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Panel Discussion and Dialogue

A biologist, a physicist, and a medievalist walk into a classroom, and...
      No, it’s not the setup for a joke; it was the setup for a faculty panel discussion on religion in 
the classroom held by three of our colleagues in the spring. The event was attended by a chemist, a 
jurist, a journalist, and a theologian among other interested individuals. As we went around the room 
introducing ourselves and saying why we were there, it became clear that religion comes up almost 
everywhere we turn.
      “I get people in my Justice classes arguing that our laws should be based on God’s law, not 
research,” said the jurist. “I had a fundamentalist Christian and an ardent atheist square off in my 
Honors’ class on Stephen Hawking,” said the physicist. “I just don’t have a good handle on how to 
address these issues,” admitted a third, and other heads nodded around the room. Few of us really did.
      The panelists shared a few things that had worked for them. The biologist described the evolution 
of her teaching practice from an avoidance of discussing creationism and intelligent design to a new 
willingness to engage. The physicist focused on separating scientific knowledge from religious belief 
through the medium of scientific practice. The medievalist came in late (he was dealing with a 
different difficult dialogue at the time), but made up for it with an approach he calls “owning up to 
the discipline.”  
      The essays that follow are based on these three presentations. 

FraMinG tHE conVErsation

 tales from 
the trenches

A technique for presenting multiple viewpoints of expert panelists before opening a conversation to a 
larger audience.

logistics 
recruit panelists with different experiences and areas of expertise. Plan for alternates. don’t 
underestimate how much time it can take to organize.

Panel Discussion
Use panelists to frame the discussion. Limit the number of panelists to three or four, and keep the 
initial presentations short, about five to ten minutes.

facilitated Dialogue
after the panelists have spoken, open the dialogue to others in the room. 

Panel Discussion and Dialogue
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Many of us dread the clash between scientific knowledge and religious belief. For most academics, 
these are entirely different points of reference, and so we avoid or disallow arguments in our class-
rooms where one way of making knowledge entangles with another way. But if we avoid these con-
versations, we teach the wrong lessons and miss the many teaching and learning moments lurking 
within. This essay describes one person’s evolutionary journey from avoiding these conversations to 
welcoming them. 

An Evolutionary Tale: Transforming an Attitude

Dr. Leslie Cornick
Associate Professor of Marine Biology and Statistics
Alaska Pacific University

Encountering Religion

I’ve encountered religion in virtually every science class I’ve ever taught, starting with the very 
first one. I was a senior undergraduate teaching assistant in my university’s Ecology, Evolution, and 
Behavior program. It was my first experience 
as a teaching assistant, and the course was 
Organismal and Evolutionary Biology. I was 
leading about twenty first-year biology majors 
in an exercise about the Cambrian explosion 
and the development of animal body plans 
when a young man interrupted. “The fossil 
record was placed by Satan to tempt Man 
from God,” he said, tossing a few small 
pamphlets around. The pamphlets touted the 
“truth:” divine creation of life in its modern 
form. 
      I was utterly blindsided and completely 
unprepared to respond, so I didn’t. Instead 
I said, “Okaaay…” in a long uncomfortable 
tone and returned to the exercise. To my great 
relief, that was the end of it. That student chal-
lenged me no further, and the class returned to 
normal, at least on the surface. Not my finest 
teaching moment, perhaps, but hey: I was only 
three short years of training beyond this young 
man. I still had time to improve.
      Fast-forward eleven years, as I am preparing the first day of my first faculty teaching experience 
as a Visiting Professor of Vertebrate Biology at a small, liberal arts college on the East Coast. The 
vivid memory of my undergraduate teaching experience (moment of horror) at the forefront of my 
mind, I decided the best approach was to head controversy off at the pass. Armed with a carefully 
worded paragraph from the syllabus, I confronted the class. 

“the topic of vertebrate biology,” 

i told them, “rests soundly on the 

foundation of the single unifying 

theory of biology: evolution by 

natural selection. in order to 

master the course material in this 

class you’ll need to also master 

this fundamental theory. You 

don’t have to believe it, but you 

do have to understand it.”
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       “The topic of vertebrate biology,” I told them, “rests soundly on the foundation of the single 
unifying theory of biology: evolution by natural selection. In order to master the course material in 
this class you’ll need to also master this fundamental theory. You don’t have to believe it, but you 
do have to understand it. I understand that it might conflict with the religious views that some of you 
hold, and if you have conflicts of this nature, I encourage you to discuss them with your pastor or 
other religious mentor. I would be glad to talk about this further during office hours.” (This was a 
lie: I was terrified that someone would actually show up.) “But I will NOT, under any circumstances, 
entertain the topic in class.” 
      With that I firmly closed the door on controversy, feeling proud as a card-carrying member of 
the National Center for Science Education. I had done my job to keep God out of my science class-
room. My own sacred space was protected from the infidel (religious metaphor very definitely 
intended).

Engaging Religion

Three years later, after a year of practicing new and innovative techniques for engaging controversy 
in the classroom, I am at the other end of my evolutionary arc. This year, as I again taught courses 
that rest on the foundations Darwin so eloquently laid, I have also been open to conversations about 
religious ideas and where they may be perceived to conflict with evolutionary theory. In fact, I’ve 
actually come to encourage these conversations. 
      Last year, for example, I taught a first-year seminar course called Science as a Way of Knowing. 
I gave brief lectures on the criteria for scientific theory1 and the criteria for ideology,2 followed by 
the fundamentals of evolution by natural selection and a brief summary of intelligent design.3 Then I 
asked the students to work in small groups to determine into which model both evolution and 
intelligent design might fall. The exercise explicitly invited students to consider evolution as an 
ideology if they wished to.
      Why this new courage (stupidity, some might say)? 
      First, I’ve learned that there are teaching moments for all students in discussing the conflicts 
between religious views and the theory of evolution. The conversation provides an opening for 
explaining the nature of the scientific method as a process, rather than a collection of facts. I can 
show evolution as an elegant example of that process in its development from hypothesis to theory 
to paradigm (which, I would argue, is its real status today, given its overwhelming support both 
from evidence and also from the global community of scientists). I also find the comparison of ideas 
about the origin of life (divine creation vs. evolution) to be an excellent model for students to learn 
the difference between inductive reasoning and the hypothetico-deductive reasoning primarily used 
in science. These types of discussions encourage students to go deeper, to think critically, and to find 
their own path to understanding, rather than to simply open their gullets to the regurgitated wisdom 
of the academy. 
      There have been teaching or learning moments for me as well. I’ve learned that in order for 
students to feel safe engaging in new ideas, especially those that conflict with the values or traditions 
learned throughout childhood, they need first to feel respected. By not responding to that first-year 
biology student all those years ago, I did respond. I informed him, in action if not in words, that his 
beliefs were not worthy of a thoughtful, intellectual response. By not engaging his comments, I 

1 Popper, “Science: Conjectures and Refutations.”
2 Neuman, Social Research Methods.
3 Discovery Institute, website.
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dismissed his importance in the classroom, in the major, in science. I have no idea what that young 
man ended up doing in his life, but if it didn’t include science, then I may have been at least partially 
to blame.
      A student who feels that his or her opinions are taken seriously, even when they are in conflict 
with the course content, may be more likely to take the opinions of others (including the professor) 
seriously as well. If we model civil discourse and openness to all viewpoints (not just the ones that 
match learning objectives defined in the 
syllabus), then we may foster those same 
skills and habits in our students. If we 
believe that our lessons transcend the class-
room (and we all secretly do, don’t we?), 
might not our students then engage in civil 
discourse in the society? Might we not send 
off future generations of citizens who under-
stand that coming from one’s own position 
with strength and conviction does not 
require the demonizing of all other 
positions?
      Finally, I’ve decided that it isn’t my job 
to decide for my students whether to believe 
in evolution; it’s my job to teach them about 
it. It is also not my job to divorce students 
from their religious beliefs, whether or not 
they are in conflict with evolution. I still 
tell them that although they don’t have to 
believe in evolution to succeed in the class, 
they do have to understand it, particularly 
if they intend to become practicing scien-
tists —you really can’t have one without 
the other. The difference is that I no longer 
silence them if they disagree. Now I engage 
them in the conversation. 
      So how did that first-year seminar 
exercise turn out? The students unanimously 
concluded that evolution is a theory and 
intelligent design is an ideology. Even the self-declared young earth creationist concurred. I don’t 
know if he changed his mind and became a card-carrying evolutionist (somehow, I doubt it). Nor do 
I know if he had a crisis of faith. But what’s important is that he was able to discuss his ideas and 
the ideas of others, many of which contradicted his own, in a safe intellectual space. There were no 
raised voices, no disparaging remarks: there was only civil discourse about important ideas in the 
teaching of science and the understanding of the nature of the universe. 
      I believe I have come full circle. And I know I have done my job.

dr. cornick’s first-year students developed the 
following criteria for understanding the differences 
between scientific theories and ideologies.

criteria for scientific theory

l Makes predictions about future/unknown events
l Forbids certain things to happen (in other words, it
   considers a specific set of conditions)
l is testable
l is refutable by contrary evidence
l is falsifiable
l is modified based on new evidence
l contains no moral/value judgments

criteria for ideology

l offers absolute certainty
l Has all the answers
l Fixed, closed, finished (i.e., unchangeable)
l blind to opposing evidence
l Locked into specific moral beliefs
l Highly partial
l Has contradictions, inconsistencies
l rooted in specific position
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If science sometimes seems more like a religion than a discipline that produces knowledge, perhaps 
that is because science is often taught in a way similar to religious catechism, with rote memoriza-
tion of previously established facts. This essay describes a more active practice-centered approach 
to teaching science, using introductory-level research projects that get students to use the scientific 
method for themselves. In science, one starts with a question or an idea about why something is 
happening and then looks for evidence that supports or refutes that idea. If the idea is correct, that’s 
great. But if it’s wrong, that’s also important. Either way, you now know more about the object or 
phenomenon you are studying. If students understand the practice of science, they may also 
experience the fun of it, including the pleasure of discovering new knowledge and the importance of 
being able to change their minds based upon empirical evidence. 

Laying the Groundwork for an Appreciation of Science

Dr. Travis Rector
Assistant Professor of Physics/Astronomy
University of Alaska Anchorage

There are no easy answers to the question of how to effectively address the conflict between 
scientific knowledge and religious beliefs in the classroom. There are too many variables, and too 
many different ways in which the issue can manifest. Although some conflict may be inevitable, 
much of the discussion on how to handle it focuses on flash points, where the conversation has 
already become uncomfortable and/or heated. I try to focus on preparation instead: on laying the 
groundwork carefully for useful discussion to follow. 

Setting the Stage

A major problem students in a science class face is that they don’t understand the process of science, 
or how scientific research is done. This is largely the result of how science is usually taught in our 
secondary schools. Students are typically presented with textbooks filled with facts and concepts and  
then tested on how well they have understood (or at least memorized) them. The facts and concepts 
are results of the scientific process, of course, but the process itself is not seen. For fear of 
presenting information that will later be found to be incorrect or incomplete, textbooks tend to focus 
on what is very well known, further obscuring the role and process of research. Very few science 
teachers at the secondary level have experience with scientific research themselves; they may not 
understand how it is done either. The situation is somewhat like learning the rules of baseball from 
someone who has read quite a bit about it, but has never played the sport. Something is missing.
      Students, therefore, usually come into a collegiate science classroom with well-reinforced 
misconceptions about the nature of science. From what they have seen, science is simply informa-
tion in a textbook. They don’t understand where it came from. In many ways, being told to learn (or 
memorize) the material is little different than being catechized in a religious setting. It’s no wonder 
that some of them resist it, especially if the concepts or facts being presented conflict with their own 
deeply held beliefs.
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Practice

To understand the process of science, students need to have the opportunity to practice it themselves. 
I give them that opportunity by assigning in-class research projects (different from traditional lab 
exercises) that put students to work answering an authentic question and trying to discover some-
thing that is not yet known. In the process, students learn something about the nature of scientific 
research, the importance of perspective, and the difference between what we want to be true and 
what is actually true. The entire exercise demonstrates that science is something far beyond facts to 
be memorized. It is the process by which we learn. 
      A project I often assign has students 
study traffic flow around campus. Traffic 
is a common experience that can be 
viewed from a number of perspectives, 
yet it is not as emotionally loaded as other 
questions may be. Students take measure-
ments with video cameras, radar guns, 
and sound meters to determine how traffic 
moves at different times of the day. The 
information is used to determine 
objectively what factors lead to safety 
violations and traffic problems such 
as congestion. Students can then make 
informed recommendations on ways to 
improve traffic flow and safety. 
      At the start of the project, students 
complete a values-based questionnaire that 
asks them to respond to statements such 
as “drivers should not exceed the posted 
speed limit” and “slower cars should move 
out of the left lane when faster traffic is 
approaching.” Students answer each 
question yes or no, and indicate how 
strongly they feel (from “slightly agree” 
to “strongly agree”). After completing the 
questionnaire, they are instructed to find 
another student who answered directly the 
opposite on one or more of the questions. 
Students then discuss why they feel 
differently and try to understand (if not 
necessarily agree with) the other’s 
viewpoint.
      This understanding is important, because science attempts to study and measure parameters that 
are independent of perspective or of personal desires. For this project, the goal is to understand how 
traffic actually moves through an intersection, not to verify the student’s preconceived notion of how 
it moves or ought to move. The scientist’s goal is to understand the phenomenon, not to be right or 
wrong. Having a hypothesis is important, but it is just as important to reject the hypothesis should 
your measurements not support it.

students usually come into a 

collegiate science classroom with 

well-reinforced misconceptions 

about the nature of science. from 

what they have seen, science is 

simply information in a textbook. 

they don’t understand where it 

came from. 

liNK
page 40

travis’s values-based questionnaire 
was adapted from the Questions and 

categories exercise presented by 
dr. Kerri Morris in chapter 2. 
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      As a result of participating in this research project, students should have a better understanding 
of two key concepts about scientific research. First, science is the process by which we generate 
knowledge. Second, through the process of scientific research, we often discover that our 
preconceived notions are incorrect. But that’s all right. It is more important to understand a 
phenomenon correctly than to be right or wrong.

Understanding the difference between knowledge and belief 

In another assignment, students are asked to reflect on the difference between what we believe and 
what we know. The distinction is important but also easily confused. In simple terms, the difference 
between knowledge and belief is whether or not there is evidence to support it. This is actually more 
subtle than it sounds, as the evidence must preferentially support one hypothesis over others. For 
example, finding a twenty-dollar bill on the street might be interpreted as evidence of good luck. But 
it is actually inconclusive, because it is also consistent with random chance. If you interpret finding 
the money as a sign you should head for the nearest casino, you’re doing so based upon the belief 
that you will be lucky at the slot machines. This is not the same thing as knowing it will be so.
      For the assignment, I have students read excerpts from a survey done by edge.org, a Web site 
devoted to science, in which scientists and thinkers from a variety of fields are asked to describe 
something they believe is true, but that they do not know is true. Several of the responses address 
religious issues, but most do not. I ask students to compare two responses that seem to be in conflict, 
and to discuss what would need to be learned to determine which is correct. I also ask students to 
reflect on something (non-religious) that they believe is true, but do not know to be true. The goal is 
to become aware of the boundary between what we know and what we do not. This is where science 
works, on the boundary between the two. 

 tales from 
the trenches

A technique for getting students involved in the practice of science so that they will understand it as a 
process of discovering knowledge.

l select a question that is open to measurement, but not tremendously loaded with emotion or 
   identity.

l develop a values questionnaire to help students discover their own preconceived notions and 
   values about the topic. 

l ask students to compare their responses with classmates who disagree, and determine what they’d
   need to find out to resolve the differences.

l Have students go out in the field and take actual measurements, analyze and present their 
   findings, and make recommendations.

this assignment was developed by travis rector.

class Research Project
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      Most scientists are actually cautious and conservative about using the word “knowledge,” 
reserving it for only the most well-established theories. Even then, many consider it to be bordering 
dangerously on arrogance. More typically, we use mathematics and statistics to quantify our level 
of confidence. We don’t usually say that we know something to be true; instead we say that there’s 
a high probability or we have a high degree of confidence that it is true. We tend to use the word 
“belief” to describe an idea that we think might be true, but for which the evidence is insufficient or 
inconclusive. For example, in the edge.com 
survey, physicist Kenneth Ford describes 
chemical evidence on Earth that leads him 
to believe microbial life exists elsewhere 
in our galaxy. Since direct evidence of 
microbial life outside of the Earth has not 
yet been obtained, he chooses to describe it 
as a belief. 
    Unfortunately, we’re not always consis-
tent. In another survey example, psychol-
ogist David Buss states, “I know true love 
exists. I just can’t prove it.” If he means to 
say that it is impossible to find evidence 
that demonstrates true love does exist, then 
it will remain a belief. And in this sense he 
should not state that he knows it to be true, 
no matter how strong his desire for it to 
be so.

Religion in the Science Classroom

Hopefully, as a result of participating in these activities, students will be better prepared to under-
stand conflicts between religiously held beliefs and knowledge obtained through the scientific pro-
cess. The origin of the conflict is straightforward: the scientific process can generate evidence that 
challenges the veracity of many beliefs, some of which are deeply held. The conflict also extends 
to how knowledge itself is valued. Religious traditions tend to be valued for their age and history, 
whereas science is eager to embrace new findings. In large part, a resistance to scientific discovery is 
a fear of the loss of the voice of authority. To be wrong on one issue may invite criticism on others.
      It is important to note that religions do adapt. What once might have been interpreted as 
threatening to a religion’s beliefs is often later accepted. The flat Earth and Earth-centered universe 
concepts are obvious examples of models once considered to be essential to many religions, 
including Christianity, that are no longer (widely) accepted. Many religions have also become more 
accepting of recent scientific models, such as the origin and age of the universe and, to a lesser 
degree, evolution. What is important for students to understand is that many religious beliefs 
originated at a time when little or no knowledge about these topics existed. For example, the shape 
of the Earth is obvious to us now because of pictures we’ve seen from space. But it still isn’t obvious 
from daily experience. Our ancestors could not have known then what we know now. And they are 
not to be faulted for this. What we can be faulted for is an unwillingness to change our minds when 
presented with compelling evidence.

Hopefully, as a result of 

participating in these activities, 

students will be better prepared 

to understand conflicts between 

religiously held beliefs and 

knowledge obtained through 

the scientific process.
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      Students who are vehemently opposed to science are unlikely to change their minds. Even if 
they were so inclined, many of them would face severe repercussions for disagreeing with their reli-
gion’s values and decrees, up to and possibly including expulsion from their social group or even 
their family. My goal instead is to help those students who are genuinely confused by the conflict 
and interested in improving their understanding. If students can begin to understand the process 
of science and the distinction between knowledge and belief, they will better understand the moti-
vations for rejecting or accepting scientific knowledge. Hopefully it will become clear why some 

disagree with a scientific theory. It is not 
because they disagree with the evidence 
that supports that theory, but because 
they don’t want the theory to be correct. 
Understanding their own motivations in 
the research projects they do will hope-
fully clarify this distinction. 
      Naturally, student attitudes will be 
largely influenced by their opinion of sci-
ence in general. Do they see science as a 
positive factor in their lives? It may help 
to discuss what life was like fifty or one 
hundred years ago. How have our lives 
changed by what we’ve learned through 
the scientific process? And their attitudes 
are also, of course, largely influenced by 
their opinion of you, and of their expe-
riences in past science courses. If you 
are able to create a classroom setting 
in which students enjoy the process of 
science, with interesting and challenging 
research projects, they are more likely to 
be enthusiastic about science and what we 
can learn from it. 

students who are vehemently 

opposed to science are unlikely to 

change their minds. even if they 

were so inclined, many of them 

would face severe repercussions 

for disagreeing with their reli-

gion’s values and decrees, up to 

and possibly including expulsion 

from their social group or even 

their family.

you can chart people’s openness to religion and evolution on a classic bell curve. 
there are a few people at one end in the “if evolution, no God” camp. there are a 
few at the other end in the “if God, no evolution” camp. but the vast majority are some-
where in between, believing in at least some version of God, accepting at least some of 
the evidence for evolution, or straddling the fence in some way between the two. these 
are the ones we can teach.

Leslie cornick

Marine biology and statistics



Owning Up to (the) Discipline: 
An Approach to Dealing with Religion and Politics in the 
Literature Classroom

Dr. Daniel T. Kline
Associate Professor of English
University of Alaska Anchorage

A cornerstone of my pedagogical and professional practice is what Gerald Graff and others have 
called “teaching the conflict.” In my specialty area, literary and cultural studies, this generally means 
a couple of different things. First, to detail the conscientious process by which a scholarly idea was 
formed rather than simply relating the 
current consensus. And second, to move 
deliberately to the questions or underlying 
issues that class members might otherwise 
ignore or avoid. The first approach high-
lights the historical necessity of debate and 
even passionate dissension in the creation 
of knowledge. The second requires tact and 
courage, perhaps most importantly the cour-
age to risk looking silly, foolish, or downright 
dunderheaded. The ultimate aim is to reframe 
the purpose of the discussion from claims of 
opinion and truth to an awareness of effects: 
what social realties do different interpretations 
facilitate or constrain? 
      Conflict, debate, and dissension are vital 
to academic studies in the humanities; they 
fuel the engine that drives innovation. To 
bring this point home, I often spend the first 
couple of class periods talking about what it 
is that literary scholars, critics, and theorists 
actually do when they work, comparing them 
to professional mathematicians and 
scientists with their own arcane symbols and 
complicated equations. The humanities, like 

Disagreement is an essential part of dialogue; instead of fearing it, we need to harness it as a peda-
gogical tool. This essay lays the groundwork for productive disagreement by placing it in historical 
and theoretical contexts and uses the technique of reframing to lower the stakes, allowing students to 
hold their own views however tightly they want or need to, but at the same time asking them to 
consider the broader social and political implications of those views in the world around them.

tHeoRetical coNteXt
teaching the conflict

recognizing that disciplinary, theoretical, and 
social conflicts are the engine that drives 
innovation in literary studies, Gerald Graff, a 
University of chicago literary critic, advocates 
that we “teach the conflict.” this means that 
rather than simply reporting the results of 
professional investigation and pedagogical 
practice—as if they were verifiable, agreed-up-
on facts in a scientific sense—academics in the 
humanities should make transparent and interpre-
table the conditions under which knowledge is 
created. in other words, a conflict-aware 
pedagogy engages not only in the “what” of a 
text (what we know about it historically and 
textually) but also the “why” (how we got to 
know what we think we know). that means 
involving students in the different academic 
arguments that have led to specific conclusions. 
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the sciences, have a long history of discussion and a highly specialized vocabulary for dealing with 
the complexities of their discipline, and students need to become aware of those complexities and 
that specialized vocabulary. I try to disabuse them of the commonly held assumption that reading can 
ever be a simple, uncomplicated, or self-evident process by detailing the ebb and flow of the history 
of discussion around a given text. I often have to work very hard to convince students that literary 
criticism is not simply an ivory tower exercise, unrelated to the everyday world of work and relation-
ships. But because I treat the history of the discussion on nearly equal footing with the current 
scholarly consensus, I am often able to go directly to the controversial aspects of a text and address 
them for student consideration. I also try to articulate for them real situations were people’s lives are 
affected by how texts are read and interpreted. 
      Here’s an example that I deal with every time I teach my version of English 201, Masterpieces 
of World Literature I. In covering the literature of the ancient period, we read and discuss the Epic of 
Gilgamesh in its entirety, and there encounter the Babylonian flood story whose hero is Utnapishtim. 
Many scholars argue that the Babylonian story is older than the biblical story of Noah and the flood, 

but those arguments don’t hold much water 
(ahem!) with the many biblical fundamentalists 
in class whose faith stance basically requires 
them to address perceived attacks on the literal 
interpretation of the Bible. So, first of all, I 
know that I may have some difficult dialogue 
during that class period and thus, second, I’m 
prepared for it when it arrives.
      When students express a literal interpreta-
tion of Genesis and argue for the pre-
eminence of the biblical account over the 
Babylonian, I’ll often let the discussion range 
freely for a few minutes: until it gets heated 
(when two opposing sides are mutually intrac-
table), peters out (when one side seems to 
have dominated and the other sits fuming or 
embarrassed or both), or just gets uncomfort-
ably silent. I’ll intervene if it gets near to being 
nasty in any way (I’ll call for a “Rewind!” or 
“Do over!” or say, “Excuse me?” or “Could 
you please rephrase that?”); otherwise, I’ll 
often just let the silence grow until it’s on the 
edge of being, well, goofy. Then I’ll say some-
thing like “Okay, how are we going to resolve 
this?” or “Let’s see. Scholars and critics have 
been fussing about this for, oh, at least 300 

years or so. Are we going to get to the bottom of it today?” There’s usually both nervous laughter 
and palpable relief at that moment. Folks are relieved that the discussion didn’t escalate into some-
thing hurtful. The important thing at this point is that I did not prematurely intervene to stop strong 
positions or deep feelings from being expressed.

When students express a literal 

interpretation of genesis, i’ll let the 

discussion range freely for a few 

minutes, until it gets heated, peters 

out, or just gets uncomfortably 

silent. then i’ll say something like 

“let’s see. scholars and critics have 

been fussing about this for, oh, at 

least 300 years or so. are we going 

to get to the bottom of it today?” 

that usually leads to nervous laugh-

ter and a palpable sense of relief.



Discourse and Reframing the Debate 

Then I take it a step further, using the old therapeutic technique of reframing, adapted here to an 
academic context. (This will be a long detour before I return to Gilgamesh and Genesis, so bear 
with me.) 
      The reframing technique I have developed comes out of the work of Michel Foucault and related 
theorists, who developed an academic practice called genealogy. Simply put, to do genealogy is to 
consider both 1) the history of the devel-
opment of the idea; and 2) the institution-
al contexts in which it developed. That is, 
ideas (like texts) don’t develop in a 
vacuum but are historically, culturally, 
and politically situated. The shorthand I 
use in my classroom is to talk about aca-
demic disciplines that become invested in 
and expressed through specific discourses. 
(This is my version of the common strategy that says, “Okay, you might personally believe in a 
literal interpretation of Genesis, and that’s fine, but because this is a biology class, you need to know 
what natural selection is and how it works to pass the class.”)
      I often assign a couple of theoretically informed readings at the beginning of the term to lay the 
groundwork for these discussions. Among my current favorites are Stephen Greenblat’s “Culture” 
and Paul Bové’s “Discourse.”1 To bring these seemingly difficult concepts to life in the classroom, 
I use the very practical example of being in college. I use some version of this lecture/discussion in 
nearly every class. My blurb often goes something like this (interspersed with the rhetorical 
questions that allow for the class to interject, and sometimes moving to the board to jot down key 
words and map the relationship between ideas):

      Although many of you may have entered college knowing what you wanted to major in, it’s 
not uncommon for students to change majors two or three times before settling on something 
they like. I know I did (and maybe I tell them how I was a physics major for two years). 
      The decision you make, and how you make it, is very much a part of who you are, what your 
personal needs and ambitions are, and what you want to do when you grow up, right? So, what 
does that mean when you come into college? It means that a lot of you come in “undecided” and 
then you choose a major. 
      And then what do you do? You choose a subject and take courses, and then you graduate 
as a psychology major, a marketing major, a nurse, or a history major. (Any English majors? 
Please?) 
      So, what do colleges do? And what is my job as an English professor? It’s to educate you, 
right? We know we’ve done our jobs here at UAA if, by the time you leave school, you as a 
nurse think differently about something than you would as a psych major, or if you’re a history 
major you consider current events differently than would an anthropology major.  
      When you come into college undecided and you leave with a major and degree, you’ve 
chosen a subject and been educated into a discipline, a specific course of study, whose purpose 
is to allow you to think differently than you did before. That’s one way we know, and you can 
know, if you learned anything beyond the accumulation of new facts: It’s that you now think
differently from before. 
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ideas (like texts) don’t develop 

in a vacuum, but are historically, 

culturally, and politically situated.

1 in Critical Terms for Literary Studies



      I’m really working the board now. Some folks see right where I’m going; others take some time.

      Let’s think about these words: subject, education, and discipline.

      Subject: from the Latin, subicere (lit. sub + jacere, to throw under)
What subjects are you taught in school, in college?
What does it mean to be subject to something or someone, like subject to a king?
To whom or to what are you subjected in college? In this classroom?
What does that mean, practically speaking?

      Education: from the Latin, educare (to rear or to raise up), from educere (to lead forth). 
How is it that you are being led in your education? 
What are you being led toward or away from, and by whom?
In what ways are you being raised up?
What does that mean in real life?

      Discipline: from the Latin, disciplina (teaching, learning), in turn derived from discipulus 
(pupil). Jesus and the _____ ? 
    

Someone always says, “Disciples.” 

Who were the Disciples? 

“They were followers,” is usually a response. 

      Here, I ask students how they were disciplined as children, and this often elicits funny personal 
stories. I sometimes also tell a little anecdote about how I was spanked a few times as a child— 
never more than three whacks—and how I wished that my dad would just beat me with the belt 
and let me go, but nooooooooo, he had to lecture me, interminably, about being nice to my brother 
or cleaning up my room or doing what my mom told me to do. “Please, Dad,” I implore in a kid’s 
voice. “Just beat me and let me go. Please. Please, just stop talking!” This will often elicit other 
anecdotes from students about how they have been disciplined over the years.
      I pause here and say: “You know, you’re being disciplined right now, right in this classroom.” 
      Then I ask, pausing for discussion after each question: “In what ways are you or have you been 
disciplined in college? How do faculty members and higher education discipline you into a 
discipline? What are other ways faculty members like me encourage or discourage your work in 
class or demonstrate to you how I approve or disapprove of your work and behavior, or other aspects 
of your being in this class?”
      By this time, the class usually sees where this is going, and the discussion often turns to things 
like grades and other obvious indicators. Then I also begin to point out the less obvious things, like 
gestures, attention, facial expressions, and other forms of reward or censure—or what Greenblatt 
calls mechanisms of mobility and constraint. With the cat let out of the bag—that we are all 
involved in a disciplinary process, with me as the disciplinarian and students as the disciplined—the 
class is usually really thinking and talking about the different ideas I’ve introduced and the different 
way of thinking about their experiences in school and elsewhere. If someone is really on the ball, she 
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or he may mention that students have different mechanisms available to discipline me, like student 
evaluations, complaint procedures, word of mouth to other students, rumor, gossip, 
slander, and so on.
      I then introduce a diagram on the board, drawn from my reading of Bové, and go into a discus-
sion about the poststructuralist notion of discourse. This is what I’m talking about when I talk about 
discourse, and this is the sense in which I will use the term throughout the class. Discourse is a way 
of talking about the relationship of texts and language, even fictional texts, to the real world. 
     Even more precisely, when I use the term discourse, I’m talking about four always-interrelated 
things:
l The formation of subject-individuals (like students); 
l The relationship of subject-individuals to systems of power (like university faculty and 
   administration); 
l The function of different texts (like a university catalog or major checklist) in the mediation of the
   relationship between students and systems of power; and
l The potential of texts and systems of power to facilitate, mediate, or restrict a subject-individual’s
   ability to negotiate different social structures (like job markets, class standing, and so on).

      The diagram doesn’t really have any single starting point, so you could begin with social struc-
tures or systems of power and then move your way around and through the four axes. My point here, 
as with the students, is that nearly all texts (fictional, nonfictional, or something in between) in some 
way mediate these different relationships.

Reframing and Cultural Work

Okay, that’s the end of the detour, but it’s worth it, because then I can bring the students’ attention 
back to the different perspectives that brought tension into the classroom. At this point I might 
redirect the question to the biblical fundamentalist or the class in general:

tHeoRetical coNteXt
Post-structuralist Notions of Discourse

discourse “helped to constitute and 
organize an entire field of knowledge about 
language; it helped discipline the judgment, 
and thereby the response, of students and 
teachers; and, in doing so, it revealed its 
links to forms of power, such as teaching, 
that can have effects upon the actions of 
others...[discourse describes] the surface 
linkages between power, knowledge, 
institutions, intellectuals, the control of 
populations, and the modern state as these 
intersect in the functions of systems 
of thought.”

Paul bové

Model of Discourse
(after Foucalt and bové)

subject: individual

texts/
Language

systems of
Power

social structures
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      From what discourse or discourse community does the claim that the biblical flood is a literal 
event come? (A religious one.)
      Within what social structures (or genealogies) does that discourse find its home currently? 
Historically? (In the church, but sometimes in other venues, like politics.)
      How does that discourse relate to different structures of power that believers might find them-
selves in? (At church it’s a truth, but in science class it’s controversial.)
      What does holding and voicing that opinion do to shape an individual and his or her different 
roles or relationships? (For believers, it demonstrates their faith and belief to the class and connects 
them to other believers. It can also make politically or religiously conservative students feel out of 
step or even persecuted in some classroom settings.)
      I can then do the same thing with other perspectives (anthropological, linguistic, archaeological, 
gender studies, etc.) and texts (Gilgamesh, Genesis, or virtually any text), using whatever the class 
gives me to work with. You can do a similar thing with Republicans and Democrats, Marxists and 
monarchists, atheists and fundamentalists, and so on. In other words, the perspectives articulated in 
class are part of broader discourses in which students operate, and they naturally mobilize these 
different perspectives at different times for different purposes. The purpose of this discussion is to 
begin to make students aware of what they might have been blind to before, to bring into awareness 
what they thought was natural and self-evident.

 tales from 
the trenches

This technique uses the notion of reframing to uncover hidden historical, social, and political dimen-
sions and to articulate the discursive effect of a position.

step one: identify the discourses informing the particular text.

What discourse or discourse community does this view come from? 
in what social or political structures is this view most at home? 
How does this discourse relate to different power structures that believers might find themselves in? 
What does holding and voicing this opinion do to shape individuals and their different roles or 
relationships? 

step two: identify the cultural work it is trying to accomplish.
 
What kind of cultural work is this view doing or attempting to do? is it getting someone to believe in 
something, act in a specific way, or change his or her mind about something?
Who loses? Who gains? Which groups benefit and which are penalized?
What ideas gain traction because of this perspective, and which ideas are minimized?
What perspectives are mobilized if this view becomes accepted, and which are constrained, limited, 
or eliminated?

this technique was developed by dr. Kline out of the theoretical work of Michel Foucault, stephen Greenblatt, Paul bové, 

and Gerald Graff.

Reframing the Discussion
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      This is the first step in reframing the discussion, to have students identify what discourse (or 
discourses) their perspectives articulate. I do this as part of class discussion, small-group work, or 
brief (sometimes anonymous) micro themes, and this allows students to become both aware of, and 
responsible for, their perspectives. The point I make in class is this: All perspectives are legitimate 
(notice I did not say valid), in that every person in class may have a different personal perspective or 
interpretation about the issue at hand. However, not all perspectives are equally well-argued, 
logically sound, or equally supported by 
textual evidence. How cogently one presents 
an argument in favor of a particular 
perspective does a great deal to establish its 
legitimacy and validity. 
      But no matter the perspective, all 
discourses (and all texts) do cultural work; 
they attempt to get something done: describe, 
explain, convince, entertain, persuade, move 
to action, and so on. The second step in 
reframing, then, is to ask, “What kind of 
cultural work is this text trying to do, and 
what kind of cultural work is a specific interpretation of that text trying to do?” Without fail, what 
this does is shift the focus of attention from “Who’s right and who’s wrong?” to “What are the 
different implications and varied consequences each interpretation attempts to create?”       
      Thus, I can ask the biblical literalist or hard-core atheist or radical feminist or conservative 
Republican (or any other student with any other perspective) without prejudice about the discourse 
or genealogy of their claim (step one of reframing), and call upon them not to establish the truth of 
that position but rather to analyze its discursive effects (step two of reframing) in specific cultural or 
historical circumstances. Rather than fear, offense, or scandal, I often hear students say, “I’d never 
thought of it that way before.” To me, that’s a mark of success.
 
Assignments

To facilitate this approach in my literature classes, I ask each student to be a Discussion Starter 
twice during the term, once as a Primary Respondent to the day’s reading and once as a Secondary 
Respondent. The assignment gives students some ownership over the content of the course and the 
direction of discussion. 
      I also use a short one-minute feedback or micro-theme exercise periodically to give otherwise 
reticent students a chance to offer their thoughts or reservations. I set aside the last couple of 
minutes of class time for students to give me feedback on what’s going on in class. Usually I ask 
them to identify two things: the most important thing they learned and/or one thing they still have a 
question or concern about. I’ll use these to give the class feedback at the beginning of the next 
class period.
      There are a number of benefits to this discursive approach, especially in a text-based class. First, 
it gets the class out of either/or thinking and allows them to examine a number of seemingly familiar 
(even clichéd) perspectives in a different light. Second, it allows students to cleave to their own 
personal perspectives as closely as necessary while still requiring them to consider the broader 
practical consequences of fostering such an opinion. Third, because the reframing lowers the stakes 
in a confrontation between potentially incompatible worldviews, students can hold their own views 
without fear of being shamed or undermined. In other words, no single worldview (whatever its 

Rather than fear, offense, or 
scandal, i often hear students 
say, “i’d never thought of it 
that way before.” to me, that’s 
a mark of success.
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perspective or claims) is completely free from the mechanisms of discipline, so students of all stripes 
are brought face to face with the practical (that is, social and political) implications of their world-
views. The second point is more theoretical (whatever students believe is their own business), but 
the third point is more practical (students are required to assess the positive and negative effects of 
their, or any other, position). Finally, since I use this approach in literature and composition classes, 
the reframing activity makes the process of the course its content as well—and that is literary 
interpretation. 
      This discursive approach creates the opportunity (though not the necessity) for students to shift 
their perspectives. It also allows students to begin to accept responsibility for the practical outcomes 
of their beliefs. At the same time, students become aware of the possible discursive effects of any 
particular position or worldview. Because the analytical emphasis is less on the absolute truth of a 
position and more about its discursive effects, students have told me they feel free to try on different 
perspectives throughout the term without having to commit to any of them. What students have told 
me is that this approach impacts the way they view all sorts of communication inside and outside of 
class, particularly as they look at varieties of mass media and advertising. 
      Moreover, I know I’ve turned a corner in the class and done good work when students begin to 
question my perspectives and interrogate the cultural work that I’m doing in class. When students 
begin challenging the mechanisms by which they are being disciplined, especially the faculty who 
exemplify those disciplines, then, I believe, students move from mere learning to true liberal 
education.

saMPle assigNMeNt

Discussion starter

As part of your classroom work, you will serve as Primary Respondent for one class period and 
Secondary Respondent for another. 

As the Primary Respondent, you will be responsible for a two- to three-typed page write-up (20 
minutes max.) which: 
l Presents relevant historical, cultural, or textual information on the day’s text;
l Summarizes the day’s selection;
l Offers two to three questions, concerns, or statements to initiate discussion; and
l Points to two to three specific passages for the class to examine.
You will, in essence, present a close reading of your text with background  commentary. You will 
need to reproduce copies for the entire class. 

As the Secondary Respondent, you are responsible for a one-page summary (one to two para-
graphs, typed) of key questions and issues for the text under discussion; and a brief analysis of the 
“cultural work” this text is attempting to do (based upon your reading of Bové and greenblatt). 

dan Kline
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diFFicULt diaLoGUE 
natiVE Ways oF KnoWinG

We held the panel discussion on religion again, in our third faculty intensive, just a few weeks later. 
Leslie and Travis presented much the same material as in the earlier discussion, but this time they 
were joined by Regina Boisclair, APU Professor of Religious Studies. Dan was not able to attend.
      Following the panel presentations, we opened up the discussion to the rest of the room. Almost 
immediately, one of the faculty members at the table brought up a common critique of evolution. 
“Evolution is just a theory,” he said. “There are plenty of holes in it. Why does science hate to 
admit that?” And suddenly there we were, among our colleagues and peers, having a difficult dia-
logue that has become increasingly common in the culture around us. Were we ready for it? We 
would soon find out.
      “To say it’s ‘just’ a theory,” explained Travis and Leslie, “completely misunderstands what we 
mean by a theory.” Nonscientists may use the term as if it were basically the same as a guess or an 
opinion, but to a scientist, they are very different. A guess becomes a hypothesis, which is then used 
as a framework for designing an experiment or otherwise conducting research to answer the 
question. Is there evidence to support this guess? Will it hold up under scrutiny? A theory, however, 
is an explanation that has been already been supported by evidence, over and over again, until 
virtually everyone who has examined that evidence has come to accept it as the best explanation we 
have to date of real phenomena. That’s what we mean by the theory of evolution. Most scientists 
would go even further and place evolution in the category of a law, like gravity. “Some things just 
are,” said Travis, “whether you believe them or not. Gravity is one of those things, evolution is 
another. Science is the best way we have of coming to understand such things and seeing them for 
the way they are.”
      “Okay then,” said someone else. “But what about different ways of knowing, what about the 
Native taxonomies we learned about yesterday, for example? There is evidence to support that 
system too. It may be gathered differently, filtered differently, presented differently, but why do we 
think our science is valid and these ways are not?”
      Leslie tried to lift the discussion out of a confrontational either/or mode into a more tolerant 
both/and mode. “I would answer that these two different epistemologies are two completely 
legitimate ways of knowing. They are like two languages, one of which you would use if you’re 
whaling up in Barrow and the other you need to use here, in the college classroom, and if you want 
to get a job in the Department of Fish and Game. For these purposes, in this classroom, I’m going to 
teach this one.” 
      Both of these are perfectly reasonable responses—and compassionate ones too. Our scientists 
were not trying to usurp the territory of religion or deny anyone their traditional way of knowing. 
They were honoring the traditions of the academy and teaching the cumulative established know-
ledge of Western science, the stuff that describes ecology, cures diseases, and explores the stars. 
      But there was still one more challenge to address. “It’s not as simple as that,” said Paul 
Ongtooguk, the one Alaska Native professor among us that day. It was a tribute to the respect and 
trust in the room that Paul felt comfortable enough to speak up. Paul is Inupiat, and this was not an 
abstract discussion to him. “Basically,” he said, “you’re advocating for Native students to be split 
personalities.” 



All week long, Paul had been teaching the other members of the intensive to see the world through 
his eyes, at least a little. He had shared his taxonomy. He had shared his critiques. He had shared 
personal experiences with racism. Now he would tell us a story.
      It was about an Alaska Native student, a good student, who was doing well in most of her 
classes. Part way through the semester, however, she began faltering seriously in Biology class, to the 
point where both her parents and the professor expressed concern. Upon investigation, they 
discovered that the problem began when the class was required to dissect a frog. The professor 
thought it might be a religious objection, which he had encountered before. But it turned out to be 
bigger and more complicated than that.

      In the taxonomy of the Tlingit nation 
(one of three major indigenous nations 
from the rainforests of Southeastern 
Alaska) the frog holds a unique position 
of power, being one of the only animals 
that can mediate between three different 
elements: water, land, and air. Because of 
this attribute, touching frogs is forbidden 
in Tlingit culture. Furthermore, the Tlingit 
kinship structures are organized in clans 
consisting of extended families, and are 
further divided into two large groups, 
called moieties (Raven-Frog or Wolf-
Eagle). This student was Frog-affiliated. 
Essentially, what she was being asked to 
do was to dissect a member of her family. 
      As Paul completed his story, around 
the room you could see people start to take 
in this new information. We’d moved from 
a difficult dialogue (essentially between 
two competing Western viewpoints) into a 
trialogue, with a whole other way of know-
ing coming into focus. Enough of the other 
participants had come far enough that, just 

for a moment, they could see a bit through Native eyes and glimpse a profoundly different perspec-
tive from their own.   
      The conversation went on from there for a while, heating up, cooling off, and in the end, 
reaching no real consensus or conclusion. We didn’t solve the problem; we ran out of time. The 
sandwiches arrived, and we broke for lunch. But something palpable had happened during that 
conversation. Some of us had summoned the courage to challenge our colleagues on issues of 
fundamental personal importance. Some of us had gained valuable practice in defending our well-
reasoned turf. And some of us had realized for the first time that no matter how flexible we thought 
we were, it was all happening within a particular worldview, and there were other—legitimate— 
worldviews beyond. 
      In short, most of us had learned something. For Libby, our facilitator through three faculty 
intensives, this was a moment when she heaved a sigh and thought, “Wow. For the first time I think 
we are ready to start the conversation on Native ways of knowing.”
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i told this story in hopes of taking our 
conversation about science into some fresh 
territory. taxonomies that are based on action 
and function are not merely interesting folklore 
or quaint cultural artifacts of the tlingit, yupik, or 
inupiat nations; they are much more 
interesting than that. a fresh taxonomy creates 
a new platform from which to view the world, 
encouraging us to develop new questions and 
leading to the discovery and creation of new 
knowledge. alaska native taxonomies offer 
genuine insights about the world. i’m not 
romantic about this; i realize the insights may 
be of uneven value. but unevenness is an 
attribute of all taxonomies and cultures.

Paul ongtooguk
Education



native cultures honor the validity and usefulness of the scientific method and, indeed, 

employ similar processes of intense observation, evidence gathering, experimentation, 

peer review, and others. the difference is that they view and interpret that evidence as 

part of a larger, interconnected system of relationships between the human and natural 

communities. native cultural perspectives are deeply ecological and ultimately 

inclusive, viewing humans as profoundly interdependent with all other life forms and 

processes rather than somehow outside of that which they are studying. their 

example might serve as a reminder to look up from our individual disciplinary silos and 

view new information as part of a vast, extremely complex, never fully predictable, 

ever-changing system. 

Libby roderick

center for advancing Faculty Excellence
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liNK
page 241

as we move into the third year of our project, we are indeed 
starting the conversation on native ways of knowing that 
began in our intensives and have designated “alaska’s 

native Peoples: a call to Understanding” as the theme for 
our 2008-09 books of the year. see pages 241-245.
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start taLKinG

Questions for Discussion:

Are there topics you try to avoid in your classrooms? What are the 
implications of avoiding them versus addressing them?

When you find yourself getting defensive, what do you do that’s 
positive? What do you do that’s negative?

How do you address the language of knowledge and belief in your 
discipline? How can these strategies be applied to difficult dialogues 
about science, religion, and other ways of knowing?

What is at stake for you personally when your worldview or way of 
knowing is challenged?



Business, Politics, 
Social Justice

A life spent making mistakes is not 
only more honorable but more useful 
than a life spent in doing nothing. 

George bernard shaw
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 FACULTY INTENSIVE

Days 5-365
We never directly addressed business, politics, or social justice during our faculty intensive. But as 
you can imagine, these things were embedded in many of our earlier conversations, and they 
regularly came up on their own when we returned to our normal academic lives. 
     We spent the last day of the intensives talking about what we might do the following year. Our 
agreement was that we would put what we’d learned into practice in our classrooms, introducing 
controversial topics, trying new techniques, collecting evaluations, and reflecting on the experience 
in ways that would be helpful to our colleagues. We also agreed to plan and present at least one 
intramural workshop or public event related to a difficult 
dialogue. The agreement was vague as to what contro-
versies we should tackle or what techniques we should 
employ. The important thing was simply to engage, and 
then to come back together after a year and share what 
we’d learned.
     Some of us dove right in and started trying stuff in our 
summer classes; most waited until fall, or even spring. 
Some of us worked alone, others collaborated, and a few 
involved students in planning and presenting events. We 
held inter-campus screenings of provocative films, led 
public discussions following student theater performances, 
and convened forums on culture, politics, sexual identity, 
and the war in Iraq. 
     It would be nice to say that all these events were
completely successful, but it wouldn’t be the truth. 
Collaboration came with its own challenges. Logistics 
consumed more time than anyone had expected. One 
organizer spent weeks trying to find a faculty panelist 
willing to speak in favor of the war in Iraq, only to have 
him come down with laryngitis on the morning of the 
event. Theater audience members were more interested 
in congratulating the student actors than discussing any 
of the big issues of the play. Tortilla Curtain author T.C. 
Boyle charmed a satisfyingly large audience with an 
entertaining public reading, but remained steadfastly 
neutral with regard to the politics of immigration, the 
privilege of class, and his own point of view. 
     Other events went much the way we hoped they 
would. The public discussion on the war in Iraq was a 
model of civil discourse on a highly charged subject. A 
discussion of the role and ethics of corporations was 
spirited, informative, and very well received. A forum on politics in the classroom brought faculty 
and students together in an open discussion of a topic about which there is considerable disagree-
ment. These and others engaged, and showed us what we can do if we ourselves engage.

Public events

an inconvenient truth. Facilitated 
discussion following screenings of the film.
caught Between two Worlds. student 
forum on the experience of living in 
individualist and collectivist cultures.
the corporation. Panel discussion 
following film screening.
granito de arena (grain of sand). 
open discussion following film screening.
issues of Race, class, and culture in 
alaska’s Public schools. Public forum 
featuring Jonathon Kozol.
Perspectives on iraq. Panel discussion
 featuring peace activist Kathy Kelly.
Politics in the classroom: What is 
appropriate? Faculty/student forum.
the spirit catches You and You fall 
Down. Paperback chats at new student 
orientation.
the tortilla curtain. community 
discussions, plus public reading by author 
t.c. boyle. 
What Do i call You? What are You? 
discussion forum on gender and sexual 
identity.
the Women of lockerbie. Post-show 
dialogues following selected performances 
of the play.
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bUsinEss 

Corporations: Angels or Demons?

Corporations are among the most powerful institutions in modern public life. Some are wealthier 
than many countries, more powerful than many governments, and their actions impact our 
communities, environment, economies, and cultures in ways we may not even realize. 
     Are they beneficial or destructive? Ethical or immoral? These are the questions posed by the 
documentary film The Corporation, which two business colleagues—one from each university—
presented to an inter-campus audience of fifty or so participants one Saturday afternoon in 
November. The film has an unmistakable point of view: corporations are bad for democracy. They 
destroy our environment and amass resources from the poor for the rich. The presenters hoped to use 
the film as a starting point for a community conversation about the proper role of business in today’s 
world. Seeking to present balance and a wide array of voices, they invited other faculty colleagues 
and community members to lead discussions after the screening. 
     The event was successful, as evidenced by high ratings from participants. The post-film 
discussion was spirited but civil, as the presenters hoped it would be. But ironically, it was the 
difficult dialogues that were—or should have been—generated by the presenters themselves in 
planning and staging the event that lingered in their minds afterwards. In the following conversation, 
they reflect on their experience and the lessons they learned about planning a successful community 
discussion.  

Using Film to Spark a Community Discussion: Lessons Learned

Dr. Bogdan Hoanca
Associate Professor of Management Information Systems
University of Alaska Anchorage

Dr. Tracy Stewart 
Associate Professor of Leadership and Strategy
Alaska Pacific University

Bogdan: The first lesson was in learning to work together. We knew we had much in common: both 
of us teach in business programs, and we had developed a good chemistry over the intensive week. 
But we had no idea how well we would be able to cooperate on this joint venture. 

Tracy: This is true. We knew very little about each other and were trying to orchestrate this relatively 
large event. In many circumstances (new jobs, arranged marriages), people are placed together to per-
form a task and they get to know each other while the work is being done. In this endeavor, time was 
short, we were committed to collaboration, and no one was the boss. We learned the nuances of trust, 
communication, and compromise very quickly.

162      
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Bogdan: We also had some lessons to learn about logistics. We didn’t know how to estimate the 
size of our audience. We had no idea if we would have ten people or two hundred, and since it was 
a public event we couldn’t really request RSVPs. We built as much flexibility as possible into our 
planning, with overflow rooms and a backup DVD, in case the auditorium was not large enough to 
accommodate the crowd. 

Tracy: Right. But I think we also should have planned for more discussion time and provided some 
kind of food. We underestimated how long people might be willing to remain for discussion. In the 
future, I would try to ask a sample of potential attendees about possible timeframes and formats to 
broaden my thinking. The food is really a no-brainer. Providing a snack would have given people a 
needed boost and allowed for some unstructured discussion time.

Bogdan: We had two very different views of how 
to manage the audience interactions following the 
film. Tracy wanted to have small breakout groups 
to talk about various themes, such as environmen-
tal, legal, ethical, and labor issues, with facilitators 
to manage small group discussion. I wanted to 
have a panel discussion, with a duel of opposing 
viewpoints to get things rolling, and then audience 
participation in the form of questions to the panel 
and each other. 

Tracy: I didn’t think we would need to fuel the 
debate; I was pretty sure it would bubble up on its 
own. And I’m not a big fan of panel discussions. I 
think the format risks narrowing the discussion to 
the dominant viewpoints represented by the select-
ed panelists. My goal was to involve a wide range 
and number of faculty from both campuses taking part in the controversial dialogue. In hindsight, I 
think I should have articulated this desired outcome more clearly. It might have helped us if we’d 
had a difficult dialogue about our own goals while planning the event.

Bogdan: We decided to plan for both approaches and use the breakout groups if the audience was 
big enough and the panel discussion if it was not. The mistake was that each of us invited people 
with a view for their preferred format. Half of the colleagues we invited were eager to facilitate dis-
cussions on their favorite topic or area. The other half thought they’d get to debate a topic with one 
or more opponents. Panel participants tend to be people who like to talk, and who were focused on 
getting their message out. Discussion leaders are better at listening and facilitating.

Tracy: That comment about panelists is precisely why I have concerns about using a panel. I wanted 
other participants to have space to get their messages out as well. We did invite our colleagues in 
different ways, but I think it mattered less whom we invited than how we invited them. The APU 
faculty members weren’t necessarily better small group leaders or listeners and facilitators. They 
were asked to volunteer to serve in that role, so they came expecting it. Many of them would have 
gladly sat on a panel to present and strongly defend a particular perspective. In fact, one of them 
graciously stepped aside when more panelists than expected showed up and no others were willing 
to relinquish their chairs. This very conservative, pro-business colleague deferred to three UAA 

our intention was for 
the discussion to be fair 
and balanced, yet the 
film itself has a clear and 
well-known message 
against business and for 
the environment.
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professors and two community activists in the interest of not having the panel overwhelm audience 
participation.  
 
Bogdan: On the day of the screening, faced with an audience of about fifty people, we decided to 
offer both approaches. We set up small rooms with the breakout group topics indicated on the doors, 
and a larger room where we located the panel discussion tables. At intermission, we announced that 
people could vote with their feet by joining either the larger panel discussion or one of the smaller 
groups. We encouraged people to move about from room to room as they found it most appropriate 
for their interests.
     We repeated this announcement at the end of the film. To our surprise, an audience member 
immediately countered with an alternate suggestion. “Why don’t we all go to the panel discussion,” 
he said, “so that everybody gets to hear everybody else?” The entire audience seemed to agree and 
moved en masse to the panel discussion room, where we proceeded with a very heated discussion 
about the film. The facilitators for the breakout groups made sure there were no people interested in 
the small group discussions (there were none), and then joined in with the panel discussion group.

Tracy: I was both impressed with and concerned 
about these group dynamics. The suggestion for 
everyone to attend the panel so that all could be 
heard had some logic. On the flip side, with a 
relatively small group and what we know about 
group dynamics, it would have taken a very strong 
person to say “no” and request not to follow the 
suggestion. 

Bogdan: Regarding content, our intention was for 
the discussion to be fair and balanced, yet the film 
itself has a clear and well-known message against 
business and for the environment. The audience it 
drew seemed to be rooting for the same side of the 
debate. Two of the panelists represented activist 

groups, and they insisted on speaking to the audience from this point of view as well. We had invit-
ed an oil company executive to represent the opposite point of view, but the invitation was declined 
(partly because of very short notice). “What did we expect?” commented one of our business col-
leagues. “Business people may have better things to do than talk about a film; they’re busy out there, 
in the real world, making money.”

Tracy: Clearly the film’s point of view aligned with some audience members’ passions, but I 
disagree that it drew a biased audience. The panelists represented a range of views, pro-business to 
anti-business. I was not surprised that those representing the activist groups insisted on an activist 
perspective or that the economist presented an economic perspective. The UAA professors 
represented a range of pro-business points of view. This goes squarely back to my earlier point about 
the need for us to have worked out our objectives more clearly beforehand. If we had consciously 
identified balance as a primary objective at the outset, we could have planned to show a second, 
clearly pro-business film as a counterpoint. We could also have used facilitation to raise other 
perspectives or critique the perspective presented. 

it is interesting to walk 
away from the same 
event with two different 
impressions of what 
occurred, yet this is often 
the source of difficult 
dialogues.



business, Politics, social Justice     165

 tales from 
the trenches

Bogdan: To me, the discussions seemed far from balanced. The topics followed the main threads in 
the movie, leaning principally toward social justice issues, and against corporate interests. The 
business faculty panelists were the only voices in the room to make the case for corporations. On a 
positive side, this allowed for more time to discuss opinions that everybody in the room embraced. 
On a negative side, most people in the audience had their point of view confirmed or reinforced, 
rather than challenged and expanded. Rather than a difficult dialogue, this was actually a fairly 
easy one.

Tracy: It is so interesting to walk away from the same event with two different impressions of what 
occurred, yet this is often the source of difficult dialogues. I was initially disappointed that the entire 
group chose to attend the panel, but I was very gratified by the outcome of the discussion. I had a 
very different experience than Bogdan on the balance of perspectives. I heard a wide continuum, and 
not just from the panelists. This was not a homogeneous audience. Our facilitator, Libby Roderick, 
ensured both civility and balance. No one voice dominated the discussion; all who wanted to express 
themselves were heard. The discourse was limited, not by homogeneity, but by time. A major lesson 
for me was how to create sufficient time to allow for the civil discourse on difficult topics. 

Bogdan: Another area where we could have done better was in the follow-up after the event. Several 
people in the audience were interested in taking a more active role, united as a group. We collected 
contact information from participants and distributed the list to participants, but we did not lead any 
effort to bring them together again. As far as we know, nobody in the group initiated any follow-up 
efforts to bring the group back together.

 tales from 
the trenches

A few tips for using a film to generate a community discussion.

Do
l choose a film with rating and length appropriate for the audience.
l Plan for time at the beginning to introduce the film, and frame a few questions for consideration.
l if the film is long, plan for a break, and announce it at the start.
l allow for a break at the end of the film, transitioning to the discussion.
l announce the discussion time in advance, for those who have already seen the film and only want
   to show up for the discussion.

Don’t
l don’t show a film that is longer than two hours. 
l don’t forget about people with disabilities. turn on captioning, if available. check lighting 
   conditions, screen size, and seating. 

film
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Tracy: Very true, but I would add that Bogdan and I should have had our own follow-up as well. 
After the screening, we more or less went our own separate ways again. I know I could have learned 
an immense amount by post-processing this more thoughtfully with my colleague. 

Bogdan: Tracy is right about the difficult dialogues we avoided between ourselves. We did focus 
more on the event and less on having our own difficult dialogues in the planning and follow-up 
stages. As in the classroom, we teach best when we model what we want our students to learn. We 
can use these lessons in shaping future events.

Tracy: Overall, I appreciated the respectful, collegial experience we had. We accomplished some-
thing of value. The fact that it was a joint event between our two universities, that it was a civil 
discussion of many different difficult topics, and that we learned so much from the experience feels 
successful. I still dislike panel discussions as a format, but I can honestly say I see their value as one 
form of catalyst for difficult dialogues. I walked away reminded that there are many different paths to 
the same end. 

liNK
page194

For another example of using a film as the basis for 
community and classroom discussions, see page 194.
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Emerging controversies lend themselves to fruitful analysis precisely because so little is known about 
them. Students can approach these questions with fresh thinking and fewer emotions, and they may 
be more willing to explore multiple considerations before choosing their own position. This essay 
explores a few emerging areas of controversy in business and technology that are likely to influence 
our lives in the years to come.

Emerging Controversies in Business and Technology

Dr. Bogdan Hoanca
Associate Professor of Management Information Systems
University of Alaska Anchorage 

There are many controversies in the world of business and technology that most people, including 
most undergraduate business students, just aren’t aware of. At first, when I introduce topics like 
net neutrality, key escrow, and statistical discrimination in my classes, I am met with mostly blank 
stares. Say what? These topics don’t sound threatening or push any one’s buttons. Controversial? As 
one student pointed out to me this year, “It’s not like we’re discussing abortion.” 
     Yet these topics, and many others, are hotly debated in Internet business circles. And they will 
affect our way of living whether we are aware of them or not. Technology has changed the way we 
live, in both obvious and subtle, even insidious, ways. The abundance of e-commerce options may 
be obvious, but the new ways for companies to collect data, mine it, and use the results for price 
research and discrimination are less well known. E-commerce is here to stay, with positive effects 
on consumer choices and negative effects on neighborhood stores. Price discrimination, on the other 
hand, is still in the future, and we may have time to stop it from occurring, if we so decide.
     We are more familiar with certain controversial topics because of the intense human emotions 
they trigger and the way they tend to polarize audiences. These are what you might call the 
“classics:” evolution versus creation; cultural, racial and gender issues; the right to life versus the 
right to choose. On most of these questions, most of us have already taken a side. And most of us 
probably feel pretty passionately about the side we’ve chosen.
     Some of the emerging controversies in business and technology are so new that students do not 
even realize their full implications. In many ways, this makes them ideal topics for exploring how we 
react to controversy. Because tempers are less likely to flare, it is easier to explore these topics in the 
classroom and manage the discussion. The result can be more powerful learning, both about the topic 
as well as about the debate process itself.

Cognitive stages

When students explore emerging business and technical issues, they may go through four cognitive 
stages of controversy. Teachers who introduce emerging issues may wish to consider the cognitive 
progression described below.
     At first, we’re not even aware that a controversy is out there. This corresponds to the cognitive 
state known as unconscious ignorance. We don’t know that we don’t know. When I bring up a topic 
like net neutrality or key escrow, at first my students are just blank. They don’t know what these 
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topics are or what’s at stake. They don’t perceive the topic as controversial; they may not even see 
much difference between the two sides. 
     A little information can bring us to a second stage known as conscious ignorance. We know 
that we don’t know. This stage can be motivating, spurring us on to ask questions, do the research, 
and learn even more about the topic. Understanding grows as each new piece of information comes 
in, and with it comes a tendency to lean toward one side or another. I can watch this happen in the 
classroom as students begin to express lukewarm preference for certain points of view over others. 

This is a natural progression, almost as if we are 
“assigned” a side, not because we chose it, but 
because the first arguments we heard or the 
people we happened to interact with were people 
who are on that side. 
     As we learn even more, we may get to a third 
stage of conscious knowledge, knowing that we 
know, and being able to apply that knowledge 
when we focus our attention on it. This is the point 
when the divide becomes apparent, as we encoun-
ter and explore opposing points of view, comparing 
those ideas to the first ones we developed, and 
focusing our attention, with conscious effort, on 
each side in turn or both sides at once. 

     The fourth stage, ideally, is unconscious knowledge, when we are able to apply the learning auto-
matically, without a need to focus our attention on the task at hand. Finally, we may learn how to 
transcend the gap and to leap seamlessly from one side of the debate to the other, understanding very 
well when and why we so choose to leap. 
     Technology and business issues may be ideal topics for exploring the cognitive stages of contro-
versy. Because the emotional baggage associated with these issues is often much less than for other 
controversies, this fourth stage might be less of a leap, allowing students to experience duality in less 
threatening areas of their lives.

Example

An example might be in order here. One topic we explore in my Management Information Systems 
class is known as personalized pricing. The question is whether businesses should be allowed to use 
information systems to collect data about customers, in order to price items as high as customers 
would be willing to pay. By collecting transaction data over time, an online business can actually 
determine a customer’s willingness to pay or to haggle—to save money or to save time—and may 
be able to optimize the offer price to maximize the amount they can get from a given customer. The 
issue is complex enough and novel enough for many students to encounter it at the first stage of 
cognition: they have no idea whether this personalized pricing should be allowed or not. Many 
students have just never even considered the possibility.
     Topics like personalized pricing work very well for in-class debate assignments. Students sign 
up for topics in teams of two. They can research the topic together, but they will end up arguing on 
opposite sides of the debate. Because they don’t know in advance which side they will be called upon 
to argue, they need to prepare equally for both sides of the question. We toss a coin to determine 
sides at the beginning of the debate.    

some of the emerging 
controversies in business 
and technology are so 
new that students do not 
even realize their full 
implications.
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     At first, students naturally gravitate toward issues that are relevant to them. Some tend to see the 
question as an issue of free markets’ right to set prices. Others will see it as a fairness issue. During 
their research, students will uncover arguments for both these positions and notice examples of how 
these forces are already shaping our lives. As the debate and discussion progress, students seem to 
grow more willing to see the other side; a few even switch sides or grow equally comfortable 
with both.  

Implications

In exploring emerging controversies, students may realize that they have the power to make changes 
to policies and conditions that directly affect their lives. Between evolution and creationism, the 
choice is one of belief in what’s already happened. Technology controversies are still on the drawing 
table, on par with controversies in economic planning or legislative action. These difficult dialogues 
not only lead to a better understanding and tolerance of alternative opinions, but also may lead to 
better decisions and outcomes.
     We move from the first stage of not even know-
ing about controversies, through knowing one side, 
knowing both sides, and finally to knowing how 
to leap back and forth between the two. In the pro-
cess, we learn which side we want to choose, not 
just because of our peer group, but with a deeper 
understanding of the whole issue. We explore both 
alternative opinions and also alternative futures 
depending on which side we choose. We can then 
make educated choices to influence legislation, 
technology development, and social forces to deter-
mine the future of our choice.

in exploring emerging 
controversies, students 
may realize that they 
have the power to make 
changes to policies and 
conditions that directly 
affect their lives. 

liNK
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For more on developing propositions and 
staging classroom debates, see page 53.
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Fall 2006 was election season in Alaska. Incumbent Governor Frank Murkowski was defeated in the 
Republican primary by former Wasilla Mayor Sarah Palin. Palin went on to defeat her Democratic 
opponent, former Governor Tony Knowles, in the November general election, becoming Alaska’s 
first female governor. 
     Election politics found their way into the classroom as well, sparking a conversation that began 
in the UAA campus newspaper and eventually spilled over into a student-faculty forum on whether 
and when politics are appropriate in the classroom. It began with a letter to the editor in which a 
student complained that he’d “had it” with politically biased professors at UAA. The newspaper 
took a similar position in a follow-up editorial, noting instances of what it called “political 

discrimination:” students feeling forced to 
adopt a professor’s politics for the sake of a 
better grade.
     English professor Dr. Dan Kline took excep-
tion to what he perceived as the inaccurate 
and stereotypical thinking of this response and 
wrote his own letter to the editor. His five-page 
single-spaced response laid out the necessity 
for free speech in an academic context, argued 
that the classroom is “always already” a polit-
ical space, asserted the faculty member’s right 
to control course content, and critiqued the 
newspaper’s citation of an American Council 
of Trustees and Alumni (ACTA) report as an 
unreliable source, itself motivated by partisan 
political purposes. Following a respectful dia-
logue with the student editor in which the words 
“length” and “established guidelines” appeared 
more than once, Dan’s response was edited 
down to a few tight paragraphs and published in 
the December 5th edition. 
     In the spring, English professor Dr. Patricia 

Jenkins organized a broader public forum featuring the letter-writer, the editor, the English profes-
sor, and two other panelists. Each panelist spent a couple of minutes sharing his general perspectives 
on politics in the classroom before responding to two hypothetical situations designed to highlight 
the potential flash points in politically charged activities on campus. 
     The next few pieces include the letter that sparked the debate, the newspaper editor’s response, 
the English professor’s full counter-response, an analysis of the forum, a reflection on student free-
dom of speech from the newspaper’s faculty adviser, and a further reflection from the professor who 
organized the forum. Together, these six pieces summarize a local instance of a larger conversation 
on politics in the classroom that has implications for our academic freedom and our students’ right 
to free expression.

PoLitics

From five pages down to less than one 
page. i had been disciplined—a faculty mem-
ber, subjected by a student to the rules of a 
discipline not my own-—and everyone who 
read the response knew it. i could have bro-
ken off my participation at that point, but a 
key aspect of the Difficult Dialogues project 
for me has been to remain engaged even 
when offended in some way. the point was 
not so much to convince the editor or 
readers to my perspective—although that 
would be nice—but to remain engaged in the 
discussion.
 
dan Kline
English
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LETTER TO THE EDITOR
OCTOBER 24, 2006

Partisan politics have no place in classrooms at UAA

I have had it with politically biased professors at UAA. My first encounter with this bias was when 
a professor said, “The more educated you become, the more liberal you become.” Next, in an 
upper-division political science class, students spent an hour bashing Gov. Frank Murkowski. At the 
end of class, I said, “This is ridiculous, and even worse, it’s not educational.” The professor replied, 
“I thought it was educational.”
     These are just two examples, but I have more. Look, if I wanted to hear Murkowski-bashing, I 
would talk to Tony Knowles, Sarah Palin, or the like. In college, a student’s job is to think, right? A 
professor should present both sides of an issue, kick it around, and then allow the students to decide 
for themselves. They should not promote any ideology. I am not partisan, but I am fair. I just wish 
our professors would be too.

— John H. Roberson III
.

EDITORIAL RESPONSE
NOVEMBER 7, 2006

With the upcoming vote, the controversial war in Iraq, and the other political events facing our 
nation, political discussion naturally occurs in classes around campus.
     College is a time for many young men and women to find themselves, their beliefs, and their 
values. The problem is that some students feel as if their opinions cannot be shared during class 
discussion for fear of being looked down upon or ridiculed by their professors.
     Last week, our Seawolf Snapshot question was, “Do you vote?” Shortly after one of the 
interviews, one of the students came into the office and asked that we not publish her comment. Her 
reasoning: She knows that her professor has a differing opinion and thinks her grade would suffer 
because of it.
     A November 2004 report, “Politics in the Classroom,” reveals that nearly a third of students at 
50 top U.S. universities thought their grades were affected by political bias on the part of professors, 
according to the American Council of Trustees and Alumni. The report found that 29 percent of 
respondents agreed with the statement, “On my campus, there are courses in which students feel they 
have to agree with the professor’s political or social views in order to get a good grade.”
     While research of this sort has not been conducted at UAA, the situation has the potential to 
become a problem. In politically focused classes, it is understandable for students to have varying 
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views and opinions. In fact, good debate is a necessary component for learning in these classes. But 
what about English, history, or even math classes where politics get brought into the picture?
     Some of The Northern Light’s staff members have seen what could be considered political 
discrimination on campus, such as a liberal arts professor who made his political views perfectly 
clear, explicitly saying that conservative students don’t really belong in his class. Or a history 
professor who continually went off on tangents ridiculing a political party, and if a student who iden-
tified with that party tried to make a reply, that student would get a sarcastic rebuttal, a criticizing 
speech, and a quick return to the actual lecture. Or an A student who suddenly got a C after writing 
something against the professor’s political view.
     At Duke University, a history professor on the first day of class made a joking remark about 
having prejudices against Republicans, not even considering that some of his students might take 

offense, according to The Chronicle of Higher 
Education. The Feb. 13, 2004 article goes on to 
mention that many conservative students feel a 
kind of isolation and discrimination on campuses 
that seem dominated by professors with 
outspoken liberal views.
     Even if professors’ personal views don’t 
influence their grading of students, it is easy to 
see how students could get the impression that 
their political views may affect their grades. A 
recently published letter to the Northern Light 
from John H. Roberson III, a student govern-
ment senator, expressed his concerns about polit-
ical bias in the classroom. “I have had it with 
politically biased professors at UAA,” he wrote. 
“In an upper-division political science class, 

students spent an hour bashing Gov. Frank Murkowski. At the end of class, I said, ‘This is ridicu-
lous, and even worse, it’s not educational.’ The professor replied, ‘I thought it was educational.’”
     If a professor brings a political conversation into discussion, especially in a class where such a 
topic is not specifically relevant, all students should be entitled to their own opinions without fear of 
repercussions. Discussing an issue in class should be a learning experience for students in which all 
sides of an argument can be fairly represented without fear. It should not be an exercise in political 
indoctrination by professors who consider their classes a personal soapbox.
     We are paying to sit in class and learn. We are not paying to have our professors scare us into 
conformity in an effort to get a better grade. Our grades should reflect the work we all do for our 
classes, not how well our views mesh with our professors’.
     Even though most professors will say they don’t let personal views interfere with students’ 
grades, continually bringing up one’s political views in class will certainly give the appearance of 
political bias, which can only have a stifling effect on students’ self-expression.
     Again, this is not a widespread problem at UAA, yet. But we live in politically volatile times, 
and there are strong opinions on all sides of the issues. To keep it from becoming a problem, profes-
sors prone to spewing partisan digressions should keep to the lecture at hand and leave their political 
speeches and jokes at home.

Aaron Burkhart
The Northern Light

the Northern Light editorial was based on 
the firsthand experiences of our staff. We 
used the acta report to support our find-
ings, but we in no way took up their cause 
or viewpoint. We wrote our own viewpoint 
and then were happily surprised to find out 
we weren’t the only ones feeling this way.

aaron burkhart
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FACULTY RESPONSE

An edited version of this essay appeared in the Northern Light on December 5, 2006. The following 
is Dr. Kline’s complete response.

Free Speech, Academic Responsibility, and Politics in the 
Classroom

Dr. Daniel T. Kline
Associate Professor of English
University of Alaska Anchorage

Readers of the Northern Light should be aware of the partisan nature of the editorial “Partisan 
Politics Have No Place in the Classroom” and of the partisan rationale underlying many of the 
specific comments. I’m afraid to say that, in the guise of arguing on behalf of students, the Northern 
Light has uncritically taken sides in a developing political battle over higher education curriculum. 
The editorial rests upon several mistaken assumptions concerning the management of the higher 
education classroom, the role and authority of faculty, and the nature of the educational interaction. 
It also mobilizes faulty logic and scare tactics to vastly inflate the extent of the problem. 
     First and most importantly, free speech is the essential condition of any higher education class-
room. University of Alaska President Mark Hamilton affirmed this in no uncertain terms in a letter to 
faculty and staff, dated 13 March 2001, written in response to several politically controversial events 
in the UA system:

     A number of recent events has convinced me [to] take the unusual step to state clearly and 
unambiguously what all of us would take as a given — The University of Alaska acknowledges 
and espouses the right to freedom of speech….What I want to make clear and unambiguous is 
that responses to complaints or demand for action regarding constitutionally guaranteed 
freedoms of speech CANNOT BE QUALIFIED [emphasis Hamilton’s]…Opinions expressed by 
our employees, students, faculty, or administrators don’t have to be politic or polite. However 
personally offended we might be, however unfair the association of the University to the 
opinion might be, I insist that we remain a certain trumpet on this most precious of 
Constitutional rights.

     President Hamilton is to be applauded for his uncompromising support for freedom of speech, 
especially in a time when many universities are rolling back, constraining, and otherwise curtailing 
free speech for students and faculty and when other schools are considering the institution of 
draconian measures to monitor, police, and otherwise constrain faculty prerogatives in the classroom.
     Second, there is no distinction between free speech and impolite or impolitic speech (that is, 
speech that one might disagree with or even find offensive). This is crucial. One should not confuse 
the right to free speech with the desire not to be offended, challenged, or countermanded. One who 
speaks freely should instead be ready with a response to an opposing viewpoint. Mr. Roberson, who 
was offended by an hour-long discussion concerning Gov. Frank Murkowski in an upper-division 
political science class, did indeed have the right—and took the opportunity—to state his opinion 
about that discussion. Mr. Roberson seems to have mistaken being offended with being silenced, 
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humiliated, or somehow harassed, but from the brief coverage in the Northern Light, he appears to 
have exercised his right to free speech. If Mr. Roberson, or any other student, disagrees with any-
thing a faculty member or another student says, that student has every right (and I would argue, even 
the personal responsibility) to speak up and articulate a differing viewpoint. Although I do not think 
that many faculty members set out to deliberately offend anybody, every student has the right to be 

offended in the classroom and to speak up if and 
when they disagree. This is qualitatively different 
from saying that faculty or other students should be 
silenced if one disagrees with them.
     Third, managing the classroom, facilitating 
discussion, and creating an educational environ-
ment are the faculty member’s responsibility; it is 
not a student’s right to determine what is taught 
in the classroom nor is it a student’s responsibility 
to decide how the material is presented. Faculty 
members are selected by their peers on the basis of 
their disciplinary expertise and suitability for the 
departmental mission. In Roberson’s example, the 
faculty member in question believed the discussion 
concerning Gov. Murkowski to be educational; 
Mr. Roberson disagreed. This is as it should be. 
Evidently, other students in the classroom who 
carried on the conversation found it to be 
beneficial, and the faculty member agreed. This too 
is as it should be. It is the faculty member’s preroga-
tive to pursue discussion as s/he sees fit. 
     The Northern Light’s thinking about class 

content and conduct is muddled at this point. The editorial states that “In politically focused classes, 
it is understandable for students to have varying views and opinions” and opines that “good debate is 
a necessary component for learning in these classes.” Yet the writer summons as its only UAA 
example a student who was offended by discussion about a politician in an upper-division political 
science course? It seems to me that an upper-division political science course is exactly the place 
where a politician could be profitably discussed. 
     Put bluntly and impolitely, the classroom is under the purview of the faculty member, and a 
student has no more right to hijack the discussion than a faculty member has to create a harassing 
environment. That Mr. Roberson disagreed, complained, and wrote about the incident clearly 
indicates that he was in no way “indoctrinated,” and nothing in the letter indicates that the faculty 
member created a harassing atmosphere. In fact, in registering his dissent, Mr. Roberson proved the 
importance, and exercised the freedom, of free speech in the classroom. By the same token, simply 
because a student has an opinion about a subject does not mean that that opinion must be granted the 
same weight in the classroom. 
     Fourth, and closely allied to the previous point, the editorial states somewhat peremptorily, “What 
about English, history, or even math classes where politics get brought into the picture?” The 
implication here is, of course, that politics have no place in these courses. There are several problems 
with this narrow view of politics and of academia. 
     Every discipline has its own history of development that is, by definition, politically fraught; each 
discipline develops through disagreement, often vehement and impolite disagreement. In other words, 
the classroom is already a political space, a fact that may be well known to faculty but transparent to 

there is no distinction 
between free speech and 
impolite or impolitic speech 
(that is, speech that one 
might disagree with or even 
find offensive). this is 
crucial. one should not 
confuse the right to free 
speech with the desire not 
to be offended, challenged, 
or countermanded. 
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students. It doesn’t make any more sense to say that faculty should leave their political opinions at 
the door than it would to require students to keep their mouths shut if they disagree.
     Disagreement and dissension are often as important to educational development as placid acqui-
escence or simple concurrence. Generally, the sciences have the scientific method to confirm fact 
and control quality (and the scientific method is not democratic or politically correct), while the 
humanities have reasoned argument (sometimes passionate argument both pro and con). What that 
means is that a faculty member may use examples from current politics, popular culture, political 
analysis and many other venues to illuminate some aspect of a course topic, whatever the course. 
While it may not be immediately evident to a student what the purpose of such a comparison might 
be, it is as much the student’s responsibility to ascertain the connections as it is the faculty member’s 
to make and clarify them.
     In other words, learning is often hard work, and in contrast to the Northern Light’s assertion that 
“We are paying to sit in class and learn,” simply sitting in class is not the same thing as learning (the 
“bank account” model of education). One doesn’t have to agree with a faculty member or fellow 
student to have learned from either of them, and one can often learn as much by disagreeing and 
exploring the reasons for that disagreement. That does not, however, require that a faculty member 
do that thinking for the student. Sometimes the classroom is as much a crucible of fire as it is an 
oasis of plenty—ask any law student who is pushed to the limits under Socratic questioning in court, 
or any medical student who is pressed for a diagnosis and prognosis during rounds, or any number of 
undergraduate majors who have to pass a high-stakes exit or professional exam to get their degrees.
     Fifth, the Northern Light glibly summons the American Council of Trustees and Alumni’s 
November 2004 report, “Politics in the Classroom,” as evidence that one third of American students 
(at 50 top universities) believe their grades are 
influenced by their professors’ political biases. What 
the editors fail to reflect upon is the political agenda of 
ACTA, allied associations like Students for Academic 
Freedom, and David Horowitz’s so-called Academic 
Bill of Rights. By citing ACTA’s “study” as if it 
were neutral and authoritative, the Northern Light has 
already taken sides in an ongoing national political 
effort (whether knowingly or not) that has caused 
significant further disruption in university classrooms 
across America.
     An example of ACTA’s activities will illustrate the 
overall political aim of this group founded by Lynne 
V. Cheney (wife of Vice President Dick Cheney). 
ACTA issued a report after 9/11 entitled “Defending 
Civilization: How Our Universities are Failing 
America,” written by Jerry L. Martin and Anne D. 
Neal. Calling academia “the weak link in America’s 
response to the attack,” Martin and Neal decry the 
“shocking divide between academe and the public at 
large,” deprecate those who did not “follow the President in calling evil by its rightful name,” and 
condemn those who “pointed accusatory fingers, not at the terrorists, but at America itself.” The 
opening denouncement is then followed by more than 100 quotations, many by 
name, from American academics who question, with varying proportions of analysis and vehemence, 
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American complicity in the events leading up to the 9/11 attacks. Martin and Neal’s conclusion: 
“Indeed, the message of much of academe was clear: BLAME AMERICA FIRST.” 
     Their solution is to reinvigorate American education in a specific, politically loaded way: 

“We call upon all colleges and universities to adopt strong core curricula that include rigorous, 
broad-based courses on the great works of Western civilization as well as courses on American 
history, America’s founding documents, and America’s continuing struggle to extend and defend 
the principles on which it was founded. If institutions fail to do so, alumni should protest, donors 
should fund new programs, and trustees should demand action.” 

     ACTA’s aim is therefore to reduce freedom of inquiry, especially when it’s impolitic or impolite, 
in favor of a politically approved curriculum that institutionalizes a specific view of American history 
and culture. 
     Finally, despite my dismay with the rampant misunderstanding and my disappointment with the 
flawed logic of the editorial, I do agree with one specific overriding concern. Students who believe 

they have a complaint against a faculty member can and 
should pursue the matter: first through informal contact 
with the faculty member and then, if necessary, through 
official institutional channels. Much more often than 
not, faculty members are more than willing to discuss 
student concerns and accommodate reasonable requests. 
They are no more interested in picking a fight or 
making their students unhappy than the students are 
with parroting views they don’t agree with just to 
please a teacher. 
     If I were to stoop to the kind of fear-mongering that 
the editorial uses when it suggests “this is not a wide-
spread problem at UAA, yet,” indicating that the liberal 
professor bogeyman is out there just waiting to pounce 
upon unsuspecting and innocent conservative students 
(as David Horowitz and his allies suggest), I’d say that 
external political intervention into the higher education 
classroom isn’t a widespread problem at UAA (cue 

ominous music now)—yet. But it could be if people other than faculty begin to decide what faculty 
can say and how they can say it. At UAA, the faculty has control over the curriculum: we propose it, 
we review it, we interview, hire, and promote those who will teach it. Peer review is the heart of the 
academic enterprise, and I don’t know a faculty member who is not committed to this principle. 
     I am in no way dismissing harassment or hostility, which is clearly defined and fairly dealt with 
here at UAA. Students who feel harassed or otherwise threatened in class have clear and reasonable 
options for dealing with those behaviors, in the same way faculty have resources to deal with 
hostile or disruptive students. But active disagreement in the classroom, even when keenly felt, is in 
many ways something to be recognized rather than feared and channeled rather than censored, for as 
President Hamilton’s letter states: “Attempts to assuage anger or to demonstrate concern by 
qualifying our support for free speech serve to cloud what must be a clear message. There is nothing 
to check into, nothing to investigate.” 
     Free speech must remain the hallmark of higher education, and if the Northern Light cannot 
support that principle, then I submit that its priorities are misplaced and its concerns misguided. More 
than nearly any other institution on campus, it seems to me, a newspaper ought to support free speech 
in all forms.

students who have a 
complaint against a 
faculty member can and 
should pursue the matter: 
first through informal 
contact with the faculty 
member and then, if 
necessary, through 
official institutional 
channels.

176      



business, Politics, social Justice     177

STUDENT/FACULTY FORUM

Professor Jenkins organized a structured discussion between faculty and students about the appro-
priateness of teachers expressing their political and religious views in the classroom. This essay is a 
reflection on the planning, execution, and outcome of that event.

Fostering Understanding through Faculty/Student Dialogue

Dr. Patricia Jenkins
Associate Professor of English
University of Alaska Anchorage

In the spring semester, in response to the issues raised by the letter, the editorial, and the rebuttal, we 
held a faculty/student discussion on whether and how we should bring politics and religion into the 
classroom. Announcements went out over email and the university’s daily electronic newsletter, 
posing several questions for participants to consider: Do professors have the right to make their 
political positions clear in class? What about classes where politics is not the overt content? Is there 
no place for politics in classes like math and English?
     We convened a five-member panel to present a range of viewpoints. Daniel Kline, Aaron 
Burkhart, and John Roberson were joined by Assistant Professor of Aviation Technology Michael 
Buckland and Dean of Students Bruce Schultz. The two students were leaders of student government 
and media. The two faculty were openly political 
(their political biases no secret to their students) 
but from opposite sides of the spectrum. Bruce 
served as a mediating force, someone who 
functions as a spokesperson for both student and 
faculty rights in the classroom. 
     We sent out two discussion scenarios ahead 
of time, asking participants to think about the 
issues these stories raised and to be prepared 
to discuss them in the forum. The first scenario 
described a hypothetical English professor who 
expressed her left-leaning politics overtly in the 
classroom and who used her own editorial on the 
war in Iraq as the basis of an in-class discussion. The second described a hypothetical science 
professor who expressed his religious beliefs in the classroom and who, in the week before final 
exams, led an optional after-class meeting entitled “Evidence of God in Human Physiology.” 
     At the beginning of the forum, one of the moderators read a statement asking everyone present to 
behave respectfully and considerately: 

During the discussion tonight, statements may be made that you deem offensive. Please be 
respectful of others and agree that you will not deliberately offend. While it is certainly 
acceptable to state your opinions and to disagree with others, we ask that you try to respond in 
a manner that will not offend, intimidate or disparage others, and we ask that you try not to 
interrupt others or insult anyone personally. If, in fact, your manner causes offense, we 
encourage you to apologize. 

We sent out two discussion 
scenarios ahead of time, 
asking participants to think 
about the issues these stories 
raised and to be prepared to 
discuss them in the forum.
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Each panelist delivered a two-minute prepared statement, followed by a brief reaction to one of the 
scenarios. Next, the audience formed dyads to discuss the scenarios or panelist comments among 
themselves. Finally, panel members and audience participated in a moderated discussion, with the 
two moderators asking questions, prompting responses, and providing conversational guidance as 
necessary. 

scenario #1: Politics 

English professor dr. irene crenshaw is openly political. she has an amnesty international sticker 
on her office door, next to bumper stickers reading “no Millionaire Left behind” and “bush’s Last 
day: 01-20-09.” she has spoken out in class against the no child Left behind program, and she 
had a commentary published in the Anchorage Daily News on the anniversary of the U.s. invasion 
of iraq. Furthermore, she helps to organize peace demonstrations and was recently seen waving a 
poster on the corner of Lake otis and 36th avenue, just down the street from the western end of the 
university campus. clearly, she is opposed to U.s. involvement in iraq. clearly, her politics lean to 
the left.
 
as an assignment in her English 311 (advanced composition) class, dr. crenshaw has asked her 
students to evaluate a U.s. policy, issue, or action. Here is an excerpt from the assignment:

The focus for this assignment is on evaluation—that is, on deciding about the quality of an existing 
policy, issue, or action. When writers offer an evaluation of something, they are offering an 
analysis and basing that analysis on criteria. generally speaking, in your essay, you are answer-
ing one or more of the following questions:
l Is something beneficial or harmful? 
l Is something good, better, or best?
l Should it stay or go?
l Should it be revised? 
l Should it be avoided?
l Should it be experienced?
l What is the value or significance of something?

More specifically, you are telling the audience not only that something is beneficial (or whatever), 
but you are also telling the audience why something is beneficial (or whatever). The “whys” are 
the criteria. 

at the start of class on tuesday, dr. crenshaw described her recent experience organizing and 
participating in the peace demonstration. she made several references about wishing she could 
move to canada, and she asked the class if they liked the new sticker on her door about bush’s 
last day. the class was scheduled to discuss their ideas for the essay that day, and dr. crenshaw 
had them practice their evaluation skills by discussing the merits of her recent editorial on the war in 
iraq. she believes—and has made this clear to her students—that in a course like this, it is her job to 
challenge students’ thinking and to mold responsible citizens who participate in the political 
process. 
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Discussion of Scenario 1: Politics

For the first scenario, discussion focused on the assignment and the instructor’s behavior in the class-
room rather than her political activism outside the classroom. Some felt that the assignment was a 
problem, given the overtly political classroom context she so regularly provided. Others disagreed. A 
faculty member commented that she probably didn’t welcome divergent opinions. Another suggested 
that students should take risks and engage in the battles offered by such situations. 
     But taking a risk with a teacher like this, said several students, could mean sacrificing their grade 
point average. For some, this wasn’t acceptable:

l “If a student doesn’t care about their grade, that’s one thing. But for a good grade, we will
    agree with the teacher.”
l “Taking a risk is detrimental to students. It’s better to fall in line.”
l “How many of these battles do we have to fight? Grades do matter. We want to go to grad
    school. Sometimes it’s just better to shut up and get an A.”

     A faculty member wondered if teachers like the hypothetical Dr. Crenshaw might shut students 
down in class, contributing to their lack of trust and thus fear of speaking up during class discussion. 
Students made it clear that this was indeed a 
possible consequence:

l “Power relations have to be considered. 
    The student with an opposing opinion 
    won’t want to speak out.”
l “The professor doesn’t realize how easy it 
    is to drive students away. Even when 
    teachers say they won’t be biased, I don’t 
    trust them.”
l “Going up against a professor like this
    could be a problem.”

     Overall, we got mixed reactions about 
whether or not this professor crossed the line. 
Technically, perhaps, she didn’t: she didn’t 
insist that students represent particular 
viewpoints. But everyone smelled the potential
for trouble. 

i think the participants—

particularly students—valued 

a panel that included faculty 

members from both ends of 

the political perspective. Many 

expect all faculty members to 

be liberal and are surprised to 

discover that a conservative 

faculty member even exists.
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Discussion of Scenario 2: Religion

The second scenario did not generate as much discussion as the first one. Most participants felt that 
religion didn’t belong in the classroom, but many also thought the hypothetical university over-
reacted when it instructed the professor to refrain from discussing his religious beliefs in or out 
of class. The voluntary nature of the after-school meeting and the fact that the professor used a 

scenario #2: Religion 

dr. dexter snicknej, an assistant professor of Health, Physical Education, and recreation at Wasilla 
University, directs its Human Performance Laboratory. He also teaches exercise physiology, his 
specialty, to graduate and undergraduate students and supervises research problems and theses.

dr. snicknej occasionally refers to his religious beliefs during instructional time, remarks that he 
prefaces as “personal bias.” some of his references make clear his understanding of the creative 
force behind human physiology. in the context of these discussions, he has commented negatively 
on the mandatory teaching of evolution in public schools. When asked how he handles the 
academic stresses of research, publishing, promotion, and tenure, dr. snicknej has suggested to 
students that his religious beliefs are more important than academic production, and that’s what 
helps him cope. He never engages in prayer, reads passages from the bible, hands out religious 
tracts, or arranges for guest speakers to lecture on religious topics during instructional time.

dr. snicknej is regarded as an excellent professor and was recommended for early tenure. course 
evaluations demonstrate he is a capable teacher. He also has an excellent record of publishing, 
having authored or co-authored more published articles in journals related to his academic 
discipline than any other assistant professor in the area of health, physical education, and 
recreation at the university.

near the end of last semester, he organized an optional after-class meeting for his students and 
other interested persons during which he lectured on and discussed “Evidences of God in Human 
Physiology.” discussion covered various aspects of the human body including the complexity of its 
design and operation, concluding that man was created by God and was not the byproduct of 
evolution. the meeting was attended by five students and one professor.

students complained that the timing of the meeting before final exams created the possibility of a 
coercive effect. attendance was voluntary, however, and did not affect grades, as the professor 
used a blind grading system. nevertheless, students brought their complaints to the department 
chair, who brought it to the dean, who drafted a memorandum instructing dr. snicknej to refrain 
from “1) the interjection of religious beliefs and/or preferences during instructional time periods 
and 2) the optional classes where a ‘christian perspective’ of an academic topic is delivered.” 

dr. snickej’s efforts to have the order rescinded were unsuccessful. the university, upon the advice 
of counsel, advised him that, as owner of the teaching facilities, the university has the right to 
establish curriculum and that it had not improperly interfered with academic freedom. the order 
remains in effect, and dr. snicknej has complied with it.
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blind review for evaluation were seen as mitigating factors in this case. Someone remarked that he 
wasn’t surprised the university would take action against this particular professor since conservative 
Christians are not politically correct in the university setting. Others felt that religion was a grayer 
area than politics, more difficult to understand, and easier to misconstrue. As one participant put it, 
“There’s much more at stake with religion.” 
     The teachers seemed less uncomfortable with the thought of religion in the classroom, 
particularly when it is the student who introduces it. One said that a student’s religion can be a way 
to connect with that student. Another talked about featuring Plato’s seven core virtues in a lecture. 
Both seemed to suggest that religion—and values associated with religion—have an inevitable 
presence and that this can make for teaching moments, not necessarily opportunities to proselytize or 
shut down those who think differently from the professor. 

Evaluation of the Forum

By all measures, the forum accomplished our primary goal of fostering understanding among faculty 
and students about the role of politics in the classroom. The evidence comes in the form of 
participant evaluations as well as several follow-up conversations. Five things stand out as being 
particularly important to the event’s success.   
      
Selection of Panel Members. Even though 
the overt sharing of political views was neither 
a requirement nor a feature of the forum 
discussion, I think the participants—
particularly students—valued a panel that 
included faculty members from both ends of 
the political spectrum. Many expect all faculty 
members to be liberal and are surprised to 
discover that a conservative faculty member 
even exists. I think some came to this event 
expecting the discussion to be about 
conservative students vs. liberal faculty 
members, but Professor Buckland’s 
participation defused that tension and gave us 
a necessary balance that allowed the 
conversations to go deeper. Furthermore, the 
panel included student leaders who had already made themselves heard on these questions. The 
representative nature of the panel reinforced several key messages: 1) multiple voices do exist at 
UAA, even among faculty members; 2) these multiple voices can and do respect one another; and 
3) student voices matter as well. 

Opportunity for Audience Participation. Participants welcomed the opportunity to voice their 
opinions and to engage in discussion with the panelists and each other. To make sure that all voices 
had the chance to be heard, we used a modified Critical Incident Questionnaire on our evaluation 
form, asking participants to respond in writing to two questions:
l  Was there a moment or incident during the forum that stands out in your mind as particularly 
    significant or engaging? Please describe it, and tell us why you feel this way. 

the discussion was able to 

move beyond simple venting to 

address larger concerns, and it 

suggested to faculty members 

that students may be keeping 

some very important thoughts 

to themselves. 
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l Do you care to make a comment to any panel participants, members of the audience, or 
   moderators, perhaps a comment that you did not think of during the forum or a comment that you
   did not share during the forum, but would like to share now? 

Preparedness of Panel. Our strategy of asking 
panelists to reflect on the scenarios ahead of 
time resulted in an articulate panel that audi-
ence members appreciated. Panelists were able 
to frame the questions effectively as preface to 
a substantive, meaningful discussion among all 
participants. 

Respectful, Safe Atmosphere. Participants 
valued the respectful, safe atmosphere of the 
forum, achieved in spite of political differences 
and the sensitive nature of the topics. Students 
willingly admitted to practices their teachers 
would find disappointing (such as pleasing their 
teachers by adopting their viewpoints), and 
faculty members challenged them about doing 
so. Participants were able to move the discus-
sion beyond simple venting to address larger 
concerns, and faculty members learned that 
students may be keeping some very important 
thoughts to themselves. 

Timeliness of Topic. Both faculty and students 
expressed an interest in this topic, both before 
and after the forum. It was covered in the 
campus newspaper and I also consulted with 
members of the UAA Union of Students who 
felt that this was an important and much needed 
discussion. Before the forum, I emailed some 
faculty members, asking them to encourage 
their students to attend. I received quite a few 

responses from them about how much such a discussion is needed. The timeliness provided an 
incentive for attending, but it also provided a purpose for the forum. 

It is clear from evaluation forms that the majority of participants found the event to be successful. 
All but one participant agreed or strongly agreed that the forum helped to foster understanding about 
the issue of politics in the classroom. Virtually everyone agreed that it would be worth holding again. 
My own criteria for success included the requirement that all voices should be heard. Accordingly, 
three types of opportunities were provided for participants to be heard—small group discussions, 
large group discussions, and the evaluation form, where participants were encouraged to make 
anonymous comments. If anyone left who did not feel heard or understood, then, for me, the forum 
would not have been a success. 

i was surprised at the degree to which 

students believed they had to give 

instructors what they want in order to get a 

good grade. in the end, despite my 

protestations that i tried to create a class-

room where political differences were 

recognized, encouraged, and seen as a 

fruitful means of fostering dialogue, i found 

that many students simply were intimidated 

by the prospect of having to articulate a 

position and defend it against other students 

or, especially, a faculty member—even if that 

faculty member was simply playing the 

devil’s advocate. 

dan Kline

English
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     As I reflected on it later, however, other questions seemed worth considering. What did 
participants learn? Did anyone change his or her mind? At least one person felt the forum was not a 
success, and I wonder if this person was hoping for a different kind of resolution. Perhaps this 
person was a faculty member who wanted students to change their behaviors and attitudes toward 
overtly political moments in the classroom. Perhaps it was a student who wanted teachers to change 
their attitudes and behaviors and stop being overtly political in the classroom. Because the 
evaluation forms were anonymous, I’ll never know. 
     My own opinion is that discussions can be successful even if they don’t necessarily resolve 
anything, that satisfaction comes from being heard and, perhaps, understood. Students were 
challenged to see politics in the classroom as a learning opportunity rather than a threat or a reason 
to fall in line with the professor’s politics. Professors were made aware of the resistance students 
have to taking risks in the name of a learning opportunity.
     Did anyone change his or her mind? Probably not, but that’s OK, at least from my professor’s 
perspective. Participants were honest and sincere. A lot of opinions weren’t just voiced—they were 
also heard. 

 tales from 
the trenches
 tales from 

the trenchesstudent/faculty forum

A strategy for engaging multiple voices on an issue of mutual concern.

selecting Panelists
try to find people who are already engaged in, or experts on, your topic, and who represent different 
constituencies and points of view.

ground rules
clearly state the purpose of your discussion and your ground rules for participating in it. Participants 
should agree to be respectful of each other, and not to insult, intimidate, interrupt, or disparage others.

opening statements
Give each panelist a few minutes to make an opening statement.

Hypothetical scenarios
describe a hypothetical scenario, and ask each panelist to respond to it. Give them the scenarios 
ahead of time to ensure thoughtful responses.

audience participation
break the group up into dyads, and invite participants to react to what they’ve heard. then bring them 
back to the larger group and lead a facilitated discussion. Provide opportunity for anonymous written 
comments as well to be sure that all voices can be heard.
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STUDENT MEDIA ADVISER

Most professors would defend their own freedom of speech in the classroom, that almost sacrosanct 
space faculty should be afforded to present ideas, political or otherwise. But what about the student 
media? Do students, including student journalists, have (or should they have) the same freedoms of 
expression as faculty members on college campuses? Are these freedoms at risk? And if they are at 
risk, what is the student media’s role in engaging in difficult dialogues on college campuses? This 
essay explores the role of a student media advisor in light of recent Supreme Court and appellate 
court rulings, especially the 2005 Hosty v. Carter and the 2007 Morse v. Frederick cases. 

You are Free to Reject my Advice

Paola Banchero
Assistant Professor of Journalism and Public Communications 
Faculty adviser, the Northern Light
University of Alaska Anchorage
 

The letter to the editor of the Northern Light and the subsequent editorial and response served as an 
example of the generally respectful relationship between UAA’s student newspaper and the students, 
staff, faculty and administrators they cover. Too often, in other cases, college media become a source 
of controversy, and powerful people on campus are sometimes threatened enough to try to turn off 
the spigot by regulating the expression of students and student journalists. 
     John Roberson’s letter to the editor prompted a discussion in the newsroom. Roberson was a 
well-known, politically conservative student who would later become student body president. Some 
Northern Light staff members agreed with him that instructors inappropriately voiced political view-
points in their classrooms, and several thought they also marked students down for disagreeing with 
them. Others had seen no evidence of this. But enough editors thought Roberson’s concerns had 
merit that Executive Editor Aaron Burkhart and another staff member set about to write an editorial 
maintaining that a professor’s political bias could create a hostile environment. The whole staff read 
the editorial, and it ran with no strong dissension. Unsigned editorials are supposed to represent the 
consensus views of the paper’s editors, but they rarely do so perfectly.
     The commentary from Dr. Kline arrived soon after. The piece was approximately three times lon-
ger than the standard American Op-Ed piece of about 750 words and about six times longer than the 
typical letter published in the Northern Light. The editor had the option of publishing it as a Soapbox 
submission, which exists as a forum for anyone in the community—faculty, legislators, 
citizens, etc.—to publish lengthier commentary. But he chose not to, based on his desire to reserve 
Soapbox for opinions that hadn’t yet been aired in the paper. He then worked with Professor Kline to 
shorten the piece, waiving the usual 350-word limit on letters to the editor. 
     This was editing, not disciplining, and an appropriate way to manage the space reserved for news 
and opinion in the paper. I might have allowed Professor Kline’s piece to run as a Soapbox 
commentary myself, but it would still have needed editing. I backed the editor’s choice and posi-
tion. The Northern Light wants diverse commentary, but it also wants pieces that are manageable in 
length. This is a policy consistent with any newsroom.



business, Politics, social Justice      185

Advising Student Journalists

This incident is typical of my relationship with the campus newspaper. The students employed at the 
Northern Light decide the what, when, where, how, and why of its content. As their faculty adviser, 
I provide ideas, suggestions, and even reprimands when I spot holes in coverage after the paper has 
been published. But it’s up to the students to come up with the content and set editorial policies. The 
newspaper is not a classroom, but even if it were, I would not read or edit articles prior to their 
publication without a student journalist making content decisions. My role is to advise, nothing more 
and nothing less. 
     I support students’ First Amendment rights by having no direct say on content. Advisers to news-
papers and broadcast outlets at public universities are guided by the established standards of our 
profession, expressed in the College Media Advisers’ Code of Ethics: “Student media must be free 
from all forms of external interference designed to regulate its content.” 1 Our common refrain is 
“You are free to reject my advice.” Sure, we’d like students to follow through on our suggestions. But 
we also expect the student media to provide a forum for the expression of opinions and points of view 
that may be in opposition to established university 
or administrative policy and even at odds with the 
opinions of the paper’s or the station’s own staff. 
Students (at public institutions at least) must have 
sole responsibility for a publication’s content 
because the student media are essential to a 
university community in a democracy. 

Student Rights of Free Expression

These issues—student rights of free expression and the responsibility of student media to provide 
public forums on college campuses—are by no means settled in law or the courts. A recent 
example is the 2005 U.S. Court of Appeals decision in Hosty v. Carter, which said subsidized 
student newspapers could be controlled by school administrators—a framework that has applied to 
high school papers for 20 years. It’s not just a case about newspaper censorship, though. Any school-
sponsored student expressive activity—ranging from student-selected speakers to theatrical 
productions to the press—could be subject to censorship under the standard set by the Seventh 
Circuit. That’s part of the reason the Illinois Legislature recently passed a law that prohibits school 
officials from exercising prior restraint—the ability to view content and censor it before it is 
published. Hosty is just one in a series of court rulings stretching back more than 20 years that have 
frustrated the First Amendment rights of students at the high school and college levels. The Illinois 
law is just one example of a response to what advisers and journalism educators see as a slide in the 
rights afforded college students.
     A high point in freedom of expression for students came in the 1960s. At the height of the 
Vietnam War, the Supreme Court affirmed the right of high school and junior high school students to 
wear black armbands to school to signal their opposition to the war. The majority opinion stated that 
students and teachers do not “shed their constitutional rights to freedom of speech or expression at the 
schoolhouse gates.” Since then, however, several court rulings have narrowed the rights students have 
to free expression and speech. 

i support students’ first 

amendment rights by having 

no direct say on content. 

1 http://www.collegemedia.org
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     Those who advise college media are waiting for the case that tests whether the Supreme Court 
upholds the right of public university students to decide their papers’ content, or goes down a path 
that restricts student freedom of expression. A clue to the worrisome way in which some judges 
think surfaced in the opinion of Associate Justice Clarence Thomas in Morse v. Frederick, the 2007 
case also known as “Bong Hits 4 Jesus.”
     For those who don’t remember, in the spring of 2004, the Olympic torch was relayed through 
the streets of Juneau, Alaska, on its way to open the Games in Salt Lake City. Juneau/Douglas High 
School Principal Deborah Morse released students to watch the event from across the street. As the 

torch went by, a group of students including Joseph 
Frederick unfurled a large banner that read “Bong 
Hits 4 Jesus,” hoping the provocative but nonsensical 
statement would get them on television. When 
Principal Morse directed them to take the banner 
down, Frederick refused. Morse confiscated the ban-
ner and later suspended Frederick. The school super-
intendent and the school board upheld the suspension. 
Then Frederick sued, alleging the school board and 
Morse had violated his First Amendment rights. 
     When the case made its way to the Supreme 
Court, five of the nine justices sided with the school 
district. Justice Thomas went even further with the 
following observation: “In my view, the history of 
public education suggests that the First Amendment, 
as originally understood, does not protect student 
speech in public schools.” His argument looks 
nostalgically on the period when “teachers taught, 
and students listened. Teachers commanded, and stu-
dents obeyed.” 
      Stanley Fish, a law professor at Florida 
International University and a former college dean, 
endorsed Thomas’ position in his New York Times 
blog last year: “Not only do students not have first 
amendment rights, they do not have any rights: they 
don’t have the right to express themselves, or have 

their opinions considered, or have a voice in the evaluation of teachers, or have their views of what 
should happen in the classroom taken into account. (And I intend this as a statement about college 
students as well as high-school students.)” 
     I find that last statement most disconcerting. If the views of Thomas and Fish prevail, we are all 
in trouble. I can’t train future journalists if they are unable to be full members of our democracy and 
to act responsibly in executing their First Amendment rights of free expression at a student-run news 
organization. And if journalists don’t have freedom of expression, then future generations of citizens 
will be saddled with an impoverished understanding of both governmental power and public affairs.

eXceRPt fRoM tHe coDe of etHics 
of tHe college MeDia aDViseRs

“student media must be free from all 
forms of external interference designed to 
regulate its content..… in public 
institutions, the law is quite clear on 
guaranteeing broad freedom of 
expression to the students. in private 
institutions, media advisers should aid in 
developing governing documents and 
working with administrative guidelines 
which foster a free and open atmosphere 
for students involved in campus media 
work, if such freedoms do not 
currently exist.”

college Media advisers
www.collegemedia.org
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Journalism, Objectivity, and the Classroom

Professors are sometimes accused of trying to indoctrinate students to conform to their political 
beliefs. What strikes me is how closely that mirrors the accusations leveled at the news media: they, 
too, are often dismissed for having an unmistakable—read liberal—bias. This kind of public mistrust 
tends to neuter both professors and journalists, placing largely unfounded suspicions against our 
genuine efforts to teach and inform. 
     When media critic Walter Lippmann called his fellow journalists to task for generalizing about 
people based on cultural and personal biases, he was trying to professionalize journalism. He wanted 
journalists to remove their blinders to examine issues critically. Objectivity didn’t mean that journal-
ists were to give credence to any and all view-
points. In fact, it has less to do with journalists 
and much more to do with their work habits. 
Journalism, Lippmann wrote, should adopt “a 
common intellectual method and a common 
area of valid fact.” In other words, he wanted 
journalists to emulate the rationality of the 
scientific method in their reporting.
     Nearly a hundred years later, we live in a 
time when the most polarizing of figures hold 
the national spotlight, and when those who 
practice journalism objectively, in the mold 
of Lippmann, find their audience narrowing. 
We live at a time when Michael Moore can 
present as fact a highly biased and superficial 
film like Fahrenheit 911 and it can be called 
a documentary. We live at a time when David 
Horowitz can attack academic freedom with a 
campaign of manipulation, buying advertising space in college newspapers, filling it with provoca-
tive content such as “Ten Reasons Why Reparations for Slavery is a Bad Idea,” and then watching 
student journalists squirm. If they run the ads, they’ll have outraged readers crying for apologies; if 
they don’t run them, they’ll be attacked for their own “assault on free speech.” 
     Professors and journalists both trade in ideas, in knowledge. But people often make up their 
minds before they gain knowledge. Thus, both professors, who are charged with developing students 
into citizens, and journalists, who are charged with helping citizens better understand their world, 
should remember that they are bound to come in for criticism when they try to expand their 
respective audiences’ perspectives. Relying on our biases in the classroom or in the press hurts our 
cause. Some truths will upset our audience, but we must promote an atmosphere in which discomfort 
can give way to real understanding. An atmosphere of free expression is the best—indeed, it is the 
only —place for that. 

i can’t train future journalists 

if they are unable to be full-

fledged members of our 

democracy and to act 

responsibly in executing their 

first amendment rights of 

free expression at a student-

run news organization.



188     

It may not be desirable—or even possible—to find professors without ideology or classrooms with-
out politics. But it is possible to hold those ideologies and politics in respectful tension, and to create 
classrooms and campus events that are safe places in which those ideas can be discussed. This essay 
outlines a few considerations for creating such spaces.

Making Our Classrooms Safe for Ideas

Dr. Patricia Jenkins
Associate Professor of English
University of Alaska Anchorage

Aside from the items on our office doors, the buttons we may wear, the letters to the editor we may 
write, and the after-school activities we may participate in, some teachers among us are also openly 
political in the classroom. We are “openly political” when we make known our place on the general 
continuum of conservative to liberal and when we speak openly from this position about ideas, 
issues, public figures and events, and social and intellectual trends. 
     The opportunities for being openly political in the classroom abound: through our assignments, 
in our written and oral responses to student work, and during class discussions. Many of us, in fact, 

see just about everything we do as necessarily 
political, even if it doesn’t always seem so to 
students, as for example when our viewpoints and 
positions align themselves with mainstream values. 
For some of us, much of what we do as teachers 
is enhanced by the values and ideas that place us 
somewhere on the general continuum. 
     When I say that some of us see virtually every-
thing we do as necessarily political, I’m speaking 
from the perspective of a social-epistemic 
rhetorician who believes that we cannot know 
reality apart from language. While reality exists 
apart from language, it is language—a human 
construct—that allows us to interact with it. 
Language does not record reality, nor is it a 
referent for it. Language is not a transparent 
medium or a signaling device separate from reality. 
Language is reality. 
     Furthermore, language is always already 

ideological. In other words, when we use language, we are inevitably political. It isn’t always 
obvious because what we say may support the dominant ideology and so may seem natural and 
normal rather than a particular version of reality. 
     If language is always ideological, and if we use language when we teach, it follows then, as 
James Berlin puts it, “that a way of teaching is never innocent.”  In other words, we teach not only 
a particular subject matter; we also endorse ideas about the nature of things. Some ways of teaching 

some students claim that 

they feel intimidated by 

openly political teachers, 

and so they align them-

selves with our viewpoints 

and positions because they 

feel that their grades are 

at stake. 



business, Politics, social Justice      189

are more self-consciously aware of their ideology than others. If some do not seem particularly 
ideological, it is most likely because the ideology of the class endorses widely accepted values. 
These are the classes that might seem innocent or neutral. 
     Regardless of whether students can figure out the ideology of our classrooms, it is clear that 
many do not find our way of teaching to be innocent. This is especially true for those of us who 
might be considered openly political. Some 
students consider politics in the classroom as off 
topic, irrelevant, and just plain not educational. 
Others feel intimidated by openly political 
teachers, aligning themselves with our view-
points and positions because they think they 
have to in order to get a desirable grade. As one 
student put it, disagreeing with the professor is 
just too risky. As another has said, “I find it frus-
trating when professors grade my idea instead of 
how I present it. It makes me hesitant to present 
ideas that are contrary.” 
      An Internet search easily provides evidence 
of how many university students nationwide feel 
the need to expose and demonize openly political 
teachers. A quick read of the website Politics in the Classroom1 makes it clear that students see 
openly political teachers as having intentions to indoctrinate them and perhaps bully them in the 
process. This website, started by a student in 2004, describes itself as a place where students can 
anonymously document political comments and actions of professors. Its site administrator claims 
that opinionated political commentary in nonpolitical classes is often “a deliberate and clear attempt 
by the teacher to encourage and mold the political minds of the students. Afraid to rebut the teacher’s 
positions, many students remain silent to protect both their grade and their reputation in the eyes of 
the teacher.” 
     A recent posting caught my eye. The student was praising an otherwise “absolutely wonderful” 
teacher who would “not stop spouting his political rhetoric.” 

I suppose if you agree with him you wouldn’t mind. My biggest problem with his bias was that he 
resorted to name calling about those who might not agree with him. What he didn’t know at the 
time was that he was referring to 1/2 of his class. Believe me, we spoke about it after each class. 
He began every class by reading newspaper clippings and mocking those in the article or those 
who would dare to disagree with his opinions. He would have been one of my favorite teachers if 
he would have just stepped down from his “bully pulpit” and simply taught the class.

     Yes, some openly political teachers do cross a line and may perhaps need to become 
acquainted with their institution’s policies regarding harassment-free learning environments, as did 
the teacher in the posting above. But those of us who do not cross that line—that is, those of us with 
good educational intentions—need to take this seriously before we find ourselves on hiring 
committees that must consider a candidate’s place on the general continuum rather than his or her 
fit with our departments. 

We don’t bully or intimidate 

students. We don’t name call 

or disallow contrary opinions. 

We don’t ask that they think 

as we do. We just ask that 

they think. 

1 http://www.politicsintheclassroom.com/
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     I am among those who believe that the goal of a university education is to provide a liberal 
education that enables students to think critically and creatively; gives them an understanding of 
the core ideas that shape the physical, social, cultural, economic, and political world in which they 
live; enables them to see the connections among seemingly disparate things; and equips them to be 

lifelong learners. This goal may be at odds with other, 
more practical (read career-related) ideas about the 
purpose of a university education, many of which are 
subscribed to by students.
     I am also among those who believe that by 
providing students with a liberal education we are 
serving society. As educator Stephen Rosenstone put it: 

“Civil societies are served by universities that 
produce citizens who think and reason, who raise 
questions, who can critically evaluate 
alternative arguments and proposals, who are 
deliberate and reflective. Civil societies are served 
by citizens whose minds have been opened to 
multiple points of view and who are prepared to 
engage in thoughtful debate.” 

     Many of us, then, feel that it’s OK to be openly 
political in the interests of providing a liberal education 
and serving society. We feel that students and society 
benefit not so much from our particular views but 
rather from knowing how and why we arrived at them 
and how they connect with our discipline and our 
identities (as a professor of English, for example). We 
don’t bully or intimidate students. We don’t name call 
or disallow contrary opinions. We don’t ask that they 
think as we do. We just ask that they think. 
     Given the concern for the wrong sort of politics in 
the university, the kind that would require political 
balance in departments (see also discussion of ABOR, 
page 206), I would like to suggest several things so that 
we can make our classrooms safe for ideas. 

Consider our audience. Young students may be 
clinging to beliefs handed down from their parents 
and communities; their viewpoints and positions may 
be underexposed and still forming. Others may not be 

comfortable with active disagreement; it might fee disrespectful for them to disagree with the pro-
fessor or each other in the class. Some may have completely different ideas about the purpose of a 
university education, and many probably expect what Paulo Freire refers to as the “banking 
concept” approach. Furthermore, most of them may be largely unaware of the histories, agendas, 
scopes, and methodologies of our disciplines. We shouldn’t assume that they share our understand-

Paulo freire and the Banking concept 
of education

Paulo Freire, a native of brazil who 
taught many sugar cane workers to read 
and write in the early 1960s, believed 
that education could transform illiterate 
citizens into people who could change 
society—but only if educators change their 
teaching styles and use more of what we 
now refer to as active learning methods. 
the widely anthologized second chapter 
of his book Pedagogy of the Oppressed 
criticizes the typical student-teacher 
relationship as a passive one in which the 
teacher tries to fill the students with 
information as if they are empty 
containers, an image sometimes referred 
to as the banking concept of education. 
in the passive learning model that he 
decries, “Education thus becomes an act 
of depositing, in which the students are 
the depositories and the teacher is the 
depositor. instead of communicating, the 
teacher issues communiqués and makes 
deposits which the students patiently 
receive, memorize, and repeat.”
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ing about and passion for what we do and why we do it; nor should we assume that they understand 
that disciplines have different ways of making knowledge. Our ways may be a new world order for 
them.

Think—and teach—differently about facts vs. opinions. Americans 
tend to have a bad view of opinions and a good view of facts. Many 
go so far as to claim that opinions have no place in argument at all. 
You can sometimes stop a conversation cold just by saying, ‘Well, 
that’s just your opinion.’  The implication is that opinions aren’t very 
important: facts are verifiable and belong to everybody, while 
opinions are unverifiable and belong only to individuals. Ancient 
rhetoricians, however, valued opinions and understood them as shared 
by many members of a community. We also might understand them 
as shared values rather than features of a person’s identity. This 
understanding makes opinions both important and valid, though 
obviously still open to challenge and to change. Argument becomes a 
matter of challenging the dominant opinion or defending the minority 
opinion, not by attacking or defending a person’s personality or 
character but by questioning or asserting values, beliefs, and practices 
of our communities. 

Contextualize our viewpoints and positions. If we teach that 
opinions represent values shared by members of a community, then 
we should contextualize them. In other words, when we decide to be 
openly political, we could also openly connect ourselves to a 
particular community. I may speak, for example, as a woman who 
grew up in a Catholic household during the 1950s or as a member of 
an academic community that rejects creationism as science. Rather 
than saying, “Politician X is a big fat idiot,” I might say, “As a 
member of a labor union and strong believer that unions are 
necessary, I feel that Politician X’s labor policies make the workplace 
more dangerous. He’s a big fat idiot in the eyes of labor unions!” We 
should also show students how they can connect their own opinions to 
community values. This may push them to think on a deeper level — 
to understand what values they are espousing and rejecting by holding 
the opinion they do. When placed in the context of shared community 
values, our openly politically behavior may feel less like a put-down 
of those who do not agree with us. Students may come to feel that 
disagreement is less of a personal attack and more of a matter of 
clashing community values. 

Separate the how from the idea. Some students feel that we don’t separate their idea from how 
they make their arguments. While it may be difficult to consider these two things separately, we can 
consider what they write or say in a way that privileges the how over the idea. My recommendation 
for responding to papers and presentations is that we first describe their idea and what they do in 
their paper or presentation (e.g., “ In your paper, you argue x on the basis of x, y, and z. You use 

liNK
page 40

the Questions and 
categories exercise is 
one way to reveal the 
values that underlie 
our  opinions. 

liNK
page 80

the identity Groups 
exercise is one way to 
make visible the variety 
of groups individuals 
may identify with.
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thus and such to make your case.”). Then we tell them what their oppositional audiences will react 
to, construing the audiences in terms of communities. Finally, we suggest what they may consider 
doing to make their argument effective. This is the difficult part because they may be arguing, in 
effect, that the sky is purple and the earth is flat. OK. We can tell them what their ideas imply (the 
sky is not blue and the earth is not round), and we can tell them what they need to establish in order 
to make that argument. 

Take measures when possible to prevent others from 
crossing the line. In the spring of 2003, after the U.S. 
invaded Iraq, several tutors in our Writing Center 
confided in me that quite a few students broke into tears 
during tutorials because their English composition 
instructor had voiced strong opposition to the war during 
class. The students felt silenced and criticized. As the 
writing program administrator, I felt compelled to say 
something to instructors, to tell them that they were out 
of line somehow. I was torn, however, because I shared 
their view. I asked myself, how can I tell these people to 

shut up already and teach? I needed to strike a balance between their right to freely express their 
opinions and their obligation to respect all student voices. I decided it was most effective to speak as 
a community member to other members; this allowed me to speak to values we share. Once I set up 
the rhetorical situation this way, I was able to write a memo that pointed out their crossing of the line 
without attacking anyone personally. 

Have difficult dialogues about difficult dialogues. Faculty/student forums outside the classroom 
can shed a lot of light on what’s at issue for students and teachers. After our own forum on politics 
in the classroom (see page 177), many participants commented that they appreciated most that this 
conversation took place, which suggests to me that this meta-talk probably does not occur often 
enough. 

When we decide to be 
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MeMO: TO ALL FACULTY TeACHINg FIRST YeAR COMPOSITION

i am writing in response to some student complaints: some students have revealed that they feel 
uncomfortable in classes when instructors discuss their opposition to a U.s. invasion of iraq. i do 
not know which classes or teachers these students have complained about, and i don’t plan to 
find out. i also know that students sometimes misconstrue what we say.

i am not asking you to refrain from expressing your opinion openly, but i am asking you to keep 
in mind your responsibility to maintain a harassment-free learning environment. according to the 
Student Handbook, “the University of alaska anchorage is a community that cherishes the free 
and open exchange of ideas in the pursuit of knowledge. Maintaining this freedom and openness 
requires the presence of safety and trust; it requires the absence of coercion, intimidation, and 
exploitation.” Upholding these values can be especially challenging when we feel strongly about 
something.

My purpose here is not to tell you what to teach, how to dress, or when to speak, but to 
consider providing an atmosphere in your classrooms defined by tolerance and the free 
exchange of ideas. 

some teachers have allowed students to write a one-minute anonymous reaction at the end of 
class as a form of critical incident Questionnaire. Here are some example prompts:
   l is there something you would like to add to today’s discussion?
   l is there an idea that was not addressed in class today that you feel ought to be heard? 

this technique may allow students who feel silenced to speak out, and it may allow you to 
monitor your ability to maintain a classroom atmosphere defined by tolerance and the free 
exchange of ideas. 

Patricia Jenkins
English
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“Teachers don’t have time to be activists!” 

You spend a whole year developing new skills and preparing yourself to engage controversy more 
effectively, and still it’s possible to be derailed by a point of view you hadn’t considered or a voice 
you didn’t expect. In the spring, two Education colleagues collaborated on a public presentation of 
the Mexican documentary film Granito de arena (Grain of Sand). Their intent was to engage 
students, faculty, and community members in an exploration of the impact of globalization on 
public schooling around the world. Although they knew these issues might be controversial in some 
circles, in this situation they were expecting a thoughtful discussion with a sympathetic audience of 
like-minded education professionals. Instead, they were blindsided by an audience response that was 
confrontational and dismissive of the film’s major issues and relevance to public education in the 
U.S. In this essay, the two discuss their reactions to this event. One of the pair later showed the film 
to her class of undergraduate students where she got a different response altogether.

A Grain of Sand in Alaska

Dr. Virginia Juettner
Associate Professor of Education
Alaska Pacific University

Dr. Diane Erickson
Assistant Professor of Adult Education
University of Alaska Anchorage

Throughout our Difficult Dialogues training, we were encouraged to think globally but act locally: 
to help our students connect regional, national, and global issues to their everyday lives and the 
future of their local communities. Two of us decided to present the documentary film Granito de 
arena (Grain of Sand) to prompt a discussion of the impact of globalization on public schooling 
around the world.    
     The film tells the story of a decades-long teacher resistance movement in Mexico. As the blurb 
from Las Americas Film Network puts it: “For over 20 years, global economic forces have been 
dismantling public education in Mexico, but always in the constant shadow of popular resistance. 
Granito de arena is the story of that resistance—the story of hundreds of thousands of public school 
teachers whose grassroots, nonviolent movement took Mexico by surprise, and who have endured 
brutal repression in their 25-year struggle for social and economic justice in Mexico’s 
public schools.”
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The film tackles an array of tough issues, including poverty, the impacts of free-trade agreements 
between the United States and Mexico, the role of transnational corporations in public schooling, 
and governmental control of the workforce via privatization of the school system and high-stakes 
testing. It explores these issues through the lens of public school teachers acting as political activists 
and advocates for change. We hoped it would serve as the starting point for discussion of education 
in the United States, the impact of globalization on curriculum and educational outcomes, and the 
role of the community in shaping the education provided in schools. 
     The event was scheduled for a late Friday afternoon on the UAA campus, a time when classes 
are few and parking is easy. It was advertised to the two campus communities via various electronic 
mailing lists. Colleagues were asked to share it with others who might find it of interest. Despite 
the email reminders and an advance polling of the education faculty regarding their interest and the 
most convenient time, fewer than 10 people showed up. The audience included one faculty member, 
two alumni, several graduate students, and two Anchorage school teachers, both active members of 
the Anchorage Teachers Union. The lecture hall was large enough to seat 75; the handful of people 
in attendance scattered themselves throughout the room, two near the back, two near the front, a 
couple on the left, one or two on the right.

The Lights Went Up…..

When the film ended, we invited the audience 
to respond. We were hoping for a substantive 
discussion on globalization and education, 
but we got something else.
      “How do you intend to use this film?” 
one of the teachers challenged us. “You’re 
not planning to show it to pre-service 
teachers, I hope.” 
     The other teacher agreed. “This is not a 
good film for pre-service teachers. It will 
give them the idea that protest marches are 
the thing to do. But they’re not. They don’t 
work. They just piss people off.” 
     Another audience member suggested that 
because the film was about Mexico, it had no 
relevance to public education in the United 
States. “I’d like to help those people down 
there,” she said. “But our experiences here 
are completely different.” 
     Another audience member seemed to sum 
up the group feeling. “Teachers don’t have 
time to be activists,” he said. 

Our Reactions: A Dialogue

Virginia: Even though I thought I was prepared for controversy, I was stunned by these reactions, 
especially coming from veteran educators familiar with the issues. After almost two semesters of 
actively engaging in civil discourse in my classrooms, I lost my objectivity in an instant and became 
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defensive. I replied to the second responder that the civil rights movement successfully demonstrated 
peaceful protests as a tool for social change. I knew I had lost my stance as an objective moderator, 
but I just couldn’t resist arguing with comments I felt were intended to shut down our discourse. 
I was especially concerned for my graduate students in the audience, all new pre-service or what 
I would call ‘emerging’ teachers. What were they thinking after hearing these opening statements 
about the film?

Diane: I was embarrassingly at a loss on how to proceed. The reactions were totally unanticipated. 
I watched Virginia try to turn the tone of the dialogue to a positive note. Despite her thoughtful and 
articulate redirecting of the comments, the audience was unwilling to engage in a substantive 

discussion of either the film or the global forces 
impacting public education. They did not see the 
Mexican experience resonating with their own. It 
seemed neither relevant nor credible to them. 
 
Virginia: The discussion went on in a similar vein 
for about 30 minutes, with neither Diane nor I able 
to turn the tide or draw out any deeper thinking. The 
strong comments at the beginning had effectively 
shut down the possibility of going anywhere else 
with that group. I went home believing that I hadn’t 
succeeded in conducting a deep and rich discussion 
on this important film and wondering why veteran 
educators would 
suggest censoring it, i.e., restricting its use to 
practicing educators. It wasn’t until much later that 

it occurred to me to wonder if one difference between me and them was my participation in this 
Difficult Dialogues project. Perhaps I had become open to a possibility that they had not.

Diane: Upon reflection, I attribute the lack of substantive discussion to my unexamined assumptions 
about facilitating difficult dialogue in a public venue versus in my classroom. In the classroom I 
anticipate that students will hold divergent views, and I prepare for discussions accordingly. But I 
assumed that a public event, being voluntary, would attract like-minded people. My wise APU col-
league suggested that we use a brief writing exercise to help participants gather their thoughts after 
viewing the film, but I overruled that suggestion, and we simply opened the floor instead. I did not 
prepare questions in advance to prompt dialogue, naively assuming the audience would be in 
agreement that global forces were undermining the democratic ideals of public education. I thought 
we would simply have a great and agreeable discussion about the similarities between the two coun-
tries and the role of teachers to counteract the global forces. 
      My second assumption was that people at a public event are time-conscious and anxious to get to 
the film or the speaker. In the classroom I intentionally devote time to activities that foster positive 
relations among students and try to create a space that feels safe for open discussion. I assumed the 
public audience would have little interest or patience for activities to get to know one another or to 
set the tone of the space. I always ask my students why they are in my class and what they hope to 
learn. The public group was small enough to have taken time to introduce one another and briefly 
state our interest in the film and topic, but I didn’t do that. If this had been my class, I would have 
asked students to move closer together. I believe sitting in closer proximity and introductions would 

the greatest lesson for 
me was that i was still 
the teacher in this space 
and i should have spent 
time preparing the 
audience to engage in 
discussion.
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have helped to foster a more civil discourse when the film ended. But again, I didn’t do that with the 
public group.
     Third, the opening comment from the audience was fairly aggressive and definitive. It left no 
room for the kind of discussion I was anticipating. The speaker was in the back row, at the exit, and 
difficult to see. It occurred to me afterwards that I assume that I have more directive authority in the 
classroom than in a public event. In the classroom, I exercise it. 
 
Virginia: I, too, assumed that the film would be well received by our audience of professors and 
practicing teachers, who would easily see parallels between the Mexican education issues and our 
own No Child Left Behind policies. I assumed that the audience would foster a critical stance and 
intellectual discussion and that this event would be a safe place for a deep discussion of provocative 
issues among like-minded colleagues. After all, I knew all but two of the participants. Yet none of 
these assumptions turned out to be true. I am still not sure why my thinking was so far off base.

Diane: The greatest lesson for me was that 
I was still the teacher in this space, and I 
should have spent time preparing the 
audience to engage in discussion. This could 
have been done as Virginia suggested with 
reflective writing, or with dyads or other 
small group discussion techniques. I should 
have spent time engaging the participants 
before the film to get a better sense of who 
they were and why they had decided to 
attend this session. When I think back on it 
now, I wonder if our audience (all educators 
themselves) had expected us to prepare them 
for discussion, and if the fact that we did 
not contributed to the unexpectedly negative 
response. I still like to think they came 
willing to engage and open to be engaged in 
the topic.

Virginia: In the classroom I never begin a 
difficult dialogue without practicing some 
reflective writing and/or artistic response 
exercises first. Giving students a chance to 
respond before the discussion begins enhances both their thinking and the quality and depth of the 
discussion. If I could go back in time, I would ask the participants to form groups of three and write 
two-minute notes to each other. This strategy would allow each participant the opportunity to write 
and respond to two other group members before discussion. Perhaps grouping students with 
practicing educators would have resulted in a more personal sharing of written viewpoints and set the 
stage for a successful discussion.
     I will never again assume that I know the audience and be unprepared for the unanticipat-
ed response. I will attempt to prepare for redirection and reframing after listening to the audi-
ence and acknowledging their responses. I did not acknowledge or honor the initial comments. 
Acknowledgement might have modeled the critical stance I hoped would characterize the session. 

in the classroom i never 
begin a difficult dialogue 
without practicing some 
reflective writing and/or 
artistic response exercises 
first. giving students a 
chance to respond before 
the discussion begins 
enhances both their thinking 
and the quality and depth 
of the discussion.
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Classroom follow-up 

Within a week of the public event, Virginia held a follow-up discussion with the APU graduate 
students who had attended the showing. In the safer, more comfortable environment of their shared 
classroom, these students were able to engage in the discussion both professors had been hoping for. 
They made thoughtful connections between education in Mexico and the U.S. without suggesting that 
U.S. teachers need to wage protest marches. Most of the discussion focused on the differences and 
similarities between the two educational systems and the potential of outside agencies like the World 
Bank and the World Trade Organization to impact public education. 
     One student reflected on the film in a final course assignment, a portfolio that illustrated her 
learning, experiences and reflections for the semester. 

“This film visually illustrated the struggle of 
teachers in Mexico who advocate for 
adequate support of public education; point-
ing out the impact of our global economy 
and the influence of the World Bank and the 
International Monetary Fund (in this case, 
undermining the public education system in 
Mexico). The ideas of protesting and 
advocating for community control to let 
people shape their own destinies was thought 
provoking . . . our discussion on localizing to 
Alaska and issues around rural versus urban 
teaching; standardized testing; and the No 
Child Left Behind initiative seemed to draw 
parallels and left me pondering the question: 
What is most important to teachers?” 

Curious about how other pre-service teachers would 
respond, Virginia also showed it to her junior-level 
undergraduate Literacy and Communication class. 
When the film ended, before discussion, she asked 
students to complete a quick writing exercise. This 
group of students had been exposed to Difficult 
Dialogue methods, including quick writes, for two 
semesters. They also practiced weekly reflective 

writing in response to readings and classroom activities, usually as a prequel to discussion. Samples 
of student written responses to the film are below.

l  “My initial thought was that what I was seeing was not even comparable to the lack of funding 
that we often complain about in the United States. Then, it occurred to me that the struggle to 
fight for equal education ultimately lies within us, regardless if it’s fighting for money, materials, 
buildings, or opportunities. What is happening in Mexico is happening all over the world—even 
in rural areas or small areas in Eastern Kentucky or in New York. The similarities are over-
whelming.

the value of engaging 
difficult dialogues in the 
classroom, however, was 
affirmed using techniques 
that foster trust, deep 
thinking, and discussion 
with peers after careful 
preparation. the written 
comments of students 
clearly exemplify the kind 
of reflective thinking 
needed to enhance civil 
discourse.
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l  “When we watch TV and see Ford, Coca Cola, and all of these other corps. building schools we 
think “Yes!” But now I realize this is just a way of privatizing schools. These things that hap-
pened in Mexico are happening here! They withhold our funding until we improve our scores so 
our people fit the mold they have set! When we allow this to happen we take the importance of 
wisdom away from education. We have to stop looking @ our world as a fractured surface with 
walls separating us and begin to see it as 1 world, 1 people who all have a right to a free and 
informed education. It’s not about $ or politics. It’s about making the lives of every person 
better, safe, free, and worth living!”

l  “The video validated how governmental and political influences affect people of all diversities 
socially, economically, spiritually, and environmentally. The struggle that the teachers faced is 
all too common to the oppressed and indignities of others before them. In teaching, there is and 
has been a struggle over issues involving the intents, interests, and decisions imposed onto the 
communities. Greed and domination play a big part in how the effectiveness of an institution 
burdened a people to achieve their agenda.” 

These students—undergraduates, novices—uncovered many of the issues that we had hoped to dis-
cuss in the public showing. They recognized that the film exemplifies issues and needs occurring in 
many countries (including their own), connected it with their evolving philosophies of education, 
and wondered whether they would be able to follow their own beliefs in the classroom. They 
recognized similar power struggles in the U.S. and discussed why the teachers in Mexico have been 
gathering to protest while teachers in the U.S. seem more accepting of these influences on their 
classrooms and teaching practices. They not only got it, but they were able to talk about it as well.

 tales from 
the trenches
 tales from 

the trenches

A reflective writing technique that encourages personal reflection, provides opportunities for all voices 
to be heard, and leads to deeper, more thoughtful conversations.
 
set it up.
l divide the class into groups of three or four.
l Provide a prompting question, and ask students to write an initial response for two or three minutes. 

Pass it around.
l ask students to pass their paper to the next student in the group, read what the first student wrote, 
   and write a response for two or three minutes on that same piece of paper.
l repeat the procedure until each student has responded to all the others in the group.

start talking.
l return the papers to their originators, take a few minutes for everyone to read the written discussion
   they find there, and then open up the question for oral discussion. 

This technique was adapted from Harvey Daniels.

shared Writing 



Final Thoughts

The differences are striking: between public event and classroom discussion, between giving partic-
ipants the time and space to respond on their own and just diving right in to the discussion, between 
shutting down a conversation and opening it up.  
     The public event was presented to a mixed group of students, professors, and community mem-
bers who had never worked together before. Audience members did not know one another. We did 
not take the time at the beginning to set ground rules for civil discourse or otherwise prepare them 
for the film, so when some individuals had strong reactions the conversation became limited to those 
reactions. The first comment was aggressive, and we were not able to turn it to a more positive note 
and substantive discussion. 
     In contrast, the APU undergraduate students were a cohesive group characterized by trust, friend-
ship, and a common mission of completing the education program and becoming teachers. They had 
been exposed to Difficult Dialogues methods, including quick writes and reflective responding, for 
two semesters. They were familiar with the techniques, vested in the process, and enjoyably engaged 
in both the writing and the discussions that followed.
     Public events with disparate groups of participants are high-risk activities for entering into 
controversial discussion. There is no time to establish trust, no time for thoughtful reflection, and not 
many reasons to share your deepest thoughts with strangers. The value of engaging difficult 
dialogues in the classroom, however, was affirmed using techniques that foster trust, deep thinking, 
and discussion with peers after careful preparation. The written comments of students clearly 
exemplify the kind of reflective thinking needed to enhance civil discourse. We will continue to use 
these techniques in our classes to grow good thinkers, reflective writers, and socially conscious 
citizens and teachers while improving our ability to take on difficult topics in public forums.

200     
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Criminal justice issues are rarely, if ever, decided based on research and empirical evidence alone. 
Public opinion and public policy are also based on moral beliefs, values, and assumptions about 
human nature that may or may not correspond to the evidence. This essay discusses the need to 
acknowledge and confront underlying assumptions in the process of engaging controversies in 
criminal justice. 

Controversies in Criminal Justice

Dr. Ronald S. Everett
Associate Professor of Justice
University of Alaska Anchorage

Dr. Sharon Chamard 
Assistant Professor of Justice
University of Alaska Anchorage

As a field of inquiry, criminal justice is replete with inherently controversial issues: the death 
penalty, gun control, marijuana legalization, prostitution decriminalization, and the balance between 
due process and crime control, to name just a few. Beyond these public policy debates are differences 
in explanations of why crime happens and why some people commit crime or become offenders. At 
the heart of these theoretical discussions are fundamental questions about human nature. Are we born 
with a propensity for evil that must be socialized out of us? Or are we born essentially good or as 
blank slates, as people who only do bad things because of bad environments and disparities in 
society? 
     In the field of criminal justice (like other social sciences), knowledge is derived from two sources: 
facts and evidence generated through the research process; and values and assumptions about human 
nature and how society should be organized. Controversies also arise from these sources. When a 
discipline has amassed enough empirical evidence about a particular question (assuming the evidence 
is fairly univocal), the issue is no longer controversial, at least to most professionals or experts. But 
students and large segments of the general public may lack the experience, knowledge, and skills to 
look at these issues in the same kind of depth; what is controversial to them (e.g., the death penalty) 
may be pretty much nondebatable for criminologists, whereas issues that are controversial to 
criminologists (such as criminal careers and crime specialization) may seem uninteresting to students. 
     It is the nature of social science research that there are competing claims and ambiguous findings. 
The layperson’s or introductory-level student’s inability to evaluate research on criteria such as 
sample, reliability, validity, appropriateness of statistical tests, and so on makes them vulnerable 
to persuasion from other sources. For example, mass media coverage of crimes committed by sex 
offenders, particularly those who victimize children, focuses on extremely rare incidents, such as the 
Polly Klaas and Megan Kanka cases. Both of these victims were sexually assaulted and killed by sex 
offenders who had been released from prison but were under correctional supervision in the commu-
nity. The fact that the overwhelming majority of children who are sexually abused by adults are 
victimized by family members or friends is glossed over. Similarly, it is known by criminologists that 
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sex offenders have among the lowest rates of re-arrest, yet the average person on the street probably 
believes the opposite. If they think of the typical sex offender as a child molester who abducts young 
girls from their bedrooms at night or as a deviant with uncontrollable urges, it’s not surprising that 
they might see mandatory sex offender registries as important mechanisms to increase community 
safety. Most research, however, has not supported the efficacy of these registries; they don’t seem 
to reduce recidivism or increase public protection. Nevertheless, few public officials are willing to 

speak against them because of their widespread 
emotional and public support. 
     Ought professors to encourage discussion 
about criminal justice issues that have been 
resolved empirically? If there are no grounds 
for debate other than moral beliefs and 
ideology, is it even appropriate to address the 
matter in a social science classroom? We argue 
that it is especially important to focus on these 
issues because so much public opinion—and 
public policy—is shaped by moral beliefs, 
values, and assumptions about human nature. In 
many decisions about criminal justice 
policy, facts derived from rigorous research 
and policy analysis are trumped by unsupported 
beliefs about what causes crime and how it can 
be best prevented. How else to explain policies 

such as Megan’s Law (sex offenders’ registries) and “Three Strikes and You’re Out” mandatory 
sentencing? The former is based on faulty assumptions about sex offenders while the latter assumes 
harsher punishments to be a deterrent against serious and violent crimes. In both instances, shared 
public beliefs, amplified by the media, are used to justify policies that lack evidence-based support.
     If students lack the skills to evaluate claims empirically, they also seem reluctant to take the word 
of those with some authority to advise them. The proliferation of blogging and social networking 
sites such as Facebook, MySpace, and YouTube has made it possible for even the most 
ill-informed and asinine ramblings to be elevated to a footing nearly equal to that of the measured 
opinions of specialists and experts. We should not find it surprising, then, that students question 
assertions of their professors and texts. On the one hand, skepticism is something to be nurtured; a 
questioning citizenry is the foundation of a good democracy, after all. On the other hand, it is 
troubling if this skepticism is fueled not by a careful weighing of the evidence supporting a particular 
view, but by an assumption that all views are created equal and thus are equally likely to be valid. 
     This troubling assumption derives from the point of view that everyone is biased and everyone 
has an agenda, therefore any opinion is as good as any other, and we’re each entitled to our own. 
While it is certainly the case that scientists and scholars are frequently not as objective as they 
purport to be, this is not an adequate reason for the discounting of authority and devaluing of 
expertise that seems increasingly prevalent among university students and the general public.
     What seems to happen in many classrooms is a clash between acknowledgment and respect for 
expert authority and the naïve assumption of the equality of ideas. Professors may presume their 
statements and perspectives will be granted a more privileged position by virtue of their greater 
knowledge. They are likely to value the gradual accumulation of evidence, and the expertise and skill 
of those who conduct the research to produce this evidence. They are also likely to accept that some 
people know more than others, and that there are answers, even if not absolute.  

What seems to happen in 
many classrooms is a clash 
between acknowledgment 
and respect for expert 
authority and the naïve 
assumption of the equality 
of ideas.
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     Many contemporary students, on the other hand, seem not to value the slow, disciplined efforts 
necessary to understand complex or technical issues. Little in contemporary popular culture rein-
forces the importance of knowledge mastery. Many students seem actually to reject the value of 
knowledge, questioning whether it really matters much if you do not know. As one student stated, “I 
had to read this twice and I still don’t understand it all…I really think this is unnecessarily difficult.” 
Couple this resistance to studying complex academic material with a subtle anti-intellectualism and 
a declining attention span in the culture at large, and it becomes a challenge to orchestrate informed 
discussion of controversial issues. The acceptance of anti-rationalism in public discussions, such as 
the demand to include intelligent design in science courses, only strengthens the assumption that 
facts are superfluous and belief is all you need.
     The view that everyone has an agenda and is biased to some large or small degree is arguable. 
But the naïve or cynical adoption of this view, to the exclusion of other perspectives, allows one 
to easily dismiss the messenger no matter how credible or above reproach. This perspective goes 
beyond the cynical interpretation of or skeptical reaction to news reports or research results; indeed, 
it alters students’ views of real-world problems and helps them avoid wrestling with controversial 
issues. A classroom incident illustrates this point. We showed our Justice Policy class the film Dead 
Man Walking (and the Frontline documentary about the book on which it is based) about Sister 
Helen Prejean’s work with death row inmates. Some students questioned her actions, claiming that 
she was doing what she was doing as a way to get attention, to receive rewards, and so on. We find 
it hypercritical and judgmental to believe that everyone, even a Catholic nun who opposes the death 
penalty and has taken vows of poverty and obedience, is working an angle, has an ulterior motive, 
and is acting always in his or her own
self-interest. 
     Dismissing the messenger as a self-serving 
opportunist allows students to ignore the more 
distressing issues about the implementation 
of the death penalty presented in the film. 
Similarly, 
evidence that points to racial or ethnic bias in 
sentencing seems to generate little outrage and 
few calls for change. A cynical and skeptical fil-
ter of all information coupled with the ignorance 
or dismissal of evidence has a way of diffusing 
controversial issues of their substance. What 
used to have the power to shock and surprise is 
now perceived as normative and nothing to get 
excited about. These attitudes lead inevitably to 
apathy, i.e., “That’s how it is, how it always has 
been, and always will be.” With this world view, nothing is controversial. Certainly nothing is 
controversial to a degree that change or intervention may be required. 
     If you rely only on sweeping assumptions about human nature or the natural order of things, 
you will be unlikely to try to improve the situation. If you are cynical, you are never surprised, and 
if you are skeptical, you are always suspicious. If you respond with apathy when presented with an 
example of injustice, it is a small step to conclude that there is no reasonable solution. If there is no 
solution, there is nothing to worry about and no reason to interrupt the endless pursuit of our own 
pleasures and personal concerns.

a cynical and skeptical 
filter of all information 
coupled with the 
ignorance or dismissal 
of evidence has a way 
of diffusing controversial 
issues of their substance.
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What is the solution to the subtle anti-intellectualism and cynicism we see all around us? We offer 
the following points for consideration. 

l Focus on the assumptions embedded in the various positions surrounding a controversial issue, 
   especially those students may unknowingly make as they express their own views on the same
   issues.

l Use structured discussions that explicitly identify the ground rules for engaging in civil discussion.

l Distinguish what is controversial: is the debate over the empirical findings of research or the 
   values and ideologies of advocates?

l Consider using course readers that are specifically designed to present more than one side of a 
   particular controversy. Remember that there are frequently more than two sides.

l Debate the issues, using the forms of structured in-class debates detailed in Chapter 2.

l Be willing to experiment. Consider bringing in first-person narratives, guest speakers, even a book 
   by a compelling author. These strategies may seem unscientific to many professors; after all, the
   plural of anecdote is not data. Yet if our goal is to break through students’ cocoons of indifference,
   perhaps we ought to put a human face to statistics and theory.

liNK 
page 53

liNK 
page 64

For more on staging classroom debates, see 
page 53. For a strategy based on the Justice 

Talking radio show format, see page 64.
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as i read the preceding essay, i was reminded of what Paulo Freire called “critical consciousness” 
and what city University of new york Professor ira shor calls “critical pedagogy,” which he defines 
as “[h]abits of thought, reading, writing, and speaking which go beneath the surface meaning, first 
impressions, dominant myths, official pronouncements, traditional clichés, received wisdom, and 
mere opinions, to understand the deep meaning, root cause, social context, ideology, and personal 
consequences of any action, event, object, process, organization, experience, text, subject matter, 
policy, mass media, or discourse.” students who achieve critical consciousness no longer say, 
“that’s how it is, how it always has been, and always will be” as they have done in the criminal 
Justice courses described by drs. Everett and chamard. they believe that things can be changed—
and that they can make a difference. 

the Justice students may be experiencing what shor calls forms of false consciousness: ways of 
thinking and being that predispose people to accept society as unproblematic and unchangeable. 
shor identifies several categories of false consciousness, including:

l reification: a belief in a fixed and unchangeable social and economic system and the 
   inability to see systematic wholes. the pursuit of human solidarity would be considered a
   waste of time. Material acquisition provides fulfillment as opposed to doing things—particularly
   with others—to change the system. 
l Pre-scientific thinking: a belief in a fixed human nature and an acceptance of unverifiable 
   reasons to explain things that happen (e.g., the belief in luck or pure chance). if something is
   wrong or bad, well that’s just human nature. if someone has become famous or has achieved
   status and wealth, that person is considered lucky.
l acceleration: the fast pace of everyday life allowed by machines and technology, some that
    help us go faster and some that entertain us. this results in sensory overload; critical reflection
    becomes less important than keeping the pace.   
l Mystification: responses or “truths” that obscure sources and solutions to problems. they 
   include responses based on forms of bigotry (e.g., single mothers on welfare are lazy and
   don’t want to work. that’s why they have their babies in the first place.) 

to encourage critical consciousness, teachers may need to teach some basics about their discipline, 
including its assumptions about human nature and how knowledge is made. that would include 
what is researched, how it is researched, what counts as evidence, and how the evidence is used to 
make arguments. social scientists might try modeling how they would evaluate a claim from a 
non-social sciences community. the point would not be that other claims are incorrect or far-fetched, 
but rather that they are incorrect or far-fetched according to the way a social scientist makes 
knowledge. 

it isn’t easy to get students to think in a different way, but at the very least we can teach them that 
different communities make knowledge in different ways and so there are different ways to look at 
the world. i ask my students to see the world as i do for a semester: that is, to see themselves as con-
structed by language and constructing through language. i teach them what this means, and i show 
them how to make knowledge with that stance. they don’t always like the knowledge they make, for 
it makes them feel pushed around and controlled. but they can’t deny that the tools i provide them 
lead them to their conclusions. Finally, as they challenge me throughout the semester, i tell them that 
they don’t have to agree with me, but i do hope they perceive the world as a less simple place than 
they did before taking my class.

Patricia Jenkins
English
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sPEaKinG tHE LanGUaGE

Throughout this handbook, several references have been made to individuals and organizations that 
claim to speak on behalf of academic freedom but are considered by the mainstream of university 
academic organizations to be instead violating its spirit. In the spirit of the Encircled Circle 
technique (see page 84), we invite you to consider these ideas and ask yourself what’s at stake here. 

The Academic Bill of Rights (ABOR)

The Academic Bill of Rights (ABOR) is a manifesto written by David Horowitz, president of the 
Center for the Study of Popular Culture and the author of Left Illusions: An Intellectual Odyssey. 
Horowitz believes that what he refers to as “academic and educational values” have been threatened 
by “the unwarranted intrusion of faculty members’ political views into the classroom.” According 
to Horowitz, the ABOR emphasizes intellectual diversity and “enumerate[s] the rights of students to 
not be indoctrinated or otherwise assaulted by political propagandists in the classroom or any edu-
cational setting.” Claiming that “you can’t get a good education if they’re only telling you half the 
story,” Horowitz proposed in 2002 that universities adopt an ABOR. His ABOR document became 
the foundational piece for a public advocacy group called Students for Academic Freedom (SAF), 
established in 2003. 

The ABOR sounds well intentioned. Consider its opening paragraph on the mission of the 
university: 

The central purposes of a University are the pursuit of truth, the discovery of new knowledge 
through scholarship and research, the study and reasoned criticism of intellectual and cultural tra-
ditions, the teaching and general development of students to help them become creative individuals 
and productive citizens of a pluralistic democracy, and the transmission of knowledge and learning 
to a society at large. Free inquiry and free speech within the academic community are indispens-
able to the achievement of these goals. The freedom to teach and to learn depend upon the creation 
of appropriate conditions and opportunities on the campus as a whole as well as in the classrooms 
and lecture halls. These purposes reflect the values—pluralism, diversity, opportunity, critical 
intelligence, openness and fairness—that are the cornerstones of American society. 

However, a number of educational and public interest groups (including the American Federation of 
Teachers, American Association of University Professors, American Library Association, National 
Coalition Against Censorship, The National Association of Scholars, AFL-CIO, and Source Watch) 
have spoken out against the ABOR, charging that the bill is itself a threat to academic freedom. The 
opposition focuses on phrases such as the “appropriate conditions and opportunities” in the passage 
above as well as other passages suggesting that “appropriate educational policy” would include 
required readings on more than one side of a political controversy. The key word in both passages is 
“appropriate.” The implication is that the institution should decide what will be taught, not the 
professor.



     The ABOR also presumes that student rights are the primary academic freedom issues, and that 
a way of teaching can be innocent and free of ideology. These presumptions are at least uninformed 
(see also pages 3-11 and pages 188-193), and many critics suggest that they are unethical as well: 
that, in fact, David Horowitz and the Students for Academic Freedom are true enemies of free 
thought and free speech, that feeling victimized by academic freedom, they have fought back with a 
somewhat disguised agenda. 
     However, as several writers in this collection have noted, no one is victimized by academic 
freedom. They may be offended perhaps, but they are not victimized. 

Students for Academic Freedom (SAF)

Students for Academic Freedom is a public advocacy group established by David Horowitz in 2003 
with the stated intent of protecting students from attempts at political indoctrination by some pro-
fessors. It considers itself as a national coalition of independent campus groups as well as a move-
ment. According to its website, its mission is to “restore academic freedom and educational values 
to America’s institutions of higher learning.” Through the adoption of the Academic Bill of Rights 
by university chapters, it seeks to regulate faculty behavior and to prescribe course content, claiming 
that professors violate their professional obligation if they endorse a particular political viewpoint. It 
construes academic freedom as student access to a diversity of viewpoints, and it considers the 
pursuit of knowledge as necessarily disinterested. 
 
American Council of Trustees and Alumni (ACTA)
 
Founded in 1995 by Lynne V. Cheney, former Governor Richard D. Lamm of Colorado, Senator 
Joseph I. Lieberman of Connecticut, social scientist David Riesman, writer Saul Bellow, and others, 
ACTA describes itself as the only national organization to “support liberal arts education, uphold 
high academic standards, safeguard the free exchange of ideas on campus, and ensure that the next 
generation receives a philosophically-balanced, open-minded, high-quality education at an affordable 
price.” To achieve these ends, ACTA endorses a back-to-basics view of education and calls for a 
national core curriculum for higher education. Reacting to a perception of politicization of the 
classroom, it redefines diversity in terms of politics instead of race, class, or culture and argues for 
what it refers to as “intellectual diversity” in the higher education curriculum. The organization 
provides reports, speeches, testimonies, and a newsletter to advise alumni and donors, trustees, and 
state leaders about its views on academic excellence, academic freedom, and accountability. It also 
offers services for these groups so that they can effect change at their institutions. 
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diFFicULt diaLoGUE
LEarninG FroM ExPEriEncE

As some of us learned to our chagrin, planning only takes you so far. Once you put your plans into 
practice, it’s a whole new ball game. Anything can happen, and usually does.
     In designing and presenting our faculty intensives, we learned a lot from experience. The first one 
we held was especially rocky; this group was the test case for much of what we would later refine. 
Admittedly, too many of the presentations were static rather than interactive; the language referred 
too heavily to one university over the other; and our own expectations for engaging in difficult dia-
logues within the group were not fully met. Nevertheless, we didn’t expect as much kick-back as we 
got. The first group challenged almost all of our choices, from the textbook to the agenda to the 
presentation styles of the guest speakers.
     This surprised us. We had worked very hard to design and present the week’s activities, and we 
expected our learners to understand and appreciate our efforts. We thought they would work with 
us a little more, forgive us a few little lapses in presentation, and empathize with the fact that their 
colleagues were test-driving a newly created curriculum. What happened instead was that they acted 
a lot like students, expecting us to have our act completely together all the time, to honor the multi-
ple and often conflicting learning styles and concerns of all of them, and to give them what they had 
signed up for, which in this case was a safe place to explore with their colleagues on equal footing 
the great issues of our time.
     We learned from that experience. The second time the presentations were much tighter, the 
exercises more interactive, and the facilitator more keenly aware of the hidden power dynamics in 
the room. And, as so often happens in the classroom, the overall personality of the group was 
completely different; where there had been firestorms in the first intensive, there were relaxed, 
languid discussions in the second. 
     The third time was even better. We actively recruited more people of color and intentionally 
nurtured minority points of view all throughout the week. We introduced new strategies to surface 
critiques of our own methods and intentions. We also spent time planning for and engaging in our 
own difficult dialogue within the group. The group itself selected the topic, one that arose organical-
ly from other conversations during the week: should we require our faculties somehow to be trained 
in Alaska Native ways of knowing? We were surprised—and pleased—that the third group chose 
to take on this topic, and we attribute it to the level of trust they achieved and the willingness of the 
majority to entertain and be deeply affected by a different perception of reality. 
     With these experiences we relearned a seemingly obvious truth: controversy is everywhere. It’s in 
science and religion and culture and class and identity and power and politics and language. It’s also 
in our communities, our departments, our classrooms, our families. We learned to expect it every-
where. And we learned to be ready.
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start taLKinG

Questions for Discussion:

How can you prepare a public audience for productive discussion?

When, if ever, is it appropriate to reveal your political positions to your 
students? How can this information lead to a learning outcome?

How should you respond if you realize that students are giving you what 
you want in the interests of getting a good grade?

How much should academic freedom concern itself with students’ rights 
of free expression versus faculty members’ freedom of speech?

What are appropriate responses to charges of political bias or 
discrimination in the classroom?

How can you create a balanced discussion of a film, book, or performance 
with an explicit political position or purpose?

How do you bring current events into your classrooms? Intentionally, with 
a particular teaching purpose in mind? Or spontaneously, as they arise?
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Outcomes

Our overall goal is to improve the 
learning climate on our campuses, 
making them more inclusive of minori-
ty voices and ways of knowing and 
safer places for learning and the free 
exchange of ideas. 

Uaa/aPU Encountering controversy Project
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All in all, we moved things forward in a steady, relatively undramatic way. Very little blew up in our 
faces, and, with a few exceptions, very little rocked us to the core. 

Grade us for effort and you’d find a normal bell curve. Some of us were achievers and stayed deeply 
engaged all year: redesigning old courses, holding risky community events, collaborating with new 
colleagues and friends. Most of us at least tried some new things: Codes of Conduct, Books of the 
Semester, Circle of Objects, Critical Incident Questionnaire. One dropped out altogether due to 
illness, and a few others did only the bare minimum. Of the 
original thirty participants, twenty-five were still seriously 
engaged at the end of the year. 

Grade us for performance, and you’d get a different curve. 
Some events were so successful that people didn’t want to 
leave. Others celebrated diversity, fostered community, and 
opened learners to new ideas. A few crashed and burned. But 
even these offered learning opportunities for those willing to 
take them. Just as you don’t have to agree with someone to 
learn, so too are there lessons to be learned when things go 
wrong. As several people said, the important thing was that 
we actually initiated these dialogues. They were icebreakers to 
deeper conversations we need to have in the future. 

We didn’t solve the big questions of race, religion, global 
warming, or war. Nor did we kid ourselves that we could. Grade 
us for improvement, though, and you’d find it. This was what 
we were after, and this is what we achieved. We grew more 
comfortable with our abilities—as individuals and as a group—
to engage in and strengthen civil discourse in our classrooms 
and communities. We are more likely to initiate important dif-
ficult dialogues and better able to field them when they crop up 
on their own. We’re more thoughtful. We’re better prepared. 
We’re more of a team.  

It is, as they say, a good start. 

the score

Working for us

l Effective faculty development
   model
l Greater awareness
l increased strategies and skills
l More confidence 
l More people to turn to for
   advice and support

Working against us

l Workloads still intense
l teaching still challenging
l time, energy, resources still 
   limited
l controversies won’t go away
l World still needs changing



Assessment results suggest that the faculty intensive model described in this handbook has 
measurable and sustained effects on participants. Among the statistically significant findings, our 
faculty participants reported themselves to be more comfortable about their abilities to create 
inclusive classrooms, more aware of how their own biases and political beliefs can get in the way 
of their teaching, and better prepared to handle disruptive or hostile students. They were also more 
knowledgeable, prepared, and confident about facilitating discussions on difficult or controversial 
subjects and less likely to avoid those topics in the future. 

Primary Objective: Faculty Development

Dr. Claudia Lampman
Professor of Psychology
University of Alaska Anchorage

The primary objective of the UAA/APU Encountering Controversy project was to prepare faculty 
members to facilitate difficult dialogues in and outside the classroom. In May 2006, thirty faculty 
fellows (in two cohorts of fifteen each) participated in an intensive weeklong seminar designed to 
teach them about strategies for initiating and managing student discussions on potentially contro-
versial or politically charged subjects. The faculty fellows were challenged to:

l consider their rights and responsibilities with regard to academic freedom; 
l prepare themselves to handle students who were disruptive, hostile, or threatening; 
l examine their own and societal-level biases that affect the learning environment; and 
l incorporate strategies to create inclusive and safe classrooms and campus climates.

The goal of the intensive was to arm faculty with knowledge, skills, and strategies that would 
increase how comfortable and empowered they feel about handling controversial issues or difficult 
students. As a condition of participation, faculty fellows committed to implementing new strategies 
in some of their courses and other on-campus events during the following year. 

Methods

In order to evaluate the effectiveness of the intensive, faculty fellows completed a self-administered 
survey at three points in time: before the intensive (pre-test), at the end of the weeklong intensive 
(post-test), and one year later (end-test). The questionnaire was developed by the project’s 
Assessment and Evaluation Coordinator in conjunction with the intensive’s instructors and 
facilitators. 

The survey contained 43 items in three sections:
1. Comfort and skills handling controversial issues or difficult students; 
2. The learning environment; and 
3. Academic freedom, rights, and policies. 
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All items were worded in the form of statements (e.g., I am confident about my ability to lead 
classroom discussions on controversial subjects). Participants indicated to what extent they agreed or 
disagreed with each statement on a five-point scale ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 
5 = strongly agree. Charts 1-3 display the mean response for each survey item at all three points 
in time, along with an indication of whether there were statistically significant differences in mean 
response between the pre- and post-test, pre- and end-test, and post- and end-test. Repeated analyses 
of variance were used to test for significant gains; statistical significance is reported at both the .05 
and .01 levels.

Comfort and Skills Handling Controversial Issues or Difficult Students 

Chart 1 summarizes the statistical results for this section. Faculty fellows reported feeling signifi-
cantly more knowledgeable, well prepared, and confident about facilitating discussions on difficult or 
controversial subjects both right after the intensive and at the end of the year (items 2, 7, 12). They 
also reported feeling significantly more knowledgeable at the post- and end-tests about how to han-
dle students who are disruptive, hostile, or threatening (items 5, 8, 9). Right after the intensive, they 
actually reported feeling slightly more fearful of losing control of their classrooms, but by the end of 
the year they were significantly more confident that this would not occur (item 3). Items 1 and 6 also 
show significant improvement following the intensive and at the end of the year concerning faculty 
members’ likelihood to avoid teaching controversial issues. 
 
The Learning Environment

Five items in this section showed positive and statistically significant gains from the pre-test to the 
end of the year (see Chart 2). Faculty participants became more confident in their ability to create 
inclusive classrooms (item 1) where Alaska Native students will feel comfortable (item 5), where 
students will feel comfortable expressing opinions that may be unpopular (item 10) or on sensitive/
controversial issues (item 2), and where students trust that they will be fairly graded 
regardless of the opinions they express (item 8). 
     Although other gains were not statistically significant, two items showed that faculty were less 
likely to agree that minority students would feel silenced in their classroom (item 7) and more likely 
to agree that their students would perceive their classrooms to be safe (item 4) both after the inten-
sive and at the end of the year. 
    Faculty fellows were also asked several questions about how their own biases and political beliefs 
might affect their teaching. They were significantly more likely to agree that their own politics or 
biases can get in the way of effective teaching both at the post- and end-test (item 6). Although the 
gains were not significant, faculty indicated they were more comfortable examining their own biases 
regarding race, religion, sexual orientation, or politics following the intensive (item 3), and were less 
likely to agree that their own views on religion would affect their teaching in the future (item 13). 
Faculty fellows were also significantly less likely to agree that they needed to learn strategies for 
creating an open classroom environment at the post- and end-tests (item 9).
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Academic Freedom, Rights, and Responsibilities

The last section of the questionnaire assessed gains in faculty knowledge about their rights and 
responsibilities when dealing with difficult students and controversial issues in the classroom (see 
Chart 3). Our faculty participants reported significantly greater understanding after the intensive and 
at the end of the year about university policies regarding student conduct in the classroom (item 7);
whom to contact when faced with a disruptive or hostile student (item 2); the role of the Dean 
of Students in dealing with problem students (items 3 and 6); and instructors’ rights if a student 
becomes threatening (item 5). 

Similarly, after the intensive and at the end of the year, faculty said they were much less likely to 
hesitate to report a problem student out of fear that it reflected poorly on them (item 9), and more 
likely to report disruptive students in general (item 4). Small but nonsignificant positive gains were 
also seen on the two items assessing faculty understanding of academic freedom (items 1 and 8). 
Finally, faculty reported being significantly more comfortable speaking freely (item 10) or expressing 
their own viewpoints (item 11) on controversial subjects in the classroom after the intensive and at 
the end of the year. 

Summary

In sum, the data collected from faculty fellows before and after the intensive and one year later show 
that faculty felt considerably more comfortable and better-equipped to facilitate and manage difficult 
dialogues in their classrooms. The fact that most of the measures stayed the same or increased over 
the academic year suggests that this type of faculty development has measurable and sustainable 
benefits for faculty.

More detailed results of statistical analyses can be obtained by contacting Dr. Claudia Lampman (afcbl@uaa.alaska.edu)
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 i believe i (can) create an inclusive learning environment in my classroom.

My students feel (will feel) comfortable expressing their opinions on sensitive or controversial 
issues in my classes.

i feel comfortable examining critically my own biases about race, religion, sexual orientation, 
or politics.

My students perceive (will perceive) my classroom to be a safe place to express any ideas 
or opinions.

i believe alaska native students feel (will feel) comfortable in my classroom.

My own politics or other biases can get in the way of effective classroom teaching.

Minority students feel (will feel) silenced in my classroom.

My students trust (will trust) that i will be fair in my grading regardless of the opinions they 
express in my classroom.

i need to learn strategies for creating a classroom environment where all students feel free to 
speak openly and honestly.

My students freely express (will feel free to express) unpopular opinions in my classes.

alaska’s political climate affects (will affect) my willingness to engage my students in 
discussions about certain topics.

i set (will set) a tone of respect and tolerance in my classroom.

chart 2  the learning environment
   (response scale:1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree)

1 2 3 4 5

Pre Mean         Post Mean         End Mean

i avoid (will avoid) teaching certain controversial issues.

i am confident about my ability to lead classroom discussion on controversial 
subjects.

i feel i (will) sometimes lose control of my classroom.

i have a lot to learn about teaching difficult or sensitive topics.

i know how to handle a student who is disruptive in the classroom.

i have stopped (am likely to stop) teaching certain controversial topics because it led to 
classroom problems.

i feel well-prepared to teach about difficult or politically-charged topics.

i am knowledgeable about strategies for dealing with disruptive students in the 
classroom.

i know what to do if a student becomes hostile or threatening.

i enjoy (will enjoy) teaching controversial topics.

i am comfortable introducing controversial topics in my classes.

i am knowledgeable about techniques to facilitate discussion of difficult topics in the 
classroom.

chart 1 comfort and skills Handling controversial issues or Difficult students
   (response scale:1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree)

1 2 3 4 5

Pre Mean         Post Mean         End Mean
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My own religious views affect (will affect) my ability to teach certain topics.

i feel my students show (will show) me adequate respect in the classroom.

Learning student names is a teaching priority for me.

the classroom is inevitably and appropriately a meeting ground for diverse spiritualities.

it is valuable and strategic for an instructor to concede s/he might be wrong.

students should not express their religious views in the classroom.

conservative religious students deserve the same respectful treatment extended to other 
minorities.

attending to student emotions is an important part of skillful teaching.

chart 2 continued  the learning environment  
   (response scale:1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree)

1 2 3 4 5

Pre Mean         Post Mean         End Mean

i understand the concept of academic freedom.

i know whom to contact on campus if i am faced with a disruptive or hostile student.

i understand the role of the dean of students in dealing with problem students.

i am likely to report a student who has been disruptive in my classroom.

i understand my rights as an instructor if a student threatens me or one of my other students.

i know when i should report a student incident to my chair or to the dean of students.

i am aware of the University’s policies regarding student conduct in classrooms.

i understand my rights as a professor regarding academic freedom in the classroom.

 i am hesitant to report problems with students because i fear it reflects poorly on me.

i feel free to speak freely about controversial subjects in my classroom.

i am comfortable expressing my own viewpoints on controversial topics in the classroom.

chart 3 academic freedom, Rights, and Responsibilities
   (response scale:1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree)

1 2 3 4 5

Pre Mean         Post Mean         End Mean



outcomes       217

In May 2007, our original two cohorts convened for a three-day retreat to share our experiences and 
reflect on what we’d learned. Although each of us had a unique story to tell, several themes seemed 
to be shared by many. Our year-long fellowship had strengthened our relationships, given us the 
courage to try new things, and changed, at least a little, the way we teach.

At UAA, these results were mostly personal and individual. At APU, they extended outward to the 
whole campus.

cHanGinG tHE Way WE tEacH

My participation in the Difficult Dialogues initiative brought home several important 
lessons that have helped to shape my pedagogy. 

First, it is my responsibility to meet students where they are, to show them how to think 
about my subject and how to interrogate their own presuppositions, and to point out 
other ideas for them to pursue. it is not my job to show them that they are wrong or to 
change their minds, belief systems, or worldviews. it is up to them to decide whether or 
not to change. 

second, i must be open to the possibility that a student might learn something other than 
what i intend. of course, they need to meet the educational objectives that i set, but they 
may also end up someplace i hadn’t anticipated. in fact, i love that! 

third, my class is simply one of many that a student will take in college, and i am but 
one part of a process that may not bear fruit until many years later. i think we’ve all had 
that experience of suddenly understanding many years later what a certain teacher or 
professor was trying to say to us, and i know i treasure the notes and e-mails that i 
sometimes get from students years after they’ve taken my class. 

Finally, as i tell students, i always reserve the right to contradict myself in class and say 
stupid things, because it’s how i learn. if i can take the chance to learn something new 
by doing something risky and even potentially stupid, maybe students will too.

dan Kline
English
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The five Alaska Pacific University (APU) faculty members had the opportunity to work together dif-
ferently, more consistently, and thus perhaps more effectively than any other group, leveraging their 
project participation into a catalyst for personal growth, professional transformation, and institutional 
change. Meeting regularly for coffee and conversation, weaving Difficult Dialogues strategies and 
techniques into classes and faculty retreats, opening dialogues on issues everyone was aware of but 
no one wanted to raise, these five colleagues started talking and kept it up all year long. This essay 
follows along on a few of their conversations. 

APU’s Fab Five: Collaboration, Community, Change

Dr. Tracy Stewart
Associate Professor of Leadership and Strategy
Alaska Pacific University

Dr. Maureen E. Austin
Associate Professor of Environmental Science and Outdoor Studies
Alaska Pacific University

At the end of the year, when the project participants 
came back together to share their experiences and 
lessons learned with the group, the five of us from 
APU decided to make our presentation as a group. 
This says it all. As clichéd as it may sound, we had 
learned that the whole was greater than the sum of 
the parts. The synergies we experienced—as a group 
of five colleagues, as a university, and as part of the 
national Difficult Dialogues initiative—were more 
fulfilling than any of us initially imagined. 
     We used the metaphor of a banyan tree as a 
unifying framework for our presentation. The soil 
was seeded by the Ford Foundation and enriched 
by our two universities: APU and UAA. The main 
trunk represented collegiality, the five of us 
intertwined, individuals but working together. The 
branches were our classrooms, our campus, and 
the collaboration between the two universities. The 
leaves were our individual outcomes (more on this 
later) and the new trunks shooting down were 
representative of future outcomes, such as student 
changes, campus cultural changes, and the new 
group of faculty participants who would be starting 
on a journey of their own the following week. 

aPu’s fab five
 
dr. Leslie cornick 
Associate Professor of Marine Biology
  and Statistics
 
dr. Maureen E. austin
Associate Professor of environmental
  Science and Outdoor Studies

dr. Mei Mei Evans
Associate Professor of english
 
dr. tracy stewart 
Associate Professor of Leadership 
  and Strategy

dr. Virginia Juettner
Associate Professor of education
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     We applied for the fellowship as individuals with a variety of individual reasons, but we left as 
colleagues, with stronger relationships between us, and more confidence in our teaching and our 
ability to affect institutional change. It was not until we neared the end of the year that we started to 
appreciate the full impact of what we’d experienced and accomplished.

Why We Applied 

Leslie: I wanted some new skills and tools to help me deal with questions on science and religion— 
both in impromptu situations and in planned discussions. I also wanted to have more effective discus-
sions in the classroom across the board, in all of my classes, especially my freshman class on Science 
as a Way of Knowing. I also hoped for increased contact with my colleagues at both APU and UAA.

Maureen: I was intrigued by the purpose of the grant and felt that by participating in the project I 
could learn ways to better engage my students in the classroom. I wanted to have a few additional 
teaching techniques to add to my toolbox. I have several friends who are part of the UAA faculty, so 
the opportunity to work with them and others from UAA was of interest to me as well.

Virginia: Fostering deep thinking in class discussion has always been a challenge. I wanted to learn 
new strategies for developing deep thinkers, enhance critical literacy lessons, and improve the quality 
of class participation and discussion, particularly in my undergraduate education classes.

Tracy: In hindsight, I realize that constructive use of dialogue has always been a key professional 
and personal tool. I applied because I hoped to find more structured or scientific ways to use discus-
sion and interpersonal interaction as tools for learning. I was also intrigued by the opportunity to 
participate with UAA. The idea of collaboration, not competition, really appealed to me.

What We Expected

Leslie: I honestly tried not to have any expectations other than being excited to try new things. I 
suppose I expected that the techniques would help me facilitate discussion, but I really wasn’t sure 
how or whether it would work, especially given the limited success I’d had before in getting students 
to really engage in my class discussions.

Maureen: I left the workshop very excited about the upcoming school year, full of ideas and insights 
into how to approach my class prep. I expected that teaching would feel different to me, but wasn’t 
sure how that difference would manifest itself. I also expected that my workload would be more 
intense, given the various requirements that came with being part of the grant project.

Virginia: I was positive the workshop was going to be about critical literacy and rich discussions, 
so I was shocked that we spent the entire first day talking about disruptive students and safety in the 
classroom.

Tracy: I expected to learn some new and better ways of using discussion in my classes. I also 
expected to be able to learn from people with more years of academic experience. I was seeking 
wisdom.
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Our Experience of the Intensives

During the May ‘06 training, we were divided into two groups: Maureen and Mei Mei attended 
the first week; Virginia, Tracy, and Leslie the second. We were all struck by a couple of repeated 
themes: limited or no time to engage in dialogue of our own, an emphasis on reacting to problems 
rather than stimulating discussion, and the assumption of a single group norm.
     In fairness, there was an immense amount of material to be covered. Unfortunately, in the midst 
of so much information, we did not get to really engage in dialogues of our own. Practicing 
techniques, while helpful, was not the same as truly engaging. The early emphasis on reacting to
difficult students and preventing classroom violence took us even further away from real dialogue. 
While important, and clearly a bigger issue on UAA’s much larger campus, it seemed to be more 

about shutting down difficult dialogues than 
encouraging them. 
     These became greater issues because so 
much of the training seemed to be UAA-
centric. Materials tended to be prefaced with 
the phrase “at UAA...” When we pointed this 
out, the presenters made an effort to at least 
acknowledge our geographical differences (“at 
APU this is whom you would contact”) but 
didn’t seem to notice that APU brought any-
thing qualitatively different to the table. There 
seemed to be a perception that challenges at 
APU were the same as at UAA, and that UAA 
represented the norm. We found this one-
sidedness quite frustrating. 
     These three themes shaped the way we 

moved forward at APU. We wanted to promote controversy, find ways to engage, and avoid a cam-
pus-centric bias. APU’s philosophy of active learning and the related notion of student-centered 
applied learning worked exceptionally well with the tenets of difficult dialogues. Discussion, student 
interaction, and hands-on approaches have long been a part of how we teach at APU. Our smaller 
size and emphasis on teaching give us extra flexibility to implement innovative approaches. The five 
of us started out with a sense that we wanted to “engage” not “encounter” controversy. We wanted to 
honor it proactively as part of our teaching.

The Academic Year

We began the year focusing on how we would meet our obligation to share the techniques with our 
colleagues. Jokingly calling ourselves the “Fabulous Five”, we started meeting regularly for coffee, 
using the meetings to exchange ideas, lend moral support, solicit feedback, and plan and implement 
campus-wide activities. In keeping with our active learning mission, we wanted to teach the con-
cepts dynamically, introducing techniques by fostering the very discussion we wanted to promote in 
the classroom. We quickly came to realize was that there were parallel conversations occurring: the 
overt, stated conversation was about the techniques, and the tacit, unstated conversation was about 
having the conversation itself. 

the presenters didn’t seem to 

notice that aPu brought any-

thing qualitatively different to 

the table. they seemed to think 

the challenges were the same 

at both universities, and that 

uaa represented the norm.
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     There was no turning back. We embraced this meta-learning. We were determined to address 
difficult, controversial conversations on our campus each time we shared techniques with our 
colleagues. Our willingness to model, to engage, made it easier. Courage to speak the “unspeakable” 
made it less dangerous, less risky. 
     In any organization there are unstated concerns—core controversies—that everyone is aware of 
but no one raises. Furthermore, there are gatekeepers: policies and procedures that impact what gets 
addressed and when it gets addressed. These may not be nefarious attempts to prevent action; it’s just 
that there is so much to do every day that organizations (and individuals within them) get stuck in 
patterns, habits, and ways of doing things until it becomes nearly impossible to see alternatives or to 
change things. Keeping these issues submerged only encourages them to fester, but broaching them 
the wrong way can be even worse, increasing toxicity in the organization as anger drives the discus-
sion, and rage and pain make solutions nearly impossible. Hopelessness and helplessness become the 
way the system operates. 
     The mission to engage controversy made us determined to shake things up a little, promote new 
ways of doing things, address the previously side-lined or buried difficult dialogues, and—
hopefully—positively impact teaching across the campus. 
     We started with the fall retreat, modeling a number of techniques (including Quick Writes, small 
group discussions, and a variation of the Encircled Circle technique that we called the Fish Bowl) to 
lead our colleagues in a discussion on a chap-
ter from The Spirit Catches You and You Fall 
Down, our fall Book of the Semester. We also 
organized a fall colloquium to encourage others 
to consider the questions raised by the initiative. 
We used a version of the Shared Writing 
technique (see p. 199), asking each faculty 
member to write down what makes it hard 
for them to bring up difficult dialogues in the 
classroom. Breaking the group into triads, we 
passed our papers around and responded to two 
others before returning each paper to the original 
writer. We followed this exercise with a group 
discussion about what makes dialogue difficult 
in different disciplines. We also had people 
write about things they valued and did not value 
about working at APU. These responses were 
then read aloud, anonymously, by one of us. We 
ended the day with another open group 
discussion about the exercises themselves and 
the honest and meaningful ideas they had 
generated. 
     At the spring retreat we broached two of those unstated concerns that our campus seemed to be 
addressing only peripherally: assessment and sustainability. The first topic was raised as a depart-
mental task with a structured constructive focus. The second was approached with a focus on sustain-
able organizational systems. We began by having people brainstorm definitions which were recorded 
without discussion. People were then asked to write about their thoughts/reactions to the notion of 
organizational sustainability and then to share their ideas with two other people they did not know 

We were determined 

to address difficult, 

controversial conversations 

on our campus each time we 

shared techniques with our 

colleagues. our willingness 

to model, to engage, made it 

easier. courage to speak the 

“unspeakable” made it less 

dangerous, less risky. 
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well. We read the small group reflections to the larger group. People were asked to complete an exit 
sheet with their thoughts, feelings, questions and commitments (and their hopes about the institutional 
commitments too). Our intention was to turn these exit sheets over to next year’s Fellows with the 
hope that they would continue the discussion in the fall. 

Outcomes

Collegiality. Part of the process and a clear outcome was the sheer collegiality of it all. We 
developed a common language and purpose that merged well with the existing university mission. 

The phrase “difficult dialogues” became 
shorthand for any topic that generated 
controversy. The camaraderie we 
experienced was not unlike a lifeboat in 
a sea of complexity and challenge. In 
survival training you are taught to link 
together for warmth, support, and safe-
ty. Our monthly meetings had the same 
effect on us. We were able to stretch 
in the classroom and on the campus 
because we were not alone. 

Interdisciplinary Collaboration. Our 
informal gatherings also allowed us to 
learn more about our respective 
departments and made it easier to work 
together across campus. Together, we 
represented five of the six departments 
at APU. The very differences in our 
departmental perspectives forced us to 
listen better and learn more. Our 
collective experiences gave us more 
voice in campus-wide events because we 
could speak the different departmental 
languages.

Collaboration with UAA. Opportunities to work with colleagues from another university expanded 
the experience of interdisciplinary collegiality. Maureen joined her APU colleagues Regina Boisclair 
and Mike Loso and UAA’s Steve Colt and Libby Roderick as discussion facilitators following 
several showings of An Inconvenient Truth. Tracy worked with UAA’s Bogdan Hoanca to present 
an inter-campus showing of The Corporation (detailed in Chapter 5, pages 162-166). Virginia 
collaborated with UAA’s Diane Erickson to show the movie A Grain of Sand (also detailed in 
Chapter 5, pages 194-200). Leslie participated in a lively panel discussion on science and religion 
with UAA’s Travis Rector and Dan Kline (detailed in Chapter 4, pages 140-158).

it was not lost on us that we came from different 

disciplines, and indeed this fact helped to 

broaden the approaches we took. the fact that we 

came from different departments lent a perspective 

to our individual and collective work that we all 

found invaluable…our selection bolstered our 

confidence, the training and networking provided 

the tools, but this was also clearly one of those 

felicitous occasions where personalities meshed 

and enabled a synchronous collegiality that 

benefited each of us enormously. We hope it will 

continue to benefit others at our university with 

whom we work. 

Mei Mei Evans

English
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Changing the Way We Teach

Our involvement in the Difficult Dialogues initiative gave us confidence to take chances in our class-
rooms, changing the way we teach.

Leslie: I’m much braver in the classroom. I’m not afraid to use discussion frequently now, and when 
it doesn’t go well I’m not afraid to stop the class and ask why. Nor am I afraid to just let them sit 
with their silence. I’m much less caught off guard by random questions or comments that are 
controversial. I feel much better able to manage the classroom in terms of reining in unruly behavior 
and bringing things back to topic when a discussion gets off on a tangent. I’m also much less 
worried about how my classroom management will affect my teaching evaluations.

Maureen: This experience has broadened my approach to teaching. I used to channel my enthusiasm 
for learning into carefully designed exercises that were meant to teach students the content while 
inspiring their own desire to learn. This year I approached teaching with a more questioning and 
open mind, to the point that sometimes I went into the classroom not knowing how I would present 
that day’s material or what might transpire. I was initially very nervous about this, but then I saw 
that the learning process can be enhanced for students when their instructor is learning along with 
them. This realization further energized and engaged me as an instructor. While I still came to class 
prepared and with an agenda to cover, I also allowed some time and created opportunities for my 
students to share their struggles and help each 
other better grasp the material. And I was 
much more willing to stop in the middle of 
class and call students out who weren’t acting 
particularly engaged, ask them why and what 
we might do to help them feel more engaged.

Mei Mei: In the spring, when I discovered 
that the majority of my writing students were 
Marine Biology majors, I shifted an 
assignment to include a focus on the issue of 
over-fishing. Without my involvement in the 
Difficult Dialogues initiative, it is unlikely 
that I would have taken on a topic that is so 
unfamiliar to me. But I felt emboldened by 
my involvement to seek greater relevancy in my composition instruction: to explicitly use my teach-
ing to address real issues that affect us all and to invite my students to engage and respond to that 
conversation as well. I think it was instructive for them to see their English teacher willing to risk 
her own ignorance in an effort to become better 
educated. I also think they enjoyed teaching me something about their field.

Tracy: There is a sense of seamless timelessness when things are going well in the classroom that 
seems to happen more often for me now. In those moments, there is true power in learning. I love 
being in that space. You can almost see the wheels spinning in the minds of the students. I have 
found better ways to use discussion to facilitate learning. While more adept at planning to introduce 
controversial topics, I also find I react more fluidly to the unplanned ones as well. My comfort as a 
teacher has improved.

i’m much braver in the class-

room. i’m not afraid to use 

discussion frequently now, 

and when it doesn’t go well 

i’m not afraid to stop the class 

and ask why.
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Virginia: I completely enjoyed our textbook and tried out many of the strategies and techniques, 
combining them with children’s literature on social justice themes for use in K-8 classrooms. My 
syllabi changed to include a detailed description of the importance of classroom discussion, and 
I began every class with guidelines for quality conversations developed by the students. I had the 
opportunity to present some of my students’ work at the Difficult Dialogues regional meeting in 
January 2007, and I brought back ideas from other universities (such as the Illumination Project’s 
Theatre of the Oppressed technique) to try out in my classrooms. I conducted two conference 
presentations to model Difficult Dialogues techniques to middle, high school, and post-secondary 
teachers, and I developed a summative evaluation of student learning using scrapbook techniques to 
synthesize Difficult Dialogues activities, readings, and reflections. I do not think I would have done 
so much or changed my courses so significantly if not for the Difficult Dialogues experiences. These 
opportunities enhanced my growing interest in engagement and the process of developing meaning 
through personal response using discussion, writing, performance, and art. I believe I am a better 
teacher and my students are more engaged and thoughtful about their assignments.

Campus-wide Changes 

The techniques we modeled for our colleagues have reportedly been used by some of them in 
their own classrooms. We have also gotten feedback from people who want to use the concepts, to 
increase conversation in their classes, to explore the application in science/math etc., or who voiced 
a desire to participate in the next group of Fellows. 

     We started talking about a few things that 
had previously been buried, and we did so 
civilly. Using the fellowship, the training, 
and Tracy’s position as faculty chair, we 
leveraged the very core of our university 
mission, active learning, to bring in topics 
that might have otherwise seemed contrived 
or false. We started small, giving successes 
and examples of civil discourse on topics not 
directly impacting the university and then 
built on this. The participation of the aca-
demic dean and the president’s wife on the 
project’s steering committee helped to 
legitimize the openness of the topics. We 
are particularly grateful to Dean Marilyn 
Barry for setting the tone of listening to, not 
shutting down, difficult topics, and to Tracy 
Stewart for using her role as faculty chair to 
weave the use of techniques and intentional 
topics throughout the agenda of our year-end 

faculty retreat. Many of our colleagues feel it was the most useful retreat they had ever attended and 
thanked us for finally creating the space to discuss topics that were ripe for dialogue. Some of the 
acrimony that often arises with these topics was not evident. Furthermore, people were able to voice 
some unpopular views/suggestions and were heard, not shut down or drowned out.

We started talking about a few 

things that had previously been 

buried, and we did so civilly. 

using the fellowship, the train-

ing, and tracy’s position as 

faculty chair, we leveraged the 

very core of our university 

mission, active learning, to bring 

in topics that might have other-

wise seemed contrived or false.
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Individual outcomes

Individually we have all been changed. There were transformations, large and small. Most of us 
found it expanded our boundaries, academically and personally. At the same time it was grounding, 
allowing us to reconnect with core, primal qualities.

Leslie: I definitely feel more empowered to tackle difficult conversations with my colleagues and 
administrators, and have the courage to state my opinions, even if they are counter to others’. It’s 
probably what gave me the gumption to go up for promotion, and definitely gave me the courage 
to ask for other improvements in compensation for my program. I think that being able to express 
myself with more confidence in these situa-
tions makes them more likely to come out in 
my favor because it allows me to come across 
as deserving and worthy. That’s something 
I’ve really struggled with in my academic 
career.

Maureen: This experience has filtered into 
other aspects of my life. I found myself more 
willing to stop and engage in discussions 
with family members that previously I might 
have avoided or simply let slide. When a 
family member commented on the war in 
Iraq, saying he doesn’t understand the way 
“those people” think, I pressed him further, 
asking who exactly he meant by “those                
people.” What transpired was an enlightening discussion, not only about the war, but about how 
generalizations can limit rather than encourage dialogue. To me that’s a powerful example of how all 
my discussions, inside and outside the classroom, have become more rewarding. This training and 
experience has made me more willing to “go there.” 

Mei Mei: This fellowship has had the effect of encouraging me to devote significant amounts of time 
and energy to envisioning and constructing alternative models in my classroom and in my personal 
and professional life. It’s not that I think there are any fewer conflagrations or that the work of 
stemming their proliferation is beneath my dignity; it’s that I think we ignore the work of building 
what I’ll call possible futures at our peril.

Parting thoughts

This story is a beginning, not a conclusion. Although our year in the hot seat is over, a new group of 
Fellows has been proceeding on their own terms. The five of us will continue to grow in our class-
rooms. None of us is likely to stop now. We all want to be a positive part of civil discourse on 
campus in the service of improving our university—for ourselves, for our students, for the com-
munity, and hopefully, in some small way, for the world. 

We developed a common 

language and purpose that 

merged well with the existing 

university mission. the phrase 

“difficult dialogues” became 

shorthand for any topic that 

generated controversy. 
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Most of us gained confidence in our ability to manage difficult dialogues and expressed a new will-
ingness to engage in them. But confidence is one thing. Actually engaging is something else. This 
essay follows one faculty member as she takes a chance on having a new kind of conversation in 
her class.

The Confidence to Have Difficult Dialogues

Dr. Nelta Edwards
Assistant Professor of Sociology
University of Alaska Anchorage

The faculty intensive introduced me to a variety of techniques that I experimented with over the 
course of the next year. But the most important benefit came unexpectedly toward the end of the 
spring semester, when thirty-two students and faculty members were killed by a lone gunman (who 
then killed himself) at Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University (Virginia Tech). 
     The shooting occurred on a Monday. The next day, as my Introduction to Sociology class was 
ending, I asked students if they would like to take some time to talk about what happened. We might 
be able to look at it sociologically, I told them. They seemed interested, so I postponed the chapter 
that was assigned for Thursday, asked them to read as much as they could about the shooting, and 
told them we’d talk about it in class.   
     There were about 30 students in class on Thursday. We arranged the desks in a large circle. I 
started to my left and went around the circle, asking students to tell us what they knew about the 
incident. They had obviously been reading and watching the news and had picked up on a lot of 
different details. One student had gone to an anti-gun Web site and gotten some statistics on the 
amount of gun violence in the U.S. and information on how easy it is to purchase a gun. A few 
students knew about guns and discussed the types of guns used in the attacks. It took about 40 
minutes to get around the circle.
     I had prepared three things to get students to think about the incident sociologically. 
     First, I brought in a documentary film called Tough Guise featuring feminist anti-male-violence 
educator/activist Jackson Katz, and we watched the section called “School Shootings” that described 
several earlier incidents. Students were quick to note that the Virginia Tech shooter Cho Seung-Hui 
had eulogized Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold, the Columbine High School shooters, linking his own 
actions explicitly with theirs. Katz links the actions of shooters in general to the culture of violence 
that surrounds all men. He points out that when we think of the shooters as crazy, lone individuals 
we miss noticing how firmly violence is embedded in our cultural understanding of masculinity 
itself. Violence is part of what it means to be a normal male in this society; it is not just tolerated 
but encouraged. We had discussed gender socialization earlier in the semester and the students had 
already completed an assignment of identifying instances at a local shopping mall. The connection 
between masculinity and violence is clear in boys’ toys such as guns and action figures and in 
violent video games which are primarily marketed toward boys. 
     I also shared the example of a 1989 shooting in Montreal in which a male would-be engineering 
student opened fire on female engineering students while yelling “you’re all fucking feminists.” 



outcomes     227

Fourteen women were killed in this incident; another nine women and four men were injured. The 
shooter, Marc Lepine, felt threatened by women entering a formerly all-male profession. Caputi and 
Russell (1990) point out that even if shooters are crazy themselves, their craziness took place in a 
cultural context that condones misogyny. 
     I asked students to see Cho not just as someone with personal mental health issues but as 
someone taking his cues from the culture at large. What, I asked, does what happened at Virginia 
Tech have to do with the culture in which Cho lived? How do Cho’s actions reflect normalized 
masculine violence? I had found some statistics on the symptoms of mental illness to make the point 
that it is much more common than we think and thus not a very convincing explanation for violence: 
nearly 18 percent of respondents reported some symptoms of mental illness during the previous 
year.1  Finally, the vast majority of violent behavior is carried out by those who are not considered 
“mentally ill.” 
     Students seemed to take this information in stride, with no one reacting much at all to it. They 
probably needed time to process these points in the context of the unfolding Virginia Tech story. 
     Near the end of the class period, I asked students to consider the appropriateness of the media 
coverage. I shared my own opinion that it was overblown: while the shooting was tragic it was no 
threat to the democracy, as many other 
things going on that week were, such 
as funding for the war in Iraq and the 
actions of U.S. Attorney General Alberto 
Gonzales. I saw no reason for all of the 
major news organizations to send their 
lead reporters to Virginia when there 
were other, much more important issues 
to cover. I reacted very strongly to this 
question. My students were not so moved. 
     I directed their attention to all the 
personal profiles of those who had died, 
pointing out how different it was from 
coverage of U.S. soldiers who die in Iraq 
and Afghanistan. They are about the same age as the Virginia Tech students, but we’re seldom told 
about their hobbies, hopes, or dreams. I suggested that perhaps the difference in media interest was 
class-based, since college students are more likely to be middle class, and soldiers are more likely to 
be from working class or poor families. 
     Two students disagreed with me. One said the difference is that although soldiers are serving 
their country, they are also getting paid for a job that includes the possibility of dying. Another 
student, whose high school friend had died in Iraq, said she didn’t think soldiers’ families would 
welcome any more media attention, that it might feel like an invasion of privacy. When these two 
had finished, I summarized their disagreements, asked them if I had gotten it right, and asked if any 
one else had anything to add about the media coverage. In a few short minutes we had modeled civil 
disagreement. Students shared their points of view, disagreeing with me and with each other, and 
nothing unseemly happened.
     I’d been kicking myself in the hours before class started, wishing I had stuck to my syllabus, 
afraid that I would not be prepared enough, that the discussion would flop, and that I would have 
wasted a class period. But in the end, I was pleased with the way it went. Students seemed to appre- 
ciate being able to talk about the incident and had prepared themselves to do so. I got to teach some

Violence is part of what it 

means to be a normal male 

in this society; it is not just 

tolerated but encouraged. 

1 Weitz 2004: 184
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sociology along the way. One student commended me personally, saying I was the first teacher in 
her experience who had ever offered to discuss something big like this as it was happening. 
     As a teacher, I like to have my classes well prepared, and I typically outline what will happen in 
class in 15-minute chunks. Events like school shootings, however, do not present themselves on a 
schedule. Because I am so attached to being well prepared, I have often passed up potential teaching 
moments like these when they have occurred. This time I had some confidence that I might be able 
to pull it off. I would not have had this confidence if I had not been through the Difficult Dialogues 
training. 

 tales from 
the trenches

A simple rearrangement of classroom space can help open up a discussion.

the general idea of talking circles is that everyone gets a chance to speak in turn, without 
interruption. sometimes a stick or other object is passed to indicate who has the floor, and allow-
ances may be made for interruptions under certain conditions. Mostly, though, participants 
are encouraged to hold their thoughts until they have the floor. 

talking circle
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Sometimes the solution to one problem just poses new problems of its own, as the following essay 
demonstrates. Changing the way we teach is an ongoing process of experimentation and reflection, 
with each new semester offering the possibility for continuing growth.

Hey – It Works! Now How Do I Stop It? 
(Thoughts on Taming the Beast)

Deborah Periman
Assistant Professor of Justice
University of Alaska Anchorage

For me, one of the most interesting consequences of the Engaging Controversy project occurred at 
the very end of spring semester. After two semesters of my experimentation with a variety of tech-
niques to encourage dialogue in the classroom, my students turned those techniques around on me. 
     Every semester in one of my classes, I reserve the last three and a half hours of class time for 
students to give mini-lectures on some aspect of legal development. Every semester, we struggle 
mightily to fit all the student presentations into the time reserved. 
     Presentations are typically five to seven minutes long. Often, students will close with “Any 
questions?”—an invitation that is typically issued half-heartedly and frequently meets with a 
desultory response. We then move quickly on to the next presenter.
     This spring, for the first time, approximately twenty percent of the students had planned a 
dialogue session for the end of their presentation, complete with a prepared question designed to 
foster discussion on a social controversy related to their projects. One student had prepared a 
PowerPoint slide with a list of controversial questions that the class could vote on to decide which 
they wanted to explore. It was delightful! To my chagrin, however, it was also a problem. The 
semester was running out, and for the class to respond with a fully engaged dialogue on each of the 
questions (which were fascinating and well chosen) would have prevented us from hearing all the 
students present their lectures. 
     The problem I faced in figuring out to handle these wonderful student-initiated discussions, for 
which we just did not have time, was a more painful version of a problem I had faced frequently 
throughout the semester. That is, how do I shut down a dialogue that represents exactly what I had 
asked for from the students, from which they are continuing to learn, and which we are all enjoying, 
when the demands of the course schedule require us to move on to something else? And how do I 
accomplish that a) without making the students feel that their opinions and their energy are not truly 
valued or that I am insincere when I ask for their thoughts; and b) without chilling response the next 
time I ask for a dialogue? I have no easy solution, but I do have some ideas I plan to try next 
semester.
     In hindsight, with respect to the student presentations, I should have emphasized well ahead of 
time, in both the written assignment and in class, the limited opportunity for dialogue. Next semes-
ter, I will warn students that the time allocated for presentations is finite, that it is challenging to get 
through all the presentations in the time available, and that dialogue will inevitably be cut short so 
that each student has an opportunity to present his or her material. 
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Controlling the duration of dialogue interspersed with lecture during normal class time is more 
challenging, both in terms of avoiding a chilling effect on later participation and avoiding a situation 
in which students who are not allowed to speak feel dismissed or undervalued. Potential solutions 
include:

l At the beginning of the semester, make clear why student dialogue is valued and that it will be an
   important part of the learning process, while at the same time emphasizing that the balance
   between dialogue and lecture is difficult, and that productive dialogue may sometimes be 
   interrupted in order to cover necessary course content.

l Set a time limit in advance: “Let’s take ten minutes and think about . . . ”

l Warn students as time is running out: “We’ll just have time to hear from one or two more people 
   . . . ” or “We’ll have to make this our last comment.”

l Express regret when discussion is cut off: “I’m sorry there isn’t time for everyone to speak.”

l Express sincere appreciation for the students’ engagement.

l Explain the need to move on: “Our exam is next week, and we need to cover a few additional
   points.”

l As lecture resumes, make eye contact with students who were cut off and, to the extent 
   appropriate, call on those students for short-answer responses.
 
l When time allows, reopen discussion at the end of the period, again expressing regret for having
   interrupted students’ thoughts previously.

l Give students an opportunity in the last five minutes of class to express their ideas on the 
   unfinished topic by writing an ungraded response statement. This allows each student to speak, 
   even if the instructor is the only one who will hear his or her thoughts. Alternatively, this provides
   a mechanism for reopening discussion in a later class, if the instructor retains the student 
   submissions and redistributes them. These papers also provide a nice trigger for later small group
   discussion.

In summary, there is nothing more satisfying (and fun) than engaging a class in high-energy dia-
logue on a topic of importance to the students’ development in their discipline and as citizens of the 
larger community. It is painful to have to cut short the exchange of ideas. I hope that I can accom-
plish this more gracefully in the future. 



outcomes      231

stUdEnt oUtcoMEs
To find out if gains in faculty knowledge and comfort translated into measurable student outcomes, 
we queried 243 students across eleven disciplines, two universities, and three campuses. Although 
the “n’s” in most cases were small, the aggregate results were positive. Most of them created Codes 
of Conduct in their classrooms. Most of them told us they were more comfortable talking about hot 
topics now than they had been before. Overall, they compared their instructors favorably against 
others in the same university. They appreciated the techniques they’d experienced, especially Shared 
Writing, the Circle of Objects, and Silence. 

Secondary Objective: Student Outcomes

Dr. Claudia Lampman
Professor of Psychology
University of Alaska Anchorage

Although the primary objective of our project was faculty development, the ultimate goal was to 
have a positive impact on our students as well. In order to examine whether students in test classes 
benefited from particular strategies and approaches, faculty participants were encouraged to include 
in their end-of-term course evaluations a set of common items that could apply to any class in which 
one or more of the new techniques was incorporated. The following analysis is based on data 
collected from 243 students in sixteen different courses and seventeen different sections. 

Comfort level

Chart 1 shows how students rated their comfort level in speaking openly about difficult or 
controversial topics in the test class compared to other similar classes they’ve taken. They responded 
on a seven-point scale in which 1 = much less comfortable than in other classes and 7 = much more 
comfortable than in other classes. Projecting that the mean response across a random sample of 
similar sections would approximate the midpoint of the 7-point response scale, the obtained overall 
mean of 5.34 (SD = 1.34) is significantly greater than 3.5 [t (239) = 21.32, p < .001]. The mean 
comfort level reported by students was above 5.25 in every test course but one. 

Effective Instructors

Similarly, Chart 2 shows student ratings on how effective their instructor was at making them feel 
comfortable speaking up in class, compared with other instructors they have had (where 1 = much 
less effective than other instructors and 7 = much more effective than other instructors). Faculty 
Fellows were rated as significantly higher in effectiveness than the scale midpoint of 3.5, with a 
mean of 5.68 (SD = 1.37), t (239) = 24.66, p < .001. All but one of the faculty participants were 
rated as quite effective at making students feel comfortable speaking up about difficult or contro-
versial issues in class, with means ranging from 5.61 to 6.28. 
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Effective strategies  

Finally, as shown in Chart 3, the students rated fifteen different strategies for their effectiveness in 
helping to create positive discussions on difficult issues or topics (where 1 = not at all effective and 
7 = extremely effective). All of the strategies were rated, on average, as quite effective by students; 
no strategy received a mean rating below 4.25 on the 7-point scale. The strategies rated as most 
effective included Respecting the Silence, Shared Writing, Cocktail Party, small group discussion, 
community of inquiry, and Circle of Objects (all means of 5.5 or greater on a 7-point scale). These 
ratings suggest that students tended to feel that the strategies implemented in their classrooms did 
encourage positive and open dialogues on difficult or controversial subjects.

Cautions and Conclusions

Although the student ratings gathered appear to be quite positive, it is important to keep a couple 
of things in mind when thinking about these data. First, not all of our faculty participants requested 
these ratings from their students, so it is difficult to generalize to the entire cohort. Second, students 
were not asked to complete pre-course ratings about their feelings or comfort levels in these or other 
courses at the beginning of the semester. With only post-test ratings, it is impossible to pinpoint 
change in levels of comfort. Finally, the data is self-reported in nature. Classroom observations 
would also be important to truly assess the degree to which difficult dialogues actually occurred. 
     Nonetheless, these data do suggest that the faculty who participated in this initiative were 
effective in creating classroom environments where students felt comfortable. It would be 
worthwhile to conduct more rigorous assessment of student outcomes in future efforts.
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overall (n=240)

Justice/Paralegal studies (n=36)

English/EsL (n=75)

sociology (n=64)

Human services (n=5)

Environmental studies (n=25)

Philosophy (n=17)

computer information systems (n=18)

chart 1  compared to other, similar classes you have taken at aPu/uaa, how comfortable did 
you feel in this class speaking openly about difficult or controversial topics?  

  1=much less comfortable to 7=much more comfortable

chart 2  compared to other instructors you have had at aPu/uaa, how effective was this instruc-
tor in making students feel comfortable speaking up in class about difficult or controversial topics?  

1=much less effective to 7=extremely effective

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Mean Effectiveness     

chart 3  How effective was this strategy/technique for 
creating positive discussions on difficult issues or topics?  

1=not at all effective to 7=extremely effective

debate (n=18)
community of inquiry (n=17)

individual and Group roles (n=33)
Justice talking (n=53)
Quick Writes (n=21)

cocktail Party (n=25)
small Group discussion (n=21)

respecting the silence (n=8)
shared Writing Exercise (n=8)

Paired conversations (n=52)
circle of objects (n=26)
Hatful of Quotes (n=87)

book of the semester (n=13)
Five Minute rule (n=35)

code of conduct (n=197)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Mean Effectiveness   

overall (n=240)

Justice/Paralegal studies (n=36)

English/EsL (n=75)

sociology (n=64)

Human services (n=5)

Environmental studies (n=25)

Philosophy (n=17)

computer information systems (n=18)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Mean comfort Level   



234      

Course design is an obvious place to begin if you hope to effect changes in your students. This essay 
describes a course designed to deliberately engage a controversial topic in order to challenge 
students to take intellectual risks. Because students respond differently to taking risks, a variety of 
techniques are employed to encourage participation at the level of risk that they can personally 
handle. This creates a mutually safe space for all students in which they can challenge their own 
assumptions and consider an issue beyond their first gut reaction to an intellectual place of reasoned 
conclusions and broadened perspectives.

Transforming Students

Dr. Leslie Cornick
Associate Professor of Marine Biology and Statistics
Alaska Pacific University 

Few topics are as controversial among marine biology students as whaling. Students typically have 
very strong feelings about the special nature of whales and their status as icons of the marine
conservation movement. They also tend to have little sympathy for whalers and the international 
agencies that manage and regulate nonwhaling and whaling nations alike. If the techniques we 
learned in the Difficult Dialogues project were as effective as I hoped they would be, they would 
help students objectively consider more than one perspective on whaling and come to reasoned
 conclusions—rather than emotional reaction—about its practice. The annual meeting of the 
International Whaling Commission (IWC) in Anchorage last year provided a perfect opportunity to 
test the hypothesis that equipped with the right tools, students could—and would—take the 
intellectual risk of engaging in objective civil discourse with proponents and opponents of whaling 
on a number of scales (subsistence, scientific, commercial). 
     To coincide with the IWC meetings, I offered a special topics course entitled Whaling: Past, 
Present and Future. The sophomore-junior course examined whaling from historical, ecological, 
cultural, literary, and policy perspectives, and included readings, videos, a museum field trip, and 
guest speakers from a variety of constituencies in the IWC. We covered the complete spectrum of 
international attitudes about whaling, from Greenpeace (ban all whaling except carefully managed 
subsistence use), to nations like the United States with only local subsistence hunts (e.g., Alaska 
Native bowhead hunts) that are supported by the IWC members, to nations like Japan that practice 
scientific whaling under special permits, and those like Norway that continue a commercial harvest 
under objection to the current moratorium on commercial whaling.
     I used a variety of techniques to facilitate discussion, but the most important of these turned out 
to be having the students keep a personal journal of their thoughts, perceptions, and responses to the 
materials covered in class. The journals allowed students to examine their ideas and perceptions 
privately before joining the class discussion, and also to decide which parts of their response to 
share with their classmates or to share only with me as I read their journals. The journals also 
provided a venue for formulating questions for guest speakers prior to their visits, following discus-
sion of their published works.
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To establish a baseline for their attitudes, perceptions, and civil discourse skills, I asked them in their 
first journaling assignment to describe their current understanding of whaling and their feelings and/
or opinions about it. The majority opinion is vividly captured in the following excerpts from 
student writings:

l “I think whaling is wrong…”
l “There is no need for it anymore with all the other food sources available…”
l “Although Natives used to be traditional hunters of whales [they now] seem to have turned 
    into sport hunters…they use modern technology instead of old fashioned ways, which I think 
    is wrong and immoral.” 
l “Japan is industrialized enough, but whaling makes them seem primitive.”

For the next four weeks, students wrote personal responses to each video, field trip, and guest 
speaker in their journals, and each set of readings was tied to an in-class discussion exercise using 
dyads, Quick Writes, small group discussion, and other techniques. The exposure to so many 
different perspectives challenged them to examine their own assumptions and biases, and they were 
transformed in ways that were surprising and thrilling. The process was a slow one, with new ideas 
being considered and incorporated into students’ perceptions as each new experience built upon 
previous ones. This developmental pro-
cess is illustrated by the small changes 
from week to week in the students’ jour-
naling, and ultimately in their willingness 
to take those intellectual risks in open 
discussion with the class, as well as their 
willingness to pose difficult questions to 
guest speakers.
     An early field trip brought them to the 
Anchorage Museum of History and Art to 
see two photographic displays of Alaska 
Native whaling culture that were part of 
a special exhibit entitled A Summer of 
Whales. One display consisted of his-
torical photographs; the other was from 
a recent expedition specifically aimed 
at chronicling the cultural significance of the hunt. This visual exposure to actual whale hunts, as 
opposed to the hunts they imagined, produced palpable changes: 

l “…actually seeing pictures of it…will help me understand the sustainable whaling a little 
    more…not sure if I approve of it or not – [but it’s] not like I need to give them permission…”
l “It did not look modernized the way I pictured it. I thought they were using gas-powered boats
    and  guns…but they still hold to their traditions. I liked seeing that it still took many people
    working  together to pull the whale up, it shows a trust between them by having to rely on each
    other… seeing it through pictures lets you see what really goes on, which was a lot different 
    than I thought.” 

the exposure to so many 
different perspectives 
challenged them to examine 
their own assumptions and 
biases, and they were 
transformed in ways that 
were surprising and thrilling.
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     Early guest speakers included two members of the IWC’s Scientific Committee who were 
out-spokenly critical of Japan’s scientific whaling program and the “small-scale coastal whaling” 
Japan was proposing to start. These presentations tended to reinforce the anti-whaling sentiment in 
the room and by the third week of the course, when Japan’s Commissioner to the IWC was sched-
uled to appear, the students were feeling bold and ready to discredit him. The day before his visit, 
however, I asked them to read a paper defending Japan’s programs, and to respond to it in their 
journals as if they had no previous knowledge of whaling issues. The goal of this prompt was to 
challenge students to try to ignore their own preconceptions and consider the argument on its merits. 
This is a difficult, if not impossible, task for anyone; but more so for young undergraduate students, 
many of whom may be unaware of how often preconceptions color our ability to consider challeng-
ing ideas with an open mind. I didn’t expect them to succeed necessarily, but I did want them to 
recognize and face their own prior judgments.
     The commissioner’s visit was interesting—he was clearly experienced at presenting the Japanese 
perspective to hostile audiences. He spoke flawless English, was even-tempered and cordial, and 
presented his well-rehearsed argument in a confident and persuasive manner, taking a cultural 
anthropological perspective: “Would India ask the United States not to eat beef?” I specifically 
refrained from participating in the discussion as much as possible so that the students would engage 
directly with the commissioner, rather than relying on me as an intermediary. With only a touch of 
visible trepidation, the students asked pointed questions about Japan’s scientific whaling program 
(“Can’t you get the same information with nonlethal methods given current technology?”) and their 
extensive promotion of whale meat in school lunch programs (“Knowing that whale meat is 
contaminated with mercury and other dangerous compounds, how can you push it on your school-
children?”). The commissioner answered the questions with the aplomb of a seasoned politician—
essentially not answering the contamination question, and insisting that lethal methods are necessary 
to collect population and age data (an assertion that U.S. scientists refute). 
     After the commissioner had come and gone, I asked students to reflect again on their perceptions 
of Japan’s whaling program and to include their personal responses to the commissioner. Again, it 

was easy to see them wrestling with their perceptions and developing their ideas: 
l “Japan, unlike subsistence whaling villages, doesn’t need the protein source from whale 
    meat…however, is it really appropriate to deny them a food source on the basis that there are 
    alternatives? Although I didn’t necessarily agree with all of the points (the commissioner) 
    made, I did find myself reevaluating some of my perspectives on the whaling issue because of 
    what he said.”
l “One nation cannot dictate what another chooses to do without infringing on their 
    sovereignty…Japan is patronized as being barbaric since whale meat is used as a food source
    much like subsistence hunters in Alaska, but Native Alaskans are seen as living in harmony
    with their surroundings – why the double standard?”
l “I think they (Japan) are being set up to look bad…”

By the end of the course, students were asked to reconsider their position on whaling issues, 
including commercial, subsistence and scientific hunts. Among the most dramatic transformations 
occurred in the student who, at the start of the course, was most vehemently opposed to all forms of 
whaling:
    “Subsistence hunting I am not against, not supportive of it, but I can’t come up with a good 
    reason why they shouldn’t. Scientific whaling, I can go either way—if it produces some valuable
    data that we can’t get any other way, then I feel it is okay as long as the population is not 
    diminished in any way… I have enjoyed hearing other points of view, and even changing my own
    a little bit.”
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Other students experienced similar expansion of their perspectives:
l “A lot of interesting topics that made me question things I thought I already knew...”
l “I am still unsure where I stand on whaling, but I almost think it is just taking the easy way out
    to say whaling should be banned everywhere and in all forms…”
l “Other cultures that see whaling as a historical part of their way of life deserve 
    consideration…even if they are industrialized…”
l “I think it is important to be well informed and get all sides of an issue before making 
    judgments or decisions. I now feel that I have a very solid, well-rounded perspective on the
    issue. It hasn’t really made it easier to pick a side or decide exactly what my feelings are. I
    don’t think it is a black and white issue at all.”

In a mere four weeks, with the right tools and opportunities, these brave students questioned their 
assumptions and examined their personal biases, engaged in open and respectful civil discourse with 
international scholars and diplomats on one of the most controversial issues in marine conservation, 
and came away with expanded perspectives. Not all of the students changed their minds about 
whaling, and that wasn’t the ultimate goal of the course. However, the process transformed these 
students from young people with very strong opinions that they had little interest in revising into 
thoughtful citizens willing to consider the opinions and perspectives of others, even when they were 
initially horrified by them.

Personal journals are an effective and safe space for students to consider and develop their ideas 
about controversial issues before discussing them with the class. 

Writing
consider asking students to write something every day. Examples include answers to a specific 
question posed as homework: comments on a reading, video, or guest speaker: or simple free-writes 
describing their reactions to that day’s discussion. 

confidentiality
assure them that the instructor is the only person who will see their journal, and that it is up to them to 
choose how much to share with the rest of the class. 

open discussion
if you plan to share selections anonymously with the class, first get the class’s consent.  Passages 
should be transcribed onto separate media such as a typed handout or PowerPoint slide so that 
students cannot identify other students’ work by seeing the journal from which a particular passage 
is read.

Reflective Writing (Journals)
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oVEraLL oUtcoMEs

We knew the overall outcomes for individuals would be uneven, and they were. Some of us got far 
more out of the experience than others. But in spite of all the risks, the extra work, and the aggrava-
tions that go along with trying something new and making it up as you go along, most of us would 
agree that this project has done our institutions a huge amount of good. We’ve come a long way 
together, and today we are in a much stronger place than we were when we first started talking. 
     We have developed a shared language, a shared culture, and a shared awareness among a growing 
number of people—not only the faculty, but also administrators, staff, students, and our families and 
friends—about something called difficult dialogues. Our partnerships have been strengthened. We’re 
a little less isolated now, and a little more skilled. Today when we encounter—or engage—a difficult 
dialogue we have more people in the game, and the assurance that someone will offer a 
better way to respond as a result of this experience.
     In the end, difficult dialogues—however well prepared for, however well managed—are still 
difficult. They’re about our identities and our cultures, about power and inequality and who gets to 
decide how things are and where we’re going from here. On the presenting level, they’re about 
religion and politics and science and tradition. But underneath, they’re about those deeper human 
needs we’re all trying to get met: security, respect, to be valued, to be part of a community, to 
contribute to the ongoing conversation of our times.
     Difficult dialogues are the things that usually force us apart, but for this year they were also the 
things that brought us together. Looking forward, we hope they will continue to be a catalyst for 
strengthening our teaching, engaging our students, and making our campuses better places for 
learning and the free exchange of ideas. As we make more room for difficult dialogues in our class-
rooms and communities, we should be encouraged by the words of Clark Kerr, who spoke these 
words at the University of California at Berkeley many years ago: “The university is not engaged in 
making ideas safe for students. It is engaged in making students safe for ideas.”
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Questions for Discussion:

What are the core controversies in your organization that everyone is 
aware of but no one wants to talk about?

How could you redesign one or more of your courses to incorporate 
more active learning and a deeper engagement with multiple 
perspectives?

How could you begin a difficult dialogues program in your own 
department?

What are you willing to risk in the interests of strengthening 
your teaching?
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Be the change you wish 
to see in the world. 

Gandhi



contents

faculty intensive: the one We Didn’t choose

integration of academic and alaska Native cultures
technique: Modular debate

alaska’s Native Peoples: a call to understanding
technique: Using a book to Explore alaska native issues

lessons learned/New Beginnings

epilogue

241

242

244

246

247



Keep talking      241

In early project planning, when we first started talking about a joint Books of the Year program, we 
were thinking in general terms, not about any specific issue or topic. We wanted a book that would 
stir a little controversy, but we didn’t want something that would generate controversies we did not 
yet have the skills to handle productively. It was easy to think of potential book titles, and our steer-
ing committee spent several lively hours brainstorming through our collective favorites. White Teeth! 
Red Mars! The Poisonwood Bible! The Satanic Verses! Most of us were taking notes for our own 
summer reading. Say, what was The Satanic Verses about again anyway? Some of us remembered 
the fatwa against author Salman Rushdie, but not the plot of the book. 
 
Because we wanted books that would engage our faculties, we asked for their help in nominating 
titles. Over the next couple of months, a faculty committee reviewed thirty-five nominations, 
short-listed eight, and finally recommended four to the steering committee, who then made the 
final selection.
  
The two books we chose made a rough pair, loosely tied to themes of culture, immigration, lan-
guage, and survival. All these are issues Alaskans face; both books we chose were set in California. 
The Spirit Catches You and You Fall Down is a nonfiction account of a Hmong family in central 
California and The Tortilla Curtain is a tragicomic novel about Mexicans and Americans in the can-
yons around Los Angeles. Both books are complex, accessible, tonally neutral and brilliantly written 
explorations of the deep rifts between colliding cultures. Both turned out to be excellent choices for a 
wide range of classrooms, topics, and reading levels.
   
But we still had some unfinished business with the book we didn’t choose. Ordinary Wolves by Seth 
Kantner is, by all accounts, a gritty but lyrical novel about growing up on the Yukon Delta in 
western Alaska. We didn’t choose it, even though it was the top recommendation—and the only 
unanimous choice—of our faculty committee. We didn’t choose it, even though those who’d read it 
said it was amazing. We didn’t choose it, even though it was about Alaska, and we knew it would 
have an immediate relevance to our students. We didn’t choose it because it was written by a white 
man, and we were concerned that it would spawn some difficult dialogues that neither campus was 
adequately prepared to address.

White people and others in the dominant American culture have been holding the strings of power 
over indigenous peoples in the Americas for hundreds of years. The dominant culture creates and 
enforces the public policies (including land management, resource extraction, economic develop-
ment, education, and social welfare) that largely determine how Native people must live. It also 
largely determines how Native people have been perceived. In choosing not to choose this book, we 
simply recognized that white people (including teachers, artists, novelists, anthropologists, 
sociologists, psychologists, travel writers, scientists, and priests) have been telling stories about 
Native people’s lives through non-Native eyes for centuries. We were afraid that if we chose 
“another one of those” we might be perpetuating an old problem instead of looking ahead to a new 
solution. We didn’t want to go there, at least not yet. We certainly didn’t want to start there.

FACULTY INTENSIVE

The One We Didn’t Choose
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Fast forward two years. Our third faculty intensive, in May 2007, was different from the first two. 
We’d learned a lot and could do a better job of nurturing community, presenting topics, introducing 
strategies, and engaging the group. The group had greater ethnic diversity, and the presenters took a 
more intentional stance with regard to minority cultures and points of view. Because of this, we had 
a chance to go where we hadn’t gone before.
     Our facilitator, Libby Roderick, announced to the group on Monday afternoon that over the 
course of the week they’d be given time to plan a discussion around a real difficult dialogue chosen 
by the group. We brainstormed a list of potential topics and used a repetitive voting exercise to 
narrow it down to a single issue: whether our universities ought to privilege research over teaching. 
We broke the sixteen participants into groups of four and asked each group to develop a 75-minute 
course module that would address the topic, incorporate some of the strategies and techniques 
presented in the intensive, and bring in any others the group wanted to model. On the final day 
the groups would present their proposals and the participants would vote for the one they wanted 
to experience. That group would then lead the others through their exercises. The intention of this 
assignment was threefold: 1) to help participants integrate new approaches into their own thought 
processes; 2) to help them actively imagine how to create classes that might address difficult 
dialogues within their own disciplines; and 3) to give them a chance to participate in a real difficult 
dialogue where something was actually at stake. 
     A number of the participants privately expressed their disappointment over the innocuous nature 
of the chosen topic; while the research versus teaching question may be a major point of contention 
in some higher education circles, it wasn’t really that controversial here. Several were disappointed 
that some of the topics with wider implications (especially the suggested proposition that both 
universities should hire faculty in numbers that reflect the ethnic demographics of their community) 
had been rejected by the group in favor of a highly academic topic.  
     As the week progressed, a different issue kept surfacing: the discrimination and invisibility 
experienced by Alaska Native people, both within Alaskan universities and beyond. This third cohort 
included one Alaska Native professor who was willing to speak out on a wide range of experiences 
and conflicts and who, with the support of the facilitator, voiced these concerns at some length. 
During one of these discussions, at a pivotal moment, Libby asked the group if they would be 
willing to change their difficult dialogue topic from teaching versus research to one related to Native 
cultures and higher education. Everyone immediately agreed, and the group jointly constructed a 
new question to debate: “Should all Alaska university faculty, researchers, and scientists be required 
to attend an Alaska Native-designed and run cultural orientation program?” The small groups began 
creating modules around this new topic.  
     On the final day, the groups presented their proposals and voted on which to put into practice that 
day. The approach selected was structured around six techniques that all began with the letter “d”: 
Depiction, Dyads, Discussion, Documentary, Debate, and Debriefing. It started with a fictional 
scenario, in which the administrators at both of our universities had mandated that all faculty 
members attend a week-long Alaska Native-designed and run cultural orientation program as part of 
their contracts. The announcer described the enormous backlash this hypothetical mandate had 
created, with students, faculty, and community members in an uproar of protest. Thousands of angry 
e-mails had been sent to university administrators; some faculty had signed a petition insisting that 

intEGration oF acadEMic and aLasKa 
natiVE cULtUrEs
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the policy be withdrawn, and others had resigned in outrage. Those of us in the room were to imagine 
ourselves as attendees at the public gathering that had been called for all university and community 
members to learn more about the policy and the issues at stake, and to engage in a dialogue about 
whether it should be continued.   
     The group led us through various exercises designed to help the  “meeting attendees” become 
more informed about the history of Native cultures with respect to Western systems of education, the 
differences between Native and non-Native ways of thinking and learning, and our own biases. The 
final exercise was a modular debate. The group leaders divided those present into five small groups 
and assigned them to represent one of five constituencies: students, faculty, union leaders, university 
administrators, and Alaska Native elders. The constituent groups were to meet together briefly, 
establish their position on the question (for, against, or split), and prepare themselves to represent the 
opinions and positions of their constituencies to the larger group.  
     When the large group reconvened, each constituency was given a brief opportunity to articulate 
its positions and concerns. The administrators were in favor, the faculty leaders opposed, and the 
students, faculty, and Native elders were each split. After each turn, the broader group had an 
opportunity to ask questions and hear responses about that constituency’s positions. No winners 
were proclaimed, but there were several moving moments and illuminating exchanges, including the 
Native professor struggling to respond as his own father, a Native elder, might have. All participants 
came away with a heightened understanding of the various perspectives and concerns and a deepened 
appreciation of the need for actually talking about these things, regardless of which side prevailed in 
terms of an actual policy decision. 
     The discussion was so successful that the project team felt ready to have this conversation in 
public. In the fall, we held a public event that featured a four-person panel (three professors and a 
Native community leader) and four freshmen from the UAA Seawolf Debate Team. The students 
engaged the question in a parliamentary style debate, with two speakers for the proposition and two 
against. The panelists followed with short prepared remarks. After these two formal airings of 
opinion, a facilitator opened up the discussion to audience members.  
     These experiences represent the beginning of the possibility of real dialogue between our two 
universities and the broader Alaska Native community, a potential which we hope to realize on our 
campuses in coming months and years. We are ready to at least start this conversation now, and with 
the lessons learned over the past two years, we hope we are ready to move it to a deeper level of 
dialogue, understanding, and action. 

 tales from 
the trenches

A form of debate that demonstrates multiple perspectives (rather than just two) and engages an 
entire classroom (rather than only a few students at a time).

l identify the issue and frame the proposition. (see pages 54-55)

l identify various constituencies who might hold different positions on the proposition.

l assign students to a constituency (or let them self-select) and ask them to identify and/or research
   the positions of that group. 

l conduct the debate, allowing equal time for each constituency group to present its views. 

Modular Debate 
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As the next step in introducing Alaska Native issues to a larger university and community 
audience, we have chosen a theme for our 2008-09 Books of the Year that focuses on “Alaska’s 
Native Peoples: A Call to Understanding.” A joint faculty committee from both universities chose 
two books already in print, and a group of faculty and Anchorage community members created a 
companion volume of frequently asked questions about the Alaska Native experience. These three 
books create a strong set for teaching and provide an introduction to the range of voices and issues 
related to Alaska Native cultures and communities today. All three are nonfiction works that address 
critical issues, correct historical and other inaccuracies, and authentically represent the Alaska Native 
cultures and peoples. The companion reader also offers links to selected creative writing by Alaska 
Native authors. All three books are short, appropriate for many different disciplines, and accessible to 
students from many backgrounds.
     We plan to host many related activities throughout the academic year, including forums, guest 
speakers, theater events, and more. We are very excited to be, at long last, bringing considerable 
visibility to these critically important issues on both our campuses, and to begin having some long 
overdue difficult dialogues on them.

 tales from 
the trenches

A few ideas for engaging with a book.

sentence completion
referring to all or parts of a book, ask students to take out a sheet of paper and complete the follow-
ing sentences:
l the story that struck me most in this book/section was…
l the question i would most like to ask the author is…
l in order to begin talking about the issues raised in this book/section, the most relevant (name your
  discipline) terms would be…

out-of-class events/exhibitions
ask students to attend a lecture, art exhibit, or public policy meeting on a topic related to one or 
more of the books. ask students to identify the issues brought up in the out-of-class event that are also 
discussed in the books.

Hatful of Quotes
type out sentences or passages from the books and put them in a hat. Have students draw papers 
from the hat. Letting them decide who will go first, ask students to read their quote and comment on 
what it means. 

circle of objects
Use a version of the circle of objects to illuminate one or more of the themes in the books. 

using a Book to explore 
alaska Native issues

aLasKa’s natiVE PEoPLEs: a caLL to 
UndErstandinG
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booKs oF tHE yEar, 2008-09

Growing Up Native in Alaska
 -- a. J. Mcclanahan

this book includes interviews with twenty-seven young alaska native leaders about their lives, 
their futures, the impact of the alaska native claims settlement act (ancsa), and how they 
are “finding innovative and creative ways to live in two worlds.”

Yuuyaraq: The Way of the Human Being
-- Harold napoleon

this book outlines the initial effects and continuing impact of the epidemics that afflicted alaska 
native peoples from the 1770s through the 1940s. napoleon’s premise is that this death on a 
massive scale wiped out the culture-bearers and left psychological and spiritual scars that 
continue today. routes to healing are also discussed.

Why Do Alaska Natives Get Free Medical Care (and other frequently asked questions 
about Alaska Native issues)
-- Edited by Libby roderick

this book of readings was prepared by Uaa and aPU faculty and anchorage community 
members as a companion volume to the books of the year. it provides responses to common 
questions about alaska native issues, including identity; language and culture; subsistence; the 
alaska native claims settlement act (ancsa); the effects of colonialism; education; health 
care; and the future. it also includes suggestions for additional reading, and will be available 
both in hard copy and online.

alaska native cultures teach that relationship matters first (relationship to ourselves, 

our community, the land and waters on which we depend); that cooperation and 

connection are essential to learning and living; that taking time matters, people 

matter, emotions matter. it’s a different world view, and it might be a critical one if we 

wish our children and grandchildren to survive and thrive on this planet.

Libby roderick

center for advancing Faculty Excellence



As the grant-funded portion of the APU/UAA Engaging Controversy project draws to a close, and 
the institutionally supported efforts move forward, we are faced with questions of sustainability and 
momentum familiar throughout academia. How do you keep a critical project going once your grant 
funding goes away? How do you sustain your momentum and build on it to achieve even greater 
success? Like many of the big questions we have faced over the last two years, we don’t have all the 
answers. All we know is that we have to try. 
     We also have the value of a great many important lessons hammered home over the three years 
of this project. We know much of what it takes to engage difficult dialogues in higher education. 
Among other things, it takes: 

l The ethics to prepare carefully. Anticipate everything you can think of, plan for every event-
uality. Consult with as many people as you can; more minds are smarter than fewer minds. Have 
planned strategies and backup strategies, little things you can do such as dyads or Quick Writes or 
silences that buy you time to think. Once you engage in a difficult dialogue, stay flexible. Drop your 
plan and respond in real time to important issues that come up on their own.

l The courage to make mistakes. All good teachers know that trying new things is risky. Mistakes 
are to be expected. If you can’t make mistakes, you won’t get learning, and if you don’t get learn-
ing, you’re never going to change anything. So we need to support each other to make mistakes and 
to learn from them.

l The humility to stand corrected. If you say or do something that inadvertently hurts someone, 
you may get corrected. Listen to these corrections. Acknowledge your mistakes. Apologize.

l The willingness to try again. This brings us back to the core values of civil discourse: the princi-
ple of nonviolence and the willingness to stay in the game. Avoidance is not the answer, and waiting 
is the same as not doing. So learn from every experience, and then keep talking.

LEssons LEarnEd/nEW bEGinninGs

We expected this Difficult Dialogues project to have a dramatic positive impact on 

our faculty, on our students, and in our classrooms—and it has.  Even more 

remarkable is the effect it continues to have on how we approach all of our 

dialogues: in faculty governance groups, with our state and municipal governments, 

and in addressing the ongoing challenges of being a welcoming place for alaska 

native faculty, students, and community members.

dr. Michael a. driscoll

Provost and Vice chancellor for academic affairs

University of alaska anchorage 
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EPiLoGUE

Our project’s success was due in part to the fact that it allowed us to speak to the varying needs of 
at least three major (often overlapping) groups of stakeholders in the university communities: those 
who view institutions of higher education primarily as sources for liberal educations; those who 
view them largely as training grounds for workers; and those who see them as “necessary evils” for 
accommodating to the dominant society.
     First, this project exemplifies one of the primary things a university has to offer: a liberal 
education. Those who experience a liberal education encounter knowledge from different disciplines 
and cultures and thus experience different ways of making knowledge. They have the opportunity to 
encounter new ideas and perspectives, make new discoveries and connections, learn mind-blowing 
things and possibilities, and, with a little luck, grow into more sensitive, self-reflexive citizens who 
can tolerate the tension of the many paradoxes in the multiple realities that surround them. For those 
who view the university primarily as a place to offer and acquire a liberal education, the Engaging 
Controversy project was a rare and precious opportunity to fulfill the loftiest ideals of higher 
education.
     Another stated or unstated purpose of many institutions of higher education is to prepare students 
for the work force. While universities can and do help prepare students for the work force by 
teaching them specialized skills, they must also prepare them to navigate the disparate and the 
unexpected by enabling them to question, evaluate, reflect, and act. This project gave faculty 
members the incentive to make room for activities that do just that, thereby satisfying some of the 
needs and desires of the workforce development constituency. 
     Finally, particularly amongst minority and working class communities, there exists a view of the 
university as a primary instrument of assimilation into the social and economic status quo. While 
people in these communities may recognize the necessity of acquiring the skills to survive in the 
dominant economy, they may also resent or fear the accompanying losses that attend having to adapt 
to the values and ways of the dominant culture. The project allowed these perspectives to be aired, 
stimulating necessary and, we hope, ongoing discussions and institutional change.
     In the end, we came a long way toward realizing the potential for our universities to be places 
of profound learning, of courageous inquiry, of deep transformation: all the things we say they are 
and try to make them be for our students, faculty, staff, administrators, and community partners. We 
believe this is the most appropriate use of our academic freedom—holding honest difficult dialogues 
about critically important issues that make or break our civil society, and doing so openly, democrati-
cally, nonviolently, and productively. We thank the Ford Foundation for giving us this opportunity.
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