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Objective
To explore the dynamics of bathroom use in many (American) households and to
consider how such spaces affect our communication with and about others.

Approximate Time Required
50-minutes
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Rationale
In the essay commonly referred to as "The Bathroom Story" from All I Really Need to

Know I Learned in Kindergarten (1988; pp. 165-167), Robert Fulghum highlights mundane
behaviors of using another person's bathroom. He argues that we can fmd out much about this

person solely by considering the contents of it, i.e., by looking at items in the medicine cabinet,
various articles of clothing, and/or the brands/purposes of ailments. Even though Fulghum says
that such activity may seem unethical and serves as an invasion of another's privacy, he believes
that a good amount of people engage in such behaviors and typically remain quiet about their
investigation and their findings.

Think about it-going to the bathroom often remains a taken-for-granted activity within
American culture. Many of us do not reflect upon the regulations surrounding bathroom use (e.g.,
the time we're allowed to stay within the room), the activities that occur within the designated

space (e.g., looking through private compartments), and the ramifications of violating tacit rules
of using the area (e.g., telling others about the [hidden] contents we've found; staying in the
region too long). Furthermore, Shome (2003) calls for us to become more aware of space and to
recognize it as a "central component" of communication (p. 40). This activity satisfies such a call
and primarily works best after the nonverbal communication section of the basic course has been
addressed. It effectively supplements many of the core ideas and theories of the specialization,
particularly with how we use space (proxemics) and what "artifacts" in certain areas can
communicate about us (Wood, 1998, pp. 105-107).

After two years of using this activity, I've had many positive experiences with it. During
the discussion section of this engagement, I've noticed that many students first appear to disagree
with Fulghum's thoughts, specifically with the idea that anyone would ever look around a
bathroom and make judgments about a person based on its contents. Once I provide them with
some examples, though, they start to open up. Many of them become comfQrtable or at least
tolerant with the idea of rummaging around others' space, and they can recall instances when
they noticed particular items in someone else's bathroom. So, once the "ice breaks," many
students become comfortable with discussing potential content of the area.

Near the end of the semester and even after the course has finished, many students have
informed me that they remember this activity best, and that it has helped them become in-
creasingly aware of their and others' bathroom use. They have said that this activity directly
applied to their life, and many have told me that they have altered the content of their bathrooms
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because of this engagement. For instance, one student told me that he now puts any medicine
he's on in his bedroom so that individuals will not find out about certain health issues. Another
student informed me that she now pays close attention to the books and magazines she leaves out
on display, intentionally placing some but removing others depending on possible visitors. As a
result of such feedback, I believe that this activity greatly enhances the basic course experience.

What To Do Before The Activity
Before the activity begins, I ask students to reflect upon how they use bathrooms,

specifically those of other people. I tell them to consider mundane aspects of the activity,
everything from the amount of time they're "allowed" to stay within such spaces as well as some
of the behaviors they partake in within the setting. After this brief request, I typically provide
them with a copy of Fulghum's (1988) essay, i.e., if it's available.

What To Do During The Activity
During the activity, I ask students to respond to the following questions:

.Fulghum (1988) believes that many of us look around other people's bathrooms
to see what's in them. Do you believe this happens?

.Have you ever engaged in such an activity (or know of someone who does)?
What did you (or the other person) find?

.Think about the contents of your bathroom. What. could a person find out about

you by ]ooking around and through it? Only share responses you are
comfortable revealing.

I do allow students to work with others, but I request that each generates her/his own responses to
the questions.

What To Do After The Activity
After the activity, the class-as-a-whole reflects on the responses to the questions. I

facilitate this section by bringing in materials from my bathroom others could easily find (e.g.,
magazines; articles of clothing), and I ask members of the class how they may interpret them,
myself, or my lifestyle. I also ask how such interpretations may affect their communication
towards me. Finally, I ask other members of the class to share their responses to the
aforementioned questions.
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Additional Reading
"The Bathroom Story" excerpt from Robert Fulghum' s All I Really Need to Know I

Learned in Kindergarten (1988, pp. 165-167).
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