Case Study #1: Gays Can Write?!?

In a first year course in the Divinity School, you are having a discussion about a local author who has recently written a fiction novel about faith. Lisa raises her hand to tell the class a little bit about the author’s biography and includes that the author is gay.  

Another student, Steve, raises his hand to make a comment.  You call on him.  Steve replies to the information that the author is homosexual with, “That’s weird.  I don’t think of him as a gay at all.  The way he writes seems so straight."  
Silence falls over the room, and you can see Lisa in the corner, shrinking back. She has been in a committed homosexual relationship for 7 years, but she is not out of the closet. Another student, Anthony, has been out of the closet for two years and active with the LGBTQI Life (Lesbian Gay Bisexual Transgender Queer Intersex Life). He begins yelling at Steve, telling him that he’s closed minded and that good writing has nothing to do with sexuality.

In what ways does Steve’s invisible privilege emerge in this classroom? How does your response (dis)empower select students?
Case Study #2: She’s So Eloquent

Half way into the semester, your class on American Literature in the 20th century reads Ann Petry’s The Street. To end the unit on this book, you have a guest speaker come to your class.  She is an African American faculty member at Vanderbilt who researches 20th century Black female writers. She shares with the students her experiences interviewing Ann Petry and other novelists. 

 In response to the speaker, you assign the class two pages of written feedback.  Students turn in their work, and several students, all white, describe their surprise at how “articulate” and “well-spoken” the faculty member was in her presentation.  
One male student elaborates this sentiment by writing, “She carried herself in such a dignified manner and seemed so successful. I really enjoyed it.”

Are students’ responses issues of prejudice or power? What kind of feedback do you write on these assignments? How does your feedback affect students’ learning?
Case Study #3: I Haven’t Experienced Privilege; Why Should Anyone Else?


You are teaching a course on American policy, and when you begin talking about affirmative action, students begin to share their own experiences. Henry, a student who is half-Cherokee, says that he did not cross any of the race boxes when he applied to college because he wanted to be able to say that he got there on his own merits. Magda chimes in that she mentions her Mexican parents whenever possible, as she welcomes any advantage she can get. “Mexican, Mexican, Mexican,” she says, referring to how she fills out paperwork. This elicits a few giggles from her class members. Ana mentions that she wishes there were still affirmative action for Asian-Americans, as she would have loved to go to an Ivy. The conversation digresses into smaller groups when Rob whistles for everyone’s attention. “I’ve never experienced privilege in my life, and I don’t see it as necessary for other people,” he asserts. Joe, previously silent, joins in. “What do you mean, you don’t see privilege? You come from Connecticut and went to a parochial school.” 

“Yes,” Rob replies, “but this doesn’t have anything to do with race. My parents worked hard to send me to that school so I could go to a good college. I don’t seek advantages when I don’t deserve them, like because of the color of my skin.” He shoots a look at Magda.

Angry, Magda interjects, “What do you mean, like some people? What do you know about what it’s like to be a Mexican woman in America?”

Do you intervene? If you do, what do you say? How is your presence or absence from this conversation a pedagogical tool? 
Course size: 15 students


Level: First Year Divinity Students


Students: 


Anthony, a visible Gay activist on   campus


Lisa, a Lesbian student who is still closeted


Ed, liberal student who is vocal and often reacts first to your questions 


Steve, a heterosexual, conservative student who sometimes speaks before he thinks


Jill, a married student who would like to become ordained in two years








Course size: A discussion group of 25 students


Level: Upper level course on American Political Policy  


Students: 


Jill, a middle-class white student


Magda, a Latina student


Joe, an African-American student who is on the football team


Rob, a middle-class white student


Ana, an Asian-American student


Henry, a student with Native American heritage








