
Using Oppressive Words
January 14, 2022

Elizabeth Lehr



Agenda 

American University System
Hidden curriculum
Oppressing students linguistically
What we can do

Presenter
Presentation Notes
I am not an education expert, but my research field is French colonialism in the late 19th-early 20th centuries and my interests in rhetoric and gender led me to develop a course on the history of sexism and racism as ideologies of oppression. I see echoes of colonialism in many aspects of the American University System, but today, I’m here to talk about the words we use to assimilate or oppress as educators.Hidden curriculum: more than cultural competency…or incompetencyOppressing students linguisticallyWhat we can do



What is the hidden curriculum?
In her article from the Journal of  Education and Practice, Merfat Ayesh
Alsubaie explains that “Many hidden curricular issues are the result 
of  assumptions and expectations that are not formally 
communicated, established, or conveyed within the learning 
environment.”
These include the “unspoken or implicit values, behaviors, 
procedures, and norms that exist in the educational setting.” For 
example, 
 being on time to class, or 
 reading an assignment’s instructions and the expectation that 

the student has the basic skills needed to understand it 
successfully. 
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Presentation Notes
In her article from the Journal of Education and Practice, Merfat Ayesh Alsubaie explains that  “Many hidden curricular issues are the result of assumptions and expectations that are not formally communicated, established, or conveyed within the learning environment.”These include the “unspoken or implicit values, behaviors, procedures, and norms that exist in the educational setting.” For example, being on time to class or reading assignment instructions and the expectation that the student has the basic skills needed to complete it successfully. From my own field, the history of French colonialism, I add to other voices suggesting that education of colonial subjects was infused with the hidden curriculum with the goal of assimilation at first and later abandoned to allow oppression of colonial subjects who were incapable of true assimilation. We re-colonize many of those same people as students in the American University system, thereby identifying, labeling, and marginalizing students who show do not truly “belong” by failing to meet our expectations. 



Workings of the Hidden Curriculum
The words we use influence and reflect how we think about students 
and these words adhere to the hidden curriculum. 

According to Boston University’s Teaching the Hidden Curriculum Inclusive 
Teaching Guides & Tips: “We have normative expectations: students will 
arrive on time to class, read and annotate readings, participate actively 
in discussion, or express themselves using “standard English.” We hold 
normative assumptions: students will have computers and reliable 
access to the internet at home, academic or other support from their 
family or community, or sufficient time after class to study. We develop 
learning objectives based on normative beliefs: students will 
understand what “analyze” and “synthesize” look like in their essays, 
know how to search online library databases, or be able to judge the 
credibility of  sources.” 
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Words have power. Whether we direct the words at students or use them among ourselves, they influence how we think about students and more importantly, allow us to take no action because our labels carry moral value, which then becomes attached to the person who is now blamed for their own failure to adhere to our hidden curriculum.According to Boston University’s Teaching the Hidden Curriculum Inclusive Teaching Guides & Tips:“We have normative expectations: students will arrive on time to class, read and annotate readings, participate actively in discussion, or express themselves using “standard English.” We hold normative assumptions: students will have computers and reliable access to the internet at home, academic or other support from their family or community, or sufficient time after class to study. We develop learning objectives based on normative beliefs: students will understand what “analyze” and “synthesize” look like in their essays, know how to search online library databases, or be able to judge the credibility of sources.” I would note that many faculty expect this in the first semester. Although our FYE courses teach the writing skills mentioned, students do not complete this learning until the end of their first year, after they’ve had this expectation levied on them by many instructors.  On behalf of my department, I’ve heard many faculty suggest that we fail at what we do without understanding how difficult it is for students to achieve this level of skill, especially since it’s estimated that 40% of students at public colleges and universities enter reading at an 8th grade level. Expectations about reading ability are a major feature of the hidden curriculum.

https://prod-ncte-cdn.azureedge.net/nctefiles/groups/cccc/newsrtol.pdf
https://pnpi.org/first-generation-students/


Labeling is Linguistic Oppression
 Categorizing students put them into boxes with the lids firmly on.

 Labeling is counter-productive. It allow us to fail to act because 
we’ve assigned blame elsewhere.

 Here is a short list of  some words we use:

1. Lazy. 

2. Free-rider or free-loader

3. Underprepared

4. What other words might we use? 
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Today, I’m interested in changing the conversations we have among ourselves and often with our most vulnerable students because the words we use about them put them into a box from which there is rarely an exit. Labeling is counter-productive. Here is list of words we use:Lazy. Number one among colonialists, I call this “infectious indolence” as if it spreads among a population. Once the population is infected, it becomes useless as labor. We know this word was used to castigate enslaved persons. It is still used to castigate those who live on the financial margins of society. But the fact that we assume a student could produce if they are just not so lazy, and telling them so, is oppressive.Free-riders – students who allow others to do their work for them. In group work, we faculty are not alone. Students use this language about each other, as if they’ve imbibed our attitudes. Research shows that students often do not participate because of embarrassment over feelings of inadequacy or failure to understand instructions, especially among non-native English speakers. Underprepared. This word presupposes that the students could have been prepared but are not. Rather than blame students, we often blame the high school or worse, their parents. For First Gen students, whether from immigrant families or families who immigrated a century ago, parents do not have access to knowledge about university culture. What other words might we use? 



Dominant Cultural Competency
 The Hidden Curriculum was developed over centuries

 Amalgam of  our capitalist American values and the European 
university system 

 Middle class students often come from well-resourced school 
systems and homes created by parents who themselves are college 
graduates 

 Increasingly, these are not our students at UMass Dartmouth. 

 Unaware of  unspoken rules, we

 label them as deficient, 

 which is counterproductive and harmful.
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The Hidden Curriculum was developed over centuries, of course. It’s an amalgam of our capitalist American values and the European university system developed by European men of sufficient wealth to send their sons to university to pursue expertise and power. Students coming from well-resourced school systems and homes created by parents who themselves are college graduates are often already “trained” in dominant culture. Arriving to class on time is an obvious – to us – expectation, for example. But many, if not most, of our first-year students are unaware of the unspoken rules of dominant university culture. Labeling them as deficient in some way harms them further.



What can we do?
 Make dominant cultural expectations transparent and tell them how and why they need such 

competency. I’ve been doing this for a year now, and it helps. 

 Here are some suggestions: 

1. Instruct them in the existence of differing cultural values and expectations and ask them to 
reflect on their own cultural norms and values. We want to honor this. For example, many 
students come from backgrounds where community and helping others are important values. 
We don’t want them to lose track of these aspects of their culture. Asking them to reflect on a 
set of values they are bringing to the university comes first.

2. Teach them about dominant American culture and it’s values and expectations – an be frank: 
work ethics, competition, etc. and why they must learn to be competent to move forward 
towards a successful career. I know this is controversial and my colleagues on this panel may 
disagree, but this is my opinion. 

3. Give them a tip list for behaviors that will help them be successful in your class. These are 
your expectations. For example, I ask students to take responsibility for asking for help if 
they are confused or struggling. I quote Dumbledore, “Help will always be given [in my 
class] to those who ask for it.” I tell them I will fire them if they are routinely late for class. 
We laugh about this, but they do better at getting to class.
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Make dominant cultural expectations transparent and tell them how and why they need such competency. I’ve been doing this for a year now, and it helps. The same idea is described on the Boston University site. Sounds simple. There are a couple of things to share with them:Instruct them in the existence of differing cultural values and expectations and ask them to reflect on their own cultural norms and values. We want to honor this. For example, many students come from backgrounds where community is important and helping others is an important value. We don’t want them to lose track of these aspects of their culture. Asking them to reflect on a set of values they are bringing to the university comes first.Teach them about dominant American culture and it’s values and expectations – and why they must learn to be competent to move forward towards a successful career. I know this is controversial and my colleagues on this panel may disagree, but this is my opinion.Give them a tip list for behaviors that will help them be successful in your class. These are your expectations. For example, I ask students to take responsibility for asking for help if they are confused or struggling. I quote Dumbledore, “Help will always be given [in my class] when it is asked for.”
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