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Some Proposed Guidelines for Advocacy in

the Classroom

Ellis M. West, University of Richmond

In this article, I do not attempt to
make the case for advocacy in the
classroom, by which I mean any at-
tempt by a teacher to convince stu-
dents to believe some proposition or
take some action. Rather, I take it
for granted that college teachers do
and should engage in classroom ad-
vocacy. For me, therefore, the cru-
cial questions are what, how much,
aned in what way teachers should ad-
vocate—not whetiter they should do
s0. [ am cancerned, in other words,
with what distinguishes legitimate
from illegitimate advocacy. This es-
say proposes a partial answer to this
question. It is partial because the
guidelines for classroom advocacy
that I propose pertain only to the
manner of advocacy, and not to its
content or extent, and are justified
mostly on educational, rather than
practical, legal, or ethical, grounds.
My proposed guidelines are based
on four assumptions about the na-
ture and purpose of a liberal arts
education, The first is that its pri-
mary purpose is to assist students
ang faculty in discovering the truth,
including ways of doing so. In other
words, the primary activity at a lib-
eral arts institution should be “intel-
lectual inquiry.” The second is that,
in seeking the truth, students and
faculty can and should think for
themselves, as opposed to unques-
tioningly accepting the views of oth-
ers. My third assumption is that stu-
dents and faculty should be rational,
in the minimal sense that they
should not accept a belief without
first comparing it to competing be-
liefs and then being able to give rea-
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sons for accepting it. Finally, T as-
sume that, in their search for the
truth, students and faculty can and
should be sufficiently disinterested
and open-minded to allow learning
to occur.

[ now turn to the key question,
“How should advocacy in the class-
room be done?” In general, my an-
swer is that it should be done in a
way that is consistent with, and cer-
tainly does not undercut, the nature
and aims of a liberal arts education
stated above. Teachers should be
able to defend most of their class-
room advocacy on the grounds that
it helps their students to learn the
truth for themselves. Even the vigor-
ous advocacy of a controversial
view—Bach was the greatest com-
poser who ever lived; gun control
laws are needed; abortion should be
outlawed—can teach students much
about truth and how it can be
known, if it is done in the right way.

Although some might argue that
the “right way” of advocating is one
that conforms to some kind of ideal,
I require only that advocacy gener-
ally adhere to four basic principles.
One, as much as possible given the
material to be covered in a course,
advocacy should be explicit and
identified as such by the teacher.
This makes it less likely than would
otherwise be the case that a position
will be advocated by teachers and
accepted hy their students without
either of them thinking about its
validity. “Open advocacy,” Ernst
Benjamin argued, “may better safe-
guard a student’s right to form an
independent judgment than the im-
plicit bias inherent in the presump-
tion that the faculty member’s pre-
sentation is simply factual. Even
‘balanced’ presentations depend on
a particular formulation of the dispute
and the alternatives” (1996, 307).!

Two, advocacy should be reasoned
and informed, in the sense that
whatever is advocated should be
supported, as well as defended from
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arguments against it, with reasons
that the teacher honestly believes to
be valid. At a minimum, teachers
should never use dishonesty or de-
ception to get their students to ac-
cept a position. What is important,
however, is not so much that the
teachers’ reasons actually be valid or
even the right kind of reasons, but
simply that reasons be given in good
faith so that the students are “in-
vited” to consider and evaluate
them. Peter Markie gave a helpful
explanation of this requirement:

Students are capable of determin-
ing what they will believe, and
they have an intellecrual obliga-
tion to strive to attain teue beliefs
and avoid false ones by assessing
the evidence far and against each
claim that comes before them. To
respect their autonomy and ration-
ality, we must give them reasons
for what we ask them to believe
and we must ensure that they have
the ability to assess those reasons
for themselves (1996, 297).

Three, teachers should allow free
and open discussion of the positions
they advocate. More specifically,
they should allow students to chal-
lenge their views, Because free and
open discussion is especially impor-
tant as a way of getting students to
think for themselves, teachers
should work to avoid intimidation,
perhaps by ending every explicit ad-
vocacy with something like, “Now,
what do you think of that?” Far this
third requirement to be met, teach-
ers should also, when possible, grade
exams and papers “blindly” and
should assure their students that
they are doing so. Finally, students’
grades should not be influenced by
whether the students agree with
what their professors advocate, al-
though they should be expected to
understand it.2 I think it is wrong for
a teacher to have the kind of atti-
tude that is reflected in the follow-
ing statement: “I let my students
know where I'm coming from, and
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also that they’re
free to write pa-
pers which dis-
agree with the
position F've taken
in class. But those
papers had better
be very, very good
because I'll read
them with a more
critical eye than
the anes I agree
with.”?

Four, advocacy
should be civil
and reflect respect
for the students.
Derogatory or
abusive remarks
about individual
students or groups
of students should
have no place in
the classroom.
Each contribution
to a discussion
should be listened
to carefully and
taken seriously,
although not nec-
essarily accepted or left unchal-
lenged.

Of these proposed guidelines for
advocacy, perhaps the one that is
most likely to be questioned is the
third—teachers should allow for free
and open criticism of what they ad-
vocate. This might trouble some
teachers because it requires that
they allow their students to express
views that they detest. It could be
argued, moreover, that if depart-
ments, schools, or universities pro-
hibit teachers from advocating cer-
tain positions, on the grounds that
they are illegal, immoral, or irration-
al, students should also be prohib-
ited from advocating those positions.
Although this argument has validity,
I am not prepared to ga beyond this
and say that, on their own, teachers
have the right to proscribe or penal-
ize the expression of views that have
not been proscribed by the larger
institution of which both teachers
and students are a part. To the ex-
tent that teachers have a responsibil-
ity in their classrooms to encourage
good and discourage evil, I would
argue that all that they are required
to do to fulfill that responsibility is

cacy itself.
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If, as much as possible,
advocacy in the class-
room is explicit, con-
sists primarily of good
faith reasons, can be
discussed and chal-
lenged by the students,
and is expressed in a
civil and respectful way,
that, in my opinion,
would be enough to
protect the freedom of
the students and the
integrity of their liberal
arts education and, con-
sequently, also enough
to legitimate the advo-

to state their
views as clearly
and persuasively
as they can.
Surely, the sup-
pression of be-
liefs thought to
be wrong or irra-
tional has no
place in a col-
lege classroom,
except in those
cases where the
institution as a
whole, after
careful delibera-
tion, has made a
judgment to that
effect.

Beyond these
four limitations,
I would not go.
For example, 1
would not re-
quire, as some
do (Brand 1996;
Ackerman
1996), that ad-
vacacy be “fair”
and “balanced.”
Such a requirement is impractical
and comes close to meaning that
teachers can advocate only if their
advacacy is ineffective. Whether this
is a fair criticism depends, of course,
on exactly what is meant by fairness
or balance, but if what is meant is
equal time for all positions on an
issue,* the presentation of the stron-
gest possible case for each of them
(Ackerman 1996), ar the elimination
of all hierarchies, authorities, and
power relations within the classroom
{Glennon 1993), then I would argue
that such a requirement is, for all
practical purposes, inconsistent with
a teacher’s ability to advocate. To
limit advocacy to situations where all
participants and all points of view
are equal in power is to prohibit all
advocacy, for such a situation is sim-
ply not possible, and it is naive to
assume otherwise. If, however, fair-
ness or balance is defined less
strictly (as, for instance, requiring
only the mentioning of some oppos-
ing positions/arguments and their
sources), then perhaps both advo-
cacy and fairness can and should be
combined in the classroom.

I also have a problem with an-

other widely proposed limitation on
the manner of advocacy that teach-
ers may use, namely, that teachers
should not engage in “indoctrina-
tion” or “proselytizing.” As Pinsker
{1995) notes, these terms are often
not defined, especially by thase who
try ta defend advocacy by distin-
guishing it from, say, indoctrination,
but who do not really want to limit
it in any meaningful way. On the
other hand “indoctrination” and
“proselytizing” are sometimes so
broadly defined that their praohibi-
tion would preclude all advocacy,
that is, disallow all attempts to con-
vince students of the correctness of
a particular belief or action.® More-
over, attempts to distinguish be-
tween advocacy and proselytizing are
usually unsuccessful. An example
comes from Myles Brand: “Prosely-
tizing . .. has an ulterior motive not
present in advocacy . . . to persuade,
cajole, and in some fashion coerce
the listener . .. to adopt personally
the position advocated. Proselytizing
... refers to the mode of presenta-
tion, the intentions and motives of
the teacher. . .. To proselytize is to
attempt to convert the listener to
one's position” (1996, 9-10}. Such
an explanation of proselytizing is
confusing because it is not clear
whether it refers to all attempts to
convert the student to the teacher’s
position, including attempts to per-
suade, or refers only to attempts to
convert through coerciaon. Not sur-
prisingly, Brand goes on to admit
that “sometimes it can be quite diffi-
cult to decide whether the speaker is
proselytizing or advocating a posi-
tion. ... It is better, then, to think of
a continuum between advocacy and
proselytizing” {10}.

Even if what persans who con-
demn proselytizing and indoctrina-
tion have in mind is coercive advo-
cacy, which often appears to be the
case {Benjamin 1996; Strossen
1996), I am not convinced that a
rule against coercive advocacy is
meaningful and, thus, helpful. Al-
though in principle T am certainly
appased to teachers’ coercing their
students into believing or doing any-
thing, the problem is that it is very
difficult, if not impossible, to say
what constitutes coercion and to
know when it occurs, Not surpris-
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ingly, it has bedeviled both scholars
(Pennock and Chapman 1972; Wert-
heimer 1988) and judges.® Whether
there is coercion in the ¢classroom
depends ta a large extent an the
strength of the students’ psyches,
which makes it, therefare, a very
subjective question. On the other
hand, it is also obvious that certain
ways of trving to influence students
{for example, those that consist
mostly of appeals to emotions) are
very likely to short-circuit the critical

Notes

f. In agrecment is the American Civil Lib-
erties Union Policy Guide, which states, “[f
such judgment [the teacher’s] is clearly stated,
students are better able to appraise it and to
differ from it on the basis of other materials
and views placed at their disposal than they
would be if a teacher were to attempt to con-
ceal bias by a claim to ‘objective’ scholarship™
(quoted in Strossen 1996, 72).

2. “Student performance should be evalu-
ated solely on an academic basts, not on
opiniens or conduet in matters unrelated to
academic standards™ (American Association
of University Professors 1995, 228).
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