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Elevated Baseline Cognitive Load:
When Pedagogical Kindness May Feel Unkind

Cait S. Kirby
Williams College

actually picked up Cate Denial’s fantastic book, A Pedagogy of Kind-

ness, I was in dire need of some kindness. In just a few short months,
I experienced multiple serious medical emergencies, wasps invaded my
basement, my car broke down and I was stranded without a car for a month
in a place where cars are extremely necessary, I was bullied to tears by col-
leagues in a professional organization, and I uncovered and ousted a sexual
predator from an important community of mine, among other things. The
idea of engaging with something as intellectually challenging as reading, ab-
sorbing, and critiquing a well-regarded book was too exhausting to even
consider. So, I put off writing even a draft of this response until far too late.
How could I come up with something incisive or novel when I was struggling
with planning the various aspects of navigating another medical procedure
that’s a three-plus-hour drive each way? How could I notice and feel my re-
actions to Cate’s beautiful invitation to build a more kind academy amidst
the chaos of my personal life? What meaning could I make while I was
barely treading water? We’ll come back to this. What follows is my deep ap-
preciation of Cate’s invitation to contribute to a kinder, more compassion-
ate academy, followed by a reflection on the capacity students have to en-
gage in this rebuilding and an invocation to do our best to support all of our
students.

B etween the time I was invited to write this critique and the time I

Appreciation: Kindness in the Academy is Necessary

In A Pedagogy of Kindness, Cate Denial shares the deeply personal
and vulnerable context that informs her ethos of kindness as not only a ped-
agogical value, but as a pedagogy of its own. In the introduction, Denial ex-
plains that niceness is a present-oriented activity, serving to minimize con-
flict in the moment, while kindness is a future-oriented activity, often re-
quiring difficult conversations today to support ease and connection in the
future. While this is not an entirely novel framing, the precise clarity with
which Denial describes how kindness “is real, it’s honest, and it demands
integrity” makes the claim seem so obvious, in retrospect.! And, with so
much care, Denial prepares us for the likely discomfort of grappling with
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the contents of this book by reminding us of bell hooks’s acknowledgement:
“There can be, and usually is, some degree of pain involved in giving up old
ways of thinking and knowing and learning new approaches.”2

Denial sets us up to be deeply invested in improving the educational
experiences of students and the work experiences of ourselves and our col-
leagues. She does this by taking us on her journey through her career as an
educator, highlighting the impact of her undergraduate and graduate edu-
cation on her pedagogical choices as an instructor. Throughout, Denial
mentions her previous distrust of her students, which was due, in large part,
to the off-putting graduate student teaching assistant training she (and
many graduate students) received while in graduate school. She emphasizes
the ways in which instructors are navigating insecurities about how stu-
dents perceive them, which can be rooted in real biases and inappropriate
expectations.

Denial explains that when instructors maintain the status quo in the
classroom, they contradict what we know about how people learn. As a re-
sult, we do not promote meaningful learning experiences, often because we
are reproducing what we experienced as students. For example, Denial
identifies that instructors often have certain expectations for assessment,
but that those assessment strategies may not provide space for students to
fully demonstrate their knowledge. Denial emphasizes using kindness to ex-
pand our vision of what assessment, teaching, and learning can be. Im-
portantly, in doing so, Denial doesn’t advise instructors to remove all expec-
tations, due dates, and boundaries, but rather includes the presence of
boundaries as another act of kindness. So often within discussions of shift-
ing the nature of the academy, the burden of labor falls on faculty; and it is
implied that faculty should burn themselves out in trying to make the acad-
emy a more equitable place. What Denial does so beautifully is highlight the
importance of shifting the academy, while also recognizing that kindness
starts within, and burning out is not kind to anyone.

Denial pairs her thoughts about how things should be with on-the-
ground strategies collected from various faculty and staff across her net-
works. The strategies and approaches are used by real instructors, and while
some strategies may not work for everyone, they provide concrete examples
to help get your imagination spinning. For example, Denial explains, “We
must take a hard look at what we’re asking students to do and then identify
if there is value in it. If there is not, we need to change our assessments. If
there is, we need to be able to explain that value to students as clearly and
directly as we can.”3 Next, Denial describes the Transparency in Learning
and Teaching (TiLT) framework popularized by Mary-Ann Winkelmes. Fi-
nally, Denial shares the beginning part of an assignment from Mary Armon,
a math professor. Weaving together big-picture postures toward teaching
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and learning with evidence-backed approaches and on-the-ground exam-
ples makes Denial’s book an invitation to reframe how we approach the
classroom and our students. For someone newer to reflecting on their ped-
agogy, this approach of moving from big-picture to actionable strategies is
supportive and warm while still providing enough discomfort to shake us
out of the status quo. And this works so effectively because Denial identifies
the loop of kindness: As we change the posture we take towards our stu-
dents, so do they change their expectations and experience of us. When we
bring kindness, we invite our students to bring kindness, too.

We are not only teaching students the content of our courses, but also
ways of thinking about our fields, as well as what agreements we are making
when we enter into the academy. Mays Imad et al. has done phenomenal
work#4 in considering what agreements we make and reproduce as we engage
with the academy. These agreements, Imad argues, include privileging Eu-
rocentric ways of knowing, scarcity in the academy, and objectivity. When
we create policies that center kindness, we are choosing new agreements or
amending the previous ones. In A Pedagogy of Kindness, Denial proposes
new agreements to faculty, staff, and students, which are agreements I am
eager to commit to.

Denial steadfastly commits to her agreement to engage in the tough
conversations that kindness necessitates by directly naming the impacts of
the COVID-19 pandemic on how we teach and learn. Importantly, the pan-
demic is not over, and Denial frames it as an ongoing challenge and risk to
everyone in our places of living, learning, and working. This is, in itself, a
courageous act of kindness: to be so seen by such a cherished colleague.
Further, Denial’s choice of naming the ongoing pandemic is another act of
kindness that may result in real discomfort for many.

Reflection: One’s Kindness Does Not Feel the Same to Everyone

Just as A Pedagogy of Kindness invites us to do the hard work of
reflecting on our pedagogical approaches and sitting in the discomfort, I am
reflecting on the ways in which some approaches to kindness might not res-
onate with all students, faculty, and staff. In her book, Denial acknowledges
many of these challenges, and I am using this reflection to deepen our con-
sideration about some places where my mind wandered to the student who
might experience kindness as discomfort.

While I find ungrading to be an equitable practice when applied
thoughtfully, one challenge I have with promoting practices of ungrading is
how students who are less familiar with the hidden curriculum of college
might grade themselves in a way that does not align with the expectations
of the instructor. This could be due to a variety of reasons, including a lack
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of communication with previous instructors about how to evaluate one’s
own work or because a student has not been taught metacognitive tools.
Further, as instructors move to ungrading practices, they must be careful
not to fall into hidden expectations that are not shared with the students.
For example, faculty often talk to me about assigning “effort” grades—but
effort can be invisible. As we are layering these challenges together, students
may be evaluating themselves based on effort (because of previous instruc-
tors evaluating on effort) and thus lowering their self-assigned grade. They
may be doing significant calculus to determine what is the appropriate
grade, not based on their actual learning, but on whether or not their esti-
mates will align with the expectations of their instructor. And all it takes is
one misestimate for a student to experience a conflict with an instructor,
resulting in a reluctance toward these alternative grading practices, and ul-
timately a lack of trust in a pedagogy of kindness.

Similarly, while I fully agree with the idea that we need to develop
trust with our students, students who have experienced surveillance and ad-
versarial relationships with their previous instructorss will likely not inher-
ently trust the “kind” approaches outlined here. This will involve an addi-
tional cognitive burden as students do the calculus of whether or not to be-
lieve the instructor about various policies that directly contradict the poli-
cies of other instructors at the same institution. Further, when students are
asked to share information with instructors they don’t know, they may be
reluctant due to previous experiences with instructors who have weapon-
ized information against them in the past. For example, I have known stu-
dents who have disclosed mental health diagnoses to instructors, and those
instructors have later gone on to involve the campus mental health office
when it was, in my opinion, not warranted and felt retaliatory. This puts
students in unnecessary contact with the often-combative medical system
and can put students’ entire academic careers at risk. Faculty have also ex-
pressed frustration with students who admit that they are only taking a class
because it is required for the major, or when students say that a class is not
their highest priority. Those faculty have shared that their frustration neg-
atively impacts the way they teach and how they connect with their students.
Thus, students may find the idea of sharing information with their instruc-
tors to be confusing and potentially actively hostile, due to previous experi-
ences.

Some students have culturally defined expectations about how the
classroom functions, including their role in it. Upending those expectations
can be puzzling and add an additional cognitive burden to students to nav-
igate new classroom norms. For example, some students come from back-
grounds in which their role in the classroom is to be a quiet, passive vessel
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who receives knowledge. While we know that engaging students in co-cre-
ating their own learning can benefit student motivation and engagement,
utilizing these “kind” approaches can be disorienting for students with a
particular expectation of the classroom environment. Those students who
expect to be led on their learning journey will be grappling with both the
content of the course and also a paradigm shift in the ways in which they
experience the classroom. Adjusting to this shift will utilize working
memory, which adds a layer of cognitive load that may actually be less kind
for students for whom cognitive load is already high.¢

As Denial so clearly states, “our job is not simply to teach content,
but to teach people.”” As we are acknowledging the complicated and varia-
ble circumstances of individual students’ lives, we must recognize that some
students may have limited capacities for doing the deepest, biggest think-
ing, such as assigning themselves grades and co-creating the syllabus. This
is not deficit-minded, as it’s not due to any intrinsic lack in the students.
Rather, this acknowledges the contexts our students are living and learning
in. Some students are experiencing circumstances (unbeknownst to their
instructors) that make it difficult for them to be the expert in every one of
their classes. I'm thinking about my own experience as an undergraduate
student, when I had an acute emotionally distressing situation: I just needed
to try to pass my chemistry class and move on, not become any kind of ex-
pert. When my life settled down, I turned back to chemistry (ultimately us-
ing multiple biochemistry techniques in my Ph.D. work). My need to scrape
by was not due to some personal inability to understand chemistry, but ra-
ther a chaotic situation that I was not emotionally equipped to handle while
also trying to gain expertise in an intimidating course. Importantly, waiting
to take that chemistry course would have delayed my progress in my major.
Had I needed to bring more of myself to that classroom, I may not have
ended up in graduate school at all.

Invocation: Implement Pedagogical Kindness with Thoughtful-
ness and Care

Just as I outlined at the beginning of this essay, trying to have Big
Ideas and share them in public requires access to a lot of executive function-
ing, trust, courage, and energy. Some of our students are just as unlucky and
chaos-prone as I am, as unbelievable as it may sound. Some of our students
don’t have access to one or more of these things for reasons fully outside of
their control. Sometimes, good enough is good enough. Sometimes, experi-
encing the “banking model” of education is what is necessary for a student
to feel comfortable enough to show up to class. This is not meant to lower
our expectations of our students, but to recognize that there is no one-size-
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fits-all approach when human bodyminds?8 are at play. I think a lot about
Brené Brown’s assertion that “clear is kind, unclear is unkind.”9 Even with
our best intentions, sometimes in our attempts to be kind, students may ex-
perience a lack of clarity in their roles, what is expected of them, and what
they have capacity for. As we move to center kindness in our pedagogy, I
implore us to consider how an approach that might feel kind to students
with the most privilege may feel unkind to those who are entering spaces
they have been previously excluded from, or who may be experiencing in-
credibly high cognitive loads at baseline.

Cate Denial has proposed a pedagogical posture that I wholeheart-
edly agree with: repositioning our instructor-student relationships from ad-
versarial to collaborative. I hope that the instructors who deeply care for
their students’ learning and growth will incorporate her profound and nec-
essary proposal of kindness, while also considering my caveats. When we
consider the impact of our pedagogical choices on all kinds of students (es-
pecially those who have had different educational experiences than us), we
increase the likelihood of better outcomes for all our students.
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