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Response to Scenario #2:  Racially Sensitive Language in Literature and the Classroom

I am currently reading a book entitled “Emotional Intelligence” by Daniel Goleman.  In the book, Mr. Goleman discusses rehabilitation strategies for various mental disorders, including those of a criminal mind.  One such strategy involved asking the perpetrator of a crime, who could not or would not accept that their actions hurt another, to put themselves in the place of their victim and write an essay on the incident from the victims’ perspective.  Among those who have utilized the strategy, it has proven effective in evoking an understanding from the perpetrator.


While the use of the word “nigger” in a literary text does not meet the extreme of the actions of a criminal, it can cause hurt, confusion and even a feeling of victimization within a classroom.  The teacher in this scenario did attempt elicit response from her students on the subject, which revealed both the aforementioned feelings prompted by this word and a lack of understanding from one for whom the word has no tangible impact.


My concern with her approach to this topic is not that the word is included in studied text or discussed in class or that I disagree with this teacher’s perspective on the inclusion of the word.  It is that s/he seems to give the students an illusion of an open discussion on the subject, but instead imposes her/his views on the class for the students to accept as firm justification for inclusion of such a text.  The result was that no students chose to discuss the topic further, the teacher’s opinion became class law, and neither the feelings of confusion/hurt/victimization nor lack of understanding were addressed adequately.


The classroom, particularly an English classroom, presents an opportunity not only for learning curriculum, but also for learning valuable life lessons.  This seems to me to have been a “teachable moment,” however not by leading the students to a conclusion, but by encouraging them to express themselves to reach an adult, mature, sensitive and realistic perspective on the use of such a word in literature, as well as the benefits and drawbacks to such usage.  An obvious result would be the understanding and comfort that this could foster; a secondary result would be an enhancement of verbal communication skills surrounding a delicate issue, which is certainly an appropriate objective of the English classroom.

The scenario specifies that the teacher is white and most of the students are African American.  This raises another concern that I have regarding this teacher’s approach:  It results in the white person dictating how African Americans “should” feel about a subject over which s/he has no true “ownership.”  By function, it perpetuates an oppression by giving a white person the last word, closing the conversation, and silencing the objecting parties without giving them a true forum for expression.  Are our classrooms political?  Certainly.  Are they microcosms of our society?  In this case, the classroom was, but it doesn’t have to be.  Based on a teacher’s perspective and handling of a sensitive situation, it can rise above perceived and real societal injustices.


How could a teacher have handled this situation more effectively?  How could it have been utilized to generate class discussion on a sensitive topic and be expanded into a relevant class assignment?  Regarding the conversation, I believe that a teacher could make students feel comfortable expressing their opinions by acting as a moderator instead of judge and jury on the topic.  This conversation, regardless of its resolution, could be followed by a writing assignment that asks the students to consider any number of subjects surrounding this issue, including what their perception is of the author’s use of the word, putting themselves in the place of the character to whom the word was directed and writing an essay on how it made them feel, and writing on what the word means to them personally.  This type of structure would provide the students with the opportunity to express themselves and hear others’ perspectives, and then to consider and apply that exchange via the written word.

To me, the question is not whether to include racially or gender- or homosexually or religiously sensitive texts (or any others, for that matter).  I believe they should be included precisely because they provide students with the opportunity to consider these issues in a real and applicable way.  But as a teacher, I will make an effort to provide a constructive and healthy outlet for such discussion and any ensuing, related assignments.

