversations not only about the content of the class but also classroomdynamics.In addition to these benefits, partnership addresses the misconceptions some studentsand professors have about their roles in the classroom and the misconception that asking forhelp is a sign you are less knowledgeable than others. Throughout the duration of Victoria andKirsten’s partnership, both reached out to others when they were not sure of what to do or say,whether to each other or to students in the classroom. Bryn Mawr has a rigorous culture and isa place where many of its community members try to do everything on their own because theybelieve they can handle it all. Although there is no doubt that they are capable of handlingmyriad responsibilities and challenges, one thing both professors and students forget is thatthey do not have to do it alone. For both Victoria and Kirsten, their partnership gave each ofthem another person on campus to reach out to, confide in, and look to for advice. Togetherthey were able to learn from and help each other be even more confident in their roles andabilities on campus and beyond (for similar reflections, see Reyes & Adams, 2017).
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