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or for offering a wrong answer. It’s 
another to say that students must 
never be conscious of their ignorance" 
(p. 18). Put another way: if classroom 
discussions are part of the course 
content, the teacher must necessarily 
correct students’ misconceptions at 
some point, at the very least for eval- 
uation purposes. Learning necessarily 
involves taking a critical stance and 

Steiner, 2005, p. 50). That is obviously 
a worthwhile goal. Even in the early 
articles on the concept, though, it 
is obvious that there are tensions 
between this goal and education. In a 
foundational text from 1998, R. Boos-
trom warned: "Problems can occur 
when students or instructors take 
safe space to mean a classroom envi-
ronment where all ideas are accepted 
equally, and where no one is chal- 
lenged or made uncomfortable. It’s 
one thing to say that students should 
not be laughed at for posing a question 

Demystifying the safe space

Defining safe spaces in the context 
of learning environments has always 
been problematic. Holley & Steiner 
(2005) explain that they are spaces 
where people feel secure enough that 
they can take risks of expression and 
self-reflection: "A safe classroom space 
is one in which students are able to 
openly express their individuality, 
even if it differs dramatically from the 
norms set by the instructor, the pro-
fession, or other students" (Holley & 

The concept of "safe space" has become popular 
in colleges and universities that want to ensure 
inclusion. Simply put, the idea is that the teach-
er publicly declares that their classroom is safe 
from exclusion, that it is a community where the 
members do not judge or exclude one another. In 
theory, this offers some protection to students 
from marginalized groups, which helps them 
feel more at ease. Safe spaces are also said to be 
advantageous for everyone because they enable 
open discussions. The public became more aware 
of the concept in the 2010s as universities grap-
pled with the concept more and more publicly. 
We started hearing about "trigger warnings" and 
"micro-aggressions." New York Times journalist 
Judith Shulevitz warned in 2015 that safe spaces 

were spreading beyond their original scope,  
writing, "once you designate some spaces as safe, 
you imply that the rest are unsafe. It follows that 
they should be made safer." Following this logic, the 
safe space can then become a slippery slope for teach- 
ers. If students and school administrators buy into 
the idea that teachers can make a classroom feel 
safe that easily, then who is accountable if a student 
feels unsafe there? Of course, contemporary peda-
gogical texts are often more nuanced, discussing 
"classroom climate" rather than "student safety." In 
this article, we first study the notion of safe space 
through the lens of pedagogical literature and  
recent events; then, we describe a model for an  
alternative practice that can help teachers foster a 
positive and inclusive classroom environment.
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where learning and discomfort collide, 
they also show that institutions are 
struggling to deal with these issues. 
As Judith Shulevitz warned in 2015, 
the concept of a safe space has spread 
beyond its original intended use. 

Going beyond civility

Bringing nuance to safe space theory 
could help avoid such problematic 
situations. Betty Barrett’s article 
points in this direction as she draws 
the conclusion that the concept of 
the safe space is flawed: "educators 
cannot ethically assure students 
that the classroom will only produce 
positive psychological states in them" 
(2010, p. 10). This does not mean that 
Barrett disagrees with the goals of 
safe spaces. Instead, she argues that 
educators have a "cultural mandate 
to attend to the holistic nature of 
students as intellectual, emotional, 
social, and spiritual beings" (2010, p. 
9). According to her, teachers should 
focus their efforts on rules of positive 
interaction in the classroom, which 
she calls classroom civility: 

After a student complained on Twitter, 
the instructor was quickly suspended. 
By all accounts, she had been trying to 
teach progressive values like diversity 
and inclusion (Hachey 2020a, 2020b). 
The university’s handling of the case 
drew criticism from the press and the 
instructor’s union. The same semester, 
at McGill university, a similar story 
played out. In a Quebec literature 
course, a book containing the n-word, 
Forestiers et voyageurs, written in 1863 
by Joseph-Charles Taché, had been 
assigned. The instructor was asked 
about the page where the word 
appeared, and read the passage out 
loud, accidentally reading the word 
itself before she realized what had just 
happened. She apologized, but some 
students expressed discomfort and 
complained. The administration inter-
vened. Two of the students who had 
complained were allowed to drop out 
of the course, get reimbursed, and still 
get full credit for the course (Hachey 
2021a, 2021b). While these two cases 
are compelling examples of situations 

questioning not only others’ ideas, but 
also one’s own, which may generate 
discomfort at times. In a research 
paper on students and their feeling of 
safety, Holley & Steiner directly ques-
tion whether students are actually 
able to reconcile safety and education: 
"One must question whether students 
feel safe only in an environment where 
their beliefs go unquestioned and their 
ideas unchallenged. If this is the case, 
what feels safe for students might be 
antithetical to the discomfort that is 
sometimes necessary for true growth 
and learning to occur" (2005, p. 60). 

Recent events have illustrated this 
problem well. First, in September 
2020, the University of Ottawa sus-
pended part-time professor Verushka 
Lieutenant-Duval for having said 
the n-word, uncensored, in class. 
The course discussed identities, and 
Lieutenant-Duval was going over the 
notion of re-claiming words and how 
words can change over time, and gave 
as examples "queer" and the n-word. 

While educators may not be able 
to directly observe, monitor, or 
enforce intrapersonal states, they 
can indeed observe, monitor, and 
enforce student behaviour in the 
classroom. A reconceptualization 
of classroom safety to incorpo-
rate a primary focus on civility 
is essentially a movement away 
from concern with psychological 
constructs (invisible) to beha-
vioural constructs (visible) as the 
focus of classroom management 
(Barrett, 2010, p. 10). 
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Learning necessarily involves adopting  
a critical stance and questioning not only  

others’ ideas, but also one’s own, which  
may generate discomfort at times.

Barrett believes that civility can be 
taught to students. Her approach is 
based on commonly established rules 
of respect: speaking respectfully, 
listening, and trying to make amends 
when there are problems. This already 
seems to be a better starting point for 
administrators to evaluate situations 
like the ones that caused problems at 
the University of Ottawa and McGill 
University. In those cases, the uni-
versities were trying to ensure that 
students felt safe by removing course 
content: the book, the instructor, the 
course itself. In a model like Barrett’s, 
administrators would instead suggest 
new behaviours designed to help the 
students. This could include a public 
or private apology, a mediated conver-
sation between the students and the 
instructor, or some other support 
method.

The avenue of civility is one that 
deserves attention. As a teacher, 
though, I believe we can do better 
than basic rules of civility. If we look 
at the notion of student motivation, 
we find not only that it has overlap 
with student safety, but it also covers 
a whole range of other—positive and 
negative—emotions that have a strong 
impact on how much students enjoy a 
course. Susan A. Ambrose recognizes 
that a variety of factors influence class-
room climate: "As educators, we are 

primarily concerned with fostering 
intellectual and creative skills in our 
students, but we must recognize that 
students are not only intellectual but 
also social and emotional beings, and 
that these dimensions interact within 
the classroom climate to influence 
learning and performance" (2010, p. 
158). This suggests, in our opinion, the 
need for a broader approach that goes 
well beyond civility.

Ambrose identifies three essential 
components to student motivation: 
the perceived value of the learning 
activity, the student’s beliefs about 
their ability to succeed, and a sup-
portive environment (2010, p. 80). 
Motivation is therefore a holistic 
concept, made up of distinct factors 
that touch on almost every aspect of a 
course. This is apparent in a variety of 
strategies fostering motivation: 

• Provide authentic, real-world tasks

• Ensure alignment of objectives, 
assessments, and instructional 
strategies

• Articulate your expectations

• Provide rubrics

• Be fair

• Provide flexibility and control 
(Ambrose, 2010, p. 83-89). 

In short, student motivation will be 
higher if the course content resonates 
with students’ interests, if the teacher 
takes the time to explain the relevance 
of this content to the students’ life, and 
if the course design builds gradually 
from easier activities to more challeng-
ing ones, with timely and constructive 
feedback given throughout, helping 
students gradually build a sense of 
confidence—not only in themselves, 
but also in the learning environment 
in which they evolve.

Toward a positive classroom 
climate

One essential component of student 
motivation is a supportive classroom 
environment that is positive, inclu-
sive, and conducive to learning, which 
in some ways overlaps with the goal of 
student safety. Ambrose is interested 
in the classroom climate, which she 
describes as "determined by a constel-
lation of interacting factors" (2010, 
p. 170), not unlike motivation. These 
factors include student-student inter- 
actions, course content, and the tone 
set by the teacher. Even the tone of the 
course plan, and what it puts forth as 
desired behaviours for a supportive 
classroom environment, seems to have 
an impact on course climate. A moti-
vating course plan will model positive 
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the pedagogical literature and from 
experiments in my own teaching 
practice, that can facilitate positive 
interactions between students in 
a group and thus contribute to the 
development of an inclusive class-
room climate that is more conducive 
to learning.

Course climate is a social concept, 
and a classroom with very few in-class 
discussions is a room filled with 
strangers, at least at the beginning of 
the semester. For this reason, it can 
be helpful to incorporate authentic 
discussions in all courses, even the 
more content-heavy ones. These can 
be simple small-group discussions, 
with the teacher adding activities that 
require students to actually express 
themselves during a task, so as to 
encourage more equal participation 
in the interactions. At the very begin-
ning of the semester, explicitly asking 
students to introduce themselves in an 
activity and to take note of the names 
of their teammates facilitates social 
bonding. Because not everyone has 
the same ability to recall names, it may 
be helpful to repeat the exercise during 
the second week of class to help stu-
dents who have lost this information 
and do not know how to handle this 
embarrassing situation. 

A common problem at the beginning 
of the semester is that of a team 
where one person is sitting away 
from the others, in a position that 
makes it difficult to participate fully. 
In such a case, a cordial intervention 
by the teacher simply asking the 
group to form a real circle so that 
each student can be included in the 
conversation, without pointing at 
anyone, is quite effective. By paying 

of female engineers, thus valuing the 
presence of women in a traditionally 
male environment (2010).

Teachers can also foster an inclusive 
classroom by modelling inclusive 
language and behaviours. Finding the 
right words can be difficult, especially 
if the teacher tries to mention specific 
groups they are not a member of. For 
that reason, a good general recom-
mendation is to express inclusiveness 
and respect in general. Ambrose also 
recommends that instructors not 
single out any specific student for 
being a member of any group, for 
example by asking them how they 
feel about race relations, or what their 
preferred pronoun is (2010, p. 182). The 
same principle should apply in private 
conversations with students: students 
should be spoken to as individuals, not 
as representatives of their groups.

The influence of classroom 
interactions 

As a language teacher, I find that my 
interest in the field of communication 
has shaped how I look at classroom 
interactions. I pay a lot of attention 
to body language, for example—mine 
and my students’. The pedagogical 
literature does not generally cover this 
aspect of classroom interaction in suf-
ficient detail. Ambrose’s book does not 
explicitly explain how non-verbal cues 
(e.g., facial expressions, eye contact, 
body language, etc.) or the mere 
seating arrangement in a classroom 
can cause a student to feel excluded 
from their team, much less what the 
teacher is supposed to do about it. 
Thus, this section of the article will 
outline various strategies, drawn from 

behaviours and explain the reasons for 
classroom rules to students, where- 
as a demotivating course plan will 
focus on the negative consequences 
of not following the rules, written in 
bold, capital letters (Ambrose, 2010). 
Ambrose recommends a variety of 
strategies to foster a positive climate, 
including using the course plan and 
the first day of class to establish the 
course climate (2010). Because of the 
impact of first impressions, even a 
few sentences on inclusiveness and 
support written in the course plan and 
said out loud can have a lasting impact 
on the classroom. 

Throughout the semester, it is also 
important that the teacher strive to act 
as a positive and inclusive role model 
for the class, for example, by listening 
actively, patiently, and without judg-
ment, and by treating each student 
non-anonymously as an individual. 
For potentially marginalized students, 
inclusiveness plays a crucial role in 
classroom climate. Ambrose reports 
on a number of studies showing that 
marginalization based on gender or 
sexual orientation, for example, can 
have a "profound negative impact on 
learning" (2010, p. 173). And while most 
teachers probably think of themselves 
as inclusive, the study found that most 
college classrooms were described by 
students as "implicitly marginalizing" 
(2010, p. 172). Teachers who want to be 
more inclusive, at least implicitly, can 
try to adopt more inclusive content. 
While this may seem more applicable 
to certain fields, such as the arts or 
humanities, Ambrose notes that it 
is wrong to assume that not all fields 
are suitable. An engineering teacher 
wanting to be more inclusive could, for 
example, highlight the contributions 
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toward all teammates. Moreover, if one 
of the pedagogical goals of the course 
is for students to develop meaningful 
relationships with their peers rather 
than for them to meet many people 
briefly, it may be preferable to main-
tain the same teams throughout the 
semester, unless, of course, a student 
requests a change. 

During student discussions, the  
teacher will benefit from paying close 
attention to the students’ non-verbal 
language while moving around the 
classroom. A team in which all stu-
dents turn away from each other as 
soon as the learning activity is over 
is usually a sign of awkwardness or 
discomfort between teammates. The 
teacher can then approach the team 

attention to seating arrangements 
and students’ non-verbal language 
during exchanges in class, it is fairly 
easy to pick up on apparent signs of 
exclusion or discomfort. A team will 
most often derive lasting benefit 
from a positive, non-judgmental 
intervention by the teacher. They 
will learn to deal with these kinds 
of problem situations on their own, 
and interactions within the group 
will gradually become friendlier and 
more inclusive. 

On a few occasions during the semester,  
especially when appropriate to the 
task at hand, the teacher can remind 
the students of the values of respect 
and inclusion mentioned in the course 
plan, including the duty to be inclusive 

and remind students that social  
interaction between students is a 
value of the course. They can also 
explain that listening to others and 
asking additional questions is a skill 
expected of young adults and a sign 
of respect. Emphasizing listening 
rather than speaking can also help 
shyer students become more engaged 
in interactions and feel more comfor-
table in the classroom environment. 

Teachers can also foster  
an inclusive classroom  
by modelling inclusive  
language and behaviours.
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way. This requires a broader look at 
the classroom climate. Certain obser-
vable behaviours can be encouraged 
to make that climate more positive, 
inclusive, and conducive to learning 
and interaction. 

Moreover, not all college students are 
naturally comfortable having authen-
tic discussions with classmates; maybe 
they don’t know how to manage the 
challenges of communication or 
inclusion. An approach geared toward 
creating a supportive classroom envi-
ronment seems more realistic than the 
hope of making it a place completely 
free from exclusion and oppression. 

Conclusion

Safe spaces have become popular in 
academic circles since their purpose 
is clearly commendable: of course, we 
want our students to feel safe! How-
ever, the literature and some examples 
from recent events have shown that 
the safe space principle has its limits. 
In fact, its basic modus operandi may be 
too simple to work perfectly in prac-
tice. If we think about the classroom 
and how we want our students to feel 
in it, safety is not enough. We want 
students to be engaged and confi-
dent, to interact not only respectfully, 
but also in a supportive and caring 

A classroom like the one described in 
this article allows for the acquisition of 
valuable skills for dealing with socially 
complex situations and for coping 
with life in society. That also sounds 
like a worthwhile goal.
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