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INTRODUCTION

This chapter describes two short exercises that can be used in class sessions focused around issues of intimate partner violence.  Each is designed to highlight a different conceptual piece of the intimate partner violence puzzle.  Each is also adaptable to other conceptual contexts.   The first covers the issue of “saying no” and invites students to explore their resistance to both giving and receiving this powerful command.  The second exercise symbolically examines the problem of “burnout” faced by people who work in the field of domestic violence.  A candle-lighting ceremony encourages the students to “keep their own flames burning” before moving forward to assist others.  

Let me preface the rest of this chapter by declaring that all my good teaching ideas come from other teachers.  In those instances where I remember the source of my ideas I cite accordingly.  As for the rest, be assured that as an educator I am a product of all my time spent in the classrooms, workshops, and conference sessions of other educators.  

DEFINTION OF PROBLEM 

· At least one in every three women has been beaten, coerced into sex or otherwise abused during her lifetime.
 

· Nearly 25 percent of American women report being raped and/or physically assaulted by a current or former spouse, cohabiting partner, or date at some time in their lifetime, according to the National Violence Against Women Survey, conducted from November 1995 to May 1996.

· On average, more than three women are murdered by their husbands or boyfriends in this country every day. In 2000, 1,247 women were killed by an intimate partner. The same year, 440 men were killed by an intimate partner.
 

· In a national survey of more than 6,000 American families, 50 percent of the men who frequently assaulted their wives also frequently abused their children.
 

· Approximately one in five female high school students reports being physically and/or sexually abused by a dating partner.

· Eight percent of high school age girls said “yes” when asked if “a boyfriend or date has ever forced sex against your will.”
 

· Forty percent of girls age 14 to 17 report knowing someone their age who has been hit or beaten by a boyfriend.
 

DEFINITION OF SOCIAL JUSTICE 
Social Justice is a condition in which all members of a community have the same basic opportunities, rights, security, social benefits, and obligations, including the right to self-determination and individual integrity.  Social justice is mediated by structures of organized power that systematically disadvantage/advantage social groups.  Intimate partner violence is fueled by hierarchal social institutions that promote an understanding of power as “power over.”  The statistics cited above reflect the power of men over women, boys over girls, adults over children, and the patriarchal state over the rights of individuals and groups to live lives free from interpersonal violence.  Promoting social justice within the context of current institutional relations of power and control (including the institution of education) involves a sustained effort to practice resistance to “power-over” hierarchies and to exercise agency in matters of self-determination.

TEACHING CONTEXT
I teach at a diverse public university with 30,000 students.  Class size ranges from 70-90 in the lower division classes and 25-50 in the upper division classes.  We are on a 15-week semester system.  Classes typically meet twice a week for an hour and 15 minutes.  This time period allows me to use some combination of lecture, active-learning, and small or large group discussion during each class session.  My “lectures” are limited to between 30 and 45 minutes with about half this time spent in Socratic dialogue with students.  During the remaining time we participate in active-learning exercises.  Some exercises last 10 minutes, some last 45, but the underlying commonality to all is that I always provide time for students to “debrief” any learning experience they participate in.  Debriefing takes multiple forms; students may “free write” their responses or they may discuss responses and reactions in dyads, small groups, or in all class discussions.   In my family violence course the students are required to keep journals, and much of the written debriefing goes into these journals – either during or after class.  These debriefing sessions are as valuable as the learning exercises.  It is in sharing their reactions, responses, and analyses of what they experienced that the true lessons of community, connection, and social justice are learned.  

Six years ago I developed an upper division course on family violence.  Through the ever-evolving process of course development I have come to realize that this subject – as with most social justice issues – needs to be approached with balance.  In this case my goal is to find the balance between the personal, theoretical, and the practical applications of the materials we cover.  For each class session I plan a strategy that combines each of these “ways of knowing” and understanding intimate partner violence. In this essay I focus on two short active-learning exercises designed to create opportunities for students to practice resistance to that which may be habitually disempowering and to exercise agency in self-determination.  To promote social justice one has to experience justice at a personal level.  Active learning exercises teach skills that have the potential to transform lives both personally and politically.  While each exercise covers a topic related to intimate violence, each can be readily adapted to other social justice issues.  

PRIMARY CONCEPTS/KEY WORDS
TEACHING EXERCISES

EXERCISE 1: “No Means No” or “The Kitten Exercise”

Time Needed: 25 minutes
Goals: 

I use this exercise as part of my dating violence curriculum.  The self-defense teaching cooperative that originated this exercise included it as one of several strategies of verbal self defense.  I use this exercise, in part, to encourage students to say “no” when they really mean it and to practice verbally defending themselves against manipulation.  I also use it to illustrate how imprecise and ambiguous communication can be – especially between people of different genders.  The family violence class I teach has about 50 students – a third of these students are men.  I use this exercise at the beginning of the dating violence section of the course to make the point that both men and women are good at verbal manipulation and that we all need practice saying precisely what we mean.  

Things Necessary for Activity to work


Moveable desks


Works with large or small classes

Components of 1st part of Exercise: 
1. Put students into pairs 

2. Have students move their desks to face each other (knee to knee) 

3. The professor then gives two different sets of instructions to the students.  

a. To the student facing one direction, the instructor tells them that they are in possession of a cute, fluffy kitten.  Their task – during the next five minutes – is to give that kitten away to the student facing them

b. The other students are told that they do not want a kitten and their job is to not take the kitten.  
4. The students begin the exercise – it should last no more than five (5) minutes.

5. As the students are engaged in the excerise, the professor circulates throughout the room, noting all the various arguments being offered for taking the kitten and the excuses being given in response.  

6. Professor signals end of time. 

7. Debriefing the exercise, Part 1: 

For the first debriefing I ask “how many of you ended up with a kitten?”  Usually there are several who just could not resist the persuasive techniques of the other student.  I ask one of these pairs to share their dialogue.  There is much laugher and appreciative nods during this part of the discussion.  Depending on the explicitness of student observations, I offer my own observations of the interactions.  I concentrate my comments on the “excuses” being given by those students who are not supposed to take a kitten and on the verbal skills employed by the “kitten givers” to get around those excuses.  A typical dialogue goes like this:
Student A: “Hey I have this really cute kitten that needs a home.  I want you to have him.  Student B:  “Oh I can’t, I’m allergic to cats.”  Student A: “Well that’s not a problem because this is an outdoor cat.  Student B: “Well I don’t really have a yard.”  Student A: “You don’t need a yard for a cat.  That’s the great thing about a cat.” And so on.   The point of this part of the exercise is to show how we manipulate and are manipulated by others in conversation.  More explicitly, this part demonstrates how we are all trained to manipulate others by finding a way around excuses, and how many of us offer excuses when we really mean no.  

2nd part of Exercise:  No Means No 

8. Students back into pairs

9. Instructions to students

a. The same instructions are given to the student trying to give away the kitten, 
b. but the other student is instructed to simply say “no” in response to the pleas of the “kitten giver.”  No other responses are allowed.  The student can say “no” or they can share their head, but they are not allowed to offer any kind of excuse for not taking the kitten.  This part of the exercise usually ends after 2-3 minutes.

10. Faculty circulates amongst the students again, observing the types of the struggles that take place. 

11. Second Debriefing

Second Debriefing: For the second debriefing I ask both sides of the interaction to talk about how different this conversation felt from the previous one.  At this point the students who were instructed to just say “no” comment on how difficult this is.  Many talk about how it seems rude to just say no (or even “no thank you) and how offering an excuse is about not wanting to offend the other person.  The “kitten givers” on the other hand are impressed at how much more difficult it is to come up with persuasive ideas when all the other person is offering is a “no.” 

Follow Up Exercise: 

1.  Saying No Homework. As a follow up exercise I give the students some “saying no” homework.  I tell them that sometime during the next week they are to say “no” to someone in their life.  The “no” should be offered in response to a request that the student does not really want to do.  I give examples of someone asking them to go to a party they don’t want to go to, or doing a favor they don’t want to do, or going some where they don’t want to go to, etc….  The students are to be polite, they can say “no thank you,” but they are not to offer excuses or explanations for their refusal.  
2. Writing about in their Journal: I then instruct the student to write about the experience in their journals.  Many students write about how this is the most difficult task of the course.  Many write that they simply could not just say no and in the end they had to tell the person the “no” was part of a class assignment.  For those who take the assignment to heart, the act of saying no when they really mean it (and therefore the act of saying yes when they really mean it) is an important step in becoming an active agent in their own lives.  
Example from Student Journal: As one student wrote in her follow up journal reflection:  My boyfriend wanted me to go with him to do his laundry.  I really needed to study.  I am always doing things with him when I really need to be doing my own thing. I told him no.  He was shocked.  So was I.  I didn’t offer any excuses.  I didn’t even tell him I needed to study.  I just said “no” and stood there.  He got mad and slammed out of my room.   It made me think about what else I had given up to avoid this kind of scene.
 

EXERCISE 2: Candle Lighting Ceremony 

Time Needed: 10-15 minutes

Explanation and Goals: 

This second exercise also focuses on student empowerment, though here the focus is more on internal empowerment rather than interactional empowerment.  On the very first day of class I tell my students that since registering for this class they have become family violence experts for all their friends and families.   I explain to them that as the semester progresses and more people in their lives come to know of their enrollment in this course, they will begin hearing more stories of violence in the lives of those they care about.  Throughout the semester my “prediction” is confirmed as students begin telling these stories of violence in class discussions, during office hours, and in their journals.  And, though many of them signed up for the course because they had a personal history involving abuse, almost none of them anticipate the experience of becoming a “confidant” to someone else’s abusive history.   


Right away – after predicting their futures as violence educators – I offer tools to assist them in their new responsibilities.  Using a peer educator model I explain that their only job in “helping” those that come to them is to listen, and to offer a referral number if the person wants more assistance.  I make sure that everyone who comes to class on the first day leaves with brochures from our campus counseling center and from several local domestic violence agencies.  Then, throughout the semester, we have community speakers (many of whom are former student) from all varieties of social agencies dealing with family violence issues.  Each speaker is encouraged to tell their own story of how they got into this work and each is encouraged to “recruit” students from the class to volunteer or work in their agency.  

Though only a small percentage of these students will end up volunteering or working in the domestic violence field, most (if not all) are motivated by a desire to help others or help themselves.  Many of our majors are first-generation college students from working –class backgrounds who are already serving their communities in some capacity.   This exercise is designed, in part, to empower the students to see “taking care of themselves” as an important part of doing social justice work. I use the candle lighting ceremony as the last learning exercise of the course.  
Things Necessary for Activity to work


Candles – look for small candles that don’t drip much, and come in multiple 

colors, (try and avoid birthday candles and they are too small and drip too much).  


Works with large or small classes
With a large group, this exercise works best if the room is organized with rows of 

desks, with a small group, a circle, with the professor included, is fine. 

Activity: 
1. Pass out a candle to each student.  
2. Instructor stands in front of room & lights her candle. 

3. Light the candles of all the students in the first row of the class.  I instruct those students to turn in their seats and light the candle of the student behind them and so on until everyone in the room is holding a lit candle. 
4. Instructor explains the symbolic significance of the exercise:  

There are two main ideas I want you to take away from this exercise.  First I want you to know that one person can make a huge difference – can inspire and motivate -- (can light up) many others in the struggle for social justice.  You can be that one person.  And, second I want to remind you (as several of you found out during the lighting process) that you have to keep your own flame burning strong  -- you have to take care of yourself first – before sharing that light with others.  With more than 30 hours of domestic violence training each of you knows more about this social issue than most people you will encounter.  With this knowledge comes social responsibility.   And while I encourage you to honor this obligation to communities, your first and most important task is to honor and care for your self. 
5.  After a moment of silence for those still suffering, I instruct the student to blow out their candles.  
6. Debriefing the exercise

I have the students debrief this exercise in their journals (alternatively having them discuss the experience in dyads then perhaps at all class level would also work).  After blowing out their candles I explain that they are to keep the remaining candle stub.  When they are feeling alone in their work they may choose to light their candle and remember all the people in the room who are also working hard to stop family violence.  I then ask them to write a final journal entry reflecting on the idea of “taking care of themselves” and/or “what it means to help others in their communities”.  

The students respond quite enthusiastically to this exercise.  In fact, even those that miss class show up in my office to collect their candle.  The journal entries reflecting on the exercise express a range of responses.  Many comment on the powerful image of so many burning flames in the darkened classroom.  The idea that there are many others (both men and women) that share their concern for ending family violence is one of the main messages they take away from the class.  The power of this particular exercise, however, is best typified by the following journal entry: 

 
My whole life I’ve had to take care of other people: my brother, my father, and then when he beat her – my mother.  When I came to college I kind of started the whole thing over with my friends.  People with problems just sort of come to me.  I think I’ve been waiting for someone to finally take care of me.  The candle thing made me think that maybe the person I’m waiting for is me.

Conclusion 

The two exercises just described are designed to give students tools to negotiate their personal lives in ways that make them more available to engage in public life.  Too often those fighting for social justice create lives for themselves that are neither balanced nor just.  Along those same lines, groups, organizations, agencies, and social movements for justice are often mired in their own struggles to practice justice within their ranks.  This lack of attention to social inequalities (racism, sexism, heterosexism, and classism, etc…) within social movements in particular, has led to fragmentation and cooptation.  As educators it seems critical to find new ways to help our student avoid making these same errors.  Active learning exercises create the opportunity for students to put into practice the concepts and theories that inform their analyses of what it takes to create a just society. 
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