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Reaction Paper

I was deeply moved by many of the week’s experiences. I did not expect to be so affected and, indeed, so “changed” by what I saw, and heard, and read, and felt this week. I want to apologize for not being able to articulate my reactions in Friday’s final session, but I was in a place where I was scarcely ready to hear others tell their reactions for fear that it would lessen the impact of my experience and I clearly was not ready to share my own.
Let me explain this briefly, lest you think I’m really weird! In our counseling courses, we spend time examining the interplay among thinking, feeling and acting in the behaviors of individuals. In fact, we diagram incidents and experiences in terms of the thoughts, feelings and actions that are taking place in the moment. We analyze our own behaviors from the perspective of which of these three elements of behavior come first for us in most situations or which sequencing pattern is predominant.  For me, feeling usually comes first. I most often experience by feeling, then thinking, then acting.  Speaking is a form of “acting”, so this means that I usually think before I speak. (When I don’t, it usually causes distress to me or someone else! ()
I have been thinking--processing the experiences of the week-- and I have some insights to share. 

First, however, I would like to start with the research I did at the GHS archives and how I think I will apply what I learned. I started the week with six areas of interest sparked by the readings we did before we came to Savannah:
1) African American family and community structures—especially the tradition of “taking care of one’s own”—and their influence on involvement in the social welfare system;
2) mental health among African American slaves and their descendants, including culture-bound syndromes;
3) the “world views” of descendants of slaves;
4) stages of cultural assimilation correlated with “survival” for slaves and for modern day African Americans (to what degree they have had to “sell out” in order to survive in a world where Whites have the power);
5) indigenous healers in the early African American settlements and how the tradition of shamanism exists in today’s African American communities; and,
6) the role of women in both African American communities and White communities in terms of fighting the injustice of slavery in all forms—then and now!

As you can see, these topics are diverse and broadly defined.  I did not make use of original documents because of the general nature of my research. However, I found many fascinating books relating to several of these topics during the short time I spent poking around the database and browsing the shelves at GHS. I found an impressive number of books on family structure and gender issues in the Civil War era, including two on interracial marriage—a bit of a “side track”.
In the Human Services program, I regularly teach ten (10) different content courses and I also supervise practicum placements. I have a wide variety of course content in the required core curriculum and in program electives and have covered other courses as needed (ones that aren’t a part of my regular load).  As I stated in my application essay, the areas in which the content of this workshop are the most relevant for me are in the Introduction to Human and Social Services course and in the Multicultural Counseling course.  These are places where I am excited to include things I have learned and experienced during this workshop:
1) I can speak with more passion about the ambiguous construct of “white privilege” and how what we don’t even recognize or understand has shaped our entire history as a nation.
2) I can share more solid insights into the African-American culture and the experiences we see reflected in behaviors among that group of individuals today.

3) I can tell stories of what it “felt like” to walk in the places where slaves endured their lives of servitude and where and how they attempted to claim a small portion of control over their own existence.

4) I can quote (eloquently, I hope) the voices we heard as we visited the places and listened to the people who had their own stories to tell.

5) I can attempt to inspire others to look more closely at the social injustice that still exists in our world.

6) Most importantly, I can challenge myself and others to do something about the things that haven’t changed in our society—discrimination and injustice toward those we see as different  than ourselves.

Specifically, I intend to revise a project we ask students to complete in our Multicultural Counseling course.  We complete a series of questionnaires concerning cultural identity development which are intended to assess the “process” students may or may not go through as they are exposed to various theoretical concepts that apply to working with individuals who are culturally different than themselves. An alternative way to meet this objective would be to expose the students to the writings of Erskine Clarke in Dwelling Place as he tries to illustrate the moral dilemma faced by Charles Colcock Jones. Reading excerpts from Clarke’s book and writing a reaction paper would make this “process” more real to students, many of whom have lived with the same dichotomy—a strong religious heritage coupled with clearly held and expressed discriminatory attitudes towards African Americans (and Hispanics). For female students, examining Mary’s position toward the slaves and how it evolved over time would also be enlightening and would allow an added dimension for those students who are ready to look beyond the basics of cross-cultural understanding.  (This is not to be misinterpreted as a biased feminist position but as evidence that I know my audience in South Central Nebraska, thank you.) 
In this same course, we ask students to choose an original piece of literature or a film that depicts the experience of a culture different from their own. We have a reference list from which the students choose. Cornelia Walker Bailey’s book needs to be on this list. In fact, I intend to pare the list down to a meaningful few which I will make available to the students. This will give them a more focused opportunity to explore the world as seen through the eyes of another whose experiences differ so much from their own. I see it as a vital mission to begin to more effectively “chip away” at the armor of “righteous superiority and indifference” that reflects the up-bringing of the majority of our students.  So often, I believe that I have failed in that mission but I know that I just need to find the strategies that inspire the students to do their own “chipping away” rather than trying to save them from their own shortsightedness.  After all, I have my own vision to correct.

This is where I have to thank the staff at GHS for this fabulous week, walking in the midst of the culture of the Georgia Low Country.  We saw, and heard, and read, and felt things this week which would have otherwise not been possible. You put together just the right mix of experiential learning opportunities that touched not only various academic disciplines but also the varied personal interests and learning styles of the participants. I firmly believe and sincerely hope that we will all find ways to carry forward the enlightenment and inspiration that was ours this week and that we will remember the source. Thank you for a very meaningful experience.

Bonnie G. Koepke, MSW 
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