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Authenticity, Emotion, 
and Learning 

T n all the cultures where I've worked or lived, laughter is the most 

J L socially approved form of emotional release. When participants 

laugh, they may be expressing a range of emotions: humor, pain, 

anger, grief, embarrassment. 

If the curriculum of a course or workshop is relevant to par-

ticipants' learning goals, they will feel feelings. It's inevitable. 

Participants only want to learn new knowledge or skill because 

there's something not working in the way they've been operating, 

and what didn't work has left some residual feelings. 

One convenient test of the relevance of a design or cur-

riculum, therefore, is how often participants become emotional. 

Other things being equal, the more relevant the curriculum, the more 

emotional will be the learning group. 

W i l l the emotion be expressed? That question reminds us 

of previous chapters, because it has to do with the strength of 

the container. It is also a question about the culture of the 

mainstream in your course. A complex set of rules governs the social 

etiquette of emotional expression. Knowing these rules influences 

the effectiveness of a teacher or facilitator. I often depend on the 

sensitivity of someone who is a mainstream "insider" to help me 

plan activities that might elicit emotion. 

In the '90s I worked in Russia with a Moscow-based training collective 
called Golubka. Any kind of experiential learning was new in Russia in 
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the early days, and Golubka's workshops on democratic leadership 
and decision making were hot items. 

I could tell, though, that most participants had ambivalent feelings 
about learning democratic practice. On the one hand, they were eager 
to put the bad old days of Stalinism and the Brezhnev stagnation 
behind them, with their corruption, power-over, and pretense of 
democracy. On the other hand, many felt some humiliation about 
losing status in the world of nations while the dysfunction of their 
country was exposed. Yes, they wanted to learn how to practice 
genuine democracy, but how could they know it would work in 
their culture? 

We didn't have the container yet that would support direct work 
on the ambivalence, but it would have been foolish of my Russian 
colleagues and me to ignore the resistance to learning that was 

present. The participants needed to release feelings, soon! How? 
I turned to the Golubka collective. "Let's do a skit with two 

parts," I suggested. "You sit in the middle of the circle, like a fishbowl 
that participants can observe. In part one, I'd like you to mimic the 
features of the worst meetings you've ever attended. If people start 
to laugh, exaggerate some more. You do need to be serious and 
stay in character. The more they laugh, the better. Then in part two, 
show them what a genuinely democratic group process looks like. 
Then we'll debrief. OK?" 

The Russian participants nearly fell off their chairs laughing when 
they saw a lifetime of painful meetings unroll before their eyes. My 
Golubka friends were born comedians, and they played it to the hilt. 
After part two, we debriefed for the differences, which allowed the 
group to return again and again to the funniest parts of part one, with 
fresh gales of laughter. 

The discharge of feelings opened the way to a high-impact 
workshop. The wet-eyed hilarity of those Moscow participants made 
space for something new, and they eagerly tried out practices in the 
workshop that might support democracy. 
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I happen not to be a comedian, and yet my workshops usually 
include a lot of laughter. I've found that groups will generate 
whatever they need to in order to laugh (to release tension if 
nothing else), and all I need to do is encourage it and affirm it 
when it shows up. Sometimes in the introduction of the work-
shop I ' l l ask: "Is it OK with you if we also have a good time?" 
That plants the seed, which blossoms with some watering and 
sunshine. 

One group in a Vancouver workshop began to drop lines from 
popular songs into discussions to get laughs. I said, "You mean 
Hollywood has it right? People really do burst into song?" Without 
missing a beat, a participant gestured at the snow-capped mountains 
seen through the window and sang, "The hills are alive with the 
sound of music." The rest of the workshop, when we weren't taking 
scary leaps out of our comfort zones, was reminiscent of a classic 
Hollywood musical! 

Suppression of Emotional Expression 

Suppression of emotional expression comes from many sources. The 
teacher or workshop facilitator may not allow it. The mainstream 
of the group may suppress its appearance among the margins. 
Whole groups of people learn as children to repress their feelings 
to the point where they might not even know what they feel. A n 
enduring archetype in the United States is the T i n Woodman in 
The Wizard of Oz, who suspects he could be real i f only he could 
feel. A n archetype in England is the owning class man who went 
to private boarding school during the height of the Empire and has 
as his prize his stiff upper lip. 

Observation in hundreds of workshops leads me to the gener-
alization that those who most rigidly hold back their feelings, who 
have most thoroughly mastered self-control, are those whose social 
position puts them in control of others. Whites (especially from 
parts of Europe that dominated other parts), men, heterosexuals, 
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and members of the owning class are a few of the groups who 
have been required to learn to keep a lid on their feelings. Part of 
their preparation for controlling others (heterosexuals controlling 
homosexuals, owning class people controlling middle class people) 
includes stiffening their ability to control themselves. 

I n fact, their success in making emotional expression unavail-
able becomes a badge of honor and proof of their right to dominate. 
Historically, a white American man needed to keep the lid on his 
emotional expression (except for anger) in order to allay suspi-
cions that he might be gay. Now that power relations are shifting 
between straights and gays, heterosexual men can begin to relax 
their vigilance and can go to gay men for makeovers and generate 
a more open style of self-presentation called the "metrosexual." 

The habitual stifling of emotional expression is about control 
and domination. Those who enforce suppression tell us they are 
teaching us to be "appropriate." The habit of suppression is not, 
however, about appropriateness; parts of our population are taught 
from childhood that it is never appropriate for an adult man to cry or 
for an adult woman to express anger. It's exactly that rigidity which 
makes this issue huge for classroom teachers and for workshop 
facilitators. Rigidly holding back emotional expression prevents 
authenticity. And authegtitit%.is essential for deep learning, ft-

The accusation of "touchy-feely" is, therefore, a diversion, 
entirely beside the point. The question for learning groups is not 
simply "Can we feel here?" but rather "Can we be authentic here?" 
Authenticity supports learning and pretense prevents i t . 

A generation gap that fractures many faith groups, civic organi-
zations, and adult education centers is related, I believe, to this issue 
of authenticity. A t first I was mystified in my multigenerational 
workshops to get feedback from young adults that they experienced 
the course as a "young people's workshop." I was surprised because 
I didn't do anything special to make it so. Then I remembered 
that one of the most frequent grievances of young people is what 
they experience as the pretense and woodenness of the older 
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generations. Because direct education supports authenticity, the 
young adults felt the workshops must have been designed especially 
for them! 

How to Support Authenticity Among Participants 

Strengthen the Container and the Mini-Containers 
in the Group 

I invite buddy pairs who want coaching to come to me during meal 
break to get assistance in building a stronger relationship. I n gay 
men's workshops, depending on the workshop goal, I sometimes 
create small support groups and explicitly call them "families" 
to assist them to bring forward and work on family tangles they 
had while growing up. I coach the support groups as needed to 
strengthen their usefulness as containers for the men's work. 

Participants' decisions to behave authentically in a learning 
group are strongly influenced by their perception of safety—not 

. comfort. If participants feel safe enough, they will go very far out 
I of their comfort zones, as you can see when you take a quality high 
J ropes course or other adventure-based learning activity. 

Support Projection of Feeling onto Objects 

There's a variety of activities that do this; for example, ask each 
participant to draw on large sheets major events in their lives 
using the metaphor of a river, or ask each participant to bring an 
object into the training room that represents something important 
for their learning goal. As participants explain their drawing or 
object, feelings often rise to the surface and the container is 
strengthened. 

Former Greenpeace trainer Nadine Bloch asked a group in 
which I was a participant to form small groups and take turns 
creating group sculptures. "When it's your turn, you wil l be the 
sculptor, so use the other members of your small group however 
you want. L i f t their arms, arrange their torsos, show them with 
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your face how you want their faces to be. Do it in silence. Take this 
chance to re-create, for example, a breakthrough moment in your 
learning to be a leader. After you are satisfied with the sculpture, 
thank them, sit in your small circle, and tell them the story which 
they represented with their bodies." Depending on the container 
present in each small group, deep feelings can rise to the surface. 

Give Permission 

One convenient way I give permission is to encourage yawning 
in my workshops. Contrary to myth, yawning can help people 
stay awake. We can use the fact that yawning is impolite to our 
advantage in building the container: giving permission to yawn 
increases the safety for other expressions deemed impolite. If a 
workshop has gone a little while with no one yawning, I ' l l yawn 
myself. That gets other people yawning, gets still others protesting 
at the violation of a social rule, and gives me the chance to give 
blanket permission to all to yawn at every opportunity. 

Draw a Cognitive Map to Reassure Those 
Who Need Some Theory 

I use the "comfort zone" diagram, explaining that learning actually 
happens when we're out of our comfort zones. I bring back the com-
fort zone concept here because those who have been conditioned 
against showing feeling will be uncomfortable, however pressing 
the feeling is. They deserve support to be real. 

Watch the Margins in the Group and Encourage Them 

Mainstreamers are rarely the first to be authentic in a course. This 
seems structurally obvious; the mainstream is the power center—in 
fact, part of the definition of a mainstream is that it ordinarily gets 
its norms to be accepted in the group. And those who would 
maintain control need to be in control of themselves, as we noted 
earlier. I've found the growing edges of authenticity, therefore, to 
be in the margins of workshops. 
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I certainly wouldn't tell the margins that they need to take 
on that job—the facilitator need not lay extra burdens on the 
margin. I nevertheless know that margins are the growing edges of 
any group, so I encourage their activities when appropriate so the 
whole group can shift. Toward the end of a break, for example, a few 
teenagers are dancing around the boom box as the other participants 
start taking their seats. "That looks like fun," I might say. "Care to 
teach us a little bit of it?" Then I ' l l invite a few of the more open 
older people to join me with the youngsters in making the moves, 
and then a few more until most of us are dancing. For some of the 
mainstream, getting out of their comfort zone with no disastrous 
consequences is an invitation to a next step of their own making. 

"You Made Me Feel This Way!" 

1 was brought up to believe that other people can create and 
maintain my own emotional state. I've heard a thousand popular 
songs insisting, for example, "you make me feel so young" and "you 
made me love you—I didn't want to do i t ." This still widespread 
belief complicates a facilitator's navigation of the world of feelings 
in a workshop, as we work to create a safe place for authenticity. 

Is it true that others can make a person stay in a particular 
emotional state? 

No. We see evidence to the contrary constantly. Consider those 
masters of emotion, the movie directors. One person comes out of 
a movie with tears still in his eyes while another is saying, "What 
corny bullshit!" It appears that individuals make unconscious 
decisions about how to react to the same emotional stirrmli.Even a 
dramatic crisis can't determine emotion. A disaster unfolds before 
the eyes of bystanders. One person freezes with fright. Another 
leaps into the situation, busily assisting. 

In the classroom or training room we can easily observe how 
false the belief about controlling emotion is. You offer Stimulus A 
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(a joke, an instruction, an open question). Observe the group. 
Some participants smile, some laugh, some are in pain, some are 
angry, some are curious, some are judgmental, and some are just 
bored. Maybe all of them can claim that you "made them feel" 
what they're feeling, but you know better. You offered Stimulus A . 
Each of them is responsible for her or his own reaction, and the 
reality is that she or he can change it if she or he chooses to. 

The reason many people don't change their feeling states at 
will is because they believe they can't—they bought the idea that 
someone else can make them feel X or Y. Because they believe 
they aren't in charge of their emotional life, they appear not to be. 
For those of us committed to empowerment, this is a remarkably 
dangerous illusion that society labors to teach its members. I f I 
still believed I am at the mercy of others' control of my emotional 
states—as I believed when I was a ch i ld—I would be giving away 
my power and shirking my responsibility for myself. 

This fact is a closely held secret in many societies, where people 
have bought the fiction that others are constantly controlling them 
by managing their feeling states. People may not give up that belief 
easily; there's some comfort in not believing in our own power. 
For mair^Tittalces unusual self-awareness, years of psychological or 
spiritual training, or a large degree of self-confidence. A learning 
group's design and facilitation, however, can make a big difference. 
If we emphasize self-responsibility a n d build a container safe for a  
range of feelings, participants more easily see through the cultural 
hoax that they are puppets. 

Warning: The Caretaker May Appear 
Along with Authenticity 

The Caretaker role can show up in any workshop along with 
the Rebel, the Know-It-AU, the Goody-Two-Shoes, the Earnest 
Puzzler, the Enforcer of Political Correctness, and other typical 
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roles people play in learning groups. These typical roles play out 
more dramatically when the container isn't strong enough and 
when the participants haven't realized yet that this is their chance 
to go for a breakthrough on their learning goals. However, if you 
decide to encourage the participants in your learning groups to be 
authentic, when feelings start showing up, someone is even more 
likely to do a star turn as Caretaker. 

Caretakers fill up so much space with taking care of other 
participants that they sabotage their own learning and that of 
others. Typical acting out includes touching another participant 
who is crying (When did the crying one ask to be touched?) or 
rushing across the floor with tissues. It may include staying up late 
nights taking care of others, getting overtired, then getting sick. It 
may involve preoccupying themselves with whether the workshop 
design and facilitation is meeting the needs of others. For example, 
I remember a workshop in which a caretaking mainstream went 
into an uproar about the facilitators' perceived neglect of two 
participants who used wheelchairs, and, finally, when someone 
thought to ask those participants for their own perspectives, we 
learned that the people using wheelchairs were doing splendidly! 

One thing we can do as teachers is to model our belief in 
the jwt idpan t s ' own power_and m d w ^ u a l j i b i U t ^ o take care of 
themselves. When we do that, however, be aware that Caretakers 
may become irritated, disappointed, or perhaps even angry that 
facilitators "aren't taking care of people." I suspect an unconscious 
game being played by Caretakers that implies a contract: " I f I make 
my central purpose the taking care of others, then I will be taken 
care of by others. My needs wil l be met, therefore, because others 
(especially the facilitator) will take care of me. I'm entitled to being 
taken care of because I have chosen Caretaking as my role." 

I remember a chorus of protest that erupted in a leadership 
workshop of mostly women when I , the facilitator, admitted I didn't 
care if the men were overparticipating and talking over the women! 
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"This is a leadership workshop," I said, "and the women here need 
to learn how to stand up for themselves in the face of male 
domination. You can do it. And if you choose not to practice, it's 
on you." The women and feminist men in the room spent fifteen 
minutes raging before they got to a place where they could see 
that my facilitation choice was actually on the side of women's 
empowerment. 

Caretakers often get support from other participants when they 
try to reorganize the workshop into the contract they like best: 
"Instead of self-responsibility, let's all take care of each other." One 
reason other participants may support Caretakers is the prevailing 
assumption that " I am at the mercy of others' emotional control 
of me." Actually, if I believed I am powerless about my emotional 
life, I would want a Caretaker, too! 

The fact that Caretakers sometimes tap into other participants' 
illusory belief encourages me as facilitator to reach out to potential 
Caretakers from the start. I often place in front of the room the 
guideline "Take care of yourself so you can take care of others." 
That plus "Use everything for your advancement" gives me leverage 
for clarifying when the Caretaker starts to undermine the learning 
of himself and others. 

The other thing I do as soon as I realize we have a Caretaker 
among us is to find out from him what his learning goals are, and 
then frequently check in and redirect his attention to what he 
came to learn. That's his real job. And mine to support. 

It's also important to ask whether the Caretaking role may be 
acted out because the container is not yet strong enough. Inside 
myself I sometimes thank the Caretaker who is like a canary in the 
mine shaft, pointing out a lack of safety. I can then shift my design 
to strengthen the container and invite the group to do so as well. 

To promote authentic behavior and therefore optimize learning 
in your class, build a strong container and support people to express 
their emotions. Boredom will be a relic of history. 
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What About the Facilitator's Emoting 
in Front of the Group? 

A t times a teacher is deeply moved by something that comes up in 
the course. If i t is ever appropriate for us to show strong emotion 
in front of the group, when and how might that be? A specific case 
reveals in detail the considerations that guide me. 

The leadership development workshop included a large cluster of wel-
fare mothers, from an anti-poverty organization in Boston. I was glad 
the workshop was designed for an entire weekend: the container took 
time to build because of the contrasting styles and life circumstances 
of well-off suburbanites who were also in the workshop. 

By Sunday morning we'd moved into the zone where both 
container and self-responsibility were in good shape, so I suggested 

we have an Open Sharing, which is a time when participants can 
share whatever is in their hearts. Open Sharing is a tool that usually 
takes the workshop deeper and, diagnostically, reveals what most 
needs to be addressed in the remainder of the workshop. 

"This isn't a discussion time," I explained, "and it's fine if we sit 
in silence for a good while. It's OK to share insights, or gratitude, or 
puzzlements, or disagreements. Just so it's coming from the heart. 
Let's see how well we can listen." 

"I'm sitting here thinking about my son Jeffrey, who's twelve," 
said an African American woman from the anti-poverty group, after 
some silence. "Really, I want to be strong for him. I want him to grow 
to be a man, and so many of our boys don't make it." 

My gut clenched. My own son, an adopted African American boy, 

was one of those who didn't make it. 
Tears came into the eyes of another African American woman. "I 

was thinking just the same," she said. "We're here learning as fast 
as we can how to take leadership in this dumb-ass society, and I just 

hope it can make a difference for my boy. So many boys I know are 
in jail or drugged up or just dead." 
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Mom after mom spoke, not to discuss others' comments but 
simply to share their worry and grief. Most of the group had wet 
faces. "Our boys... our boys." By that time my heart was breaking. 
I'm a grieving dad, but I'm also the facilitator. 

I do a rare thing, for me. I let myself cry along with the group, 
keeping a diligent watch the whole time on how things are going 
with the mainstream and the margins, the possible emergence of 
someone who — fearful of this intensity — will try to distract the group. 
I find I can maintain eye contact with everyone and still allow the tears 
to run down my face. I'm careful to cry less intensely than most of 
the others: it's their group and I don't have the starring role. 

By staying in touch with everyone, I can see that a meta-
communication is now needed: "It may be that the deep and 
generous sharing this morning helps those whose children aren't 
in such danger to gain new understanding." 

The heads of suburbanites nod. 

"We don't always sign up for a workshop expecting to get to 
this place," I smile, wiping my eyes. Grins break out on faces of the 
African American women. "You got that right!" one of them said, and 
laughs surfaced. 

Tissues were passed around. "It's Sunday morning and wouldn't 
you know we'd be having church!" someone said. 

More laughter and jokes followed. "Time for our break," I said, 
stretching. "Might be useful to check in with your buddy." 

This story reveals how I navigate those moments: my first 
priority is facilitation, not self-expression. If I'm clear that I can do 
both, I'm careful that my expression of feeling is low-key compared 
with the others. 

I don't expect these circumstances for a facilitator to happen 
very often. I 'm grateful when they do. 


