
Mays Imad, PhD  :: mimad@conncoll.edu :: @lrningsanctuary

Learning Through Discomfort: 
Transforming Educational Spaces for 
Intellectual and Emotional Growth



If all goes well, we will:

1. Explore the definition of pedagogy of 

discomfort and how it connects to higher 

education;

2. Imagine ways we can move forward through 

discomfort in ways that centers our and our 

students’ humanity.



What does it mean to learn through 
discomfort? 

Think of moments in your own life when 
you were pushed out of your comfort 

zone—how did it feel? What did you learn, 
and how (or if) did it transform you?



What does it mean to teach through 
discomfort? 

How does it feel to guide students into 

spaces where they might experience 

unease, vulnerability, or even 

resistance?



Two Anecdotes



→ Defend their opponent's viewpoint

• Met with lots of resistance. 

• Students felt it was “immoral” to defend 

what they disagreed with.

• Some expressed fear of being swayed.

→ Gaining their trust was a process.



→ Learning and our identity!

• Met with disengagement. 

• Wanting to disconnect and put blames.

• Tempting to bypass processing.

→ Looking for co-regulation.



Our nervous system (and body) is 
constantly scanning the environment …



https://www.frontiersin.org/files/Articles/625490/fnins-15-625490-HTML/image_m/fnins-15-625490-g001.jpg





We are Relational



Our Brains Developed to Connect 



“The human brain is very 
much a social organ.”



Learning is Relational



Learning is Relational

We connect new information to what we know, who 
we are, what we value, and to the larger community 
and the world.



How do we learn? 



Teaching & Learning = 
Biological Phenomena 



At a cellular level, learning involves 
changes in the structure and function of 

the nervous system. 



The connections between brain cells 
become stronger through a process 
known as long-term potentiation.



Learning typically involves both feedforward 
and feedback processes. 



The brain is highly interconnected, and many 
neural pathways loop back on themselves, 

meaning that learning is shaped by a 
continuous exchange of signals between 

different regions. 









https://www.youtube.com/watch?app=desktop&v=KoqaUANGv

pA



Pedagogy of Discomfort

→“Invitation to inquiry” and “Call to action”  

(Megan Boler, Feeling Power, 1998) 

→Inquiries should be intertwined with an 

understanding of personal and cultural 

histories, the broader socioeconomic and 

political conditions. 





Teaching through discomfort includes:

1. Pausing to breath …

2. Giving yourself grace.

3. Showing vulnerability.

4. Developing (or fine-tuning) clarity.

5. Communicating your intentions. 



Learning through discomfort includes:

1. Challenging epistemological comfort.

2. Understanding emotional engagement.

3. Considering ethical implications.

4. Encouraging vulnerability.

5. Navigating ambiguity and contradiction.



Embracing Uncertainty

→The Three Cs (for more, see Deb Dana’s Anchored):
❖ Context: Understanding the circumstances or 

background of a situation. 

❖ Choice: The autonomy to make decisions about one’s 

actions.

❖ Connection: Building meaningful relationships that 

provide emotional and physiological stability. 
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