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Creating Safety to Address Controversial Issues:
Strategies for the Classroom

By Nina L. Valerio

The classroom is not a safe place.
Teaching and learning ab~out race/
ethnicity, culture, religion, language
background, socioeconomic back-
ground, gender, sexuality, and able-
bodiedness are difficult. Learning
about these issues by examining our
own lives, by tracing and exposing
our personal and social histories is
dangerous.

-Annette Henry
There are No Safe Places:

Pedagogy as Powerful
and Dangerous Terrain

Teaching courses on divTersity and
multiculturalism presents challenges to
educators. Their contents often make indi-
viduals feel uncomfortable or threatened.
In the words of a colleague, "This sort of
teaching is generally risky, because it un-
leashes powerful emotions, beliefs, past
and present conflicts" (Mitchell,' 1999).
Hence, there is a need to create a sense of
safety and comfort in these kinds of courses
before learning can happen.

Iteach an introductory graduate course
titled Multicultural Perspectives with an
enrollment of about 25 students per quar-
ter.We explore ways inwhichrace, ethnicity,
sexual orientation, religion, gender, excep-
tionality, and social class collide and influ-
ence beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors. My
goal is to equip students with the founda-
tional knowledge, attitudes, and abilities
to work effectivelyin diverse communities.
Mostly White, female, and middle class,
my students come from nine different pro-
grams in the School ofEducation at a Jesuit
university. Theyrangefromcorporate man-
agers and college level educators to K-12
staff. Occasionally, students from nursing,
software engineering, and theology, also
take this course.

Two major challenges ofthis course are
the controversial nature of the course con-
tent and the sensitivity needed to deliver
the instruction. 'This course addresses is-
sues that confront individuals' intense at-
tachments to their cultural values, beliefs,
attitudes, sentiments, and behaviors. Just
the mention of race or homosexuality, for
instance, instigates instant polarization
among class members. Some students re-
act swiftly and defensively to these topics.

These topics and reactions easily lead to
heated discussions wherein emotions,
rather than ideas, are exchanged.

Any of these situations is, at times,
complicated by the fact that many students
come from what they describe as "isolated
and protected home lives or communities
that offered zero or minimal exposure to
diverse groups." For some, I am their first
female faculty of color. Others come to the
first session already feeling defensive,
scared, angry, and hostile, or guilty even
before theintroductions. Theneedto create
and nurture a sense of safety in this kind of
learning arena is obvious.

This article will focus on the seven
elements of a safe classroom, some strate-
gies that educators canuseto create'a sense
of safety in the classroom, and students'
feedback about the impact of these strate-
gies on our class culture and their learning
process. Much of what I share here comes
from my experiences in teaching contro-
versy-driven courses, my personal 'reflec-
tions, and dialogues with students. I also
draw frommy dialogues with other instruc-
tors who teach such courses, feedback from
peers who have observed my classes, and
students' course evaluations.

Class Culture Matters

Twenty-five years of teaching have
taught me not to take for granted the power
of class culture and my leadership role in
shaping this culture:. Through trial and
error, I have learned that my role as a
leader-educator in the making of a safe
classroom is an on-going creative process.
Peterson and Deal (1998) write about the
pervasive role of school leaders, and how
they shape school cultures. They assert
that without the serious attention of these
leaders, school cultures can become arid,
unsafe, and unproductive. In contrast, if
they recognize the implicit and explicit el-
ements of school culture, leaders can lay a
strong foundation for positive change.

Students need building-blocks that
will enable them to engage in and learn
from intense discussions on such "hot but-
ton" topics as sexual harassment or race
relations. Understandably, such dialecti-
calissues stimulate visceralreactionsrang-

ingfromtearful acceptanceto angry denial,
or from painful experiences with stigma to
feelings of guilt and fear. Occasionally, overt
hostility towards anyone perceived to rep-
resent power and privilege or victimization
also erupts from these discussions.

Seven Elements
of a Safe Classroom

As caretaker of the values that define
our class culture, I have found that a safe
classroom has at least seven interdepen-
dent elements.

Collegiality: promoting a deep sense 'of
connection between educator and students,
and among students themselves. We build
a community of learners where mutual re-
spect and caring exist, and where humor is
openly shared but. not at someone else's
expense. Using humor helps us feel more
comfortable with one another; it also al-
lows us to see one another's multidimen-
sional nature. We are also more inclined to
share views and feelings when we feel re-
spected for one another's contributions to
our learning community. Examples ofstrat-
egies to build class collegiality are: What's
in a Name? Musical Chairs.

Empowerment: assisting students to find
.their 'voices, and helping them develop a
strong sense of personal accountability. I
involve themin shaping the course structure
andintakingownership ofour class culture.
I solicit and use their feedback on course
content, teachingapproaches, and ourlearn-
ing environment. They are also encouraged
to take responsibility for their learning de-
cisions, actions and inactions. Examples of
some strategies to empower students are:
Openidea's Box, Tree of Cultural Norms.

Role modeling: teaching by example the
attributes of fairness, humility, and risk-
taking. To model fairness in my decision-
making, I present anon-defensive demeanor
in expressing my views, and respect for
students' views that diametrically oppose
mine. To model humility, I openly discuss
mistakes I have made and how I learn from
these mistakes. I am also careful not to
present myself as an authority on all topics.
To model risk-taking, I disclose personal
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information to my students. We are more
inclined to take risks when there is mutual
understanding of one another's vulnerabili-
ties. With a certain modicum of trust and
feelings of safety, open sharing of perspec-
tives and personal stories will occur. To
gain and keep my students' trust and re-
spect, I "walk my talk." Examples of role
modeling strategies are: Opening our Cul-
tural Baskets, Dialogue-in-Progress.

Preparation: planningaheadto ensure clear
expectations, organization, variety, balance,
and flexibilityin course design, andteaching
approaches. I aim to promote a class atmo-
sphere conducive to learning. My plan in-
cludes clarifying mutual expectations, and
setting a high standard while also using a
collaborative, coaching style to help my stu-
dents meet this standard. To match their
differentlearning preferences, I use various
teaching approaches (e.g., smallllarge group
discussions, simulations). I also use differ-
ent assignments (e.g., reading reflections,
personal prejudice paper, social action group
projects), and various methods of assess-
ment (e.g., self-andpeer-assessments, group
process analysis). I plan for balance be-
tween light-hearted and dead-serious top-
ics. Flexibility is also an integral part of my
overall plan. After all, being prepared also
means making allowances for inevitabili-
ties and change to happen. Examples of
preparatory strategies are: Course Orienta-
tion 101, Setting the Stage.

Shared purpose: working together to-
wards personal and collective transforma-
tion. This joint purpose allows us to cel-
ebrate our commonalities and differences,
and learn from them. I stress the need to
develop a collective intention to listen to
and learn from one another's perspectives.
We, then, explore how this common inten-
tion serves to guide our decisions, and ac-
tions about issues that impact our per-
sonal growth and learning community.
Examples of strategies to promote a shared
purpose are: Opening our Cultural Bas-
kets, Dialogue-in-Progress.

Reflection: self-examination ofindividual
thinking, attitudes, and behaviors that fa-
cilitates or hinders growth. Students ex-
amine theirlearningexperiences from their
readings, dialogues, and other class activi-
ties. They analyze theirprejudices andhow
these prejudices impact them personally
and professionally. We engageinthe collec-
tive analysis of our class culture, and its
impact on our relationships and learning.
These reflections allow us to examine how
we exclude others and treat them as outsid-

ers. Reflections also allow us to ask ques-
tions of ourselves and of one another, while
offering us ways to search for new answers
thatwe had not consideredbefore. Examples
of reflection strategies I use are: Reflection
Portfolios (see Dialogue), Openidea's Box.

Commitment: the declared intention to
workfor multicultural awareness and cross-
cultural understandings throughout one's
life. We explore ways to realize these values
in our daily lives (e.g., volunteer work,
niulticulturalimmersions). I challengethem
to find their passion in what they do, and to
let this passion be the impetus.for translat-
ing their learning discoveries into positive
social action.I share withthemmyhope that
they will join me and others in this journey.
Examples of commitment strategies are:
Circle of Gifts, Letter of Commitment.

How Do I Create
and Nurture a Safe Classroom?

There are many ways to create and
nurture a sense of safety in the classroom.
The following account describes some of my
strategies and their rationales. Together,
these strategies emotionally and intellec-
tually prepare my students for the antici-
pated course topics, class activities and
assignments.

CategoryA consists of strategies I use
some time during the first three sessions of
the quarter. They aim to build trusting
relationships, and create a community of
learners.

1. Courseorientationlol:Ibeginthecourse
with a comprehensive overview to save time
andhelp avoid needless frustrations later on.
The syllabus details course description and
objectives, evaluation criteria, and grading
system. It also covers how the course themes
reflect the mission ofthe School ofEducation
and the Jesuit ethos of reflection, ethics, and
service. I also share my credentials, my pas-
sion, and concerns aboutteachingthis course.
We exchange expectations, concerns, and
hopes for our joint venture.

A critical component of the course is
class participation. Students are told that for
every voice to be heard, they must engage in
gracious sharing of time. They are also ap-
prised offour "risk-taking" assignments. One
requires themtoindividuallyimmersethem-
selves in other cultures and analyze their
experiences (e.g., volunteering in ahomeless
shelter). A second requires them to disclose,
conifront, and analyze their personal preju-
dices. A third requires them to apply their
learnings into practice in their respective

professions. Afourthrequires themto engage
in a cooperative social action project.

2. What's in a name? The students and I
exchange historical information about our
names, name preferences (e.g., nicknames),
andhowwewouldlikeournamespronounced.
Imodel by sharingmyfull name andhowmy
family got its name. Memorable personal
stories, both humorous and painful, emerge
from this seemingly simple activity. This
exercise leads to dialogues about family
histories, cultural traditions ind identities,
social privileges, and political power associ-
ated with certain names and name labels.
Through these 'revelations of family histo-
ries and cultural traditions, we safely tran-
sitionto discoveringour differences andcom-
monalities. Mutual respect for name prefer-
ences and ethnic identities is the ultimate
outcome of this activity.

3. Tree of cultural norms: I lead students
through the process of establishing the
norms we want to characterize our class
culture. Everyone is encouragedto contrib-
ute bywritinghis/her suggestion on a posted
chart paper. We discuss the suggestions
before we finalize the list. Typical sugges-
tions are: agree to disagree; understand
first; take risk, no personal attacks, and
suspend judgments. Constructing a cul-
ture is a continuous process, and the class
reserves the right to add to the list at any
time. Once we have our set of norms, we
keep the chart posted to remind us of our
agreement. We use the chart to gently call
attention to violations of any of the norms
we agreed on. For instance, a student who
constantlyinterrupts others is respectfully
reminded by peers to observe the norm of
notinterruptingothers. Sincewe agreed on
this observance at the outset, interper-
sonal confrontations, embarrassment and
gossips are avoided.

4. "Ting" and "talking stick rules": I
introduce a Chinese character ('Ting") to
students; it stands for listening with your
ears, eyes, mind and heart (see figure on
nextpage). I also introduce aNativeAmeri-
can "talking stick" and the "rules" of using
it (Zimmerman & Coyle, 1991). These rules
are: speak honestly, be brief, and listen
from the heart. Using these rules in our
dialogues gives everyone.the experience of
speakingwithoutbeingrudelyinterrupted.
Every voice is heard which is an experience
we all appreciate.

5. Opening our cultural baskets: I model
the process of sharing personal stories us-
ing a "cultural basket" that I created for
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myself. This is a wicker basket.filled with
cultural artifacts from my past history and
present plight. They symbolize different
elements of myidentity shaped bymyfam-
ily history, national culture, and immi-
grant experiences. Its contents include fam-
ily pictures, my grandparents' love letters,
my wedding giveaway gift (a miniature
African broom decorated withPilipino flow-
ers, and African kente cloth representing
myhusband who is AfricanAmerican), and
a Pilipina doll crossing a bridge (to repre-
sent my bicultural journey as a Pilipino
American). It gives students a notion of
whatkind of a person I am in addition!to my
academic credentials.

During the quarter, students create
their own cultural baskets aind share them
in class. This experience helps them to

[-

formally begin'their research into their
family histories and cultural heritages. It
gives them opportunities to learn more
about themselves and each other. The vi-
sual metaphor of a basket fosters the idea
that we all carry around our cultural bas-
kets which help to define who we are.

CategoryB consists of strategies that
'I use throughout the quarter. They aim to
sustain a class culture conducive to pr6-
gressive dialogues,,more risk-taking, and
-acceptance.

1. Settingthe stage: The classroom is like
a theatrical stage which must be set up in
order for students to feel a't ease with their
new instructor and environment. Every
aspect ofthis stagingprocess is intended as
a learning experience. The classroom set-
*ting is designed to ignite their curiosity
about their surroundings, and arouse their
anticipation for sessions to follow. Setting
the stage must, therefore, be done first
before I can engage their hearts and minds
in the learning process. Students tell me
that our classroom always radiates'readi-
ness to teach and learn. I

Every sessioA, I arrive earlyto write the
class agenda on the board, and arrange
seats based on the nature of class activities.
Name tags, handouts, chart paper and col-
ored markers are laid out. The video equip-
ment is tested, and ethnic music is played
before class (and during breaks). Students
.are invited to share their own ethnic music
with the class. Arriving early permits me to
welcome students to class, and chat with
them. These informal encounters allow each
studentto presentpersonal concerns or ques-
tions to me outside the hearing distance of
their peers. I encourage them to share their
concerns or questions in class with my help,
if such sharing is appropriate.

2. Assurance of confidentiality: Verbally
and in writings, I assure students that ex-
pressing their perspectives and feelings
will not affect their grades. Their course
work will not be graded based on their
prejudices or self-disclosures. My evalua-
tion criteria and grading system are explic-
itly clear about this. This assurance helps
to create a climate of trust, and psychologi-
cal space for self-disclosures. Consequently,
students have disclosed in class unpopular
personal views, and secret identities such as
their sexual orientations, or. atheism. As-
surances of respect and confidentiality help
to make these self-disclosures possible.

3. Learning Resource Center: Weekly, I
display pictures, news clippings, and other
relevant printed materials for 'students to
peruse, to use as references, and to discuss.
These displays include current demographic
trends, autobiographies on racial, ethnic or
sexual identities, news clippings abouthate
crimes, personal stories about positive
cross-cultural experiences, local cultural
events, and community resources. I use
displays to provoke curiosity, and to in-
crease awareness about the realities and
relevance of multiculturalism in our daily
lives. When students' curiosity is aroused,
they will want to know more. They are
encouraged to contribute to the on-going
displays, and to inform us about them. This
strategy serves as a non-threatening av-
enue for students' voices to be heard.

4. A circle of gifts: I encourage my stu-
dents to share their talents, capacities, and
perspectives with the entire class. We be-
gin by going around the circle and each
person tells the class about one or two gifts
she'or he will share with the group. I, for
example, offer my teaching competencies
and personal stories to our learning com-
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munity. Examples of gifts that students
have shared in the past are compassion,
team-building skills, and attentive listen-
ing. This activity leads to discussions about
issues of social privileges, political power,
integration and social distance. It also pre-
pares them for their cooperative project on
social action.

5. Openidea's Box: At the end of class, I
invite students to drop me anonymous notes
about the session that we just completed.
They write their emerging questions, com-
ments or concerns on 3x5 cards, and slip
them in a designated box on their way out
of the classroom. They also have the option
to respond to any of these questions: What
went well and why? What did not go as well
and why not? Was anything unclear? Any
bigAHA?Any suggestionfor improvement?
What could you have done to make it a
betterlearningexperience foryou?How can
I help you find your voice? When appropri-
ate, I take class time to address their com-
ments, or I invite those students with con-
cerns for one-on-one consultations with me
to exchange views and discuss possible
solutions.

6.Dialogue-in-Progress:We studythe dia-
logue process as a tool to facilitate personal
and social transformation (Bohm, 1992;
Chawla, 1994). We examine its role in creat-
ing a safe learning arena, and we practice the
behaviors that support cross-cultural un-
derstandings in our daily lives. I introduce
them to the elements of dialogue: apprecia-
tive inquiry and reflection, identification of
assumptions, suspension of judgment, and
generative listening (Ellinor & Gerard,
1998). They discover that dialogue is not
about being right or wrong, nor is it about

winning or losing an argu-
ment. Dialogue is about
exploring shared mean-
ings, andintegratingmul-
tiple perspectives to seek
truth. I use a variety of
activities tohelp students
apply dialogic behaviors
in class. An example is
ourweeklyin-classreflec-
tions. In small groups,

-1 _ students, share their Re-
flection Portfolios (jour-
nal entries) on assigned
readings, issuesraisedin
class, or personal stories.

= ~ These dialogues give
them many opportunities

.......... =... .- C to: exchange insights, and

integrate their perspec-~~. .. ....
tives; build courage for

risk-taking; confront their prejudices, and
make the first step towards change.

7. Breaking bread together: On our first
session, I bring refreshments to share with
the class, and I invite others to bring what-
ever they like to share during subsequent
sessions. Volunteers sign up for the re-
maining sessions. My students are mostly
professionals who work during the day and
take classes at night. They welcome the
nourishment they get from class after a
hard day at work. Eating together is one of
the most intimate activities in our lives,
and sharing food during our snack breaks
seems to bond us. To conclude the quarter,
we celebrate our accomplishments and new
friendships by sharing a sumptuous
multiethnic potluck dinner.

8. Letter of Commitment: At our last
session, my students write personal letters
addressed to themselves, our class, and
any person of their choice about their long-
term commitment to put into action what
they have learned so far. I use these guide
questions: How do your life goals reflect
your commitment to justice? What are you
currently doing now, or what are your spe-
cific plans to incorporate justice into your
personal and professional lives? They read
their letters in class. I collect and mail the
letters back to them, with my personal
follow-up note, a year later.

In summary, these 13 strategies help
me to create a sense of safety where the
course content evokes controversy and con-
flict. This list of strategies is not exhaus-
tive; it is also not restricted to graduate
courses. With some modifications, these
strategies are applicable in different age

groups and grade levels. There is no ideal
mix of strategies; one is not better than the
others. Each complements the others to
narrowtheperceived social distances among
individuals, and to create a safe space for
dialogue.

Student Responses
to Our Class Culture

Throughout the quarter, I.seek anony-
mous formal feedback from my students
about different aspects of the course, and
their learning experiences. Common reac-
tions to and perceptions on the impact of
our class culture on their learnings follow:

"I?ve never had an opportunity to
meet and talk with gays, lesbians,
blind people, and others different
from me in any structured
environment before. If not for this
class, I don't thinkI everwould have.
Whenlstarted 10 weeks ago,Ithought
this would be just another "pay the
dues to get through" class. Itwas not!
You made the course special for me;
you made our class safe for everyone
to take risks."

"I learned that I am capable of
respectful conversation with
someone who apparently holds
contradictory views to mine, where
the subject matter is emotionally
charged. Since Inow knowthis, will
nothesitate to speakoutin situations
such as theseinthe future. Thanks!"

"This course was an emotional roller
coaster for all of us. It made me feel
the pain and confusion of others,
pushing me to break out of my
comfort zone. It challenged me to
confront my religious fears, my
ignorance ofthe gay community, and
question the construct of the
community I live in. Thank you for
bringing your full self to the class
which allowed me to do the same."

"You. created a very safe. and
comfortable class environment
where we are able to openly express
our opinions. You encouraged
student expression, stressed the
importance ofopen-mindedness and
a positive attitude. These helped me
to enjoy group work and other class
activities."

"Ifeelmore intouch withmypersonal
culture, prejudices, and mental
screens, personally and profes-
sionally. I felt that I was already on
the road to appreciating all humans,
but I feel that I turned a corner
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because of this class. I felt safe to
open myself to others and share what
I wanted to share. I feel deeply
committed to work further on
opening my heart and those around
me to help change the world in any
way I can. I'll start with my family,
friends, and work at-large inmy own
company."

These'student testimonies attest to
the effectiveness of the strategies that I use
to create andnurture a safe.place for honest
dialogues, risk-taking and respect for dif-
ferent perspectives.

Conclusion

Educators must create and nurture a
sense ofsafetyin controversy-driven courses
beforelearning can happen. Creating a safe
place that motivates students to take risks
for their personal and professional growth
involves at least seven elements: collegial-
ity, empowerment, role modeling, prepara-
tion, sharedpurpose, reflection, and commit-
ment. These elements are the building-
blocks of a safe classroom. They are prereq-
uisites to a positive classatmosphere where
students' capacity to take risks are maxi-
mized. Each element is realized through a
number of strategies which make the ele-
ments come alive.

We, educators, can make a classroom
a safe place for students to step beyond
their comfort zones. We can help them find
their own voices, and build their own com-
munity of learners. We can create a safe
place where every personal story is told,
and every voice is heard.
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As a professor implementing various
learning styles and teaching methods in
the college classroom, prospective teachers
learn that in order to reach all students in
their future multicultural, multiethnic
classroom, various approaches must be
used. Exposing prospective teachers to dif-
ferent techniques enables them to discover
the most effective way they learn. They then
realize the significance of implementing
diverse methods in their own classrooms
and how their students may learn.

I teach undergraduate classes in
multicultural education to prospective
teachers. I present the historical and philo-
sophical foundations of multicultural edu-
cation, the need for understanding and
implementing the goals of multicultural
education in a changing society, and most
importantly, assist the students in placing
social and political knowledge in a class-
room context.

In addition to identifying and imple-
menting the various skills they can use to
construct new learningin their future class-
rooms, I also practice what I teach by utiliz-
ing multiple techniques with them in class.
Maintainingin'class discussions and in my
teaching methods that all students learn
differently, throughout the semester I use
multiple techniques to promote learning for
all students. Recapping, using clearly stated
objectives, usingoverhead projections, read-
ing out loud, showing films, writing essays,
conductinglibraryresearch, and completing
final assessment and student projects to
facilitate a well-rounded approach to reach
all students via their learning style prefer-
ence. Listed below are examples of multiple
techniques I use in my undergraduate
multicultural education class.

Recap

The first 15 minutes of every class is
spent reviewing or recapping the major
points ofwhat we learned from the previous
class, including readings and discussions.
In this exercise, one student in the class is
assigned the role of recorder. At the black-
board, the recorder elicits and writes re-
sponses from the other students about the
previous class session. From this exercise,

I can assess what needs to be stressed in
the upcoming lesson, their grasp of the
concepts, and their understanding of the
goals of multicultural education. They fo-
cus on important points by placing an as-
teriskbeside concepts that theywant me to
review in depth.

Clearly Stated Objectives.

For each lesson, students are given
clearly stated objectives. This technique
takes into consideration diverse learners
and students who may have been absent
fromthepreviouslesson. Prospective teach-
ers note how this technique assists them in
appreciating class structure and outlines
expectations for their final examination.

Overhead Projections

The important points of eachbookchap-
ter are written on overhead transparencies.
For example, if students were assigned
three chapters, the salienit points from the
readings are given on the overhead projec-

'tor. After students, copy the points into
their notes, I choose several principles that
I want them to analyze. The analysis is
done in the context of their understanding
of the readings. This stimulates discussion
as I direct the exchange and reiterate what
the main points are. Important ideas and
themes I want them to remember are Tein-
forced. Students maintain that seeing what
they read, led byme in a discussion, brings
a clearer understanding of the chapters.

Reading out loud

At times during the note-taking, stu-
dents are asked to open their books to
significant passages from the assigned
chapters to readin class. Atthis point,I am
the one who begins reading. A student con-
tinues with the passage. Reading in class
reinforces main points and demonstrates
that I am a part of the class, involved in
their education as a member in our collec-
tive learning environment.

Films

Presenting films in class is another
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