Portfolio to explore students’ and my evolving understanding about Racism

Background to this portfolio

I have had a hunch for long time that not all students in my classes had positive learning experiences.  I had many clues through conversations with Holly from first people’s, reading about the campus “critical moments” project, that students of color in particular were often not having satisfying, stimulating or “safe” learning experiences/environments at Evergreen (see also CPJ article by Chris Mullaly, 2002).   Last year I noticed that three of the four students of color in my freshman class always worked together – I didn’t know whether that was a good thing or a bad thing.   I worried that it meant that the students weren’t feeling connected or supported by their other peers.  Three of these students did not return to Evergreen the following year.   They told me it was because of the damp climate and more focused opportunities to study their interests (e.g. nursing).  

I have also noticed that I have avoided directly talking about or teaching with race in mind.  This avoidance was visible in the teaching materials I chose and the conversations I invited in workshops.  I felt uncomfortable and uninformed.  I would always seize up, my stomach in knots when I started hearing seminar conversations that started to enter the domain of race.  Often I would know something that was said felt “wrong” but I couldn’t pin point what it was that was wrong, or why it was wrong, so I would leave seminar silent.  I knew there was something to learn here.  I knew that I had to learn it because the learning environment and the students were suffering.

Several things came together this year as I entered the MIT program, that convinced me I could no longer keep my head in the sand.  The most significant of these experiences was learning that I was participating in a dynamic in my program that once again was undermining the learning experience of students of color.  Here I am teaching in a program with a strong and explicit anti-bias focus and I do not know how to name or address the dynamics that I am observing and learning about in my program.  

Seminar experience…

We were reading books such as Spring’s  A History of American Schools, Zinn’s People’s History of the United States, Loewen’s Lies My Teacher Told Me, Deplit’s The Silenced Dialogue,  and Moses’ Radical Equations.  Everything I was reading pointed to my responsibility as a teacher and a human being to learn what I needed to know about history, human behavior when working under the influence of greed, power and prejudice, and the impact of racism. 

After reading Tatum’s Why All The Black Kids Sitting Together in the Cafeteria she named my responsibility explicitly “how can we move more White people from a position of active or passive racism to one of antiracism” (p.  12).  After equating racist systems and behaviors with smog, she said “we may not have polluted the air, but we need to take responsibility, along with others, for cleaning it up.  Each of us needs to look at our own behavior.  Am I perpetuating and reinforcing the negative messages so pervasive in our culture, or am I seeking to challenge them” (p. 6)?  She goes on to say, “the task of interrupting racism is obviously not the task of Whites alone.  But the fact of White privilege means that Whites have greater access to the societal institutions in need of transformation. To whom much is give, much is required” (p. 12).  I could replace the word “White” with “teacher” through out this sentence.

Add some research here…?

My teaching partners would walk out of seminar saying: “Yes! They talked about the elephant in the room today.  They talked about race!”  I know that I don’t know how to invite, inform or support this conversation yet.  But I plan to use this portfolio to learn how to do so and to find out whether or not the students in my programs are actually learning how to do so.

As I understand it the course portfolio puts the student learning at the center and uses the “course as an investigation” (Shulman, 1998, p 10).   My investigation will be in the form of a natural history of the student’s work and conversations on race in the Master’s in Teaching program.  Jan and Betsy have many years of experience and commitment to conversations on race and have as a result guided and chosen much of the workshops and materials we have worked with to date.  I have the luxury of participating as a student in these conversations.

What I plan to do is to examine students understanding of race and racism through reading their work from a variety of contexts.  I plan to use Tatum’s work as a framework for understanding where the students are in their racial identity development and in their thinking about racism.  I will all the while also examine my own understanding.

I will examine the different events workshops, seminars, texts, and student initiatives that provided a forum for these conversations over the next two years.  My goal is to then plan a way to explicitly invite a curious and self-reflective investigation of racism in my next program.  I also want to envision ways to respond to the discussions that students engage in when I notice racist analysis or interactions.  Finally, I would like to develop better strategies for working with students of color in the programs.  I need to get over my own awkwardness.  They shouldn’t have to take care of me – I am there to support them in meeting their goals and pursuing their interests.  

Be yourself, Sonja.  Be mindful, informed and be yourself.

Things to put in the portfolio:

Day of Absense/Day of Presense events
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CPJ article
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fishbowl notes
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cultural appropriation discussion
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Emily Thuma workshop

Student workshop to elicit questions
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cards with observations/questions
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Heartsparkle stories
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Thad story about student.
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seminar papers
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what happened during seminar/Sonja
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emails
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meetings with students (ab, el, cs, mh, tw)

Student initiative
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Study circles on race next quarter.

Reflections on where I am in the process

Reflections on developmental stages  (Bennett/Tatum)

Reflections on what it means to navigate conversations on race

My ethnic autobiography – what are all my inhibitions about when it comes to talking about and teaching w/ race in mind.
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meetings to org DOA/DOP events
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emails about the wall project
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workshop on organizing to end racism.
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Reverand Leslie Braxton
Conversation w/ Emily Thuma to brainstorm how to design a program that works curiosity and self-reflectiveness about racism into discussions in a room. 
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