Guidelines for Discussion

from Lynne Weber Cannon's 1990 article, "Fostering positive race, class and gender dynamics in the classroom."  Women's Studies Quarterly
.

· Acknowledge that racism, classism, sexism, heterosexism, and other institutionalized forms of oppression exist.

· Acknowledge that one mechanism of institutionalized racism, classism, sexism, heterosexism, and the like is that we are all systematically misinformed about our own group and about members of others groups.

· Agree not to blame others or ourselves for the misinformation we have learned, but to accept responsibility for not repeating misinformation after we have learned otherwise.

· Agree not to  "blame victims" for the conditions of their lives.

· Assume that people -- both the groups we study and the members of the class -- always do the best they can.

· Actively pursue information about our own groups and those of others.

· Share information about our groups with other members of the class, and never demean, devalue, or in any way "put down" people for their experience.

· Agree to combat actively the myths and stereotypes about our own groups and other groups so that we can break down the walls that prohibit group cooperation and group gain.

· Create a safe atmosphere for open discussion.  If members of the class wish to make comments that they do not want repeated outside the classroom, they can preface their remarks with the request that the class agree not to repeat the remarks.

Self-Help Tools for Participators
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1. If you feel cut off, say so or override the interruption. (“I'd like to finish…”)

2. If you feel misunderstood, clarify what you mean. (“Let me put this another way...”)

3. If you feel misheard, ask the listener to repeat what she heard you say, then affirm or correct her statement.

4. If you feel hurt or disrespected, say so. If possible, describe exactly what you heard or saw that evoked hurt feelings in you. (“When you said x, I felt y...“ where “x” refers to specific language.) If it is hard to think of what to say, just say, “OUCH” to flag your reaction.

5. If you feel angry, express the anger directly (e.g., “I felt angry when I heard you say x...”) rather than expressing it or acting it out indirectly (e.g., by trashing another person’s statement or asking a sarcastic or rhetorical question.)

6. If you feel confused, frame a question that seeks clarification or more information. You may prefer to paraphrase what you have heard. (“Are you saying that...?”)

7. If you feel uncomfortable with the process, state your discomfort and check in with the group to see how others are experiencing what is happening. (“I’m not comfortable with the tension I’m feeling in the room right now and I’m wondering how others are feeling.”) If others share your concerns and you have an idea about what would help, offer that idea. (“How about taking a one-minute Time Out to reflect on what we are trying to do together?”)

8. If you feel the conversation is going off track, share your perception, and check in with others. (“I thought we were going to discuss x before moving to y, but it seems that we bypassed x and are focusing on y. Is that right?”) If so (“I’d like to get back to x and hear from more people about it.”)

