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Students are then seen as having expertise, yet they know that you do not see 
it as their responsibility to educate you (Verduzco- Baker, 2018).

I encourage you to take time to consider how discomfort and safety or 
bravery play out in your classroom (see Table 4.2). What is the role of dis-
comfort? Safety or bravery?

Using Transparency to Create Your Desired Classroom Space
Be clear about the atmosphere that you are attempting to create in your class-
room. Early class discussions in which you and your students are transpar-
ent about desired norms and values can reduce misperceptions. The popular 
media often presents faculty and students’ viewpoints on discomfort and 
safety as opposed to each other, with students wanting to be safe and free from 
discomfort (Friedersdorf, 2015). However, for many years my research team 
has been collecting data on student and faculty perceptions about the col-
lege classroom as a discomforting or safe space, and we have found that what 
students and faculty perceive to be the case can be different than what they 
actually report (Oleson, 2019; Oleson, Vinton, Buttrill, Murphy, & Harris, 
2018; Oleson, Vinton, Buttrill, Murphy, Harris, & Yang, 2018; Vinton & 
Oleson, 2017). For instance, the perceptions of students and faculty mem-
bers’ values often mirror what is reported in the popular press—students 
are seen as valuing safety more than faculty members are, whereas professors 
are perceived as valuing discomfort and challenge more than students do. 
Their actual responses, however, suggest that these perceptions may at times 
be misperceptions. The value that faculty and students place on discomfort, 
challenge, and safety are often similar to each other. Importantly, these dis-
crepancies could have implications for how students and faculty approach 

TABLE 4.2 
Role of Discomfort and Safety in Your Classroom

What is the role of discomfort in class? 
(For example, are you explicitly trying to 
create it? are you managing comfort that 
emerges from discomforting topics?)

What is the role of safety or bravery 
in your classroom? Do either of these 
metaphors seem relevant to your classroom 
dynamics? Consider how the classroom 
might be unequally safe or brave; propose 
ways to reduce inequity.
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