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As soon as labour is distributed, each man has a particular, exclusive 

sphere of activity which is forced upon him and from which he cannot 

escape.  He is a hunter, a fisherman, a shepherd, or a critical critic, and 

must remain so if does not want to lose his means of livelihood; while in a 

communist society, where nobody has one exclusive sphere of activity but 

each can become accomplished in any branch he wishes, society regulates 

the general production and thus makes it possible for me to do one thing 

to-day and another to-morrow, to hunt in the morning, fish in the 

afternoon, rear cattle in the evening, criticize after dinner, just as I have a 

mind, without ever becoming hunter fisher, shepherd or critic. 

—Karl Marx 

 

 

Several times during my graduate education, professors quoted or paraphrased Marx’s 

critique of how capitalism reifies our occupations into professional identities.  Such a 

division of labor, and the use of that division to categorize, define and divide people, is 

an insult to our humanity, Marx’s argument suggests.  As we discussed this premise 

pertaining to the working class or identity politics or aesthetic theory, I always wondered: 

what about us?  What about the reified professional identities of the academics in this 

room; why don’t we find them problematic?  In fact, it seemed to me that the professional 

identity of an academic, of Marx’s “critic,” is more troubling than that of the hunter, 

fisher, or shepherd, because it is more actively constructed by the individual who adopts 
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it.  A shepherd does not work at thinking as a shepherd (except in the context of the 

herding situation itself) or at seeing the world as a shepherd would.  An academic, 

conversely, must always work to think as an academic, and to see every sphere of life 

through the appropriate disciplinary lens.  What’s worse, we’re encouraged by the 

university culture to develop such an academic identity, and must do so in order to 

preserve our credibility and our livelihood. 

 Professional identity might be problematic for academics in a number of ways, 

but perhaps its most troubling ramifications are for our students.   Our academic identities 

suggest to students that we are different kinds of people and thinkers than they are.  The 

rift between student and teacher precedes all of the subtle differences in identity that 

divide our classrooms, the divisions of race, class, gender and sexuality.  Teacher and 

student are our contextual identities, our identities vis-à-vis the classroom and the 

university.  Of course, our identities extend far beyond this context.  In our practical, 

everyday lives, our identities are shaped by our race, class, gender, sexuality, religion, 

ability, nationality, and a host of other factors.   They are also shaped by less commonly 

politicized roles: we are brothers and sisters, sons and daughters and parents, friends, 

lovers, athletes, musicians, artists, as well as scholars and workers.  Realist pedagogy 

argues that all of these “outside” identity categories are actually at play in the classroom, 

and that a politically activist classroom must address the ways that these identities shape 

our perceptions and beliefs about the material we are studying. 

 Alongside these familiar identity categories, I would urge teachers to consider this 

primary identity difference, that of teacher versus student.   While we might share many 

identity categories in common with our students, the division between teacher and 
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student will always supersede them.  We present ourselves and view ourselves as 

different than our students.  This difference pulls us out of the context of our outside 

lives, foregrounding our teacher/student identities and minimizing all others.  While a 

teacher and student may both be Latina, both enjoy punk music, and/or both come from 

immigrant families, the defining element of their relationship will always rest on their 

contextual identities of teacher and student.  These identities make the classroom a very 

alienating space for both teachers and students, dissociating our teaching and learning 

experiences from everything that goes on in the rest of our lives.   

 The university system typically reinforces this separation between classroom 

identities and “outside” identities, since students are removed from their families and 

communities and placed into a monastic dormitory situation which becomes its own 

community organized around the central concern of school.  In the institutions at which I 

teach, two community colleges, students’ broader backgrounds and identities are much 

more evident in the classroom: students come to class each day fresh from their outside 

lives with their families, in their hometowns, with outside jobs they may have worked at 

for years.  While these factors have hindered some aspects of our class experience—for 

example, they lead to much higher absenteeism than for students who are removed from 

their homes—they have also led me to recognize the value of demystifying and 

contexualizing the identities of teacher and student.   While we appear very different 

from our students in a classroom setting, we must acknowledge that this is only an 

institutional difference.  Just like our students, we are members of our communities, real 

people who shop for groceries and cook dinners and stay up long hours doing work for 

school.  Just like them, we have outside lives, other priorities that interfere with our 
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scholarship and teaching. We may differ in our roles in the classroom, but we are all 

working with many of the same goals, and against many of the same obstacles: 

exhaustion, overwork, the fear of failure.  Acknowledging this shared identity, as 

working scholars, makes us better role models for our students and allows us to 

understand the classroom within context, as one aspect of our community, as one of many 

places of learning, rather than an isolated space in which students and teachers must 

suspend their outside identities. 

Our identities as academics underlie virtually all of our behaviors and beliefs in 

the classroom; no matter what beliefs, values, or opinions we express, we do so as 

scholars with worldviews shaped by years of academic conditioning.  Linguist Robin 

Lakoff suggests that the crafting of an academic identity is one of the main goals of 

graduate education: “The dissertation shows not only that the student has mastered the 

knowledge of the field and its methods; not only that the student has something original 

to add to that store of knowledge; but that the student knows the rules, knows how to 

behave like a member of the culture” (158).   In other words, academia is a culture, and 

graduate school is an indoctrination into this culture.  As a culture, it shapes the 

experiences, perceptions, and beliefs of those who belong to it.  

 If graduate studies are the initiation into academic culture, then undergraduates do 

not belong to that culture.  College may give them some exposure to the customs and 

mores of academia, but largely they remain outsiders.  I will argue that our authority in 

the classroom generally rests on the mystification and maintenance of this distinction, of 

our different identities.  We may find affinities with students based upon numerous 

shared values and experiences; we may identify with a student who has a similar 
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background, or who holds similar political beliefs, or even who enjoys the same music or 

films that we do.  But there will always be a fundamental separation between us and our 

students, not merely because we have the authority to assign their grades, but because we 

agree to a set of assumptions about the world that reinforce and legitimate our authority.   

Realist pedagogy, with its emphasis on the open examination of how experience 

and identity shape our beliefs, gives us the tools to examine and reshape the constraints of 

teacher/student identity in our classrooms in order to prioritize learning over 

professionalism.  The focus on “communities of meaning,” or groups sharing similar 

experiences and worldviews, in the work of Susan Sánchez-Casal and Amie A. 

Macdonald allows us to examine the communities of meaning found among students and 

teachers, and our common identity as working scholars.  The respect and 

acknowledgement of this shared identity can motivate students who otherwise feel 

uncomfortable and excluded in a classroom situation.  My argument stems directly from 

the kind of institutions that I teach in, community colleges, and my experiences with 

students who see school as alienating, who have many life distractions, who in almost all 

cases do not feel privileged or entitled within the college system.   It also stems from my 

own experiences as a worker and learner in the classroom, and my own alienation, 

overwork, and exhaustion as an adjunct instructor. 

Let me describe a day from my 8 a.m. composition class of fall, 2003: I run into 

the room five minutes late, arms overflowing with freshly Xeroxed handouts.  I have 

been on campus for the last 20 minutes; I have been using that time to write a lesson plan 

and create the handouts I decided, at 7:50, would be necessary for the second half of the 

class period.  When I enter the room, two-thirds of my students are sitting at their desks.  
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Most have their foreheads lowered to their desktops, sleeping.   Upon my arrival, some 

perk up.  Others in the back of the room, among them the brightest, most competent 

writers and thinkers, make only a feeble effort to turn their heads sideways on the desk.  

While I am taking roll, five students rush in late, counting on my own predictable lack of 

punctuality. 

 As I instruct them to open their books, I hear several heavy, pained sighs from 

around the room.  Automatically, without looking up, I shoot my trained response at 

them: “Am I really that boring?” It’s meant to make them feel guilty, and to remind 

them—and they do need reminding—that I am a living, aware person and not a television 

set. 

 “That’s not why I was sighing,” one apologizes quickly.  “It’s not you.” 

 I look down at my open book.   The pages are blurry; random letters jump out 

incoherently at me.  Suddenly I realize exactly why they’re sighing.  It’s the same reason 

I didn’t want to get out of bed this morning, the same reason that, as I entered the room, I 

felt more inclined to lower my own head onto my desk than to lead a discussion.  “You’re 

just really tired,” I hazard.  

 “Yeah,” the student nods. 

 “Our lives suck,” says another student. 

 A few others laugh in agreement. 

 Poor, tired students, I think. “What’s wrong?” I ask them, although I can easily 

guess the answer.  “Why do your lives suck?” 

 They respond vigorously, with a litany of complaints.  Students I haven’t heard 

from all term suddenly have something to add.   If they could only focus this much 
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energy on their studies, they might be able to turn in their papers on time. Some of their 

complaints are familiar to any college teacher: “I’m taking five classes.” “I have three 

midterms this week.” “I’ve got such a bad cold.” Some are complaints I would have been 

surprised to hear when I taught at a prestigious university: “I work forty hours a week to 

pay for school.”  “I had to work until 2 a.m. last night.”  Still other complaints would be 

disturbing in any context: “My parents just kicked me out of the house again.  I had to 

sleep on a couch last night.”  “My mom and my sister both have cancer, so I spent all 

weekend in the hospital.” “I had an epileptic seizure this morning.”  

 This varied set of problems defines the student population of my suburban 

community colleges.  The students work hard, both in school and at jobs, to overcome 

difficult circumstances that, in many cases, have kept them out of four-year schools.  It is 

not surprising that community college students, on average, come from poorer families 

than students at elite universities.  However, the reasons for my students’ poverty often 

surprise me.  Predictably, many are first-generation college students from working-class 

families.  But a great number are impoverished due to unfortunate individual 

circumstances rather than the socioeconomic class system.  For example, I have learned 

through their personal essays that an inordinate number of my students have endured the 

death of a parent.  While they haven’t told me so explicitly, I imagine that this family 

tragedy partly explains the students’ decision to enroll in a two-year college: their 

families may have encountered financial hardship as a result of the death, and the 

students may have also faltered in their schoolwork during and after their parents’ 

illnesses.  One student had lost both parents in a car crash; family friends had taken her 

in, but she clearly had no money to attend a university, and no parental guidance to help 
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her navigate the complicated financial-aid process.  Numerous other students have 

suffered impressive personal hardships.  One attended school full-time on top of a full 

work schedule, despite the fact that a childhood illness had left her with an autoimmune 

condition much like chronic fatigue syndrome.  Another had only recently moved out of 

her car and into her boyfriend’s apartment. 

Many of my students have more mundane life difficulties, which still quite 

evidently affect their studies.  The younger students mainly live with their families and 

are often expected to pick up stranded siblings or perform other household duties that 

interfere with their school schedule.  Many do not get along with their parents, or have 

other family situations that both distract from their studies and prevent them from having 

adequate funding for them.  The older students (and of course some of the younger ones) 

frequently have their own children to look after, and must miss school if the children are 

ill or have some emergency. Almost all of the students work close to full time in order to 

pay for school.  Many work night jobs as waiters or bartenders, then attend day classes on 

very little sleep.  When I teach night classes, virtually all of my students work full day 

jobs before coming to class for three or four hours each night.   

In other words: my students are those for whom life has interfered, and continues 

to interfere, with their studies.  Coming from a middleclass family who paid my tuition at 

an affordable state university, I cannot imagine trying to study for an exam or write a 

paper under the conditions that they endure: the demanding home life, heavy work 

schedules, and all the other obligations filling the hours when they should be studying 

and learning. 
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 Or at least, until recently I couldn’t imagine it.  Before I finished my graduate 

studies, I had never worked more than about fifteen hours per week while I was in 

school—and that was during the heavy work weeks.  But during the fall of 2004, my first 

semester as a community college instructor, my own employment situation showed me 

how difficult school must be for working students.  That semester, I had only one half-

time adjunct position.  Since that didn’t pay the bills, I also worked as a cashier at Whole 

Foods Market.  This was a convenient second job, since I had worked at another Whole 

Foods all through graduate school, and could easily transfer over when I moved.  I 

enjoyed working as a cashier; it was usually fun, I liked my coworkers, and it was 

refreshingly different from my teaching job.  During graduate school at the University of 

Michigan, this job had been my refuge from the insular, hierarchical world of academia.  

I had met most of my friends at work, as well as many members of the larger community 

of my town.  In fact, this second job shaped my values about the university and my desire 

to work at a community college, since it introduced me to many friends (such as blue 

collar workers and high-school drop-outs) whose experiences and knowledge would have 

been marginalized and dismissed within an academic context.   

However, while I worked full-time for a few summers, I had never worked more 

than a few shifts while I was taking classes or working on my dissertation.  Thus, my 

work situation was similar to that of the undergraduates I taught: work was part-time and 

provided extra income.  Health insurance was provided by the school, and there was 

ample access to financial aid in their case and fellowships in mine.  Our situations might 

be seen as the ideal combination of work and school; work was a supplement, both 

financially and psychologically, rather than a major occupation. 
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 My cashiering job in California, however, was far from an ideal second job for a 

teacher planning and teaching two new courses at a new school.  As an adjunct, I did not 

have health insurance; that was one of the main reasons that I opted to continue at Whole 

Foods, which offered health insurance for employees working at least thirty hours per 

week. That is how much I worked, and I tried to keep my hours as close to thirty as 

possible.  Still, this made for a grueling work week, with four cashier shifts, three 

teaching mornings, and two classes worth of prep and grading. 

So when my students told me that their lives sucked, I wanted to tell them that my 

life sucked, too.  My body and mind ached with an exhaustion that I had never felt 

before.   I thought I was familiar with exhaustion; I had pulled countless all-nighters all 

through college and graduate school, and completed my dissertation by working 

overnight in a twenty-four hour library for four straight months.  But I had forgotten the 

mind-numbing, total fatigue of working long hours at a menial job.   The store I worked 

in was always crowded, the breaks were short and harried, and the work was physically 

draining.  And my schedule was a mess.  Often I would leave the store at eleven p.m., 

bike the twenty-minute ride home, manage to fall asleep around one a.m. and be up again 

at six to prepare for my half-hour driving commute to school.  I would teach until one 

p.m., and then, on some really bad days, rush home and change, and bike back to the 

grocery store for my three o’clock shift.   

I found myself, that semester, in a position much like that of my students, all of us 

trying to squeeze our academic work into the gaps between long work shifts, commuting, 

and sleeping.  It was, I discovered, not a pleasant or heartening way of life.  In fact, I was 

often tired to the point of despair, especially during the evenings when I left an eight-hour 
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Sunday shift at the store, sat down at a coffee shop to grade, only to find myself literally 

falling asleep over the stack of papers that I had promised to return a week ago.   

In class, my exhaustion lead me to feel constantly like a horrible teacher.  I’ve 

often been told that all new teachers feel like they are frauds, but I had never felt this way 

during my years as a graduate student instructor, when I was, if not frequently well-

rested, at least always mentally alert.  I had certainly never found myself too tired to 

teach; such a situation would have been unthinkable to me as a graduate student, when I 

had the liberty to teach courses at hours of my choosing, usually around noon.  In my 

new teaching job, at an early hour that I hadn’t chosen but which luckily facilitated me 

fitting afternoon cashiering shifts into my schedule, I constantly felt panicked as I began 

class, exhausted and unfit to the task at hand.  

Despite my desire to be a competent, professional instructor, there were days 

when I had to admit defeat.  On one particular day, as I tried to incite discussion of a 

difficult passage by Cherríe Moraga, I had to confess to my students that I was too tired 

to lead the discussion.   The words on the page were as puzzling and nonsensical to me as 

they were to my students.  My exhausted brain could not make any sense of the passage.  

I had marked it specially as one that made numerous important points and clarified many 

earlier ideas from the text; now, I couldn’t remember what I’d found so illuminating 

about it.  Flipping through the article, I could not find any of the other passages 

referenced by the one we were discussing, nor would my mind make the normal logical 

connections that teachers make when we’re trying to get students to analyze literary texts.  

My usually sharp analytical skills, those that we rely on for leading discussions and 

modeling critical thinking, had called in sick. 
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 I let class out early that day, after telling my students the following: “You all 

seem too tired to discuss this text today.  I’ve asked you some questions, and no one is 

responding.  And frankly, I’m too tired to figure out how to get you to discuss it.  I just 

can’t do it.  I’m sorry.”  I left class shaken and humiliated, wondering how I was going to 

make it the rest of the way through the term. 

This experience, horrible though it was, made me realize for the first time how 

school must be for students who work full-time.  Imagine, I thought: if I’m too tired to 

understand a text that I chose myself, that I wrote about in my dissertation, that I have 

concrete ideas and opinions about, how were my students to stand a chance under the 

weight of such exhaustion?  How could I reasonably expect them to have insight into a 

text that they didn’t choose, didn’t enjoy, had no substantial context for except that 

provided by me—especially at eight in the morning after a long night of waiting tables? 

 It became obvious that I needed to alter my teaching strategy.  I had always 

thought of myself as a rather informal teacher, one open to acknowledging my own 

mistakes and shortcomings.  I realized, however, that much more than I cared to admit, 

my teaching persona was constructed around a performance of mastery.  I always had 

thought that, as a teacher, I needed to model the ideals of scholarship for my students.  

This often meant pretending to be things I am not, such as organized and well-prepared.  

While I long ago discovered that these areas are not my strengths, and forcing myself to 

focus on them only deadens the spontaneity and creativity that are the source of my 

enjoyment of teaching, I still felt the need to maintain a façade of professional 

preparedness.  No matter how hastily constructed a lesson or how last-minute my grading 

was, I had always managed to feign competence and control. 
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 Once my façade failed me, however, I began to develop a much more pragmatic 

approach to teaching.  Contrary to everything I had been taught during my graduate  

studies, I decided to abandon my performance of professionalism.  My pedagogy courses 

had urged me to develop a “teaching persona”; this persona, I discovered, required me to 

pretend not to be a real, normal person.  My persona could be a little tired, as long as this 

fatigue could be overcome, modeling for my students how a good scholar triumphs over 

exhaustion.  My persona could discuss personal problems, my own or my students’, as 

long as we acknowledged that these problems were of secondary importance to the lesson 

at hand.  My persona could demonstrate similarities to my students, but it would always 

fundamentally be different from them.  They were students; I was an Educator.   

Instead of performing my difference from my students, I decided, couldn’t I 

acknowledge my similarities to them?  The day that they told me that their lives 

“sucked,” I opted to tell them why mine did, too.  I told them about my other job, and 

about how I, too, was so exhausted I could barely lead the class.  They were shocked and 

amused to learn that their teacher had a job so similar to their own.  This would have 

been an unfathomable admission for me during my years as a graduate student instructor. 

I wasn’t embarrassed about working in a grocery store, but I felt it made me too like my 

students, and I believed that my authority rested on my appearance of difference from 

them.  If they saw me as an equal, as fundamentally similar to them, how could I justify 

my superior role as disciplinarian, evaluator, teacher?  I feared that any knowledge of my 

outside life, particularly if that life did not fit into the accepted model of teacherly 

identity, would humanize me and thus damage the mystique that legitimated my 

authority. 
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As graduate students, we learn that our credibility rests on our proper 

performance of our role within an institutional and disciplinary hierarchy.  The increasing 

focus on professionalization in graduate school, motivated by the academic job crisis in 

the humanities, reinforces that becoming an academic is a form of self-fashioning, in this 

case for marketing purposes.  The discussion of professionalism found in new 

“Introduction to Graduate Studies” courses and journals such as the Modern Language 

Association’s Profession makes this self-fashioning more explicit, acknowledged, and 

strategic.  But the adoption of an academic persona has long been noted as an important 

aspect of self-marketing, as Don Delillo suggests in his 1984 novel While Noise, in which 

Hitler scholar Jack Gladney is advised, as a new hire, to put on weight in order to “grow 

out” into Hitler: “The chancellor warned against what he called my tendency to make a 

feeble presentation of self….If I could become more ugly, he seemed to be suggesting, it 

would help my career enormously” (17).  Jack’s experience satirizes the expectation that 

academics not only master our fields, but embody those fields physically and 

psychologically.  We are expected not only to develop an academic identity to use at 

work, but to incorporate that identity into our larger lives, to live out the ideology of our 

scholarship.  And while this incorporation of intellectual pursuits into our private lives is 

wholly appropriate in some contexts—for example, when it encourages teachers to 

pursue their political ideologies through personal activism—it can allow us to imagine 

that our identities are as specialized and as rarified as the subjects that we study.   

The fact that academia is elitist and that graduate studies serve as an 

indoctrination into the elite is hardly a novel or startling idea.  What is startling, however, 

is the extent to which it indoctrinates us not only into a rarified discourse and body of 
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knowledge, or even into a set of ideological assumptions, but also into a professional and 

disciplinary identity that is meant to shape us for life.  Graduate professionalization is as 

much about crafting a fitting persona as it is about mastering a discipline.  This persona 

dictates that I am not a person whose life activities include studying postmodernism, but 

rather my knowledge of postmodernism circumscribes all of my other beliefs and 

behaviors.  While an undergraduate at the grocery store is not shopping as a student, the 

professor at the grocery store (at least, in my observation as a cashier) shops as an 

academic.  For example, in White Noise, cultural critic Murray Siskind finds the grocery 

store to be an overwhelming sea of stimuli rife with analytical possibility; he is never so 

aware of his own status as a critic as when he is performing mundane activities that 

would seem the most removed from his scholarship (36).  Murray’s example, while 

clearly parodical, indicates the pervasiveness of academic identity, which informs all of 

the life activities of an academic, even those that have nothing at all to do with his 

profession. 

Many aspects of professional identity are too subtle for even self-critical 

academics to notice.  Perhaps the most foundational of these aspects is the sense of 

belonging, of initiation, of having altered one’s identity through the ordeal of education.  

Academics are not typically encouraged to question their perception that they are 

different from their undergraduates; this difference underlies and justifies their authority 

in the classroom, and questioning it fundamentally undermines the most basic ideological 

assumptions of the university system.  Linguist Robin Lakoff argues that academics are 

invested in the mystification of academic indoctrination and authority.  To shed light on 

this authority, and the processes through which it is constructed, would be to cheapen its 
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value and thus its power. Discussing her colleagues’ resistance to instituting an 

introductory graduate course on professionalization, she argues that the elusiveness of 

professional standards is part of their mystifying power:   

 

We are, in fact, fighting about something much bigger than a proposed 

Linguistics-200 requirement, but no one says so: that would be vulgar.  

We are fighting about mystique.  We are elders in the tribal sweathouse, 

discussing the rites of initiation the next generation is to undergo.  We 

went through them once, that’s how we achieved our present, esteemed 

status. (143) 

 

Mystique and status, Lakoff argues, are as much the goals of academic initiation as 

knowledge and critical abilities.   

 As a graduate student, I found that the mystique of professional authority was one 

aspect of my department’s ideology that was not subject to question.  Whenever I tried to 

question the elitism of academic identity, professors known for their iconoclasm and 

leftist values repeatedly instructed me that there were certain presumptions of the 

university that simply needed to be accepted in order to further one’s career.  Along with 

being advised not to question the university hierarchy, I was also directed to 

professionalize my persona.  Much like DeLillo’s Jack Gladney, I was often urged to 

work on projecting a more “formal” appearance and manner, although I was never 

particularly informal or irreverent; I just didn’t behave with an air of professional, adult 
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authority.  Graduate students are taught, both explicitly and tacitly, to cultivate a persona 

fitting to the role.   

Our graduate education encourages us to develop academic identities that will 

shape our behaviors and perceptions in all aspects of our lives.  The totality of such 

identity is evident from the common graduate student complaint that outsiders—non-

academics—cannot understand their view of the world.  For example, when one of  my 

fellow graduate students attempted to join a community reading group, she found herself 

frustrated by the group’s amateurish critical skills.  She was not merely scandalized by 

the naiveté of her group members, but also pleased with its confirmation of their 

difference from herself.  “I know they’re not academics and they don’t read things the 

same way we do,” she told us.  “And I know that I should be able to turn off my 

academic way of reading and just enjoy the book.  But I can’t turn it off.”  She thought 

for a moment, then added, “And frankly, I’m glad I can’t turn it off.”   This episode 

came, in my mind, to emblematize the problem with academic identity: it presumes that 

the academic has, through the ordeal of academic initiation, turned herself into a rarified, 

specialized type of person.  I did not disagree with my colleague’s presumption that she 

was a more advanced reader of texts than the people in her reading group, at least 

according to academic reading practices, which certainly have validity as methods of 

interpretation and analysis.  I found it fairly reasonable that a person who interprets texts 

as an occupation might desire a discussion of more subtle details, or of different sorts of 

details, than would those who read for pleasure in their spare time.  But she did not only 

see herself as somebody with different goals or more experience or even more insight at 

interpreting texts; rather, she saw herself as a totally different sort of thinker than the 
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others in her group, a different sort of person, a person whose identity was that of a text-

interpreter.  This explains her pride in not being able to turn off her academic way of 

thinking: this way of thinking was not merely a skill or a strategy but a marker of her 

essential difference from ordinary, common readers.  

To a large extent, our credibility as academics relies on a performance of 

sameness with others in our field and of difference from outsiders, including our students.  

This pride in our professional difference might be comforting and reassuring to us as 

scholars, but in our classrooms it is destructive for both teachers and students.  In 

“Teaching Like it Matters,” Jane Tompkins focuses in particular on the professor’s 

performance of mastery in the classroom, arguing that it is actually harmful for students, 

since it communicates expectations of similar mastery from them.  Drawing on Paulo 

Freire’s influential argument that students reproduce the ideological structures of their 

schools, Tompkins suggests that students infer, from their teacher’s persona of infallible 

smartness, that they themselves must be unfailingly smart and competent in order to 

succeed in the university and in their future careers. 

 

I had been putting on a performance whose true goal was not to help the 

students learn but to perform before them in such a way that they would 

have a good opinion of me.  I think that this essentially, and more than 

anything else, is what we teach our students: how to perform within an 

institutional academic setting in such a way that they will be thought of 

highly by their colleagues and instructors. (25) 
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As Tompkins discusses, and as I discovered in my own class, this performance leads to 

great stress in both teachers and students, causing them to live in terror of being found 

unprepared, confused, or otherwise unworthy.   If I project to my students that I am never 

mistaken, stressed-out, or too tired to think clearly, I also suggest that they should never 

experience these human conditions, and that to do so is a sign of failure.   

Certainly, students must learn how to deal with difficult conditions if they are to 

succeed in their future education and in the working world.  Teaching responsibility and 

hard work is in fact one acknowledged purpose of classroom professionalism; as my 

friend and colleague once told me, “If I’m not organized and prepared each day, how can 

I expect them to be?”  However, seamless preparation obscures the work that we do 

behind the scenes, implying that the lessons we plan and the analyses we present are not 

the fruits of our labor but some prepackaged commodity.   It also alienates our students 

by suggesting that we are not the same kinds of thinkers as them and that our brilliant 

lesson plans come to us through very different types of work than those that they are 

doing.  The performance of professional academic identity in the classroom is alienating 

for everyone involved; it is a denial of community, and of the fallibility and humanity of 

both student and teacher.   

Conversely, allowing students to see our weaknesses as teachers demonstrates 

that we are thinkers and learners just like they are, making us more suitable role models 

and mentors.  My students seeing me at my best and worst, my smartest and my most 

flustered, directs attention away from my performance as a consumable commodity and 

toward the production of knowledge and ideas in the classroom.  The moments when I 

am less than competent demonstrate by example that intellectual work is difficult and 
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often requires a struggle against fatigue, confusion, and other disheartening 

circumstances.  Rather than excusing laziness and lack of self-discipline, this example 

suggests that all of us, teachers and students, need to develop strategies that will allow us 

to continue working even when the work does not come easily.   

As long as we accept the ideology of academic, professional identity, we will not 

be able to connect with our students and recognize our similarities and common goals.  

We are all workers, all learners, all people with lives that must inevitably intrude into the 

pristine educational space of the classroom, and we can’t really build community with 

our students until we acknowledge this.  But teachers are not typically encouraged to 

think of themselves as learners in the same way that students are.   In an article in 

Profession, Jonathan Mulrooney notes that graduate students are expected to put up a 

pretense of being finished products, professionals.  They fear presenting themselves as 

learners, he argues, because this might damage their marketability as academics:  

 

Rarely do graduate students speak in their own professional defense, for to 

do so would be to work against perfecting those skills that will eventually, 

hopefully, make them marketable.   When they do speak, rarely can they 

voice professional identities still in process, still learning.  (258) 

 

While questioning early demands for graduate professionalization, Mulrooney accepts the 

premise that professors are finished products, the “cooked” version of the “raw” graduate 

student.  Obviously we expect professors to go on learning; in fact, they must, since they 

will be required to research and publish.  But their learning is qualitatively different than 
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that done by undergraduates, because they are experts.  If they want to learn about a new 

subject matter, they won’t take a course; instead, they’ll research it and write a 

conference paper.  The injunction to maintain an expert identity explains why it is so 

risky for academics to enter a new field or sub-field of scholarship, since this puts them 

in the vulnerable position of being a new, naïve learner.   

The assumption that professors are finished learners is as damaging to our 

students as it is to the professors themselves.  Teachers pay lip service to the idea that we 

learn from our students, but we must also demonstrate this to our students by allowing 

them to collaborate honestly with us in producing knowledge in the classroom.  Students 

must see their teachers as learners, thinkers, and workers much like themselves.  This 

acknowledging of similarity does not undo or subvert the authority of the teacher; rather, 

it allows that authority to rest on the teacher’s knowledge, critical skills, and ability to 

guide the students in their intellectual pursuits rather than her performed mastery of a 

field.   

Tompkins’ solution to the problem of performative teaching, to allow students to 

do much more leading of discussion, raises familiar objections to “democratizing” the 

classroom.  In response to her article, Neil Larson writes a letter to the editor of Lingua 

Franca, arguing, “The operative assumption in her de-centered and spontaneous 

classroom technique seems to be that there is nothing to teach that students either don’t 

know already or that is worth knowing” (3).  While Larson expresses sympathy for 

Tompkins’ goals of empowering students, he is suspicious of a teaching model in which 

the teacher does not present information and guide discussion.  As he notes, the problem 

with many “democratizing” pedagogies is that they assume that, to empower students, 
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teachers must divest themselves of all authority in the classroom.  This approach is 

problematic, first because it’s disingenuous (since the teacher ultimately has power over 

the students’ grades), and second because it fails to acknowledge the greater expertise of 

the teacher.   

I agree that, when I allow my students to lead discussion of a text with little 

guidance, their discussions do not reach nearly the critical depths that they can reach 

when I give them a bit of guidance, a model analysis, or a provocative set of questions.  

Clearly, our students do not typically have the critical skills to analyze many texts; those 

are skills they are supposed to be learning from us.  The problem with the traditional 

teacher/student dynamic is not the difference of authority, but rather the grounding of 

authority in the teacher’s performance of professionalism.  I do feel myself to be equal to 

my students; after all, many are themselves professionals in some field, and I spent many 

years cashiering alongside friends and coworkers who were community college students 

(in fact, many of my close friends are currently community college students whom I met 

cashiering or in other areas outside of school).  However, I also do have authority over 

my students in an institutional and academic context—since I am their teacher and they 

have agreed to learn from me and be evaluated by me—and in that context only.  

Instead of dismissing my authority in the classroom, I attempt to ground it in my 

experience and knowledge in the field of study, rather than my appearance of 

professional difference.   When I model textual analysis for them, or when I show them 

the benefits of an argumentative topic sentence, they acknowledge the effectiveness of 

the techniques I have shown them and attempt to create their own subtle readings and 

clear paragraphs.  I am also firm about my role as the leader of the class activities; if they 
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are unfocused or disruptive, I remind them that I am the teacher and they’ve agreed to 

accept me as director of the class.   Thus, I try to demonstrate that my authority comes 

from the institutional rules of the college and from my own expertise, rather than from 

some mystified difference in identity.   Such contextualizing of my own authority, I have 

found, has made disciplinary problems almost nonexistent in my classes.  Because they 

recognize my authority as a person from whom they want to learn, rather than as a 

hierarchical superior forcing them to comply with particular standards of behavior, my 

students often remind each other to behave out of respect for me and desire to learn what 

I have to teach. 

Demystifying my professional authority has allowed me to develop more 

productive strategies of discussion-leading based on the acknowledged grounds of my 

authority.  The ideology of humanities instruction suggests that teachers should not be a 

strong presence in class discussions, indicating our discomfort with our own role as 

teachers and role models.  Once I recognized that my authority was not a mystical force 

to be counteracted but an important function of our contextual roles as teacher and 

students, however, I began to see how much students want and need the expertise of their 

teachers to help them learn.  Remembering my own frustration as a student when teachers 

withheld their knowledge and insight, allowing us to have discussions that produced 

largely incorrect interpretations of texts, I have become more comfortable with myself as 

discussion leader and lecturer.  In class, I have begun to do a lot more of my own 

readings of texts, modeling strategies of interpretation that they might want to use 

themselves.  Once I have presented some analysis of a text, we choose other passages and 

I ask them to do their own readings.   
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But this does not make me the ultimate authority on proper interpretation; instead, 

I also try to model confusion, uncertainty, and strategies for learning from such 

responses.  I point out passages that puzzle me, discuss why I think they are puzzling, and 

encourage them to figure these passages out.  Frequently, students who are initially 

reluctant to interpret end up instructing me on the meaning of a bizarre metaphor or odd 

phrase.  I make sure that, if a student has shown me a persuasive reading or alternate 

interpretation, I acknowledge my own earlier befuddlement and thank the student for 

helping me.  This is not a condescending gesture; like all teachers, I genuinely learn from 

my students and feel grateful for their insights.  I want them to see me go through the 

processes of confusion, of being persuaded, of recognizing my own errors, and to realize 

that these do not indicate intellectual weakness.   I also try to model how I came to my 

ideas about a text; for example, I might explain how my way of thinking about a 

particular text has changed over time.  I often give examples of personal experiences 

from my own life that changed my interpretation of a text.  In other words, what I model 

for my students is not persuasiveness or mastery but the process that leads to persuasive, 

masterful ideas.  This emphasis on my own learning process, and invitation to engage in 

such as process as a group, draws upon my knowledge about the texts I am teaching 

while acknowledging that we are all engaged in a similar experience of learning about 

them.  

A common misconception about building community with our students is that it 

involves us engaging indiscriminately in social activities with them.  For example, I told 

a friend that I was writing this article, and he responded that building community with 

one’s students could be dangerous.  He had recently invited his students, near the end of 
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the term, to meet him for drinks at a local bar.  The night ended with one student 

drunkenly trying to kiss him.  He sent the intoxicated woman home in a cab, hoping that 

she would make it there safely, and dreading their interaction in the few remaining days 

of class.  “This,” he told me, “is the problem with trying to bond with our students.  We 

might have good intentions and want to be informal, but it invariably leads to all kinds of 

awkward situations.”  For young teachers, developing connections with our students is 

almost always equated with inappropriate socialization.  And yet it is our very lack of 

normal human interaction with our students on a regular basis that leads to uncomfortable 

scenes such as my friend experienced.  Our students do not know us as people but rather 

as mystified figures of authority, so when we cross that boundary and attempt to befriend 

them, they perceive our overtures as startling transgressions, perhaps even attempts at 

seduction.  But such reactions are not the result of lowering boundaries between student 

and teacher; rather they confirm that these boundaries are still very much intact, that the 

student is quite aware of the professional identity of his or her teacher even as the teacher 

is trying to move beyond this role.   

Rather than relegating community-building to outside the classroom, I attempt to 

lower some of the professional boundaries within my class.  In particular, rather than 

dismissing their personal problems as distractions from their studies, I try to really talk to 

students about them, both in the classroom and in office hours.  I don’t feel it’s my job to 

solve their problems or serve as their therapist, but I have become more compassionate 

about helping students work around their personal problems in order to succeed in my 

class.  Doing this has led me to be a bit of a pushover, since I will give an extension for 

almost any reason as long as the student lets me know ahead of time.  I’m sure many 
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fabricate their excuses, but I’ve decided not to care.  Expecting strict adherence to 

deadlines implies the kind of arbitrary, dictatorial expectation of perfection that I am 

attempting to overcome in my classes.  Such discipline certainly might help them in their 

future careers, but it also prioritizes adherence to rules over learning.  My main goal for 

my interaction with my students is to help them achieve a greater sense of agency over 

their own writing, a feeling that they can use writing to successfully express what they 

wish to say.  The terror and alienation of college education—the fear of failing, of 

chastisement, of humiliation—directly inhibits students from developing a comfortable 

relationship with their own work, especially in the case of nontraditional students.  I don’t 

want them to be terrorized by my authority, to live in fear of missing a deadline, to drop 

out as soon as their lives begin to interfere with their schoolwork, to give up; I want them 

to learn how to write.  Part of acknowledging my students as people has involved 

prioritizing each student’s learning process over other valid, but secondary, concerns 

such as fairness in grading or having consistent policies.  In order be as fair as possible, I 

attempt to be compassionate and flexible for any student who is willing to ask for such 

help, and to let students know that this flexibility is available to them. 

 In my 8 a.m. composition class of fall, 2003, we began to discuss an identity 

category, a community of meaning, that included everyone in the room: that of 

overworked scholar.  In reflecting on this identity category, my students and I found one 

text particularly helpful: Barbara Ehrenreich’s investigation of the working poor, Nickel 

and Dimed.  While our overwork was, in most cases, negligible in relation to the abject 

desperation of the low-wage workers in the book, nevertheless my students felt a strong 

affinity with the plight of these workers, as did I.  This empathy, in both my students and 
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myself, surprised me; when I had taught the text at the University of Michigan, my 

students and I had all largely viewed the workers as Other, as “them.”  Now, suddenly, 

students responded with a clear understanding of passages that described the defeatism 

that comes from overwork, such as the following:  

 

At Wal-Mart, a coworker once advised me that, although I had a lot to 

learn, it was also important not to “know too much,” or at least never to 

reveal one’s full abilities to management, because “the more they think 

you can do, the more they’ll abuse you.”  My mentors in these matters 

were not lazy; they just understood that there are few or no rewards for 

heroic performance. The trick lies in figuring out how to budget your 

energy so there’ll be some left over for the next day.  (194-5) 

 

This passage clearly had direct relevance for myself and my students, especially the 

necessity of budgeting one’s energy and how this meant never doing one’s best work.  

Ehrenreich’s assessment helped my students to rethink one particular aspect of their own 

lives, the “bootstrap” theory so common among disadvantaged students.  Such an attitude 

is predictable among students at a working-class institution, since it is most likely what 

motivated them to enroll in school in the first place.  Accordingly, many of my students 

embraced such a viewpoint, arguing at first that, while they were familiar with the 

desperation of low-wage work, Ehrenreich’s workers could find better jobs if they would 

simply become more motivated to do so.  These students gave their own experiences as 
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examples: “I work at a fast-food restaurant, but I’m going to college so I can get a better 

job.  That’s what they should do.” 

 In Sánchez-Casal and Macdonald’s classes, communities of meaning empower 

students to question dominant ideological assumptions based on their own experiences 

and knowledge.  Likewise, in my class, the students most privy to the unfairness of 

access to opportunity defended the frequent impossibility of finding a better job for many 

people.  A few working-class white students gave examples of how their parents had 

worked their way up from nothing to running a successful business.  Several Latina 

women countered that racism had prevented many of their family members from 

becoming financially stable, and that even those who succeeded did so at great personal 

cost.   The more privileged students were impressed by this information; one confessed 

that she hadn’t thought about the impact of race on the ability to succeed. 

One of the most productive ideas we discussed was Ehrenreich’s use of the term 

“heroic performance.”  This term seemed to reflect the bootstraps theory: it suggests that 

one could overcome horrible fatigue and manage to do outstanding work.  Both terms 

suggest that anyone can succeed if they are willing to work with amazing vigor and 

diligence, and that those who fail simply did not work hard enough.  The bootstraps 

theory works on the following logic: “If I (or my father or mother) could do it, everyone 

else should be able to.”  But of course, as Ehrenreich points out, working “heroically” is 

bad for your body and mind and can only be maintained temporarily given the best of 

circumstances.  This led the students to rethink their own overwork, and to understand 

that “possible” and “fair” are quite different principles.  Just because it is possible, given 

the best of circumstances, to rise from poverty does not mean that the systematic 
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oppression of the poor and the obstacles to escaping poverty are fair.  Discussing this 

difference helped my students reconcile their own bootstraps-based goals with their 

ideological desires to resist oppression.  Recognizing the possibility of overcoming 

oppression individually, we decided, does not preclude also fighting for equal rights and 

opportunities for everyone.   

Ultimately, our discussion of overwork changed my own perception of my 

situation and my identity within the classroom.  Much like my students, I had been 

expecting myself to work heroically under impossible circumstances.  Even when I was 

exhausted and entirely unprepared to teach, I spent what little energy I had constructing 

the appearance of preparedness, rather than simply admitting that my performance would 

be less than perfect.  Recognizing the untenability of our situations—of all our 

situations—I decided that what we needed was a less demanding, less stressful classroom 

that acknowledged our overwork and helped us to learn productively given this 

circumstance.  Rather than devoting my performative energy to seeming competent and 

prepared, I now work on making the classroom as much of a relaxed, informal learning 

situation as possible.   I joke a lot with my students, allow them time to vent about their 

exhaustion and frustrations if that’s what they want to do, and try to combat our fatigue 

by having numerous energy-promoting activities on hand (such as those in which 

students leave the classroom and find examples of some object of study around the 

campus) for those days when the class seems especially sleepy. 

This new strategy has worked amazingly.   As I become increasingly informal in 

my classes, my students have responded with increasing enthusiasm about the subject 

matter.  I have often been told that I make the material seem fun and relevant to their 



“The Working Classroom” • Karin Spirn 

 30 

lives.  A recent set of evaluations included numerous comments about my “realness” and 

obvious enthusiasm about both the subject matter and my students themselves.  Many 

said that they could tell I cared about the material and also about whether the students 

learned it, and that they appreciated my investment.  I feel certain that these reactions are 

a direct result of my work to treat them not as “students” but as people whom it is my job 

to teach.  I am able to connect with them in ways that I never imagined in the past, not 

because I become their best friend but because I treat them as I would coworkers, 

neighbors, or any other person I came into contact with: as fellow members of my 

community rather than as somebody I have authority over.  My model of instruction is no 

longer that of a professor disseminating specialized insight, but rather follows some of 

the less formal, less institutional models of teaching found in our communities.  In art 

classes at the local cultural center, or in a dance or martial arts class taken for our own 

enrichment, we learn from our teachers and respect their guidance and knowledge despite 

the fact that they treat us as fellow people who they will instruct rather than subordinates 

in an institutional hierarchy.  Taking such classes in my own community has shown me 

valuable models of teaching outside of a school setting, as well as reminding me that, 

while I am an expert in my own field, I am a rather incompetent novice in many others. 

As a teacher who is greatly influenced in the in the post positivist teaching 

philosophies of Twenty-First-Century Feminist Classrooms, I would be remiss if I failed 

to note that I am potentially using those philosophies incorrectly, to create a unified and 

comfortable classroom community rather than to bring to light the many tensions and 

discomforts that exist between the various communities of meaning in my classroom.  
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Betty Sasaki argues that, in order to create classroom “community,” teachers often 

sublimate the ideological tensions that could lead to political change: 

 

In an institutional and pedagogical culture that privileges student voices 

and experiences, there is a dangerous tendency to overlook the multiplicity 

of hierarchical relationships that come into play.  Practically and 

pedagogically speaking, this tendency results in an often-uncritical support 

for creating ‘safe’ classroom environments in which mutual respect and 

trust become the cornerstone for honest and open discussion  While most 

educators would certainly agree on principle with the goals of respect, 

trust, and honesty, the question arises as to what we are keeping both 

students and ourselves safe from…Safety, in this sense, becomes the code 

word for the absence of conflict, a tacit and seductive invitation to collude 

with the unspoken ideological machinery of the institutional family.     

(46-47)  

 

Sasaki’s comments, and her keen analysis of the smoothing over of racial and cultural 

tension in most classrooms, encapsulate my greatest hesitation about my teaching 

strategy: that by encouraging the class to cooperate as a community, I am ignoring or 

suppressing the real ideological and identity conflicts in my classes.  I do seek coalition, 

not consensus, amongst my students, and am quite aware of Bernice Johnson Reagan’s 

powerful description of coalition work: “Most of the time you feel threatened to the core 

and if you don’t, you’re not really doing no coalescing” (242).  However, while I will 
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continue to seek new strategies to allow students to be more honest and open about their 

beliefs and experiences,  I feel that my goal of creating a comfortable classroom is 

necessary given the non-traditional student body I teach.  In the community college, none 

of my students express entitlement to their educations and almost all feel inadequate, 

insecure, and alienated from school.  The safety and community I seek in my classroom, 

while ideologically suspect in many ways, is a necessary sacrifice to provide access to 

my students, many of whom find school a disturbing, uncomfortable setting.  As 

overworked scholars, so many experiences in my students’ lives and my life are chaotic, 

frightening, and traumatic.   I cringe to think of school being one more such experience 

for them or for me.   
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