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I was 18 years old the first time I stepped foot in an 
abortion clinic. A first-year math major at a small liberal 
arts college in rural Iowa, I did not get into one of my 
required math courses and so decided, smugly, that I 
would enroll in an “easier” alternative: Introduction to 
Women’s Studies. I’d been raised Catholic in a tiny Illinois 
town, attending confession, mass, and Sunday school 
weekly for as long as I could remember. Imagine my 
surprise when the professor said that we’d take several 
field trips to area organizations as part of the course and 
then would pick one to volunteer with for the rest of the 
term. By the time the sign-up sheet got around to my seat 
in the back corner of the classroom, there was only one 
organization left to volunteer with: a feminist women’s 
health clinic that also provided abortions.

My first day as a volunteer began with stuffing envelopes 
around a large table with other volunteers of all ages and 
backgrounds. Conversation topics ranged from folks’ 
upbringings1 to the university’s football schedule to one 
volunteer’s illegal abortion in the 1960s, provided by the 
Jane Collective. Everyone else seemed to know what the 
Jane Collective was, so I quietly checked out Laura Kaplan’s 
book, The Story of Jane: The Legendary Underground Feminist 

Abortion Service (1997), from the clinic’s library after my shift. 
I stayed up all night reading, simultaneously captivated by 

the story and confused about 
why I’d never heard about the 
Jane Collective before. I went 
to my next shift with a palpable 
hunger for more information 
about women’s health, rights, 
abortion, birth control, and sex 
education—topics I’d never been 
invited to consider– and spent 
hours after each shift in the 
clinic’s library devouring all the information I could. 

I do not remember much about the rest of the 
Introduction to Women’s Studies course, except that it 
was more challenging than I expected and when the term 
was over, I dropped the math major, declared women’s 
studies and sociology majors, and continued volunteering 
at the clinic. Six years and two degrees later, I had 
worked as a pregnancy options counselor, pre-abortion 
educator, abortion support/hand-holder, and laboratory 
technician at several clinics in Iowa and Illinois. With my 
Master of Public Health degree fresh in hand, I looked 
back and realized that my vocational trajectory had 
changed drastically, all because I did not get into one 
math class the first semester of my first year of college. 
That recognition became a key moment as I stepped into 
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the next phase of my career; I had found my calling after 
a disruption challenged me to step outside my comfort 
zone and try something new and unexpected.

Flash forward 15 years. After working in the sexual and 
reproductive health fields, returning to graduate school, 
and integrating abortion care into my research, I’m now an 
associate professor of public health at Augustana College. 
I teach mostly in the core public health curriculum but felt 
called to develop a Reproductive Justice immersive term 
course in January 2020 after several years of campus events 
facilitated confusion and misinformation about abortion 
and reproduction. Reproductive Justice (RJ) is a framework 
developed by Black activists and scholars in 1994 after 
decades of exclusion from the white-dominated reproductive 
rights and health fields. It is defined as “the human right 
to maintain personal bodily autonomy, have children, not 
have children, and parent the children we have in safe and 
sustainable communities” (SisterSong, 2022). It does not 
focus solely on abortion and, like the ELCA Social Statement 
on Abortion (1991), demands discourse move beyond the 
reductive prochoice/prolife debate to examine systems of 
power and how the nuance of one’s lived experience shapes 
their reproductive choices.

I aimed to use the course as a disruption to the emotion-
based campus activism around abortion and provide a 
structured space where students could examine the many 
issues of reproduction—abortion, adoption, birth, contra-
ception, infertility, parenting, pregnancy, surrogacy, and 
sterilization—through the RJ lens. I drew from my own 
college experience and vocational journey to think about how 
I learned about abortion back when I knew nothing about 
it: from pregnant people, clinic workers, and first-person 
narratives. I utilized Augustana’s Five Faith Commitments 
(2015) to craft the course objectives, focusing on social 

justice.2 While I originally wanted the course to disrupt binary 
thinking about reproduction, external disruptions ended 
up shaping our class into an even more important place to 
process the intersection of rights, health, and justice. 

I taught the first iteration of the RJ course in January 
2020, and in several January and June terms since. The 
coronavirus was still a mystery illness in January 2020, 
and by June 2020 George Floyd’s murder sparked national 
mourning and outrage. The January 6th capitol attack 
occurred within the first few days of the 2021 term, and the 
most recent course in June 2022 saw the Dobbs decision 
overturn Roe v. Wade as we prepared for our final class 
meeting. We anticipated this outcome as a class, and 
discussed how much of the course content was suddenly 
out of date. We said our goodbyes only hours after the Dobbs 
decision became international news, and students scattered 
into the rest of their summer. 

To plan for the June 2023 post-Roe version of my 
course, I reached out to past students and asked them to 
reflect on what it was like taking an RJ course during such 
challenging times, and what lessons they took with them. 
Many have graduated and gone into their various careers, 
while some are still students at Augustana. Three themes 
spanned their responses, including learning how to talk 
about complex topics, centering marginalized peoples’ 
experiences, and exploring the intersection of religion and 
reproductive justice.

Many students reported that this class was the first time 
they learned about reproductive topics in general, let alone 
discussed them with anyone else. G, a first year Geology 
major when he took the course in June 2022, shared,

“This course changed my perspective on how I talk 
about abortion, especially later abortions. I hadn't 
given the language I used and how I dismissed the 
idea a second thought, and I think I'm better at being 
less judgmental and more accurate now.” 

Similarly, E, a senior Communications Sciences and 
Disorders major when she took the course in January 2021 
explained,

“My knowledge and understanding of reproductive 
justice, feminism, abortion, and related topics grew 

“With my Master of Public Health degree fresh 

in hand, I looked back and realized that my 

vocational trajectory had changed drastically, 

all because I did not get into one math class 

the first semester of my first year of college.”
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exponentially because of this course. It granted me 
the ability to have informed and respectful conversa-
tions with peers and family, especially in this current 
political climate.”

The opportunity to think deeply about complex topics and 
discuss them with others helped students disrupt narrow 
understandings and foster more conversations. Many 
reported carrying this with them into graduate school, 
their careers, and community involvement, which is espe-
cially important when engaging with diverse colleagues 
and audiences.

In addition to talking about complex issues after the 
course, E described how the RJ framework helped her 
reflect on her activism:

“My perspective on feminism changed a lot. I learned 
about how white feminism is sometimes toxic to 
people of color and how I can do more to help all 
people with the ability to get pregnant and not just do 
things that look like they help everyone, but in reality 
only help white women.”

Meanwhile, G, who was in the course when Roe was over-
turned, connected the RJ theme of bodily autonomy to both 
abortion care and transgender health and rights:

“As a trans man who can get pregnant, I am concerned 
about the lack of consideration for trans people who 
can get pregnant. We face a lack of reproductive 
access, not only from being in an abortion desert3 
or a state with an abortion ban, but from the fact 
that forcing a pregnancy in a place where abortion is 
banned effectively also forces someone to cease their 
medical transition to avoid being [legally] charged if 
the hormones affect the pregnancy.”

Both E and G captured the nuance necessary for under-
standing how lived experiences can shape reproductive 
choices, or lack thereof. These issues extend beyond 
the prochoice/prolife binary and invite a more reasoned 
examination of how faith can impact both knowledge 
about reproductive choices and how those choices 
are operationalized in real life. Students often shared 

personal stories during class, including how their 
religious upbringings shaped previous knowledge about 
reproductive issues. They overwhelmingly appreciated 
the ability to bring faith and religion into the conversation 
when they otherwise might avoid talking about it in other 
contexts. M was a junior Psychology and Communication 
Studies major when she took the course in January 2021. 
She noticed religion more in the application of abortion 
restrictions than how it was discussed on campus:

“Something that stuck with me was realizing how 
many hospitals restrict abortion, even some without 
explicit religious affiliations. Augie being a religiously 
affiliated institution had less of an impact on my 
learning about abortion than the Quad Cities being an 
abortion desert.” 

A, a senior Biology major when she took the course in 
2020, echoed M:

“I don’t believe that religion and reproductive justice 
are mutually exclusive. Religiously rooted beliefs can 
align with viewpoints focused on reproductive justice, 
so taking this course at a religiously affiliated college 
didn’t present any personal challenges.”

Several students expressed feeling supported by the 
course’s commitment to nurturing their curiosity rather 
than prescribing religion as the only lens to explore 
controversial issues. I noticed this as well. Students from 
all faith and secular backgrounds engaged with each 
other and guest speakers in thoughtful ways, even when 
disagreeing. They saw social justice, one of Augustana’s 
five faith commitments, as a natural fit with the RJ 

“These issues extend beyond the prochoice/

prolife binary and invite a more reasoned 

examination of how faith can impact both 

knowledge about reproductive choices and 

how those choices are operationalized in 

real life.”
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framework. Many reported feeling informed, empowered, 
and called to join social, racial, and reproductive justice 
causes during and after Augustana because of this 
course. It thus served its original purpose of disrupting 
campus conversations and unexpectedly grew to help 
students navigate other disruptions and become disrup-
tors themselves.

I discovered my vocation amidst academic disruption 
more than 20 years ago; one missed course turned into a 
career-changing opportunity. For the past several years 
I have been responsible for guiding students through 
complex and often heavy content while they navigate 
disruptive social, political, and health events. Thankfully, 
teaching Reproductive Justice has not only helped me 
reflect on my vocational arc; it has also enabled students 
to use the disruptive nature of the early 2020s to deeply 
examine their personal convictions and professional 
goals. Whether discussing abortion care for trans people, 
questioning if parenting is a human right, or examining 
the intersection of racial justice and pregnancy outcomes, 
students are keenly aware that our course topics have 
real-life implications. As both an ELCA college that 
nurtures nuanced thinking and an institution located in 
an abortion desert, Augustana has been a unique setting 
for students—and me—to explore the changing shape of 
reproductive justice within and beyond the classroom. 
I look forward to checking in with these same students 
further down to road to see if the course had any lasting 
impact on their vocational journeys.

Endnotes

1. Interestingly, most of us grew up Catholic.

2. Details about my pedagogical approaches are discussed 
in Hann, 2023.

3. Abortion desert: “Cities with populations of over 100,000 
where people must travel more than 100 miles to reach a clinic. 
This means people who need abortions may have to consider 
transportation, child care, time off work, and sometimes the 
money to stay overnight in a hotel when they seek out care” 
(ANSIRH, 2023). Augustana is in Rock Island, IL, part of the 
Greater Quad Cities region which has a population of over 450,000 
people. The nearest abortion-providing clinic in Illinois is over 100 
miles away. The nearest clinic geographically is 60 miles away in 
Iowa City, though Iowa has more restrictive abortion laws than 
Illinois and there is no reliable public transportation between Rock 
Island and Iowa City.
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