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Introduction

College classroom communication
in the United States is linked to critical
issues that are constructed in the larger
sociopolitical and political background.
Higher education classrooms do not
operate in a vacuum. Cultural diversity
and immigration crises that countries
experience globally create new challeng-
es to all social institutions.

During the last decade, universi-
ties have witnessed increased tensions
associated with the understanding
and acceptance of diversity as part of
the sociocultural reality of the nation.
Racial tensions along with sexism and
differences in social class continue to
permeate the academic, sociocultural,
and emotional dimensions of college and
university life in the United States.

The divisive nature of our political
landscape has created rifts in the fabric
of social discourse and the unspoken rules
of engagement (Granello, 2013; Myers &
Sweeney, 2005; Weil, 1995; World Health
Organization, 1968). As social conflicts
and the unstable political environment in
the U.S. continue to escalate, universities
are caught in the midst of agitated public
debates where identity politics continue
to be at the center.
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Within this context, both faculty and
students seem to be trapped in classroom
dynamics where silence, taboo topics, ste-
reotyping, and self-censorship are hijack-
ing authentic opportunities for learning,
critical debate, and human development.
It is against this backdrop that this study
takes place, with sensitivities heightened
and divided interpretations of issues
such as “free speech,” the “#MeToo move-
ment,” and “safe spaces” (Hudson, 2018;
Lee, 2018; Zimmerman, 2019). We aim
to analyze students’ and faculty’s con-
struction of communicative relationships
within culturally diverse classrooms and
a climate where sociocultural tensions
continue to grow.

In states like California, with a
heavy immigration influx, it becomes
critical to understand the experience of
students with whom instructors com-
municate in their classrooms. The 2010
Census Bureau report revealed that
12.9% of the overall U.S. population was
made up of foreign-born residents, for a
total of 39.9 million persons (Rowland &
Davis, 2014; U.S. Census Bureau, 2011).

For Deferred Action for Childhood
Arrivals (DACA) recipients, Mexico has
been the largest country of accepted
applicants (>600,000), followed by El
Salvador (31,963), Guatemala (22,821),
and Honduras (21,053) (National Edu-
cation Association, 2017). Almost half of
the potential DACA beneficiaries live in
California and Texas; however, signifi-
cant numbers are living in every state
across the U.S.

In addition to the steady flow of
immigrants that the U.S. receives from
South and Central America, as of 2013,
war and persecution have created the
highest number of global refugees
since World War II (51.2 million people;

United Nations High Commissioner
for Refugees, 2014). Most refugees are
from Syria, Central Africa, and southern
Sudan. Fearing persecution, they flee to
escape intolerable conditions; therefore,
displacement and premigration trauma,
witnessing or being subjected to tor-
ture, killings, atrocities, incarceration,
starvation/deprivation, rape, sexual as-
sault, and physical beatings, are critical
experiences that immigrants have lived
(Bemak & Chung, 2017).

The psychological effects of immi-
gration include not only culture shock
but also a permanent condition of ac-
culturative stress (Chung & Epstein,
2014, Sirin et al., 2013). Immigrants,
especially children, begin to feel the pain
of separation and loss of their homeland
as the newness of their journeys and
surroundings begins to sink in (Arre-
dondo-Dowd, 1981).

Additionally, immigrants struggle to
find healthy and nonthreatening ways to
integrate their culture and that of the
receiving country (Sirin et al., 2013).
Children of unauthorized immigrants
live in constant fear that their parents
might be arrested, detained, or deported;
this continual distress affects their daily
lives, education, health, futures, and
sense of normalcy and stability (Chau-
dry et al., 2017).

These psychological implications are
important to acknowledge because a sig-
nificant number of students, instructors,
and staff in colleges and universities
carry emotional scars that have shaped
their life journeys and how they decide
to engage in communication with other
people. Through this study, we empha-
size that understanding higher educa-
tion’s communicative issues depends on
scholars’ ability to realize the affective
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dimensions and personal trajectories
that shape the participation of students
and instructors in the construction of
classroom discourse.

Scholarly Efforts to Understand
College Classroom Discourse

The notion of classroom discourse
is at the core of this investigation. Fac-
ulty’s and students’ discursive patterns
determine whether learning and positive
social interactions are occurring. Studies
in classroom discourse have explored
the micropolitics of language and di-
alogue construction between teachers
and learners (Cazden, 2001; Hardy et
al., 2005; Levinson & Holland, 1996;
Luke, 1995). Critical to these studies is
the examination of the ways in which
student subgroups either accomplish or
fail to learn standards of academic com-
municative interaction in the classroom
(Sutton, 2011).

Underrepresented minority stu-
dents often struggle to negotiate their
identity as cultural subjects in the class-
room due to their lack of understanding
of the academic culture (e.g., Hull et al.,
1991; Levinson, 1996). Some studies in
the field of intercultural and pedagog-
ical communication have explored the
ways in which nonnative and English
speakers achieve classroom interac-
tional competence by using language to
repair linguistic errors and ambiguous
utterances (Dippold, 2014).

Finally, with growing technological
advancements, studies on classroom
discourse in higher education now ex-
plore issues in online and other technol-
ogy-mediated environments (Dahlberg,
2017; Ginns & Ellis, 2009; Pilkington &
Walker, 2003; Saltmarsha et al., 2008;
Tollman & Benson, 2000; Trow, 2001).

The majority of existing studies on
higher education’s classroom discourse
analyze the role that communicative
processes play in academic learning.
However, scholarship that seeks to un-
derstand the ways in which intercultural
communication occurs as part of the
socioemotional construction of classroom
dynamics and the development of stu-
dents as civic agents is scarce.

Recent attempts to address this gap
include studies that explore the ways
in which students, faculty, and other
university officers can work together
either to promote or to hinder the con-
struction of safe spaces in higher edu-
cation institutions (Brigley, 2018; Ong
et al., 2018). Scholarship has outlined
key characteristics of safe spaces and
their role in the construction of college

and university life (Flensner & Von Der
Lippe, 2019; Harless, 2018; Kisfalvi &
Oliver, 2015; Roestone Collective, 2014;
Stengel, 2010).

The College Classroom
Discourse as a Situated
Social Construction

Central to this study is the under-
standing of the college classroom as a
sociological space where individuals (i.e.,
instructor and students) come together
to socially construct a microsystem
where larger social phenomena are
reproduced, resisted, and transformed
(Atkinson et al., 2009; Levinson & Hol-
land, 1996). This section discusses the
conceptual and theoretical constructs
that guide this study.

We assume that to understand the
forms of communication in higher edu-
cation teaching spaces, it is necessary
to realize the cultural, social, and polit-
ical construction of the classroom. The
college classroom is an extension of the
larger social system. The cultural diver-
sity and cultural erasure, the systems
of oppression, and the social inequality
that define the larger system are both
reproduced and challenged through the
interaction among faculty, students, and
staff (Levinson & Holland, 1996).

The types of communication that
take place in the classroom are the
result of the variety of practices and
identities of individuals who come from
culturally diverse groups. Therefore, in
understanding the classroom discourse,
the focus is not just on the individual
but on the individual within a group, an
individual who is situated in a local con-
text and influenced by larger structural
forces (Klein et al., 1994).

The students, who engage in the
construction of the classroom discourse,
belong to different cultural backgrounds
and intimate cultures where unique
forms of perception, expressions, and
meaning making are accessible (Levinson
& Holland, 1996). Therefore students’
participation in the classroom conversa-
tion is always a mediated action.

According to Gudmundsdéttir
(2001), mediated activities refer to “what
people do, say, and think in cultural
contexts” (p. 227). The study of medi-
ated action involves the examination
of the kind of individual who performs
the action and the cultural resources
the individual uses to organize his or
her activities and interactions with
others. The understanding of classroom
discourse as mediated action makes it
necessary to explore issues of authority,

voice, culture, and relationships among
the participants (i.e., instructor and
students).

Classroom Authority

The concept of authority is a critical
concept to understand the communica-
tion between the instructor and students
in the college classroom. Based on We-
ber’s (1947) categorization of authority
structures, scholars have identified three
pathways for the construction of power
dynamics in the classroom (Pellegrino,
2010): traditional, legal/rational, and
charismatic authority.

Traditional authority relies on a top-
down structure where the teacher is the
highest authority and students operate
based on compliance and obedience.

Legal/rational authority relies on
expertise, which means that the group
allocates authority to the one who
demonstrates ability to dictate rules and
direction based on his or her experience
and knowledge. Rational behavior and
its adherence to rational values and es-
tablished rules make the leader a person
who is approved to use power because of
his or her specialized knowledge.

Finally, charismatic authority occurs
when the group decides to allocate au-
thority to a certain person based on the
personal attributes and sense of affilia-
tion that the group establishes for that
person. Despite the different authority
structures that classrooms can adopt,
studies show that college classrooms
tend to reproduce traditional structures
of authority where students expect to
obey the instructor and the instructor is
in charge of dictating how interactions
and conversations will take place as part
of the instructional agenda (Pellegrino,
2010).

Evidence also shows that the com-
mon practice of traditional authority
models in the classroom promote stu-
dents’ passivity and lack of critical en-
gagement (Cazden, 2001; Collins, 2009;
Hull et al., 1991; Pellegrino, 2010).

Dialogue as Resistance and Bridging

Because college classrooms can
become spaces for social reproduction
and passivity, educational theorists
identify the necessity to create classroom
discourse as a space for contestation
and political deliberation. Teachers and
students can develop civic skills, critical
thinking, and agency through their en-
gagement in an open classroom climate
where dialogue and mutual acknowledg-
ment are welcomed (Persson, 2015).
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Despite the valuable role that class-
rooms may occupy in the construction
of active citizenship, instructors and
students often overlook the classroom
as a space for civic formation. There-
fore instructors do not model or guide
political discussion and deliberation
consistently as part of the classroom
discourse. Instead, the typical IRE model
(teacher’s initiation, student’s response,
and teacher’s evaluation) continues to
occupy center stage (Cazden, 2001).

In contemporary classrooms, partici-
pants lack the ability to sustain interest
and effective dialogue techniques to
engage in taxing conversations in which
participants manifest different or even
opposing views (Kosnoski, 2005). Part of
students’ inability to engage in complex
conversations derives from the lack of
moral imagination, which involves the
possibility to expand one’s possibility
for empathy and interpretation (i.e.,
enlarged mentality) of the other person’s
position, story, and belief system (Ben-
habib, 1992).

In classrooms where political de-
liberation can take place, the role of
the deliberative instructor is crucial to
stimulating the conversation by positing
questions and guiding students to pre-
serve their autonomy at the same time
that they present and react to each oth-
er’s views in respectful and productive
ways (Kosnoski, 2005; Rocca, 2009).

Engagement in political delibera-
tion as part of the classroom dynamics
contributes to the civic and moral devel-
opment of the future citizens and their
opportunities for self-interpretation
(Benhabib, 1992; Persson, 2015). Howev-
er, the enactment of political deliberation
as part of the classroom dynamics is not
a simple practice because individuals
expose their personal narratives and
ideologies as they engage in dialogue
with others (Kosnoski, 2005).

Part of the difficulty for individuals
to engage in complex conversations de-
rives from the specific cultural practices
and understandings that guide the ways
in which members of each social group
decide to engage in communication (Dip-
pold, 2014). Each cultural group holds
specific cultural traditions or intimate
cultures that guide their forms of com-
munication and interaction (Levinson &
Holland, 1996).

The lack of understanding of the
cultural diversity that defines the
higher educational landscape in the
United States can make it challenging
to identify a common ground through
which intimate and deep conversations

are possible without causing defensive
reactions among parties involved.

In a context of heightened cultural
diversity, it becomes crucial that both in-
structors and students develop strategies
to overcome interactional trouble spots,
which refers to conflictive expressions,
language use errors, and interpretation
problems (Dippold, 2014). The ways in
which teachers and students conduct the
repair of interactional trouble spots can
open opportunities for deeper and more
meaningful conversations.

When conflict or difficulties are not
addressed adequately as part of the
classroom discourse, the situation can
lead faculty and students to see dia-
logue as a face-threatening experience
(Goffman, 1999), which can inhibit the
opportunities for active participation.
However, diversity of perspectives and
tensions in the conversation can lead to
active engagement because students and
the instructor are exploring boundaries
beyond their current state of knowledge.

Therefore, productive tensions can
be a source of learning and socialization
among different social groups (Dong,
2008). Despite the relevant place that
political deliberation and productive
tensions have in the higher education
classroom, studies show that instructors
are underprepared to lead discussions and
address sociocognitive conflicts as part of
the classroom discourse (Dong, 2008).

Safe Classrooms

In the contemporary social context,
there seems to be difficulty in under-
standing and welcoming conflict as
part of the higher education classroom
climate. Given the political and cultur-
al changes in the U.S., it has become
problematic to maintain classrooms as
safe spaces where political deliberation,
sociocognitive conflict, and a sense of
psychological safety can coexist. Recent
studies have analyzed whether the con-
struction of classrooms as safe spaces
hinders or encourages authentic learn-
ing and interaction (Holley & Steiner,
2005).

The notion of the classroom as a safe
space refers to an environment in which
students feel secure enough to take risks,
honestly express their views, and share
and explore their knowledge, attitudes,
and behaviors. Safety in this sense does
not refer to physical safety. Instead,
classroom safe space refers to protection
from psychological or emotional harm.
(Holley & Steiner, 2005, p. 50)

In this current debate, scholars
have warned of the difference between

being safe and being comfortable (Boos-
trom, 1998; Holman & Freed, 1987; Van
Soest, 1996). A certain level of discom-
fort and struggle is necessary to learn
and grow as individuals (Baxter-Ma-
golda, 2010; Coryell, 2013; Hodge, 2014;
Pizzolato, 2005).

Creating a safe classroom climate
is associated with participants’ abili-
ties to communicate in ways that are
productive and respectful. However, it
is uncertain whether teachers and stu-
dents truly possess effective preparation
to engage in dialogue with one another
in this culturally diverse context (Brown
& Levinson, 1999; Caldwell, 2005; Ca-
zden, 2001; Dong, 2008; Hull et al., 1991,
Levinson & Holland, 1996).

Study Methods

Our interpretive, constructivist re-
search approach used focus groups as the
primary source of data. Interpretative
research was appropriate for this study
because it allowed us to understand the
ways in which individuals make mean-
ing of the co-constructed social realities
they occupy (Crabtree & Miller, 1992;
Crabtree et al., 2014; Denzin & Lin-
coln, 2005; Marshall & Rossman, 1999;
Strauss & Corbin, 1998).

We were interested in understand-
ing instructors’ and students’ perspec-
tives about their participation in the
construction of the classroom discourse
and the meaning they attached to spe-
cific experiences in their roles as com-
municators and listeners. The subjective
experiences of students and instructors
in the construction of the classroom
discourse was our main source of data
(Gunzenhauser, 2013).

We explored the following subjec-
tive dimensions: self-perceptions as
communicators, awareness of their
participation in dialogue, perception
of the other as communicator, level
of interest and detachment toward
certain messages or topics, reaction
toward conflict as part of the process of
communication, access and use of pow-
er as part of the classroom discourse,
and emotional reactions linked to the
process of communication.

Three research questions guided
this study: (a) How do university facul-
ty and students engage in the construc-
tion of communicative relationships in
the classroom? (b) What challenges do
university faculty and students expe-
rience when they engage in communi-
cative relationships in the classroom?
and (¢) What type of communicative
strategies do university faculty and
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students identify as necessary to engage
in respectful classroom conversations?

Research Site and Sample

The study was conducted at Inspired
University (IU), located in a suburban
town in the Central Valley of California.
At the time of the study (2019), IU had
an undergraduate population of 8,888
and a graduate population of 1,115.
Demographically, 51.4% of students
identified as Hispanic or Latinx, 23.5%
as White, 9.5% as Asian, 2.3% as African
American, 0.4% as Native Indian, and
5.2% as two or more races; 3% identified
as nonresident, Alien and 8% as other. ITU
is a Hispanic-serving institution (HSI).

During the last 3 years, issues relat-
ed to racial tensions have persistently
emerged as part of the campus and class-
room climate. Students from minority
groups have repeatedly protested about
the presence of White supremacy acts on
campus. These types of incidents were
particularly sensitive for students who
identify as DACA/DREAMers, illegal
immigrants, and/or refugees.

Institutional responses that emerged
in response to such tensions included the
creation of a commission of diversity
and inclusion, among other initiatives.
This commission designed and secured
approval of a plan for diversity inclusion
with the academic senate in spring 2019.
It was in this sociopolitical and cultural
context that the study was conducted.

Data Collection and Analysis

We recruited faculty participants in
the teaching credential programs, the
liberal studies program, the doctoral
program in educational leadership, in ki-
nesiology, and in the master’s program in
education and counseling in the College
of Education, Kinesiology, and Social
Work exclusively. We were interested in
exploring the experiences of students
and professionals who are in charge of
educating future generations within
a culturally diverse and impoverished
region in California.

It was crucial for this study to as-
certain the pulse of the ways in which
educational leaders, practitioners, and
future instructors were participating
in the process of communication with
others in the classroom. We initially
contacted faculty who responded to our
invitation. Faculty who participated in
the study referred students from the
classes they taught.

We conducted five focus groups (Cre-
swell, 2014). We choose focus groups as

our data collection technique because
they allowed us to observe the ways in
which participants engaged in conver-
sations as members of a group (Colucci,
2007). Participation in focus groups
allows participants to build meaning of
their experiences subjectively and inter-
subjectively as they hear the experiences
of other people in the group (Freeman,
2013). Additionally, we wanted partic-
ipants to compare and contrast their
experiences with others’ as participants
in classroom discourse.

We conducted one focus group with
faculty, two with graduate students,
and two with undergraduate students.
The focus group protocol included topics
such as classroom conflicts, authority
and conflict, difficult topics of discussion,
emotional reactions, and communication
strategies. Focus group sessions lasted
90-120 minutes.

Data were analyzed using ATLAS.ti.
The research team created and discussed
a coding book, which contained 66 codes
grouped into six family codes. Through
contrasts and comparisons, different
categories of analysis emerged, which
were later integrated to identify themes.
In the process of integration, we built
a concept map that helped us identify
themes and determine conceptual rela-
tionships and hierarchies.

Findings

Two broad themes emerged from
our data analysis: (a) the avoidance of
conflict by creating silence and (b) the
engagement of productive discomfort by
creating trust. We identified specific con-
ditions that were characterized by each
of these two communicative dispositions.

Our findings suggest that avoidance
of conflict included a tendency to simpli-
fy learning experiences and dehumanize
classroom interactions. Engagement
of productive discomfort required the
development of intimacy and trust to
engage in complex conversations.

Instances of Avoiding Discomfort

Faculty members described in-
stances in which it was easier to avoid
controversial conversations in class than
to engage them. In particular, political
polarization of discourse was seen as
contributing to faculty efforts to avoid
discomfort. One veteran professor ac-
knowledged, “It’s become harder to deal
with controversial issues in our society,
[the common reaction is] let’s not have
a discussion about this or this. It’s like,
you're wrong and I’'m right.”

Professors viewed this obstacle as a
significant block for critical intellectual
discussions. Students interpreted such
avoidance by professors as attempts not
to lose their jobs. One undergraduate
noted, “[If I were the professor] I would
probably avoid [controversial topics] too
just because I don’t want to say some-
thing or let something happen that could
cost me my job at the end of the day.”

Students acknowledged that they
avoided discomfort in instances in which
their peers could judge them. One un-
dergraduate student noted that when
it came to discussing “taboo” subjects,
“it’s bad to share what you think, be-
cause then you’re going to be judged.”
This sentiment seemed to have similar
support by some faculty.

One newer faculty participant noted
that when it came to certain topics, “I
would see the lights just turn off where—
and then you have that blank face.” The
faculty explained that students were
engaged before and after class, but when
it came to certain controversial topics,
students “would just turn it off.” The
perception of this faculty member seemed
to have been supported by an undergrad-
uate student who noted, “I feel like a lot of
the youth is turned off by politics because
it might create controversy.”

Participants also avoided discomfort
by disengaging from the class when they
perceived course content as too hard or
too different from their personal knowl-
edge base. One student admitted in one
such class, “they probably think I'm
shy, because I come in with my practice
stuff, and don’t say anything. But other
classes, everyone knows me, and I talk
all the time.” Another student explained
how this avoidance could be taken to an
extreme. After describing a professor who
utilized humiliation routinely in the class,
she considered avoiding this discomfort
by “dropping out of the program.”

Conditions Leading
to the Avoidance of Discomfort

Participants in this study mentioned
their reluctance to engage in forms of
communication that caused them to feel
uncomfortable in the classroom. The
conditions that created silent responses
among participants were linked to the
ways in which relationships were social-
ly, culturally, and politically constructed
within the classroom. These conditions
included the following: (a) reductionist
interpretations, (b) the lack of ownership
of the space, and (c) the lack of trust and
a collective consciousness.
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Mutual reductionist interpretations.
One of the factors that made it difficult
for faculty and students to communicate
effectively in the classroom was the re-
ductionist perspectives they held about
one another. Both students and teachers
felt that they perceived each other in
limiting ways and that they were not
viewed as fully human.

Participants explained that they
wanted each other to understand that
they were not perfect and yet they had
important virtues to offer to the world.
In certain circumstances, participants
chose to be silent because they felt they
were misinterpreted as individuals or
because they did not want their audience
to create and perpetuate reductionist
perspectives about them. Some partici-
pants explained the ways in which peo-
ple’s reductionist understandings about
race or religion would cause them to feel
uncomfortable and silenced during the
class dynamic:

I had one class, they were asking
about certain faith, like, religious
faith, and I wanted to just say stuff,
but then I could hear other people’s—
you know, imposing into their faith.
I wanted to defend my faith, but at
the same time, I just didn’t want to
be put in that position . . . to be at-
tacked, at school especially, having to
defend myself. Especially because my
faith is probably—it was more—like,
I was probably the only one there
that had that faith . .. I was worried
I was going to get pointed out and
highlighted.

In this narrative, this undergraduate
female student emphasized the ways in
which her peers did not care to find out
more about who she was as a member
of her religious faith; she explained
that peers would judge her by the label
that her religious faith meant to the
collective. She chose to be silent to avoid
being misinterpreted based merely on
her religious title.

Among students, the construction
of reductionist perspectives about them
was not restricted to the perception of
their social attributes but also included
their abilities as learners. They em-
phasized that some teachers tended to
assume that they were lazy students,
that they did not care to learn, or that
they did not have the ability to learn.
One of the male undergraduate students
emphasized that the abrasive communi-
cation of his instructor reflected the poor
perception this instructor had about him
as a student:

Some professors, the way they com-
municate it [is hard]. Some just say
straight up, “No.” Like, “That’s not
the right answer.” But professors
that tend to say, “No”—and this is
why—where they kind of break it
down to you where—and it helps you
gain an understanding of why you
were wrong, then it’s—you’re more
inclined because you feel like, “Okay.
This is a learning environment.” But
if they just communicate, “Okay. No.”
And they don’t tell you why, you just
feel let down like, “Oh. I'm stupid.”

Participants emphasized that their
communicative engagement was linked
to the perceptions other people con-
structed about them. This student
reasoned that an instructor who has a
rich understanding of him as a learner
would care to engage in a more substan-
tial and meaningful form of communi-
cation. If the student feels that he is
being perceived as a smart learner and
valuable person, the student will also
be willing to engage in communication
with the instructor.

A graduate female student, who
works as a teacher, summarized what
she viewed as part of a tendency in the
ways that students and teachers interact
and communicate in higher education.
She emphasized that people tend to
judge others based on their limited per-
ception and understanding of who the
other person is without taking time to
learn about them:

We're all coming from our different
experiences and we assume a lot of
things about other people without
really hearing them and trying to un-
derstand what they’re saying. Many
times, when someone is talking, you
are already thinking about what you
want to say or arguing your point.
So, I think it is important teaching
students how to listen, how to be
good listeners, how to ask questions. I
always tell my students, just because
you have a thought in your head does
not mean that that is the truth. We
have these thoughts and sometimes
they come from nowhere and that
is not necessarily what the truth is.
So, you need to ask for clarification,
you need to figure out what the truth
is instead of just assuming. Or you
might perceive this person as being
a certain way, but do you really know
that person? Have you really listened
to them? Did you ask for clarification
on what they were saying? So, it’s a
lot of, I think, listening skills that
are lacking.

In addition to this participant, most
of the other participants agreed that
nowadays, people at school tend to de-
velop more superficial or shallow under-
standings of the people with whom they
interact. They operate based on labels
and stereotypes more than an accurate
understanding of the person. Participants
attributed this situation to the individu-
alistic culture they experience as part of
their lives or the lack of time to invest
in truly knowing and understanding the
particulars of other people’s life journeys.

Students were not the only ones
suffering the oversimplification of their
selves or attributes. Faculty also talked
about how they felt that students sim-
plify and judge their lives and beings
based on ongoing stereotypes in society.
A female faculty in a teacher education
program emphasized her discomfort
about being perceived exclusively as a
White privileged woman:

I was a K12 teacher, we would go
through Ruby Payne workshops
and everything. And I think being
a White woman I felt like there’s a
target on me. I mean, at least I've
got the woman aspect going for me
so I'm at least a little bit oppressed.
You can say, I don’t know what it’s
like to be a little Black boy. However,
little Black boys do not know what
it’s like to be a 53-year-old White
woman either. None of us can be in
anybody else’s shoes. So those are
the kind of things that make me feel
uncomfortable, when I feel like they
are being unfair thinking that I'm
this big racist because I'm a White
chick when I haven’t said anything or
done anything to make me that way.

A male faculty member in a program
in kinesiology supported a similar per-
spective:

You look at me and you see a White
male. But I didn’t grow up with priv-
ilege. I'm first generation. Grew up
very poor, Alabama person. And when
we do things like privilege walks or
different things to kind of see where
we all start, 'm usually in the back,
as well. So, we can’t prejudge. You
know, and those sorts of things kind of
help people understand even the way
we communicate or how we interpret
where somebody’s coming from.

This faculty member emphasized that it
was crucial to help students avoid mak-
ing reductionist perspectives about other
people; he talked about his efforts to help
students develop a critical self-reflection
about how they see others:
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What I get my students to stop doing
is to stop seeing the person for their
point of view but to understand the
reasoning behind their point of view.
And so if we get past these layers, I
don’t see you as a White male who
teaches here. I see you for, why do you
think that? Why do you believe this?
You know, get to that root. What we
a lot of times find out is people don’t
really understand why they think and
feel the way they do anyway ... I love
getting through the layers of who the
true person is and where they’re com-
ing from and why they are that way.

Both instructors and students expe-
rienced a sense of discomfort in their
communication and interaction every
time they discerned an audience that
perceived and assessed them inaccu-
rately or in simplistic ways. Participants
wanted to be seen as individuals with
deeper layers and more complex life
stories. They did not want to be reduced
to labels or stereotypes in their process
of interaction with others.

Lack of ownership over the space.
Both faculty and students noted that
the lack of clear authority in the room
made them hesitant about being part of
serious conversations. If there was not
clarity about the rules of interaction and
who was in charge of the situation, it
became very challenging for participants
to engage in difficult conversations ac-
tively. Without clear sources of authority,
the purpose and style of communication
became areas of contestation where the
strongest argument could win. Students
emphasized that for them, it was import-
ant to perceive that instructors were in
charge of the situation and that they
could moderate difficult conversations:

I've had professors that are like, oh,
I don’t know what to do and that’s
when I'm like—that’s when I look to
the professor, like this is your room,
manage your room.

Another female graduate student em-
phasized her lack of comfort when the
instructor blurred lines of authority and
was not able to moderate the discussion:

So, when we were taking a class,
maybe like a political science class,
depending on how the teacher han-
dled discussions, discussions would
get—just be all over the place. One
person screaming at another person
who’s screaming back at the other
person and it’s just uncomfortable.

A male undergraduate student from
kinesiology emphasized the ineffective

ways in which faculty distribute the
authority space between them and stu-
dents. He noted that faculty occupied the
floor in the conversation and students
had very limited time to express their
ideas or concerns. Without the proper
space to express their voices, students
felt that their authority as members of
the learning and negotiation process
was restricted:

I went to a meeting coordinated by
faculty and it had to do with ath-
letes . . . but the way that I saw the
faculty run the meeting, like, I've
seen my own fraternity run better
meetings than they have. It was so
disorganized and they’re like, “Okay.
The students are going to get a time
to talk.” And let’s say it’s a 2-hour
meeting. They’re talking about the
same damn thing the whole time. So,
when it gets down to like 1:50, you
barely have any time that you want
to talk. So, you're not even able to
get out what you want . . . And then
they’re like, “Oh, we’ll table it for the
next meeting.” And it’s like, “Dude.
Come on. I took my time out of the
day to come here and to come sit and
listen to you guys for an hour plus
and I'm not even getting in what I've
got to say.”

Since faculty held a positional authority,
they did not care to share the authority
with students in a respectful way, valu-
ing their time and participation. One
professor from a social work program
emphasized the difficulties they expe-
rience as faculty in questioning and
redefining their authority role:

The struggle for me, always is, espe-
cially in the classroom, which I con-
sider to be one of the most oppressive
environments in the world, to be able
to decenter myself and to undo the
privilege I walk around with—I'm a
White guy in this culture and I walk
around with huge amounts of weap-
ons of privilege, right? I struggle very
hard to not have those played in the
classroom and to develop relation-
ships so students can call me out on
it when it happens. So, for me, it’s
that struggle to undo the colonizing
that I've gone through to be a man in
this culture.

Both faculty and students struggled to
find the “right ways” to both express
their voice and be respected by the other
participants in the classroom. How to
enact their ownership of the classroom
was not always clear among faculty and
students. The more confusing the lines

and structures of authority were, the
more challenging it was for people to
engage in communication actively.

Lack of collective consciousness.
Participants described situations in
which the lack of understanding of group
cohesion or a common goal hindered the
possibilities to engage in effective con-
versations. One student described how
they were forced to take chemistry as
part of their general education but never
felt connected to the content or that they
belonged in the class. In describing this
situation, the student said, “I sit by my-
self, never raise my hand, I don’t think
anyone’s ever heard my voice before.”

Students expressed frustration about
being in contexts where they did not seem
to have similar goals as the professors.
One student discussed how faculty often
assumed he was taking a class because he
had an interest or passion for the subject
matter. He noted that faculty “expect you
to almost be on their level of certainty [in]
what the subject’s about.”

In such instances, the student
wanted to tell the professor, “I'm in here
because I kind of have to be.” In this, the
student was identifying a mismatch in
the purpose and goals for being in the
class. Participants shared how this lack of
a communal goal or collective conscious-
ness influenced most aspects of how they
approached, behaved in, and learned in a
particular classroom context.

Instances of Productive Discomfort

Participants from the study recount-
ed numerous instances within which they
and others sought productive discomfort.
Faculty described utilizing uncomfortable
topics to practice skills necessary to learn
complex areas of study. In such instances,
discomfort was viewed as an expected
aspect of the classroom experience on the
path toward learning.

One faculty described building
communication skills through the use
of preliminarily “weird topics” under the
assumption that if they could “learn to
communicate in this manner, talking
about this weird subject matter, we can
do it with anything else.”

Similarly, faculty explained to stu-
dents that discomfort is expected when
they are learning snd making mistakes,
“that’s why they are here.” One graduate
student highlighted how conflict in the
classroom was discomforting, but “it’s
through conflict that progress is made.”
Such instances highlight that discomfort
was utilized as a tool toward building
initial skills and proficiency.
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Students and faculty preferred to
engage in productive discomfort vis-a-vis
smaller group sizes. Students discussed
small-group work as a great scaffold for
testing ideas before sharing possibly
embarrassing information or perspec-
tives “out loud to everyone.” Faculty and
students praised one-on-one communi-
cation because “there’s less pressure”
and one-on-one communication often
indicates a high level of trust.

In these instances, we saw that
smaller group sizes proved meaningful
in preparing students and teachers to
interact with discomfort. Instances in
which participants sought discomfort
were also repeatedly connected with
building relationships. Students dis-
cussed how the more they knew their
peers and professor, the more likely they
were to share their thoughts. Students
described how they actively sought out
professors who were “authentic” or “the
ones that actually are themselves.”

Faculty reinforced this sentiment,
describing well-calculated humor and
even profanity as tools to build trust
and humanize themselves in front of stu-
dents. In these instances, we saw active
engagement on the parts of participants,
who were taking a risk in building re-
lationships or behaviors with the hope
that such efforts would benefit them in
the end.

Conditions Leading to Seeking
Productive Discomfort

Although students and faculty
acknowledged the challenges and com-
plexities to engage in meaningful,
complex conversations as part of their
learning experiences, they also agreed on
conditions that could help them engage
in dialogue. Participants realized that
engaging in meaningful conversations
would not always be comfortable; they
noted the importance of accepting and
embracing certain levels of discomfort
that would help them engage in deeper
conversations.

Participants identified three critical
conditions that inspired them to engage
in complex conversations despite the
discomfort this involved: (a) building
trust and intimacy, (b) sharing owner-
ship of the classroom authority, and (c)
developing a collective consciousness.

Building Trust and Intimacy. Trust
and intimacy were deemed important
conditions for participants to be willing
to engage in productive discomfort. Par-
ticipants identified three practices that
helped them trust others and connect

with them at a more intimate level:
displays of authenticity; disclosure of
personal ideology; and work in small,
intimate groups.

Several students acknowledged that
instructors who were willing to disclose
personal attributes and trajectories were
easier to identify with. Professors who
exhibited a “genuine,” “authentic,” “raw
and real” side of themselves as individ-
uals were highly appreciated; students
felt they were able to connect with their
instructors more effectively when those
instructors cared to explain who they
were beyond their professional role. One
graduate student said:

I've had professors say, “Some things
I might say might offend you, but this
is who I am.” And, not said in a rude
way, but more so just like to make
jokes or super—I don’t want to use
the word intimate, but—personable
with the class. So, it feels like—Dbe-
cause they’re acting that way towards
the class, you feel comfortable enough
to be the same towards the professor.

Students valued when their instruc-
tors took the time to demystify their
professorship role and present a more
mundane version of themselves. This
lack of intimidation felt by students,
with regard to this type of professor, was
an important condition that prepared
them to grapple with discomforting ma-
terial. Another graduate student built on
this idea, saying:

I think it’s always good, like the
hot topics that we were kind of
discussing. I think it’s really nice
when professors are able to share
their own experiences or their ideas
about what’s going on.

Faculty participants supported the
students’ perspective; they noted that
showing a personal side of themselves
(i.e., vulnerability) was an important
condition to develop a sense of trust in
the classroom:

[In our conversations, it’s important]
being vulnerable. Being relatable.
And there’s a trust build too. I think
they know that I'm not going to do
something to break that trust. And
I've heard often that this is the first
time I've actually come and talked
to a professor or asked questions
or—and so as—that’s sad to me, but
at the same time, that’s—I think that
answers the question is that there’s
a—they feel a trust . .. I am able to
relate to students who are shy in class
who aren’t talking because when they

come in and say, “Listen, I've heard
you encouraging on my papers or in
conversations and I want to do this
too. I just don’t know how to do it
yet.” 'm able to tell them, “You and
I are a team, when I'm in Academic
Senate, I'm going through the same
things that you're going through.
And so why don’t we work together
on this? You try to do once a class, I'll
try to do once a senate.” And there’s
also that—there’s that “we” involved
also. I think that’s helpful.

Although students and the majority of
faculty emphasized the value of interact-
ing with one another at a more personal
level, some faculty took a nuanced ap-
proach to this sense of authenticity. One
faculty member cautioned, “It’s really
important for the teacher to stay unbi-
ased, because I feel like as soon as the
teacher goes one side or the other then
you kind of—if you’re the opposite, you
might not want to participate.” So, while
students’ interpretations of authenticity
were rooted in professors appearing real,
some faculty recognized the negative
influence the sharing of their opinions
may have on students. For some faculty,
it was not always easy to discern the lev-
el of authenticity or personal disclosure
that was necessary to share.

In addition to displays of authen-
ticity, participants noted that it was
important to disclose their personal
ideologies even if that meant exposing
different ideological positions in the
classroom. Participants emphasized that
the diversity of opinions was welcomed
and could be nurtured as part of the
classroom dynamics. An undergraduate
student noted the importance of being
aware of the diversity of opinions as part
of classroom life:

You can’t expect everyone to agree
with you and it’s never—there’s nev-
er—not even in race. Even like on a
lesser subject, not everyone’s going
to agree with you and that’s fine but
it’s just like, you have to be able to be
comfortable with the way you feel and
express your opinions out.

Students valued knowing that their in-
structors welcomed diverse viewpoints.
A professor from kinesiology emphasized
the importance of helping students not
only to value the diversity of opinions or
ideologies but also to search for deeper
layers of understanding in the attributes
of their peers: “I need the students to
learn that it’s not that your point or
their point is right. It is that you have
a point. Understand why you have that
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point of view, and let’s communicate
that together.” Another faculty member
from the liberal studies program noted
his contentment with the possibility to
have opinions that differed from those
of his students without causing trouble
for any of them:

I'm with a student right now who
we both told each other we disagree
with viewpoints. But, he’s so happy
because—and I am just happy again
in class because he said, “This is the
first time I was able to come into a
class and know that my grade is not
going to be affected and be able to
share my opinion knowing that we’re
just having a dialogue.”

Faculty were very vocal about the impor-
tance of helping students own an ideo-
logical stance. They wanted students to
be able to own their ideas and to express
them and contribute to the construction
of classroom dynamics:

I don’t believe the classroom is a
neutral space . . . Open discussion of
different points of view have to be what
we do in my classroom . . . Your view
in the world is just as important as my
view. We have an obligation to each
other to share our views around very
difficult issues. The traditional difficult
issues around race and sex and all the
way through political issues almost
never are talked about because there
is an assumption of neutrality and the
classroom is not a neutral space . .. We
have to talk about this, and my opinion
isn’t the truth.

For faculty members, it was crucial to
create awareness among students about
the complexity of diverse ideological
positions within the classroom. Faculty
wanted students to be able not only to
articulate their viewpoints and ideo-
logical roots but also to entertain the
value of other people’s perspectives and
ideological constructions.

Finally, the construction of trust
and intimacy was connected with work-
ing within smaller group sizes. When
prompted about how to increase positive
communication in the college, an under-
graduate stated, “I would tell the dean
that in smaller classes we as students
feel more comfortable to talk more.” This
sentiment was related similarly by a
graduate student, who said, “In our pro-
gram, we talk a lot about confidentiality
and confidence. So especially with the
field group, because it is a smaller group
and we have that rapport with each
other.” Smaller group sizes were seen

as low-stakes practice spaces in which
ideas could be tested and vetted before
sharing in front of the whole class. Large
groups were described as daunting and
dangerous spaces where the feeling was
“I don’t want to be judged.” However, one-
on-one conversations with professors or
smaller groups were spoken of fondly as
safe areas, where more ideas could be
more openly shared.

Building Collective Consciousness.
Participants noted that to engage in
productive discomfort, it was important
to know that the group cared about the
existence and well-being of all the mem-
bers. Participants noted that caring for
each other leads to increased comfort
levels among students and promotes a
sense of “we-ness” among its members.
This in turn creates a powerful bond that
nurtures a belief that “risk-taking is part
of academic life and intellectual growth,
and participatory inquiry is at the center
of challenging pedagogy” (Gayle et al.,
2013, p. 1).

One of the faculty members in so-
cial work emphasized the importance
of creating a learning community that
helped students see the value of the di-
verse composition of the group and the
interconnectedness of each other:

So, for me, the difficulty is making
sure that I—the classroom, the col-
lective that becomes the learning
collective in the classroom, sees me
as a participant in it. I have to de-
construct that all the time and do
the disclaimers. Open discussion of
different points of view have to be
what we do in my classroom.

One of the undergraduate students in ki-
nesiology provided a very representative
example of the importance of developing
a collective consciousness as part of the
construction of the social dynamics of
the group:

I think the communication amongst
your peers in the classroom is like,
“We’re all in this together. You know,
let’s all succeed as a unit—as more
of a common”—I mean, I play team
sports. So, it’s more of like a team.
Like, everybody brings something
different to the table. Like, not every-
body’s going to be Michael Jordan,
obviously. But if we all contribute
and we can all achieve high grades
together—because I don’t like indi-
vidualistic—just grab a book and
read it. No. I'm not that type of learn-
er. I need to be with other people
because—Ilike, kind of to reiterate,
people—other people might bring up

different topics or somebody may be
able to teach it differently. That way,
I learn better.

Students acknowledged that it was
important to develop a collective ori-
entation not only to engage in effective
learning but also to sustain an adequate
emotional balance among the members
of the group. For students, the creation
of a balanced emotional state within
the collectivity could be strengthened
when the instructor helped the group
to be aware of how the classroom dy-
namics could unfold and with what
consequences:

I think, in a classroom setting, the
professor can really determine how
people feel about it, [the instructor
can note], “Look, we’re going to be
talking about racial issues and it’s
fine. Don’t freak out. Be honest.” And
then, I think that would go a long way
because a lot of people do freak out.
And if you're going to say like, “Racist
things might be said or racial issues
will be brought up,” I think it kind of
helps take away that stigma because
people were kind of prepared. You
know, they are like, “Okay. We're just
in a classroom setting. Not everybody
really believes these but we’re going
to bring them to attention because
they exist.”

Students valued the instructor’s efforts
to keep the group prepared to experience
the emotional distress associated with
the occurrence of difficult conversations.
Participants understood that sharing
a caring, collective orientation made
it possible to endure challenging situ-
ations, which ultimately could lead to
collective growth.

Shared Ownership of the Classroom
Space. Participants in this study empha-
sized that having a clear understand-
ing of the authority structure in the
classroom was crucial for engaging in
meaningful conversations. Students did
not appreciate traditional structures of
authority in which faculty had absolute
power and students were expected to be
compliant.

For students, it was important to feel
included and valued as participants of
the learning community. They enjoyed
having instructors who had a clear
understanding of their authority as a
leader and at the same time could value
their students’ voices. A male undergrad-
uate student emphasized this point in
the following way:
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[If T were the professor in charge], I
wouldn’t talk about a very sensitive
topic on the first day of class. You
develop a rapport with your students,
right? So, I mean, if you do a good job
of having that open forum as a class-
room, I think that talk’s a lot easier,
you know? And when you establish,
“I'm the professor. 'm the leader. And
I respect you. You respect me, and
we all respect each other.” In that
scenario’s much less likely that ten-
sion or conflicts happen. So, I think
it’s based on how you start and carry
yourself through your classroom can
help reduce that. I mean, it still might
happen, but I think the odds are way
less likely.

Another male student emphasized the
importance of having faculty who can
explicitly communicate that they care
and that they value the voices of their
students. For undergraduate students in
this study, respect was not based on po-
sitional authority but in the instructor’s
ability to validate them as humans with
emotions, as learners, and as individuals
with valuable experiences. As described
by participants, effective communication
could be more likely to emerge in a space
where participants shared power:

I feel like a lot of professors feel like
they got to act a certain way to com-
mand the room, but they don’t realize
the importance of being friendly and
being open . . . Somebody who acts
sort of strict or sort of disciplinarian
or—I don’t know—just throws you
out, doesn’t really put in the extra
effort—I wouldn’t even say extra
effort. Just act human. Like, don’t
act like a robot. Don’t act like we’re
lesser than you because you have a
doctorate. We respect that, but notice
that we're also putting the work to do.

Another student supported the idea that
instructors can facilitate healthier forms
of communication when they are willing
to share their power and show respect
for students as well:

One of the things I think professors
can do as another good form of com-
munication is just talking to you
about things that aren’t class related.
Like, how he was saying, “What’s
a good place to eat?” You know, I've
seen professors outside class and
they’ll just walk by me instead of
just like a, “Hey. How’s your day?”
Or just a,“Hey.” You know? That way,
I'm a—like, back to—mnot to that I'm
a person thing, but he acknowledges
me as almost an equal—even though,

obviously, we're not on a certain level.
But it’s still respect, you know?

For students, it was important to build
an authority structure based on the
mutual acknowledgment of participants
as humans who share vulnerability and
personal lives beyond the classroom.

A male faculty member in a teach-
er education program emphasized his
desire to help students gain ownership
of the classroom space and the teaching
and learning process. He described the
ways in which he encouraged students
to use their voices and authority in the
classroom:

I consider myself by nature to be an
introvert . . . I try to model what I
think would be good instructional
methodologies. And so, for me, a good
instructional methodology is not for
me to be the center of the commu-
nication, but I have a lot of group
communication and them working
in groups. In fact, one of the things
that I try to do with my class from
day one is “When you’re talking, don’t
address me. Address your colleagues.
Don’t face me. Make sure your voice
is projecting so everybody in the class
can hear you.” And one of the things
that I try to do, as the semester
progresses, is I actually like to get to
the point where I can sit down, and
they can carry on a conversation.
The whole class. And it’s like if I'm
not even there, because now they’re
sharing ideas back and forth.

In a similar way, a male professor from
kinesiology emphasized the importance
of acknowledging students’ voices
through different ways. He acknowl-
edged that some students struggle to
engage in large-group conversations
openly; however, they still want access
to open spaces for expression and power
for those individuals who are shy:

Doing surveys or allowing them to
still have a voice at the end of class
has always helped. So then even if
they’re not vocal or they were of-
fended or they had found something
a little sensitive, they’ve learned to
share that with me. And then I get
that so that when the next class I
have, I know now to maybe address it
head on or to talk about it . . . That’s
helped take a little of the sting out
of some topics. That everybody still
gets to share and communicate in
their own way, because they may be
better writers and they may be able
to express themselves that way and
feel more confident and increase sort

of efficacy and their ability to do that,
rather than vocally.

Both faculty and students mentioned
that the possibility to engage in deeper
or sensitive conversations required a
sense of shared power in the classroom.
Participants wanted to feel that they
owned the space and that they could use
their voices to express their perspectives
and their humanity openly.

Discussion

This study explored the ways in
which students and instructors at an
HSI with a teaching orientation collab-
orated in the construction of commu-
nicative interactions in the classroom.
Our focus on issues of communication
in the higher education context was
particularly relevant to explore given
the contemporary racial tensions and
exacerbated sensibility to address social
issues like politics, American ideology,
gender inequality, and immigration.

We analyzed the voices of instructors
and students to understand how they
perceived themselves as communicators
and what the perceptions of the others
in the classroom communication are.
This study expands existing scholarship
about the construction of classroom dis-
course in higher education by explaining
the ways in which individual and collec-
tive subjectivities intersect to offer both
opportunities and constraints in the
delivery and reception of messages.

Central to our process of analysis
was to explore how participants’ voices
could help us understand what safe spac-
es mean in the higher education system
and whether the creation of safe spaces
is conducive to learning, individual and
collective growth, and civic engagement.

Our findings suggest that partici-
pants move between two communica-
tive modalities or dispositions: (a) the
avoidance of conflict by creating silence
and (b) the engagement of productive
discomfort by creating trust. Silence was
constructed as a form of self-preservation
and self-censoring that participants
used when the sociocultural context of
the classroom was perceived or experi-
enced as threatening or dehumanizing.
Engagement in productive discomfort
involved participants’ willingness to
take risks in difficult conversations that
they deemed as valuable to advance as
individuals and a collectivity.

Three sociocultural conditions
were conducive to silence: reductionist
interpretation of the other person, the
lack of a collective consciousness, and
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a lack of ownership over the classroom
space. Participants’ engagement in
difficult conversations stemmed from
sociocultural conditions that reinforced
a humanistic construction of classroom
dynamics: the development of trust and
intimacy, the construction of a collective
consciousness, and the ownership of the
classroom as an authority space.

This study confirms that higher
education classrooms are sites for not
only academic learning but also the
re-creation of sociocultural dynamics
where instructors and students bring
their experiences and personal stories
to interact with others (Atkinson et al.,
2009; Levinson & Holland, 1996). Our
findings show that the construction
of safe spaces does not mean avoiding
difficult conversations.

Among participants, engagement in
difficult conversations was important to
achieve, and the construction of safety
was connected with their ability to share
power and to develop a rich awareness
about who the other person is and who
they are together as a collectivity. Par-
ticipants saw the value of engaging in
productive tensions (Dong, 2008). The
construction of the classroom as a safe
place was described as something to
accomplish collectively, when students
and instructors engage in moral imagi-
nation, which involves empathy and an
interpretative capacity to view the other
person as fully human, with a position-
ality, story, and belief system (Benhabib,
1992). Moral imagination includes the
individual’s disposition to stop seeing
the other person superficially, from a
reductionist perspective.

Participants agreed that the con-
struction of the classroom as a safe
place was a collective project toward
the humanization of social interactions;
however, they emphasized that the in-
structor played a critical role in moder-
ating difficult conversations and helping
students achieve moral imagination.

Similar to what other studies have
suggested (Kosnoski, 2005; Rocca,
2009), our participants wanted their
teachers to become deliberative instruc-
tors who could guarantee opportunities
for fair access and participation in the
authority structure of the classroom
among all participants. The classroom
became an unsafe space when the
group, as a collectivity, moved toward
experiences of dehumanization, which
involved participants holding reduc-
tionist perspectives about one another
and abusing their power in their inter-
actions.

This study suggests that authen-
tic opportunities for substantial and
challenging conversations rely on
the construction of more humanistic
forms of interaction with one another.
Participants emphasized that creating
intimacy and trust, signs of a movement
toward humanization, in the classroom
is a process that takes time and work, in
small groups. We must ask whether the
current format of the higher education
classroom, which encourages massive
classes, is authentically conducive to
humanization and the construction of
safety.

In alignment with our participants,
we support the idea of moving beyond
the construction of safe spaces to develop
brave spaces (Palfrey, 2017; Rudnitsky
et al., 2017); this resignification of com-
municative practices in higher education
classrooms aims to emphasize the value
and benefit of engaging in productive
discomfort as a way to expand sociocul-
tural awareness, cognitive development,
and group productivity.
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