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Listening Ears (Lackey, CRCon16) 

It’s a long time between proposal and performance. I promised you a video comprised of 

student voices reflecting on the decolonizing work we did in my last several FYC classes. I 

made it--but towards the end of the making, before the export, my hard drive died. I set about 

remaking this for you (using only my trusty 2nd gen ipad) but it felt wrong. I’d already learned to 

something from the making, and it is that I’d like to focus on today. So, just strike the second bit 

of my title. It’s still about listening.  

 

While many of us, particularly HERE, believe in doing the hard work of leading classes of 

students through learning experiences focused on interrogating intersecting problems related to 

race, class, and gender in American culture, most academics are not well trained in such 

pedagogies. On top of that, it has become a bit dangerous especially for junior faculty to engage 

in these types of politically loaded conversations. Consequently, many wonder how to get 

started, and many more wonder whether they should even “go there.” And so I want to talk 

today about why I think we must, consider the idea of safe spaces, stop through one of my 

classrooms quickly to consider the problem of intervention, and, finally, issue a call to action.  

 

What I found out in making the promised video of students’ responses to three classes (themed, 

respectively, on gender, race in American, and politics) is that my students, anyway, want us to 

go there, and they don't understand why such topics are out of bounds in most of their 

classrooms.. Maybe it's the population I work with… (Texas Woman’s University, as you might 

imagine, is predominately women, about 90 percent. We are an HSI, and have many first 

generation and international students.)  So, what stops us? First, I think it’s a culturally ingrained 

fear of sorts. Example: What were you taught not to talk about in “polite company?” The list I 

was given was money, religion, politics. But race was kind of implied, you know? But I began 

teaching FYC in 2001. I got my first set of student portfolios in for grading on 9/11. How can one 
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in good conscience avoid “impolite” discussions like this, especially since, in my case, I entered 

the field precisely BECAUSE I wanted to teach others critical literacies.  

 

Here's the thing though: lots do avoid these conversation. In fact, a recent Pew study found that 

67 percent of white social media users don’t post about race, ever. Only 8 percent of white 

respondents sometimes do (compared to 28 percent of black respondents). I was totally 

shocked at how high this number is, but then I thought about it… Part of it is probably politeness 

or home training--we are generally taught that race doesn’t matter (and it doesn’t, except when 

it does). We are taught color blindness is a good thing--that it’s a matter of judging a person by 

their character, not their skin. Maybe we don’t want to know what our friends think about things 

(Desmond-Harris, Vox). Maybe we don’t want to get into it with friends, especially since it often 

seems no one’s mind if changed in the slightest by these interactions. For example, I don’t post 

much about the presidential election because I have family, believe it or not, for Trump, and I’m 

tired of arguing with them about it, and prefer to spend my energy is other ways. 

 

But it’s too easy for us to do that, perhaps because "White people think race is something 

outside themselves, and they don't consider themselves a race," (this according to Whitney 

Dow, the 53-year-old filmmaker behind the Whiteness Project, an interactive investigation 

designed to explore how Americans who identify as white think about and experience their 

ethnicity” (Vox.) I think that's why we identify as things like Irish-American, but that's a paper for 

another day. And we, usually well-intentioned but too often quite broadly color blind, still sadly 

comprise the majority of college faculty. 

 

Avoidance of these conversations, even if it is “just” out of well-intentioned and ingrained 

politeness has led us into a sort of whitewashing (no pun intended) that leads to ignoring 

obvious privileges and multiple struggles. And the more we avoid discussing these issues, in 
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our physical or online lives, it, the more we contribute to a vacuum that lets others avoid the 

issues. Our nation has, it seems, forgotten how to truly listen. How can we make progress like 

this? We can’t. 

 

The things I see going on around us--the things I want my students to see, or see more 

critically, or feel equipped to intervene in--require that we talk through those things. And instead 

we have wound up with this culture in which we too often don’t. And look at what that “polite” 

inclination has led to. We have a major party candidate for president, I don’t have to tell you, 

who has convinced a scary sized segment of our society that his lack of “political correctness”--

a creepy PR spin on what is actually outright racism, xenophobia, misogyny, and more--are 

merely a sign that he’s a real man of the people, a Wall Street and Washington outsider, and 

therefore the man to lead our nation.  

 

Oddly, in my years in academe,there’s only been two semesters I didn’t have an FYC course. 

Both were election semesters. This is one of them. I'm kind of grateful (because how do you 

NOT get partisan? It’s incredibly difficult this election, as my friend Annie McGreevy’s recent 

post illustrates. 

 

I’m not sure it’s really possible to build a “safe” space for these discussions. I try, but It’s pretty 

much guaranteed most students, both my white students and students of color, will be 

uncomfortable, though for vastly different reasons. Here I want to quote Brian Arao and Kristi 

Clemens article “From Safe Spaces to Brave Spaces” at some length.  

 

“..the language of safety may actually encourage entrenchment in privilege, which we 
may be able to curtail more effectively by building conditions in which agent group 
members understand and expect from the outset that challenge is forthcoming. Further, 
it is our view that the agent group impulse to classify challenges to one’s power and 
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privilege as actions that detract from a sense of safety is, in itself, a manifestation of 
dominance” (Arao and Clemens 140). 
 
“Members of the target group are even more disserved by well-intentioned efforts to 
create safety. Target group members may, in fact, react with incredulity to the very 
notion of safety, for history and experience has demonstrated clearly to them that to 
name their oppression, and the perpetrators thereof, is a profoundly unsafe activity, 
particularly if they are impassioned” (Leonardo & Porter, cited in Arao and Clemens 
140).  
 
“Indeed, the pervasive nature of systemic and institutionalized oppression precludes the 
creation of safety in a dialogue situate, as it must be, within said system” (Arao and 
Clemens 140-1).  

 

While it is a delicate balance, I do believe composition classroom can remain a brave space to 

challenge ideologies of oppression.” Here I need to talk a minute about trigger warnings, and 

brave spaces (Brian Arao and Kristi Clemens).  

 

I know many now include trigger warnings, but I am conflicted about them.. While I recognize 

the real need for trigger warnings in certain circumstances (it’s why I listed them for this session, 

despite the fact that I’m really just raising the spectre of the potentially-triggering issues I’ve 

listed) I also fear that bracketing off entire areas of the world and refusing to discuss them 

hinders our progress--it hinders students’ ability to think critically about the real contexts for their 

work (and lives) and it hinders our movement towards social equality and social justice. 

Example: I am a survivor of domestic violence, and rape. Donald Trump is triggering to me. I 

hate to watch the guy. So, I appreciate a warning that he’s coming up, and sometimes I just 

can’t face him and so, that day, I just don’t--but I don't totally avoid it because I need to be 

informed.  So I guess I think they have a role in our private lives, but I’m still trying to navigate 

how to handle that in the classroom. The whole point of taking on the themes I have is to get my 

writing students to think more deeply about the real, messy, contexts for their work.  
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Instead, I am turning to the idea of Arao and Clemens’ idea of BRAVE SPACES, designed to 

help us confront these ‘impolite,” critical issues without, hopefully, merely reifying old, 

undesirable patterns. Bravery is required to undertake this work, to face the risks and pain of 

confrontation and, hopefully, change (Arao and Clemens 141). I want now to briefly touch on 

how I attempted to facilitate brave spaces through which I hope to help 2nd semester comp 

students consider the ways in which rhetoric shapes culture. The hook throughout was the idea 

of active listening. I’ll touch here on a Fall 2015 course geared towards getting students to pay 

attention to culture in the news.  

 

The first level of listening was me listening on social media. This provided most of our readings. 

I collected articles (text, images, websites, audio and video files) often from popular, online 

sources. Then, I added a few sources that filled in the gaps, doing things like introducing a 

concept of culture, the idea of privilege, and confronting the idea that “color blindness” is not a 

good thing, but instead a denial of the truth of our contexts. My reason for pulling primarily items 

shared by my social media contacts was to illustrate to students how ubiquitous and readily 

available these stories are. This led to a conversation with students about why they didn’t see 

most of these topics in their own news feeds. We discussed how our contacts and the algorithm 

impact what we see, and brainstormed ways of intervening in the vacuum social media can form 

around us. 

 

The next thing I had to do was to encourage students to listen to one another (and our sources) 

actively and generously. I start this process in my syllabus, as I have done since my first FYC 

class back in 2001. Here’s the policy I begin with. We build our ground rules up from there, 

through discussion and consensus, throughout the term. The baseline rules, for me, as respect 

and generosity. I also bring in Elbow’s believing and doubting game, which I have found to be 

useful.  
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I like students to have a hand in constructing the course, so (for example) in the Fall 2015 

course on race in America students were given several lists of hyperlinked article titles, thigns 

I’d pulled from social media subdivided into categories like “‘racism in American, “BLM,” and 

“Native American issues.” Groups chose readings, added more if desired, then penned a blog 

post and took charge of one class period in which they gave a presentation, ran discussion, and 

led an in-class activity.  

 

I want to lead you through just a tiny part of one presentation, in which students explored these 

readings. I chose this examples from three semesters worth because it’s interesting but also 

raises a point at which I needed to intervene, which I struggle with a bit.  You see, I want to build 

in affirmations--it’s part of building a relationship with students that, I hope, makes them feel 

both braver AND safer.  Sometimes you know you need to intervene, as I did then, but wonder if 

it’s not more important to just let them feel safe in exploring these new ideas.  The “native 

American issues group” began by putting paper upon the board, drawing the outline of a person, 

and inviting their classmates to “draw the native american.” I was a little nervous, but I watched 

quietly to see what happened. What happened was the stereotypical image you might imagine. 

They handled this beautifully though, asking us to interrogate our choices and leading students 

into the realization that most of what they did came from things like Disney’s Pocahontas, which 

led to a rich discussion of how indigenous peoples are portrayed in film. Then they booted up a 

powerpoint full of information and discussion questions about our readings, which they also 

handled beautifully. But then they ended with this slide, listing some “celebrities you didn’t know 

were Native American.” I felt the need to intervene, because a quick google search revealed 

that a few of these stories are disputed, but it troubled me to do so, because they had done 

such a great job throughout I feared I would leave them with the impression they hadn’t...yet I 

felt I had to... and then I felt bad about it because, really, what right do I have to determine who 
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is a "real Native American?” It’s hard to predict how and when you might need to intervene, and 

what is the best way of doing so. I continue to struggle with this, and often lean on my support 

systems to talk through what might happen and what should happen. 

 

I mentioned earlier there are two things that stop people from doing this work in their own 

classrooms, and now I finally come to that second thing.  I used to think it was the messy,, 

uncomfortable nature of doing the work. I realize now though that we can face that if we have 

appropriate support, particularly as this can be a kind of scary context. I’m sure you can all 

recount a news story about somebody disciplined or even fired for being viewed as “partisan” in 

the classroom. I trained here at MSU, and focused on the intersections of digital, cultural, and 

community literacies. As such, I am fortunate to have the support of teachers skilled in dealing 

with issues of culture. And yet, with extensive support systems in place, including the women I 

share this panel with,  I often still feel I’m walking a tightrope each time I enter a classroom to 

explore these ideas. So I want to end this by issuing a question I hope will lead you to take 

action on your own campuses: How can we better support colleagues who do not have the 

benefit of this supportive, pedagogically inspiring, community that is cultural rhetorics? This 

conference constitutes a sort of embodied annotated bib of that work. We are fortunate to have 

this. How can you bring, or expand, this conversation on your own campus? What resources do 

you hev? What more do you need? Where we find resources to be insufficient, well, we are the 

ones who should be producing them, we must have the courage to do so and to find ways to 

disseminate them broadly. 
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