WHEN THE PERSONAL BECOMES PROBLEMATIC: THE ETHICS OF
USING EXPERIENTIAL TEACHING METHODS*

ELIZABETH GRAUERHOLZ
Purdue University

STACEY COPENHAVER
Purdue University

Experiential methods—that is, methods that rely on students’ own life experiences
and often involve a high degree of self-disclosure—are becoming increasingly com-
mon in sociology courses that deal with difficult and controversial subjects such as
gender, race, and sexuality. Yet these methods may be inappropriate and unethical,
especially when students are expected to reveal very personal, even painful, infor-
mation about themselves. The benefits and risks involved in using such methods are
presented in this paper in a dialogue between an instructor and a student.

MANY OF THE TEACHING TACTICS DEVEL-
oped over the past 10 years have emphasized
an experiential approach to learning. Expe-
riential teaching methods rely on students’
own knowledge, experiences, and life events
to enhance involvement, interest, and learn-
ing; they include such activities as writing
journals or autobiographies about one’s ex-
periences, role-playing uncomfortable inter-
actions, taking the role of a member of a
different group, or speaking of personal top-
ics in student discussion groups (see, e.g.,
Chesler and Zuniga 1991; Davis 1992;
Grauerholz and Scuteri 1989; Phillips 1988;
Roth 1985; Stewart 1993). Experiential
methods often require a greater degree of
personal disclosure than is required in more
conventional methods such as essay exami-
nations and research papers. When experien-
tial methods are used in the classroom, stu-
dents may be required to use their own
personal experiences to make sense of new
information and to share these insights with
other students.

Although numerous articles have been
written about the strategies themselves and
how to implement them, the literature con-
tains very little about the ethics of using such
teaching methods (for two exceptions, see
Phillips 1988 and Swartzlander, Pace, and
Stamler 1993). The possible negative effects
have been acknowledged only recently, but it
is clear that some students encounter difficul-
ties when they begin to relate the subject
matter to their personal experiences

*An earlier version of this paper was presented at
the 1993 meetings of the Midwest Sociological Asso-
ciation, held in Chicago.

(Swartzlander et al. 1993). For instance, Phil-
lips (1988:289) notes that in her class on
family violence, some students “appear to be
frozen in their seats” or “cry.” Konradi (1993)
explores in depth the acute discomfort and
resulting silence among students when the
subject of sexual assault comes up. Such reac-
tions suggest strongly that for some students,
dealing with such personal topics raises diffi-
cult and painful issues and that these issues are
not, perhaps cannot be, addressed adequately
in the classroom.

In this paper, in an attempt to alert
instructors to the potential benefits and
risks of using such methods, we explore the
rationale and the problems connected with
using experiential methods. The paper
grew out of an experience we encountered
in a seminar titled “Gender Violence,” in
which the instructor (Grauerholz) and the
student (Copenhaver) had differing opin-
ions about the appropriateness of using
such methods.

THE USE OF EXPERIENTIAL
METHODS

Experiential methods have become popular
in courses dealing with sensitive and contro-
versial topics such as family violence, gender
roles, or race and ethnic relations, where
often a goal is “to bring together theory,
research, personal experience, and practice
in a way that is educational and empowering
to students” (Yllo 1988:21). Certainly these
exercises can be powerful and effective
means of teaching by involving students per-
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sonally in the subject matter. In the process,
students may come to understand more eas-
ily the connections between personal experi-
ences and sociological phenomena; in other
words, they become better able to develop
their sociological imaginations. This kind of
learning is virtually impossible to achieve
through more conventional teaching meth-
ods.

In courses that delve into sensitive and
personal issues, students often find it most
difficult to deal with the issues on a personal
andasociological level. Becausethe topics are
so personal, students are likely to have many
psychological defenses in place. For instance,
Kersti Yllo (1988:19) states that in her
course on violence against women, students
tend to psychologize and blame the victim,
and “to discuss violence as something that
happens to other women.” Thus it is impor-
tant to find ways to personalize the informa-
tion for students, to make it real for them,
and to help them understand that the dis-
tinctions between “us” and “them” are often
quite blurred. Experiential methods can be
especially useful for this purpose. Phillips
(1988), who asks students to write journals
in her course on family violence, explains
that both unvictimized and victimized stu-
dents benefit from these assignments: the
former by realizing that violence entails a
personal and private reality, the latter by
seeing that they are not alone and that they
are not to blame. “Both sets of students gain
valuable insight from recognizing how the
sociological imagination works and from at-
taining that viewpoint. They also come to
understand how the personal is political”
(Phillips 1988:292).

Experiential methods also can have a ca-
thartic, transforming effect on students.
Phillips (1988) suggests that dealing with
personal issues such as family violence can be
an outlet for some students as they come to
redefine personal experiences (e.g., rape),
find relief for their pain (through educa-
tion), or become more activist. A similar
response was noted by Yllo (1988:22):
“Some [students] begin to deal with personal
victimization which they had denied. Some
develop a feminist consciousness which af-
fects other aspects of their lives.”

Another advantage to using such meth-
ods is that they reinforce the validity of
personal experiences. Such learning is a cen-
tral goal of pedagogy, especially feminist
pedagogy. According to Lee, the goal of
feminist education

is a joining of affect and intellect where personal
experience becomes the site for intellectual investi-
gation and inquiry. The hope is to facilitate active
learning where knowledge is relevant and useful,
where classroom work is connected to the everyday
experiences of students lives, and where students
are engaged and moving the learning process for-
ward (1993:27).

Many instructors acknowledge that such
experiences can be important educational
tools. According to Phillips (1988:292), “it
is a way to teach one another. Personal expe-
rience is especially useful if we point out
common patterns among students’ experi-
ences, thus creating common bonds and fos-
tering understanding.”

Such methods can be powerful means of
teaching students, especially about controver-
sial or sensitive topics. At the same time, these
methods entail problems, not the least of
which are determining grades and maintain-
ing the confidentiality of students’ personal
writings. (Even more unclear is how to grade
class participation in which students reveal
personal experiences or how to protect their
confidentiality in these cases). Roth
(1985:335) suggests that assignments be
graded on a pass/fail basis, which allows stu-
dents to receive the instructor’s feedback but
“free[s] students from the fear of how the
instructor will analyze their questions, an-
swers, and writing.” Grauerholz and Scuteri
(1989) suggest that journals be graded on the
basis of the student’s ability to incorporate
reading assignments into the journal and ac-
cording to skill of analysis from a sociological
perspective. McKinney (1985) suggests the
use of code numbers, not names, to protect
students’ anonymity. Atwater (1987) uses an
anonymous student essay in her course on
human sexuality. To receive credit, students
type their names on a separate sheet of paper;
as the assignment is collected, the names are
placed in one envelope and the essays in an-
other. The forms with names are then used to
assign proper credit, but the essays themselves
are not graded.
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Yet none of these solutions can resolve an
inherent and more critical problem: we may
be doing untold damage to our students by
requiring or encouraging them to reveal diffi-
cult, perhaps traumatic, details of their lives
in class assignments or classroom projects.
Certainly some students benefit from these
projects; others do not. How can thisdilemma
be resolved? How can we balance the need to
personalize sociology and encourage students
to develop their sociological imaginations
with students’ right not to be required to make
inappropriate revelations?

Not all experiential methods pose the
same degree of risk to students; some may be
relatively nonproblematic. The potential for
harm is always present, however, and is in-
herent in the method and subject matter.
Although some topics are more likely than
others to create tension, pain, even trauma
for some students (specifically race, class,
gender, sexuality, deviance, violence, death,
and aging), even seemingly neutral topics
can evoke discomfort. A colleague who
teaches a course titled “Communities,” for
example, told about a (white) student who
revealed in class discussion that her partner
was African-American. She proceeded to
talk about the pain she encountered with
family and friends when her community and
that of her partner merged. Not only did she
feel some discomfort in recalling the con-
flicts, but her revelation about being in-
volved in an interracial relationship may
have been difficult because of the conserva-
tive climate in which she lives.

The fact is that if we encourage students
to think about the connections between
their personal lives and the world around
them—a major goal of sociological teach-
ing—we are putting some students at risk.
Indeed, as Goldsmid and Wilson
(1980:143) assert, “learning about the social
world can be a threat.” Thus the issues raised
here apply not only to instructors of sensitive
and controversial topics (although these is-
sues should be particularly salient to such
instructors), but also to instructors of seem-
ingly neutral, noncontroversial topics who
may be exposed to unexpected, painful reve-
lations from their students.

The problems in using experiential meth-
ods became apparent to us, ironically, through

our experience with using an experiential
method, the autobiographical journal. In the
next sections, a description of the method
used and its ethical implications are presented
in a dialogue between instructor and student.
Even though this discussion focuses on one
particular method—in this case, an autobiog-
raphy—the concerns raised apply to a wide
array of teaching strategies that currently are
in use in sociology courses, both inside and
outside the classroom.

THE AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL
JOURNAL: THE INSTRUCTOR’S
PERSPECTIVE

Two years ago I taught a seminar on gender
violence which examined theory and re-
search concerning violence against women.
Eighteen students were enrolled in the
course; all but three were women. One of
my main objectives was to help students see
how violence against women is a sociologi-
cal phenomenon, not a collection of ran-
dom acts by psychotic individuals. Also, I
hoped to heighten their awareness of the
prevalence of violence in women’s lives,
including how violence has affected them
personally, even if they perceived that they
have not been victimized directly. For ex-
ample, all women live with the fear of rape
and modify their dress and behavior to
avoid dangerous situations, but many
women are not aware of how greatly their
lives have been affected. To accomplish
these objectives, I believed it was important
to personalize the topic to some degtree.
As one of the course requirements, I
asked students to write an autobiographical
journal in which they explored the impact
of violence on their lives. (This method was
developed by Diana Russell [1990], who
teaches a course on violence against
women.) | asked the students to consider
how their lives—for example, the choices
they had made in careers, or the way they
felt about themselves—had been shaped by
direct or indirect experiences with violence.
I encouraged them to explore how their
lives had been affected by indirect experi-
ences with violence, such as exposure to
violence in the media or in the general
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climate of their workplace. One problem in
using such a method, of course, is that some
students find it easy to personalize such
issues; they have intimate knowledge of
such violence.

I did not learn that any student had
problems with the assignment until after I
had collected the autobiographies. Fortu-
nately, three students felt comfortable
enough to write notes to me, which they
placed at the beginning of their autobiogra-
phies.! Two of these students made the fol-
lowing comments:

(Student 1): Although I realize that this
assignment might be valuable to some
persons, I wanted to express some of the
concerns that arose as | tried to prepare for
and write the following paper. My first
concern is not one aimed at you, butat the
general context of the assignment. I know
that you will hold confidential the content
of our papers, but I am somewhat uneasy
with the idea of individuals baring their
personal experiences of violence to a pro-
fessor....Additionally, I am unclear as to
how an assignment of this nature can be
assigned a letter grade; it seems impossible
to ‘grade” persons’ life experiences. Fi-
nally...I consider myself to be somewhat
“hardened” by many of my life experi-
ences and studies, yet this paper was diffi-
cult for me to begin and complete. Writing
this paper caused me to wonder how other
persons in the class are handling issues of
violence which they were not previously
aware of or might not have been ready to
deal with, and what type of support will
be available to them if they have problems
in coping once they have finished putting
their experiences down on paper.

(Student 2): I had some considerable ethi-
cal difficulties writing this paper. I felt that
in order to write a paper regarding the
effects of violence upon my life it would
be necessary to share the instances of vio-
lence. Both the violent instances and the
effects of these instances are quite personal

! The student author, Copenhaver, was one of the
three; the other two were undergraduates who gradu-
ated before this paper was conceived. We were success-
ful in contacting Kyle Scott, one of those students; she
allowed us to use her comments as well. We include
some of the actual comments here, as well as Copen-
haver’s general analysis of the assignment.

aspects of my life. As an instructor, you as
an individual seem to attempt to alleviate
some of the power differences within the
class context. I appreciate this, yet some-
how I cannot help but feel somewhat at a
disadvantage when writing a paper such as
this. I also have some difficulty knowing
that you are going to readthem and grade
them. I have spent a lot of time worrying
and stressing about this paper. I realize that
I did not inform you of this prior to now
and the reasoning behind this is that I
wasn't sure if I was just being “ridiculous”
or not. This week I went and talked to
someone about my discomfort and they
suggested that I let you know about it.
They also alleviated my fears that I was
overreacting.

InawayI feel like writing this paper would
probably be a good idea for some indi-
viduals, but for others who are not at a
point where they feel they can investigate
violence on a personal level, I worry that
this assignment may bring up issues that
they are unable to deal with or that it may
bring up issues for the individual and then
justdrop them without the support to deal
with those issues. I know for me person-
ally, even after taking the previous [sexual
coercion] class,? I felt somewhat exploited
and exposed by this paper. I know I have
written before about violence and coer-
cion’s effects upon me in journals (for the
previous class) but at those times I felt like
it was more of an option. I could instead
focus primarily on the articles and my reac-
tion to them if I preferred to do so.

I realize that I do often share my personal
experiences in class, yet in class I feel more
of a choice to do so. In a paper such as this,
I felt it would be dishonest to leave out my
experiences, yet sharing them at times
makes me uncomfortable. I have, how-
ever, attempted to be honest in my paper,
although my discomfort may show
through in the tone of the writing. This
paper was the most comfortable paper I

2 This class was taught by the same instructor and
covered similar topics. In the class on sexual coercion,
students were asked to write journals. To deal with
issues of confidentiality, I asked them to indicate any
parts that they preferred not to be read by paperclipping
those pages. Tﬁese pages then were skippecr

This content downloaded from 128.248.155.225 on Sun, 27 Dec 2015 13:13:29 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions



http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

ETHICS OF EXPERIENTIAL TEACHING

323

could write considering it has to be read
by someone else.

Perhaps I should have anticipated some of
these problems as expressed by my students.
Yet I believe that my failure to do so says less
about a lack of sensitivity than about a com-
mon outcome of the professor role: as “ex-
perts” and evaluators, instructors fall quite
easily into the role of the “objective” professor.
Students’ reactions to this assignment were
powerful reminders of how easily professors
can distance themselves from their students’
experiences; of how, as professors, we often do
not hesitate to ask students to perform tasks
that we would not be comfortable doing or
would not even be able to do. Also, I realize
more clearly now that instructors too often
underestimate their possible power and im-
pact on students. I suppose I thought naively
that if anyone had a problem with any assign-
ment, they would be able to talk about it with
me and that we would work out a mutually
agreeable solution. I realize now that this as-
sumption is unrealistic in a relationship in
which the power difference is as great as that
between student and professor—no matter
how nonauthoritarian the professor attempts
to be.

REACTIONS TO THE
ASSIGNMENT: THE STUDENT’S
PERSPECTIVE

It was only while I was struggling with this
assignment that I wrote the preface detailing
the problematic aspects of such an exercise.
When I took note of the assignment on the
course syllabus, I did not anticipate any dif-
ficulties. Yet writing this paper was an un-
comfortable and emotionally draining expe-
rience for me, even though I had already

3 From an instructor’s erspective, the very act of
writing this paper has also li:een an exercise in self-re-
flection about the nature of collaborative work with
students. Although both authors agreed to the order of
authorship on the basis of a variety of factors, there
remain unanswered (perhaps unanswerable) questions
about how power is played out between professors and
students in the process of writing and researching, To
what extent have the student’s ideas been co-opted?
Could the student really object to being second author?
Can she critique and rewrite my ideas as freely as I do
hers? Whose ideas survive when there is a clash of
opinion?

thought at length, before taking this course,
about the events and issues raised in this
assignment.

When I began to work on the assignment,
I experienced trouble in sleeping, intense feel-
ings of anxiety and anger, and frequent flash-
backs of violent incidents. Considering my
own difficulty in writing the paper, I began to
wonder how other persons in the class were
dealing with this assignment, and I talked
with another student in the seminar (one of
the other two students who provided written
feedback to the instructor). This student
stated that she spent a considerable amount of
time worrying about the paper, and was hav-
ing difficulties in revealing very personal as-
pects of her life. It was then that I reflected on
the ethics and usefulness of this assignment as
a teaching tool.

In my initial reflections, I identified and
elaborated three ways in which the assign-
ment illustrated potentially problematic
power dynamics between the student and
the teacher: control in dealing with sensitive
or painful topics, the professor’s power in
possessing knowledge of students’ personal
experiences, and the grading of this assign-
ment. [ examined these problematic aspects
in the way we examined gender violence in
our seminar: as occurring in a system of
societal power relations. In the study of gen-
der violence, one must always be aware of
differences in power, how these difrerences
affect social interactions, and how they can
be used as a means of social control, not
necessarily with conscious intent or design
(Stock 1991). I think it is particularly impor-
tant to examine classroom exercises such as
these in the same framework.

For some individuals this exercise may
clarify the ways in which violence shapes and
affects their lives, but many women already
are acutely aware of that impact. Some
women have dealt with these issues; others
have not. Two potential difficulties can arise
from requiring women to examine their per-
sonal experiences of violence.

First, for those women who have dealt
with the impact of violence on their lives, it
brings up the painful memories once again.
Others, who have not yet dealt with this issue,
are forced to do so. Although I see the impor-
tance of coming to terms with these issues, it
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is problematic that the student has no control
of when to do so. This exercise may be espe-
cially troublesome because a survivor of gen-
der violence already experienced a lack of
control when the violence occurred and sub-
sequently was robbed of control in dealing
with these issues. Furthermore, after writing
the autobiographical journal, the student may
be left to struggle with difficult memories and
feelings. THis possibility raises a question:
what type of support will be available to the
students if they have problems in coping after
they have finished putting their experiences
on paper? For the instructor, the assignment
is finished when grades are given and papers
are handed back; for the student, this is not
necessarily the case.

Second, by revealing this knowledge to the
professor, the student is placed in a potentially
vulnerable position. I was uneasy about the
idea of students baring their personal experi-
ences of violence to an instructor, while they
had no information about the experiences of
violence in the instructor’s life. This one-sided
process makes the power difference between
student and instructor even greater: an indi-
vidual in a position of power has personal
knowledge of many others. Because of power
relations between student and teacher, stu-
dents also might find it difficult to challenge
course assignments such as these. A student
might hesitate to approach an instructor
about an assignment for fear of being viewed
as a “troublemaker.” Some individuals might
not want to challenge an assignment such as
this for fear of being automatically identified
as victims of violence.

Also, how might other variables, such as
gender, race, and sexuality, further affect the
power relations between student and profes-
sor? Would this paper be even more problem-
atic if assigned by a male instructor? Other
commentators on the ethics of personalized
writing assignments have examined the dis-
tinct role that gender can play in these assign-
ments. For example, Swartzlander et al.
(1993:B2) point out that when a female stu-
dent is required by a male instructor to write
anything about her personal life, she is “sur-
rendering even more control to someone who
already has emotional and social power over
her.” Instructors could use knowledge about
astudent’s past to identify the most vulnerable

female students, or possibly could use such
information to blackmail or sexually harass a
student.

Finally, I have reservations about how an
assignment such as this can be graded. As-
signing a grade to a person’s feelings and life
experiences is difficult at best. Students may
be unsure how much they must reveal to an
instructor in order to receive credit for the
assignment or to earn a satisfactory grade.
Swartzlander et al. (1993) say many students
believe that the highest grades are awarded
to personal writing assignments about highly
emotional events or those which display the
most drama. Students with such perceptions
may feel compelled to expose more of their
personal lives than they might otherwise be
willing to reveal. Furthermore, if grades are
assigned on the basis of a student’s ability to
make the connections between personal and
societal levels of violence, the issue of grad-
ing is problematic in terms of the extent of the
students ability to bear making the connec-
tions. For some students, making these con-
nections may be too painful to express on
paper.

The intent of this assignment—to use
personal experience in order to see and un-
derstand more clearly the connections be-
tween personal and social phenomena—
might empower some students as they gain
knowledge of themselves and the social
forces affecting their lives. Numerous ethical
problems, however, also can arise in this
exercise; such problems can leave some stu-
dents feeling disempowered and once again
victimized.

It is important to see how pervasive and
how affecting gender violence can be; yet I
do not necessarily agree with the notion that
one must personalize it to see those connec-
tions. Doing so in this exercise creates the
potential to take some degree of control from
the students. Some students might feel revic-
timized; if this occurs, the exercise certainly
has failed to empower them. Students should
have the option to explore those connections
in their personal lives, but should not be
forced to do so.
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FURTHER REFLECTIONS BY
THE INSTRUCTOR AND THE
STUDENT

In this section we reflect further about
the usefulness of the assignment and about
experiential methods generally, and suggest
ways to minimize problems inherent in such
methods. From the instructor’s perspective,
the autobiography—Tlike all experiential
teaching methods—can promote teaching
objectives when such objectives include
helping students to understand 1) how their
personal lives have been shaped by social
forces, 2) how similar their experiences are
to those of others (this can be accomplished
as students relate their own experiences to
those expressed in class discussion by other
students, or through course readings), and 3)
how to give validity to their personal experi-
ences. By reading these assignments, the in-
structor can gain insights into how well stu-
dents are able to make connections between
social and personal phenomena, and can be
guided in determining what concepts need
further development in class. The assign-
ment also helps instructors understand stu-
dents better and develop empathy for them,
and assists in breaking down the boundaries
typically imposed by the professor-student
relationship.

From a student’s perspective, experiential
assignments often have proved to be valuable
exercises. Particular assignments have been
instrumental in showing the connections be-
tween the personal and social forces in ways
that other assignments or methods did not;
these particular assignments did so without
causing any trauma. As a graduate instructor
who sometimes makes such assignments inan
introductory women’s studies course, I have
received much positive feedback from the
students on experiential assignments. The stu-
dents have commented that (so far) they have
found the particular assignments interesting,
challenging, and useful. Many have com-

mented that they have learned more about

* Although this was not a stated objective, an
anonymous reviewer of this paper pointed out that this
kind of reflective exercise in fact may be part of the
solution to the problem discussed in this paper, in
which faculty members are unaware of the possible
impact of their actions on students.

important concepts from certain assignments
than from the course readings.

Since we have had this experience, we
have given considerable thought to whether
these advantages outweigh the risks inherent
in using experiential methods, and to
whether experiential methods should be
omitted from all of our courses because all
topics in sociology have the potential for
creating trauma. We have concluded that
although we may be able to spare some
students pain by not requiring them to think
and write about deeply felt issues, we would
be doing them a disservice by avoiding such
issues. Students can gain sociological per-
spective on these experiences and on their
lives, and can feel more empowered—for
example, they may feel less like victims and
more like survivors. Also, for some topics,
especially those which students initially per-
ceive to be remote or irrelevant to their lives,
autobiographies may be relatively non-
problematic and therefore a useful pedagogi-
cal technique. We suggest, however, that
autobiographies may be inappropriate for
certain particularly sensitive topics, espe-
cially those dealing with victimization, be-
cause such topics often are associated with
victim blaming and shame.

Despite the topic and the type of experi-
ential technique used, we believe that such
methods require considerable planning and
forethought. We recommend, first, that in-
structors clarify their teaching objectives and
determine whether the exercise is really nec-
essary or whether another, less invasive exer-
cise could achieve the objectives equally well.
The course objectives outlined above, for
instance, could have been achieved through
other alternatives such as writing about mov-
ies, biographies, novels, ethnographies, and
so on.

> Several movies or written accounts can be used to
teach about the personal effects of gender violence. The
movie The Accused and Judy Katzs (1984) No Fairy
Godmothers, No Magic Wands: The Healing Process after
Rape provide excellent accounts of the impact of rape
on victims. The feature film Thelma and Louise also
touches on this issue. Two movies, The Burning Bedand
Defending Our Lives, deal with the issue o% spousal
abuse. Child sexual abuse is covered in Alice Walker’s
(1982) The Color Purpleand in Maya Angelou’s (1993)
I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings. It is more difficult to
find materials documenting the impact of sexual har-
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Second, instructors should routinely
“take the role of the other”—in this case, the
student—to determine how such an assign-
ment will be perceived. We encourage pro-
fessors to engage in the same experiential
exercises as their students and to share with
the students the insights they acquire in this
way; perhaps they could distribute their own
writings to students in the course.

Third, instructors can encourage stu-
dents to engage in an ongoing critical evalu-
ation of the class and the assignments, as
Konradi (1993) describes, in which students
provide written feedback (perhaps anony-
mous) about the course. It would be best if
students made this evaluation before under-
taking the assignment, but they also could
assess the impact and the usefulness of the
assignment after completion. Instructors
then would know which assignments were
problematic. Of course, some assignments
may not seem difficult at the outset (as was
the case here), so instructors may not receive
the important feedback until too late.

If assignments such as these are to be an
option, instructors should take several pre-
cautions. First, they must try to earn stu-
dents’ trust (see Konradi 1993) and assure
students that their writings will be held in
strictest confidence. In addition, instructors
must warn students that the assignment
might be emotionally difficult. Specifically,
in teaching about violence against women,
they can prepare themselves and the students
by anticipating several things. They must
recognize that students may have difficulty
with the subject material; it would be useful
to give them a referral list of community and
university agencies that deal with violence
against women (Phillips 1988). Also, in-
structors must anticipate the range of reac-
tions by students that may arise from using
experiential methods. For example, few in-
structors are prepared to deal with a student’s

assment, but instructors may be able to use selections
from Sexual Harassment: Women Speak Out (Sumrall
and Taylor 1992). Sandra Cisneros’s (1989) The
House on Mango Street also explores this concern,
along with child sexual abuse. Otﬁer materials include
Brenner (1993), on being stalked; the documentary
Not a Love Story, which deals with pornography; and
the special issue of Gender and Society (December
1989), which contains a play and several poems related
to sexual abuse.

breaking down in class or in an office. For
this reason, it would be especially useful for
instructors to have crisis intervention train-
ing and rape counseling experience; these are
available through most community crisis
centers and rape hotlines.® Although we do
not suggest that instructors take on the role
of counselor, these types of training could be
useful for an immediate response to a stu-
dent in distress. Also, training in crisis inter-
vention or rape counseling can heighten our
awareness of students” problems. Such train-
ing can help to ensure that we do not over-
step boundaries, and that we know when it
is appropriate to refer students for profes-
sional counseling.

The autobiographical assignment and
similar experiential activities also can be re-
structured to alleviate some of the distress
they might cause to certain students. Stu-
dents who are comfortable in carrying out
the assignment should be allowed to do so.
Students who are not comfortable, however,
should be allowed to pursue alternative as-
signments. Instructors must allow students
to change assignments after the students
have begun them (and therefore must accept
late submissions if necessary). The following
alternatives are possible: writing assignments
that are oriented to the future rather than to
the past (Swartzlander et al. 1993); assign-
ments in which students demonstrate,
through analysis of a novel that deals with
the issue, how the phenomenon under study
(such as violence against women) is socio-
logical; opportunities to provide a review of
the literature (Russell 1990); or assignments
in which students can design their own uto-
pian society (Gondolf 1985). Thus students
have a choice; that in itself can be empower-
ing. Finally, the assignment should be struc-
tured so that students can submit them
anonymously if they wish to do so (Atwater
1987; McKinney 1985). Granted, this
choice of alternatives will place a greater
burden on the instructor, and the benefits of

% This idea was adapted from Ault’s (1993) recom-
mendation that all social science researchers should be
trained in crisis intervention, self-defense, and assertive-
ness. Both authors received crisis intervention training
from previous work at a battered women’s shelter
and/or a rape crisis hotline, and have found it helpful
in dealing with students’ concerns.
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the assignment may be lost on those students
who choose not to do the work for reasons
other than too much personal involvement
with the issue. These options are essential,
however, in order to protect the students. If
we are to teach about power structures and
their influence on our lives, we must realize
that the classroom is a setting, like many
other settings, with unequal balances of
power which can be potentially dangerous or
threatening to the student.
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