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he first day of class is no longer a neutral
pedagogical moment. It is a political encounter.
Students arrive not only with notebooks and laptops
but also with fear about immigration enforcement, about
tuition, and about whether speaking honestly in a
classroom is still safe. I entered my courses this semester
knowing that the syllabus mattered less than the
conditions under which learning was taking place.
Teaching in public higher education currently means
teaching within a structural, racialized, and unevenly
distributed crisis (American Association of University
Professors (AAUP), 2023; Giroux, 2020).

I teach in Africana Studies, Ethnic Studies, and Cultural
Diversity, fields rooted in struggle and shaped by refusal -
- refusal of silence, refusal of erasure, refusal of the idea
that knowledge can be separated from power (Delgado &
Stefancic, 2023). While these disciplines create space for
critical pedagogy, trauma-informed teaching is not always
institutionally scaffolded. What I practice in the classroom
is therefore not simply disciplinary convention, but an
intentional intervention shaped by students’ lived
conditions (Carello & Butler, 2015).

Immigration Is Not a Topic. It Is the Air
Students Are Breathing

Concerns about immigration status surfaced
immediately and materially. During the first week of the
semester, students referenced immigration enforcement
activity near transit hubs they rely on to get to campus.
One student wrote anonymously that her family had
altered daily routines, avoiding public transportation and
limiting movement after dusk, after seeing unmarked
vehicles near their building. Another shared that
uncertainty surrounding the future of DACA had led them
to question whether remaining enrolled full-time was
“worth the risk.”

These conditions also shaped how students interacted
with one another in the classroom. In small-group
discussions, students often prefaced questions with
phrases such as “you don't have to answer this” or “only if
you're comfortable sharing.” What initially appeared as
hesitation gradually revealed itself as a collective ethic of
care. Students recognized that disclosure carried risk and
began negotiating new ways of learning together that did
not depend on exposure. Rather than discouraging these
dynamics, I named them explicitly as evidence of how
political conditions shape collective behavior. We
discussed how fear circulates socially and how practices of
mutual protection are learned, not innate. Situating these
moments within broader structures of immigration policy
and racialized enforcement allowed students to
understand their anxiety not as individual weakness, but
as a shared condition produced by power.

These concerns reshaped classroom participation.
Attendance fluctuated. Participation declined following
high-profile immigration raids reported in local media.
Rather than interpreting this as disengagement, I named
what was happening and paused planned activities to
acknowledge how fear disciplines speech not only in
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society, but in classrooms (Wong, 2022). I reminded
students that no one was required to disclose immigration
status to participate fully and that the classroom would not
function as a surveillance space. This did not eliminate
fear, but it made it visible, and visibility matters when
repression thrives on silence.

Trauma-Informed Pedagogy as
Collective Resistance

Trauma-informed pedagogy in my classroom is not a
set of wellness techniques layered onto an otherwise
unchanged curriculum. It is a political stance. It begins
from the recognition that trauma is not primarily individual
or accidental, but produced by state violence, racial
capitalism, surveillance, and institutional abandonment
(Carello & Butler, 2015; Giroux, 2020). For many
students, particularly undocumented students, students of
color, and first-generation students, education does not
occur in the absence of harm, but alongside it.

Practically, this means restructuring the first weeks of
the semester to prioritize safety without demanding
disclosure. On the first day, students collectively develop
classroom agreements that foreground confidentiality,
mutual respect, and the right to withhold personal
information. These agreements are not framed as rules of
civility, but as protections against the extraction of
vulnerability. Students are explicitly told that participation
does not require narrating trauma, and that silence can be
a form of agency rather than disengagement.

Trauma-informed pedagogy also shapes assessment
practices. I build flexibility into deadlines and modes of
participation, recognizing that precarity does not operate
on predictable timelines. Rather than penalizing absence
or emotional withdrawal, I create multiple pathways for
engagement: written reflection, small-group discussion, or
asynchronous contributions so that learning remains
accessible even when students’ lives are disrupted by
forces beyond their control (hooks, 2003). This flexibility
is not presented as individual accommodation but as a
collective condition of learning in an unequal society.

Trauma-informed pedagogy also reshapes how
authority operates in the classroom. I am explicit with
students about why particular pedagogical choices are
made: why deadlines are flexible, why participation is
broadly defined, and why silence is not automatically read
as disengagement. Making these decisions transparent
demystifies power and invites students into the
pedagogical process itself. In course reflections, students
frequently note that knowing there are “other ways to
show up” makes continued engagement possible during
moments of personal or familial crisis. One student wrote
that this clarity allowed them to remain enrolled while
navigating uncertainty related to immigration enforcement
at home. These moments underscore that trauma-
informed pedagogy is not about lowering expectations, but
about refusing instructional practices that reproduce
exclusion under the guise of rigor.

Importantly, trauma-informed teaching in this context
resists the neoliberal impulse to individualize resilience.
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Students are not asked how they will “cope” with structural
harm; instead, they are invited to analyze its causes and
imagine collective responses. Assignments such as the
community counter-history project and discussions of
Mutual Assistance and Defense Compacts (MADC) situate
trauma within longer traditions of survival and solidarity,
reframing vulnerability as a shared condition rather than a
personal deficit (Newfield, 2024).

Students quickly connected MADCs to practices already
present in their own lives. During discussion, several
described informal group chats used to warn peers about
enforcement activity, pooled funds for emergency
expenses, and shared caregiving arrangements among
extended networks. Rather than encountering MADCs as
abstract organizational models, students analyzed them as
extensions of strategies they already understood. This
recognition prompted critical questions about why such
forms of cooperation are routinely framed as exceptional
or radical, while institutional neglect is normalized. For
many students, the discussion shifted the narrative from
vulnerability to collective capacity. MADCs became legible
not as outside interventions, but as infrastructures of
survival built in response to abandonment -- structures
students recognized themselves as already participating
in, even if they had not previously named them as such.

This approach is not always comfortable. It requires
relinquishing some pedagogical control and accepting that
emotional presence will vary across the semester. But it
has also allowed students to remain intellectually engaged
during moments when conventional classroom structures
might have pushed them out. Trauma-informed pedagogy,
as practiced here, is less about calming students than
about refusing to reproduce the conditions that silence
them. In that sense, it is inseparable from the broader
project of radical teaching.

What Students Say When Given the
Space to Say It

Early in the semester, students work in small groups to
generate short slogans responding to the question: What
should education do for you right now? This exercise
follows a brief discussion of student movements and
mutual aid traditions, situating students’ responses within
a longer history of collective resistance (Rosen & Entin,
2024). The slogans reflected students’ material realities.
Community college students, many balancing work,
caregiving, and legal precarity, offered phrases such as
“Education should not put us at risk” and “Learning without
fear is a right.” Students in four-year courses emphasized
voice and erasure: “Tell our stories before they
disappear”; “Knowledge is survival.”

We did not treat these slogans as rhetorical flourishes.
As a class, we discussed where they came from, whose
experiences they reflected, and how institutional
structures either supported or wundermined these
expectations. One student observed, “School asks us to be
visible, but visibility can get us hurt.” That insight became
a touchstone for later discussions of academic freedom,
surveillance, and resistance (Theoharis, 2018).
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A Counter-History Assignment as
Pedagogical Refusal

In these discussions, students complete a community
counter-history assignment. They select a history absent
from prior coursework and trace its significance through
family narratives, community archives, or local media. The
assignment explicitly asks students to analyze why certain
histories are marginalized and who benefits from that
erasure (Delgado & Stefancic, 2023). One student
documented informal childcare networks among
immigrant women as survival infrastructures developed in
response to exclusion from formal systems. Another traced
Caribbean mutual aid societies formed to confront housing
discrimination.

In class discussions, students recognized these
histories as predecessors to contemporary Mutual
Assistance and Defense Compacts (MADCs),
understanding cooperation not as charity but as collective
defense (Newfield, 2024). For undocumented and mixed-
status students, this assignment enabled participation
without forced disclosure, affirming that political analysis
does not require personal exposure. It also reinforced the
idea that learning has always occurred beyond institutional
permission.

Institutional Context and Pedagogical
Difference

Teaching across community colleges and four-year
colleges sharpens these dynamics in distinct but
interconnected ways. Community college students are
more likely to be navigating immediate economic and legal
precarity, including unstable housing, food insecurity,
caregiving responsibilities, and the threat of immigration
enforcement. These conditions shape not only students’
availability for coursework but also their willingness to
speak openly in classroom settings. In this context, care-
based and trauma-informed pedagogy is not an
enhancement to teaching but a prerequisite for
participation. Flexibility around deadlines, multiple modes
of engagement, and explicit attention to safety and
confidentiality are essential for keeping students enrolled
and intellectually present.

At four-year colleges, students often experience a
different configuration of pressure. While they may have
greater access to institutional resources, they are also
more directly subject to professionalization narratives,
donor politics, and heightened forms of surveillance tied to
reputation, employability, and public visibility. Students in
these settings frequently express concern about how
political speech, protest participation, or even classroom
discussions might follow them beyond graduation. These
anxieties shape classroom dynamics in quieter but no less
consequential ways, often producing strategic silences
rather than overt withdrawal. In both contexts, solidarity-
based teaching is essential for sustaining engagement and
trust (hooks, 2003; Giroux, 2020).

Despite these differences, solidarity-based teaching is
essential in both contexts. In each setting, students
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respond to pedagogical approaches that make power
visible, name structural constraints, and frame learning as
a collective rather than competitive endeavor. As hooks
(2003) and Giroux (2020) argue, education becomes a
practice of freedom only when it resists the logics of
isolation and individualization. Teaching across
institutional contexts has clarified that while precarity
takes different forms, the need for pedagogies grounded
in solidarity, care, and shared responsibility remains
constant.

Beginning with Hope

In the face of crises, such as budget cuts, censorship,
and precarity, the first day could easily be consumed by
despair. Instead, I began with hope. Hope is part of a
pedagogy of freedom, not optimism, but the insistence on
transformation. I asked students to write one hope for
themselves and one for the world. We posted them on our
refrigerators at home, in safe spaces and locations where
we feel a sense of belonging: “"NYC is not for sale!,” “finish
my degree,” “see my family again,” * IMMIGRANTS ARE
WELCOME HERE,"” “justice for Palestine,” “a safer city,”
“Muslim and Jewish Student Solidarity,” “NO ICE on
campus,” “NO HATE, NO FEAR,” “Free Tuition.” We will
return to these throughout the semester.

Hope is tangible. It is embodied in students balancing
jobs and classes, in faculty fighting for equity, and in
mutual aid groups sustaining communities. To begin with,
hope is to refuse despair and to affirm that our classrooms
remain sites of possibility. In the face of funding cuts,
censorship, and political hostility, beginning a semester
with hope might seem naive. Yet hope is not the absence
of struggle; it is the insistence on possibility amid struggle.
For Spring 2026, I plan to extend these by connecting
hopes to concrete actions, attending a campus event,
mentoring a peer, and joining an organizing effort. I carry
with me the conviction that every first day is a chance to
remake the classroom as a space of resistance and
renewal. This is both the challenge and the promise of
teaching in a time of crisis.

What the First Day Now Demands

This reflection has reframed the first day of class as a
political threshold rather than a procedural beginning. It is
the moment when educators and students decide whether
the classroom will reproduce silence or practice refusal.
Beginning with hope is not sentimental optimism; it is a
refusal to allow fear to define the conditions of learning
(hooks, 2003). What this analysis has clarified is that
radical teaching does not begin with abstraction. It begins
with listening to what students already know about risk,
survival, and solidarity. The classroom remains a
contested space, but it is also a space where students are
already theorizing the world they are navigating. Our task

is not to sanitize that analysis but to stand with students
when doing so becomes politically dangerous.
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