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Abstract 
The purpose of this paper is to explore the intersection of race and gender in the teaching experiences of African 
American women faculty working at a historically White institution in the southeastern United States. 
Specifically, we examine the status of Black women in the academy, Black women faculty experiences in the 
classroom, and the benefits of feminist pedagogy in creating inclusive, liberatory learning environments. 

Introduction 
As Black feminist educators teaching in a historically White university in the southeastern United States, we are 
committed to a model of feminist teaching that supports goals of equity, diversity and social change. We 
recognize that our positionality as Black women has a profound impact on our teaching, the classroom dynamics 
and on our overall experiences in the classroom. As such, the purpose of this paper is to highlight the ways in 
which feminist pedagogy can contribute to creating transformative teaching and learning environments, 
specifically for women and faculty of color. To frame this discussion, we discuss the use of black feminist theory 
as a relevant framework and provide a summary of the literature on Black women in the academy. We then 
highlight the place of our positionalities as Black feminist educators and the intersection of race and gender in 
the higher education classroom. Finally, we explore key tenets of feminist pedagogy, following with suggestions 
and strategies for adult educators interested in implementing feminist pedagogical practices in their classrooms.  
 
Theoretical framework 
Feminism as a phenomenon in the academy has imposed a discourse that is intellectually elitist and 
intentionally exclusionary and is bound by the parameters of White middle class women.  Rarely are the views 
and voices of women of color included in feminist discussions. When the viewpoints of women of color, 
especially Black women, are included, these perspectives are often marginalized, portrayed in reference to the 
dominate group, depicted in a deficit frame, or presented for entertainment purposes --- shedding exotic blood 
to inform the masses of their pitiful lot. As Black women academicians, we are disheartened by the false and 
self-serving nature of this discussion and the elite parameters that encompass the debate. 
 
In exploring our experiences as African American women teaching in a historically White university, we use 
Black feminism as our theoretical framework for the paper.  According to Patricia Hill Collins (2000), “Black 
feminist thought aims to develop a theory that is emancipatory and reflective and which can aid African 
American women’s struggles against oppression” (p. 32).  Black feminist theorists recognize the significance of 
highlighting the lived experiences of Black women in oppressive contexts, as well as the oppositional knowledge 
they develop in response to oppression (Collins, 2000).  Black feminism is, first and foremost, a theory produced 
by Black women, both intellectuals and non-intellectuals, representative of a standpoint developed and 
maintained by Black women that has been virtually ignored (Collins, 2000).  In turn, this particular standpoint 
places Black women along the margins within multiple contexts, including the academy. Occupying this marginal 
position in predominately White universities, places Black women in the position of being outsiders-within 
(Collins, 1986).    
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Black women in the academy can be viewed as outsiders-within because they “have been invited into places 
where the dominant group is assembled, but…remain outsiders because they are still invisible and have no 
voice when dialogue commences” (Howard-Hamilton, 2003, p. 21).  Furthermore, since the academy is a 
location in which the voices and the knowledge of women of color are often discounted, they utilize this 
marginal position to generate specialized knowledge that reflects their unique positions, ideas and experiences. 
 
Black Women in the Academy: An overview 
As African American women faculty teaching and researching in a historically White university in the 
southeastern United States, we recognize that we bring a particular angle of vision to and experience of the 
college classroom. With more than thirty years of experience as Black women faculty, an overview of the status 
of Black women faculty is a critical point of departure for our overall discussion. We believe that our teaching 
philosophies and strategies are firmly rooted in our experiences on the margins of the academy. 
 
Despite the diversity and multicultural initiatives of higher education institutions within the U.S., barriers and 
obstacles to career success continue to exist in the professional lives of minority faculty, particularly Black 
women faculty.  In her seminal essay on Black female academicians, Carroll (1982) writes the following:  

There is no more isolated subgroup in academe than Black women.  They have neither race nor 
sex in common with White males who dominate the decision making stratum of academe; Black 
males in academe at least share with the White males their predominance over women. 
(p. 118)  
 

The 1982 Carroll quote highlights the distinct experiences of Black women intellectuals as greatly affected by 
racial and gender oppression. Over ten years later, McKay (1997) contends that Black female academicians 
continue to face these issues because of the White, male dominated space of the academy:  

Black women everywhere suffer race, sex and class discrimination because they are black and 
women, and the halls of the academy provide no safe sanctuary. In white universities and 
colleges, these women experience the workplace as one of society’s exclusive clubs to which, 
even though they have as much right as everyone else to be there, they will never gain full 
membership. (p. 21)  
 

The quote above not only highlights the discrimination that black women can face in White institutions, but 
they illustrate the reality that these women were never meant to be included as producers of knowledge. 
Therefore, the White academy, on both the individual and institution levels continues to perpetuate 
domination, exclusion, and silence to the detriment of Black female professors’ personal and professional 
success.    
 
Over the past four decades, there has been a growing body of work on the issues, problems, and concerns that 
African American faculty face in predominately White colleges and universities in the United States (Benjamin, 
1997; Gregory, 1995; Johnson-Bailey & Cervero, 2004; Menges & Exum, 1983; Moses, 1989; Myers, 2002). The 
research on Black women faculty employed in White colleges and universities suggests that Black faculty are 
typically found among non-tenure track lecturers, instructors, and assistant professors, and earn less than 
White faculty at their institutions (Gregory, 1995; Myers, 2002).  It is also suggested that there is a “revolving 
door” syndrome at predominately White institutions in which minority women are hired at the assistant 
professor level, denied tenure after three to four years, and replaced by other women at the assistant level 



  
 

10th International Conference on Researching Work & Learning  
6 – 8 December 2017, Rhodes University, Grahamstown, South Africa 

3  

(Myers, 2002). Black faculty women are often confronted with the “glass ceiling” barrier to career advancement 
(Bain & Cummings, 2000; Inman, 1998; Phelps, 1995), which also holds true for women in the corporate or 
managerial professions (Bierema, 1998).  
 
The literature on minorities in the academy also suggests that the academy is not conducive or welcoming to 
minority academicians.  Upon entering academia as faculty members, Black women are immediately placed 
under the pressure of having to make a place for themselves and their research within the culture of their 
respective departments, colleges, and the institution at large (Kolodny, 2000).  Similar to other academic 
women, Black women are even more so expected to mentor and nurture women and minority students.  
Although the literature in this area notes that the success of minority students is largely dependent on the 
support of Black faculty (Gregory, 1995), it largely becomes the responsibility of Black women to occupy the 
caregiver role.   
 
Another issue Black women face in their academic career involves situating their research and worldviews 
within the culture of the academy and their respective departments.  Oftentimes the research agendas of Black 
women faculty not only determine whether they “fit” into the culture of the department, but also will ultimately 
affect their professional development in terms of promotion and tenure.  Acculturation to the academic 
department can become a problem that both untenured and tenured Black women faculty encounter. If Black 
women faculty have research agendas focusing on issues of race, gender, class, and sexuality, they often face 
isolation and resistance from their colleagues as they attempt to integrate their research agendas (Gregory, 
1995; Turner, 2002).    
 
Researchers have continued to document the experiences of discrimination, isolation, and silence among Black 
women faculty in predominately White colleges and universities (Gregory, 1995; Moses, 1989; Myers, 2002).  
In addition to this, Black women stated that they feel like tokens within their departments, have minimal 
opportunities to collaborate with senior faculty, and do not find sufficient support for their research (Moses, 
1989).   
 
The intersection of race and gender in the classroom 
Black women also experience significant challenges in both the undergraduate and graduate higher education 
classroom (Johnson-Bailey & Cervero, 1998; McGowan, 2000; Sule, 2011). It is reported that students often feel 
threatened by and will challenge an authority figure who is not a White male and that White male students are 
often the most critical of female professors (Tisdell, 1993).  Tisdell (1993) further contends that the power 
relations within the higher education classroom generally reflect the power dynamics in the larger society in 
that “Those privileged in society by virtue of their race, class, or gender are the ones who usually have the most 
power and control within institutions of higher education, and often in classrooms (p. 210). To date, there have 
been multiple studies that illustrate how race and gender can affect various aspects of the higher education 
classroom (McGowan, 2000; Pittman; 2010; Sule, 2011). For example, in their often-cited study on power and 
positionality in the classroom, Johnson-Bailey and Cervero (1998, p. 396) found that in the Black woman’s 
classroom, the following interactions were commonplace:  “challenge to knowledge dissemination, 
teacher/student confrontations, classroom crosstalk, and reinterpretation or disregard of classroom protocol”.  
It was succinctly noted that these occurrences did not happen in the White male professor’s classroom.  
Furthermore, the authors note that the data reveals that positionality of the professors, specifically, affected 
the classroom dynamics more so than mastery, authority, and voice. McGowan (2000) and Pittman (2010) also 
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find that African American women and men faculty members encounter challenges to authority, credibility and 
lower levels of respect. To illustrate, in McGowan’s (2000) study on the classroom experiences of Black women 
faculty, the findings also reveal that White students “critique their classroom effectiveness, challenge their 
authority, have a lower level of respect, and report their concerns and critiques to the professor or to his or her 
superior” (McGowan, 2000, p. 21). Overall, these findings most certainly support the fact that race and gender 
can have a profound and far-reaching impact on the classroom experiences of Black women college educators.   
 
It becomes evident that despite their credential and accomplishments, Black women professors are doubly 
disadvantaged within multiple sites in the academy by virtue of their race and gender. These challenges to 
intellectual and classroom authority reflect a fundamental belief system regarding Black women in general: that 
the academy, whether in the classroom or in the academic departments, was never meant to include the 
presence and work of Black women.    
 
Feminist pedagogy: Strategies for transformative teaching and learning 
In her seminal text on the history and future of feminism, Estelle Freedman (2003) cogently articulates the 
overarching purpose of feminism as ideology and social movement: 
 Feminism is the belief that women and men are inherently of equal worth. Because most  
 societies privilege men as a group, social movements are necessary to achieve equality  
 Between men and women, with the understanding that gender always intersects with  
 social hierarchies. (p. 7) 
 
Feminism is both a social justice movement, as well as a framework through which to understand women’s 
experiences in patriarchal societal institutions. As a movement to promote equality and equal worth, feminism 
has served as one of the most effective and far-reaching social justice movements in the U.S. and abroad 
(Freedman, 2003). With a foundational focus on issues such as equal pay, reproductive rights, access to 
women’s healthcare and the like, contemporary feminist activists have transformed the ways in which women 
experience societal institutions, including higher education. 
 
As Black feminist educators, we propose that feminist pedagogy offers radical possibilities for emancipatory 
and liberatory education (hooks, 1994; 2003). In our experience as educators, we find that feminist teaching 
philosophies and strategies can aid in creating and sustaining learning environments that center the voices and 
experiences of women and other marginalized learners (Crabtree & Sapp, 2003; Johnson-Bailey & Lee, 2005; 
Maher & Tetreault, 2001; Ray, 2010). Crabtree and Sapp (2003) define feminist pedagogy as a “set of classroom 
practices, teaching strategies, approaches to content and relationships grounded in critical pedagogical and 
feminist theory” (p. 131). Feminist pedagogy also involves more than teaching techniques or strategies, but also 
centers an orientation and philosophy of teaching rooted in principles commonly associated with feminism, 
such as inclusiveness, diversity, and a commitment to social justice in all forms. In addition, feminist pedagogy 
also involves creating a climate for consciousness-raising and activism (Johnson-Bailey & Lee, 2005).  
 
Feminist pedagogy has revolutionized the academy and has powerfully informed and transformed the learning 
and teaching exchange. By attending to the issues of power that are teaching and learning. By addressing the 
power dynamics that are present in the classroom, feminist pedagogy has required teachers to inspect their 
praxis, curriculum, and viewpoints to check for oppressive practices connected to sexism, racism, and elitist 
practices and behaviors. In addition, feminist pedagogy has inspired teachers to use strategies that empower 
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students because it necessitates that teachers use styles that are non-authoritative and nurturing. We 
acknowledge that there is no universal and definitive feminist pedagogy, and we further recognize that when 
women of color, particularly Black women, use the accommodating style of feminist pedagogy, that there may 
be challenges to the teacher’s authority and the classroom environment require more facilitation. We accept 
and embrace those challenges.  
 
Our positions on the margins as women who share a common black ancestry guide our teaching with its 
resulting philosophy that revolves around three key concepts: inclusion, empowerment, and intellectual 
growth. By emphasizing inclusion, we are affirming that we want all students to participate in our classes and 
that we know for some groups who are characteristically silent or silenced this may involve a conscious effort 
on our part to make space for that student’s voice. Directly connected to the issue of inclusion is the concept 
of empowerment, which does not connote for us the process of self-actualization often discussed in the 
literature but instead means that the student has a sense of belongingness and equity as a full member of the 
class collective. Again, working toward an environment where the student is empowered involves managing 
classroom dynamics to ensure that student-student, teacher-student, and curriculum-class exchanges are 
positive and constructive. It is our goal to try to ensure that students experience our classrooms as safe spaces 
where they can openly express their doubts, confront the unknown, and carve out and claim their own 
intellectual space. We believe in constructing a participatory educational environment that is grounded in 
respect.  
 
Finally, it is important to remember that an ideal teaching environment is built on reciprocity. Our students 
bring a wealth of experience and knowledge from their varying histories, contexts, geographies, and 
biographies. It is our responsibility to recognize, highlight, and honor their contributions. Therefore, we must 
always act as a conduit in helping them toward self-expression and in developing critical thinking skills. 
Challenging students to think critically and opening ourselves up to be challenged in return contributes to their 
intellectual growth, to our intellectual growth, and to improving and invigorating the classroom setting. Another 
aspect of reciprocity involves the willingness of black women educators to engage in personal critical reflection 
with the students and evoke the interdependency that makes the process of transformational learning and 
teaching transparent and synergistic. Our dream for our students is that they use what they learn in our 
classrooms to become active, informed, and responsible world citizens. 
 
A great tradition of black women as emancipatory educators exists in the annals of adult educators: Septima 
Clarke and Highlander; the countless and unnamed black women who poured south during Reconstruction that 
occurred in the U.S. after the Civil War to staff schools for the newly freed slave population; nontraditional black 
women educators such as Anna Julia Cooper, Maria Stewart, Ida Well-Barnet, and Lucy Laney. These black 
women all taught within a transformative framework, yet the concept was not separated from everyday living; 
rather, it was part of the reality of what it was to be black, trying to survive in an oppressive white-dominated 
society. Hence, our notion of transformation as a way of knowing, a way of being, and a way of surviving is 
grounded in a cultural legacy. 
 
To achieve the classroom environment, it is important for us always to attend to classroom dynamics and 
classroom management. There are several primary methods that we employ in constructing this setting. For 
instance, it is important that no voice, including the teacher's, dominate the discussion. We are not opting out 
of our role as the authority, but rather suggesting that as teachers, we attempt to guide and nurture the process 
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of intellectual discourse. In addition, in our efforts to be inclusive, we recognize that students learn in different 
ways and also participate in different ways. Therefore, each class that we teach has varied instructional modes 
(printed materials, audio, WebCT components, video presentations, guest lecturers, collaborative and 
individual projects) and a range of other ways in which students can participate (suggesting curricular material, 
attending and reporting on relevant campus speakers, small work groups, games, and written and oral student 
presentations). We are successful as teachers if our students leave our course with more questions than 
answers and if we have helped them toward a lifelong self-directed learning journey. In the environment of our 
classrooms, we attempt to encourage students to connect with or "trouble" the readings, always guiding them 
to examine their assumptions and the author's perspective and to query whose interests are being served. 
There are several ways to relate to the readings. One student-preferred way is to keep a journal or write 
reaction papers in which they analyze and critique the strengths and weaknesses of the author's arguments, 
but also use their personal experiences as a route for engagement. Regardless of the method, the act of 
interacting with readings gives students space to think critically and reflect on the ideas presented. 
 
Often they come to class with counterarguments and other sources to support or refute the readings. 
Ultimately, what happens is that we all not only learn from the reading, but we learn beyond the assigned 
readings. Another strategy we employ in our classrooms is refraining questions and deconstructing issues. An 
essential aspect of producing this classroom setting is reframing questions (Brookfield, 1995) and asking 
students to examine issues on the micro, mezzo, and macro levels because the world extends far beyond the 
classroom walls to an ever-shrinking global community in which we all must participate. As Brookfield (1995) 
recommends, reframing the question allows for the dissecting of the premise on which the question is based, 
showing that every question contains a position or perspective. If questions are only answered and not 
examined, then the opportunity to see behind the question is lost and simply answering the question is a form 
of reproduction. Closely related to reframing the question is the postmodernist method of deconstructing or 
taking the issue apart. For example, in one class in a dissertation series, the class had occasion to examine the 
data of a student who was presenting her controversial study of women leaders in the Ku Klux Klan. One of the 
themes voiced by several of the Klan women as their reason for membership was the high incidence of blacks 
who commit crimes against whites. In deconstructing this issue, the class first offered statistics that most crimes 
are committed within racial lines and that only 17 percent of crimes are committed across racial lines. The 
points of deconstruction went on to include the imbalance of arrests and convictions along racial lines, the 
interlocking nature of poverty and crime, the disparity between sentences for white-collar crimes and blue-
collar crimes, and the disparity of sentences between men and women who commit the same crimes. This 
means of dismantling an issue can expose the false or accurate components that make up the issue. Perhaps 
the most often used and most successful building block of our transformational teaching is the use of dialogue, 
an informal conversational approach for verbal exchanges, or discourse, a more formal, linear, and directive 
methodology. It has been our experience that multiple voices, whether ordered as discourse or free flowing as 
dialogue, produce a symphony of ideas and lay groundwork that supports an environment where change is 
possible. 
 
Conclusion 
We are teachers, facilitators, and conduits for knowledge. While we are deliberate in our political positions of 
social justice, inclusion, and democratization, we are intentionally deliberate so as to be open and inclusive 
rather than oppressive. These ways of teaching, born from our marginality, exist in an effort to break the cycle 
that produced our outsider status. Perhaps in our 
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teaching we are more vulnerable, but we practice from our soul, modeling the risks involved in being open to 
new ideas and allowing disparate voices to open up the path to growth and transformation. Such an approach 
keeps us steady on our lifelong journey as black women adult educators with a goal to "trouble" and, maybe, 
transform ideology and practice. 
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