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ABSTRACT: This article explores approaches to teaching that are
intended to help students go “beyond tolerance” of people different from
themselves on such bases as gender, ethnicity, nationality, physical
abilities, or religious beliefs in order to strive for informed
understanding, respect, and empathy. It offers examples from the
practices of university teachers of geography and women’s studies that
engage students in critical perspectives of their own cultural values,
bring them to reflect on field encounters and media representations, and
carry out activities that link experience with knowing and feeling.

The recognition in Western societies of increasing diversity within
cultures and of expressions of “identity politics” has stimulated scholarship on
what Anglo-Saxon scholars, at least, have come to call the “other” — a term that
covers people who differ from the hegemonic population on the basis of their
race/ethnicity, immigrant status, religion, poverty, gender, life stage (children and
the elderly), sexual orientation, physical ability, or even their rural, rather than
urban, residence. It even extends to thinking about non-human animals and
“nature.” The concept implies unequal relations of power. My own interest in the
“other” is more than academic, however, or one that is shaped by current
literature. It goes back to my early life in Australia and my family’s history there.
About 1860, my great-grandparents immigrated to Australia from England,
Ireland, and Wales. Though they left no written records about their sense of
identity or perceptions of their previous or new homes, my maternal grandmother,
born in Australia, often told me how her grandmother, still in England, had been
anxious that the Aborigines of Australia would eat the grandchildren. There was
certainly a consciousness and fear of the “other.”

Other parts of my life have also prompted my focus on the “other,”
among them growing up in Australia at a time when non-British immigrants

! This article is adapted from Monk (2000) with the permission of the editors of the Journal
of Geography in Higher Education.
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began to arrive in large numbers; my first experiences in the United States as the
only woman post-graduate student in my department of geography; and now, an
awareness of the experiences of Mexicans who attempt to enter the United States
by walking across the desert in Arizona, for me just an hour’s distance from
where I live, but for them a life-threatening and torturous experience. The
educational institutions with which I have been associated have not always been
sensitive to their contexts or the diversity of their societies and students, however
— the Latin motto of my undergraduate institution, the University of Sydney,
translates into English as “the stars may be different, but the mind is the same.”
Today, we are not so sure of that position.

In my work over the last two decades or more, in gender studies and
international studies, I have become increasingly interested in thinking not only
about what research can contribute to the understanding of what it means to be
“other,” but also how, as academics, the ways in which we teach contribute to
students’ rtesponses to the “other.” As geographers, we want students to
understand their own identity in relation to place, but those places are
increasingly complex — they are culturally heterogeneous and ever more
connected to people and places beyond the local. We have been less clear on our
roles in challenging students to reflect on their own values, attitudes, and
behavior within that complexity. In order to explore how geographers had been
approaching such concerns in their teaching, I reviewed what had been published
in over twenty years of the Journal of Geography in Higher Education, the
principle international journal focusing on teaching. Additionally, I turned to a
selection of writing by geographers published in US journals related to the
teaching of geography, and to the work of colleagues in women’s and gender
studies who have been motivated to change the ways in which knowledge about
“others” is created and understandings developed. Collectively, this literature
raises many philosophical questions, but for purposes of this paper I have chosen
to emphasize the practical ones of teaching strategies. As teachers, we routinely
accept responsibility for imparting knowledge, a task we commonly take up by
lecturing and assigning reading to students. However, in this journal issue we are
concerned with more than knowledge. If we are to foster respect for others, a
willingness to listen and learn from those who are different from ourselves, a
wider range of approaches to teaching is called for, especially those that can
contribute to advancing critical thinking skills and introduce diverse voices. To
go ‘beyond tolerance,” as Tovi Fenster suggests in her introduction to this
volume, to promote empathy and bring students towards a commitment to
working for social change that can lead to equitable co-existence across
differences, 1 argue that our teaching requires the integration of strategies that
engage students’ emotions and experiences.
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Teaching the “Other” — Paradigms and Contexts

Identifying who is the “other” and what makes up “difference” shifts with
the contexts in which we teach and with the paradigms, categories, and sources
we bring to our students. One of the clearest examples of this, in my experience,
actually comes from a situation in Barcelona in 1993 during an ERASMUS
course on gender and geography. It brought together students and university
teachers from Amsterdam, Athens, the Autonomous University of Barcelona,
Durham, Roskilde, and Sheffield. A French geographer, employed in a research
center to study family policies, presented a national scale analysis that compared
the implications of French and German policies on maternity leave and child care
for fertility patterns.” She was stunned by the vocal attack from British students
trained in postmodernism who argued that it was not legitimate to compare
France and Germany as such because each included diverse groups of women.
Her own work experience had not prepared her for focusing on difference in this
way, and the students’ education had apparently not prepared them to recognize
that questions about “difference” can be addressed at different geographic scales.
The ensuing dialogue did not appear to have enlightened either side, but it
reminded me that we need to think about ways to further such understanding. In
another example, at a geographic education conference that I attended in New
Zealand, it was evident that “difference” meant bi-culturalism, prioritizing the
two categories of indigenous Maori and pakeha (white New Zealander), and that
a multiculturalism that took account of the substantial and increasing presence of
other immigrant groups was not on the agenda for these geographic educators.

Not surprisingly, a teaching activity can have very different effects as the
context and student body shift. Ralph Saunders, a young, white geography
professor in the United States, recently described how his teaching about racism,
resistance, and African American rap music was received very differently by
students in predominantly white classrooms in Arizona and in a multiracial
classroom in California (Saunders, 1999). In the more diverse classroom, his
rights to deal with the topic were challenged in emotional ways. Similarly,
Japanese Canadian geographer, Audrey Kobayashi, who teaches a course on race
and racism at Queens University, has written, “I sometimes feel as if I am
carrying a bomb into class, and if I am unsuccessful in establishing the right
degree of comfort (or discomfort) it will explode with irreversible results ... what
is comfortable for some is uncomfortable for others” (Kobayashi, 1999: 179). She
discusses not only the dramatic differences in what students say, but also the

2An elaborated version of her presentation is included in Fagnani (1996).
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see the women interviewed being presented as “agents” or “victims,” or whether
they are willing to accept an urban dialogue as representative of the Middle East
and the women within it. The “expert” mode of the first film is seen as conveying
social science “information” but not as presenting a sense of these Middle Eastern
women as “real people” (though, of course, it does show that there is diversity
among women). Regardless of the choices made, the exercise provides a useful
way to open a discussion of how the modes of representation in materials we use
for teaching may shape students’ responses to the “Other.”

Connecting Knowledge, Emotion, and Experience

Frances Slater is one of the few geographers whose work in the English-
language literature has paid sustained attention to bringing thinking and feeling,
reason and emotion, into geographic education in order to achieve moral
understanding and cultural sensitivity. In her work with school-level geography
(Slater 1993, 1994), she suggests procedures for working through the analysis and
clarification of values in, for example, role playing and decision-making
exercises — beginning with an analysis of the situations and values options,
exploring the rationale for decisions, examining their consequences, and asking
for justification in relation to the criteria students employed and in relation to
other values they might hold. She argues for contextualized and embedded
learning, for bringing experience and reflection on that experience into the
learning process. A few articles in the Journal of Geography in Higher Education
provide examples of such work in higher education. British geographer, Jane
Dove, presented her students with the assignment of creating an urban field trip
guide and they were required to implement these guides with different groups of
users (Dove, 1997). The students’ reports indicated that the project increased their
sensitivity to others’ perceptions and the hazards they faced — to the difficulties of
using a wheel chair on cobbled streets, to signs placed too high to read from a
seated position, to steps that make sites inaccessible, slopes too steep or slippery
for the partially sighted or blind, and the general lack of awareness of children’s
needs and interests in much development of field guides. William Boyd (1996)
reports another effective approach. He teaches in a rural college in Australia
where most of the students are of Anglo-Celtic heritage, but where he is charged
with teaching about the management of lands that are sacred to the Aboriginal
people. Rather than limiting his teaching to discussions of Aboriginal culture and
sites, he begins by asking students to evaluate local sites that represent their own
heritage, asking which six of thirteen they would select for destruction if not all
could be preserved. They have to give their reasons and speculate on how a
person from another culture might respond to these sites. When he reviews the
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the men fled like roaches” (Ibid: 209). The second time, a customer complained
and the manager asked her to leave, which she attempted to do with dignity. As
one male student remarked in connection with his act: “I was more scared...than
I've been of anything in quite a while. I’ve learned that it really does take courage
to question oppression and challenge sexism. I know now that some things we
most take for granted require more effort and bravery than we consider” (Ibid:
208). These examples may seem trivial, given the serious nature of many of those
faced by “others” in situations of racial, ethnic, or nationalist conflicts. Yet, they
were meaningful with the contexts of the local lives of the young people who
enacted them and raised a consciousness that had hitherto been suppressed.

Another approach to linking theory and practice, knowing, feeling,
emotion and action, which might seem less contrived than the “outrageous act,” is
the placement of students in community agencies that address social change and
social service. Teachers who advocate such work, often referred to as “service
learning,” argue that participation in voluntary and service projects takes students
beyond the passive gaze of traditional field trips, addresses moral and political
issues, and engages them directly with the local “other” (Johnson & Oliver, 1991,
Buckingham-Hatfield, 1995; Mohan, 1995). Emotions, confidence, responsibility,
and building of trust are called for and upon, while academic knowledge and
skills are developed. Such projects have their critics, however, and could lead to
feelings of paternalism, sympathy, or superiority. They call for thoughtful
supervision, contextualization, and reflection. Teachers have found it useful to
provide students with questions for reflection in ongoing journals, leading them
to see how the power of the individual interacts with the powers of institutions,
and that both are subject to change (McDaniel, 1998).

Concluding Thoughts

In conclusion, I want to note that my own opportunities to encounter the
“other” have offered me many rewards — to connect personally and professionally
with a wide range of people, to exercise editorial and other powers and privileges
to promote work about which I care. These experiences have contributed to
widening my world and, I hope, to greater understanding of and empathy with the
“other.” However, I see challenges remaining if we are to move forward in our
daily professional practice. We need to work still more energetically to engage
the voices of “others” in our teaching and research; to increase collaboration
across national boundaries, to participate in international endeavors in research
and teaching that recognize and address issues of trust, power, and privilege in
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their design and implementation. In the English language journals we need to
review works by scholars outside the Anglo-Saxon world, and in so-called
international journals, published in English, we need to engage a wider group of
geographers in reviewing manuscripts submitted for publication. Where possible,
we need to do more joint field teaching, bringing students and teachers together,
rather than simply descending on the “other” or occasionally introducing students
to a “local expert” in a foreign place. We need to experiment with electronic
technology to bring students together across cultural boundaries. The challenges
are great, but the opportunities are there. In increasingly diverse and “global”
societies, as geographers, I think we need to reflect on ways in which our work
with students shapes their identities. Do we foster ethnocentricity or nationalism,
or openness and respect for “others” while still validating the self? In this quest, I
believe we need to think more deeply about approaches to teaching that bring
knowledge, emotion, and action together in teaching and learning.
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