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Abstract 

 

Education has been diverging from a human- to a digital-centered practice with 

increasing technological advances and initiatives at school districts put tablets or computers in 

the hands of every student. It is crucial, now more than ever, to provide engagement that will 

actively rehumanize education. (Brown, 2012). Re-introducing vulnerability has the potential to 

spark creativity, foster innovation, and create meaningful change in our increasingly 

disconnected classrooms. (Brown, 2010).  This thesis investigates the potential of vulnerability 

to inform pedagogical practices and amplify human connections made in the classroom. It 

presents an action research study conducted in my own middle school classroom. I provide 

details on the growth around my experiences teaching, modeling, and learning about the role of 

vulnerability. I explore vulnerability as the special ingredient in the classroom that enhances all 

other pedagogical practices, and outline a future direction for this work. 
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“The best inventions from the best systems of pedagogy, debated and constructed by the 

best educational brains in the country, can be thoroughly, embarrassingly, and 

hilariously dismantled in ten seconds by a 15 year old who was just dumped by his 

girlfriend” (Rademacher, 2017, p. 4). 

 

I’ve been formally studying education and pedagogy for over ten years and have 

been teaching in the classroom for five. I’ve learned about leading effective classroom 

strategies, taken courses on implementing effective technology, and studied the role of 

cognitive development in the learner’s brain. Despite this diverse background knowledge 

and experience in teaching and learning, I hadn’t been formally introduced to a unified 

strategy that was capable of integrating and combining all of these concepts. I knew my 

teaching practice was guided by such a strategy and that the connections I made with my 

students were authentic. This paper documents my attempt to articulate this strategy. 

They stem from one of the most challenging periods of my life, when I stumbled upon 

what I believe to be the magic: cultivating vulnerability in the classroom.  

Every year I ask myself, “What do I want my students to actually learn during 

their time in my classroom? What skills, knowledge and attitudes do I want them to 

acquire before they leave at the end of the year?” I’m provided thirty-eight standards by 

the state of Minnesota that I am obligated to care about, but the teacher’s role in the lives 

of their students extends far beyond teaching the standards. My answers to those 

questions have shifted and evolved dramatically every year since I first stepped into the 

classroom. As a science teacher, I want my students to be critical thinkers and problem 
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solvers. I want them to be creative, innovative, and perseverant in their efforts. I want to 

show them the wonder and beauty in science and that they can actually have fun while 

learning. Beyond that, by the end of their time with me I want them to become kinder, 

more compassionate, and more caring about one another. I want to challenge their 

perspectives and teach them to question everything.  

The list goes on and on, but how does one person even begin to design a learning 

environment and curriculum that scratches the surface of teaching all of those deeply 

human attributes to all of those wildly individual students? Tom Rademacher, an English 

teacher and author of the book, “It Won’t Be Easy: An Exceedingly Honest (and Slightly 

Unprofessional) Love Letter to Teaching,” (Rademacher, 2017) describes this challenge 

well.   

To be a teacher is to deal with hundreds of human beings, with hundreds of 

human issues that fluctuate and evolve every single day (Rademacher, 2017). Teaching is 

an incredibly complex profession, and I don’t believe there will ever be one unified 

strategy to rule them all. However, I do believe that emphasis on the correct ingredient 

can and will enhance all other pedagogical practices.  

I experienced the most growth around vulnerability both professionally and 

personally during my third year of teaching. At the time, I was a fairly competent teacher; 

I hit all the standards, created some exciting lessons, and never lit any of my kids on fire. 

So things were generally going well. I had begun my grad school work, with the intent on 
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becoming a more knowledgeable, well-rounded teacher, but the notion to put in the work 

to become a more knowledgeable, self-aware human had not even crossed my mind yet.  

Halfway through the year, life, as life tends to do, threw me a curve in the form of 

some personal trauma. I was hurtled into what quickly became of journey of personal 

growth. I was right in the middle of all the chaos that naturally ensues while juggling a 

full time teaching job working with middle schoolers and attending graduate school full 

time. Feeling broken, feeling stuck, and feeling the eyes of one hundred and fifty-four 

eighth grade students who could sense a dramatic change in the person they came to rely 

on, I knew I had to get to work on rebuilding. I began with reading. I read every night for 

weeks, learning to navigate grief while overcoming anger, and giving myself the 

opportunity to heal. Until this point, I coped with my emotions by shutting down in front 

of my students. I put my walls up high to keep anything and everything  out that could 

possibly induce any more hurt. Then, the book I was reading, “Rising Strong,” by Brené 

Brown, introduced me to the power of vulnerability. Brené defines vulnerability as 

“having the courage to show up and be seen when we have no control over the outcome” 

(Brown, 2017). This was the spark that ignited my own personal rebirth. 

I finished the book on a Sunday night. The following morning I let down my 

walls, and showed up to my classroom as a human being. I told my students how much I 

cared about them, told them that my world had recently come crashing down, and that I 

was going to need a little light, a little love, and a little time to rebuild things.  
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My approach to teaching has never been the same since that day. The connections 

I forged that year with the students who saw me as a human being and not as just another 

authority figure could never have been stronger. My students showed up for me and for 

each other in a way that I had never experienced before. There was a culture of caring 

and compassion that overflowed from every student and extended far beyond the time 

that I needed to get back onto my feet.   

This experience set the stage and direction for my action research. I wanted to 

gain insight into how to best cultivate a classroom that cultivates vulnerability and allows 

students to feel connected to each other as well as me, as their teacher. I dove deep into 

supporting literature and engaged in hours of discussions with my students around their 

lived experiences with vulnerability. In my science class, I designed lessons that I 

implemented once a week focused around the major contributing skills and attitudes to 

support the practice of vulnerability. I assigned writing reflections on the vulnerability 

lessons, asking my students to both reflect on the concepts discussed and see if they could 

further synthesize the concepts learned. They took concepts like perspective, failure, and 

empathy and wrote about the roles that each of these play in the world of science.  

Collectively, from lessons learned from literature, classroom discussions, and student 

reflections I began forming a comprehensive understanding of vulnerability in the 

classroom. This journey is the focus of my masters thesis. 

One widely-understood definition of vulnerability is to be “open to criticism or 

attack” (Cloud, 1992, p. 95). Emotional vulnerability, however, is allowing one’s true self 
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to be known. To allow one’s imperfections and weaknesses to be openly shared with 

another allows a deeper level of bonding to occur (Cloud, 1992). Brené Brown, author, 

and pioneering researcher in the field of shame and vulnerability, defines it as, 

“uncertainty, risk, emotional exposure and having the courage to show up and be seen 

(Brown, 2017). She goes on to say that, “without vulnerability there is no creativity or 

innovation. There is nothing more uncertain than the creative process, and there is 

absolutely no innovation without failure” (Brown, 2017). 

To me, vulnerability is the magic ingredient in every successful classroom. It’s 

what enhances all of the other meaningful pedagogies and transforms them from good to 

great.  Vulnerability in the classroom is students taking chances with their learning. 

Students who are willing to try and fail at something, because they trust in the process. 

Vulnerability in the classroom is a teacher building true human connections with each of 

their students and cultivating trust and compassion among peers. Students feel that they 

belong and feel safe in their environment. Vulnerability in the classroom teaches students 

perseverance, drives their motivation, and fuels their creativity.  

Vulnerability is not easy. It means embracing any and all discomfort a challenge 

may present with the confidence that you will persevere regardless of the outcome. One 

must be willing to accept the uncertainty, the possibility of failure, and walk themselves 

into a knowingly uncomfortable situation in order to create the opportunity for something 

far greater.  
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Creating a classroom where vulnerability flourishes has become my focal point.  

Pursuing this transformation was a challenging and, at times, uncomfortable process that 

included multiple failures and being challenged more than a time or two. I also created 

meaningful connections with those around me and learned lessons that were invaluable to 

me both as an educator and as a human being. Through this journey I learned that 

creating a classroom environment where vulnerability can flourish consists of four main 

components: creating a safe space, teaching vulnerability, recognizing barriers, and 

teacher vulnerability. 

Methods 

Participant: This action research was conducted through evaluation of the interactions 

between myself and my students. I am an eighth grade Earth Science Teacher at a 

suburban middle school with a diverse student population.  I am also a full time student 

in the Psychological Foundations of Education -  Learning & Cognition / Educational 

Technology program at the University of Minnesota.  This is my first teaching position.  I 

have been teaching at this current school for the past five years and conducted the action 

research with my students from both the 2018-2019 school year, as well as my students 

from the 2019-2020 school year.  

Context: This study was conducted at a suburban school in Central Minnesota. 

According to the data retrieved on January 16th, 2020 from the Minnesota Report Card 

database (https://rc.education.mn.gov/#demographics/orgId--10279094000__p--f), the 

https://rc.education.mn.gov/#demographics/orgId--10279094000__p--f
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student population at this school is 66.3% white, 12.5% Black or African-American, 

7.8% Hispanic or Latino, 7.7% Asian, 0.1% American Indian or Alaska Native, and 4.9% 

two or more races; see Figure 1.  Interestingly, this school has a stark contrast of large 

populations of students of affluence juxtaposed with approximately 23% of students on 

free/reduced lunch plans. 

 

Figure 1. 2019 Enrollment by Race/Ethnicity. Reprinted from Minnesota Report Card. 

Retrieved from https://rc.education.mn.gov/#demographics/orgId--10279094000__p--f 

Data Sources and Analyses: The primary data sources for this study are the goals I had 

for myself as a teacher and the social and emotional learning outcome goals I had for my 

students. The data also include my reflections on my teaching goals, my classroom 

https://rc.education.mn.gov/#demographics/orgId--10279094000__p--f
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activities, and my students across a period of twelve months.  The data presented in this 

thesis is a summary of themes and ideas from my reflections. 

Results 

Creating a Safe Space: Creating a classroom where vulnerability is understood, valued, 

and practiced is not easy, especially when working in a middle school where kids are 

going through their most uncomfortable stages of development. Students show up with 

endless variations in identities, backgrounds, and prejudices. What should be a celebrated 

level of diversity is often a recipe for high tension and anxiety. The very first step in 

cultivating vulnerability in the classroom is to set up a physically and emotionally safe 

learning environment.  

 Creating a safe learning environment is far from being a revolutionary concept, 

and can be assumed to be the foundation of any successful classroom. It can be identified 

in any number of leading classroom models that have been developed, researched, and 

confirmed effective. Through a training I attended through the National Urban Alliance, I 

was introduced to the concept of creating an educational paradise. Educational paradise 

can be defined as the feeling of belonging, comfort and joy within a classroom. All 

students must feel that they belong and are comfortable to express themselves freely. In 

another well-known model, Cooperative Learning, there is a call for creating “positive 

interdependence” among students (Johnson, Johnson, Holubec, 1988). Positive 

interdependence requires setting up lessons where students are invested just as much in 



 

 9 

the success of each other student as they are invested in their own success. This sense of 

community and belonging is deliberately taught and maintained throughout the model in 

order to facilitate the real meaningful learning (Johnson, Johnson, Holubec, 1988).   

 One of the most powerful excerpts I read about creating a safe environment 

comes again from Brené Brown in her latest book, Dare to Lead. Brown writes, 

We can’t always ask our students to take off the armor at home, or even on their 

way to school, because their emotional and physical safety may require self-

protection. But what we can do and what we are ethically called to do, is create a 

space in our schools and classrooms where all students can walk in and, for that 

day or hour, take off the crushing weight of their armor, hang it on a rack, and 

open their heart to truly being seen. 

We must be the guardians of a space that allows students to breathe and 

be curious and explore the world and be who they are without suffocation. They 

deserve one place where they can rumble with vulnerability and their hearts can 

exhale. 

  

 The core of creating a physically and emotionally safe space for students is 

working to build connections while setting and upholding interpersonal boundaries and 

expectations. Human connection is one of the most powerful driving factors of our 

existence; it’s why we are here and what we all strive to create. (Brown, 2012).  Teachers 

who successfully establish and protect those connections through the use of boundaries 
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thrive in making students believe they belong and motivate them to take chances with 

their learning.   

Creating connections begins before the students even walk in the door. Students 

need to arrive to the classroom believing that this is their classroom. They need to see 

themselves belonging in this space. There is huge and obvious value to general classroom 

décor, creating a space that is warm and welcoming to students. In a classroom where 

vulnerability can flourish, however, teachers must take it a step further. Teachers who 

focus on displaying messages of empowerment to all students, particularly those who are 

often marginalized in a traditional classroom, send a message to everyone walking 

through the door that this is a space where every person belongs. 

I have a painting that a former student created for me hanging in my room that 

reads, “In this classroom we believe black lives matter, science is real, love is love, 

women’s rights are human rights, no human is illegal and kindness is everything.” I have 

women in science posters, pride flags, and diversity celebration plaques. I have quotes 

from Dr. Martin Luther King and Amy Poehler plastered all over my front counter. Trust 

is not inherent, and is rarely earned in one singular grand gesture. It is earned through the 

smallest of moments. It builds and adds up slowly over time through the little things like 

listening, paying attention, or genuinely showing care (Brown, 2018).  

The trust I have built with my students, especially my marginalized students, 

since focusing on conveying these messages of empowerment, have both increased in 
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frequency and strength dramatically. With students who I am certain I would previously 

have been unable to forge connections with in the past, there has been breakthrough after 

breakthrough. Those little moments where, for some reason, they let me in and show me 

they trust me. These messages signal to the students the moment they arrive that this 

classroom is a place where they can belong; that this place can be their educational 

paradise.  

Upon completion of an intentionally designed learning environment that sets the 

foundation for connection, the next important part of creating connection is the more 

obvious piece that any good teacher readily practices: building relationships with their 

students. Building begins day one with the learning of students’ names. A student will 

never felt seen or heard if the person listening doesn’t take the time to learn their name. 

Sharing one’s name is the baseline of making an acquaintance; a necessary starting point 

to building trust and to allow ourselves to be known. Committing to learning each and 

every students’ name, along with the proper pronunciation of each of those names, is a 

crucial, absolutely necessary primary component of building relationships.  A teacher 

who cannot take the time to learn the names of their students is creating an environment 

in which trust is limited and vulnerability cannot thrive. 

Beyond names, learning more individualized information about each student is 

essential to fostering connections between teacher and student. Ask them about their 

basketball game over the weekend. Create a warm up that gets them thinking about ice 

skating. Write a test question having them solve for the flight path of a soccer ball instead 
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of a nameless object. These are the moments in which students feel seen, if even for just a 

moment. Building trust with your students doesn’t happen overnight, but rather is 

composed of dozens of tiny little moments like this, the moments that they can feel truly 

seen.  

 Just as important as creating connections with students, is explicitly defining the 

boundaries and expectations that will ensure the trust between all participants in the 

classroom remain protected. In order for students to feel safe taking risks, showing up, 

and being seen they must know that they are in a space that they are safe to do so. I set 

this up in my classroom by intentionally teaching my students how to appropriately, and 

respectfully respond to one another’s emotions. We discuss what it feels like to put 

yourself out there, how it can be scary, and why a lot of people have stopped trying 

because they have experienced too much hurt in the past. Every time we start this 

conversation a student brings up how embarrassing it can be when a person is speaking 

their truth and someone else starts to laugh or make jokes. We highlight this moment and 

pledge to never let it happen in our class. We use this as the foundation for setting 

boundaries and expectations in my classroom. In order for students to buy in to the 

classroom culture a teacher is trying to establish, the students must leave the classroom 

knowing that the teacher cares about them and expects them to care about one another.  

Once boundaries and expectations are established with students, the most 

challenging part begins, consistently enforcing them. A teacher much be consistent in 

upholding expectations with every student, in every situation, every time. These are the 
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moments when trust is either built or corroded. When a teacher ignores a situation in 

which a student excludes or dismisses one of their peers, it sends the wrong message to 

all the students in the room. Every teacher everywhere is likely guilty of failing to react 

in one or more instance. Circumstances don’t always allow time for a reprimand, redirect, 

or meaningful intervention to properly respond to each infraction by every student. What 

is crucial in this process is that the teacher understands the importance of each of these 

moments in creating a safe space for their students. 

Teaching Vulnerability: Encouraging students to take risks and be brave in the 

classroom is a great start, but students must be provided with the proper foundational 

skills to practice vulnerability. Students cannot be assumed to possess all of the 

understanding, skills, and perspectives necessary to dive in and engage in vulnerable 

activities. They must be intentionally taught these skills in order for students to feel 

confident engaging with the vulnerable moments that present themselves. The next step 

in the process of cultivating vulnerability in the classroom is teaching vulnerability. 

At the beginning of the year in my classroom, we take a couple days to learn all 

about the power of vulnerability. We start with a discussion about traveling; something I 

am passionate about and that all of my students can relate to. All of my students have 

traveled in some capacity, whether it was across the world, across the state, or exploring a 

new, unfamiliar part of their neighborhood. Together we process emotions that are 

common within these situations. Students always bring up feelings such as excitement 

and curiosity as well as uncertainty and discomfort. We debate the advantages and 
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disadvantages of both staying in your comfort zone or embracing the unknown.  We 

arrive at the conclusion that traveling, to any extent, requires some level of courage, but 

the growth experienced outside one’s comfort zone tends to be the most meaningful of 

experiences. 

 From this conclusion, we connect the dots between the experience of choosing 

travel to choosing to engage in other acts of vulnerability. I explain to them that my 

ultimate goal for my classroom is to recreate the exciting, but sometimes uncomfortable 

experience of exploring the unknown. I design experiences for them that are both 

engaging, yet challenging. Often times these experiences will require them to persevere 

through failure and discomfort in order to find success, just as they will need to do in 

order to navigate conflict utilizing the concept of vulnerability.  

 As a group, we define vulnerability using a variation of Brené Brown’s definition: 

“Vulnerability is uncertainty, risk and having the courage to show up and be seen when 

we have no control over the outcome” (Brown, 2017). We discuss that they will need to 

embrace vulnerability not only during their labs and activities, but also in their everyday 

interactions. If we want this classroom to be excellent, we will have to be excellent to one 

another and we have to know that this is a space where it is safe to be seen.  

 Part of defining vulnerability, is teaching the important supporting language that 

promotes building trust. I make it clear that science class or not, we will be discussing 

controversial subjects as they arise throughout the year. We differentiate empathy versus 
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sympathy. Everyone encounters pain and struggle, and the way in which we respond to 

that pain changes everything. We explain courage, and how the smallest of acts of 

kindness can be the most courageous. We discuss what it means to be curious. Exploring 

curiosity is embracing vulnerability because it requires one to step into a world of 

uncertainty and attempt to make sense of the observations made. Lastly we redefine 

failure; we identify failure as a necessary ingredient of creativity, innovation and success. 

Explicitly identifying each of these concepts is crucial to the ability of the students to 

understand and retain the language necessary to engage in vulnerable experiences.  

Teacher Vulnerability: Creating a safe space and teaching vulnerability are key 

ingredients to cultivating vulnerability in the classroom, but, when done properly, should 

be established early on in the school year. Teacher vulnerability, however, becomes a 

never ending journey of openness and honesty with students, cultivating awareness 

around privilege, challenging perspectives, and amplifying all students’ voices in the 

room.  

 The first component of teacher vulnerability, that can often be the most difficult to 

navigate, is being open and honest with your students. In order for students to fully trust 

the teacher, it is necessary for them to realize that teachers are human beings with a range 

of background, interests and emotions. Given the opportunity to connect with adults who 

demonstrate empathy, respect, and general desire to get to know their students, students  

respond with increased levels of confidence, resiliency, and autonomy (Dunleavy & 

Milton, 2009). Being open and honest requires the teacher to intentionally reveal pieces 
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of the puzzle that makes them who they are in order to strengthen relationships with the 

students on a professional level. This can often be a vulnerable act on the teacher’s behalf 

because teachers often feel that if they let the “weaker” side of them known to their 

students that it will weaken their credibility (Huddy, 2015). They feel it takes away their 

power, and that the more the students know about them, the more they can use against 

them. Unfortunately for the hesitant teacher, one cannot expect a student to show up and 

be seen if the teacher cannot do the same.  

 In my classroom, I let my students know that I was a less than perfect student 

throughout middle school. I share with them that I failed more classes than I passed in 

middle school. I got myself into plenty of trouble and made plenty of poor decisions. I 

share this information, not to encourage them in doing the same, but to let students know 

that there is always another path. I want to set the tone that I never show up to work 

hoping to catch one of them doing something wrong, but instead enforce expectations 

that are meaningful to ensure their success and protect their sense of belonging. Sharing 

these vulnerable pieces with my students allows them to see me as human, and someone 

they can count on and connect with. 

Every person has their battles. Teachers are no different.  Unfortunately, what 

often happens when teachers are navigating through challenging personal circumstances 

and trying to manage the stress that comes with working with students, is unnecessary 

escalation (Rademacher, 2017). Being vulnerable with your students, letting them know, 

“Hey, I am dealing with something. I am struggling, and want you to know that if I am 



 

 17 

short tempered or disengaged, it is not that I don’t care about you. I have a lot going on at 

the moment, but everything will be okay,” can be the difference between an explosive 

confrontation or a mutual understanding.   

Building off of the component of trust, teachers must cultivate awareness around 

privilege. As a white male, it is easy for me to ignore moments of racism, sexism, or 

discrimination against anyone whose identities or beliefs do not align with mine. Being 

aware requires being disruptive. It means recognizing and responding anytime a situation 

emerges where an individual or group of people are made to feel as if they don’t belong. 

Teachers need to actively question these narratives and model for their students that no 

one should ever be made to feel like an outsider. Navigating difficult conversations can 

be challenging. This often leads to many teachers avoiding their responsibility to respond 

to conflicts altogether out of fear of looking, sounding, or in fact being wrong. Brené 

Brown puts it beautifully, “Choosing our own comfort over hard conversations is the 

epitome of privilege, and it corrodes trust and moves us away from meaningful and 

lasting change” (Brown, 2018). Choosing to be vulnerable and challenging any and all 

injustices that occur within the walls of the classroom is not our moral obligation as 

educators, but also empowering to our students. It’s not important that teachers respond 

perfectly to every incident every time, but is important that they try. The students are 

always observing, taking in information, and learning. Modeling vulnerability in this way 

gives credibility to the messages we send them about their own vulnerability, and lets 

them know that their teacher has their back and will not allow them to be marginalized.  
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 Another meaningful way to disrupt the common narratives that students see and 

hear every day is to constantly challenge and expand their perspectives. This is best 

accomplished through a series of little moments where teachers actively identify and 

challenge social norms. Simply holding space for a discussion on what events led to the 

creation of social norms is empowering to students who crave change, but may not know 

there was ever any other way. It is yet another opportunity for the students to feel seen 

and for teachers to build trust. 

In my classroom, the largest piece of art I have hanging in the room is a brilliantly 

colored upside down map of the world. Underneath the painting is a wooden sign that 

reads, “sometimes all you need is a new perspective.” Glancing at the piece, one might 

think it is simply a colorful piece of abstract art. It often takes a few weeks before the 

first student actually identifies it for what it is. One student asks the question and the rest 

of the class cascades into a the realization that they had been in my room all this time and 

hadn’t noticed it was a map. Then they assure me that the painting is upside down and 

incorrect. It consistently provides the perfect hook. We bring the painting to the front of 

the room and launch into discussion about perspective and social constructs and how the 

things we know come to be. Before they know it we are fully immersed in a discussion 

about cultural differences, race, gender, and sexuality. We jump into any and all topics 

where people disagree with each other, and people on either side of the argument know 

they are right. This is another moment where trust is built with marginalized students. It 

is powerful for them to take a step back from all of the controversy they surely face in 
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their everyday lives and ask how people came to find most of their beliefs in the first 

place. When we take that step back and break down those learned prejudices, we take the 

power away from the oppressors and empower the students who have been marginalized. 

Challenging perspective is difficult, especially for middle schoolers, but it can be an 

important lesson that indicates to your students that intolerance is not tolerated. It can be 

another opportunity for a trust building moment that both educates and empowers. 

Beyond challenging perspectives, teachers must strive to actively amplify all of 

the student voices in their classrooms. In my classroom, I work to expand my students’ 

awareness by exposing them to the stories and viewpoints of people from all different 

cultures. An instrumental piece of technology that I use to facilitate this process is an 

application called Flipgrid. Flipgrid is a free, teacher moderated, social media platform 

that provides a learning environment for students to feel comfortable exploring scientific 

concepts, learn cooperatively, and question the world around them. Using Flipgrid, I 

create video prompts assigned to my students designed to illicit differentiated levels of 

responses based on each students’ level of comprehension. Students genuinely enjoy 

creating the videos, watching their peers’ responses, and learning from each another, 

rather than only the teacher. They can create silly, creative videos explaining the content 

in whatever fashion they feel like, allowing them to express themselves in a way that can 

rarely be achieved in the physical classroom. The most magical thing that happens here is 

that this platform provides a safe space for all voices to be heard. The marginalized 

voices, which may not feel comfortable actively speaking up in the physical classroom, 
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are now having their voices amplified in a safe, teacher regulated, digital learning 

environment.  

At the beginning of the year, the Flipgrid prompts start out low level and 

comfortable for the students. As the year goes on and students build trust with me and 

among each other the vulnerability level of the prompts slowly increase. Later in the year, 

many of the prompts require the students to interview someone at home or record 

themselves teaching something to someone. These learning experiences are instrumental 

to integrating a wealth of cultural diversity and knowledge into the classroom that I 

wouldn’t otherwise be able to provide. Families from all different cultures and 

backgrounds become the source of knowledge for the entire class, and the perspectives 

gained by my students from all of this exposure is essential to their growth around 

vulnerability. Relocating the marginalized voices from outskirts of classroom discussions 

to the heart of the conversations is disruptive in nature and allows all students to learn 

and grow together. 

Recognizing Barriers: A teacher can do everything right up to this point and will still 

find students resisting courageous conversations and hesitant to take risks in their 

classroom. They can set up their safe space, provide students with all the skills needed to 

actively participate, and model vulnerability from start to finish and there will always be 

students who refuse to let their guards down. The best a teacher can do in these instances 

is to recognize barriers that students carry with them. The most common barriers I see 

are race, gender and sexual orientation, and trauma.  
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 You can’t talk education without talking about race. Race is the most blaringly 

obvious and recognizable barrier in education today and pretending it’s a non-issue 

simply perpetuates the already broken system. Our education system and predominant 

practices are undeniably white in nature. This is a difficult realization to make for many 

white people. When their cultures and traditions are so commonly represented within the 

schools, there is no reason for them to question why it would be any other way. I grew up 

in a predominantly white neighborhood and went to a predominantly white school 

district. It wasn’t until I left the system entirely and reflected back on my experiences that 

I was able to connect the dots. I was blinded by having the privilege to blend in.  My 

black and brown students do not have that same privilege and it is something I need to 

continuously be aware of. The achievement gap between white students and black and 

brown students is an indication of the systematic racism that many of these students 

endure throughout their entire educational career. A student of color may feel vulnerable 

the moment they walk into the room because of the experiences and learned behaviors 

from other teachers and educators in the past. These predispositions, even when teachers 

do their absolute best to rectify, can remain intact throughout an entire year together. 

Racial controversy is everywhere in students’ lives. It’s on the news, all over social 

media, and everywhere in the hallways.  

What fuels racial controversies is ignoring them and hoping they will get better 

(Rademacher, 2017). Talking about race with students gives them the opportunity to 

safely express their feelings and concerns. Students feel comfortable sharing their sides 
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of the story and the result is all students begin to exercise empathy. Most importantly, 

students build trust that the teacher recognizes these issues and cares about creating 

equality within the classroom. This, yet again, promotes the building of trust, and allows 

for vulnerability to flourish.  

 Similar to the issues around race, teachers will find barriers when it comes to 

gender and sexual orientation. Historically the marginalization of women across the 

world has resulted in the adoption of certain narratives amongst females that begin at a 

young age. In our society, females are often assigned very specific gender roles, 

restricting beliefs in their inherent value and abilities. Teachers should redefine feminism 

and educate their students that men and women should be working together to break 

down the barriers and remove the biases that are still holding women back (Gates, 2019). 

Sexual orientation follows a similar pattern, in which those who vary from the 

heterosexual societal norm are often ostracized and made to feel like they do not belong. 

A key component of vulnerability is having the self-worth and confidence to show up 

unapologetically and be seen. As many women and LGBTQ+ students are taught to play 

safe and small, opening up in a classroom setting with their true emotions and opinions 

may be a challenging or foreign experience. Again, recognizing and openly talking about 

these issues can help students feel they belong, further promoting vulnerability in the 

classroom.  

The overarching theme to all of these barriers is trauma. While many students 

experience trauma as a result of race, gender, or sexual orientation, any student can 
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undergo a traumatic experience hindering their ability to be truly vulnerable. Abuse, 

divorce, addiction, bullying, or loss of any kind can cause a student to shut down 

emotionally. Trauma silently urges them to become more reserved and take less chances 

in order to avoid feeling the negative emotions associated with their previous hurt. While 

not all students will feel safe opening up, understanding that the effects of trauma can 

influence one’s ability to show up in the classroom wholeheartedly is crucial in 

supporting students where they are at in their healing journey.  

Conclusion 

Creating a safe space, teaching and modeling vulnerability, and recognizing 

barriers are the key ingredients to cultivating a classroom where vulnerability can 

flourish. Thoughtfully designed learning environments set the stage for the development. 

Providing students with the skills and language support their understanding of the 

concept. Teachers engaging in vulnerability show the students that it is safe to show up 

and be seen, and recognizing preexisting barriers help teachers navigate all of the 

complexities that compose their students. The teachers who successfully facilitate 

vulnerable experiences in their classrooms are the extraordinary few who beautifully 

blend the acquisition of content standards with the higher order thinking skills required to 

shape their students into wholehearted human beings. They cultivate meaningful and 

lasting memories for their students, and often change the trajectories of their students’ 

entire lives.  
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 Throughout this journey of exploration, I gained extensive insight into both the 

importance of cultivating trust and in the means of creating a learning environment in 

which vulnerability thrives. Having this foundational base of knowledge, however, left 

me yearning to know more and conduct my own investigations into the role that 

vulnerability plays in the classroom. While the concept of embracing vulnerability to 

foster connections in a classroom is easy enough to understand, designing a way to 

effectively measure vulnerability and the role it plays in the classroom has proven to be 

an entirely different challenge. Among eighth grade students, simply mentioning the 

word, “vulnerability,” either results in a student staring blankly back at you, unfamiliar 

with the meaning of the word, or shutting down completely as they associate the word 

with difficult and uncomfortable conversations. These factors make asking direct 

questions about vulnerability a poor method of measuring and understanding the role of 

vulnerability in a classroom, so I believe a more extensive, but indirect method may be 

the most effective.  

When scientists are attempting to measure the presence of a volatile element, they 

are often unable to rely on direct measurement. Instead, they depend on indirect data 

collected and analyzed from related properties. They combine, sort, and reduce the data 

of related properties until they are able to reveal a measure of the original volatile 

element (Brown, 2019). This same approach has been used in order to investigate 

complex social properties, such as vulnerability.  
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In describing my experiences with fostering vulnerability in the classroom above, 

I refer to the four main components as creating a safe space, teaching vulnerability, 

recognizing barriers, and teacher vulnerability. Using these as the basis for my grounded 

theory research, I needed to translate them from teacher focused practices to student 

focused inquiries. I focused on identifying the readily observable elements of each 

component and used this to  determine the criteria for my study. I will be primarily 

measuring three components that I believe collectively triangulate the essence of 

vulnerability in the classroom: learning environment, teacher interaction, and student 

willingness to experience vulnerability. Additionally, I will be conducting a brief survey 

that collects student identity data to further enhance the analysis of each students’ 

response. 

To measure these observable subcomponents of vulnerability I will use a 

combination of methods. I will focus, primarily, on measuring the student experience 

around learning environments, teacher interactions, and their willingness to experience 

vulnerability through grounded theory research. In addition to the grounded theory 

research, I will conduct a brief survey to collect student identity data to add an extra layer 

of analysis capability. 

Grounded theory research begins with a general topic, in my case understanding 

the role of vulnerability in a classroom, and a group of chosen participants.  Participant 

selection will be done through a process called theoretical sampling. This will be an 

ongoing process, beginning with a group of my current students. I will collect responses 
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to the questions from my students, analyze and code them, and look for emergent trends 

in the data. Based off of the trends that I discover, I will be able to better tailor both the 

questions I ask, as well as the participants that I ask them to. The identity data may 

provide critical information for identifying trends among certain groups of participants 

and inform me to tailor my next round of participants to better investigate that trend. 

Alternately, the trends that emerge might show no correlations among the identity data 

and would lead me to identifying a similar population. 

In order to effectively measure constructs as deeply human as the perceived 

experiences of middle school students, conducting interview questions to allow for open-

ended, in-depth answers is the best method in my opinion. This allows me to gain true 

perspective of their experiences and allows me to capture the richest amount of data I 

can.   

I will use an app-based social media platform, called Flipgrid, in order to collect 

and record all of my student responses. Flipgrid allows me pose interview-style prompts 

to my students, so they can create thorough response videos to answer those prompts. The 

posed questions will be divided among three separate Flipgrid prompts. The first one will 

focus on measuring the students’ perspective and experiences around the learning 

environment. The second prompt will focus around measuring the students’ perspective 

and experiences around teacher interactions. The third and final prompt will ask 

questions designed to measure the willingness of a student to experience vulnerability. 
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The responses to all of these questions will be transcribed and recorded for future 

analysis. 

While collecting and transcribing the interview data will be a lengthy process, the 

collection of student identity data will be collected quickly by administering a brief 

survey. The students will self-report their race, age, gender, sexual orientation, and 

perceived ability for their science class. This information will provide better context for 

the information gathered through the interview questions and enhance my understanding 

of the data collected. This data will also allow me to look for trends between different 

groups of students and help guide me to selecting my next group of participants. 

In an increasingly digitized world, human connection is becoming scarce. 

Connection is why we are all here. It’s what gives purpose and meaning to our lives and 

promoting vulnerability in the classroom fosters deeper connections between students and 

their teachers (Brown, 2012). This study aims to better measure and understand the role 

of vulnerability in the classroom in order to better inform pedagogical practices to foster 

meaningful human connections. Through a combination of grounded theory research and 

data collection through identity surveys, I will begin the journey of understanding 

vulnerability and will be able to continue this process of learning until my research 

reaches data saturation and I fail to reveal new trends in my data. 
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