2 Teaching ta Transgress

10 he a teacher Since we were little, all vou over wanted 1o do

was write,” She was right. [t was alwavs assumed by cveryone
¢lse that 1 would become a teacher. In the apartheid South,
black girls from working-class backgrounds had three career
choices. We could marry. We could work as maids. We could

hecome school 1eacher

And since, according to the sexist
thinking of the time, men did not really desire “simarnt” women,
1t was assumed that signs of intelligence sealed one’s fate. From
grade school on, | was destined to become a teacher.

But the dream ol becoming a writer was alwavs present with-
in me. From childhood, I believed that [ would teach andwrite.
Writing would be the serious work, wachimg would be the
nol-so-serious-l-necd-to-make-aliving “job.” Writing, [ believed

then, was all abowl private longing and personal glory, but

teaching was abont service, giving back to one’s community.
For bluack folks teaching—ceducatimg—was fundamentally polit-
1cal becanse it was rooted in antiracist struggle. Indeed, my all-
black grade schools became the location where [ experienced
fcarning as revolution.

Almost a1l our teachers at Booker 'T. Washington were black
women, 'They were committed to nurturing intellect so that we
could becomne scholars, thinkers, and cultural workers—hblack
tolks who used our "minds.” We learned early that our devotion
1o learning, to a litfe of the mind, was a counter-hegemonic act,
a fundamental way to resist every swrategy of white racist coloni-
zation. Though they did not define or articulate these practices
in theoretical terms, my teachers were enacting a revolutionary
pedagogy ol resistance thar was profloundly anticolonial.
Within these segregated schools. black children who were

deemed exceptional, gilted, were given special care. Teachers
worked with and for us to ensure 1hat we would [udfill owr intel

lectal destmy and by so doing uplift the race. My teacher
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To fulliil that mission, my teachers made sure they "knew”
us. They knew our parents, our economic status, where we wor-
shipped. what our homes were like, and how we were treated in
the family. T went to school at a historical moment where Fwas
being taught by the same teachers who had taught my mother,
her sisters, and brothers. My ellort and ahility to learn was

contexinalized within the [ramework of .mn:,.:,m::u:m_

alwa
Family expericnce. Certain hebaviors, gestures, habits of being

were traced back.

artending school then was sheer joy. 1 loved being a stu-
dent. T loved learning. School was the place of cestasy—plea-
sure and danger. 'To be changed by ideas was pure pleasure.
But 1o learn ideas that ran counter 1o values and belicty
learned at home was 10 place oneselt at risk, to enter the dan-
ger 7one. Home was the place where Twas forced to conform to
someone else’s image of who and what I should be. School was
the place where T could forget that self and, through ideas,
clf.

School changed utterly with racial integration. Gone was

reinvent m

the messianic zeal 1o transform our minds and beings that had
characterized teachers and their pedagogical practices m our
all-black schools. Knowledge was suddenly abowt information

ontlv. I had no relation to how one lived, behaverd. It was no

longer connected o antiracist struggle. Bussed to white
schools, we soon learned that obedience, and not 4 zealous will
to learn, was what was expected ol us, Too much cagerness 10
learn could easily be seen as a threat to white authorty.

When we enterced racist, desegregated, white schools we lefi
aworld where teachers believed that to educate black children
rightly would require a political commitunent. Now, we were
inainly taught by white teachers whose lessons reinforced racist
stercotvpes. For black children. education was no longer about

the practice of freedom. Realizing this, Tlostmy love of school,
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The clussroom was no longer a place of pleasure or ecstasy.
School was stilt u political place, since we were always having to
counter white racist assumptions that we were genetically infe-
rior, never as capable as white peers, even unable o learn. Yet,
the politics were no longer counter-hegemonic. We were always
and only responding and reacting to white [olks.

‘That shift from beloved, all-black schools to white schools
where black students were always seen as interlopers, as not
really belonging, taught me the difference berween education
as the practice of freedom and education thal mercly strives to
reinforce domination. The rare white teacher who dared 1o
resist, who would not allow racist biases to determine how we
were taught, sustained the belief that Jearning at its most pow-
ertul could indeed liberate. A few black teachers had joined us
in the desegregation process. And, although it was more diffi-
cult, they continued to nurture black students even as their
elforis were constrained by the suspicion they were favoring
their own race.

Despite intensely negative experiences, | graduated from

school stll believing that education was enabling, that it en-
hanced our capacity to be free. When [ began undergraduoate
work at Stanford University, [ was enthralled with the process of
hecoming an insurgent black intellectual. It surprised and
shocked me to sit in classes where professors were not excitec
about teaching, where they did not seem to have a clue that
cducation was about the practice of freedom. During college.
the printary lesson was reintorced: we were 10 learn obedicnce
to authority.

In gradaate school the classroom became a place T hated,
veta place where ©struggled to claim and maimain the right o
be an mdependent thinker. The university and the classroom
began 10 {eel more like a prison, a place of punishment and

confinement rather than a place of promise and possibility. 1

Introduction S

wrote my first book during those undergraduate years, even
though it was not published until years later. I was writing; bul
more importantly I was preparing to become a teacher.
Acceptng the teaching profession as my destiny, 1 was tor-
menied by the classroom reality | had known both as an under-

grachtate and a graduate student. The vast majority of our

prolessors lacked basic communication skills, they were not

selftuctualized, and they often wsed the classroom 1o enact ritu-
als of control that were about domination and the unjust exer-
cise of power. In these settings 1learned a lot about the kind of
teacher 1 did not want to become.

In graduate school THound that I was often bored in classes.
The banking system of education (based on the assimption
that memorizing information and regurgitating it represented
gaining knowledge that could be deposited, stored and used at
a later dated did not interest me. 1 wanted to become a critical
thinker. Yet that longing was often seen as a threat to authority.
Individual white male students who were seen as “exceptional,”
, but the

were olten allowed (0 chart their intellectnal journeys
rest of us (and particularly those from inarginal groups) were
always expected to conform. Noncondormity on our part was
viewed with suspicion, as empty gestures ol defiance aimed at
masking inferiority or substandard work. In those days, those of
ws from marginal groups who were allowed 1o enter presti-
gions, predominantly white colleges were made to feel that we
were there not 1o learn but to prove that we were the equal of
whites. We were there to prove this by showing how well we
could become clones of our peers. As we constanily confronted
biases, an wndercarrent of stress diminished our learning
experience,

My reaction to this stress and o the ever-present boredom
and apathy that pervaded my classes was 1o imagine ways that

teaching and the learning experience could be different.
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When 1 discovered the work of the Brazilian thinker Paulo
Freire, my first introduction to critical pedagogy, T found a
mentor and a guide, someone who understood that learning
could he liberatory, With his teachings and my growing under-
standing of the ways in which the education T had received in
all-black Southern schools had been empowering, 1 began to
develop a blueprint for my own pedagogical practice. Already
deeply engaged with leminist thinking, 1 bad no difficulty
bringing that critique ro Freire's work. Significantly, I felr that
this mentor and guide, whom T had never seen in the flesh,
would encourage and support my challenge to his ideas if he
was truly commiited to cducation as the practice of frecdom.
At the same time, T used his pedagogical paradigimns to critique

the limiations of feminist classrooms.

During my undergraduate and graduate school vears, only
white women professors were involved in developing Women's
Studies programs. And even though I taught my first class as a
graduate student on black women writers from a feminist per-
spective, it was in the context of a Black Studies program. Al

thar time, 1 found, white women professors were not eager to

nurture any interest in fermnist thinking and scholarship on
the part of black female students it that interest included criti-

cal challenge. Yet their lack of interest did not discourage me

from involvement with leminist ideas or participation in the
teminist classroom. Those classtooms were the one space where
pedagogical practices were interrogated, where it was assumed
that the knowledge offered students would empower them to
be better scholars, to hive more fully in the world bevond acad-
cme. The fennnist classroom was the one space where students
could raise critical questions about pedagogical process, These
critiques were not always encouraged or well received, but they
were allowed. That sinall acceptance of critical interrogation
was a cructil challenge inviting us as students to think seviously

about pedagogy in relation to the practice of freedom,
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When 1 entered my {irst undergraduate classroom to teach,
I relied on the example of those inspired black women teach-
ersin my grade school, on Freire’s work, and on feminist think-
ing about radical pedagogy. 1 longed passionately to teach
differently from the wav 1 had been taught since high school.
The first paradigm that shaped my pedagogy was the idea that
the classroom should be an cxciting place, never boring. And
it boredom should prevail, then pedagogical strategies were
needed that would intervene, alter, even disrupt the atmos-
phere. Neither Freire's work nor feminist pedagogy examined
the notion of pleasure in the classroom, The idea that learning
should bhe exciting, sometimes even “fun,” was the subject of
critical discussion by educators writing about pedagogical
practices in grade schools, and sometimes even high schools.
But there seemed to be no interest among either traditional
or radical cducators in discussing the role of excitemment in
higher education.

Excitement in higher cducation was viewed as potentially dis-
ruptive of the atmosphere of seriousness assumed to be essen-
tial to the learning process. To enter classroom settings in

colleges and universities with the will to share (he desire to

encourage excitement, was to transgress. Not only did it require
movement bevond accepted boundaries, but excitement could
not he generated without a full recognition of the fact that
there could never be an absolute set agenda governing teach-
ing practices. Agendas had 1o be flexible, had to allow for spon-
tancous shilts in direction. Students had to be seen in their
particularity as individuals (T drew on the strategics my grade-
school 1eachers used 10 get to know us) and interacted with
according to their needs (here Freire was useful). Critical re-
flection on my experience as astudent in unexciting classrooms
cnabled me not only to nagine that the classroom could he
exciting but that this excitermnent could co-exist with and cven

stimulate serious intellectual and/or academic engagement.



