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With this issue the journal is pleased to announce a broadening of its mission to become more 
national and international in scope with a newly established editorial board, an invitation to 
scholars and scholar practitioners to submit articles that will be refereed, and expanded content 
to include book and media reviews along with our established format of scholarly articles, case 
studies, and opinion columns.  Editorial board members will review issues for final editorial ap-
proval before they are posted.  The journal’s new name, Voices for Educational Equity, better 
reflects contemporary educational priorities, including growing societal concerns about impacts 
of inequity.  The journal will continue to highlight scholarly research and innovative ideas and 
practices on emerging as well as persistent longtime issues, and to invite the perspectives of all 
stakeholders in order to promote a productive dialogue.  The journal will continue in its “open 
access” format and be posted twice each year.  
  
The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated longstanding issues that educators have grappled with for 
decades: chronic teacher shortages, rising educational costs that combined with high student debt 
and modest educator salaries reduce the career attractiveness of the teaching profession, and in-
equities in school funding between wealthy and poor districts, as well as persistent racial inequi-
ties.  It appears that the new Biden administration will provide leadership in addressing such 
problems.   
 
Invoking the issue theme, Walking the Talk , Voices for Educational Equity invited presenters at 
the Center for Success annual conference, June 11, 2021, to submit their presentations in the 
form of research articles, case studies, or opinion columns to the journal for publication in this 
issue.  The Voices Call for authors sought proposals that describe successful programs or prac-
tices implementing policy goals in areas such as: 
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• diversity, equity, structural injustices and student achievement 
• teacher leadership and professional development 
• reimagining education including lessons learned (in-person, remote, and hybrid teaching) 
• student social and emotional learning 

 
The result is one of the most thoughtful, well-researched, and timely issues in the journal’s long 
history.  Taken together the authors make a compelling case that the measure of equity lies in the 
outcomes of efforts to achieve racial justice in education.  In the process, authors in this issue 
provide a systematic blueprint for a culturally responsive pedagogy they argue is essential for 
progress to occur as a divided nation struggles to move forward in erasing the lingering effects of 
several hundred years of racial oppression against people of color. 
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Publisher’s Column 
by Jan Fitzsimmons 

 

Author Bio:  Jan Fitzsimmons, Ph.D., is President and Executive Director of the Center for Suc-
cess in High-Need Schools Inc., a partnership of liberal arts and comprehensive college and uni-
versity schools of education and PK-12 schools in Illinois that provides a forum for dialog and 
subsequent action to recruit, prepare and retain extraordinary teachers and leaders for all schools 
especially those serving marginalized and low-income students. A published author of two recent 
books on teacher leadership, former college administrator and faculty, principal, teacher and 
founder of two successful organizations, Fitzsimmons is publisher of Voices for Educational Eq-
uity. She may be reached at jan@center4success.com. 
 
 
This issue of Voices for Educational Equity celebrates the work of authors who are thinking, 
learning, sharing and taking action individually, and collectively, to improve and advance educa-
tion for each child and for all children by offering and considering key understandings, questions 
and practices in our pursuit of educational equity.   
 
Kimberly Harden and Tai Harden-Moore (2019) in Diverse: Issues in Higher Education, query 
“How Far Are You Willing To Go To Disrupt Racism in the Workplace?”  That is the question 
we must ask ourselves in education.  Where are we on our journey from “Talking the Walk” to 
“Walking the Talk?”  Here’s some “footstones” and a few paths our authors suggest for walking 
the talk in this issue of Voices for Educational Equity. 
We begin with a thoughtful reflection in which Berberet walks us through a timeline of educa-
tion philosophies that suggest a long tradition in education for “Walking the Talk” and moving 
from thought to action and practice.  Berberet alludes that with new understandings come new 
practices or actions that hence bring forth new thoughts and those thoughts inspire more actions 
which in turn lead to new understandings and so on generating continuous growth through “col-
lective intelligence.” In this brief, Berberet provides an historical foundation for the substance of 
this issue of the journal and moving from talk to walk, and he foreshadows the next issue of 
Voices for Educational Equity. 

“Ensuring Black Success: Making Black Lives Matter in Schools “is the provocative title of a 
presentation Jones made to educators at a Center November Conference in 2021.  The article in 
this issue of the journal summarizes Jones ’poignant remarks and shares critical facts and figures, 
Jones ’own personal story, and a clear and truthful understanding of the Black Lives Matter 
(BLM) historical initiative, as well as a call for action. Jones is a leader in the Black Lives Matter 
at School (BLMAS) movement which calls for educators and society to “move to affirm the his-
torical contributions of Black and other marginalized people to this nation, a focus on the assets 
that Black children bring to classrooms everywhere, and the opportunities that afford educators 
and citizens, as well, to begin to erase the education debt owed to Black and other marginalized 
people in the United State of America.” 
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Brown’s article, « Literacies As Equitable Practice: Turning Praxis and Lesson Plans Inside 
Out,” focuses on best ways to prepare education candidates to walk on a new path.  Brown advo-
cates for an increased focus on candidates“ ’learning how to learn about their students.”  This fo-
cus, says Brown, “places learning into culture rather than culture into learning…Inside-Out!”  
How does Inside-Out work in the context of literacy?  How might we improve upon teacher 
preparation if we were to turn education Inside-Out?  Walk on! 

Silvers and Sarvis, like Brown, suggest strategies that would help to prepare education candi-
dates to be “critically and culturally responsive and inclusive educators.” In their article, “Iden-
tity Transformation from Student to Professional Educator: A Model for Change,” Silvers and 
Sarvis share a field-based residency model to explore the transformation from college student 
candidates to culturally responsive teachers.  An approach that is central to their model is “criti-
cal framing.”  

In Juana Reyes column, “Rethinking the Image of the Child and Re-imagining Schools,” Reyes 
asks us to consider the Reggio Emilia philosophy as we consider how we to promote social jus-
tice and equity.  Reyes provides six provocations for educators to consider as we champion a 
path for “walking the talk.” 

Then, in Hernandez’s article, « A Critical Praxis for Socially Just Educators,” the author reviews 
relevant research that provides a road map for thinking about how we might develop a system-
atic“ walk the talk” pedagogy in education and not only set goals for equity and social justice, 
but take action.  Action, she suggests, is not “one and done,” but rather ongoing work that is indi-
vidual and collective, and always has “eyes on the prize” of a socially just, equitable education 
for each child. 

King’s article, “Social Emotional Learning and Anti-Racism: Building on the Assets of Margin-
alized Students,” lends another layer of complexity for consideration as one fashions a path to 
“walk the talk.”  Leveraging the historical evolution of social and emotional learning (SEL), 
King advocates for a kind of SEL that will serve as a lever to both “support marginalized stu-
dents as they navigate racism, and be a catalyst for achieving positive school outcomes.” She 
calls it culturally transformative SEL.  

Finally, Annie Gifford brings our journey to walk the talk to a kind of finish line with a review of 
Betina Love’s book, We Want To Do More Than Survive: Abolitionist Teaching and the Pursuit 
of Educational Freedom. So take a look as I did, and you may find yourself adding one more 
book to your bedside table and yet another perspective curving your path in consideration of the 
“talk you want to walk” and the “north star” that will guide you. 

Thus, as you review the articles and columns in this issue of Voices for Educational Equity, we 
ask again, where are you on the journey? Are you walking the talk? What talk is guiding your 
walk?  Some may be taking first steps to vocalize support for Black and people of color (BIPOC) 
children and colleagues in our schools, colleges, and universities. Others may be leading active, 
advocates---even putting their jobs at risk as they stand up with the disenfranchised and take up 
the cause with superintendents, school boards, chancellors, and provosts. As Harden and Harden-
Moore say, to walk the talk "one must be willing to do more than listen; they must be willing to 
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stand with those who are being attacked, excluded or otherwise mistreated, even if that means 
suffering personal or professional backlash.” 

Wherever you see yourself on “the walk,” I applaud you for being “on the road,” and still want-
ing to do better! And, I hope through your reading in this issue of Voices for Educational Equity 
you will be jarred to deepen your understanding of significant issues in equity; and in addition, 
explore new ways of thinking about challenging concerns; learn and acquire new approaches for 
welcoming and supporting students and colleagues; re-energize your vision and passion for eq-
uity in education; and do all that you can to reimagine and implement a more equitable and wel-
coming experience in education for each and for all! 
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A Long Tradition of “Walking the Talk” 
by Jerry Berberet 

 
Author Bio:  Jerry Berberet, Ph.D., holds a doctorate in American History and has served as edi-
tor of Voices for Educational Equity and its antecedent journal, Success in High-Need Schools, 
since the founding of the Center for Success in 2003.  He has served as liberal arts dean or chief 
academic officer at three private colleges and universities, directed a State University of New 
York environmental science center, and was the founding executive director of the Associated 
New American Colleges.  He lives in San Diego. 
 
 
In selecting the theme, “Walking the Talk,” for this issue of its rebranded and renamed journal, 
“Voices for Educational Equity,” the Center for Success taps into a long tradition of American 
educator voices.  Developed around the Center June 11, 2021, summer conference on the ‘Walk-
ing the Talk” theme that explored examples of moving beyond the rhetoric of racial diversity and 
inclusion to actions that produce equitable outcomes, this issue of the journal tackles the moral, 
democratic, and educational implications of equity.  As such the articles in this issue of Voices 
focus primarily on the educational implications of the racial reckoning taking place in American 
society today.  “Walking the Talk” also taps into a long intellectual tradition of truth and equity 
seeking with significant implications for democratic society linking theoretical and experiential 
knowledge—“theory and practice”—in what became known as “progressive education” ad-
vanced by John Dewey early in the twentieth century.   
 
Dewey believed that relying simply on a classical epistemology of “self-evident” truths over-
looked the massive and often socially inequitable impacts of the industrial revolution, as well as 
the rise of modern science in overturning old verities and validating new understandings of real-
ity.  Along with William James, Dewey advocated a new philosophy, “pragmatism,” that focused 
on outcomes rather than a priori principles in determining truth.  As such, pragmatism had signif-
icant implications for what is equitable as well as what is true because it validated studies of the 
human condition that exposed the ills of industrial capitalism and it helped to fuel the progres-
sive political reform movement that worked to create a more just society in the years before 
World War I.  In this, pragmatism pioneered a notion of equity based on actual social conditions, 
rather than the simple, if revolutionary, ideal of “equal opportunity” that lay behind eighteenth 
century Enlightenment thinking embodied in the Declaration of Independence and the United 
States Constitution. 
 
In championing progressive education, Dewey expressly developed a new theory of learning 
based on pragmatism’s focus on outcomes, including social and equitable outcomes, that he also 
considered essential for the well-being of democratic society (See Dewey’s Education for De-
mocracy, 1916).  As a theory of learning, Dewey believed both that theoretical knowledge is val-
idated through experience (practice) and that knowledge motivates the learner when it has practi-
cal utility.  In this Dewey also revolutionized pedagogy from its classic emphasis on rote memo-
rization to a stance of active learning combining theory and applications that inspired standardi-
zation of a teacher education curriculum linking classroom knowledge and practice teaching and, 
recently, “pedagogical content knowledge.”  This integration of theory and practice became a 
standard feature of education in the professions in the United States.   
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In advocating for a “seamless coat of learning” (1929), Alfred North Whitehead articulated the 
outlines of contemporary liberal education, integrally linking theory and experience and 
knowledge and action.  Many years later, Donald Schon coined the term “reflective practitioner” 
to describe a process of “knowing in action” that a professional employs in applying formal 
learning and practical experience to a new professional situation (1987, 1995).  In calling for en-
tire organizations to become “learning organizations,” Peter Senge, in his widely heralded The 
Fifth Discipline, applied what he called “learning in action” as a dynamic “continuous learning” 
strategy to revitalize all types of organizations, especially corporations, as well as schools 
(1990).  The recent development of “action research” (linking research and professional applica-
tions) in teacher education curricula is an example of such learning in action integrating educa-
tional and evidence based problem-solving purposes. 
 
In Robert Maynard Hutchins, president of the University of Chicago and champion of the “Great 
Books” as the linchpin of liberal education, Dewey encountered a staunch adversary defending 
the established liberal arts order (Hutchins, 1936).  Hutchins, like Plato, extolled classical ideals 
in modernist terms as the “truths” foundational to modern civilization across all historical and 
cultural settings.  In this Hutchins extolled the liberal arts as the bulwark of classical truths.  
Hutchins advocated a “perennialist” view that focused on “timeless” principles anchoring civili-
zation, while decrying educational “vocationalism” as a utilitarian neglect of the classical princi-
ples of the liberal arts.  Dewey responded that what education taught not only was validated 
through experience but that it was natural and “organic” that there should be a connection be-
tween education and its vocational applications (1938).  Moreover, Dewey argued that civic en-
gagement drawing on knowledge and experience and theory and practice was essential for the 
well-being of democracy, an educated citizenry constituting a bulwark against authoritarian elit-
ism he associated with the Hutchins’ approach, as attested to by the rise of fascism during the 
1930’s. The sharpness of the Dewey-Hutchins debate may have reflected the long shadow of 
Dewey’s continuing presence, as the founder decades earlier of the University of Chicago Lab 
School, even though Dewey had left Chicago for Columbia University in 1905.  Years later, in 
the midst of the American “culture wars” that reached a crescendo in the 1980’s, University of 
Chicago philosopher Allan Bloom took up the modernist cudgels with his Closing of the Ameri-
can Mind (1987), predicting dire outcomes in the wake of perceived erosion of time honored ver-
ities undergirding advanced civilization.   
 
When Closing of the American Mind appeared, an intellectual movement was well underway 
which became known as postmodernism. Like Dewey and James, postmodernists argued that 
what is true is open to interpretation and is, to some extent, rooted in subjective experience in of-
ten very differing cultural settings.  Rather than a direct challenge to modernism, however, post-
modernism has held that truth must be continually tested, that long-cherished truths might in re-
ality be more like worthy values or goals whose results in practice might be much more compli-
cated than “self evident” truth might suggest.  Critics also charged that a pernicious side of 
modernism was its use as a tool to keep elites in power, whether in the arts, politics, education, 
religion, social class, or the professions.  The raging contemporary struggle over “critical race 
theory,” for example, appears to be only the latest epistemological controversy over what is true 
and equitable, exacerbated by its entrance onto the sharply divided American political landscape. 
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A revival of pragmatism was among the intellectual stirrings amidst the culture wars and the rise 
of postmodernism.  The 1960’s civil rights, feminist, environmental, and antiwar movements co-
incided with tremendous growth of public colleges and universities and an era of educational ex-
perimentation and new forms of learning.  Learning became more centered around the needs and 
aspirations of the individual student, what Barr and Tagge labelled a shift from faculty teaching 
to student learning (Change, 1995), and a development that led naturally to heightened concerns 
about equity and hearing diverse voices.  A popular cliche of the time was that the college pro-
fessor had moved from a posture of “sage on the stage” to “guide on the side.”  
Neo-pragmatic impulses were also at work in the movement of a nationwide group of largely 
church-related, Carnegie classified as “comprehensive,” private colleges and universities to cre-
ate the Associated New American Colleges (ANAC) in the 1990’s (now NACU - New American 
Colleges and Universities).  ANAC founders wished to advance a “third rail” of American higher 
education committed to the integration of theoretical knowledge with practical applications, es-
pecially residing in the liberal arts (emphasis on theory) and professional studies (focus on prac-
tice).  Eventually, with the help of such higher education “giants” as Ernest Boyer and Alexander 
Astin, US News and World Report acknowledged some 600 members of this newer institutional 
type in its annual ratings, alongside the well-established research university and liberal arts col-
lege types. 
 
The rebranding of Voices for Educational Equity not only stands on the shoulders of the forego-
ing giants, but the Voices editorial board also has aspirations for Voices to become more national 
and international in its authorship and readership.  This ambitious mission reflects the conviction 
that the future of education and achievement of a more just and equitable society require an inter-
national exchange of ideas, experiences, and best practices.  Such an exchange would seek to 
move beyond the binary “either/or” debate of competing ideas to a more “both/and” synthesis.  
In doing so, it would both move beyond the intellectual dualism that has characterized (some 
might say plagued) the history of ideas in the West since Plato and Aristotle and overcome “we” 
v. “they” divisions to establish a level playing field for ideas whatever or wherever their origin.  
Such a synthesis would not only acknowledge that theory influences practice and that practice 
contributes to new theoretical insights, but that the evolution of knowledge is less a binary ex-
change than a multi-directional circular exchange with contributions from the history of ideas, 
contemporary empirical evidence, diverse cultural experiences and practices, fearless hypothe-
sizing, and a focus on outcomes rather than inputs in finding solutions and deciding what, at least 
tentatively, appears to be true.   Dewey’s integrative thinking—what he labelled “organized in-
telligence”—and his faith in democracy foreshadowed what might be called today a philosophy 
of “collective intelligence” undergirding this approach (Peters and Jandric, 2017).  
 
Such a mission will help to advance international understanding; appreciation of economic, polit-
ical, and cultural differences; and educational improvements around the globe, something that 
Dewey, who spent time in both China and Japan, would have applauded.  Dewey, incidentally, 
was significantly influenced by Confucius and Chinese notions of cohesive social community, 
and developed a concept of participatory democracy as a worthy international movement broader 
than the American brand of democracy (See Peters, 2019; Wang, 2008).  To this end Voices for 
Educational Equity has joined an informal working group of journal editors in China, New Zea-
land, and Australia associated with Beijing Normal University in exploring ways of collaborating 
in advancing our shared missions.  In launching the “walk” part of this “talk,” the upcoming 
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Voices issue on the theme of “educational partnerships,” (author submission deadline of January 
15, 2022) will include an article with American and Chinese co-authors on examples of educa-
tional partnerships in the two countries.  The authors of this article, Joseph Subbiondo and Pro-
fessor Liwen Ma, will subsequently co-edit a special issue of Beijing International Review of Ed-
ucation (BIRE) on the theme of “international educational partnerships” that will appear late in 
2022 or early 2023.   
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Ensuring Black Success: Making Black Lives Matter in Schools* 
By Denisha Jones 

 
Author Bio:  Dr. Denisha Jones received a Ph.D. from Indiana University in 2013 and a J.D. de-
gree from the University of the District of Columbia in 2018.  She is a steering committee mem-
ber of Black Lives Matter at School and director of the Art of Teaching program at Sarah Law-
rence College.  Formerly, she was director of teacher education and an assistant professor in the 
school of education at Trinity Washington University in Washington, DC.  She is a former early 
childhood teacher and preschool director.  She has been active in the fight to stop the corporate 
takeover of public education since 2011.  She is a board member for the Badass Teachers Asso-
ciation, Inc., United Opt Out National, and Defending the Early Years.  Her research interests in-
clude teachers and public policy, the effects of school reform mandates on low-income children, 
preparing culturally competent teachers, and youth civic engagement.  In 2015 she was the recip-
ient of the Bammy Award for College Professor of the Year from the Academy of Education 
Arts and Sciences.  She keynoted the Center for Success summer conference on June 11, 2021, 
on which the articles in this “Walking the Talk” theme issue of Voices for Educational Equity are 
based.  Dr. Jones may be reached at djones@sarahlawrence.edu.   
 
Introduction 
This paper, based on a Zoom presentation Dr. Jones gave on November 15, 2021, before a Cen-
ter for Success audience of educators, focuses on a movement - Black Lives Matter at School - 
that began in 2016 to advance culturally responsive pedagogy in schools.  The movement seeks 
to erase the negative stereotyping and racism that has historically characterized the experience of 
Black and other marginalized people in the American school curriculum.  The goal of Black 
Lives Matter at School is to affirm the historical contributions of Black and other marginalized 
people and to focus on the assets rather than the deficits that these students bring to their learn-
ing, in the process emphasizing what is positive and joyful about their experience in order to 
make their learning empowering and exciting.  According to Gloria Ladson Billings (2006), this 
approach changes the narrative from one of “closing the achievement gap,” or “closing the op-
portunity gap,” to one of erasing the “education debt” imposed by hundreds of years of slavery 
and other forms of racial oppression that Black and other marginalized people have endured in 
the United States.  
 
Summary of Professor Jones Remarks 
The daughter of a mother from Panama and an American soldier father, Dr. Jones avoided per-
sonally some of the debilitating impacts of America’s racist history.  Thus, although she experi-
enced racism in school, she did not experience many of it’s debilitating impacts that she  
observed have such destructive effects on other Black and marginalized students.  She did feel, 
however, that she constantly had to prove herself.  Though recognizing that she was a “poster 
child” for Black success, she also recognized that she was the exception not the rule.  Early in 
her career, she identified several ongoing threats to Black humanity, obstacles that include nega-
tive stereotypes about Black parental commitment and involvement in their children’s education 
and historical, community, and race-based trauma that Black and other marginalized people have 
long experienced.   
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Professor Jones offered compelling statistics that provide a context for understanding these ob-
stacles that make a persuasive case for Ladson-Billings assertion that Black and other marginal-
ized people are owed an “education debt”: 

• In 2016 nearly one in five children in the United States lived in poverty. 
• 70% of poor children are Black, indigenous, People of Color (BIPOC) 
 a.  one out of three Black children are poor 
 b.  one out of four Latinx children are poor 
 c.  one out of three indigenous/Native American children are poor 
 d.  one out of nine white children are poor 
• 3.9 million children lack health care 
• In 2016 1/5 of the 550,000 homeless people in the US were children. 
• In 2015 one out of five children (14.8 million) lived in food insecure households. 
(Children’s Defense Fund, 2017) 

 
Dr. Jones explained the intergenerational historical and community trauma that Blacks and other 
marginalized people of color have experienced from structural racism beginning with slavery and 
continuing with Jim Crow discrimination, segregation, lynching, police brutality, and other 
forms of racial oppression down to the present day.  Events such as the killings of George Floyd,  
Breonna Taylor, and Ahmaud Arbery and other forms of neighborhood violence and racial 
trauma  have retraumatizing effects that significantly affect learning in school for Black and 
other students of color.  The emphasis on such negative experiences in the telling of American 
history, not only has a traumatic impact on the  entire Black community, but has had a particu-
larly chilling affect on Black children’s belief that they can succeed. Educational achievement 
often suffers when Black children are constantly responding to racial trauma. Moreover, the 
school system often frames educational achievement based on white middle class norms that 
Black and children of color can never meet. 
 
This is the context of Ladson Billings’ contention that it is an “education debt,” not an achieve-
ment or opportunity gap that must be understood and addressed in paving the way for people of 
color to succeed.  Regarding the role of education, erasing the education debt consists of disman-
tling the hyper segregated schools that persist in the twenty first century, funding schools equita-
bly to assist the accumulation of Black wealth, ending second class citizenship that leads to civic 
marginalization of people of color, and erasing the moral debt of anti-Blackness cloaked in 
colorblind silence that enables the white community to believe that everyone is equal and that 
school should be a pleasant, guilt free experience for all children. Dr. Jones cited Isabel Wilker-
son’s book Caste (2020) in explaining the role of pervasive racism in creating a caste system that 
affects the outlook and behavior of whites (unrecognized privilege) and people of color (feelings 
of interiority) alike. 
 
Dr. Jones pointed to deficiencies in the curriculum that must change to begin to pay down the ed-
ucation debt—a condition she referred to as “broken mirrors, trash in the sliding glass door, and 
a window that won’t open.”  First, the curriculum needs to be a mirror in which Black and other 
children of color see themselves.  Currently, the curriculum mirror reflects very little Blackness.  
Second, the curriculum as a sliding glass door to history, is primarily filled with narratives of 
Black inferiority.  The curriculum must be revised to feature narratives of Black success and con-
tributions to American history.  Third, without dramatic revisions the curriculum as a window to 
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the future will remain anti-Black, as evidenced by the attacks on Critical Race Theory, culturally 
relevant teaching, and bans on teaching the truth about slavery in the United States.  Enabling 
children of color to become proud of their ancestors’ historical contributions and inspiring them 
to believe that they can be successful in the future is fundamental to paying down the education 
debt.  In matters of equity what counts are the outcomes. 
 
Black Lives Matter at School (BLMAS) originated in 2016 in Seattle when a group of teachers at 
an elementary school organized a one-day teach-in with a particular focus on uplifting Black 
lives..  A few months later, another teach-in was held in which 3,000 teachers in Seattle showed 
up wearing Black Lives Matter T-shirts.  In January 2017, a week-long event was held in Phila-
delphia that led to the articulation of thirteen guiding principles for the Black Lives Matter at 
School movement: 
 

1.  “Collective Value”—All Black Lives Matter regardless of actual or perceived sexual 
or gender identity, gender expression, economic status, ability, disability, religious 
beliefs or disbeliefs, immigration status or location. 

2.  “Restorative Justice” —building a nurturing a beloved community that is bonded to-
gether through a beautiful struggle that is restorative not depleting. 

3.  “Black Women”—building a Black women affirming space free from sexism, misog-
yny, and male centeredness. 

4.  “Queer Affirming”— fostering a queer affirming network, freeing ourselves from the 
tight heteronormative thinking. 

5.   “Black Families”—making our spaces family friendly and enabling parents to fully 
      participate with their children, while dismantling patriarchal practice. 
6.   “Empathy”—practicing empathy, we engage comrades with the intent to learn about 

and connect with their contexts. 
7.   “Globalism”—seeing ourselves as part of the global Black community and under-

standing  how we are impacted or privileged based on our position and placement in 
this global context. 

8.   “Transgender Affirming”—embracing and making space for trans brothers and sis-
ters to participate and lead, being self reflexive and doing the work required to dis-
mantle old gender privilege and uplift Black trans folk. 

9.   “Diversity”—acknowledging, respecting, and celebrating differences and  
commonalities. 

10.  “Intergenerational”—fostering an intergenerational and communal network free 
from ageism, believing that all people, regardless of age, show up with capacity to 
live and learn. 

11.  “Loving Engagement”— embodying and practicing justice, liberation, and peace in 
our engagement with one another. 

12.  “Unapologetically Black”—in affirming that Black Lives Matter, we need not  
qualify our position: to  desire freedom and justice for ourselves is a necessary pre-
requisite for wanting the same for others. 

13.  “Black Villages”—disrupting the Western prescribed nuclear family structure  
requirement by supporting each other as extended families and “villages.” 
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Following a summer gathering in Baltimore, BLMAS went national during the 2017-18 school 
year.  In implementing the thirteen guiding principles, the focus became promoting “Black 
Joy”—teaching positive Black contributions in history and calling for ending “zero tolerance” 
disciplinary practices, mandating Black history and ethnic studies in the curriculum, hiring more 
Black teachers, and funding trauma counselors not school cops.  In developing a year-around 
curriculum BLMAS teachers in New York City (NYC BLMAS) offers workshops in culturally 
responsive pedagogy beginning with the admonition, “First, do no harm!” and have developed a 
framework for a “visionary, therapeutic, critical, antiracist pedagogy” to ensure that antiracist ed-
ucational efforts do not cause harm.  In guiding educators the NYC BLMAS steering committee 
have defined these terms as follows: 
 

• Visionary—Imagine a world that is free from injustice and held from historic trauma.  Cre-
ate what liberation looks and feels like. 

• Therapeutic—Confront the horrors of racism with an explicit acknowledgement of how vi-
olent and painful they are, while committing to healing and centering joys.  Differentiate for 
Black and people of color students to ensure that they do not leave your space in pain.  Cre-
ate explicit, restorative structures/guidelines for sharing. 

• Critical—Question the dominant ideas and practices that perpetuate all systems of oppres-
sion (white supremacy, patriarchy, ableism, the binary, etc.) and examine your own daily 
practices and context with respect to these. 

• Antiracist—Decenter whiteness in your curriculum and practice (if you are a white teacher) 
and identify the ways that white supremacy shows up in your space. 

 
NYC BLMAS teachers offers these guiding questions as a framework for educators to ensure 
that their antiracist educational efforts do not cause harm: 
 
• When discussing Black people, are you only addressing oppression, injustice, pain, trauma, 

and/or being subjected to violence?  If so, you are or will be a victim, in danger of harm or 
death.  You are powerless. 

• Are you naming Black organizations and people who are powerfully, inspiringly, working to-
ward justice and liberation?  Are you referencing the 13 BLM principles?  If so, you are pro-
tected by your rights and by people fighting for your rights.  You are powerful. 

 
In dealing with the violence of white supremacy, teachers must understand that white, Black, and 
persons of color students are impacted by racism in constant but very different ways.  Every les-
son must be differentiated to account for the diverse levels of racial consciousness, privilege, and 
trauma in the classroom.  Educators should avoid: 
 
• Telling Black students what they already know about how violent and terrorizing white su-

premacy is. 
• Discussions of race that present race as only a Black or person of color problem. 
• Discussion or lesson that only addresses the violence of white supremacy; always include 

something visionary and/or therapeutic. 
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In place of what to avoid, educators should create: 
 
•  Lessons that center Black resilience, organizing, joy, and power, and highlight visionary 

Black folk beyond typical icons of civil rights history and feature contemporary Black people 
from a range of fields. 

• Lessons that address injustice by talking about Whiteness explicitly focusing on white perpe-
trators of violence rather than on harmed Black targets of racial terror and violence. 

• Lessons and a space that explicitly prioritize healing of Black and people of color and white 
folks from this violence.  White healing includes confronting defensiveness, fragility, and 
privilege.  Black healing may involve affinity groups within the educator’s class structure/les-
son, and Black joy. 

 
Resources  
Black Lives Matter at School 
http://www.blacklivesmatteratschoool.com/ 
 
Abolitionist Teaching Network 
https://abolitionsitteachingnetwork.org/ 
 
Education for Liberation Network 
https://www.edliberation.org/ 
 
Lee and Low 
https://www.leeandlow.com/books/what-we-believe 
 
Haymarket Books 
https://www.haymarketbooks.org/books/1554-black-lives-matter-at-school 
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Abstract 
This article proposes consideration for an ethnographic approach for building culturally respon-
sive teacher candidates, with specific emphasis on the demand to understand learners and learn-
ing as in part, a cultural process. Limited training in the study of students, which includes their 
funds of knowledge and their ways of thinking, creates boundaries for student achievement and 
an effective learning environment. This article proposes a critical examination for how teacher 
planning possibly negates student achievement, even as unintended consequences. More specifi-
cally, this article encourages a cultural shift in teacher education, inviting teachers to be ethnog-
raphers, invested in studying their students and learning as resources to support teacher Praxis.  

Introduction 
There needs to be a fundamental cultural shift in instructional planning approaches introduced in 
teacher education. During teacher education fieldwork requirements, teacher candidates observe 
classrooms where the emphasis on the learning environment, classroom management, and effec-
tive routines are constructs for positive engagement. Each of these variables contributes signifi-
cantly to developing an understanding of instruction. However, the observational process does 
not facilitate teacher candidates' emerging knowledge of how to learn about students.  
 
Learning to teach is dominated by learning outcomes and activities designed to meet state or na-
tional standards (Trim, 2009). Standards-based lesson planning, often scripted by a cognitive ap-
proach for literacy (Fang, 2012; Welsh & Robinson, 2017), focuses on content and its alignment 
to standards. For example, Welsh & Robinson (2017) explain the process for teacher candidates' 
clinical practice, "When a candidate teaches a lesson, and a large majority of learners do not 
master the standard, the university supervisor can discern one of the following four factors about 
the candidate's level of understanding: (a) content knowledge of the standard, (b) the standard 
expectation, (c) the lesson planning process, or (d) instructional delivery methods" (p. 132-133). 
Within the cognitive approach, the role of the learner is reduced to being the recipient of content, 
playing no part in contributing to knowledge formation, beyond K-W-L activities that do not 



 17 

necessarily invite or anticipate students sharing their funds of knowledge or cultural ways of 
knowing as a form of prior knowledge.  However, as espoused in culturally relevant pedagogy 
(CRP), effective instruction situates the experiences and perspectives of students in order "to re-
sist and reposition dominant discourses " (Brown, 2018, pp. 16). Positioning the leaner this way 
easily erases, if not altogether omits, students' social and cultural perspectives, academic inter-
ests, and funds of knowledge which add value to their processes toward academic achievement 
(Fang, 2012). Teacher candidates need a framework to support their understanding of what it 
means to humanize pedagogy and value to learn the learner (del Carmen Salazer, 2013; Moll, 
Amanti, Neff & Gonzales, 1992) and ways of thinking as foundational for the organization of 
learning activities. The top-down planning and instructional process, which decentralizes stu-
dents, simultaneously works to mystify academic achievement. The absence of students' perspec-
tives disconnects learning from the learner and the utility of content in everyday life. Teacher ed-
ucation programming must model more creative and dynamic approaches to instructional plan-
ning, dismantling the prescriptive and essentializing practices that reduce learning and the 
learner.  

This article presents turning lesson planning from the inside-out, a move toward considering 
studying the learner alongside uses of texts to develop conceptual understanding rather than in-
troducing concepts with a "push-in" approach to cultural, ethnic, and linguistic artifacts. Inside-
Out is a heuristic rooted in an ethnographic tradition coupled with pedagogy. Inside-Out fore-
grounds learning as existing within cultures, languages, and communities, ”placing learning into 
culture" rather than "culture into learning" (Ladson-Billings, 1995). Inside- Out instructional 
planning considers our learners within their cultures and languages and relies upon them to build 
and advance conceptual ideas.  

Literacies and the Inside-Out 
It has been over thirty-five years since Bloome (1985) introduced reading as a social process, ar-
guing that reading is not a cognitive event merely done in isolation rooted in the intellectual de-
velopment of the individual, but rather includes social, cultural, and communicative aspects of 
everyday life that influence and impact readers. Moreover, effective reading development invites 
students to engage in social processes that contribute to learning to interact in society (p. 134). 
Scholars in sociolinguistics and literacy studies have contributed to Bloome's work, extending 
the idea that reading is a function of far more broad relationships to texts (Bloome, Carter, & 
Brown, 2010). Scholars assert that the study of literacies redefines planning, instructing, and as-
sessing learning. Carter (2006) argues that scripting literacy and literacy practices prevents stu-
dents from developing rhetorical dexterity and devalues the complex intellectual skills they bring 
to learning: 
 

I have been amazed to find the intellectual rigor and rhetorical sophistication embedded  
in rhetorical spaces that extend beyond the academy, especially those spaces rarely  
understood to have anything to do with the kinds of writing students are expected to do at  
school. This growing knowledge and the conservative political climate in which those of  
us committed to representing literacy differently often find ourselves have led me to  
develop what I call a "pedagogy of rhetorical dexterity"—that is, the ability to effectively  
read, understand, manipulate, and negotiate the cultural and linguistic codes of a new  
community of practice (the academy) based on a relatively accurate assessment of  
another, more familiar one (p.99). 
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Muhammad (2020) situates an equity framework for "culturally responsive and historically re-
sponsive literacy" in the learning pursuits. Muhammad outlines intellectual rigor and igniting cu-
riosities and affirmations in learning central to the historical legacies of learning, specifically in 
Black communities that have been removed from mainstream classrooms. The call to cultivate 
genius includes inspiring teachers to understand their own identities as part of and within the 
learning pursuit. He argues, "Teachers cannot get to skills or content learning standards until stu-
dents see and know themselves in the curriculum designed for them”. First, however, he con-
tends that "before educators begin to teach students to know themselves and others, teachers 
must first do their own self-work" (p. 78). Turning lesson plans inside-out locates teacher iden-
tity as part of the planning process.   No longer can teachers use an identity-less veil, an armor of 
false objectivity, if and when building equity practices. Learning pursuits for both teachers and 
students are investments in transformative learning. 

The inside-out requires intentionality and works to question what constitutes texts. Furthermore, 
it asks how uses of texts might contribute to planning itself. Foregrounding texts has immediate 
implications for the discussion of literacies, of which there is considerable scholarship in New 
Literacy studies (Street, 1995; 2013 ); Digital Literacies (Price-Dennis & Sealey-Ruiz, 2021); 
Urban Literacies (Kinloch, 2011), to name a few. How we relate teacher preparation, planning, 
and consequently, practice is directly related to one's perception of students.  

Ethnography and The Inside-Out 
Charmaz & Mitchell (2001) write, "…ethnography relies on developing a full description of a 
society or group of people, and thus, provides the details of their everyday life" (p. 160). Atkin-
son (1990) describes the study of human activity as "playing close attention to the texts of their 
subject” (p.2). In the case of classroom practices, a broad understanding of texts includes partici-
pants and the material world— learning materials, supplies, space, behavior, and communication. 
The vast aspects of ethnography, including ethnography of communication (Hymes, 1974), invite 
the examination of speaking, as a social and cultural product, to inform the construction of mean-
ing in the social world.  
 

Speech communities utilize linguistic practices to engage in the exchange of information and 
ideas but also to cultivate and nurture the language itself (Brown & Bloome, 2020). The commit-
ment of ethnography is to seek out insider knowledge, to gain the emic perspective used to un-
derstand meaning and perspective. Wolf (2012) explains, "ethnographic research started with in-
vestigators who sought out and experienced worlds different from their own and then try to un-
derstand the meanings of social action within cultures" (p. 285). The framing used for these pur-
poses derives from ethnography. The inside-out is rooted in the idea that student insider 
knowledge, their lives and languages, must be studied and understood to build learning processes 
that have meaning for students; that resonate with students.  

Consider these guiding questions that support teacher planning utilizing an inside-out approach: 

• How do my students organize their ideas? 
• In what ways do my students demonstrate enthusiasm? Confusion? Displeasure? 
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• In what ways do my students verbalize their knowledge of ideas? 
• How do my students communicate to one another differently than the ways they com-

municate with me? Other teachers? 
• What does this concept or idea mean to my students and how would they explain it to a 

friend? A family member? A teacher? 

Teachers seeking an inside-out approach will better understand students' culture and values that 
inform who they are and how they think. The inside-out does not foreground using their identi-
ties to help them learn or grasp new information. This is a common misstep in employing funds 
of knowledge and culturally relevant pedagogy. Albeit a subtle distinction, the inside-out focuses 
on being informed by students' knowledge, systems of communication, ways of thinking and see-
ing the world to build and create engaging, meaningful instruction.  

Consider Figure 1. Insider knowledge, meaning students hold about and within their own cul-
tures, languages, and perspectives, exists closely to learning opportunities.  

Teachers as ethnographers are continually working to develop relationships with their students to 
understand who their students are and the ways that these learning opportunities can remain 
closely knitted to students' insider knowledge. The teacher as an ethnographer is not at the center 
of the learning process, but is actively working to keep their students at the center in order to un-
derstand how they make sense of information as a basis for developing new knowledge and ex-
periences for their students.  

Figure 1: Teacher as Ethnographer 

 
Figure 1: Teacher as Ethnographer 
 
Teaching and learning are dynamic and are grounded in the following: (1) learning changes, (2) 
students will share their insider-knowledge in a multitude of ways, and (3) families are key col-
laborators to learning.  
 
Using the inside-out is a balanced approach that enables teachers to build learning communities 
with their students and learning moments in the classroom that have meaning within learning 
segments and beyond them. These considerations have immediate implications for the material, 
specifically, uses of texts and how they work alongside the principles of culturally responsive 
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learning. This is captured in Moses (2001) seminal work locating access to mathematics as a cor-
nerstone of the academic caste system restricting Black student access to higher education. Radi-
cal Equations (2001) organizes the historical aspects of liberation for Black people as part of a 
larger project toward the liberation of Black students, academically. Studying his students and 
how they make sense of learning happened alongside introducing them to texts, contexts, and 
systems so that their very actions within learning could disrupt the status quo. He explains: 

The keyword here is you/our efforts with our target population is what defines the radical 
nature of the Algebra Project, not program specifics. To make myself very, very clear, 
even the development of some sterling new curriculum- a real breakthrough- would not 
make us happy if it did not deeply and seriously empower the target population to de-
mand access for literacy for everyone. That is what is driving the project. What is radical 
about the Algebra Project is the students we are trying to reach and the people we work 
with to drive a broad math literacy effort- the Black and poor students and the communi-
ties in which they live, the usually excluded… young people finding their voice instead 
of being spoken for is the crucial part of the process (p.19) 

Mathematical literacy, as Moses argues, is the new Civil Rights. The era of reading and writing 
print text served as the foundation to withhold Black people and poor people from accessing 
their human rights. To be clear, literacy and liberation were controlled within a hegemony of ed-
ucation targeted specifically for Black people in calculated ways. The story of Black education is 
rooted in literacy. As such, understanding literacies today and for today's students require a bal-
ance between what students know and what students should be able to access in their own tomor-
row. 

Inside-Out Planning 
Why consider an inside-out lesson planning structure? Figure 2 presents a cyclical model for 
how planning for instruction might be conceptualized based on conceptual knowledge develop-
ment that simultaneously considers the learner early during a lesson.  
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Figure 2: Inside-Out Lesson Structure   

 

 

 

What is illustrated is the cyclical nature of learning, which is distinctly different from a linear 
process.  A linear model would eliminate the “Student Knowledge” and “Student ways of think-
ing” phases from the model.  More clearly, a linear model would support the teacher planning 
and instructional process moving from “Concept” to “Use of literacies to merge contexts with the 
concept.”  A cyclical model permits learning to develop and maintain a recursive function- 
teachers and students can revisit ideas in a relational way. Within the relational, students are in-
vited and encouraged to reconnect with concepts through texts, vocabulary, and images, while 
building new knowledge. The cyclical process does not seek to borrow students' insights for a 
temporary segment, but threads students' thoughts as part of the conceptual knowledge building 
process.  

A linear process creates a transactional approach that does not invite a reflective approach em-
bedded within the learning process itself. For example, a linear planning model often invites stu-
dents' knowledge or seeks to activate prior knowledge at the beginning of the lesson. Text 
choices sometimes reflect new knowledge but seldom build from students' funds of knowledge. 

The inside-out lesson structure does not alone resolve a superficial application of culturally re-
sponsive pedagogy (CRP) described earlier. It is critical to note that much of the importance of 
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CRP is ideological. The teacher's belief about students immediately and over time anchors the 
responsive possibility. However, it is fundamental that the ethnographic foundation presented 
earlier be employed. Teachers as ethnographer informs the process illustrated in Figure 2. Per-
haps, inside-out planning reveals the necessity for students' knowledge and students' way of un-
derstanding to be delineated, which supports the teacher in building opportunities for student ac-
ademic achievement.  

Final Thoughts 
From the introductory level to mastery, the development of any intellectual pursuit requires that 
students engage with learning that reflects their lives, the times in which they live, and the fu-
tures they seek to dream. We, as educators, are endowed with the privilege, not the right, to col-
laborate with students- to understand how their experiences are opportunities to learn complex 
material. Without the study of them (material alongside youth), we remove ourselves from the 
existence of our futures. 
 
The process of learning is an opportunity. Teacher preparation provides a foundation for creative 
investments and "intellectual pursuits" (Muhammad, 2020) that have the capacity to reframe 
schooling. The profession itself requires investments that are rewarding for both teachers and 
students. How might learning to study students and their thinking practices teach teachers a 
greater lesson about the love for learning and the humanity of community? How might students 
feel knowing that their teachers invested the time not to make assumptions about who they are? 
What investments might students make into their own learning knowing they matter? How might 
families find ways to reconnect with schooling understanding that their students' teachers seek to 
build and collaborate with them? How does the meaning of schooling shift from 10-minute par-
ent-conferences twice each year to a community of stakeholders building the futures they seek to 
dream about?   What if we turned education inside-out? 
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Abstract  
Developing strategies to help pre-service teachers (PSTs) become more critically and culturally 
responsive, inclusive educators is a challenge in teacher education. Through a field-based resi-
dency model embedded within a critically and culturally focused curriculum, PSTs gain 
knowledge, skills, and strategies needed for equitable, antiracist teaching practices. This inquiry 
uses a curricular framework (Kalantsis and Cope, 2000) to explore patterns of change and PST 
transformation from college student to critically conscious, culturally responsive educators, in-
formed by strategies to teach for social justice. Challenges, implementation, student examples, 
findings, and next steps illustrate how the program supports PSTs development into culturally 
responsive teachers. Outcomes show that a strong educational foundation enhanced by critical 
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framing and supportive teacher mentoring, can lead to deeper understanding of critical social 
issues and agency for the PSTs students and for themselves. 

Key Words: 
Identity transformation; strategies for culturally responsive teaching 
 
Introduction 
Helping pre-service teachers (PSTs) transition from student to culturally responsive, inclusive 
educators is a challenge in teacher education. The goal is to help PSTs gain knowledge,  skills, 
and strategies to help their future students become culturally competent, responsive citizens 
(Gay, 2018). Two Dominican University (DU) School of Education professors have re-imag-
ined and re-designed an elementary education program that provides PSTs with the knowledge, 
skills, dispositions, and equitable, antiracist practices to become successful teachers. The pro-
gram also provides strategies to support the PST transition from college students into profes-
sional educators who embrace the responsibility of educating children in diverse and often un-
derserved communities. Program outcomes and course content include a focus on social justice 
and culturally relevant, anti-racist teaching both in the college classroom and in many fieldwork 
hours from the beginning of the program. One of the program!s strengths is the collaboration 
with outstanding mentor teachers in area schools. This evolving partnership provides PSTs with 
more authentic learning experiences under supervision of their professors while immersed in 
diverse classrooms so that they learn relevant theories and educational practices and simultane-
ously teach children in their field placements. In this way, the professors are not only instruc-
tors, but as former practicing teachers, content specialists, coaches,  and supervisors, they pro-
vide unique practical insight and useful feedback for the PSTs in the moment in the classroom, 
while in the field. Student exit reflections at the end of the program cite the significance of hav-
ing their professors walk alongside them, collaborating, co-teaching, coaching, and critiquing. 
Additionally, students are being prepared to teach in a diverse world by  earning an English as a 
Second Language (ESL) and/or Bilingual Endorsement with their teaching licenses. 
 
Dominican University is a Hispanic Serving Institution (HSI). According to the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education, HSI is defined as accredited, degree-granting, nonprofit institutions that en-
roll at least 25% or more full-time equivalent undergraduate Latina/o students (Garcia, 2016). 
Programs within the DU School of Education are committed to providing all candidates with a 
course of study that emphasizes a broad and comprehensive liberal arts and sciences education, 
acquisition of professional knowledge, expansion of personal insight, a commitment to social 
justice, and close mentoring of students to enable them to make a positive difference in the 
world. In addition to these goals, we are working to help PSTs recognize the richness of their 
cultures while also recognizing and exploring their own assumptions, as an opportunity to 
honor  their strengths and to learn and grow together (Tuck, 2009). To facilitate student-ex-
panded awareness, we intentionally incorporate various strategies and reflective practices to ex-
plore issues and open spaces for discourse around race, culture, and identity. Throughout the 
program, we are working to help expand the Latina/o identity through co-construction of 
knowledge and shared participation in communities of practice (Garcia, 2016; Wenger, 1998). 
The over-arching aim of the undergraduate education program is to cultivate highly qualified 
teachers who share a       set of core values that includes an understanding of the strengths and needs 
of an increasingly diverse population, and a dedication to equity and excellence for all students. 
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An important part of growing a successful program has been an exploration of ways in which 
course content, learning experiences, mentoring, and teaching practices provide scaffolding for 
PSTs changing identity from college student to professional educator. We recognize that cultur-
ally responsive teaching is a pedagogy that includes students"!cultural references in all aspects 
of learning (Ladson-Billings, 1994). To support this pedagogy, we have  also worked to create 
communities of practice (Wenger, 1998) so that our PSTs can learn from and with each other, 
benefiting from the cultures and world views represented in the classroom.                          As white teachers, 
we acknowledge that we bring a particular perspective to our own teaching,  and together with 
the PSTs, we work to intentionally raise critical questions about equity and representation, ad-
dress biases and assumptions, and through our teaching, provide a culturally responsive model 
for our PSTs (Garcia, 2018). 
 
For this inquiry, we used aspects of narrative analysis (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000) to 
gather and document student and professor reflections, experiences, observations, and 
changes in    understanding. We identified key courses at the beginning, middle, and end of the 
program to examine the conversations, questions, needs, goals, and expectations of the stu-
dents. We have also identified and intentionally incorporated strategies that support PSTs 
knowledge of critical issues and stress the importance of engaging in tough conversations 
about social justice issues.  This process has helped reveal the unexamined spaces where 
critical conversations and lived experiences coincide to help both PSTs and professors ex-
plore taken for granted assumptions to better examine the learning process and shifts in 
thinking about teaching and learning thus leading to               more critical awareness and sociocultu-
ral understanding. 
 
Our inquiry has provided insights into strategies that can help PSTs transition into a more  
professional identity and assume a critical and culturally responsive stance that will posi-
tively impact their future teaching. These strategies can support and sustain the PSTs learning 
about the  complexity and importance of self-exploration, dialogic interaction, and the impact 
of significant  questions for greater critical and cultural awareness. We believe our work can 
inform other educators about engaging PSTs in authentic learning both in the field and in the 
college classroom, leading to greater self-awareness and instructional expertise in creating 
critical, culturally relevant learning experiences regardless of the grade or content being 
taught. 
 
Review of the Literature 
Early theorists as well as contemporary perspectives about race, culture, and social justice (Gay, 
2018) have informed our inquiry.  Dewey (1938) helped us understand that learning is inher-
ently social, and that people learn while engaged in meaningful work.  Similarly, Vygotsky 
(1986) showed us that teachers can help students reach their potential by making learning strate-
gic and visible, and collaborating meaningfully with other students to help them successfully 
accomplish a task. Our work is also grounded in sociocultural theory; that learning develops 
within multiple communities that serve specific purposes for participants as they construct vari-
ous discourses in their lives and take on new identities (Gee, 2003; Vygotsky, 1986; Wells, 
1999). 
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Wenger!s work has important implications for teacher education, continuing professional     devel-
opment, and sustaining and supporting emerging and developing teachers through participation 
in communities of practice. For example, professional behaviors develop within communities of 
practice such as a cohort of PSTs who stay together throughout a program. Within these com-
munities, participants engage in shared endeavors to accomplish goals and  construct identities 
in relation to those communities. In one course, the PSTs are invited to choose a #Hot Topic” 
about a critical aspect of teaching such as differentiating instruction; creating an inclusive lit-
erate environment to support all students in multicultural classrooms; integrating social justice 
into the curriculum; recognizing and addressing bias and micro-aggression when teaching; and 
other topics pertaining to race, class, and gender within an inclusive language arts and literacy 
curriculum. In another course, they also become #experts” and prepare short #Ted Talks” on a 
significant topic such as meeting the needs of English Language Learners, working with fami-
lies and communities, social emotional learning experiences, wellness, and the importance of 
creating curriculum that addresses significant social  issues such as marginalization, and gender 
or racial inequities. By #teaching” their topic to their classmates and facilitating critical conver-
sations, they are also using strategies for good discussions that they have learned and that they 
can implement in their future classrooms. 
 
Opportunities for engaging PSTs in teaching their classmates reinforce the course content  and 
provide insight from peer feedback. The responsibility of teaching becomes authentic and pur-
poseful and the shared discourse and critique around the presented topics provide further au-
thentic opportunities for formative feedback, raising critical questions, and enhancing the 
PSTs sense of responsibility for their own learning as well as their classmates. Through this 
kind of academic work, PSTs learn together while developing an identity of participation as 
educators, so that identity and learning support each other through transformative experiences 
that help students learn how to be and become professionals (Wenger, 1998). 
 
We have also learned from critical literacy theory that literacy and learning are not neutral–
that certain interests are always being served (Harste, 2007; Lewison et al., 2008; Vasquez, 
2003). It reveals the importance of helping students critique their world, examine their  beliefs, 
and explore new identities as they work to make a difference through social action (Leland and 
Harste, 2004). Taking a critical stance raises issues of power, inequality, social justice, and op-
pression in systems and relationships. Students learn to read between the lines and  to under-
stand what is not revealed–to question why and why not (Muhammad, 2018). PSTs are  en-
couraged to ask critical questions such as: whose interests are being served; whose voice is 
heard–or not heard; who is marginalized and why; what perspective is being privileged, and 
what can be done about it (Harste, 2007). Infusing these critical questions into our classroom 
discussions and debriefings helps PSTs begin to examine their own assumptions and raise their 
awareness of injustices in their lives and in the world, leading to opportunities for taking social 
action (Gee, 2000). 
 
Benson and Fiarman (2019) suggest that learning to talk about race is a skill that needs prac-
tice and that we need to help our PSTs recognize and understand how racial and cultural dif-
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ferences affect all life experiences at all ages. They stress the need for safe spaces and conver-
sations built on trusted relationships, similar to those within a community of practice, to dis-
cuss and address issues of racism. Finally, Wells (2002) reminds us of #"the critically im-
portant role of dialogic knowledge building in fostering the dispositions of caring, collabora-
tion, and critical inquiry that is at the heart of our vision of education” (205). Learning  from 
these theorists, our students are gaining the knowledge base necessary to support and sustain 
them as competent. professional educators. 
 
The Inquiry 
Our inquiry includes a continuing investigation of program content, discourse analysis,  instruc-
tional practices, engagements, field experiences, and significant self-reflection (faculty and 
PSTs). The elementary education program provides intentional and focused resources, strate-
gies, and learning experiences to help students become effective, critically conscious teachers 
who will remain in the profession over time. It has been challenging to build the background 
knowledge and instructional expertise needed to meet licensure standards and  program require-
ments while also immersing the PSTs in meaningful field experiences. 
 
Traditional theory/practice courses are typically designed to transmit course content about 
how to teach. Learning about what it means to teach is often left behind. As Kalantsis and 
Cope (2004) note, #Teaching that harnesses diversity and leads to learner transformation in-
volves a variety of knowledge processes that need to be made explicit and part of a teacher!s 
pedagogical  repertoire.” (Kalantsis and Cope, 2000, p.38). Their framework has helped us to 
more deeply explore the dynamics of teaching and student learning that occur in the  field as 
well as the transitions in PST understanding and confidence as they become more critically 
and culturally aware teachers. 
 
Our inquiry has included field journals documenting teaching experiences, insights, critical 
incidents, and wonderings. Small focus groups with volunteer students at the end of each      se-
mester as well as discussions during advising sessions have provided further insight across 
courses. Additionally, through analysis and reflection of recorded online class sessions (e.g. 
Zoom), we gained insight about ways to generate critical conversations among ourselves and 
with the PSTs as well as information about student learning, misunderstandings, and ques-
tions. The Cope and Kalantsis (2000) framework has also helped reveal patterns of instruc-
tion, examine critical conversations, and provide significant insights to guide our practice. 
Major patterns that emerged include an increased emphasis on student-focused rather than 
teacher- focused instruction; effectiveness of inquiry to generate engaged learning within 
units of study; and the positive impact of self-reflection. These insights and understandings 
have influenced our teaching and helped provide the PSTs with the knowledge, experience, 
and confidence to teach through engagement, inquiry, and investigation rather than relying on 
transmission of information. 
 
There are four interconnected components of the Cope and Kalantsis (2000) framework: situ-
ated practice, overt instruction, critical framing, and transformed practice. The following ex-
amples explain each part of the framework and illustrate ways in which they are intercon-
nected leading to transformed practices. Through situated practice, we bring the #new” content 
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together with the #known” as we work to connect the PSTs prior knowledge, life experiences, 
dreams, hopes, and expectations with a vision of becoming a culturally responsive educator in 
the 21st century with all its complexities and issues. We implement situated practice with the 
strategy of circle practice to help create a sense of community and connect prior experiences 
with content pedagogy. Circle practice provides opportunities for students to come together to 
share their feelings, solve problems, and build trusting relationships by supporting each other 
through positive affirmations and responses shared within the circle (Riestenberg, 2002). This 
process provides a safe place for helping students to get better acquainted at the beginning of a 
semester while developing collaborative relationships (Wachtel, 1999). As students sit in a 
circle, they can see each other without hierarchical positioning. Although best used in face-to-
face classes, it is also effective during online classes via Zoom. Simple questions like #Who 
was your favorite teacher and why?” or #What kind of teacher do you want to be and why?” 
help create spaces for discussion and risk-taking. Circle practice can happen any time to dis-
cuss ongoing issues, explore problems, or examine difficult situations. However, student re-
flections and our own field notes indicate that it has been most effective in establishing com-
munity, identifying common threads within course content, and revealing vulnerabilities that  
allow for honest discourse without pressure to be right or wrong. This circle practice is also a 
model for the PSTs to use with their future students as a strategy for creating democratic,  so-
cially just classrooms where all voices can be heard. 
 
Overt instruction emphasizes course content and the complexities and informed pedagogy  of 
teaching in order to provide knowledge, skills, and dispositions that are expected for teacher 
licensure. This direct instruction is significant, but it is most meaningful when students can 
see relevance, have choices of ways to participate within groups, opportunities for discourse 
and disagreement, and time to consider biases and taken for granted assumptions within the 
context of content and disciplinary study. Having established a community of practice ini-
tially through open discourse during circle practice, we have found that students are more 
willing to take responsibility for their learning through active engagement. By having oppor-
tunities to choose relevant topics related to course content, research information, collaborate 
with peers, and teach the topic to the class, the PSTs are experiencing the real work of teach-
ers in curriculum development, lesson planning, and using strategies to engage classmates in 
experiencing the content rather than passively taking notes and receiving information. Exam-
ples of active learning  include Hot Topics, TED Talks, demonstrations, and learning centers. 
PSTs participate in a final formative assessment of learning through the Appraisal Center ex-
perience at the end of specific courses (Silvers & Sarvis, 2020). 
 
Although all parts of the framework are important, we believe that the critical framing com-
ponent is the key to growth and identity transformation. Critical framing is actually an inte-
gral part of all our instruction and provides a bridge to transformed practice. Through critical 
framing, assumptions are challenged, marginalization is explored, micro-aggression is ana-
lyzed and deconstructed, and aspects of racism and culturally relevant teaching are examined. 
PSTs are                    challenged to reflect on how the language they use to teach impacts the identities of 
the children in their classrooms. They learn that language positions people in relation to each 
other, and begin  to recognize that they have the power to position the children in their class-
rooms as competent individuals who have agency to act and behave in socially and culturally 
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responsible ways, or to position them as passive learners who do not question or wonder why. 
As Johnson notes, #A teacher!s choice of words, phrases, metaphors, and interaction se-
quences invokes and assumes these and other ways of being a self and of being together in 
the classroom” (2015, p. 9). 
 
Through critical framing, the PSTs also learn about creating critical curriculum – to focus               on 
current events and critical incidents to contextualize curriculum content around issues of race, 
class, culture, and inequities. They learn about inquiry as a teaching tool to engage students in 
exploring topics of interest while learning more about course content. They are challenged to 
think about social and racial injustices in relation to students and their families, and start to 
recognize that they are becoming agents of change. The following example shows how a PST 
was able to change her actions, words, and behaviors to be a more responsive, critically aware 
educator (all names are pseudonyms).  
 
Sydney was fortunate to have Sheila for a mentor teacher. Sheila showed Sydney how she in-
cluded a critical perspective into her third grade curriculum about the environment (reduce, re-
use, recycle). Sydney helped a small inquiry group of students to research current environmen-
tal issues focused on the importance of recycling. As part of their inquiry project, Sydney and 
the students questioned the amount of food being thrown away in the lunchroom every day 
and she encouraged them to ask what they could do about it. Together, they read and re-
searched ways to make school lunches healthier and to recycle more effectively. Students be-
came very interested in investigating ways to recycle, to learn about neighborhoods that were 
designated #food deserts,” and to take action to help start a school recycling effort as well as 
starting a food drive to donate to area food pantries and raise awareness of food disparities in 
underserved communities. Through this experience, Sydney learned the value and importance 
of listening to the students, following their lead about what interested them within a unit of 
study, and then raising critical questions about their topic to engage the children in authentic 
learning that included relevant social issues. She realized that children enjoy learning when 
they are doing  important work and know that the results of their efforts can make a difference. 
Sydney also learned about effective teaching, about raising critical questions, and the im-
portance of critical framing of the curriculum to support her students! interests while learning 
curricular content. 
 
Transformed practice is the ultimate outcome and vision for our PSTs as they complete the 
teacher education program culminating in student teaching and move into their induction 
year(s) as beginning teachers. As part of this transformative process, we encourage reflections, 
discussions, and debriefing to highlight not only successes, but also cognitive dissonance per-
taining to difficulties, disappointments, and discouraging experiences. It is when lessons do 
not go well, unexpected experiences occur, children are struggling with classroom manage-
ment, and relationships do not go smoothly in the field that our PSTs are able to return to our 
University classroom community for deep reflection, discussion, growth, and transformation. 
Through coaching and guided practice, the PSTs come to understand that #teachers play a criti-
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cal  role in arranging the discursive histories from which these children speak. Talk is the cen-
tral tool of their trade. With it they mediate children!s activities, experiences, and help them 
make sense of learning, literacy, life and themselves” (Johnston, 2015, p. 4). 
 
In our class debriefing reflection about their field experiences, Jaime (pseudonym) recalled a 
significant time when working in her assigned 4th grade classroom. Her mentor teacher had 
asked her to work with a child named Krishna who had recently arrived from India. As a 
Latinx college student, Jaime thought she could help Krishna feel more comfortable by sharing 
that she, too, was originally from another country and spoke another language. But Krishna 
was unresponsive and Jaime felt like a failure in not being able to connect with him. A break-
through occurred when Jamie shared a book about Gandhi with Krishna. To her surprise, his 
affect quickly changed as he said, #That!s me!” She realized the importance of children seeing 
themselves and their cultures represented in books they could relate to. Over time, as Jaime 
was able to gain his trust, Krishna shared that he was often upset because the children did  not 
want to sit next to him; they said he #smelled funny.” Nobody had realized that the Indian 
spices used in his food gave off body odors that were unfamiliar to his classmates. Jaime initi-
ated circle time after lunch, and asked children to share special foods from their families. 
 
Krishna also shared what he had in his lunch box and offered #smells” to the children so they 
could learn to identify garlic and spices. Jaime learned the importance of getting to know a 
child,  to look beyond overt behaviors, to consider customs and cultures, and to ask questions 
and seek support. During our class discussions and peer feedback, she learned not to blame 
herself when a  learning engagement did not go well, but instead, to question why something 
was not working and to seek answers to solve the problem at hand. She learned to think of the 
child first and began to better understand the responsibilities of teaching and being a teacher. 
This small experience was transformative in helping Jaime learn more about herself, about 
meeting the needs of the children in the classroom, and about teaching. 
 
Through deep personal analysis and shared discourse embedded within the education program, 
we have seen our PSTs become more critically aware of their responsibility to nurture, sup-
port, and teach their children and to see themselves as culturally responsive adult role models. 
They understand that education is an active process of participation by everyone in the class-
room community and not just controlled by the teacher as the power broker and purveyor of 
knowledge. The PSTs learn that the children they teach have their own life experiences, needs, 
wants, and passions, and they seek to help the children design their life worlds while learning 
about their places within it. They begin to understand the importance of taking a critical stance 
and that critical education is necessary to foster human agency and social action. (Giroux, 
2010). 
 
As James Gee (2003) notes, #All learning in all semiotic domains requires identity work. 
It requires taking on a new identity and forming bridges from one!s old identities to the new 
one.” (51). Trying on different identities as one goes about the work of teaching helps our 
PSTs begin to imagine themselves as professional educators focused on social justice and cul-
turally relevant teaching. By the end of the program, student reflections and discussions reveal 
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that they  envision themselves as actual teachers able to make a difference in the lives of their 
students, families, and communities. 

Conclusion 

Our data show that PSTs are positively impacted when they are teaching in the field under su-
pervision and provided with opportunities to discuss, debrief, and explore critical questions 
back in the college classroom. When a lesson goes well (or not), when they are left alone to 
teach a lesson, or when a child is in crisis, they can see themselves as emerging professional ed-
ucators. When critical incidents occur or difficult questions are raised, they can  then draw from 
their learning about #healing-centered engagements” (Wilson and Richardson, 2020) to react 
and respond effectively. As a student reflected, #I had my lesson all prepared. I  thought I had 
planned for every aspect of the students!  learning when two things occurred. First, as part of a 
unit on Civil Rights, I had prepared a discussion and reading activity about Martin Luther 
King, Jr. When we began the discussion, all the students turned to look at the one African Amer-
ican student in the class. The student, Rachelle (pseudonym), became visibly upset and I wasn!t 
sure how to handle it. Because circle time was so effective in our college classroom,  I thought 
I!d ask the students to get into a circle and share what they knew and wanted to know more 
about MLK and the Black Lives Matter movement, creating a large KWL chart. I figured it 
would take the focus and pressure off Rachelle and give everyone time to recognize that they 
knew a lot about MLK and BLM. When it was Rachelle!s turn, she reluctantly shared that she 
was upset by everyone pointing to her when the subject of Civil Rights or the Black Lives Mat-
ter topic was discussed. She felt they were only noticing that she was black, and not an equal 
member of the class like everyone else. The rest of the class became completely silent, and then 
then responded to her in positive, supportive and accepting ways. Lesson learned: Do not avoid 
difficult situations but use the strength of the classroom community to work through tough ques-
tions and hard conversations. Everyone learns more that way.” (Student Reflection, 2021.) 
 
Our program content and embedded field work, supported by the supervision of professors and 
feedback from classroom teachers in partner schools provides a strong model to help the PSTs 
see themselves as emerging competent professionals. The Cope and Kalantsis curricular 
framework has provided a way to make our strategic teaching visible for critique and improve-
ment. The PSTs share with us in their journal reflections and classroom discussions that  
through their field experiences and college courses, they feel well prepared and confident to 
teach not only skills, but to embed socially, critically, and culturally responsive discussions, 
activities, and interactions within any given curriculum content. 
 
The challenge today is to continue to design and implement opportunities for our PSTs to              not 
only learn content, but to apply strategies to provide positive, productive learning environ-
ments, active engagement, inquiry, and culturally responsive education whether online, hybrid, 
or in real time with real students. During the COVID-19 pandemic, we have worked to embed 
virtual simulations along with videos, as well as connecting with mentor teachers who wel-
comed our PSTs to enter their classrooms virtually and engage with their children. We also 
worked with a funding partner who has established a #Power of Partnerships Tutoring Corps” 
of college students that continues to grow and strengthen. The Corps members work with 
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classroom  teachers and children in area school districts and are trained in using restorative jus-
tice practices and circle time while providing basic skills support. During their teaching/tutor-
ing of assigned children—both during the school day and for after school support, PSTs are 
encouraged to use the assessments and strategies they have learned to plan for instruction as 
they choose stories, projects, papers, and activities to engage the children meaningfully, even 
though virtually. 
 
Together with the classroom mentor teachers and University supervisors/professors, the 
Corps tutors work with students and their families to supplement or reinforce district curric-
ulum and                                 provide additional support especially in math and reading. 
 
Our inquiry has raised new questions to consider and issues to explore that will impact our 
teaching and PST learning in the coming years. These include examining ways in which 
PSTs grow into effective teachers especially when their classroom experiences and mentor-
ing are hybrid or online. Additionally, it will be important to evaluate the effectiveness of 
PSTs viewing and critiquing videos of effective teaching, as well as teaching virtual lessons 
to live avatars in a simulation lab. Focus groups and self-reflections continue to be helpful 
in analyzing  ways in which PSTs are developing a sense of professionalism and teaching 
competencies as well as gaining greater understanding of their own emerging awareness of 
culturally responsive teaching. 
  
We believe that with a strong educational foundation enhanced by critical framing, regard-
less of the platform for teaching—whether face-to-face or virtual—PSTs will be better pre-
pared to provide their students with culturally responsive, inclusive learning experiences 
leading to more informed individuals who have a strong sense of social responsibility and 
an eagerness to make a positive difference in the world. In the process, we continue to work 
toward  our goal of supporting PSTs to become successful teachers who have the self-confi-
dence, skills, and strategies to raise critical awareness of social issues and understand the 
importance of agency for their students and families, as well as for themselves. 
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Text 
Over the last few years, there have been many calls to re-imagine schools. These recurring calls 
for reconceptualization of schools only intensified during the pandemic: What might schools look 
like post pandemic? How can we re-conceptualize schools and move away from antiquated prac-
tice that was initially built based on an agrarian society that had to address the influx of immi-
grants who were diverse in culture and language? The initial iteration of schooling in the United 
States was focused on the melting-pot ideology of assimilating immigrant and indigenous stu-
dents into a mythical American ideology. The original system wasn!t concerned with respecting 
the identity of the child. In this article, I provide a set of “provocations” for educators to consider 
in their own learning spaces. 
 
This past summer, I was asked to consider the question: How might classroom environments pro-
mote social justice and equity? My philosophy of the classroom environment draws inspiration 
from the Reggio Emilia philosophy that centers around the identity and image of the child as ca-
pable of being a protagonist or an active co-collaborator in their learning. In this approach, the 
child comes to the classroom full of experiences and ready to learn. Too often, educators have 
adopted what Paulo Freire (1970) termed the #banking model of education.” In this model chil-
dren are seen as empty vessels waiting to be filled by teacher wisdom and knowledge. Recently 
this deficit thinking is evidenced in the myriad discussions about the alleged learning loss of 
children during the pandemic. In fact, learning does not cease to occur because school is not in 
session. Perhaps more accurately, learning happens despite schooling.  
 
In the outdated, traditional model of schooling, the role of the teacher is constrained in the learn-
ing process. Teachers are also learners, their roles larger and more dynamic than simply to “de-
liver information,” at times with a tightly scripted curriculum. The aforementioned model ig-
nores the complexities of learning. Knowledge and understanding are not finite, deliverable com-
modities, rather knowledge and understanding are built through relationship. The optimal learn-
ing environment is one that provokes the thought, wonder, and curiosity of both children and 
teachers. We should finally bury the notion of knowledge as a commodity. Conversely, 
knowledge as a process of interaction and learning is a construction of meaning maps that help 
us understand reality (Bruner, 1979). The Reggio philosophy is based upon the image of a child 
as capable, strong, and having rights rather than needs (Edwards, et. al., 1993). The problem that 
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education faces is that we must rid ourselves of the image of the child who must be created, to 
embrace an image of children who construct themselves in relation with others—teachers, peers, 
and the environment (Malaguzzi, 2016). The former model lends itself to the use of a predeter-
mined curriculum; the latter is based on an emergent curriculum.  
 
Social justice is about recognizing and acknowledging the identity of the children and youth with 
whom educators work. A school should be open to learning about, not only the identity of the 
child, but also that of the group of children, the school, the teacher, the parent, and the commu-
nity. Too often, assumptions are made just by looking at a child, or by reviewing records without 
listening to the child. We can take inspiration from the Reggio approach that is #based on listen-
ing rather than speaking” (Rinaldi, 1993, p. 103). Active listening is a key concept in this educa-
tional project that includes the recurring process of observation, documentation, reflection, and 
relaunching. Once a teacher understands the identity of the child as competent, only then can one 
focus on the environment, which is integral to the approach. As such, the role of the teacher 
shifts from curriculum planner to creator of the environment (Edwards and Gandini, 2015). The 
environment should be set up to provoke wonder, curiosity, and creative thinking (Haigh & 
Reyes, 2018). It should be an invitation for children to engage with other children and adults as 
they explore their ideas and build understanding. This recognizes and supports the notion of the 
child and the teacher as co-collaborators, co-investigators, and co-learners. The identity of the 
children, families, educators, and community should be central in the organization of the learning 
environment.  
 
Provocations for educators to consider: 
 

• What are your beliefs about the image of the child, teacher, parent, and community? 
• Are these beliefs reflected in your interactions, the materials that you provide, and the 

learning environment that you organize? 
• Does the learning environment support the capability and potentiality of the child? 
• Does the environment provoke and sustain learning through a balance of comfort and 

stimulation? 
• Does the learning environment support the child in making connections between what 

they already know to the world around them such as the natural world, people, and 
places? 

• Does the environment support the child’s learning in the areas of academic, physical, so-
cial, emotional, and creative thinking? 

 
My purpose is to invite educators to abandon the narrative of education that focuses on the child 
as the subject of learning as a passive participant and instead to consider a narrative in which the 
identities of the child, parent, teacher, and are acknowledged and celebrated. 
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Abstract 

Taking inventory of the decades of abolitionist teaching and critical race theory in education, this 
article defines the explicit instructional strategies to create a socially just, culturally relevant edu-
cational experience for all students. Using specific instructional strategies to focus on the democ-
ratization of classroom space for high-quality educational experiences across our nation’s class-
rooms, educators must complete their own introspective and transformational paradigm shift 
around socially constructed identities and positionality, focusing on the self in relation to their 
students. Educator preparation programs and professional development for in-service teachers 
must support an educator paradigm shift and development of a critical praxis for teaching.  So-
cially just educators apply explicit strategies to democratize the classroom, empower students, 
and minimize social inequity. This article outlines the need for the development of a critical 
praxis for educators, and the research-based instructional strategies to affirm student identities, 
build a community of learners, and cultivate leadership within learning communities for teacher 
candidates and in-service teachers.  

Review of Relevant Research 
Beginning with Paulo Freire’s groundbreaking work, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970), this au-
thor builds on the works of critical race scholars to bring theory into classroom application. Glo-
ria Ladson-Billings brought critical race scholarship into the field of education with her vital re-
search on Black educators that are successful in teaching Black children (Ladson- Billings, 
1995). Her years of research identified the application of a culturally relevant and socially just 
pedagogy into an educational institution founded in white supremacy. Bell hooks expounded on 
the work of Freire and Billings with her pivotal work, Teaching to Transgress (1994). Hooks of-
fered strategies to remove the top-down authoritarian classroom structure and replace it with a 
community of learners in a democratized space. Both Howard (2006) and Gay (2010) combine 
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these scholars’ ideas and offer in-service teachers research-based instructional strategies to move 
public education into a more dynamic, multi-layered, and inclusive space. Tatum’s work with ra-
cial identity development (2007) extended the work of previous scholars by identifying cognitive 
processes young people experience through maturation in developing a self-identity.  Both Love 
(2019) and Jones (2020), our most current scholars, are transforming these theories into contem-
porary strategies layered with the emotional impact of current events. Bettina Love’s work 
within the abolitionist framework brings a culturally relevant pedagogy into the 21st century. 
Denisha Jones incorporates the principles of the Black Lives Matter movement into curricula and 
a pedagogical approach to teaching all students. Building on the work of these scholars, the au-
thor incorporates research-based instructional strategies to support the critical teaching of teacher 
candidates in educator preparation programs and for professional development of in-service 
teachers and administrators at schools nationwide. 
 
A Critical Praxis for Socially Just Educators 
“Social justice is both a goal and a process. The goal of social justice is equal participation of 
all groups in a society that is mutually shaped to meet their needs… in which distribution of re-
sources is equitable and all members are physically and psychologically safe and secure. Social 
Justice involves social actors who have a sense of their own agency as well as a sense of respon-
sibility toward and with others, their society, and the broader world in which we live. These con-
ditions are not only for our own society but also for every society in our interdependent global 
community.”  (bell hooks, 2007) 
 
Bell hooks’ definition of social justice is the perfect application for classrooms.  Her definition of 
social justice being both a goal and a process is important in understanding that the process is as 
important as the result, as we may never live within a society that is completely equitable with 
justice being the goal of every institution, group, and individual. Collectively, socially just edu-
cators are always working towards this ideal within public education. Principles that guide the 
work of socially just educators focus on the process of obtaining social justice. Our classrooms 
become micro-societies where social justice is obtainable within those walls because the educa-
tor, as a “social actor,” understands their own positionality and agency and a sense of responsi-
bility towards their students (hooks, 2007). Paulo Freire addressed this concept of critical praxis 
in his work, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970). He maintained that critical praxis requires both 
an awareness of social inequity and an action plan for how educators may disrupt the current sta-
tus quo of inequity and establish a democratized classroom space inclusive of all and intention-
ally removing identity contingencies plaguing students with marginalized social identities. Edu-
cator preparation programs must develop the critical praxis for future educators to meet bell 
hooks’ goal. Understanding of the critical consciousness within an educator preparation program 
is essential to creating high quality educational experiences for all students.  For many educators’ 
preparation programs the content around social inequity, privilege, and oppression is limited to 
one foundational course and for in-service teachers it is often an elective professional develop-
ment opportunity (Taylor, Gillborn, Billings, 1997; Howard, 2006; Gay 2010).   
 
Educators much like all members of American society have a lived experience full of racism and 
oppression. According to the US Department of Education report: “The State of Racial Diversity 
in Educator Workforce Summary of Findings,” 80% of teachers are white females and principals 
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are 80% white males (USDE, 2016). This indicates that their lived experience includes more ex-
periences of white racial privilege and being protected from institutional oppression than their 
more diverse students.  According to the American Civil Liberties Union Civil Rights Project re-
port in 2018, for the first time in American history there are more students of color in public edu-
cation than white students (ACLU, 2018). This causes a cultural mismatch within those class-
room spaces. Normalized practices within schools institutionalize the values, habits, and Euro-
centric perspectives of the white race, thereby creating an inequitable power dynamic within 
public education. For educators to minimize the privilege and oppression within their class-
rooms, the focus must be on their own transformational work around implicit bias, institutional 
racism, and positionality (Howard, 2006, Gay, 2010). Foundational education courses must initi-
ate this transformation for teacher candidates by supporting their learning through creation of a 
critical praxis. One course within a program will not suffice for a paradigm shift. In response, 
many states have passed laws, like Illinois House Bill 3869 which amends the School Code to 
require in-service training for school personnel, including “training on civil rights and in cultural 
diversity, including racial and ethnic sensitivity and implicit racial bias.” Illinois is one of thirty-
two states to adopt this legislation (IL, HB 3869, 2017). Extensive professional development af-
ter licensure is needed for in-service educators to continue their introspective work around their 
own socializations. 
 
For educators, there are four guiding principles to providing a socially just educational experi-
ence for students. An intersectional disciplinary conceptual framework assists educators in 
providing a well-rounded education with a critical pedagogy. This would include deconstructing 
power dynamics within the curricula to explicitly teach socially constructed identities and the 
privileges attached to certain groups at the behest of others. Within this deconstruction is a set of 
interactive and experiential instructional strategies that connect the content to the lived experi-
ences of the students (Tatum, 2007). This is explicitly de-centering whiteness within the set cur-
ricula to give space for the narrative of the marginalized identities that were harmed by the ac-
tions and/or privileges of the dominant group (Jones, 2020).  In the explicit teaching of the power 
dynamic an emphasis is placed on the persistent nature of social inequity. It illuminates the harm 
caused when one group is privileged over another. This level of critical instruction empowers 
students to develop a critical analysis necessary to understand their own socialization and institu-
tional structural features (Tatum, 2007). Through the awareness of the educators’ own positional-
ity, they begin to demonstrate to students how in turn to acknowledge their positionality and how 
it influences their own worldview.  
 
In Beverly Tatum’s, Can We Talk About Race? And Other Conversations in an Era of School 
Resegregation (2007) and bell hook’s “Teaching to Transgress: Education as a Practice of Free-
dom” (1994), each scholar discusses the necessary components for democratizing the classroom 
space and assisting students in the development of their own critical consciousness through a so-
cial justice educational framework. This begins with promoting the importance of affirming 
identities within classroom spaces. Referencing the lack of diversity within the educational pro-
fession, the authors point out that many students have a poignant loss of role models who share 
their race and ethnicity.  Students need to see themselves reflected in the world around them, 
within the curriculum, among the faculty and staff, and in their peer group to avoid feelings of 
invisibility or marginality that result in an undermining of student success (hooks, 1994; Tatum, 
2007). Out of the three million teachers in the US, only about 15% are of color and less than 
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7.5% are Black** (USDE, 2016). Therefore, it is up to all educators to know who their students 
are by their social identities and reflect a story that resonates with students within the curriculum. 
It is instrumental that educators ask students who they are. Educators should not assume that they 
know their students’ life stories based on the educator’s own socialization. Educators should ask 
students what they want from their education and convey a fundamental belief that they can get 
there through the development of their intellect and their critical capacity to think. Affirming 
identity is an effective way to engage students in their own learning and development. 
 
Another foundational principle applied to a socially just classroom is building a community of 
learners—a school community in which everyone has a sense of belonging, a community in 
which there are shared norms and values as well as a sense of common purpose that unites its 
members. This community must reflect multi-gender, multi-ethnic, multi-racial collaborations 
within the context of social learning and community building (hooks, 1994; Tatum, 2007). The 
educator must strategically apply interventions to minimize stereotypical threats in the learning 
environment and discuss the power of socialization and implicit bias. In addition, minimizing 
identity contingencies in the learning environment will allow students once marginalized to feel 
seen and empowered. Stereotypes and identity contingencies can alter human behavior and close 
off relationship connections vital to learning. For example, the only white male in an African 
American History class might be inhibited to engage in class or ask question for fear of being 
seen as a racist or ignorant to the Black American experience. For this student, learning has 
ceased because identity contingencies have him closed off to learning. It is vital for the educator 
to remove these contingencies by speaking to them and explicitly altering the conversation to 
minimize common stereotypes and biases. One can do this by deconstructing the stereotype to 
highlight the failed logic. The most effective strategy for educators is to democratize the learning 
space. Remove the top-down authoritarian structure and allow students voice, choice, and leader-
ship within the classroom. The educator must step back and facilitate learning through scaffolded 
lessons that allow students self-direction and collaboration (hooks, 1994). 
 
Educators are responsible for cultivating leadership within each student drawing on the student’s 
strengths and teaching alternative paths to areas of improvement. The educator models the role 
of education in preparing citizens for active participation in a democracy under the assumption 
that leadership comes from all parts of the community (hooks, 1994; Tatum, 2007). Leadership 
in the 21st century requires the ability to interact effectively with people from backgrounds dif-
ferent from one’s own, an ability that requires life experience drawing on one’s own positionality 
and an understanding of the power dynamics within a given context (Love, 2019). Educators fa-
cilitate leadership in student collaborations by strategically selecting students with marginalized 
identities for unstereotypical specific roles. For example, giving the gender expressed male stu-
dents the role of scribe while the female expressed role is one of task manager. Offering these 
opportunities to switch the socialized power dynamic creates space for inclusion.  
 
Educators who are socially just explicitly demonstrate the following attributes within their teach-
ing practice.  These educators develop a critical consciousness and foster the development of 
awareness of the social factors that create oppression in order to minimize oppression in the 
classroom (Freire, 1970). In turn, these educators instill a critical consciousness and praxis 
within the students they serve (Howard, 2006; Gay, 2010; Love, 2019). Within curricula, educa-
tors must deconstruct binaries and offer the spectrum of options for students to consider (Jones, 
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2020). Within the curriculum, drawing on counter-narratives gives voice to those harmed by the 
interest convergence of the group in power (Gay, 2010; Love, 2019). Beginning the story of 
America with the arrows of the Indigenous brings about a different perspective on the founding 
of our country.  Educators must analyze power dynamics within the context of their content to 
bring about the critical consciousness of the classroom in highlighting the distinct social inequity 
that arises from policy and law (Taylor, Gillborn, Billings, 1997; Jones, 2020). Within the power 
dynamic, educators must point out interest convergences and map out the impact of privilege on 
those without such interest convergences (Taylor, Gillborn, Billings, 1997).  
 
In the 21st century, educators must make global connections and discuss the impact of global 
economies.  Through collaborative learning and creative problem solving, educators must facili-
tate the building of coalitions and solidarity within the classroom and school communities. Edu-
cators can bring together multiple ways of understanding the world through collaborative learn-
ing groups that are multi-ethnic, multi-gender, and multi-racial (Gay, 2010). Following the lead-
ership of oppressed people is a way educators can model “allyship” to students within the class. 
Often people with the most marginalized identities fill the roles of cafeteria worker, recess aide, 
bus driver, and custodian within the school community.  Modeling allyship by ensuring their 
voices are included in school decisions, professional development, and school climate surveys 
democratizes the learning space (Taylor, Gillborn, Billings, 1997; Gay, 2010; Jones, 2020). Fi-
nally, educators must be accountable and responsible allies to all students.  Ensuring that student 
voices are equally empowered and heard within the learning community is vital to democratizing 
classrooms (Howard, 2006; Jones, 2020). 

 
Conclusion 
The educational community must honor the lived experiences, social identities, and power dy-
namics within society that impact their students. No longer can schools normalize the idea that 
students are “blank slates” that educators fill with knowledge. Instead, schools must recognize 
the positionality of each student and strive to connect the curriculum to them. Educators must 
forgo the idea that students will adapt to the norms of a Eurocentric and white supremacist public 
education and instead offer an educational experience that reflects the students and families they 
serve. It’s been decades since Brown v Board of Education and schools are more segregated now 
than before this landmark Supreme Court decision and race-based disproportionate outcomes are 
widening.  Schools must adapt to the cultural filters that students bring into the educational envi-
ronment in order to improve educational outcomes, minimize social inequity, and support a more 
inclusive future.  
 
*bell hooks has made a conscious choice to keep her name lower case. 
** This author makes the choice to capitalize Black and lower-case white as acknowledgment of  
the centuries of marginalization of Black people and their histories.  
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Abstract 
Social emotional learning (SEL) has emerged as an educational priority over the last fifty years, 
but SEL’s intersections with equity and anti-racism are still being conceptualized.  As schools 
strive to dismantle systemic racism, deficit framing of student SEL skills persists, devoid of un-
derstanding regarding what marginalized students experience in schools that are steeped in 
Whiteness.  As SEL is redefined with an equity lens, SEL goals of healthy identities, managing 
emotions, and achieving goals must acknowledge marginalized students’ lived experiences of 
racism.  Positive outcomes associated with SEL are well documented; marginalized students de-
serve SEL tools as levers of personal development and anti-racism.  A mixed methods study of 
triangulated data from four intervention programs indicated SEL factors of particular signifi-
cance for a population disproportionately represented by marginalized students (Black/Latinx, 
Hispanic/Latino, Low-income): relationship-building, conflict management & adapting to chal-
lenging contexts, self-confidence & advocacy, and attention to student experience (including 
connectedness & values). These SEL elements align well to the unique challenges of navigating 
inequities, marginalization and racism.  Culturally transformative SEL embraces the lived expe-
rience of marginalized students, supporting their assets to realize potential. 
 
Introduction 
As schools strive to dismantle systemic racism, deficit framing persists, devoid of an understand-
ing of what marginalized students experience in schools steeped in Whiteness.  Unique skills are 
required to navigate inequities and racial battle fatigue, yet opportunity gaps are framed as stu-
dent achievement gaps and SEL deficits.  In order to leverage SEL assets as a tool of anti-racism, 
the history of SEL must be examined--acknowledging its path of privilege to embracing anti-rac-
ism--and the intersection of SEL and marginalized students must be explored, including research 
suggesting particular SEL factors of benefit to marginalized populations. 
 
SEL’s History 
The meaning and history of social emotional learning (SEL) has evolved over the last five dec-
ades, with origins traced to establishment in 1969 of the Yale Child Study Center School Devel-
opment Program by child psychiatrist James P. Comer.  The actual term SEL has its origins in 
the 1980s/1990s under Maurice Elias and Roger Weissberg who were among the founders of the 
Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) in 1994.  Daniel 
Goleman’s work on emotional intelligence brought further notoriety to SEL at the turn of the 
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century, and, by 2004, Illinois became the first state in the nation to adopt PK-12 social emo-
tional standards for instruction based largely on the CASEL model.  Since that time, 29 states 
have adopted SEL guidelines, 14 have PK-12 standards, and all 50 have PK standards/competen-
cies (CASEL, n.d.).  Significantly, in 2015, with the Every Student Succeeds Act, the federal 
government allowed funding streams to support SEL work.  Only recently, in 2020, did CASEL 
revise its framework to more actively address marginalization, noting its revisions affirm “the 
identities, strengths and experiences of all children, including those who have been marginalized 
in our education systems” (Niemi, 2020, p.1).  Though SEL elements such as social awareness 
included promotion of diverse perspectives, it is only recently that marginalization and skills for 
addressing inequity were explicitly acknowledged. 
 
SEL Defined 
Yet what does social emotional learning reference? SEL has been defined by CASEL as, “the 
process through which all young people and adults acquire and apply the knowledge, skills and 
attitudes to develop healthy identities, manage emotions and achieve personal and collective 
goals, feel and show empathy for others, establish and maintain supportive relationships, and 
make responsible and caring decisions” (CASEL, 2020, “What is SEL” Para. 1). Rutgers Uni-
versity’s Social Emotional & Character Development (SECD) Lab similarly defines social-emo-
tional and character development as involving “the capacity to recognize and manage emotions, 
solve problems effectively, take others’ perspectives, and establish positive, empathic relation-
ships with others” (Rutgers, n.d., SECD Home page, Section “How do we prepare our children”).  
Noteworthy among these definitions is that social emotional learning is not identified as fixed 
traits but as skills that can be learned and developed. The CASEL definition specifically empha-
sizes SEL as a process (CASEL, n.d.). Similarly, the Economic Policy Institute (EPI) defines the 
domain as “socio-emotional or behavioral characteristics that are not fixed traits of personality” 
but can be nurtured (Garcia, 2014, p. 6). 
 
Controversy across the socio-political context has surrounded these definitions of SEL.  SEL has 
been criticized as too often implemented in a manner devoid of the realities of students’ lives, 
lives which are often steeped in inequities and injustice (Simmons et al., 2018). SEL can perpetu-
ate a narrative of inferiority if the structures of inequity are not unpacked responsibly in the con-
text of instruction; in fact, Simmons warns, SEL can become “white supremacy with a hug” 
(Madda, 2019, Para 11).  
 
In 2020, CASEL added articulation of its commitment to equity to its definition and framework 
largely due to these criticisms, clearly explaining SEL as a lever for equity on its website (CA-
SEL, SEL as a Lever for Equity sec, 2021).  Yet these specific revisions inflamed conservative 
backlash with the result labeled leftist propaganda and “anti-White racism” (Robbins, 2021, p.1). 
School environment and stakeholders shape SEL implementation and determine its likelihood of 
centering White norms and racism or centering each student’s lived experience and personal de-
velopment. Though SEL is defined clearly, the reality of SEL in each school, must be recognized 
as disparate.  Nevertheless, SEL has the potential to be grounded in anti-racism and implemented 
in a manner that empowers the marginalized. 
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The Opportunity Gap 
In achieving the goal of empowering the marginalized, an understanding of the problematic asso-
ciation between marginalized populations and the achievement gap must be acknowledged.  
Achievement gap has been used to indicate the significant differences in achievement measures 
prevalent between Whites and Latinos, Whites and African-Americans, students in poverty and 
wealth, children of parents with low formal education and greater formal education, and native 
English speakers and English learners (Carter & Welner, 2013).  While the achievement gap fo-
cuses on academic discrepancies, investigation of the opportunity gap shifts attention to inputs—
"to the deficiencies in the foundational components of societies, schools, and communities” that 
produce significant differences (Carter & Welner, 2013, p.3). Shifting terminology matters as ra-
cial achievement gap elicited lower levels of issue prioritization than phrases like racial inequal-
ity in educational outcomes (Quinn et al., 2019), and can perpetuate deficit orientations of racial 
and cultural variations impacting outcomes (Harry & Klingner, 2007). The opportunity gap indi-
cates a responsibility on the part of the school to reframe education to centering all student lives, 
a responsibility to confront and address marginalization.  When SEL is embraced as a process of 
ongoing lifelong development rather than a norm defined by dominant privileged culture and 
when opportunity gaps for marginalized students are addressed in conjunction with SEL devel-
opment, an asset orientation can be adopted that supports marginalized students’ ability to navi-
gate inequities and realize potential. 
 
SEL & Student Achievement 
Perhaps the most compelling data regarding the relationship between SEL and student perfor-
mance can be found in four meta-analyses of SEL programs which support SEL’s relationship to 
positive student outcomes. Two of these meta-analyses (Durlak et al., 2011; Wiglesworth et al., 
2016) were focused on SEL program studies, and two meta-analyses (Sklad et al., 2012; Taylor 
et al., 2017) were focused on long-term data related to SEL outcomes. 
 
A meta-analysis of over 213 school-based (K-12) SEL programs (Durlak et al., 2011) indicated 
that SEL programs were associated with an academic gain of 11%, as well as improved stress 
levels and school behavior. SEL programs increased “prosocial behaviors and reduced conduct 
and internalizing problems” (Durlak et al., 2011, p. 417). Students experienced increased SEL 
skills, positive attitudes, positive social behaviors, academic achievement, decreased conduct 
problems, and lower emotional distress (Mahoney et al., 2018).  Another meta-analysis 
(Wigelsworth et al., 2016) examined eighty-nine SEL programs, reporting positive social emo-
tional skills, pro-social behaviors, academic achievement, and emotional competence and a de-
crease in emotional distress and conduct problems.   
 
A look at long-term effects of SEL programs included a 2012 meta-analysis of 75 studies at least 
seven months after the SEL program ended (Sklad et al., 2012). This analysis indicated a de-
crease in anti-social behavior and a positive impact on self-image, academic achievement, mental 
health, and substance abuse (Sklad et al., 2012).  In 2017, another a meta-analysis of long-term 
effects examined almost 100,000 students (K-12) in 82 different programs (38 of the studies 
were outside the US) six months to eighteen years after the program’s end (Taylor et al., 2017). 
This study indicated students in an SEL program performed better in social emotional skills and 
indicators of well-being regardless of race, SES, or location (Taylor et al., 2017).  Graduation 
and safe sexual behaviors were positively impacted as long term follow-up benefits (Taylor et 
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al., 2017). This study reinforced the positive impact of SEL on vulnerable populations over-rep-
resented in identification of students experiencing underperformance. 
 
School Success & Marginalization 
While research indicates that SEL has a positive impact on many indicators of success, a reverse 
association has been suggested between low SEL skills and low performance. Low SEL quali-
ties, such as disaffection, alienation, and lack of commitment, can correlate with discipline and 
dropping-out (Zins et al., 2007). Some researchers have indicated a relationship between difficul-
ties with behavior and emotional control with students from low-socioeconomic status (SES), as-
serting they had “more difficulty regulating their emotions and behavior in comparison to their 
wealthier counterparts” (Evans & Rosenbaum, 2008, p. 504).  Dymnicki attributed poor aca-
demic performance to an inability to surmount social, emotional and mental health barriers 
(Dymnicki, et al.,2013).  Students from lower SES families are often viewed as less able or as 
having more difficulty controlling their emotions and behaviors, leading to less school success 
(Ratcliff et all, 2016). Noteworthy, is that this reflects practitioner perspectives without correlat-
ing evidence of accuracy. Unfortunately, research indicates that school communities don’t ad-
dress the need to create a sense of student belongingness and, in fact, might even undermine stu-
dent experiences (Osterman, 2000).   
 
SEL programs should not presume that the student’s lack of manifested SEL skills in schools is 
based on a lack of its existence as an asset.  The SEL skill may not have been exhibited as an as-
set within the environmental framework of the school system, which may be due to many socio-
cultural reasons. For example, a student may be demonstrating responsibility in a multi-faceted 
manner in the home environment without demonstrating it within a school environment where 
the student feels marginalized and devalued. The SEL asset exists but has not been employed for 
success in the school context. Dymnicki notes that “students with comprehensive SEL program-
ming characterized by safe, caring, and well-managed learning environments and instruction in 
SEL skills” can overcoming the barriers associated with underperformance (Dymnicki et al., 
2013, p. 5), but the obligation rests with the school systems to create that environment.  SEL 
skills such as motivation, self-management, goal setting, and engagement can be addressed in a 
purposeful and holistic manner to increase effectiveness (Zins et al., 2007). Schools can disrupt 
stereotypes of students experiencing underperformance, addressing inequities, and develop stu-
dent SEL assets to promote increased achievement.  
 
The Aspen Institute (2018) released a brief urging an equity lens be adopted hand-in-hand with 
SEL as complimentary priorities. The brief noted the need for equitable education “irrespective 
of race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, language, disability, family background, family in-
come, citizenship, or tribal status” (Aspen Institute, 2018, p. 1). In order to make individual, in-
stitutional, and societal level shifts, educators need to build on students’ cognitive, social and 
emotional competencies, confront inequities, foster positive school cultures, and engage fami-
lies/communities (Aspen Institute, 2018).  
 
SEL Factors to Leverage 
The interrogation of which SEL factors to leverage for the positive development of marginalized 
students can benefit from a case study conducted with four intervention programs.   Utilizing 
chain sampling, four during-the-day intervention programs were identified to determine if any 
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particular SEL factors were noteworthy for positive student development.  Students in the inter-
vention programs were disproportionately marginalized students (Black/African American, His-
panic/Latinx, and/or low-SES).  Using an emergent multi-method sequential triangulation design 
(Denzin, 2010) data was collected via document analysis of the program descriptors, interviews 
of the program coordinators regarding what particularly served student development, and surveys 
of SEL elements the educators identified as particularly significant to student development. The 
triangulation of results increased the “scope, depth, and consistency” (Flick, 2002, p. 227) of re-
sults rather than validating them, providing a basis for transferability rather than generalized re-
sults. 
 
Data from the study indicated that intervention programs were focused on academic skills with 
little SEL emphasis.  What SEL was present in program design was focused on cognitive regula-
tion skills such as organization, an area closely associated with academic achievement. Though 
program coordinators noted the value of executive functioning skills, they indicated in both inter-
views and surveys that other SEL skills were even more significant to the development of this 
student population.   Relationship-building, conflict management & adapting to challenging con-
texts, self-confidence & advocacy, and attention to student experience (including connectedness 
& values) were identified as particularly significant to the positive development of students ex-
periencing underperformance.  These SEL elements align well to the unique challenges of navi-
gating inequities and marginalization.   
 
Findings from this study, though not generalizable, encourage consideration of how to center 
marginalized students’ experience.  Rather than SEL serving as another marker of a White-cen-
tered experience in schools, marginalized students benefit from learning the SEL skills needed to 
navigate the realities of inequities, such as advocacy, adapting to challenging contexts, and con-
flict management.  The study suggests marginalized students benefit from an opportunity to con-
nect with others who acknowledge their lived experiences and relationships where they are cen-
tered.  Even the opportunity for teachers in the study to learn more about the students and talk to 
other teachers about them was noted as important in the building of connection, an opportunity to 
pay attention to their students otherwise on the margins.   
 
This study surfaces considerations and opportunities when developing SEL skills in schools.  
SEL has the power to be a tool of anti-racism if centered on the lived experience of students.  
Moreover, it must recognize the collateral damage of racism and the unique burdens marginal-
ized students must navigate amidst systems steeped in White normativism.   
 
Racial Battle Fatigue 
Racial battle fatigue helps to capture the unique SEL challenges marginalized students navigate 
in White-centered systems.  The term “racial battle fatigue” was coined in 2008 by critical race 
theorist William Smith and references the cumulative effect of race-related stress responses due 
to distressing mental and emotional conditions: the burden of dismissive, demeaning, insensitive 
and/or hostile racial environments and individuals (Smith, 2004, p. 180).  Micro-aggressions, 
White normative references in instruction, curriculum materials excluding one’s cultural contri-
butions and legacy, stereotypes, low assumptions regarding a student’s aspirations or trajectory, 
pressure to represent an entire race or culture, and the constant stress of feeling “othered” or un-
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seen lead to unique SEL challenges for marginalized students.  Schools not only fail to help mar-
ginalized students with the SEL skills necessary to bear the burdens of racial battle fatigue, but 
fail to even acknowledge the SEL burdens of experiences with systemic racism.  Even worse, 
marginalized students’ SEL strengths go unrecognized in much the same way that the achieve-
ment gap is used to frame the opportunity gap.  SEL becomes yet another tool in the discrediting 
of marginalized students, another tool of racism.  This does not have to be the case.  SEL can be 
an anti-racism lever aiding student realization of potential if the SEL burdens of racism and mar-
ginalization are not left ignored but rather are central to SEL development. 
 
A Call to Schools 
Schools must commit to SEL as a lever of anti-racism.  This includes acknowledgment of the 
racism permeating our schools and the marginalization of students, regardless of intent.   Though 
schools should commit to eradicating racism, that must be in conjunction with the acknowledg-
ment that students are currently being “minoritized” in our schools.  SEL must be centered on 
their lived experiences, helping them navigate the inequities that inevitably persist despite inten-
tions.  Equity considerations--particularly in light of marginalization--and the importance of be-
ing seen are significant to positive student development. The intersection of relational skills and 
self-identity are also important SEL skills for positive outcomes for students. Moreover, when 
schools attempt to address the opportunity gap, the targeted development of SEL skills important 
to navigating inequities is worthy of consideration rather than solely focusing on academic skill 
development. 
 
Culturally Transformative SEL 
Culturally transformative SEL centers equity in its approach to SEL, capitalizing on its ability to 
cultivate belonging, identity, agency, engagement, and SEL assets (Jagers et al., 2019).   It pro-
motes skills for creating communities, enables courageous conversations across differences and 
confronts hate and injustice (Simmons, 2019). To achieve this, culturally transformative SEL 
nourishes supportive relationships with adults, self-efficacy, empowerment, and environments 
that monitor student needs for nurturing and well-being (Darling-Hammond & Cook-Harvey, 
2018).  Perhaps most essential to marginalized students, culturally transformative SEL promotes 
a self-regulation that is paired with self-advocacy as students navigate inequity and adversity 
(Darling-Hammond & Cook-Harvey, 2018). 
 
Schools need to adopt strategies that foster a culture of belonging for all students. Teachers 
should adopt asset-based approaches to cultivating culturally transformative SEL in the class-
room as well as an emphasis on relational development. Moreover, deficit framing of SEL must 
stop.  Rather, assets need to be identified as the building block for development. Resisting the 
tendency to emphasize SEL narrowly as academic attributes will promote the development of 
crucial relationships.  These connections allow educators to learn from each student, particularly 
those with different lived experiences, centering the student from the margins. 
 
School also has an obligation to interrogate how the school sends implicit messaging that certain 
students are not the ones that matter.  SEL is not a panacea that makes racist school systems 
more palatable, rather, SEL has potential to serve as a lever of anti-racism if part of a broader 
commitment to dismantling racism in the very fabric of our school systems.  
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Conclusion 
SEL must employ an anti-oppressive and anti-racist lens (Madda, 2019; Simmons, 2019b; Sim-
mons, 2021) or risk further perpetuating disparities. Schools have a rich opportunity to encour-
age SEL assets and address the additional SEL burdens marginalized students face in navigating 
inequities. The positive outcomes associated with SEL are well researched.  Culturally trans-
formative SEL can not only support marginalized students as they navigate racism, it can be a 
positive catalyst for achieving those positive school outcomes. 
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Love, B. We want to do more than survive: Abolitionist teaching and the pursuit of educational 
freedom. Beacon Press.  2019. 

by Annie Gifford 
 

Author Bio: Annie Gifford is an instructional coach for Community Consolidated School Dis-
trict 59 in Mount Prospect, IL. She holds a BA in Elementary Education from the University of 
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educational leadership doctoral student at Lewis University, and her research interests include 
preservice teacher programs, curriculum implementation, and equity and social justice in educa-
tion. She can be reached at anngifford@lewisu.edu. 
 
Bettina Love’s new book provides a fantastic read that implores us to think about how abolition-
ist teaching can move the needle from survival to freedom for dark children. She focuses her 
work on new concepts, vocabulary, and beliefs that aim to do more than transform our education 
system, but as she says, save our education system. We Want To Do More Than Survive is a pro-
found new perspective on education, framing it as a call for all educators to be abolitionists in the 
classroom. With powerful personal anecdotes, staggering statistics and data, and thought-provok-
ing ideas of what educational freedom could look like in our schools, Love brings her voice, her 
grit, and her zest to a book full of possibilities and a challenge to reflect on ourselves and our 
practices. Throughout the book, Love drives home a simple message—to truly achieve educa-
tional freedom, there must be struggle. “Reform ain’t justice,” as she says, and justice requires us 
to struggle and challenge the systems as they currently operate (educational, political, economic, 
and community). Love argues that if we are truly abolitionist teachers, then we will welcome the 
struggle, and we will know that doing the work to dismantle the system is the only way. Love de-
fines abolitionist teaching as: “The practice of working in solidarity with communities of color 
while drawing on the imagination, creativity, refusal, (re)membering, visionary thinking, healing, 
rebellious spirit, boldness, determination, and subversiveness of abolitionists to eradicate injus-
tice in and outside of schools.”  (2019b, p. 2) 
 
Abolitionist teaching is necessary because of something Love refers to as the “education sur-
vival complex.” Here, she describes the many ways in which our country profits off of dark 
families and dark families’ desire to do more than just survive with limited resources, accessi-
bility, and hope. She reinforces the idea that schools are failing because we have designed them 
to fail—in effect, they are doing exactly what they are supposed to be doing. Love paints a pain-
ful picture with strokes of policies and high stakes testing mandates, underfunded and under re-
sourced schools in poor neighborhoods, charter schools, and segregation practices post Brown v. 
Board of Education. 
 
Love introduces a relatively new term— “spirit murdering”— which causes your heart to skip a 
beat when you first hear it. She describes this in numerous examples including school bullying 
attacks, remarks made by political figures, and harsh rules and expulsionary behaviors for stu-
dents of color in schools. Her claim is that our schools spirit murder our dark children every 
day, and she credits Patricia Willams as saying that we are essentially robbing dark people of 
their humanity and dignity and leaving personal, psychological, and spiritual injuries.  



 54 

 
This is one of the most compelling parts of the book. 
 
Love’s description of community is a highlight for me. In addition to emphasizing the im-
portance of communities in a child’s life, she provides some personal examples of the “it takes a 
village” proverb. Her description of the FIST (Fighting Ignorance and Spending Truth) organi-
zation and the significance it played in her life, enhances her narrative about children finding 
their own “homeplaces,” a reference to bell hooks’ work. She reinforces the idea that students 
need to have safe, sacred spaces free of any type of discrimination or oppression. Only there can 
they truly love and respect themselves in an authentic way (hooks, 1990). Bettina Love’s anec-
dotes are perfectly interspersed throughout her message of finding solace in community, and 
comfort in homeplaces. Many of these concepts are in her chapter titled, “Mattering,” which has 
some very obvious connections to today’s fight for justice in the Black Lives Matter movement. 
Love speaks of many teachers and adults in her community that were necessary for her survival 
when she says: “I required a village to survive and understand how I mattered in this world. My 
parents could not do it all. Dark children cannot thrive without a community of love, refusal, 
protection, knowledge, and resource-sharing.” (p. 53) The need for resources and people in 
one’s own community to survive just underscores the immense struggle dark children and their 
families face every day, as they try to survive, and if they can, thrive in this world. 
 
Grit, zest, and social-emotional intelligence are just a few concepts that Love claims are pre-
packaged and sold to dark children and their families, with the promise that if they display these 
qualities, they can make it. The unfortunate part is that these characteristics are not only not 
enough for dark children to truly thrive in our society, but Love tells us that they are essentially 
used against them. She gives the painful example of Trayvon Martin and the price he paid for 
actually using his social-emotional intelligence fairly well in a situation that ended his life. She 
taps into trauma and how it genetically alters a person’s DNA. Many of our dark children have 
trauma in their lives and within their bodies, which only further emphasizes the importance of 
trauma-informed educators.  
 
As an educator who has been going through trauma-informed training for four years now, I can 
validate Love’s opinion here as I do believe it is a training in which ALL educators need to par-
ticipate in. She also discusses the act of telling students to work hard and follow the rules, and 
how that ultimately creates a false hope that fails to recognize the systematic and institutional 
barriers that are out of their control. Love refers to this as a disturbing form of Hunger Games. 
She argues that the word grit, which she defines as solution-oriented and the skill of finding a 
way out when lacking power and resources, is simply not enough. It will take a whole lot more 
than grit to overthrow oppressive systems of power. It will also take teachers, administrators, 
community leaders, and policymakers who have grit for justice. 
 
One of my favorite parts of Love’s work is her nod to numerous cultural and historical refer-
ences. Whether learning about the underground railroad abolitionists in Beacon Hill, the “home-
place” atmosphere of Congo Square in New Orleans or considering the ways in which art and 
music can connect students to their roots, Love brought Black joy, freedom dreaming, and lov-
ing blackness to the forefront of the conversation. These beautiful examples will beg the ques-
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tion to educators—what are you doing in your classroom to celebrate dark children? She de-
scribes “culture vultures,” Corporate America, takers, and gimmicks as the true inhibitors of 
Black freedom and Black joy. 
 
At the end of her book, I found myself left wondering, where do we go from here? Luckily, 
Love explains how to find a North Star. Drawing on several theorists, scholars, and activists 
throughout the text, (bell hooks, Audre Lorde, W.E.B Du Bois, and Ella Baker, to name a few), 
she describes how theory can help explain and define reality. Once we define reality, we need 
action and solidarity to start dismantling and rebuilding. This is a prominent theme that she ech-
oes several times throughout the text—tweaking the system is not enough. She provides some 
glimmers of hope in people already doing the work—United We Dream’s DACA strike, Black 
Lives Matter action week in schools, and Parkland’s gun violence protests. These are people 
standing in solidarity, becoming what she calls “co-conspirators,” a step beyond an ally. That’s 
what it takes, Love tells us. Here is where I would have liked to read about some in-depth case 
studies and evidence showing how or why Love’s approaches and ideas can work for dark chil-
dren, particularly in our schools. Experiences and examples beyond Love’s personal anecdotes 
would have brought more of a holistic view to the flaws in the system, beyond just what she, 
herself, has experienced in her life. 

 
So, while I find myself wondering how we can move the needle beyond survival and closer to-
wards freedom, I am left with a few ideas after reading Love’s We Want To Do More Than Sur-
vive. First, we all need to be well. Love says just being “alright” is not enough because “fighting 
for justice shows how human and loving we are. But to be fully human is to know yourself be-
yond the fight, to have an inner self that can be quiet and enjoy life.” (p. 157) Second, we must 
recognize how society uses certain people as punching bags, and how the intersectionalities of 
race, class, sexuality, and gender need to be at the forefront of our conversations regarding op-
pression. Third, the movement must be intergenerational and it must acknowledge accountabil-
ity for the past pain that “we” have caused. Finally, theory does not diminish or excuse the 
struggles, but it equips someone with the language and understanding needed to fight for jus-
tice. This is where my biggest take away from the book has etched itself on my heart and in my 
mind—while we are in the fight, it’s important to always remember that some people can theo-
rize, while other people live it. An amazing, thought-provoking read, Bettina Love delivers with 
her passionate voice, her honest tone, and her freedom ringing ideas. It is a must read for all ed-
ucators, parents, and humans, especially those who are ready to welcome the struggle and pur-
sue educational freedom. 
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Author Call for Articles, Reviews, and Opinion Pieces for Future Issues 
Voices for Educational Equity (2022) 

 
Please note the January 30, 2022 deadline for author submissions for posting in the 

upcoming issue on educational partnerships described below 
 
1.  Volume 18, Number 1:  

“Partnerships: Teacher Shortages, Affordability, Competency, and Equity”  
 
Authentic partnerships are born out of opportunities to create “win/win” outcomes.  For exam-
ple, university stakeholders in education who want to increase the number of teacher leaders in 
their programs might partner with a school district to improve teacher retention by creating ca-
reer pathways via teacher leader endorsements educators earn in a Teacher Leader program.  An-
other “win” may occur as teacher longevity increases their effectiveness bringing about higher 
student achievement.  Partnerships might also increase both efficiency and effectiveness in pre-
paring teachers while inspiring and building a PK-12 pipeline to college in minority, urban and 
rural communities, or might result in using educational resources more productively.  In addition 
to featuring innovative partnerships between schools and colleges at all levels, the journal invites 
ways that governments, foundations, and non-profits, plus stakeholders such as parents, commu-
nities, and businesses might become partners, as well as examples of innovative and effective ed-
ucational partnerships internationally.  The deadline for submissions is January 30, 2022. 
 
 
2.  Volume 18, Number 2:  
“DEI (Diversity, Equity, Inclusion) in an Era of Reckoning on the Margins  
(submission deadline, June 15, 2022) 
 
Almost since the 1960’s when schools began to get serious across the nation about implementing 
school desegregation in the wake of Brown v. Board of Education, educators have advocated a 
variety of solutions to make schools more inclusive and to raise the educational achievement of 
minority and other marginalized students.  Beginning with school busing in the 1960’s, a variety 
of approaches have been put in place, including the emergence of special education, widespread 
tutoring and mentoring beginning in the 1980’s and 1990’s, No Child Left Behind during the 
Bush years, and Every Student Succeeds (ESSA) under President Obama.  DEI (Diversity, Eq-
uity, Inclusion) is currently in vogue, riding a strong tailwind from the Black Lives Matter move-
ment, growing progressivism in the Democratic party, and the focus of educators on evidence 
and outcomes based assessment of  student and school success.  These recent efforts have in-
cluded culturally responsive teaching and learning, increased emphasis on early childhood edu-
cation, renewed attention to development of a diverse teacher candidate pipeline, and state initia-
tives to strengthen standards and guidelines.  
 
As educators await Biden Administration policies, DEI has taken on additional urgency in the 
wake of last summer’s calls for racial reckoning following the murder of George Floyd and 
growing public understanding of the number and variety of conditions that put students at risk 
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and raise equity concerns on the margins.  At the same time white backlash in the guise of “criti-
cal race theory” has spread to many states, both compounding DEI efforts to achieve equity for 
marginalized students and exacerbating equity concerns about an “opportunity gap,” as well as 
an “achievement gap.”  The following questions seem\ relevant in addressing DEI success to 
date and the status of America’s reckoning regarding equity for students on the margins of edu-
cation.  They are offered to help frame author submissions to this issue of Voices: 
1. What is the proper role for education in the wake of calls for reckoning in American society? 
2. How have schools and teacher education programs responded to growing equity concerns 

about students on the margins of education? 
3. How widely have state boards of education and school districts embraced DEI?  Are rural 

schools benefitting as well as urban and suburban schools? 
4. What new legislation, state standards, programs, and clinical best practices have emerged 

from DEI innovations? 
5. What do evidence based assessments reveal about the success of DEI to date?  What further 

steps should be taken to increase success in the future? 
6. Does DEI show promise for transforming teacher preparation and schools? 
 
 
3.  Volume 19, Number 1 
SEL (Social Emotional Learning)  
(submission deadline, November 15, 2022) 
 
Schooling, perhaps understandably, has always stressed cognitive development as the primary 
way of learning and knowing.  Indeed, until the last half of the twentieth century most schooling, 
outside mathematics and the laboratory sciences, consisted of rote memorization of “factual” in-
formation.  A major breakthrough occurred with Howard Gardner’s research on multiple intelli-
gences beginning in the 1980’s, research on differing student learning styles, and the emergence 
of the special education field to address needs of students with a variety of learning disabilities.  
Today, social and emotional learning has emerged as a discrete educational focus, not only to ad-
dress student needs but to acknowledge the wide range of backgrounds and cultural experiences 
that influence student success, including special social and emotional needs of students on the 
educational margins.  This issue of Voices will assess the status of social and emotional learning 
through questions such as these: 
 
1. What theories explain social and emotional learning and what are current research findings 

on how educators might most fruitfully address social and emotional learning needs?   
2. How could social and emotional learning be situated in the school curriculum and be inte-

grated with other student learning?   
3. What models exist in teacher and leader preparation curricula for effective pre- and in-ser-

vice teaching for social and emotional learning?  What models exist illustrating effective cur-
ricula and classroom pedagogies addressing social and emotional learning? 

4. What are intersections among social and emotional learning and social identities such as gen-
der, race, class, etc.?     
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Guidelines for Submissions to Voices for Educational Equity 
 
Voices for Educational Equity is the online scholarly journal of the Center for Success (See web-
site at www.center4success.com).  Articles and columns should be submitted as Word document 
email attachments to Jerry Berberet, editor (wgberberet@aol.com).  Case studies addressing eq-
uity concerns are especially welcomed.  Articles and case studies should be in the 2,500-5,000 
word range and include a short author bio (approximately 100-200 words), an abstract of 100-
200 words, a review of relevant research literature bearing on the article subject, and a reference 
bibliography.  Columns are opinion pieces, ordinarily of 500-1,000 words, reflecting the views 
of the author and may contain references at the author’s discretion.  Book and media reviews 
should range from 750-1,500 words in length.  Unsolicited submissions are invited and will be 
refereed by reviewers in the subject field.  Authors are invited to email Jerry Berberet or call him 
(850-766-2656) to discuss a potential submission, request referee protocols, or to ask questions.  
To review past issues of the Journal posted prior to 2020, see https://www.northcentralcol-
lege.edu/education/success-high-need-schools-journals 
 

 


