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In this paper, we share some reflections from two faculty instructors and four students who participated in a newly-redesigned Library and Information Studies (LIS) course (previously called “Multicultural Librarianship,” now called “Equity and Inclusion in the Information Professions”) during the 2020-2021 academic year. Each of us discusses our intentions for participating in the course and reflects specifically on the use of identity affinity groups within the virtual classroom. This document is a representation of the ongoing conversation between us about how to better engage diversity, equity, and inclusion topics in this and other LIS courses.

A conversation with the student collaborators
The two faculty instructors (Aaron and Rachel) developed several prompts to spark the student collaborators’ discussion of their experiences around and in the course. Below we synthesize their responses around these questions.

Why did you choose to take the course?
Sarah: I chose to take this course because I am passionate about cultural representation. I was eager to get the academic perspective concerning DEIJ issues, historically and presently within the LIS curriculum, librarian field, and beyond. As diversity and equity issues continue to make headlines, I felt that this is a very timely and necessary class. I honestly feel as though classes such as these should be required for all LIS students, to prepare culturally competent professionals.
Tulip: I signed up for Multicultural Librarianship because I wanted to bridge my experiences with equity and inclusion with the new knowledge I was gaining as an LIS student. My other courses briefly touched upon ideas like “meeting the needs of all of your patrons” and “diversity and inclusion,” but it was important to me to engage with these topics directly and in depth. I also wanted to keep myself accountable for learning and engaging with conversations about race, queerness, and accessibility. Given the political events of the past year, I didn’t want to become complacent in my development, despite feeling a bit fatigued. I wanted to engage with these issues on an academic level.
Vikki: I took Multicultural Librarianship because it combines two things I care about--Librarianship and Equity. The description of the course in the catalog was rather vague, but the name pulled me in.  It was clear that my professors cared about the course, the issues they presented, and the improvement of LIS as a safe and equitable discipline.
Andrew: I initially chose to take this course for two reasons; I had taken a class by Dr. Elkins the semester before and thought he was a dynamic professor whose opinions I respected, and that the topics of equity and inclusion are of the utmost importance to me. I volunteer as an officer for my local social justice group BLM:HAAIR (Huntsville’s Alliance Against Injustice and Racism) and work as staff for the university’s library in town. This intersection of responsibilities set me up to be, in my opinion, the target audience for this course.

What were you hoping to get from the course?
Andrew: I was hoping to come away from this course with a better understanding of the history of social justice in the library system in addition to more tools to combat information inequality in my local community. I was fortunately inundated with relevant information, strategies, and resources throughout the semester and can honestly say it helped me gain more confidence in what I was trying to accomplish within the local community.
Vikki: I was hoping to learn more about how to support equity and antiracism specifically in the realm of librarianship. Especially after I received the book list and gained access to the Canvas course, I was even more excited about starting the class.
Sarah: I was hoping to learn about the historical and current treatment concerning DEIJ issues and the library world. I wanted to be knowledgeable concerning issues of inclusivity and accessibility, which should be a standard in every library setting. I wanted to get diverse viewpoints, comments and insights from the other students who chose to engage in this course. I believe these types of first hand experiences or insights from my peers would be of great benefit/value to me as I realized that I will be working with various populations and cultures, during my librarian career.
What concerns did you have about taking the course?
Tulip: Although I was excited to register for the course, I was concerned about it being led by two white professors. I had taken courses with Dr. Simons and Dr. Elkins before, and trusted them to “try” and acknowledge the fact that to do this work, failure and mistakes are inevitable. My experiences in their courses encouraged me that they would prioritize growth and real learning through inquiry and failure. Despite these comforts, I was still wary of the fact that two white professors would be leading this conversation. My concerns were quickly alleviated, and my experiences with the syllabus, my classmates, and with Dr. Simons’ and Dr. Elkins’ guidance made a lasting impact on me.
Sarah: As a student of color, I feel that I have general insight concerning DEIJ issues. However, I did not want other students of color to take on a more emotional laborious role. For example, having to explain their own experiences with racial microaggressions, etc.  
Andrew: The only concerns I had going into this course involved hypothetical students’ perception of what the class should be. Unfortunately, as a former undergrad in History I have had my fair share of classes become derailed by combative students with opposing viewpoints and the experiences have left me trepidatious about discussing “sensitive” topics. I was happy to learn early on as I got to know my fellow classmates that this anxiety was unwarranted.
Vikki: I don’t remember having any concerns about taking the course. If I had any, it was the difficulty of balancing, working, being a mom, and completing my coursework.
What did you think of the idea of having the identity affinity groups?
Vikki: The affinity groups were incredible. I didn’t know the term “affinity group/space” before this course. I live in a space where I am frequently the only person of color and even more frequently the only Black woman in the room. 
Andrew: Although I am typically group-work adverse, I was pleasantly surprised with how well the affinity groups fostered conversation and opened us all up to new perspectives on a variety of issues. In retrospect I fully support the utilization of affinity groups, both as a way to help students feel safe discussing certain topics and as a way to foster community.
Tulip: When Dr. Elkins and Dr. Simons broached the idea of identity affinity groups, I immediately wanted to participate. I wanted a space in which I didn’t have to re-explain my experiences or justify my feelings. 
Sarah: I thought it was a great option to create a safe space for students who do not have the energy or want to expend emotional labor in explaining their experiences.

Why did you choose to participate or not participate in the identity affinity groups?
Tulip: Often in predominantly white spaces, I have experienced trauma just by “hashing out the details” in order to get my white peers “on board” with what I was saying. I hoped that an affinity group would allow me to just exist with my peers and engage with the material in a more authentic way, without being performative or needing to be “perfect” as the sole representative of my ethnic group.
Vikki: The current political and social climate has made it harder to be polite and “give people the benefit of the doubt” when I face microaggressions or just wanton ignorance.  The affinity group gave me a place to relax a little. Everyone in the breakout room didn’t assume that (as the token minority) I’d lead the discussion about race and racism. And the members of my affinity group weren’t afraid to talk about race, gender, sexuality, poverty, all of it. I felt lighter in those spaces--like I wasn’t blocking the ability of people just beginning to learn about equity from making progress and also like I wasn’t weighed down with the expectation to speak for my larger community.
Andrew: I chose to participate because I think moderated conversation is the most effective platform to expand your understanding of other people. When we can speak with those who may have opposing views or different experiences than we do, a certain amount of empathy develops over time.
Sarah: I thought about participating, but did not because I feel that my experiences as a person of color has not been as traumatic as others’ experiences. I grew up in a Texas/Mexican border town. I identify as Chicana, Mexican American, and the population where I grew up is majority Mexican-American. It was empowering to grow up seeing people of color in positions of power. I did not have much experience with micro-aggressions or racism until I moved into a more urban setting and further away from the border. I felt that if I encountered a situation during the groups that could involve emotional labor, that I could probably maintain calmness, support or supplement the possible viewpoint of another student of color, had that student of color been triggered. I suppose I felt/hoped as if I could be an ally of sorts to both students of color and otherwise.
If you did participate in the identity affinity groups, what was the experience like and what could we have done better?
Vikki: I think the affinity groups were handled well. I appreciated that we were able to opt in or out. I also appreciated that our professors didn’t assume where we wanted to be grouped. While most people would correctly assume that I’d prefer to be grouped with women of color, or Black women when possible, that might not have been the case. As the class explored, we all have multiple identities.
Andrew: Overall, I found the experience of affinity groups to be positive and a key component in cementing the lessons covered in class. I do not have any suggestions for improvements and I eagerly look forward to seeing these techniques in action in the future.
Tulip: I deeply appreciated the experience of being in an affinity group. Meeting with my group helped alleviate my anxieties around existing as a woman of color in this world. Honestly, I can’t think of how it could have gone better. Dr. Simons and Dr. Elkins provided a free, unmonitored space for me and my peers to simply be. I feel very fortunate to have gotten to know those peers on a deeper level, something I think would have been missing in a larger, non-affinity group experience.
If you didn’t participate in the identity affinity groups, what was your experience like and what could we have done better?
Sarah: My experience was good in part due to the ground rules and guidelines that the instructors laid out and reminded us with, before every group session. Perhaps the delicacy of the information being discussed, inspired thoughtfulness, consideration and vulnerability with the other students, resulting in a genuine experience for me.
What has inspired you to work with your professors on this research?
Sarah: I think that collaboration with students of color is an amazing way to gain insight into their LIS school experiences. It is going straight to the source for information concerning how to approach instructing sensitive topics such as diversity, equity, inclusion and social justice issues. It also feels good to have our voices heard!
Tulip: The importance of making the profession more equitable, both for librarians and the patrons they serve, inspired me to continue working with Dr. Elkins and Dr. Simons in their research. Their syllabus deliberately prioritized queer and POC voices, and I trusted them to give my own voice the same uplifting treatment in any subsequent collaborations. Multicultural Librarianship was easily one of the highlights of my LIS experience at TWU. The incorporation of reflection and artistic creation, the affinity groups, the extremely diverse and important syllabus - all of these elements can be incorporated into other LIS courses and improve the profession overall.
Andrew: I was inspired to help with the continuation of this study because I felt that the course and affinity groups were an overwhelmingly positive experience for me. Coming into grad school I was nervous, particularly due to the nature of online classes and my past experiences with self-motivating. The format of the course, coupled with the group work, helped to dissipate those worries and allowed me to really absorb all of the information in a way that was more conducive to my education. In this way, I had fully been taken on-board with the importance of this symposium topic and was eager to help in any way I could.
Vikki: I am motivated to continue working with Dr. Elkins and Dr. Simmons because I think they are phenomenal people. I’m thankful for their class. They give me hope, and they are doing the very important work of influencing their “sphere”. I like to say that people should radicalize what is within their reach--meaning that we should share the information we gain about equity, intersectionality, and the ways to be a better human with everyone we can. They have gone well beyond that, and created a course with resources to improve the entire field dedicated to information. I am looking forward to seeing LS 5523 on the required course list. Hopefully someday soon.

A conversation between the faculty collaborators
Aaron and Rachel reflected together on their experiences in preparing for and teaching the course, as well as with organizing the identity affinity groups for the students.  Here are their narratives:

Dr. Aaron J. Elkins
Background and Context
I’ve long had an interest in social justice issues and once I entered the professoriate I realized I could bring those values to the education of pre-service librarians, thereby making a difference in their practice and their communities.  I worked to bring those values into the courses I taught but it was difficult to do any kind of real deep dive since there was so much other core content to be addressed.  When our colleague who was the point person on the Multicultural Librarianship course retired, Dr. Simons and I were given the opportunity to co-teach the course and move it forward from concepts of multiculturalism into the role the information profession can play in promoting justice in our communities.  
Dr. Simons and I knew that we would need to be very mindful and deliberate in our approach: we are white academics and could very easily retraumatize or perpetuate harm on our students if we did not exercise a tremendous amount of care in our preparations for developing the course.  In my online teaching, I use a model that incorporates synchronous class meetings: students attend the virtual class meetings, and after a short lecture, are distributed to small group discussion rooms where they have the opportunity to interrogate the week’s assigned readings with their peers.  As the students discuss, I move through the rooms and after a set time, we all return to the main virtual classroom to debrief our discussions; after the debrief, I will share my thoughts on the notes I have taken while listening in to the discussions and debrief, then open the floor to questions.  I’ve had great success (in terms of improving student outcomes) with this model and Dr. Simons was willing to use that model for our co-teaching.  We did have concerns about the potential for our students who identify as belonging to traditionally marginalized groups to experience harm during these discussions: Dr. Simons and I are very aware of the demographics of our program and the regional cultural context in which the majority of our students are situated and while many students may approach social justice content with a suitable humility it is still possible to cause harm ignorantly or willfully.
Preparing for the course
In my work preparing to teach the Equity and Inclusion in the Information Professions (nee Multicultural Librarianship) course with Dr. Simons, I’d come across some information about using “white spaces” and “spaces of color” for discussions like ours.  Spaces of color are closed to white people to provide people from traditionally marginalized groups a space to exist where they can engage in discussion of issues without the burden of having to educate their white peers or risk potential harm from ignorant statements by their white peers; a white space is for white people so they can more openly can discuss issues related to race without worrying about potentially offending a person from a traditionally marginalized group.  The idea of offering separate discussion spaces is not without controversy, and after some deliberation, Dr. Simons and I decided we would broach the topic with the students to see what they thought.
Rather than asking “do you want segregated discussion spaces?” Dr. Simons and I worked to expand and refine the concept of participating in white spaces or spaces of color in a way that we hoped would minimize the potential for harm and misunderstanding.  We decided to use the term “identity affinity groups” to encapsulate what we were offering: the chance to meet and discuss with other students who shared an identity aspect.  It was (and is) very important to Dr. Simons and I to recognize our students’ agency so we presented the identity affinity groups firstly as a choice to discuss with the class as a potential option, not something we were definitely going to offer.  The choice to join an identity affinity group was also presented as a non-binding one to assure students that if they expressed interest in meeting with an identity affinity group one time, they were not locked in to that decision.  We anticipated it was possible some students might express resentment against any students who chose to meet in identity affinity groups and made it clear that the students who wanted to participate would be anonymous to everyone who did not have membership in that group.  Dr. Simons and I also worked to make it clear that even if a student desired participation in an identity affinity group we might not be able to accommodate the student if there wasn’t at least one more student who shared that identity and was interested in participating in a group.
Implementing the identity affinity groups
During the first class meeting, the initial presentation to the class of the possibility of offering identity affinity groups went about as Dr. Simons and I expected: the white students overwhelmingly reacted very negatively to the idea, decrying that it sounded discriminatory and exclusive.  Interestingly, as this discourse was happening with the white students in the chat, one student who identifies as part of a traditionally marginalized group privately messaged me to ask that we please offer this as an option.  Taking that message as a cue, Dr. Simons and I stated in class that we would offer a survey to formally capture interest in identity affinity group participation and with which identities students might wish to affiliate.  Our first survey attempt was not as elegantly designed as it could have been but we did eventually manage to get the information we needed on our second attempt: there were about four students (out of 50) who were interested in participating in an identity affinity group using their racial/ethnic identity.
To uphold what we had promised, Dr. Simons and I worked together to ensure that the students who indicated interest in participation received a weekly email inquiring whether they wanted to be in the group for the week or not; there were a couple of times a student opted not to join, but for the most part the group desired to meet with each other each week.  Texas Woman’s University had just switched to using Zoom for its virtual classroom platform, which change gave us some small advantage: the room assignments were ostensibly random, which is what we told the whole class population.  In practice, we would randomize the whole class group assignment to their rooms, then re-assign the students who wanted to participate in the identity affinity group to a new room.  This did require a little vamping at times, since finding four names out of 50 that have been randomly distributed does take a moment, but fortunately we were able to play off the slight delays as unfamiliarity with Zoom, a plausible excuse since TWU had switched virtual class meeting platforms right before the semester started.
In Spring 2021, I was assigned to teach both sections of the course.  I remained in close contact with Dr. Simons and we jointly discussed and approved the minor changes we made to the course before the semester began.  I made the decision to once again offer the opportunity to participate in an identity affinity group, again framed as only a possibility that I was considering, not a guarantee.  This time, ten of the 50 students expressed interest in participating in an identity affinity group, seven as part of group focused on the racial/ethnic identity and six as part of a group focused on their sexual identity; there were three who overlapped between the two groups.  Again, the formation of the groups went unannounced and I worked to follow the same pattern of inquiring with the students each week if they wished to participate with their groups and in the case of the three who overlapped, with which group they wanted to participate if they did.  It may have been a variety of factors (like the lingering pandemic) involved, but I found it was more difficult to get responses from the students in time (i.e. before class started).  I was finding it difficult to keep up with sending the emails myself as I was at the final semester of the third year of a very heavy service load, and the colleague who had been overseeing my specialty in our SLIS program left for another institution in January 2021 leaving me as the most senior and only tenured faculty member in that specialty.  Ultimately, I was not as diligent as I should have been about making sure the students were accommodated as they wished each week.
Reflection
I think the experience of using the identity affinity groups in Fall 2020 (our first chance to teach the course) went well: I think the ruse of not having them at all was successful and even though the space of color was not entirely white-free (since either Dr. Simons or I would listen in for a few minutes as we made our rounds through the discussion groups) I do not think our presence was overly intrusive, especially as the model is to just listen as the groups discuss unless we are specifically called in to participate.
After the course had concluded for the Spring 2021 semester, Dr. Simons and I met to discuss further improvements for the course; it would not be offered again until Fall 2021, so we were able to take a little more time in our unpacking and interrogating potential issues.  For some reason, only one section of the course was offered in Fall 2021 even though both sections had been filled in the previous academic year.  Dr. Simons is currently teaching the one section in Fall 2021 and again offering the opportunity to participate in an identity affinity group.  I look forward to debriefing Dr. Simons’ experience as sole instructor once the Fall 2021 semester is over to make further improvements to the course in preparation for me to teach it again in Spring 2022 as sole instructor.

Dr. Rachel Simons
Background and Context
My background before starting my PhD is in Comparative Literature; through that field I came to deeply believe that ideologies are the stories that people with power and privilege get to tell the rest of us in order to create lived realities about who we are and what kind of world we live in. During those studies I began my journey to adopting feminist, anti-racist, anti-cisheteronormative, anti-colonialist theory and practice--and that work is never done. When I shifted to the field of Information Studies, and then to Librarianship and LIS education, I was honestly surprised that these kinds of understandings are not more central to LIS education and practice. LIS is a field of storytelling and storykeeping, and thus it is a seat of great power and privilege. We should be building on the critical work and theory in our field (and in other fields) to really push educators, students, and practitioners to think deeply about the ways in which LIS perpetuates systems of oppression. 
While I always strive to bring this perspective to each of my classes, I was very excited to have an opportunity to dig deeply into critical theory as well as focusing on “hands on” practice. As Dr. Elkins says, we both had a healthy sense of our responsibility in teaching this course as white faculty members; the main issue for us is how to take up our share of this work while trying to minimize harm. I am so grateful to have a relationship with my colleague that allowed us to be honest in our thoughts, concerns, and critiques—I very much feel that co-developing this course helped us push ourselves to do better than we could on our own, while also making this difficult work feel more approachable and doable. We were also able to support each other in bringing more of our full selves into this course—both our experiences as white people and as belonging to other marginalized groups.
Preparing for the course
The first thing that we did was to compile a collection of primarily academic writing (and a few other things) about Diversity, Equity, Inclusion, and Social Justice (DEIJ) within the LIS field and LIS education; we included resources aimed at preparing instructors, as well as resources that we could give as materials to our students. (While this collection is not exhaustive, the Zotero group library currently contains about 240 items and continues to grow.) We especially focused on including materials from our LIS colleagues of color and other marginalized groups. Based on that research and our own experiences, we discussed several pedagogical approaches and techniques that could allow us to hopefully challenge whiteness within the classroom, while still giving our students (especially students of color) agency. For me, allowing space for counter-storytelling (building particularly on Dr. Nicole Cooke’s work) was a key part of the pedagogical approach. 
We try to create that counter-storytelling space in several different ways, but we felt that the idea of affinity groups was one particular way that could also make our classroom potentially less harmful for our students from marginalized groups. I had participated in identity affinity groups (both white groups and groups for marginalized identities) within activist organizations and at academic conferences, so I was personally familiar with the goals and benefits.  We were concerned, however, about how to structure affinity groups in a classroom without requiring everyone to participate in one or risk having a visibly “othered” group. While having serious conversations about DEIJ in LIS online (as opposed to in face-to-face classrooms) presents several challenges, I think that the potential to create safer spaces for discussion is a positive feature of online courses—and one that other courses could adopt. However, instructors do need to be deliberate in how they present, include, and treat these groups in class. This technique also should not be considered a stand in for other inclusive practices, or for being responsible for creating a learning environment that minimizes harm. 
Implementing the identity affinity groups
The overwhelmingly positive response of students who choose to participate in the identity affinity groups indicates that their inclusion in the pedagogy is crucial—even as we still work to improve the process. This semester I have several affinity groups in my course that involve more than half of the  students, including one white identity group that is committed to advancing their anti-racist journey. (I’m trying to leave things a little vague as the course is ongoing, but obscurity is becoming more difficult as more students become involved in the affinity groups.) Building on previous semesters, I worked to do a better job of presenting the rationale for having affinity groups (including white groups) and normalizing it as a practice before asking students if they would want to participate—and I think that is part of why we have several diverse affinity groups this semester. 
However, identity work is always very complex and requires great nuance. While I made some refinements to the survey that helps me create the groups, the process inevitably still requires a lot of thought and care. Students can indicate more than one identity group with which they might like to affiliate and are able to name those groups for themselves. We will probably always have to do some “juggling” to match groups such that there are at least two people in an affinity group (and preferably at least three, so that one person needing to miss a session doesn’t derail the entire group)—this means that I sometimes ask people if they would be willing to form a group around one identity over another in order to support others. This time, I explicitly asked in the survey how students felt about becoming part of a “broader” affinity group (such as people of color) and used that to help guide me. I directly informed the affinity group participants that while they were free to switch groups at any time, they would need to let me know whenever they wanted to change groups for a session or permanently. So far, only one student this semester has let me know that they would like to switch identity groups for a certain week, based on the specific topics for that week. Overall, I try to be as transparent about the group formation process as possible with individuals and groups, while simultaneously adopting a “need to know” framework based on how it will affect others. Dr. Elkins and I still frequently consult each other on how to better handle this process.
I am particularly struck by how the participants in the affinity groups (across semesters) understand and engage with their groups as communities—the affinity groups really aren’t just for individuals to adopt some kind of neoliberal approach to learning as an extractive act. The groups are as much about enabling supportive growth and care as they are about minimizing harm. In our recognition of their agency as students, participants also recognize and respect the agency of the members of their group and of other affinity groups. They already understand and respect many of the concerns that I have, such as about ensuring that enough people are in a group to have a discussion, making sure to be allies across identities that may be in the same affinity group, and respecting the privacy of other affinity groups as much as possible. While their engagement in this work does not remove my unique responsibility as the instructor to minimize harm within the classroom space, it does remind me that I and my fellow instructors still frequently fall into the trap of not seeing our students fully as participants. I may create an opportunity within the classroom, but they actually do the work of sustaining the ethos of community and supporting the goals of the group collectively and as individuals.

Reflection
One reason (among many) I miss co-teaching the course is that having conversations between instructors both outside and inside of the classroom helped us to model and normalize having difficult but productive conversations, rather than perpetuating an individualist and absolutist approach to DEIJ issues and work. As we continue to refine the course, we both felt that it was important to include our students’ voices in the conversation—especially students from marginalized groups. But having white colleagues who can productively point out (the inevitable) mis-steps to each other is also incredibly valuable and necessary within the power structures of LIS education. While we strive to create an environment that allows for honest feedback, we know that there is a limit to what students or even former students (especially from marginalized groups) can feel comfortable saying to faculty members.
Looking forward, some of my ongoing questions about the course pedagogy and the trajectory of this course include: 
· How can we better incorporate students into the course design and pedagogical processes, not just in the evaluation phase?
· How can we better incorporate an intersectional approach to the course and to affinity groups?
· How could we allow for more flexibility for students to participate between multiple affinity groups? How can we better support both students who want to participate in different groups with different people (to get more perspectives) with those who prefer to meet in the same group throughout the semester?
· How can we ensure that the ethos of community within the affinity groups does not become a strong vector for harmful systems of oppression? For example, should we potentially be concerned that participants may feel a harmful kind of “peer pressure” to stay in the group or to conform to shared group beliefs?
· How can we (or should we) keep up the effort to obscure information about the presence of affinity groups to non-participants? Would normalizing the affinity groups be better, in an effort to be more practical or as a way to re-affirm their validity? 
· Should we (as instructors) stay completely out of the affinity groups to which we do not belong? How does this relate to our responsibility as instructors to minimize harm, or to guide the learning experience?
· What potential harms are we perpetuating with this course through its very existence? Are we truly doing the needed work in LIS to dismantle oppressive hierarchies, or are we only propping them up under the guise of discussing them? What is the place of such courses in the broader curriculum and in the field of LIS? 

I look forward to continuing this conversation with Dr. Elkins, with our other faculty and student colleagues, and with the field more broadly.
