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Transformative Learning for Social Justice: Insights
From a Blended Seminar

Placida V. Gallegos and Steven A. Schapiro
Fielding Graduate University
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Abstract: This paper identifies phases of change and keggss factors in a blended
graduate seminar on structural inequality and ditgrintegrating theory with personal
reflection and practice.

This paper reports on a research study exploriagthcomes and processes of a graduate
seminar for adult learners on structural inequalitg diversity, blending on-line dialogue with
face to face introductory and concluding meetiragsl integrating theory with personal
reflection and practice. The approach used irséminar integrates principles drawn from
social justice education (Adams, Bell, & Griffif)@7), transformative learning theory
(Meziriow, 2000), and Freirian education for ciiconsciousness (Freire, 1998).

Teaching in a distributed learning environmentyhich virtual interaction is
supplemented by periodic face to face meetinghave noticed the potential as well as the
challenges of doing social justice education is #atting. Somewhat surprisingly for us, this
work appears to lead to learning and change thaftes deeper than what we have seen in
traditional classroom environments. This learrang change are reflected in the words of the
participants, expressed well through metaphorsa@xiplg how their views of the world and
themselves had been transformed: “It has beeméisant step in my personal transformation
and has sharpened the focus, brought images isttuten that I've been struggling to examine
for quite some time.” Another said “taking thissdas like swallowing a strange pill that
awakens you to a new reality. What was once hid@dsnbecome more obvious.” And a third:

“I have opened a door and as | pass through tleshbid | have changed and the world is
different. It’s like viewing things with a thirdmiension when I'm used to only seeing two
dimensions.”

This research study was designed to help us deweetigeper understanding of the social
justice learning that our students were clearlyegigmcing, and the processes through which
those changes came about. This inquiry is situattdn two conversations about adult
education for social justice. First of all, we ageith those who maintain that transformative
learning for social justice must involve the heetwell as the head, the emotions as well as the
intellect (Adams, Bell, and Griffin, 2007; Ellswbrt1998; Freire, 1998; hooks, 1994). It must
also help people to explore how oppression opeedtesmny levels. However, most education
emphasizes one of these dimensions at the expétise @hers. Formal adult education courses
on social justice are usually primarily theory amidrmation based. Non-formal adult education
draws on learners’ experiences, past and presathitjiand out the group itself, as important
resources for learning. Our work attempts to btogether both of these approaches (Schapiro,
2003). If oppression operates at many levels spetisonal, interpersonal, intra-group,
inter-group, and systemic — then we need to desilgicational experiences that address all of
these dimensions.



Second, as more and more education is being caedloctline, we need to more fully
understand the potential benefits and drawbackisi®imode of learning in regard to social
justice issues. In the literature on multicultuedlication and social justice learning, many
guestions have been raised in this regard (Linkdtwrd, Clark, C., 2006; Merryfield, M.,2001;
Ngai, B.N., 2003). Campus based courses alloviafze to face interaction and dialogue across
difference, which can be important factors in hajppeople to develop their awareness and
cultural competence. On-line courses, with timeréflective, asynchronous conversation, can
sometimes lead to deeper personal reflection amkér exchanges of opinion, and fuller
inclusion of all voices than occurs in a campusedaourse, although that is not always the
case. From what we have seen, learning experievitieh integrate in person and on-line
interaction, and the strengths of both, may makeafmore powerful learning experience.

This courseexperience blended face-to-face and on-line interac The opening session
included sharing personal stories of experience®ofinance and subordination, an introduction
to key conceptual frameworks, and establishing sdionthe ensuing on-line dialogue. The
preliminary face-to-face meeting was followed byefmonths of on-line dialogue supplemented
by occasional conference calls where people ccdudgdlcin with each other and discuss issues
that were best addressed with direct contact. cbhhe readings drew from theory as well as from
personal narratives by people from diverse backgieuThe on-line interaction included student
led discussions, written reflections in responstéoreading, and written dialogue in response to
one another’s personal reflections. The experiafs®@included in-depth papers on topics of
personal interest, and action projects followedddlection and discourse. The closing session
of the on-line seminar was another face-to-facetimgavhere students could talk about their
experiences, reflect on the process and express@atons for each other.

The course was facilitated by the two of us, arlaaind a white Jewish man. We saw our
role in this process as providing an initial stawetand reading list, creating and holding a safe
space in which participants could engage in diadpgharing our own theoretical and personal
perspectives, and engaging in the dialogue oursdlygosing questions and offering feedback.
We also modeled a way of engaging with others esdhssues that was both supportive and
challenging. We were able to utilize our own dsigrto make interventions that were related to
our lived experiences and social identities.

We asked the following research questions: (1) aparticipants change in regard to:
(a) their sense aflentityas members of various social identity groupstlib)rviews of various
“others”; (c) theirawareness of the systemic and structural aspgatseequality; and (d) their
sense oagencyin regard to working for social justice. (2) Howd dhis learning experience lead
to those changes? This paper focuses primarilyuorimdings in regard to that second question,
with special attention to the on-line interaction.

Research participants consisted of the eight stadamolled in a doctoral seminar on
structural inequality and diversity, including: oA&ican- American woman, one Native-
American woman, one Asian-American woman, threepgean-American men, and two
European-American women. This is a qualitative tereutic study based on the thematic
analysis of archival data saved in the on-linefoiconsisting of student postings, papers, and
written dialogue in response, including: convermaiin response to questions they posed about
the reading; reflection papers about the readiagd,their responses to one another; written
reports and reflections from their action projeetsd final reflection papers in which they
reflected on the experience as whole and how therg whanged by it. In regard to changes
experienced, the data were coded in regard tootinesareas in which we are interested: social



identity, views of others, systemic awareness,agahcy. We also used open coding to pick up
on any changes that did not fit into those categoand to identify themes and patterns, paying
attention both to the various aspects of the egped, and to the time dimension. We each coded
the data independently, and then compared andesin#éd our findings.

Findings and Discussion

The data provided evidence of deep changes inddgaall four areas of change. We
focus here on our findings related to the procéskencourse experience, although evidence of
some of the outcomes will be clear as we discusgtbcess of change that people seemed to
experience.

The Internal Process of Change

In students’ reflection papers and on-line dialggue were able to discern the contours
of an internal process of change in response sde¢hrning experience. While of course each
student’s process was unique, we identified fiverapping phases which most of the students
seemed to experience. These phases were not aglyessquential, nor were they purely
cognitive, but involved and seemed in some waysetdriven by the emotions of the experience.
In the following section, we will describe the erpaces that typify each Phase, followed by
select quotations from students, which provideghsinto their meaning-making process.

Phase 1: Emotional engagemeRbr most students, their first exposure to theeat of
the seminar evoked a range of challenging emosank as discomfort, pain, dissonance, and
confusion. Getting in touch with the emotion ieithown stories, the pain in others’ stories, and
the story-telling process itself brought on thessctions. The intensity continued throughout the
seminar as students were asked to relate theiomarexperience to the readings. As we shifted
our lens’ focal point from one ism to another, inecess was repeated, sometimes considering
the impact of class, race, gender and the inteoseity of these dynamics. Depending on
where people already were in regard to a partigsiar the impact varied. Along the way,
people sometimes challenged and confronted eaeh, athich added to the experience and
demonstrated the comfort and trust they felt slggttieir different perspectives.

-My stories didn’t come to me quickly. | wasn'eddgo situating my experiences in this

context. Others’ stories helped me recall my owd when | finally shared my stories |

was surprised by the emotional response | hadhtRigm the start of this seminar |

was jolted into thinking and seeing differently.

-I'm not sure what | expected. Yet | was surpriggdhe intensity and the range of

emotions | feel about these issues. The subjettentd structural inequality is not

something | ever got comfortable with. Perhapsahsfort is a good thing

-I expected to gain knowledge about diversity andactural inequality, not enter into a

personal learning journey that is exciting and sgashallenging and fulfilling.
And so they began the exploration of this difficatd powerful topic.

Phase 2: Overt and covert resistanbtany of the participants responded to that pain
and discomfort, with some initial resistance by imizing, becoming defensive, taking things
personally or feeling immobilized. As one whitelenstudent put it:

Personally, | have learned that sometimes whercoenter something new that | don't

understand it can tap into my stuff, my old tap@#en | perceive something to be

directed at me that | don't understand, | can sasiterpret that as criticism. Then | tend

to feel worthless. At first | allowed the readingdeed into that feeling of being less of a

person. Sometimes | interpreted these storieeesopal attacks and as criticism. |

wanted to defend myself, defend white men, andstaed up for the founding fathers.



A more subtle form of resistance was experiencedrogher student who had trouble doing the
writing because of the feelings and confusion i Wwenging up for her — she was immobilized
by the pain and confusion.

Phase 3: Emerging systemic awaren®&#sw concepts and cognitive frameworks helped
the participants to develop an emerging systemeremess. This sort of awareness helped to
ward off personal blame and guilt, and also proWideneworks for making meaning of the pain,
and take action. Such awareness also led to a erese ©f identity in regard to various aspects of
their group identities.

-Each episode of cognitive dissonance compelledrfece unpleasant truths and to

construct new beliefs that are aligned with whanl lbecoming....

-This seminar has helped me work to surmount aetdepel of internalized racism than

| was aware of. | had recognized the fundamenti itchad in distorting my sense of self

earlier in life but had not appreciated how muchrenself-work | needed to do to truly

overcome the negative messages that still liveinutte....

Phase 4: Inquiry and deeper learningaving settled into relative acceptance, students
experienced greater openness, vulnerability, ghiitask questions and look for deeper answers,
- considering how and when to take the risk to aetl then learning the lessons of praxis. The
safe container of the group seemed to help mangests move from defensiveness and
withdrawal to venture out of their comfort zonesidgnts had this to say:

-With practice, and the patience and support of ynathers, | have developed a

willingness to accept a level of vulnerability vath feeling weak; I've been willing to

engage in efforts with personal risk without fegrim loss of acceptance by my
colleagues. A commitment has emerged in me thinetibe easily extinguished

-But | don't see [being defensive] as a helpfuha@sation. | have not been accused or

attacked, rather the opposite. This forum was pédee to be vulnerable, to explore and

guestion. Over the course of our conversationsgd able to put those feelings aside.

Now, rather than hearing an attack, | hear a shgrof experience; rather than hearing

criticism, | hear these stories as new vital infatian.

And two others talked about what they learned tghatine risks of taking action.

-How do you “name the elephant” without creating eren greater chasm than already

exists? This is not just an operational questibbecomes a moral and ethical one as

well both in doing something and in doing nothiAgd, there are no guide books for
when, where, how, or exactly with whom to begimsau$sion....actually stepping into

the world with those concepts in mind and tryingéatly — but not too gently — nudge

change into action is an entirely different and matore personally challenging

experience.

-Many questions remain including how we continug wiis process, what we hope to

accomplish, how we plan to promote future evemtd,leow safe do we need to be in

order to do our work to name just a few, but thggestions notwithstanding, the

personal growth to date has been immeasurable.

Phase 5: Integration and agendyioving through the pain and discomfort to newelsv
of understanding and awareness seemed to helmpssudeve from despair to hopefulness
through identifying possible ways of taking actiés. people shifted from having a protective
shield, to letting the feelings in, there seemeld@ need to act in order to somehow resolve or
assuage those dissonant emotions.



-Understanding and changing the dynamics of stmatctnequality, along with the many
isms that bound power for the privileged, is sévsiand emotional but provides great
hope for freedom and equality for those who hawenlpowerless, invisible, and
marginalized.

-This experience...has somehow eased the burdexietyafueled by a sense of shame,

helplessness and self-righteousness. I've begigetthat we have a fair shot at societal

transformation, the current tone of cultural rhatonotwithstanding.

-Each day I've come to realize that social jusigeracticed at macro and micro levels

and all points in between... | feel a sense of haygkfeeedom that was not present

earlier.
Having identified possible courses of action, nadghe students ended the experience with a
commitment to being a change agent and/or an ally.
The Structure, Process, and Pedagogy of the Seminar

Student comments and our own observations helpéalidentify four key elements of
the experience that had a significant impact orotiteomes and internal processes described
above.

Safety and supparThe deep and at times challenging dialogue irclvparticipants
engaged, and the risks they took to share theiravmerabilities and to speak across their
differences would not have been possible withatliraate of safety, support and trust. From our
past experience we knew that creating a safe gpaoglore these issues would be key. We
were challenged by the online environment and trdaally enhanced the virtual portions of the
class with face to face and telephone calls. Wiaeddhat starting with an intensive experience
allowed them to set norms for themselves and lmalthection. This seemed essential to their
later ability to take risks, engage and care akach other.

Personal storiesThe initial feelings of discomfort and distressaésed in the first
phase of the process described were often broymghy getting in touch with the pain and
confusion in one’s own and others’ stories, botimfithose in the group and from the personal
narratives in the reading. As one student said:

| haven't stopped thinking about how we can be iacgs of dominance and

subordinance depending upon the situation. Norehiagtopped seeing and collecting

stories like these throughout the past year. Tas such a significant starting point
because it seemed to create a platform for uslkoalout power and privilege based on
our own stories... We learned to hear others’ stoaies first step to understand.

The nature of the on-line dialogu&he on-line environment, in which most of the ceurs
interaction took place through asynchronous postagpeared to contribute to the depth and
intensity of the conversations. Significant factmmduded: the potential safety and flexibility of
being able to engage at one’s own pace in theysafeine’s own space; the ability to take time
to reflect between responses, which also seemeihionize defensiveness; and the freedom to
confront one another without having to say sometiinsomeone’s face, enabling people to take
more risks. The asychronicity and time for reflentalso seemed to mitigate the tendency for
people to take sides in a conflict. Within thizieonment, we as facilitators were free to choose
when and how we wanted to engage in response twettis of the group, intervening,
clarifying, challenging and modeling our own leaugni These attributes of on-line dialogue,
which the literature indicates are often presesgnsto be particularly valuable for multi-
dimensional social justice education.



Providing new conceptual frameworks and modéls.evidenced in many of quotes
above, the participants used new models and cagritameworks about the nature of
oppression to make meaning of their experienceslieve the cognitive and emotional
dissonance that arose and reach a new equilibfivawlitional graduate education usually
provides only this cognitive dimension, and notéiperiential and personal. Other adult
learning approaches emphasize the latter. Our xquer in this seminar supports our belief that
both the cognitive and affective, the theoretical ¢he personal, are necessary but not sufficient
for the sort of transformation that many of ourdents experienced.

Praxis — action and reflectionAs students applied their learning and steppedabiite
course into the world, they reflected on that eigrere, which deepened their awareness and
developed their sense of agency. One student besddfis experience as follows:

| made the first effort to make a difference armultfht very long and very hard about the

potential consequences for everyone potentiallgluad, including myself.....In addition

to my broadened awareness, I've also begun to lEarguage to talk about social
justice and thus be able to better take actionp@ak up.

The internal phases of change and key proces®als that we identify above are
consistent with Mezirow’s theory of transformatiearning, in regard to disorienting dilemmas,
guestioning assumptions, and relfective discowst®; a Freirian approach to dialogue and
praxis; and with the literature (Yorks and Kasl @pthat puts more emphasis on the role of
emotions in the transformation process. Our figdiclearly support the potential value of
blended education in enabling deep reflection asgreal experience and meaningful dialogue
across difference as key elements in the changegsoFurther research is clearly needed to
identity the importance of various elements in fhraicess, as well as the role of learners’ past
experience and levels of consciousness and intaraltompetence.
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