


I am standing in the hall with a young student for whom I’ve grown to care a great deal, whose trust I have finally won. She is weeping with such quiet force that her eyes seem to glow neon, an effect also of pharmacology. She’s not ready to return to the Stupid Pointless Workshop, because it is asking that she express what in her autobiography has rooted her, has sustained or nourished her. There is nothing, she says, nothing at all in her 22 interminably weary years of trauma and isolation that could fit this bill.


This, certainly, is a truth. When I first met this student, she was sleeping on the street and still somehow managing to attend my class. In that moment, though, I gently offered a few additional truths: she lived. Through things that would kill plenty of people. She has a place and a cat now. She is resilient, I say; that’s true. She asks what good is a place and a cat when you can’t enjoy – or even feel – anything at all? Yeah, no good, that’s true, I admit… And besides, she says, everyone else in there has it all together; they’re all fine. 


W-wait a second, no, I say: that’s not true. Not a chance. They’re just older so their survival mechanisms are harder, more polished. Believe me. That much I know. 





That brief and true story represents quite faithfully how I spend my days. I have the unbelievably good fortune of working in a progressive access education program at George Brown College in Toronto, Canada. Academic Upgrading offers a variety of courses that prepare students for post-secondary studies and are credentialized as grade 12 equivalency to meet entrance requirements. But often, just as much as helping students hone their academic skills, we provide a context for people to develop institutional literacies: tolerating routine, organizing thoughts and binders and schedules, staying in the room when anxious or overwhelmed or furious, communicating with other students and faculty: these “soft skills” are needed by many who have encountered barriers to education, often connected to struggles with mental health and addictions, with violence, with poverty. Few students tell simple or happy stories, and for some, our program is the first or best experience of a supportive community they have ever had.   


In this context, I also have the good fortune of being afforded the respect and freedom to create innovative curriculum with the support of a high-functioning team. Thus over the last year, I developed, piloted and began continuous delivery of a course called Personal and Professional Exploration (PPE). The course deals with the usual suspects of a soft skills course: time management, study skills, group processes, self-advocacy, etc. But it tries to adopt a radically respectful approach and to avoid clichéd and oft-covered ground. After all, what I need to help me act on my intention to get to the gym is perhaps not another workshop on prioritizing; like most adults, I am intellectually aware of what needs doing. The question is, why do I continue to get in my own way so consistently? Why do I not seem to believe that I deserve a life of my best authorship? 


Thus the course deals with depression and anxiety, distorted judgments and old patterns, as we engage in autobiographical reflection, building confidence and wellbeing – and these themes are very explicitly tied to the soft skills – so people really see how dealing with the roots of problems opens up possibilities for new ways of approaching their lives as projects they are in charge of rather than as ordeals to survive. Inner work with outer results, if you will. And the gains flow in both directions: the tangible, more measureable skills targeted by the course’s “learning outcomes” must be mastered in order to build a dignified life with intention. Progress made with these skills (like finding language to articulate one’s strengths on a resume) is in turn leveraged to help correct longer-term miscalculations (like finally internalizing the fact that one has strengths). 


We’ve seen six cohorts through this 70-hour course so far, to truly rave reviews. Many who’ve taken it say it should be mandatory; most have reported it as a turning point in their lives. So it’s worth wondering: what’s happening in that room? 


I would submit that the benefits of the whole experience turn on the course’s organizing principle, which is love, a belief in its transformative capacities and a conviction that becoming fully mature has primarily to do with learning how to love and be loved. The essential soft skills dealt with at the curriculum’s core are those of the interhuman arts: reciprocity, active listening, empathy, boundaries, self-advocacy and nonviolent self-expression. 


In naming love, I am speaking of something more fundamental than “tone”, or being an empathetic, approachable professor; I am identifying what animates all my decisions in development, delivery and assessment. Nor is this the soft-focus love associated with comfort or affection (though both of those things do happen by accident in my class sometimes); it is the fierce love associated with an uncompromising hunger for justice. But in thinking through how that love manifests, I have crashed up against a conundrum that has to do with our conference’s theme of Truth. 


In the field of anti-oppressive adult education, dominant discourses in epistemology rightly remain rooted in the traditions of critical pedagogy. These position students as producers of knowledge and sources of truth, especially those of their lived experiences. I’m committed to maintaining the post-structural posture underwriting this epistemology, and to demonstrating that I respect the experience, wisdom and power of my fellow adults. This commitment is operationalized in the classroom through sustained questioning of the authority of the teacher/expert and through resisting any canon/top-down curriculum as objective truth, affirming instead the many subjective truths in the room as equally valid. This affirmation forms a supporting pillar of my own philosophy of education. 


But here’s the trick: that’s not what I do. In fact, as I deliver this course in particular, I spend a great deal of energy refuting the many subjective truths in the room. This is because the students in the course are by and large wrong when it comes to the object under study. Their truths are not valid. And it gets worse: I’m right. Their truths are the falsehoods and nightmares that spew from the mouth of unlove. Mine, by contrast, are valid; I pound the table. 


Because the course content deals heavily in autobiographical reflection – in particular personal exploration of one’s educational history and professional capacities – often the student truths that tend to have the most currency have to do with fear and shame. As with so many of us, there is a palpable sense among people in our program of not being at home in the world, not belonging to it. More acute for these students, though, is the feeling of not belonging in college. Some feel that either my course or our program in general is a last-ditch last-hope stop for losers, losers who couldn’t succeed without remediation – the fact that it is housed in a college notwithstanding. 


A close cousin of “I don’t belong” is “I don’t matter”. This conviction bears witness to a compromised sense of self-efficacy, a term that refers to the belief that it matters what one does. Self-efficacy develops from previous experiences of successfully affecting outcomes in the world through one’s own efforts; it also involves a reasonably robust self-esteem, which can be tough to develop in a competitive culture that takes less and worse care of its vulnerable than it ever has. If one didn’t enjoy the unconditional positive regard of at least one grownup as a little one, which I would wager a disproportionate percentage of our students didn’t, and which I know the student in the opening anecdote didn’t, building the confidence to take risks can seem almost impossible. 


The not-mattering has a searingly sad emotional dimension. There are days when the truths professed by students bring chaos into the room; it is costly to be fully present and look into the eyes of the other as they say with sober certainty: “I am a piece of garbage.” 


The intensity of these classroom experiences comes from the fact that nowhere, nowhere in our current cultural landscape is a sense of worthlessness more keenly experienced than in education. In our late capitalism scenario, where the voice of power addresses us as taxpayers but never as citizens, our very value as human beings is hooked inextricably to competence, usefulness, and the capacity to produce and consume. Sewn deeply into our vision of competence are literacy and numeracy – being good at school. 


For all the good intentions progressive educators have around neurodiversity and multiple intelligences, we still inhabit a world where failing to be good at school impacts the very soul in a way that no other failure could. Consider, for example, how I can’t knit. Kind of tried it once as a child, I think, but no, never became a knitter. Nor does it bother me in the least that I can’t knit; I am never ashamed to admit it and I don’t feel like there’s something basically wrong with me because of it. Perhaps you have already imagined replacing the word knitting with “reading”; the pain flashes electrically through the classroom each time you hear it, and you hear it so many times: “I am stupid.” 


“I can’t learn – I suck – I’m just. so. stupid.” This is the gibberish, the nonsense, the lies of unlove. The internalized sense that one is stupid began so long ago – through active abuse or passive neglect, through thoughtless comments, through violence from the catastrophic to the insidious garden variety, through all manner of injustices. 


While the resilience and the brilliant innovations that people come up with to cope in such a culture are truly impressive, the sad irony is that so few feel brilliant or think of themselves as such. Messages about how lazy and unable they are have damaged people’s sense of agency, their capacity to set or honour boundaries and, perhaps worst, their capacity to connect with others. Close on the heels of isolation are often found self-destructive strategies, like self-medication gone awry, and all the unexamined old patterns that replay and sabotage our efforts to learn. 


With a view to challenging these messages, the course does employ at least one practice of critical pedagogy: we name everything using accurate words. We deconstruct the origins of false beliefs about our abilities and intelligence, in the spirit of arousing curiosity about rather than judgment of our old patterns. We put our despair and vulnerabilities on the table and support each other to say what we see. We name what is happening in people’s bodies and brains as they struggle to stay present both physically and mentally in the face of anxiety. An overview of the neuroscience begins on the first day of class: when it is triggered to do so, the amygdala fires up the body with cortisol, epinephrine and norepinephrine – we just call it adrenaline – sending us into states of fight, flight or freeze. We talk about how brilliant the brain is to do this, how it has saved us from sabre tooth tigers for 6000 years, signaling the whole system to ensure immediate survival. Intuitive comprehension of how all this works tends to come naturally to students who have been through tough times.


More significantly, we name what is shut down by those survival mechanisms. While the body swarms with hissing drones, the system arrests all functions it deems nonessential to immediate survival. These include digestion, the ability to focus on low frequency sounds (like the human voice), and most importantly for us, the operations of the frontal lobe: the abstraction, complex connectivity and memory needed for learning. Through this framing, and supported by the course content, we mount a collective interrogation of how previous learning experiences were truncated or compromised. 


For some, this is a revelation – the first inkling that maybe they are not stupid after all, but rather that they missed out on the conditions of safety required for learning to occur. Maybe. In any event, the realization of how painful education has been for others in the room introduces the balm of “not alone”, which might in turn offer a shot at “not garbage”. 


In reading the world and naming what we see together, we also name systemic violences; we name racism and poverty. We critically examine the unfortunate role that education systems and other institutions have played in most stories, which is particularly meaningful for Indigenous students continuing to process the intergenerational trauma of residential schools. For many others as well, school itself is a site of trauma, and its fluorescent lights and whiteboard marker smells create the perfect storm of fear and shame around public performance, and endlessly reiterated narratives of failure. 


Attendant to criticism of the education system is a questioning of the power that teachers had over us as little ones, and a current disruption of their status as expert and sole authority.  Here too the course is in alignment with critical pedagogy, and in harmony with the post-structural notion that meanings are contextual, fluid, and made by people themselves rather than given as universal truths. We enact this disruption by truly co-creating the learning environment and its itinerary, which goes beyond merely eliciting feedback and responding to it. It’s a sincere and messy process of consensus whereby even assessments and their rubrics are collectively crafted. Essentially, I transparently hand a great deal of my power over to the class – and insist on appearing as fallible, as someone who searches and doubts and hurts and fails to feel at home in the world in many of the same ways students do. 


But it can be disconcerting to see a teacher abandon power; we give ourselves permission to believe (in) people who are confident, and certainty is comforting. And we can’t even begin to address here how profoundly cultural differences impact what people expect teachers to be and do. Many times, students try to give the power right back, by becoming paralyzed by too many choices, by acting helpless or asking me for the “right answer”. And I admit I often give in to the temptation just to give it: remember, I’m right about them being brilliant, capable, valuable and loveable. Enter the sage on the stage – or at least, in my case, some kind of preacher. 


Thus the epistemology of critical pedagogy is inadequate to the objectives of the course, or at least won’t be much help in resolving this conundrum of multiple truths and power-sharing. I must reserve the moral right to reject as truth the false beliefs stamped on the soul, no matter how deeply inscribed they are. So what philosophical tools could ever be adequate to such a task? It’s like throwing lint at a bulldozer, trying to address the disordered thinking, the muddled expressions of longing and anguish, the scrambled up patterns of an entire lifetime. How could a seven week course possibly hope to do so? 


But we have more than hope going for us; we have a current trend towards more holism in adult education on our side as well – good news if we take seriously education’s capacity to influence the wider culture, and take cultural shifts inside education as potential progress toward more humane learning conditions. Historically, school has had a tendency to address people as blank slates – as student #100866067 – and to maintain a distinction between private and public spheres. The expectation to perform academically from a depersonalized place has never been easy for people whose private lives are in disarray. Thus pedagogy that integrates different facets of students’ lives could represent an effective intervention, providing a safe and productive container for richer student truths to enter the classroom. 


One instantiation of this trend brings concepts, principles and techniques from the field of Design to bear on career exploration and planning. Since 2012, Stanford has been delivering “Designing Your Life”, a course in decision-making, vocation, and lifewide development – in short, self-actualization. It sees academic pathways as part of the project of designing one’s life; “personal” decisions (such as taking one’s romantic partner into account when contemplating a career move) are treated as equally important to the more function-based considerations like aptitude or prerequisites. It acknowledges that it is a person who will go out to forge a career in the world, a whole person with moral, emotional and spiritual dimensions. Thus it deals with reframing problems, “blowing up…dysfunctional beliefs”, and with formulating an approach to self-care. Its course description and culminating task sound familiar: “Here's what they learn: gratitude; generosity; self-awareness; adaptability. All reinforced by design thinking-based tools, from a daily gratitude journal to a deck of cards featuring problem-solving techniques. In lieu of a final exam—the class is pass/fail—students present three radically different five-year plans to their peers” (O’Connell, 2015, para. 8). 


The trend indicates a hopeful direction, especially if this sort of approach could begin earlier in schooling. At the same time, however, the whole discourse unfortunately brackets the reality of socio-economic class. Stanford’s vision of self-care turns on aesthetics that might ring hollow for most of our students; the examples in the article lauding the design course represent far more privilege than I can reasonably refer to into my course. Thankfully, real self-care requires neither mountain biking in the California hills nor sucking on a half-caf soy milk mocha joke-a-thon.   


And perhaps it wouldn’t have to do only with the self at all, but would introduce an ethic of community care and structural change. Further to why I do not challenge the spirit of critical pedagogy is its social nature and its birthplace in anti-oppressive politics. Hearing students’ truths about how stupid they are infuriates my sense of social justice; because more than peak incidents of trauma, it is socioeconomic structures and systems that have disfigured our lives. Correspondingly, the solutions will be systemic, not individual. Far too much “self-care” is focused on the personal – on “healing” and “self-help” – and the status quo loves it that way. The capitalist rejoinder to stand on our own two feet and to take care of ourselves, ourselves keeps the very heart of our economy beating. Conversely, meaningful care-taking is relational and real wellness will turn on awareness of our interconnectivity rather than on atomized self-improvement. 


Ultimately, the design discourse has no social justice dimension; for this and other reasons it fails to get us much closer to reconciling the competing truths in the room. At the same time, it does support the project to address the fragmentation that students experience, to integrate the truths they bring into classrooms, to bring a bit of order to them and maybe begin to shift them. Reading the Stanford syllabus, at the very least, taught me that I had allies in a growing variety of disciplines, folks who see students as whole and complex people rather than blank slates. But it did not convince me it was philosophically sound simply to overwrite the realities of my fellow adults, nor assuage my suspicion that privileging my truth over theirs is a bit irresponsible or somehow disingenuous.


“You are capable and worthy/You matter”: because I say so is hardly a philosophical justification. Yet the oppression we are here struggling to throw off is a student’s conviction otherwise – no matter its genesis. False beliefs about self have narrowed full enjoyment of the right to education or violated it entirely. They have truncated – cut down – people’s rightful emergence. 


The Latin etymology: emergere is “to bring forth, to bring to light”; by the late 14th century, the adjectival had it “rising from what surrounds it, coming into view” (Harper, 2016, p. e11). It is not a matter of romance to draw an equivalency between education and emergence; to give a student “one more try” at school is to underwrite a deeper, more universal truth about their birthright to emerge – and the direction is up, like a flame or a flower. It is an emergency (!) that demands witnessing as it “comes into view”. It’s not really me saying so – I’m simply keeping watch, to keep the ambit safe for students to emerge. I’m not going to look away.  


It was studies in Phenomenology that taught me not to blink, to just watch – and listen – a while longer. After all, what is so productive about that discipline is that it allows intuition to precede explanation. So, when I quiet down I notice immediately that I am not the only human being in the classroom – and that I am not just here with the other but rather because of them. And I am not referring to anything about funding or paycheques! Rather, certain moves in Phenomenology can return us to the site of the original miracle whereby consciousness is brought into being through its encounter with the other.  In the words of political theorist Hannah Arendt, who engaged Existential Phenomenology to think through the human experience:


Nothing could appear, the word “appearance” would make no sense, if recipients of appearances did not exist — living creatures able to acknowledge, recognize, and react to — in flight or desire, approval or disapproval, blame or praise — what is not merely there but appears to them and is meant for their perception. In this world which we enter, appearing from a nowhere, and from which we disappear into a nowhere, Being and Appearing coincide… In other words, nothing that is, insofar as it appears, exists in the singular; everything that is is meant to be perceived by somebody. (Arendt, p. 19)


In the above, there is a beautiful harmony between the notion of seeing and appearing – through seeing we behold one another, we appear to one another; at once this appearing refers literally to coming into being. Here it suddenly becomes easier to reconcile the truth conundrum and dispense with my fear of being a bully: I behold the truth professed by the other, neither devaluing nor denying its reality as a lived experience. Nor do I replace it with my own truth – the overwrite is not personal to me per se. The overwrite is of a different order. It has simply to do with perspective. Just as supervision refers to seeing from above, and therefore seeing more, we are better positioned to see the other by the grace of our location outside them and in proximity. I can see a deeper reality than the one students are caught up in at the moment. I can help them recognize it. 


Taking Arendt’s ideas further, Russian philosopher, critic and semiotician Mikhail Bakhtin indicates how perceiving is actually what tethers us to time and space – how at a very profound level, we bring one another into being. He provides a useful Phenomenology of aesthetic experience, and a luminous articulation of the slippage between Ethics and Aesthetics. 


Bakhtin posits a structure made by the Author and the Hero – the relation between the author and the character they are writing – as the structure of the interhuman dynamic, simply, Self and Other. Outside the Author and Hero there persists a third neutral consciousness conceptualizing, on a theoretical level where everything is in principle replaceable. But awareness of such a third is just that, awareness – it’s transgredient to my once-occurent experience of the irreplaceable, concrete particularity of this student here now; that third is basically just ideas about what’s happening and is merely a moment in my consciousness. All that really appears, on the phenomenological level, is we two. 


None of this is to suggest I am writing my students, as if they are not real and autonomous. It is again that within the structure as Author, I can see more of them than they can see of themselves. From my position at the front of the classroom, I am able to see the context that surrounds them: the window with its pouring sunlight above and behind them, the dust motes floating there, whiteboard down the right, the side view of their face – and see how they uniquely, irreplaceably complete this context, how it would be so impoverished without them. 


Cast in more concrete terms, and ones more immediately applicable to the current discussion, I am able to see more of their true capacities, both interpersonal and academic, than students may be able to. Even further, by the grace of my several years’ experience teaching in this area, I can easily imagine their potential/brilliant futures as post-secondary students, and catch in their faces the nascent reflections of successful graduates who often come back to visit the program to brag and grin. That hope and confidence in them infuses my tone in classroom encounters.  


To inhabit these moments ethically is to hold the irreducible, unmediated fact that each act, each syllable, is intoned. For Bakhtin, the emotional-volitional tone is the ought-to-be or yet-to-be-achieved dimension of the relation with the other. “Yet-to-be” introduces the weight of the responsibility; and how much tone always matters is the nexus point of Ethics and Aesthetics. It’s an equivalence that makes how you speak what you are saying. Just like mum always told you: it isn’t what you say. It is how you say it. The power and the energy behind our intonation is what babies first react to; they don’t know the meaning of the words.


Human stranger, if you only you could see yourself the way I do. How perfectly you fit into this world and how the world would not be the same without you. You are enough – you are complete. This completion that is bestowed by self upon other, Bakhtin calls consummation.


And I understand that the other does this for me, too – I can only catch fragments of what this self looks like; I can form no whole, I cannot completely appear to myself as a given. Only you can do this for me. This inescapable covenant exists between teacher and student in exactly the same way as it does between any two subjectivities. As I intuit that it’s the same for both of us, both of us Author and Hero,  I encounter the seed and fruit of compassion. You are weightless and unfounded like me; Bakhtin puts it, “I know that in the other there is the same insanity of not coinciding… with himself, the same unconsummatedness of life. Yet for me that is not his last word… the last, consummating word belongs to me.” (Bakhtin, p. 128) To me. 


That unqualified insistence brings to mind the last two stanzas of a poem I wrote years ago:





And I have seen upon waking


a power so tender that it overflows


the borders of your form and 


touches the whole of reality


making all creatures more precious





It is from there I say


“There was never anything 


wrong with you” and you cannot 


argue with what I have seen     





So there it is. They cannot argue, because I am not making an argument. I am simply beholding. And so we return to love as the organizing principle of the course, and to tone, despite the fact that I began by insisting all this wasn’t a matter of tone. What if it is? Such an analysis would allow this particular philosophy of education obtain in all disciplines. There are, after all, many ways to teach algebra, many ways to put in an IV line, whether the medicine will work or not. 


Because it was in tone more than in words what I transmitted to the student outside the doorway of the classroom that day, and throughout the whole course. It was something along the lines of, “O beloved, wobbling in the hallway. I can’t force you to return to that workshop. Nor can I force you to accept the truth that you are majestic. I can’t startle, browbeat, beg or convince you even to perceive it, no matter how I perform my certainty or how compellingly I preach. I can only reflect to you what I see.” 


However, if I have so far failed to make it perfectly clear, I am only 50% of the relation: Though that day she did go back in the room and draw a very beautiful upside down tree, roots all splayed through the sky, she did also die on the very day I finished this paper. And she died wrong, leaving me holding my rightness in my hands like a book written in a language I will never be able to read. 





Months have passed. I am standing in the same hallway outside the same classroom, but this time it is I who doesn’t want to go back in. It’s such a small thing, and I am scolding myself for being silly, for the hot sting in my eyes. Over the weekend the cleaning staff has thrown out the Bristol board picture of the dead student’s upside-down tree. I had been planning to do something with it, something really… special. Seems I am well-positioned to teach workshops on procrastination; I know how lethal it can be. 


I know too that it wasn’t personal – it very precisely wasn’t personal – just people doing their jobs. The institution inexorably operates on its own logic of functionality and in its direction of entropy. There’s a universal truth: all truth has a direction. The wisest person in this building thus warned me not to put too much stock in institutional changes or programmatic fixes, that the safety I try to create and the love I speak of cannot be given by a system, but only shared among human beings.


 Fair enough: not like it was George Brown himself on the third floor patio (where my program has since planted a tree with a plaque in her name) the last time I saw her alive. I wept openly with her face in my hands, pleading with her to live. That she was unable to do so does nothing to mediate the universal truth expressed by her emergence, no matter it was brief. Again, truth has a direction: look at my finger pointing up and do not stop and do not look away.    
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