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Who Is a Teacher?

In any speaking situation (and teaching is

invariably a speaking situation), all speakers

arrive with and develop what classical

rhetoricians called “ethos.” One’s ethos is

one’s perceived character or persona. It is

who the audience thinks you are. Ethos is

derived from social roles, personal appear-

ance, voice quality, management of lan-

guage, selection of reasons, and a complex

amalgam of expectations and behavioral in-

teractions. It strongly influences both the

nature of the affective relations between

speaker and audience and the persuasive-

ness of the message that the speaker offers.


Those who wish to impose cutting edge

theories on teaching practices generally

presume a certain kind of ethos for the

teacher. They presume that the teacher is

powerful, probably excessively powerful,

and that the teacher has high credibility

with the students. They worry that the

teacher’s power and credibility will cow the

students and take away the students’ ability

to find their own identity or develop their

own “voice.” In this version of the ivory

tower, the professor is in control. Even

when the professor decides to “share

power” and engage in a collaborative model

of teaching, it is the professor who makes

that decision. Moreover, this teacher is a ra-

tional animal. The teacher rationally and

thoughtfully matches theory to practice.

Even when the professor decides to abdicate

authority and engage in dialogue, this is

only a strategy. It is still the teacher, in con-

versation with other theorists, who decides

what rationally devised “theory” is to be

presented (or embodied) in the classroom.


I do not live in this theoretical univer-

sity. When teaching undergraduates, I of-

ten feel less like a confident, rational pro-

fessor than a battered woman who cannot

escape a bad marriage. For me, undergrad-

uate teaching is not a matter of thoughtful

direction of delicate student minds, but

more like a desperate attempt to make a

relationship work while the other party

maneuvers energetically and angrily to

shell me. The regnant theories of teaching

thus fail me, and call me to search for

some alternatives.


To reach for these alternatives requires

that I share with you some of my experi-

ences from the classroom. To some extent,

these experiences are grounded in gen-

dered experience. To a large extent, how-

ever, these gendered experiences raise a

more general set of issues about the power

of the teacher. Unfortunately, like most

members of most oppressed groups, I am

not good at drawing the line between those

experiences—it is all too easy to see all

trauma as gendered. So I will leave it to

the men to say which experiences they

share. Before I begin, I want to mention

that the teaching experiences I describe

below will appear very bleak, and that they

do not constitute an accurate picture of all

of my teaching experience—there are

many joyful moments in teaching. How-

ever, it is important to attend to the bad

side of teaching, and I have had too many

of these bad experiences at the University

of Georgia, a large Southern “research”

university, named by Money magazine as

one of the “best buys” in the nation.

    When I came to teach at Georgia, I

came to an entirely new set of experiences

of teaching. One of the most shocking ele-

ments of that experience was the repeated

nonverbal behaviors of male students. Most

notably, whenever they wanted me to

change their grade or give them an “ex-

cused absence,” they would put their arms

around my shoulders or place their hands

on my knee. The first time this happened to

me, in the middle of a classroom, with

other students milling around, I was so

stunned I could not react other than by

shrugging and backing away. Later, I was to

get angry and tell them not to touch me,

for which I was verbally accosted. Later

still, I learned to give them a quiet, un-

threatening explanation about nonverbal

behavior and professional gender norms.

But as I watched the world around me, I

discovered that this mannerism was a rou-

tine way in which white Southern males

exhibit their dominance over females. Be-

cause it was so routine, there was no way

(other than submission) that I could react

to this behavior without being labeled a

“bitch.” In the worst cases, that label is

overtly used; a female colleague of mine

has even been chased by a male student

down the hall yelling at her for assigning

him a low grade. I myself have been physi-

cally threatened and have had to ask for the

protection of campus police.


These are the clearest examples of male

control in the classroom to which I can

point, but they are not the only type of

control that is exercised, and probably not

the most important one; gender manifests

itself in a variety of ways. On a regular ba-

sis, male students challenge not only my

arguments, but my right to tell them what

to do. It is difficult to describe the nonver-

bal behaviors by which these challenges

are made. It is a glare, a lifted chin, a defi-

ance. Occasionally these gestures break

out into verbal form, as with the eighteen-

year-old who told me (a middle-aged full

professor), “you have to earn my respect.”

The control is also issued in other ways.

Male students talk more, and they make it

very difficult for me to address female stu-

dents and raise issues that I perceive are

more salient for female students.


When I walk into the classroom each 

quarter, I dread the new term, for I know 

that, each time, I am going to have to go

through a battle establishing my author-

ity; and in classrooms with a hundred stu-

dents, authority is a necessity. This is not

the game I came to the role of teacher to

play. It is not the role that my feminist the

ory would have me play. But I have learned

that I am forced to play it, or I cannot be a
teacher here. I am now fairly good at wag-
ing this battle. I do not lose very often any-
more, but I am sapped, and I flinch from
teaching undergraduates so that I can
avoid these battles.


I believe that this “battle of the sexes”

that plays itself out in the South is merely

an extreme form of something that goes on

in most classrooms in America. To put it

bluntly, students are not our pawns. They

are not sheep that we decide to teach “ac-

tively” or “passively.” They are highly moti-

vated, highly skilled, and enormously self-

interested people who feel themselves forced

to share a classroom with us, often against

their desires, and they intend to minimize

the pain we cause them, and sometimes to 

maximize the pain they inflict on us.


The ethos of “student” has probably al-

ways contained more resistance to teach-

ers than our formal theorizing has recog-

nized. The records show that students at

Georgia were throwing things at professors

and spitting in classrooms and skipping

classes in the nineteenth century, and of

course demonstrations against the authority

of the university were common and loud in

the sixties even in the South. However, there

are a variety of institutional factors that

seem to enhance this power in our own era.


The first institutional support for stu-

dent power is the use and character of

teaching evaluations. Let me say first that I

believe that students have a right to give

anonymous feedback, and, except in excep-

tional circumstances, I tend to get high

teaching evaluations numerically. How-

ever, I do this not by being a good teacher,

but by catering to the prejudices of the stu-

dents and avoiding irritating their prickly

tempers. Nonetheless, I have been attacked

in the “open-ended comments” on teach-

ing evaluations, and my younger female

peers are even more prone to punishment

via this means. Repeatedly, women-ori-

ented content (it needn’t be “feminist”)

garners the ire of male students. They

readily report on teaching evaluations that

one is “too feminist” or is “biased.” This is

not in any way an objective evaluation.

Even by introducing two or three speeches

by women and another two or three

speeches by blacks, a female teacher in a

speech class can earn this sobriquet on her

evaluations. “Too feminist” means simply

that one expresses the view that women

speakers have had special problems and

were historically silenced. It does not mean

that one enacts the speaking style or values

and arguments of Andrea Dworkin. In

other words, for these students, any equal-

ity is too much equality.


In my experience, male colleagues do not

take this kind of abuse. If they do teach fem-

inist content, they are not suspected of be-

ing a “biased special interest” (my geologist

husband gleefully calls all dinosaurs “she” in

his class, and students never complain about

his feminism). If males teach conservative

content instead of objective or liberal (as in

the “liberal arts”) content, this is taken as

“natural” or “objective” and so not com-

mented on. But even if men do receive polit-

ical attacks for their perspectives, note two

things. First, the point is the same. Students

are erercising enormous power in control-

1mg what is taught in the classroom. Sec-

ond, the uses to which these comments are

put by administrators are different Female

teachers have their raises and promotions

threatened by these comments. Department

heads put these comments into year end

evaluations as signs of failures of teaching.

(I am reporting actual incidents here, not

engaging in general hand wringing.) I do

not believe the same happens for men. (This

may be hand wringing.)


This problem is even greater for female

graduate students. I have now had to coun-

sel a parade of female graduate students

who received bad course evaluations. In

every case, I have gone to observe their

teaching in the classroom, only to find

them well organized, well prepared, and

giving substantive lectures. In each case,

the students saw the women as “biased”

and “unfair.” I believe they did so primarily

because of the women’s gender. The gradu-

ate supervisor, in one case, commented

that he never had problems with this. Stu-

dents never challenged his politics. But of

course, he fit the profile of a “professor”

and its gender expectations, and he sported

relatively conservative politics. Judging

from his reactions to my graduate stu-

dents’ comprehensive examination papers,

I do not think that he is any less biased in

the classroom, but he certainly is perceived

as less biased. The minute a woman in-

structor walks into a Southern classroom

in pants and short hair she is branded as

outside the bounds of the normal—a lib-

eral, a feminist, or a dyke. There is little

she can do to dispute that automatic rejec-

tion. Male professors have to work a little

harder to earn that kind of rejection.


So what happens to the female graduate

students? I counsel them to learn to “per-

form objectivity” for their students, and to

drop all the examples that matter to them
 and their female students. I teach them to



lie low, hide themselves and their interests



and politics until they become full profes-



sors and can tolerate the salary hits. In other



words, the vocal, white~ male~ upper-middle-



class undergraduate students get their way.



  The misuse of teaching evaluations is, Un-



fothinate1~ not the sole factor in this batter-



ing of the college teacher. There are higher



administrative structures that participate in



this game as welL One notes first the reward



structure of the university. Our university



takes great pride in the fact that it “takes



teaching seriousl~” but this means only that



it rewards those teachers who please students.



Good teaching, in my view, requires a lot of



hard work focused on writing and speaking



exchanges that require extensive feedback



(i.e., lots of time outside the classroom). This



kind of good teaching, however, is in no way



recognized by the institution. Moreover,



many students resent both the time they have



to put into such assignments and the fact



that your feedback to them inevitably asks



them to improve (and therefore implies that



they are not perfect just as they are). Thus the



university definition of good teaching as



catering to the lowest common denominator



among student pleasure represents a double



whammy to the would-be good teacher. Your



salary is imperiled and no awards are forth-



coming if you do not soothe the students, and



if you do teach well, this will take time away



from your research responsibilities, and you



will be further imperiled.
  All these problems are further exacer-



bated by the fact that administrations across



the country are pushing for larger and larger



classes. The battles of one professor against



thirty-five are magnified tenfold when it be-



comes one professor against the anonymous



hundred. Here the culture of student resis-



tance becomes enormously powerful. It



makes it impossible to run a democratic



classroom or an active one. Students, when

told to think and argue, break out into the

chaos of a mob, and the instructor is chas-

tised for “losing control of the classroom.”

The culture of resistance enabled in this en-

vironment has taught students to challenge

every grade structure and every administra-

live decision of a professor as “unfair” (where

fair is defined as “not to my advantage”).


Finally, there are “staff’ functions,

those efforts to “improve teaching,” that

also batter the (woman) teacher. When

faced with the task of teaching classes ex-

ceeding a hundred students I diligently be-

gan to attend the “large lecture discussion

group’ on campus. In only a few sessions I

learned my lesson. If one admits, before

such a body, that one has any type of diffi-

culty teaching, one is immediately at-

tacked for one’s bad teaching. One is “at

fault” There are no systemic problems, no

basic gender difficulties, no bad students.

There are only bad teachers. The purpose

of these groups is to share successes,

which means that elderly male business

professors sit around and tell everyone

about their wonderful models and many

successes, as they bid against each other

for this year’s teaching awards.


By now it should be clear that I see the

professor who would well and truly teach as

being required to respond to a powerful stu-

dent culture, and I see a variety of univer-

sity structures complicit in enhancing stu-

dent power over teachers. I see female

instructors as particularly vulnerable to

this power, but I recognize that the same

forces are at work against male instructors

(they simply have a few more tools to deal

with the problems). To some extent, we are

all Doonesbury’s Professor Deadmon.
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