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WHERE WE STAND

still choosing remote instruction, prioritize 
vaccines for teachers and staff who will be 
working in schools. 

Educators want what students need, 
but they deserve to be safe. And there are 
ways to do so.† In New York City, the United 
Federation of Teachers (UFT) has worked 
with the district on a massive testing and 
tracing strategy, with the data posted 
online. After more than 250,000 tests, the 
in-school positivity rate was just 0.42 per-
cent. Ongoing testing and other mitigation 
strategies (personal protective equipment, 
HVAC upgrades, distancing, building 
walk-throughs to check safety protocols, 
and more) give educators and families 
confidence. The Boston Teachers Union 
negotiated a phased reopening, starting 
with in-person priority students, including 
special education students and English 
language learners. The Albuquerque 
Teachers Federation and district devised 
an accommodations plan that protects 
the highest-risk staff and those caring for 

high-risk family members. And, after the 
AFT pressed hard for educators and other 
essential workers to have vaccine priority 
(behind healthcare workers of course), the 
Washington Teachers’ Union won vaccina-
tions for school staff and the UFT stood up 
its own vaccination effort. 

This fight to safely reopen our buildings 
for in-person learning and to reconnect 
with our students is some of the hardest 
work educators have faced—made worse 
by the ongoing fights against austerity and 
hazards like lead, mold, and asbestos in 
schools. Together, we are overcoming the 
crises gripping our country. With Presi-
dent Biden’s recovery plan, our schools 
and colleges will have the resources to 
address trauma, meet emotional and aca-
demic needs, and ensure the full recovery 
of our students.	 ☐
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THE AFT IS COMMITTED to ensuring that 
every person in America has the freedom to 
thrive—especially children. That’s why we’ve 
been fighting to safely reopen school build-
ings since the COVID-19 pandemic began. 

Children have gone hungry and suf-
fered from social isolation. Families have 
struggled in so many ways, from tragic 
deaths to job losses. Although educators 
and school staff have made herculean 
efforts, remote learning was never a 
substitute for in-person learning—even 
for those students with reliable internet 
access. Despite legitimate fears for their 
own and their families’ health, educators 
understand the importance of in-person 
instruction, but they have a right to be safe.

Reopening schools safely requires 
tools, time, and trust. Tools of mitigation, 
testing, and resources to prevent transmis-
sion of this deadly, invisible virus and to 
meet the academic, emotional, and social 
needs of our students and families. Time 
to put those tools in place. And trust that 
as new information emerges—such as 
variants of COVID-19—district leaders 
and other key officials will work with us to 
prioritize safety. The Trump administra-
tion fell down on all of this.

Thankfully, the Biden administration 
is literally a breath of fresh air in this 
fight against the COVID-19 respiratory 
virus. It has been transparent and hon-
est—making decisions based on science 
and on the needs of Americans. President 
Biden is committed to safely reopening 
the majority of K–8 school buildings for 
in-person learning in his first 100 days and 
has championed the bold level of funding 
needed to increase vaccinations, support 
state and local governments, and provide 
critical resources to schools and colleges. 
Under Biden’s leadership, the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention released 
(as it should have a year ago) a rigorous 
road map that our members can use to 
fight for a safe reopening.

Since releasing our first reopening 
blueprint in April 2020, we’ve learned from 

our experiences: science is important, but 
so are common sense and collaboration. 
Buildings differ, as do communities’ 
resources. We have been calling for com-
mon sense and collaboration in applying 
six essential pillars for reopening:

•	 COVID-19 testing must become a way 
of life in schools, with regular and rapid 
testing to monitor the virus.

•	 Proper safety protocols—including 
masks, physical distancing, cleaning, 
and sanitizing procedures—and venti-
lation upgrades must be implemented.

•	 High-risk teachers and school staff 
need appropriate accommodations to 
keep them safe.

•	 Vaccine prioritization for teachers and 
school staff, starting with those doing 
in-person learning.

•	 Given the new variants, communities 
need a metric for community infection 
rates that will trigger increasing safe-
guards, including temporary closures.

•	 Safety committees, situation rooms, 
and building walk-throughs build trust 
and help to abate fear about reopening.

According to a recent poll of our mem-
bers, 88 percent of educators favor this 
reopening plan and 85 percent would feel 
comfortable in their classrooms if these 
recommendations were followed.*

What should happen if a ventilation sys-
tem needs major renovations? Not bringing 
in cheap fans that the manufacturer itself 
says are not appropriate for non-household 
use, as at least one large school district 
attempted. That’s why educators and 
parents protested. But there are common-
sense solutions, which working together 
would produce, as it has in districts large 
and small, like New York City and Meriden, 
Connecticut. These include upgrading fil-
ters, cleaning vents, opening windows, and 
bringing in air purifiers and appropriate 
fans. Also, vaccinate the teachers and staff 
who want it, and since many families are 

*For the poll results, visit go.aft.org/poll_on_return. †For case studies, visit aft.org/reopen-schools. 

Educators want what  
students need, but they 
deserve to be safe.
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Caring for Grieving Students and Families

Supporting grieving students, and their 
families, is always challenging. Now, more 
than a year into the pandemic, many 
educators are overwhelmed, processing 
their own grief even as they continue doing 
all they can to care for their students. No 
one should face this challenge alone. The 
Coalition to Support Grieving Students, of 
which the AFT is a founding member, was 
formed to help teachers and other educa-
tion professionals comfort students and 
families experiencing loss. Here, we 
highlight materials focused on grief and 
trauma created by the coalition that are 
available through Share My Lesson.

Helping Students Cope
Very few educators have had the benefit of 
professional development on how to 
understand, approach, and connect with 
grieving students. The coalition’s comprehen-
sive guide to its video and print materials is a 
valuable place to start. “Supporting Grieving 
Students During a Pandemic” offers modules 
on connecting with families remotely, 
explanations of grief triggers, and informa-
tion about organizations supporting grieving 
children and their families. Similarly, the 
webinar “Supporting Grieving Children in 
Our Schools” outlines the strategies that 
teachers and paraprofessionals can use to 
help bereaved students who are withdraw-
ing from friends, family, and academics.

An important first step in reassuring 
grieving students is starting a conversation. 
The resource “Talking with Children” offers 
advice on how to initiate contact with 
students and reassure them that they are 
not alone. With simple strategies for being 
genuine and approachable, and even some 
examples of what to say, this short guide 
will help educators take that first crucial 

step: creating an opportunity for the 
student to share. Even if a student does not 
want to talk at first, it is vital to show there 
are people who do care and are available to 
listen, if and when they are ready.

In offering words of consolation, many 
of us fear saying the wrong thing. Even a 
well-intentioned comment might inadver-
tently encourage those grieving to hide or 
even deny their feelings. The coalition’s 
“What Not to Say” module provides 
concrete suggestions to ensure that 
supportive comments are helpful and that 
students are given the space to express their 
emotions in a healthy manner. These 
suggestions include listening more and 
talking less (so that grieving students are 
leading the conversation), showing 
empathy, and avoiding efforts to simply 
cheer them up. Classmates also play an 
important role in processing loss. To support 
a grieving peer, the “Peer Support” resource 
suggests educators provide basic informa-
tion to classmates about a peer’s loss, give 
classmates opportunities to ask questions of 
the teacher before a grieving student 
returns to class, and offer a safe environ-
ment to share thoughts and feelings.

Connecting with Families and 
Colleagues
In the module “Connecting with Families,” 
the coalition highlights the need to partner 
with students’ primary caregivers to provide 
students a firmer basis for emotional 
support and to ensure family members are 
aware of school and community resources. 
Cultural considerations also play a role in 
building these connections. The coalition’s 
“Cultural Sensitivity” resource underscores 
the importance of approaching each family 
in a sensitive, thoughtful manner. It’s 
essential to ask questions and intentionally 
avoid making assumptions so that each 
family’s unique perspective is honored.

In supporting students experiencing loss, 
coordination by the entire school staff is 
crucial. The module “Coordinating Services 
and Supporting Transitions” explains how 
each member of the school staff has the 
potential to help grieving students, and 
how they can provide the most effective 
support if they work together as a team, 
especially as students navigate potentially 
difficult transitions (such as to a new grade 
or school, especially since grieving is a 
long-term process).

Helping grieving students express their 
feelings and accept emotional supports will 
give them the tools to help themselves. It 
will also prepare students to sustain 
themselves and their loved ones in difficult 
times that will inevitably come later in their 
lives. To see what other resources Share My 
Lesson offers on grief and loss, visit our 
collection of lesson plans, materials, and 
activities. If you have additional ideas or 
requests, please reach out to us at content@
sharemylesson.com.

–THE SHARE MY LESSON TEAM

Recommended Resources
Supporting Grieving 
Students During a 
Pandemic
go.aft.org/ae121sml1

Supporting Grieving 
Children in Our Schools
go.aft.org/ae121sml2

Talking with Children
go.aft.org/ae121sml3

What Not to Say
go.aft.org/ae121sml4

Peer Support
go.aft.org/ae121sml5

Connecting with Families
go.aft.org/ae121sml6

Cultural Sensitivity
go.aft.org/ae121sml7

Coordinating Services and  
Supporting Transitions
go.aft.org/ae121sml8
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Supporting Students Who Are 
Experiencing Homelessness
A Brief Guide for Teachers and Schools

These young people, though their circumstances differ, have 
one thing in common—they all meet the federal definition 
of homeless youth under guidelines spelled out by the 
McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act.1 Although this 

act has been in place since 1987, the act and its implications for 
schools are not as widely known as they should be among educa-
tors and administrators. The McKinney-Vento Act, including 
revisions made during its reauthorization in Title IX, Part A, of the 
Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA, 2015),2 defines youth experi-
encing homelessness in a far more expansive way than traditional 
conceptualizations. We offer details below, but in brief, the act 
defines homelessness as any student without “a fixed, regular, and 
adequate nighttime residence.”3 It also provides legal guidelines 

Ronald E. Hallett is a professor of education in the LaFetra College of Edu-
cation at the University of La Verne and a former elementary special educa-
tion teacher. Linda Skrla is a professor in the department of Leadership, 
School Counseling, and Sport Management at the University of North 
Florida. A former public middle and high school teacher and administra-
tor, she was previously a faculty member and department chair at the 
University of the Pacific and a faculty member and associate dean at Texas 
A&M University. Hallett and Skrla are the authors of Serving Students 
Who Are Homeless: A Resource Guide for Schools, Districts, and Educa-
tional Leaders (Teachers College Press, 2017). Hallett also coauthored 
Addressing Homelessness and Housing Insecurity in Higher Education: 
Strategies for Educational Leaders (Teachers College Press, 2019).

By Ronald E. Hallett and Linda Skrla

Anastasia sleeps on her friend’s couch and borrows her friend’s 
clothes to wear to school. Her dad kicked her and her mom out 
of the house after a fight that turned physical. She’s unsure 
where her mom is staying, but her mom assures Anastasia that 
she’s fine. 

Diego lives with his parents and his dog in a bedroom illegally 
subleased to them by other renters after his parents lost their 
suburban home due to a job layoff and illness. He hides his dog 
when the landlord comes around because pets are not allowed. 

Fredrick lives with his two brothers, one sister, and mom in a 
motel room after a bad storm three months ago made their old 
house unlivable. He attends high school in a different school 
district because the storm also destroyed his old school. Fredrick 
worries about what will happen to his family because his mom’s 
place of work has not reopened following the storm.*

*Although we have used pseudonyms, these three examples of young people 
experiencing homelessness are recent and real. Among the myriad families we have 
worked with, we selected these because their experiences in urban and small-town 
settings in three different states are common, but are not typically thought of as 
homelessness.IL
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and funding that can be used to help improve schooling experi-
ences for youth who are homeless. Although McKinney-Vento 
primarily focuses on protections related to students in preschool 
through high school, the revisions as part of ESSA also lay the 
foundations for college access, and higher education practitioners 
have begun to build similar protections.4 Since the federal protec-
tions are more clearly outlined for students in high school or lower 
grades, we focus primarily on summarizing that information in 
this article. However, our sidebar on page 8 includes more infor-
mation for higher education practitioners. 

We believe that educators, administrators, and staff members play 
important roles in the lives of students experiencing homelessness. 
Our goal is to provide educators with information and tools† as they 
continue their essential work of educating all students. In this article, 
we give an overview of student homelessness and examine the fed-
eral guidelines that frame how schools and postsecondary institu-
tions serve students experiencing homelessness. Federal law outlines 
legal rights for students, but these mandates should only be consid-
ered a minimum standard when providing support. Additionally, we 
discuss the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and resulting eco-
nomic strife on students and families experiencing homelessness. 
Finally, we provide promising practices that encourage academic 
engagement and success for students who are homeless. 

National Statistics on Student Homelessness
Identifying the exact number of students experiencing homeless-
ness is difficult. These students tend to be highly mobile and experi-
ence a significant amount of shame that reduces the likelihood of 
reporting their housing status.5 Schools and districts have increas-
ingly created processes that allow for gathering more accurate 
information from students. However, available estimates likely 
underestimate the reality of student homelessness. 

Before the pandemic, families with children constituted 30 per-
cent of the homeless population in the United States.6 At the start of 
the 2017–2018 school year, 1.5 million students in the US reported 
experiencing homelessness. This is a 15 percent increase since the 
2015–2016 school year and more than double the number of students 
who were homeless (590,000) in 2004–2005.7 In large cities, the per-
centages of student populations experiencing homelessness are even 
larger than the national averages. In New York City, for example, one 
in ten (114,085) youth experienced homelessness during the 2018–
2019 school year.8 In addition, researchers at the University of Chi-
cago who gathered data in 2016 and 2017 estimate that 700,000 young 
people between ages 13 and 17 experience some form of homeless-
ness annually, including running away and being kicked out of their 
homes.9 That’s one out of every 35 people in this age group experienc-
ing homelessness in recent years. Young people of color, LGBTQ 
youth, students in special education, and pregnant/parenting teens 
all disproportionately experience homelessness. Many urban schools 
and districts we have worked with report rates of student homeless-
ness between 10 and 20 percent.

Seventy-five percent of children experiencing homelessness 
live doubled-up with other families. Living doubled-up means 

that multiple households are living in a space designed for one 
family as a result of economic crises and out of necessity; these 
living arrangements are not considered stable or adequate hous-
ing.10 For example, we have worked with three families—involving 
a total of 10 people—who lived in a small two-bedroom apart-
ment. The next highest percentage of students experiencing 
homelessness live in shelters (15 percent); these children are 
disproportionately young, with 10 percent under age 1.11

Experiencing homelessness negatively impacts students’ 
schooling outcomes. Compared with traditionally housed peers, 
attendance and graduation rates are lower, as are academic 
achievement rates in reading and math. Also, special education 
placement rates are higher, and incidences of multifaceted trauma 
are much higher.12 Even after students regain stable housing, their 
academic outcomes may continue to lag behind those of their peers 
who are consistently housed.13 

McKinney-Vento Act
Research on the impact of homelessness on educational access and 
outcomes, as well as advocacy on behalf of students experiencing 
homelessness, prompted the federal government to broaden its 
definition of student homelessness. The emphasis on any student 
without “a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence” 
includes children and youth who:

•	 share the housing of other persons due to loss of housing, eco-
nomic hardship, or similar reason (doubled-up);

•	 live in motels, hotels, and campgrounds;
•	 reside in emergency or transitional shelters;
•	 have been left in hospitals by parents (many young and home-

less themselves) who see no alternatives;
•	 live in public or private spaces not typically used as housing; 
•	 reside in cars, parks, abandoned buildings, train stations, or 

similar settings; and
•	 are migrants who experience the above housing situations.14

This expansive and inclusive definition of homelessness affords 
legal protections for children and youth who are without stable and 
adequate housing. Importantly, states, school districts, and schools 
are required to meet certain obligations, including:

•	 allowing students to remain at their school of origin even when 
they move outside of the school boundaries;

•	 reviewing policies at all levels (e.g., state, district, and school) to 
ensure that children and youth in homeless situations are not 
denied access to school;

Estimates likely underestimate 
student homelessness, which 
includes students without  
“a fixed, regular, and adequate 
nighttime residence.”

†For additional resources on supporting students who are homeless, visit the National 
Center for Homeless Education at nche.ed.gov, the National Association for the 
Education of Homeless Children and Youth at naehcy.org, and the National Center on 
Family Homelessness at air.org/center/national-center-family-homelessness.
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•	 designating a homeless liaison in each school district who 
receives professional development and trains the school-site 
point of contact;

•	 supporting district efforts at the state level by gathering and 
posting data, providing professional development for liaisons, 
and responding to inquiries;

•	 allowing children and youth who are homeless to enroll imme-
diately, regardless of health records, transcripts, proof of resi-
dency, dress codes, fees and fines, application deadlines, or 
other paperwork;

•	 allowing unaccompanied youth to enroll without a parent or 
guardian;

•	 having homeless liaisons inform unaccompanied youth of their 
rights and independent status in relation to the Free Application 
for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA);

•	 using district and state funds for outreach and emergency/
extraordinary assistance; and

•	 subjecting living arrangements and records to Family Educa-
tional Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) protections.15

Most of these requirements have been in place for more than 30 
years, yet too many districts and schools continue to be unaware of 
their existence or how to fully implement them.

Thus, many children and youth experiencing homelessness 
continue to face barriers and challenges accessing educational 
services. This is especially true in districts and schools that do not 
have homeless shelters within their attendance zones and do not 
have many of the traditional, visible signs of a homeless population. 
And most importantly, this is an opportunity for better-informed 
educators to strengthen their advocacy for their students.

What Teachers and Schools Can Do
Homelessness for children and youth in the US is, of course, 
embedded in larger societal structures over which educators have 
limited direct control. We do not assume that educational shifts will 
resolve challenges involving adequate access to housing, consistent 
employment with living wages, and the many social issues related 
to housing insecurity (e.g., foster care, immigration status, domestic 
violence, mental health issues, and discrimination associated with 
race, sex, religion, and LGBTQ identities). 

Even though we recognize these constraints, research consis-
tently shows that many districts, schools, and teachers could do 
more to meet the needs of students and families experiencing 
homelessness. Increasing educational access and success has the 
potential to improve the long-term economic and housing stability 
of students as they transition into adulthood and start their own 
families. In this section, we provide an overview of promising prac-
tices emerging from our research.

Educate yourself and others about homelessness in your 
school community. An essential first step toward addressing the 
needs of students experiencing homelessness is to learn—about law, 
policy, populations, needs, resources, and best practices. What does 
student homelessness look like in your community? How many 
students experience homelessness in your school? How did COVID-
19 change the economic context of the community your school 
serves? Did more students become housing insecure? In particular, 
are more families living doubled-up than in previous years? 

This information is essential. Educators should be highly skeptical 
if current data suggest that no students experience homelessness at 
their school; consider seeking another source, such as the local 
branch of the United Way or a food pantry that may have insights into 
homelessness in the community. In conjunction with gathering 
accurate data, pursue systematic professional development—ideally 
this should be done with the entire school site so the response can 
be coherent and sustained. A one-stop, generic professional develop-
ment session is unlikely to result in any lasting improvement to the 
school experience for students in homeless situations.

Integrate improved responsiveness to homelessness into 
school plans. School and district administrators typically make 
decisions about resources based upon explicit goals written in 
school plans. The reality is that we focus on what we measure and 
report. Just like goals for improving student achievement, the likeli-
hood of accomplishing goals for homelessness responsiveness 
greatly increases when they are written into formal plans for school 
improvement. Including goals to improve outcomes for students 
experiencing homelessness also allows for tracking growth in this 
area. We also encourage teachers and administrators to advocate 
for students to receive the resources guaranteed by federal protec-
tions because these supports will be necessary to achieve the goals 
outlined in school plans.

Secure resources. States receive modest funding from the fed-
eral government that is authorized by the McKinney-Vento Act. 
Most states divide this money into subgrants that are distributed to 
school districts. Find out if your district has a McKinney-Vento 
subgrant. If so, learn where resources are currently being directed 
and work with the school improvement team to see if these expen-
ditures match current needs. If the district does not receive the 
grant, find out why not and if there is a possibility of applying for 

Precarious living situations  
can undermine students’  
development—but with  

supports, students can  
reach their full potential.
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one in the future. Even if there is not a subgrant, students are guar-
anteed the protections under McKinney-Vento, and the district is 
mandated to cover these costs (e.g., supplies, transportation, uni-
forms, etc.).

Collaborate and form partnerships. What resources are avail-
able in your local community? Many schools and districts collabo-
rate with community agencies to help implement and expand the 
supports covered under McKinney-Vento. For example, a local 
service agency or church may provide backpacks with supplies at 
the beginning of the school year, or the uniform company may be 
willing to set aside a certain number of free uniforms for students 
experiencing homelessness. Some of these programs may already 
exist in the community. 

Investigate trauma-sensitive school practices. We strongly 
encourage schools to explore trauma-informed approaches* to sup-
port students experiencing homelessness. To that end, we created a 
practitioner-focused book on how to navigate this process.16 Interest-
ingly, a trauma-informed approach has been linked with improving 
outcomes for all students. Basically, this approach recognizes that 
what occurs in students’ lives outside of school influences how they 
participate in class, and it is beneficial for the culture of the school to 
be sensitive to the realities of students’ lives. Many elementary school 
teachers engage in practices like a morning check-in to begin each 
day by connecting with these realities. It is important to emphasize 
here that the type of trauma-sensitive school culture we advocate for 
is assets-based. This work is not about labeling students; it is about 
forming authentic relationships in order to develop trust, build on 
strengths, and better respond to needs.17

Provide academic and psychological support in addition to 
support for basic needs. In recognizing the trauma associated 
with housing insecurity, students will likely benefit from counsel-
ing and other related supports. The consistent movement inherent 
in precarious living situations can undermine students’ academic 
and psychological development—but with supports, students can 
reach their full potential. Although most educators are not trained 
counselors and many do not have the capacity to offer academic 
interventions like intensive tutoring, seeking academic and psy-
chological supports can be another opportunity to coordinate 
with your school district and community-based organizations to 
identify resources available for students. 

Prepare students for the transition to life after high school. 
Graduating from high school can be a challenge for students who 
experience housing insecurity; however, earning a diploma alone 
will likely not be enough for students to achieve financial security 
as they move into adulthood.18 McKinney-Vento requires schools 
and districts to provide priority access to college preparation pro-
gramming for students experiencing homelessness. We encourage 
schools to work with students to explore how to find postsecondary 
opportunities and funding. In particular, students will need support 
in figuring out housing issues as they make decisions about higher 
education. For example, if the community college does not have 
housing, how does the student find a stable place to live? Does the 
four-year institution have year-round housing? If not, where will 
the student spend breaks? 

Conclusion
The three young people whose stories we shared at the beginning 
of this article are positive examples of what can happen when 
schools recognize and respond to student homelessness. We 
return to them here. 

A professor at the university Anastasia’s mom attended noticed 
something was amiss with her mom and found out that she had 
been sleeping in her car on campus while Anastasia stayed with her 
friend. He connected Anastasia’s mom to a women’s shelter, which, 
in turn, provided legal assistance and help with housing. Anastasia 
and her mom are now on the path to residential stability. 

COVID-19 and Student Homelessness

The COVID-19 pandemic is 
affecting all aspects of schooling. 
Students experiencing homeless-
ness are one of the groups 
disproportionately hurt. Many of 
the resources such students 
depend on were completely 
unavailable when schools were 
closed, and some of these 
resources have not returned 
while schools are in distance or 
hybrid mode.1 Furthermore, 
educational decision makers 
operating in completely unfamil-
iar circumstances when develop-
ing pandemic school plans have 
sometimes denied services to 
students in homeless situations, 
likely in violation of McKinney-
Vento and other federal and 
state laws.2

It is vitally important that 
educators and administrators 
understand that the extraordinary 
situation the pandemic created 
for schools did not suspend 
requirements to serve students 

experiencing homelessness. For 
example, if a student living in a 
shelter does not have adequate 
access to technology that would 
allow full participation in online 
learning, then it is the responsibil-
ity of the school district to provide 
appropriate technology or to 
make other provisions (such as 
in-person learning, if it can be 
offered safely, or paper packets 
with the necessary learning 
materials) to satisfy legal require-
ments for immediate enrollment 
and removal of barriers to school 
access for students in homeless 
circumstances.3

–R. E. H. and L. S.

Endnotes
1. K. McKenzie, Community Equity Audits: 
Communities and Schools Working Together to 
Eliminate the Opportunity Gap (Santa Fe, NM: 
McKenzie-Gunn Educational Consulting, 2020).

2. SchoolHouse Connection, “FAQ on COVID-19 
and Homelessness,” updated October 12, 2020, 
schoolhouseconnection.org/
covid19-and-homelessness.

3. SchoolHouse Connection, “FAQ on 
COVID-19.”

Provide priority access to  
college preparation for  
students experiencing  
homelessness and work  
with them to find  
postsecondary housing.

*For more on trauma-informed practices, see “Supporting Students with Adverse 
Childhood Experiences” in the Summer 2019 issue of American Educator: aft.org/ae/
summer2019/murphey_sacks.
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Being Part of 
the Solution
Educators tend to develop close relation-
ships with students. Learning that a student 
is experiencing homelessness or housing 
insecurity may lead an educator to feel a 
personal responsibility to resolve the issue. 
The size of the issue can be overwhelming. 
While some educators may choose to spend 
a portion of their hard-earned money to 
support students, we do not believe this is 
the solution. In addition to the potential 
hardship this creates for educators, there is 
no way that all students could be served by 
syphoning money from educators’ salaries. 

Being aware that homelessness and 
housing insecurity exist in the communities 
you serve is the first step. The next step is to 
consider what you can do to support 
students, families, and communities. We 
begin with some overarching ideas and then 
identify additional strategies that are specific 
for pre-K to 12 and higher education. In 
what follows, we provide some guidance for 
educators to improve the educational 
opportunities for students experiencing 
homelessness and housing insecurity.

General Approaches
•	 Choose words carefully. Avoid using the 

term “homeless” when developing 
resources and programming. Students 
and families experience significant social 
shame associated with lacking stable 
housing. Many students will avoid using 
resources that are targeted for “home-
less” because they do not want to be 
associated with that term. Using 
“housing insecurity” can be a more 
amenable term. Similarly, we recommend 
using person-first language—for 
example, students experiencing home-
lessness or students with housing 
insecurity. This allows for prioritizing the 
identity of being a student and also 
recognizes that homelessness is (hope-

fully) a temporary situation, instead of 
being a permanent aspect of the 
student’s identity.

•	 Increase access to counseling. Housing 
insecurity is a form of trauma. Even when 
students gain access to stable housing, 
most will benefit from processing their 
experiences with a trained professional. 
Students often need assistance and 
encouragement to access these forms of 
support. You can leverage your relation-
ship with students to build connections 
with counselors in your school system or 
on your campus.

•	 Spread the word. Learning more about 
homelessness and housing insecurity can 
make you a more effective and empathic 
education professional. However, 
students have many relationships and 
experiences as they navigate the 
educational system. Feeling supported in 
one class and then discouraged in 
another class will undermine their ability 
to succeed. Students are far more likely 
to remain enrolled in school and 
graduate when they experience consis-
tent support from educators.

Early Childhood, Elementary, and 
Secondary Education Professionals
•	 Be informed of federal, state, and district 

policies related to student homelessness. 
In the main article, we provide an 
overview of federal education policy. 
However, states and districts may layer 
on additional protections and resources 
to support students and families. The 
National Center for Homeless Education 
(nche.ed.gov) and the National Associa-
tion for the Education of Homeless 
Children and Youth (naehcy.org) are two 
organizations that summarize policy 
developments, create resources for 
teachers and families, and announce 
advocacy opportunities. Each state has a 
coordinator who manages federal 
funding related to homelessness and 
often creates resources related to the 
state context. 

•	 Know the point of contact. All school 
districts are required to have a homeless 
liaison. The liaison is responsible for 
providing direct support to schools, 
teachers, and students. Some school 
districts also require each school to have a 
point of contact, which is often a 
counselor or assistant principal. This 
person receives training related to 
homelessness and connecting students 
with resources. Having current contact 
information at the beginning of each year 
will enable you to assist students and 
families when they experience an issue.

•	 Inform students and families of their 
rights. Federal and state laws exist to 
protect the educational rights of students 
in preschool through high school. We 
encourage leveraging these laws as a 
resource to meet the needs of students. 
Students and their guardians often do not 
know they qualify for support. The 
aforementioned organizations (NCHE and 
NAEHCY) have multiple family resources 
available; consider beginning with this 
brochure for parents and guardians, 
which is available in English (nche.ed.gov/
wp-content/uploads/2018/11/parent 
brochure_eng.pdf) and Spanish (nche.
ed.gov/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/
parentbrochure_sp.pdf).

•	 Collaborate with social service and 
community agencies. Some schools have 
developed food pantries, clothing closets, 
and other resources on campus by 
partnering with other agencies. Bringing 
the resources to your school site often 
makes it easier for students and families 
to access support, especially in emergency 
situations. Working with local agencies 
and organizations, your school can also 
create a comprehensive list of local 
resources available.

•	 Keep track of and in contact with every 
child. With schools operating in a variety 
of modes (in-person, remote, hybrid), it 
is easier for vulnerable children to fall 
through the cracks and miss out on 
instructional and support services. 
Individual educators can help by making 

Diego graduated from high school while living with his family in a 
single room and, with assistance from his school, enrolled in a college 
where he is in his second semester and participating in athletics. 

Fredrick’s community continues to slowly recover from the 
widespread natural disaster it experienced. His neighboring 
community’s schools, under the leadership of their superinten-
dent, learned about McKinney-Vento and launched an inte-
grated response to serving the students and families displaced 
by the storm that hit Fredrick’s town. He and his family are cur-

rently on the waiting list for a subsidized apartment, and his 
school year is going well.

Homelessness is one of the most life-altering experiences 
young people can have during their school years. It is, however, 
an experience that can be addressed and overcome. Responsive 
schools with caring and informed teachers are essential parts of 
the support infrastructure and process. Schools and districts that 
are educated about child and youth homelessness, have plans 
and procedures in place to respond, and are staffed with caring 
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extra efforts to check on the where-
abouts and participation levels of all 
students frequently.

Higher Education Professionals
•	 Stay informed of state and federal 

policies. At present, the federal govern-
ment has not developed comprehensive 
guidelines related to homelessness and 
housing insecurity among college 
students. As a result, some states have 
created policies (e.g., California, Colorado, 
Florida, and Louisiana). In addition to 
being aware of the current opportunities 
in your state, we encourage advocacy for 
continued policy development at both the 
state and federal levels. 

providing direct support for students, the 
single-point-of-contact approach allows 
for someone to consistently be looking at 
the holistic needs of students as well as 
the potential gaps that exist in service. 

•	 Provide access to emergency shelter on 
campus. Many of the students who 
experience homelessness begin college 
with stable housing. When a financial or 
personal crisis emerges, they end up 
housing insecure. Without emergency 
support, most of these students will drop 
out of college. Among institutions that 
have housing, a few rooms may be set 
aside for short-term housing while a social 
worker coordinates a long-term plan for 
the student. Some campuses have also 
turned one of their parking lots into a safe 
space where students can sleep in their 
cars, if needed. Another option is to 
coordinate with local hotels to obtain 
housing vouchers for students as an 
emergency option.

•	 Provide access to showers on campus. 
Most postsecondary institutions have 
showers in the gyms or other places on 
campus. We recommend having these 
showers open to all students even if they 
cannot afford the fees associated with the 
gyms. In addition, the showers should be 
open before the earliest class time in order 
for students to be able to address personal 
care needs prior to class. If possible, 
distribute hygiene and personal care items 
to any student who requests them.

•	 Collaborate with public spaces on 
campus, including the library and student 
union. Students experiencing homeless-
ness often spend considerable time in 
public spaces on campus, including the 
library and student union. Individuals 
who work in these spaces may have a 
sense of which students are in need of 
support. In addition, understanding 
where students spend time on campus 
can allow for more effective dissemina-
tion of information. This is especially 
important during the pandemic, as 
closures, reduced hours, and increased 
reliance on technology for service 

delivery have disproportional impacts on 
students experiencing homelessness.

•	 Inform all students of their rights. All 
students on campus should be given 
information about how to access food 
and housing support. In addition to 
avoiding false assumptions about what 
homelessness looks like, you also want to 
leverage the social relationships of 
students. Having all students with 
information not only normalizes utilizing 
the support (similar to how students use 
financial aid) but also enables students to 
share information with friends who may 
be experiencing challenges. Information 
about food and housing support could be 
placed on all course syllabi, and financial 
aid offices could include a list of resources 
with all financial aid offers. 

•	 Do not hide resources. Sometimes, 
resources related to food and housing 
insecurity are placed on the corner of 
campus or in spaces that are out of 
general view. Many times, this is done 
because professionals want to protect the 
privacy of students who use the services. 
While we appreciate this sentiment, the 
message sent to students is that they 
should be ashamed to need the services. 
In addition, having the resources hidden 
results in few students being aware that 
services exist and/or finding them when 
they need assistance. Centering these 
resources on campus helps to normalize 
the services, just as financial aid is a 
common aspect of the college experience 
for most students. 

•	 Create resources for the diversity of 
students you serve. Students experienc-
ing homelessness come from a variety 
of backgrounds. Avoid creating 
supports designed only for single, 
white, 18- to 24-year-old students. For 
example, food pantries should have 
baby food for parenting students and 
foods representing different cultures. 
Housing options should also be 
provided for those in relationships and 
with children and/or pets. 

–R. E. H. and L. S.

professionals can better support students and families experienc-
ing this profound life challenge.	 ☐

Endnotes
1. Statement of Policy, 42 US Code §§11431-11435 (2002).

2. Every Student Succeeds Act, Pub. L. 114-95 (2015).

3. National Center for Homeless Education, “The McKinney-Vento Definition of Homeless,” nche.
ed.gov/mckinney-vento-definition.

4. R. Hallett, R. Crutchfield, and J. Maguire, Addressing Homelessness and Housing Insecurity in 
Higher Education: Strategies for Educational Leaders (New York: Teachers College Press, 2019).

5. W. Tierney and R. Hallett, “Social Capital and Homeless Youth: Influence of Residential Instability 
on College Access,” Metropolitan Universities Journal 22, no. 3 (2012): 46–62.

6. US Department of Housing and Urban Development, The 2019 Annual Homeless Assessment 
Report (AHAR) to Congress (Washington, DC: 2020), huduser.gov/portal/sites/default/files/
pdf/2019-AHAR-Part-1.pdf.

7. National Center for Homeless Education, Federal Data Summary School Years 2015–2016 
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(Continued on page 52)

•	 Develop a single point of contact on 
campus. Some campuses have started 
developing a single-point-of-contact 
approach to providing services. One office 
exists where students can meet with 
someone who has information about all 
the resources both on and off campus. 
The professionals in this office meet with 
the student to learn about their unique 
needs and then coordinate connections to 
the available supports, including meeting 
with financial aid officers to review 
available funding, accessing the food 
pantry for emergency assistance, getting 
information about housing support, and 
setting up a meeting to apply for federal 
or state supplemental aid. In addition to 
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Unlocking Social Studies Text
How High School Teachers Can Support Students with Reading Difficulties

By Jeanne Wanzek

High school students with reading difficulties face incredible 
challenges navigating content learning. Content-area 
teachers in disciplines such as social studies seek to culti-
vate students who can identify and communicate key 

ideas, provide explanations of and evidence for these ideas, and 
evaluate differing perspectives on a topic by assessing evidence and 
claims. These crucial goals require active engagement of students 
to obtain a great deal of new content knowledge and to assimilate 
it with their existing background knowledge. In addition, students 
need to learn and use the language of the discipline, read and 
understand text within the discipline, and actively apply their newly 
obtained knowledge to reasoning and decision-making tasks.

However, across the United States there are students in nearly 
every class who have not achieved proficiency in reading by the 
time they enter high school.1 These students face significant bar-
riers in preparing for college, for careers with livable wages, and 
for civic engagement.

Social studies teachers also face significant challenges; it is 
very difficult to meet all students’ needs when some can easily 
learn independently from text and others require extensive sup-
ports to understand text adequately. The data from a recent study 
with 11th-grade social studies classes revealed that disparities 
between students are often quite stark: fall reading achievement 
scores in a typical class spanned more than 2.5 standard devia-
tions of reading achievement,2 which means reading achievement 
in many classes can span more than 70 percentile points (e.g., 9th 
percentile to 82nd percentile). With such a wide range of reading 
abilities in their classes, it was impossible for those social studies 
teachers to focus solely on the content and discourse of the pri-
mary and secondary text sources in their curricula. Although there 
is enormous variety among high school students with limited 
literacy, many have some foundational word-reading skills* but 
may struggle with text because of its vocabulary, structure, or 
length; they may also have difficulty making connections and 
inferences in the text, in part because they lack assumed back-
ground knowledge or effective strategies for monitoring their 
comprehension of the text while reading.

How can a teacher address the needs of students who are not 
proficient readers at the same time they are trying to teach a moun-Jeanne Wanzek is the Currey-Ingram Endowed Chair and a professor in 

the Department of Special Education at Peabody College of Vanderbilt 
University. A former special education and elementary school teacher, she 
researches effective reading instruction, intervention, prevention, and 
remediation for students with reading difficulties and disabilities.

*For more on foundational literacy skills, see “Teaching Reading Is Rocket Science” in 
the Summer 2020 issue of American Educator: aft.org/ae/summer2020/moats.IL
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dents could write at least two reasons 
a person might have immigrated to 
America. That discussion concludes 
the comprehension canopy, which is 
intended to be simple and brief (tak-
ing only 7 to 10 minutes) to provide a 
framework to engage students in the 
upcoming content.

Teach Essential Content-Specific Words and Concepts

Another beginning-of-the-unit instructional practice is to 
explicitly introduce four or five essential words or concepts 
necessary for understanding the content of the unit. Explicit 
vocabulary instruction benefits students’ comprehension of 
material, particularly for students with reading difficulties.8 
Selection of these words should consider usefulness and 
importance in the discipline. For example, the word revenue is 
an important and useful word in many social studies units. It 

tain of content? Although it is critical that students with reading 
difficulties receive appropriate interventions outside of the social 
studies classroom to improve their reading achievement, embed-
ding disciplinary literacy within the content may help teachers 
address the diverse needs of students and stay focused on the 
important content they are teaching. In truth, most students (even 
many who are strong readers) need instruction in successfully read-
ing and understanding text in specific disciplines.3 For example, a 
historian may read a diary entry by a famous politician skeptically 
(i.e., is she intentionally writing for posterity?), but take a diary entry 
by a not-famous waitress in a small town at face value. Likewise, a 
historian would consider related factors, such as when and where 
each diary entry was written, what ideas and events were prominent 
locally and globally, and other issues that may have affected the 
writers. Then, there are the vocabulary, structure, and other text-
specific aspects of historical reading. 

Embedding discipline-specific literacy instruction within 
social studies content can assist a variety of students, including 
those with reading difficulties, to build higher-level reading abili-
ties, increase knowledge acquisition, and improve their overall 
content learning. Moreover, many state learning standards 
already address the need for discipline-specific literacy instruc-
tion in content areas such as social studies.4

Enhancing Students’ Comprehension in  
Social Studies
So, what are some instructional practices that can feasibly be 
embedded in the content, that enhance (and do not detract from) 
the content, and that have demonstrated the ability to improve 
students’ content understanding? The research on adolescent 
academic literacy suggests several recommendations, such as 
providing support for students to read and comprehend increas-
ingly complex text, offering explicit instruction in vocabulary and 
concepts that are a part of the discipline and text reading, and 
engaging students in content and text discussions to promote 
higher-level reasoning and critical thinking.5

Based on this body of research, five instructional practices are 
outlined below. Social studies teachers can embed these practices 
into their existing instruction to further engage students in the 
subject matter and provide support for discipline-specific reading. 
Middle and high school social studies teachers who have embed-
ded these instructional practices in their units consistently see 
increased student content knowledge as compared with typical 
instructional practices,6 including for students with disabilities.7 

Start with a Comprehension Canopy

The comprehension canopy serves as a unit starter and consists 
of three very brief components: establishing a purpose, asking an 
overarching question, and priming initial background knowledge. 
At the beginning of each instructional unit, teachers provide a 
purpose for the upcoming unit and readings, along with an over-
arching question to guide comprehension during the unit. This 
question is revisited throughout the unit as students learn new 
content that addresses the question. Therefore, the question gives 
students an explicit organizer for the content they are learning. 
The question should be broad and cover the key ideas from the 
unit so that students can organize the critical information they 
learn to fully address the question by the end of the unit. For 

example, in a unit on the Gilded Age, the unit question may be 
“During the Gilded Age, how did the economic, political, and 
social landscape of America change?” 

Teachers also provide a brief introduction to the unit, to build 
some background knowledge about the upcoming content. When 
possible, it is helpful for this introduction, or part of it, to be pro-
vided in a short video (of three to five minutes). Videos should 
provide information about at least one key concept that will be 
covered in the unit and be chosen to pique student interest in 
learning the content of the unit. Students briefly discuss a 
prompted question or two about the video with a partner to pro-
cess the video. Questions can help students make connections 
between their knowledge and the content of the video and the 
upcoming unit. For example, to introduce a unit on the Gilded 
Age, a teacher may start with a video about Ellis Island and pro-
vide questions such as “Who in your family was the first to come 
to America?” and “Why did they leave their native land to come 
here?” Or a teacher may decide to connect to the perspective of 
the people in the video, asking “Imagine you were the first in your 
family to come to America. Why might you choose to leave your 
native land to come here?” To prepare for their discussion, stu-

Most students (even many  
who are strong readers) need 
instruction in successfully  
reading and understanding  
text in specific disciplines.
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may be essential for a student to fully understand this word if 
they are to engage in discourse and analysis of the social stud-
ies discipline. As a result, revenue may be selected as an essen-
tial word to explicitly teach students. Often, teachers provide 
the essential word instruction right after completing the com-
prehension canopy to help increase equity in terms of vocabu-
lary and background knowledge before any other unit content 
is taught. 

After selecting the essential words for the unit, explicit 
instruction is provided in the mean-
ing and the use of the words. Research 
on learning new words and concepts 
points to the importance of providing 
instruction beyond just definitions of 
the words.9 The following five-step 
routine is an effective way to intro-
duce and discuss each word. It usu-
ally takes a total of 15 to 20 minutes. 

1.	 Provide a student-friendly definition.
2.	 Show a visual representation of the word to help students 

remember its meaning. 
3.	 Present related words to help students make connections 

between the new word and other known words.
4.	 Discuss examples and nonexamples of the word or word use.
5.	 Prompt pairs of students to discuss and apply the meaning of 

the word.

The box to the left provides an example of this routine for the word 
urbanization.

Research on vocabulary learning suggests students need 
repeated exposure to new words and opportunities to apply their 
word knowledge in order to retain the word or concept in their 
vocabulary.10 Accordingly, essential words should be used 
throughout the unit, including in the texts students will be read-
ing. Essential words can also be reviewed through short warm-up 
activities at the beginning of several class periods throughout the 
unit. These warm-up activities are developed to allow the students 
to work independently for two to three minutes to apply word 
knowledge within the content. For example, after students have 
been learning and reading about the pros and cons of urbaniza-
tion, a warm-up activity to review and apply the word might 
include students examining a photograph of a large urban area 
that they have been studying and then writing one challenge of 
urbanization and a potential solution in each of several areas (e.g., 
environment, public health, housing, transportation, employ-
ment). Warm-up activities can be spread out over the course of 
the unit, with each of the essential words and concepts reviewed 
in this mode at least once during the unit. 

Provide Support for Critical Content Readings

The critical readings instructional practice helps ensure that all 
students, even those who are still developing as readers, work 
through and comprehend content within primary and secondary 
text sources. In order to provide sufficient support for the varying 
levels of readers in the class, critical readings happen during class 
time and typically require approximately 20 minutes. 

To begin a reading, teachers provide a brief introduction that 
sets the context. This introduction can include emphasizing 

Using the Five-Step Routine to 
Teach Urbanization

Definition 

The movement of people from rural to urban areas and the 
resulting physical growth of cities. 

Visualization 

Related Words

Urban expansion, urban sprawl, development, migration

Example of Word Use

The United Nations forecasts that the pace of global urban-
ization will continue to quicken, and that 60 percent of the 
world’s population will live in cities by the year 2030. (That’s 
amazing, considering that only 13 percent of the world’s 
population lived in cities in 1900.) 

Example 

New York City

Nonexample

Harvard, Illinois (a small town in the Midwest)

Turn and Talk

Select one of the following topics to address: economic 
opportunity or climate change. For the selected topic, tell 
your partner two benefits and two challenges of urbanization.

•	 Example: Urbanization creates more economic opportuni-
ties for individuals because there are more businesses and 
more job training opportunities. However, individuals 
moving to big cities to pursue economic opportunities 
face high rents and many other newcomers also searching 
for jobs.

Students need repeated  
exposure to new words and 
opportunities to apply their 
word knowledge in order to 

retain the word or concept in 
their vocabulary.

ANGMOKIO / WIKIMEDIA COMMONS
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essential words students will encounter and connecting the infor-
mation they will read to the overarching question for the unit. For 
example, building on the question “During the Gilded Age, how 
did the economic, political, and social landscape of America 
change?,” a teacher may say, “In this reading, we will learn about 
some of the economic issues facing workers during the Gilded 
Age.” Students can read the text as a whole class with the teacher, 
in small groups, in pairs, or independently. Depending on stu-
dents’ needs, teachers may also divide the class, with some read-
ing independently and others reading as a group with teacher 
support. Even when teachers are assisting, it is important that 
students do the majority of the reading (rather than the teacher 
or another student reading it to them). Students can only gain 
practice in reading and understanding content-area text indepen-
dently if they are actually reading. 

Teachers guide the students to stop in two to three predeter-
mined places in the text (e.g., after one to two paragraphs or one 
section) to monitor comprehension of the text. At these stopping 
points, students answer key text questions about the text read thus 
far, verbally or in writing (e.g., In what ways does the author seem 
to feel that immigrants were once important to the American 
economy? How does the author feel labor conditions have now 
changed?), and briefly discuss responses before continuing the 
reading. Discussions should be brief and focused on the reading 
and the text question, rather than a time to provide an extended 
lecture on the content. The teacher also leads a debriefing of the 
whole text after the reading is completed. The critical readings 
routine is typically used two to three times during a two-week unit. 

Use Teams to Monitor Content Understanding

Team-based learning, a practice first used in higher education 
and adapted for middle and high school,11 involves the use of 
heterogeneous, permanent teams of students (three to five stu-
dents at the high school level) to discuss and apply content 
throughout the unit. One use of these teams is to monitor student 
understanding and learning of the content using comprehension 
checks. These occur a couple of times during each unit and are 
designed to take about 15 minutes, with an additional 5 minutes 
for targeted instruction. 

How are comprehension checks implemented? A short quiz 
(about five multiple-choice questions) of the content and vocabu-
lary learned in the unit thus far is given to all students. Teachers 
intentionally develop questions that do have a correct answer, but 
require students to integrate and evaluate key aspects of the cur-
riculum. For example, rather than asking “What is urbanization?,” 
a teacher may ask “Which of the following is not a cause of rapid 
urbanization during the Gilded Age?,” requiring students to inte-
grate their knowledge of urbanization with the causes during the 
Gilded Age. 

Students first complete the quiz individually and turn it in to 
the teacher. This provides the teacher with information on indi-
vidual student understanding and retention of the unit content 
covered. Next, students get into their teams and answer the same 
questions again. Because the questions have been carefully 
crafted to draw on multiple aspects of the content, they are likely 
to elicit discussion of the content during the team work. In addi-
tion, because each student has already taken the quiz, each is 
prepared to contribute to the discussion. 

During the teams’ work on the quiz questions, they are 
allowed to use their texts and notes from class to find evidence 
supporting their answers. The teams discuss each question and 
come to consensus on an answer with their evidence. As teams 
mark their answers, they receive immediate feedback from a 
scratch-off card or a digital version of the quiz (that, like a 
scratch-off, only indicates whether an answer is right or wrong). 
If a team does not get the correct answer, they go back to discuss-
ing the question with their text and notes until they come to 
consensus on another answer. The teacher moves between 
teams as they discuss, facilitating their use of evidence and rea-
soning. The teacher can also identify any misunderstandings or 
content gaps in the students’ discussions. The teacher collects 
the scratch-off cards or digital results when the teams are fin-
ished, particularly to examine questions that took teams mul-
tiple attempts before obtaining the correct answer. 

Together, these individual and team comprehension checks 
provide information on students’ understanding of the content thus 
far and their readiness for content application activities. The teacher 
uses the information from the individual answers, discussions, and 
team answers to plan individual, small-group, or whole-class 
instruction that is targeted to address knowledge gaps. 

Use Teams to Apply Content Knowledge

At the end of the unit, students apply the knowledge they have 
acquired. Students once again work in their teams to integrate 
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the unit content in a problem-solving or perspective-taking 
activity. Because the activity is designed to elicit discussion and 
decision making using the content from the unit, prompts are 
complex. For example, teams may be asked to “Imagine you 
serve on an advisory committee to a Gilded Age president. As a 
team, make a recommendation regarding whether the United 
States should limit immigration. Provide at least two economic, 
two political, and two social reasons in support of your recom-
mendation.” Each team discusses each aspect of the task; identi-
fies evidence or support for their reasoning from their notes, 
readings, and other class resources from the unit; and records 
key information. 

Providing graphic organizers—such as a table for each of the 
unit readings on immigration where students can identify the 
author’s perspective, audience, general argument, and support-
ing evidence—and breaking the task into clear steps can help 
high school students work through the activity effectively. By the 
end of the activity, each team prepares a written response stating 
their decision and rationale (e.g., the team’s recommendation 
and their economic, political, and social support points). Com-
ing back together as a whole class, the teams report on their 
conclusions and rationales. The teacher highlights high-quality 
use of text to support ideas, requires teams to report on their text 
evidence when it is lacking, and facilitates student questions 
about a team’s conclusions. Key connections between the activ-
ity, the student conclusions, and the overarching question are 

then discussed to bring closure to the unit. Finally, the teacher 
facilitates an evaluation of the team process and success working 
together. For example, each team member might rate their team 
or their peers on items such as use of text-based evidence, active 
contributing, active listening, critical thinking, or teamwork. 

Together, consistently using this set of practices to provide 
instruction for each content unit can help all students, including 
students with reading difficulties, read and understand the con-
tent as well as fully engage in the content. These practices ensure 
students engage in not only knowledge acquisition but also the 
application of that knowledge. The table on page 15 provides a 
summary of the activities within each instructional practice.

Students with reading difficulties need continuity in the sup-
ports they are provided across their academics in order to suc-
ceed in high school. A reading difficulty should not mean that 
students have to fall behind in their other academic areas. Social 
studies teachers can substantially raise achievement when they 
have the tools to engage and support a variety of students in 
learning their discipline.	 ☐
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Instructional Practices for Promoting  
Adolescent Comprehension Through Text 

INSTRUCTIONAL PRACTICES ACTIVITIES 

Comprehension Canopy •	 Build background knowledge and motivate students for the new unit.
•	 Provide a brief, engaging video introducing the topic. Present a purpose for viewing the video and 

debrief with a short discussion after the video.
•	 Introduce a unit-long overarching question that is researchable, has a problem to solve, or is a task 

to complete throughout the unit as the content is learned.

Essential Words •	 Introduce four to five critical vocabulary words and concepts with high utility in the content area.
•	 Provide student-friendly definitions, a visual representation, examples and nonexamples where 

appropriate, and a quick discussion prompt to apply the word meaning.
•	 Review the words throughout the unit in readings and through brief warm-up activities to apply 

the meaning of the word to a real-life situation.

Critical Reading •	 Provide support for reading material related to the unit topic. 
•	 Introduce the reading emphasizing essential words in the reading and what students will learn.
•	 Read the material as a whole class, in small groups, in pairs, or individually.
•	 Provide stopping points in the text to discuss the reading and take notes.
•	 Make connections to the comprehension canopy’s overarching question, essential words, and any 

previously learned content.

Team Comprehension Check •	 Prepare a short multiple-choice content quiz covering content taught in the unit thus far.
•	 Develop questions that challenge students to integrate key aspects of the content.
•	 Have students take the quiz individually and turn it in.
•	 Have teams (heterogeneous groups of three to five students working together throughout the 

course) take the quiz using their texts and notes to discuss the questions and evidence for the 
correct answers. Provide immediate feedback to each team (e.g., scratch-off cards or virtual 
quizzes) on whether team answers are correct or incorrect. Teams continue discussing the ques-
tions and examining evidence until they get the correct answers. 

•	 Provide targeted instruction to address any misunderstandings noted in the individual quizzes, 
team discussions, or team quizzes.

Team Knowledge 
Application

•	 Create a problem-solving and/or perspective-taking activity for the unit content that allows 
students to apply the content to making a decision or choice.

•	 Have student teams (same teams described in the comprehension check) complete the activity 
engaging in discourse and using the unit content and evidence to support their claims, reasoning, 
and decision making. 

•	 Provide students support for working through the activity as needed (e.g., steps to complete the 
activity, graphic organizers).

•	 Have teams share their solutions or decisions alongside their rationales and evidence with the rest 
of the class.

•	 Facilitate a peer review of the team process to help teams work better together each time to 
achieve the class goals.



16    AMERICAN EDUCATOR  |  SPRING 2021

In College, But Not Always  
Earning College Credit
Evidence-Based Instructional Strategies for Success  
During—and Beyond—Developmental Courses

By Elizabeth L. Tighe, Meagan C.  
Arrastía-Chisholm, and Njeri M. Pringle

A cademically underprepared postsecondary students 
make up a large proportion of college campuses. 
Recent estimates indicate that up to 70 percent of 
incoming students at two-year community colleges 

and up to 40 percent of incoming students at four-year colleges 
enroll in developmental courses.1 These courses, sometimes also 
referred to as remedial, basic skills, college preparatory, or pre-
curriculum, typically do not offer credit toward an associate or 
bachelor’s degree. They largely enroll students who have com-
pleted high school (earning a traditional diploma or GED) and 
are offered across an array of subject areas (e.g., reading, writing, 
mathematics) to prepare students to progress to the demands 
of postsecondary coursework. 

There has been some criticism of the effectiveness of many of 
these developmental courses, as many students either do not 
complete them (most notably developmental mathematics) or do 
not progress to passing credit-bearing courses.2 Fortunately, there 
are supportive, developmental instructional strategies that a sub-
stantial body of research demonstrates to be effective. In this 
article, we begin with suggestions for motivating students that 
apply across subject areas. Then, we provide more detailed 
descriptions of several evidence-based strategies that develop-
mental instructors can use across reading, writing, and mathe-
matics courses. We also offer some tips for teaching on virtual 
platforms. Although we describe these strategies individually, 
they are best used in concert through a mix of whole-group, small-
group, and individualized instruction. 

Motivating Adult Learners
Motivation encompasses many thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. 
Within the framework of self-regulated learning that is inherent 
to higher education,3 motivation includes students’ intrinsic inter-
est, goal orientation, and self-efficacy. Each student enters the 
classroom with a unique motivational profile. By incorporating 
questions about motivation into relationship-building exercises 
at the beginning of a course, instructors can take this information 
into account and help promote higher self-efficacy. In turn, higher 
academic self-efficacy is associated with lifelong learning and the 
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and the assistant director of the Adult Literacy Research Center at Georgia 
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enjoyment of learning. In essence, these positive motivational 
attributes are associated with good short-term learning outcomes, 
as well as achievement beyond formal education.4

Some research shows that instructors assume college students 
in developmental courses have low motivation, despite most stu-
dents reporting high self-efficacy and a desire to learn.5 Such 
assumptions could be problematic if they result in instructors mak-
ing fewer inquiries into their students’ needs. Imagine a young man 
who is routinely 10 minutes late to class. One might assume that he 
is not motivated, or one might inquire and discover that he works 
full time and his manager makes him do a few extra tasks each day 
as his shift ends—but he always rushes to class, skipping dinner, 
because he is highly motivated. This is a student who needs an 
accommodation—such as the instructor’s class opener or warm-up 
exercise in an email earlier in the day. Common reactions, such as 
a warning or even an incentive to do better, are not likely to change 
his behavior, since the root cause is outside his control. Indeed, 
research shows that developmental students who enter the class-
room motivated do not need extra incentives.6

Although motivation is often understood in the context of teach-
ing K–12 students, there are some added considerations when 
teaching adult students in developmental courses, many of whom 
may be nontraditional students (e.g., adults with jobs and children). 
When teaching adults, it is especially important to acknowledge, 
honor, and incorporate their lived experiences in the classroom 
whenever possible.7 Instructors should not only help their students 
find relevance in the material and utility in the skills being acquired 
but also actively elicit ways students can contribute to the lesson. 
In other words, students in developmental courses should be posi-
tioned as the experts whenever possible. On a contrasting note, 
developmental instructors need to be cautious when foundational 
skills are missing. Whereas in other classes an instructor might 
employ reciprocal teaching (making students dependent on each 
other), collaborative peer learning may not always work if students 
are lacking some skills required to teach fellow students. In these 
situations, consider creating opportunities for students to help 
inspire each other through exchanging life experiences. 

Because of the independent nature of higher education, self-
regulation (i.e., directing one’s thoughts and behavior toward a 
task) should be modeled and explicitly taught.8 For example, 
instructors should help students set goals, monitor their own 
progress, reflect on their learning, and seek help. Emphasizing 
learning goals over performance goals, in addition to making the 
connection between content and real life, can decrease anxiety 
and promote learning.9 More research is needed on the motiva-
tion of developmental students, but teaching a growth mindset 
should be combined with academic intervention so that students 
both understand that they can improve and are given the knowl-
edge and skills needed to improve. 

Motivational components cannot stand in place of content 
instruction, but they can aid in cognitive changes that may help 
students persist.10 Here are a few essential strategies:

•	 Communicate high expectations from the course outset. Make 
it clear that you expect that all of the students want to learn and 
that they will master the content. During the first class, provide 
learning objectives on the syllabus and orally communicate 
high expectations.11

•	 Allow students to be the experts when possible. Provide oppor-
tunities for students to share their knowledge and experiences 
(related to their professions, personal lives, and cultures) and 
acknowledge the skills they bring to the class.12

•	 Use incentives only if needed. Assume all students are moti-
vated to learn, but increase motivational messaging and 
inquire about needs for those who lack or appear to lack moti-
vation (e.g., through follow-up emails or texts if they are miss-
ing class). Build optional incentives into the course that will 
help students boost their performance, such as extra-credit 
assignments, multiple submissions (with feedback to scaffold 
learning), and/or dropping the lowest grade.13

•	 Be consistent with expectations and deadlines. Even with self-
pacing, deadlines should be enforced with penalties for the 
sake of consistency. Grades in the course should come from 
performance-based assessments, not fluff grades (e.g., atten-
dance, logging into the course, attitude).14

Higher-achieving developmental students may already know how 
to self-regulate their learning,15 but lower-achieving students may 
not. In addition to the strategies above, instructors can weave les-
sons and tips for self-regulation into the instructional strategies 
for reading, writing, and mathematics described below.

Reading and Writing Instruction
Many developmental courses have recently shifted toward combin-
ing reading and writing instruction. These skills are essential not only 
for most of adult life but also for almost all subject areas—even within 
a developmental math course, for example, there are considerable 
reading and writing skills that students need in order to approach 
more complex word problems and to develop critical-thinking and 
mathematical reasoning skills.16 A recent literature review provides 
an excellent overview of current, high-quality research on integrating 
reading and writing instruction (broadly termed literacy) for post-
secondary students enrolled in developmental courses.17 The review 
differentiates between bodies of literature that highlight different 
types of instructional approaches that can be common to reading 
and writing skills needed for struggling postsecondary students. We 
briefly outline each broad approach, as instructors may consider 
adopting aspects of different approaches to fit their unique classroom 
needs, and present some examples from research conducted within 
each approach. We also include specific strategies and skills within 
each approach for instructors to focus on in the classroom.
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Discrete, Decontextualized Skills Approach

When assessments (including projects and other assignments devel-
oped by instructors) reveal specific skills and knowledge that indi-
vidual students have not yet mastered, it is helpful for instructors to 
be efficient in addressing the particular weaknesses. For instance, in 
terms of reading instruction, this may include focusing on explicit 
instruction in basic phonological decoding, understanding vocabu-
lary definitions and related synonyms and antonyms, and building 
metalinguistic awareness, such as unpacking the structure of com-
plex words (e.g., peeling off prefixes and suffixes). In isolation, this 
type of approach often relies on repeated drilling of skills through 
worksheets or on practicing composing several essays. There is little 
focus on instructors modeling strategies (e.g., to approach reading 
passages or composing essays), on embedding digital materials, or 
on connecting work to current events and trends. 

If assessments indicate a broad array of literacy needs and 
instructors are deciding where to begin parts of a discrete, decon-
textualized approach, developmental instructors may want to 
focus on the following skills:

•	 For lower-level students, address needs related to basic decod-
ing, vocabulary knowledge, and background knowledge. For 
vocabulary, assign worksheets to extend familiar words (e.g., 
vary) to teach more complex morphologically and/or etymo-
logically related words (e.g., variable, variability, variety, vari-
ance, variants, variations, invariable, invariably). To facilitate 

morphological problem solving, and thus help increase vocabu-
lary and comprehension, focus the materials on using knowl-
edge of base words, roots (i.e., etymology), and affixes to 
decompose complex, unknown words (e.g., with multivariate, 
a student can learn to relate it to vary and to known words with 
the same prefix like multiplication and multivitamin).18 Also, 
instructors can work on building fluency by timing students as 
they practice reading increasingly complex connected text.

•	 For more advanced students (i.e., those who demonstrate 
strong foundational reading skills and at least a basic academic 
vocabulary), provide opportunities with many different types 
of texts to engage in monitoring comprehension (reflecting on 
and understanding what is read), paraphrasing (putting the 
text into their own words), identifying the main idea and sum-
marizing text, forming bridging inferences across sentences 
within the text, elaborating (incorporating background knowl-
edge to form inferences about the text), and predicting (infer-
ring what might come next in the text).19

Strategy Instruction

This approach expands and deepens understanding of the skills 
from the discrete, decontextualized approach by allowing for 
instructor modeling and scaffolding using a step-by-step model 
(e.g., graphic organizers, mnemonic devices, think-alouds). It also 
builds off the concept of reciprocal teaching, in which after 
instructors provide modeling, students can teach-back material 
to the instructor and/or peers. Reciprocal teaching can foster 
deeper learning, critical thinking, comprehension monitoring, 
and idea development (especially for writing). The following are 
some evidence-based strategies that instructors can apply to read-
ing and writing in developmental courses:

•	 Use pre-reading strategies (e.g., brainstorming, skimming) 
to help students comprehend complex text. For example, 
PILLAR—preview, identify, list, look online, attempt, read—is 
a pre-reading strategy to help students digest complex read-
ing tasks in which they have limited background or content 
knowledge on the specific topic.20 Of note, the “look online” 
step of PILLAR integrates the idea of using online resources 
to gain more information about new topics and take more 
self-initiative in the learning process.

•	 Integrate instructor modeling and scaffolding during writing 
instruction into the drafting and revision phases. In one 
example, students worked in small groups to discuss teacher 
expectations, and then the instructor modeled on a whiteboard 
the steps of revision. In addition, the instructor gave evaluative, 
individualized feedback on students’ drafts.21

•	 Introduce a variety of metacognitive reading strategies and 
model them using multiple examples and think-alouds in 
class, then have students practice on texts and collaboratively 
with peers. For example, asking students to relate personal 
knowledge or experiences to the text, generate questions about 
the text, use annotations and notes to self during reading, and 
generate inferences were metacognitive strategies identified 
as useful in one developmental reading course.22

•	 Allow students to self-select reading comprehension strategies, 
which can facilitate greater autonomy and also enhance moti-
vation and the desire to read and write more often.23
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•	 Encourage students to share ideas about culture and cultural 
practices in discussions, readings, and writing activities.

Disciplinary and Contextualized Approaches

These approaches rely on bridging discrete reading, writing, and 
critical-thinking skills to other content areas (e.g., anthropology, 
geology). In particular, embedding vocabulary and morphological 
training on academic words and content-area passages related to 
US history and civics has been shown effective with students 
enrolled in English as a second language courses.26 Similarly, there 
has been evidence of effectiveness of embedding reading strategy 
and self-explanation training into an introductory biology course 
with college students.27 Specific to stu-
dents in developmental courses, some 
work has shown effectiveness of inte-
grating reading and writing strategies, 
such as building vocabulary and back-
ground knowledge, generating main 
ideas, identifying supportive details, 
summarizing, and thinking critically 
with historical texts28 as well as with 

Adapting Instructional 
Strategies for Online 
Courses

With the increase in online learning 
opportunities and the need for remote 
instruction due to COVID-19, it’s impor-
tant to consider the challenges and 
features of online learning.1 For instance, 
increasing motivation can be a tricky 
endeavor, especially if students do not 
have adequate technology and high-
speed internet; and yet, technology 
enables greater personalization2 and can 
even be adapted to appeal to students’ 
emotions, which helps with motivation.3

Online learning also increases the 
accessibility of coursework in terms of 
both differentiating instruction and 
geographical location.4 Although some 
online classes have regular meeting 
times when all students need to log in, 
others also increase accessibility by 
allowing students to access modules 
asynchronously. Students taking such 
classes can work at their own pace on 
coursework that is personalized to their 
skill level. Students can skip modules for 
content they have mastered and find 
additional exercises for skills they are 
still practicing. With online learning, 
students who live in rural or remote 
areas can access education without the 
financial burden of lengthy commutes 
or relocation. This also increases the 

capacity of any institution of higher 
education to provide instruction for 
more students. 

One downside of the physical distance 
between online students may be a 
decreased sense of presence and commu-
nity. Even if students are working on 
personalized learning plans online, 
providing networking opportunities may 
help increase collaboration, inspiration, 
and support among students online. For 
example, the use of synchronized 
learning—for some, if not all, sessions—
can provide opportunities to connect 
through videoconferencing. 

The following are additional practical 
strategies for online or hybrid develop-
mental courses (also see the “Digital 
Teaching Strategies” section on page 20):

•	 Survey students about their resources 
and needs for online learning. It is 
important to know what technology 
and type of internet connection is 
available to students if the institution 
is not providing the same resources 
for all students.5

•	 Personalize student content based on 
a diagnostic assessment. This will 
enable acceleration or remediation so 
that students can focus on the skills 
they need to master.6

•	 Provide motivational messages and 
personalized feedback online. 
Instructors with very large classes may 
consider using some automated 
feedback through scheduled 

announcements or through the use of 
intelligent tutors.7 Although more 
capable intelligent tutors are in 
development, most readily available 
learning management systems (e.g., 
Blackboard, D2L, iCollege) have some 
built-in intelligent tutoring capacities 
that save instructors time.

•	 Provide opportunities for students to 
connect and find commonalities. Use 
videoconferencing and messaging 
applications to connect with students 
and build a learning community so 
that students may get to know each 
other despite physical distance.8

–E. L. T., M. C. A.-C., and N. M. P.
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New and Multiple Literacies

New and multiple literacies view reading and writing as broader 
social constructs; instructors are more interested in how students 
express themselves and communicate than in coaching students to 
demonstrate mastery of specific discrete skills.24 Although we caution 
that all students need to master reading and writing skills in academic 
English—for everything from writing an accurate lab report in a 
chemistry class to drafting a concise proposal for a business class (not 
to mention accomplishing these things professionally)—there is 
value in cultivating individual expression and helping students find 
their voices. The following are some ideas for instructors who want 
to incorporate a broader concept of literacies:

•	 Use blogs and social media content that align with course cur-
ricula and goals to have students draft reflective essays.

•	 Integrate other modalities, such as podcasting and video-
making, to allow students alternatives to communicate and 
convey ideas (while also refining writing skills as students draft 
and revise scripts or talking points).

•	 Focus on self-reflection during the writing process and allow 
students to examine their self-beliefs and identities related 
to writing.25
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scientific texts.29 Thus, instructors should try to integrate academic 
vocabulary and topics specific to college-level history and science 
courses into discussions, writing topics, and readings.

Digital Teaching Strategies

With recent technological advances, many developmental courses 
have been taught partially or fully online for many years. Some 
courses integrate online features (e.g., discussion boards and 
online chats often found through common university platforms 
such as Blackboard, Canvas, and iCollege) and use programs (e.g., 
Google Docs) for live peer editing of writing and feedback as well 
as social media platforms to connect learners (e.g., Microsoft 
Teams, Slack channels, WhatsApp). For instance, in one study an 
instructor used a private Facebook page for a developmental writ-
ing course; compared with a traditional course (without such 
technology), the Facebook-enhanced version was more successful 
in promoting confidence among students in writing and interact-
ing about writing.30 Digital tools can enhance collaboration 
among instructors and classmates as well as foster a sense of com-
munity, particularly if instructors embrace the many modalities 
that are inherent in the multiple literacies approach.

Empirical research has also consid-
ered various digital technologies for 
enhancing reading and writing skills. 
The program iSTART (Interactive Strat-
egy Training for Active Reading and 
Thinking), for example, provides 
instruction and practice in five of the 
reading comprehension strategies 
described above in the discrete skills 
section (monitoring comprehension, paraphrasing, bridging, elabo-
rating, and predicting); iSTART has been iteratively modified and has 
shown promising gains in self-explanations of complex texts and 
reading comprehension for middle schoolers, high schoolers, post-
secondary students, and struggling adult readers.31

Before moving on to mathematics, it’s important to remem-
ber that although we have presented these strategies indi-
vidually, effective instructors combine them as needed. For 
instance, comprehension strategies could be integrated into 

developmental courses using a combination of approaches. Instruc-
tors could model and scaffold how to paraphrase complex sections 
of different texts and then apply this to texts on topics of interest to 

students, vary the type of text (e.g., blog, newspaper article, passage), 
and/or vary the content area of the texts (e.g., science, history). In 
addition, for students who need even more practice, instructors 
could consider offering resources such as ThinkingStorm (in par-
ticular for writing feedback, thinkingstorm.com) or MyLab (avail-
able for self-paced reading and writing as well as math practice, 
pearsonmylabandmastering.com).* Building on the new literacies 
framework, instructors could also allow students more active roles 
in communicating, such as through writing reflections to a complex 
text—and those reflections might lead to ideas, elaborations, and 
further predictions related to the text.

Mathematics Instruction
Learning mathematics requires greater literacy than is often 
assumed—especially for students in developmental courses for 
whom math has not been easy to digest. Students need to be able 
to read effectively to understand concepts and questions (e.g., 
word problems, directions), to acquire procedural knowledge 
(understanding mathematical functions, operations, symbols, 
and rules), and to apply the appropriate strategies. Educators can 
help students develop skills to move their understanding from 
concrete to abstract. For example, students may have developed 
an understanding of specific symbols and functions (e.g., percent-
ages [%]), and instructors can help students learn to express state-
ments as mathematical operations (e.g., convert word problems 
into solvable equations, such as “What is the total amount of 
simple interest (in dollars) accrued on $4,832 at a yearly rate of 
5.5% over 4 years?” translates to 4,832 x 0.055 x 4, which equals 
$1,063.04). Research specific to students enrolled in either devel-
opmental math courses or college-level math courses finds scaf-
folding is particularly effective in breaking down complex 
strategies and rules (e.g., mathematical proofs) into explicit steps. 
It also allows students greater autonomy as they learn to apply 
different methods.32 Instructors can gradually lessen their role, 
providing hints and other partial supports as students continue 
to progress in their understanding and gain independence. 

Scaffolding that is gradually removed also discourages rote 
memorization of mathematical steps; instead, it encourages stu-
dents to articulate and work through problem-solving strategies. 
Some research has suggested that rote memorization of rules and 
formulas may be ineffective because students may not be devel-
oping the critical-thinking skills and knowledge necessary to form 
connections among mathematical concepts.33

Developmental mathematics instruction needs to be engaging 
and accessible. The following are some evidence-based instruc-
tional strategies to support students in these courses:

•	 Provide worked examples—which are problems that are 
already solved in an explicit, step-by-step way—with scaf-
folding,34 enabling students to feel more comfortable and 
confident in their math abilities. Consider scaffolding learn-
ing to address areas of perceived weakness by adding an 
additional week of learning and reviewing foundational math 
skills—with worked examples and problems for students to 

Learning mathematics requires 
greater literacy than is often 

assumed—especially for  
students for whom math has 

not been easy to digest.

*Most of the widely available programs are based on research but have not been 
empirically tested, so we encourage instructors to periodically search for stronger 
resources.
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solve—so students can build toward more complex topics at 
a comfortable pace. Throughout the course, reserve time to 
address mathematical concepts that students struggle with 
and need much more scaffolding and repetition to master. 
Instructors need patience and flexibility to come up with 
creative ways to reconceptualize and reteach mathematical 
topics that students persistently find challenging.

•	 Use tools (e.g., graphing calculators) and visuals (e.g., graphing 
paper, flash cards) to enhance learning concepts—but discour-
age solely relying on a calculator for all basic calculations.35 For 
example, it is helpful to use a graphing calculator to quickly 
and accurately visualize graphs based on linear and quadratic 
equations, but many students may not learn the underlying 
math concepts if they never plot the points and draw the 
graphs by hand. Tools should be used to save time, not to sub-
stitute for understanding.

•	 Consider using manipulatives, such as blocks or other concrete 
objects, when introducing discrete or abstract mathematical 
concepts. A demonstrative example of this would be using a 
staircase when teaching slope.36 Although manipulatives tend 
to be popular and can increase understanding, they can also 
be counterproductive if they do not help draw attention to key 
concepts. By explaining the manipulative and how it relates to 
the mathematical idea, instructors increase the likelihood of 
the manipulative being helpful.37

•	 Offer self-directed learning opportunities that are self-paced 
for further remediation while also providing supplemental 
instruction and creating opportunities for peer support.38 In 
addition, use self-pacing for acceleration. Let students work 
ahead if desired and allow for multiple opportunities to mas-
ter skills. 

•	 Contextualize instruction by providing real-life examples.39 
This promotes transfer to the outside world and across classes. 
Whenever possible, ground exercises and assignments in 
authentic situations or set up real problems to be solved. For 
example, students may appreciate incorporating financial 
literacy into developmental mathematics courses (e.g., learn-
ing spreadsheets, balancing a checkbook, calculating percent-
ages for tips, projecting retirement expenses).

•	 Allow students to create their own data sets and problems to 
solve. For example, students could use a bouncing ball to col-
lect data on rebound heights and graph relationships,40 or they 
could develop a survey to determine students’ views on a topic, 
administer the survey to collect data, and develop a variety of 
charts to present their findings. 

Combating Math Anxiety

Although anxiety about learning exists in developmental reading 
and writing courses, math anxiety is a particularly important issue 
to address. In fact, it is estimated that approximately 80 percent 
of community college students and 25 percent of four-year college 
or university students taking mathematics courses struggle with 
moderate to high math anxiety.41 Math anxiety can decrease per-
formance in math courses, as well as performance on placement 
exams into developmental courses (resulting in students who do 
not actually need a developmental course being required to take 
one).42 Further, there is some evidence that female students may 

need more support, as they may exhibit higher levels of math 
anxiety compared with male students.43

Some strategies that developmental mathematics instructors 
may want to consider to combat math anxiety include:

•	 Acknowledge anxiety and fear early on in the course to help 
normalize the uncomfortable aspects of the learning process.44 
Instructors may even share their own stories of overcoming 
math anxiety to model perseverance.45 

•	 Cultivate fearlessness by establishing an open, collaborative, 
and participatory classroom.46 Allow students to work together, 
share resources, and hold each other accountable through 
classroom partnerships. 

•	 Foster self-monitoring by acknowledging progress. For exam-
ple, have students set goals, plan steps, and identify barriers as 
well as supports.47 Then, have students monitor their progress 
through the learning management systems (e.g., Blackboard, 
D2L, MyLab Math). Provide motivational feedback that 
includes the tracking of progress in terms of percentage of 
content mastered or improvement of skill level.48

It is important to note that there is no one-size-fits-all instruc-
tional approach to developmental education. We encourage 
instructors to apply a broad array of strategies that bridge dif-
ferent content areas and meet students’ unique needs. We also 

hope instructors will consider integrating motivational aspects 
(e.g., goal setting, interests, personal experiences) into discussions, 
assignments, and learning—especially in online courses. 	 ☐
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By Eva L. Rivera Lebrón

Community colleges have long provided students a gateway 
to greater economic opportunities, primarily through two 
pathways: completing two years of college courses while 
preparing to transfer to earn a four-year degree or career 

training that can lead to stable, well-paying positions. The com-
munity college where I teach offers something more: a much-
needed affirmation of Native American students’ histories, values, 
identities, and cultures. 

I teach math to students at Southwestern Indian Polytechnic 
Institute (SIPI) in Albuquerque, New Mexico. When it comes to issues 
of culture, math as a discipline mostly goes unnoticed. Given that 
subjects in the humanities and social sciences more easily lend them-
selves to students’ lived experiences, classes about equations and 
functions hardly seem to connect to values and identities. But at SIPI, 
we show students that these connections do in fact exist, and we 
ensure that they play a central role in Native students’ education. In 

teaching math and other subject matter content, we intentionally 
build on our students’ cultural knowledge because research shows 
that doing so is invaluable to their academic, social, and emotional 
development.* By incorporating students’ backgrounds into the 
classroom, we as educators help them learn more effectively.

One of 37 tribal colleges and universities in the United States, 
SIPI is a community college funded through the Bureau of Indian 
Education. All of the approximately 460 students enrolled† in the 
college are Native American. They come from 18 states and rep-
resent 71 different tribes.

SIPI not only respects Native students’ cultural backgrounds and 
traditions but also intentionally supports tribal nation-building 
through its array of two-year degree and certificate programs. SIPI 
collaborates with tribes to understand their education and work-
force needs—which in recent years have centered on healthy food, 
clean and sufficient water, sustainable energy, and accessible and 
equitable healthcare—and then responds with tailor-made degrees 
and certificates in fields such as culinary arts, environmental sci-
ence, natural resources management, and vision care. At the same 

Eva L. Rivera Lebrón is a professor of mathematics at Southwestern Indian 
Polytechnic Institute in Albuquerque, New Mexico. She has given several 
presentations on supporting community college students’ transition into 
and success in developmental and credit-bearing mathematics courses at 
conferences held by the National Indian Education Association. 

A Formula for Success
Teaching Native American Community College Students  
Math—and to Believe in Themselves

*For more on why it’s important to build on students’ cultures, see How People Learn II: 
Learners, Contexts, and Cultures: nap.edu/catalog/24783/how-people-learn-ii-learners-
contexts-and-cultures. 
†I am offering an approximation because enrollment fluctuates each trimester.IL
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Part of my job—and also my passion for teaching—is tutoring 
students. At SIPI, faculty members are required to spend a few 
hours each week tutoring students during their office hours or in 
the STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math) Lab and 
Writing Lab on campus. In my role as a math professor, I am the 
students’ main contact for the STEM Lab, where I tutor about four 
hours each week. In March 2020, because of the pandemic, we 
moved all classes and tutoring sessions at SIPI to synchronous 
meetings online. So now I tutor my students through Zoom. I try 
to be available at times that work for them, including nights and 
weekends, since many of them work full time.§

Engaging Students in the Content and  
Their Cultures
A couple of years ago, to better support students, our department 
decided to modularize beginning algebra. “Modularization” is a 
term for breaking up a semester-long course into smaller parts so 
that students have more time to grasp key concepts and master 

time, SIPI provides degrees and certificates in fields that meet 
universal needs and offer broad opportunities, such as accounting, 
early childhood education, and computer-aided drafting and 
design, to name just a few. 

Because mathematics is a required course for every program, 
I have students from a range of disciplines, and I teach the full 
gamut of math courses—from pre-algebra to calculus. Classes are 
typically small, with only 10 to 15 students, so I get to know my 
students quite well. Many work full- or part-time jobs, and some 
are raising children or caring for family members while they 
attend school. 

Nearly 70 percent of students at SIPI test into developmental math 
courses, which consist of pre-algebra and algebra.‡ These courses, 
for which students don’t receive college credit, are ones they must 
take in order to enroll in credit-bearing math courses required for a 
degree. I find teaching these courses—and building relationships 
with my students through them—especially rewarding.

Confronting Bias
I wanted to teach at SIPI because it’s specifically for Native students. 
Such students are typically not well represented in higher educa-
tion—as students or professors. As a Black woman from Puerto Rico, 
I myself did not see many people who looked like me in my under-
graduate and graduate programs, not only because of my race and 
ethnicity but also because of my gender. I often tell my students about 
the time 20 years ago when one of my college math professors in 
Puerto Rico looked right at me and said in front of the entire class that 
women should not be studying math. His words stung. Because I 
was so intimidated by this professor, I considered dropping the class, 
but I decided to stay; I needed to prove him wrong. I paid careful 
attention in class, completed all the assignments, and studied hard 
for tests—and I passed the course. While proving him wrong, I also 
learned a lot about what being a professor could and should mean. 
Less than 20 percent of the students passed the class, which I think 
says more about that professor than it does about the students. We 
all had potential, but we had to look outside the class for support. I 
was a determined student, but I was also fortunate to find the help 
that my professor was not offering.

To this day, people still assume I don’t have much education 
just because of the way I look. Whether it’s due to implicit biases 
or systemic racism or a combination of both, they are surprised 
to learn I have a PhD in math education. I make it a point to share 
my story with my students so they know they can succeed even 
if others doubt their abilities. 

Part of the key to being successful is having somebody who 
believes in you. One of my students last year was a 27-year-old trans-
fer student who thought he couldn’t do math. He really struggled with 
the material, and after every class he would tell me he just couldn’t 
learn the content. But I started tutoring him after class and kept 
encouraging him to stick with it, and he started earning good grades. 
I remember the time he was so proud of his A on a test. He told me 
he couldn’t wait to go home and show it to his mother so she could 
put it on the refrigerator door. He’s no longer my student, but we keep 
in touch; he often texts me updates on his life. Sometimes I still tutor 
him when he’s stuck on a particular concept. 

Part of my job—and also my  
passion for teaching—is tutoring 
students. I am the main contact 
for the STEM Lab, where I tutor 
about four hours each week.

‡For more on supporting students in such courses, see the article on page 16, “In 
College, But Not Always Earning College Credit.”

§Although supporting students in and out of class is core to who I am as a professor 
and I am deeply nourished by my work, I recognize that in many higher education 
institutions there are professors who become stretched too thin as they strive—too 
often alone—to meet students’ needs. For a thought-provoking article that explores 
“diversity service work,” see “How Diversity Rhetoric Obscures Structural Inequities in 
Higher Education”: bit.ly/2Kb2EUL.
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skills. If students fail a module, they can repeat it (without failing 
the course) before moving on to the next module. We also modu-
larized intermediate math, the course that follows beginning 
algebra. Although the research on modularization has shown 
mixed results,* it is helping our students make progress. Passing 
rates in beginning algebra have increased from 47 percent to 57 
percent and in intermediate algebra from 44 percent to 49 percent. 
We’ve also noticed that because students are not nearly as stressed 
about their grades, they can focus more on understanding the 
content. The emphasis on tutoring and the availability and 
approachability of faculty members has also helped students in 
these courses.

As a professor, I like the modular approach because it gives 
me more time to teach the material over the course of the year. 
I don’t have to rush to cover a particular concept, and I can 
incorporate more projects and group work to help students 
grasp the content. 

At a tribal college, such projects are especially important. I see 
them as a way to bring students’ cultures, languages, and experi-

ences into our math classes and show students how math relates 
to their daily lives. For example, in a recent class on math for pro-
spective elementary school teachers, as we were studying patterns 
and problem solving, one of my students talked about quilting in 
her Native culture. So we incorporated the art of quilting into our 
patterns and problem-solving unit. Another student in the class 
compared the beadwork that her family does, with its specific pat-
terns and colors, to the math we were studying. And she then turned 
in a marvelous project on beading. In another class, I was teaching 
about percentages and students related it to their blood quantum,† 
the degree to which a person can prove a certain amount of Native 
ancestry. They started talking excitedly about what blood quantum 
their children would have if they married people from various 
tribes. While my students usually shy away from doing fractions 
because they find them challenging, they eagerly made these cal-
culations because the mathematical concepts suddenly became 
real for them. 

Making such connections to our students’ lives happens 
throughout the college. In English courses, many assigned read-
ings are by Native authors and relate to Native cultures. Culinary 
classes often feature projects in which students incorporate their 
cultures into dishes to give them a Native flair. (I’m not sure 
which ingredients they use, but I’ve tasted many of their meals, 
and they are delicious!) In environmental science courses, stu-
dents learn about Native plants and Native botanists. In pre-
engineering classes, students learn how to program robots to 
respond to Diné, the Navajo language. It’s a language students 
can also learn at SIPI, which offers this language class since more 
than 60 percent of students are Navajo.

Since many of our students enjoy strong bonds with their 
tribes, they often attend ceremonies for holidays at home. The 
college calendar does not always line up with the various holidays 
students from different tribes celebrate, so sometimes students 
miss school. While they still must complete their course work, we 
definitely make space for them to engage in their cultural prac-
tices. At SIPI, we explicitly let students know just how much we 
respect their heritage. 

It’s a heritage that I’m continuing to learn more about. Growing 
up in Puerto Rico, the history books we read in school only super-
ficially explained how Puerto Ricans are descended from Span-
iards, Africans, and Taínos, the Indigenous people of the 
Caribbean. But we didn’t really study Indigenous people in 
school, and I have no real knowledge of the Taíno or their culture, 
though I’m interested in building it. Attending a SIPI colleague’s 
feast was my first real exposure to Native celebrations, and I’m 
eager to attend more.

Bolstering Student Success
Modularization is not the only way SIPI tries to support students’ 
academic success. Many students take advantage of services, besides 
tutoring, offered on campus at the STEM Lab and the Writing Lab. 
The STEM Lab offers plenty of resources, such as a group collabora-
tion area, a semi-private computer area with whiteboards, calcula-
tors, graphing paper, and workstation equipment with paper 
cutters, staplers, and hole punches. To further support students in 

One of my students talked about 
quilting in her Native culture,  
so we incorporated the art of  
quilting into our patterns and 

problem-solving unit.

*For more on the research behind modularization, see Modularization in Develop-
mental Mathematics in Two States (bit.ly/3o4FQnK), “Modularization—a Road to 
Relevance?” (bit.ly/2LDmHfu), and Effects of Modularisation (bit.ly/3bTFsGc).

†For a fuller discussion of blood quantum, see “So What Exactly Is ‘Blood Quantum’?”: 
n.pr/3gShzz7.
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developmental math courses, we ask that they sign math contracts. 
By signing such contracts, students commit to two hours of manda-
tory tutoring each week outside of class. Students can sign up for 
this tutoring at the STEM Lab or the coaching center on campus, 
which offers peer tutoring.

A popular childcare option for students with young children is an 
early childhood center on campus. Students can enroll their children 
in the center (as space allows) while they take their classes. Under 
the supervision of faculty members, students studying to be early 
childhood teachers work with the children of SIPI students and gain 
actual student-teaching experience.

One effort that is especially close to my heart is the Summer 
Bridge‡ program that I direct at the college. It’s specifically geared 
for students who need support in reading, math, and study skills, 
and as a result, may not be college ready. I started the program in 
2018 to help students successfully transition to college. We actu-
ally run two separate programs—a residential program for tradi-
tional-age students (typically 18 to 20) who live on campus and a 
nonresidential one for older students who live off campus. At SIPI 
during the school year, the majority of students live in dorms on 
campus, while the rest commute from Albuquerque and the sur-
rounding suburbs.

We started Summer Bridge because we found that student 
attrition was highest in the first trimester. By helping students 
build their knowledge and skills before the academic year 
begins, we can increase the number of students who persist in 
college and eventually earn their degree. Throughout both the 
residential and nonresidential programs, faculty members 
support students in English and math, share study tips and 
information about college life, and engage students in com-
munity-building activities. The program is free for students and 
funded through a mix of government funding and grants. It’s 
worth noting that students are not required to enroll in SIPI 
after Summer Bridge. The whole point of the program is to 
ensure they have a successful transition to higher education 
no matter where they attend.

Results so far have been promising.§ In 2019, the residential 
program enrolled 30 students and ran for five weeks with classes 
held during the day. Of those students, 77 percent matriculated 
at SIPI. The nonresidential program enrolled 11 students and ran 
for eight weeks with classes in the evenings to accommodate 
students’ work schedules. Of those students, 91 percent matricu-
lated at SIPI. Because of the suite of supports for students who are 
not yet college ready, the percentage of students earning credit 
hours in their first trimester has increased from 74 to 83, while 
their first-term grade point average has increased from 1.81 to 
2.15. Overall, the passing rate in courses has increased from 53 to 
64 percent.

While students attend SIPI, we make every effort to prepare 
them for enrolling in a four-year college or entering the workplace. 
Guidance counselors help students with their transcripts and 
resumes. The campus holds career fairs every trimester, and a staff 

member works with students to land internships. Of the students 
who decide to pursue university studies, many attend the Univer-
sity of New Mexico (UNM), New Mexico State University, and New 
Mexico Highlands University. One of my former students is now 
studying math at UNM, and another is pursuing a major in Native 
American studies at Arizona State University.

W herever my students end up, I want them to under-
stand and appreciate math as it relates to their lives, 
and I want them to believe in themselves. I still keep 
in touch with another student from 2019 who almost 

withdrew from one of my classes the first week of the trimester. At 
the time, he was 30 years old. He confided in me that he had never 
been good at math, and he said a professor at another college even 
told him as much. So I asked him, “Do you believe him?” When 
he said yes, I knew I had to help change his mindset.

I convinced him to stay in the class, and I worked with him to 
ensure he understood the material. At the end of the trimester, he 
ended up with the highest grade in the class. He is hands down 
one of the best students I have ever had. When he recently asked 
me if I thought he could be a math tutor at SIPI, I told him, “Of 
course you can.” My job isn’t just to teach students math—it’s to 
help them see themselves as individuals who, once they make the 
effort, can succeed at math and anything they do.	 ☐

With Summer Bridge, the  
percentage of students  
earning credit hours in their  
first trimester has increased 
from 74 to 83.

‡For more on the Summer Bridge program, see sipi.edu/apps/pages/summerbridge. 
§Because of the pandemic, we did not hold the Summer Bridge program this past 
summer; for months, the campus has been closed to ensure student and staff safety, 
and all classes are now synchronous meetings online. I’m currently working on making 
Summer Bridge a virtual program that can be held at any time during the year.
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By Phia S. Salter

A
mong the many tensions that the year 2020 laid bare, the 
divisions in our beliefs about the continued role of rac-
ism in the United States were central. While some of 
these divisions were drawn along political lines, with 

liberals far more likely than conservatives to see systemic racism 
as an ongoing problem, many were also drawn along racial lines. 
Although Black Lives Matter protests in the wake of George 
Floyd’s and Breonna Taylor’s deaths brought together one of the 
largest multiracial coalitions in recent protest history,1 our 
nation remains divided in beliefs about the root causes of racial 
injustice, what we should do about it, and who is willing to do 
the work.2 

According to several national polls, white Americans are 
more likely to deny that racism is a problem in contemporary 
US society than people from many communities of color.3 Even 
in the wake of increased televised and social media conversa-
tions about systemic racism, white Americans were less likely to 

take actions to better understand the racial issues plaguing 
American society, or to indicate support for Black Lives Matter, 
than people in other racial groups.4 In my home state of North 
Carolina, polling indicated that while 87 percent of Black Ameri-
cans thought systemic racism was a serious issue, only 40 per-
cent of white Americans agreed with this sentiment.5

In the face of persistent disparities that impact Black Ameri-
cans’ experiences and outcomes regarding education, health, 
income, wealth, and criminal justice,6 these gaps in our percep-
tions about what constitutes racism and whether it is a persistent 
problem only widen another gap: what we need to do to address 
these disparities. As an educator, I’m interested in how we might 
bridge these perception gaps in the classroom. As a researcher, I 
also have some ideas about where to start. I am a social, cultural, 
and critical race psychologist who draws upon a diverse set of 
research tools—including experiments, quantitative analyses, and 
qualitative field research—to integrate scientific inquiry with 
applications to racial justice.

OUR STORIES SHAPE OUR PERCEPTIONS
To begin, take a moment to think about what you would say if I 
asked you to tell me your life story, your personal history. What if 
you had limited time or only 500 words? What aspects of your life 
story would you think are most important to highlight? Would 
your highlights (or lowlights) differ if I were to ask you to tell your 

Phia S. Salter is an associate professor of psychology at Davidson College 
and the principal investigator of the Culture in Mind Research Collabora-
tory, where her research focuses on collective memory, social identity, and 
systemic racism. Previously, she was an associate professor of psychology 
and Africana studies at Texas A&M University. 
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story to your students or to your colleagues? What kind of impact 
would you want your story to make, and would that change which 
details you included or excluded? Honestly, how much would you 
focus on the parts that make you feel good and those that make 
you feel bad? 

I have been considering these types of questions in relation 
to our nation’s history since I started graduate school 15 years 
ago at the University of Kansas. Social-psychological research 
suggests that many of us are motivated to maintain a positive 
view of ourselves when recounting our pasts.7 I wondered: What 
does that emphasis on the positive mean for how we think about 
our country and, in particular, our history of racism? My master’s 
thesis and dissertation both focused on the dynamic relation-
ships between identity, knowledge of America’s racial history, 
and beliefs about what constitutes racism. In my work, I consider 
both how our identities impact what aspects of our nation’s his-
tory we include in the collective narrative (especially what we 
commemorate) and what impact these narratives can make on 
engaged students.

In 1965, James Baldwin, a scholar and civil rights activist, 
implored white Americans to come to terms with the oppressive 
and bloody history of our nation’s past and asserted that doing so 
would be necessary to resolve the emotional and historical bag-
gage perpetuating ongoing racism and discrimination. In an 
Ebony magazine article, he wrote:

White man, hear me! History, as nearly no one seems to 
know, is not merely something to be read. And it does not 
refer merely, or even principally, to the past. On the contrary, 
the great force of history comes from the fact that we carry it 
within us, are unconsciously controlled by it in many ways, 
and history is literally present in all that we do. It could 
scarcely be otherwise, since it is to history that we owe our 
frames of reference, our identities, and our aspirations.8

History—or perhaps more accurately the stories we collectively 
tell ourselves about the past—shapes how we see the world, who 
we believe we are, and who we hope to be. At the same time, how 
we see the world, who we believe we are, and who we hope to be 
all play important roles in our interpretations and attitudes about 
what is significant about the past. What happened in the past and 
its relevance for the present can be ambiguous, and this ambiguity 
provides space for psychological meaning-making, intervention, 
and action. My research leverages this ambiguity to empower 
educators committed to addressing racism in their classrooms. 
I’ve found that as students’ knowledge of America’s racial history 
deepens, so does their interest in addressing persistent inequities. 
But we have a long road ahead.

Representations of American history tend to sanitize or silence 
the more negative or racist elements in order to maintain a posi-
tive view of our country’s past and present.9 Our textbooks, cur-
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ricula, and government-sanctioned holidays are no exception. 
These sources of historical information are not neutral accounts 
of what factually happened in the past; they are vulnerable to 
biases carried forward from the past and biases cultivated in the 
present.10 Take the enslavement of Black people, for example. In 
its comprehensive report on “teaching hard history,” the Southern 
Poverty Law Center (SPLC) indicated that American slavery is 
often divorced from its brutal context:

Taken as a whole, the documents we examined—both formal 
standards and supporting documents called frameworks—
mostly fail to lay out meaningful requirements for learning 
about slavery, the lives of the millions of enslaved people or 
how their labor was essential to the American economy for 
more than a century of our history. In a word, the standards 
are timid…. The various standards tend to cover the “good 
parts” of the story of slavery—the abolitionist movement 
being foremost here—rather than the everyday experiences 
of slavery, its extent and its relationship to the persistent 
ideology of white supremacy.11

In addition to reviewing state standards, the SPLC examined 
popular textbooks, interviewed teachers, and tested students’ 
knowledge of slavery. Every source pointed to the conclusion that 
our country is struggling to effectively address the topic of slavery. 
This is an urgent problem because, as the SPLC noted, “The per-
sistent and wide socioeconomic and legal disparities that African 
Americans face today and the backlash that seems to follow every 
African American advancement trace their roots to slavery and 
its aftermath. If we are to understand the world today, we must 
understand slavery’s history and continuing impact.”12

When it comes to historical narratives in our racial history that 
include enslavement, rape, segregation, lynching, political assas-
sinations, and other forms of terroristic violence, unsanitized 
examinations reveal a deep and disturbing past that is not in 
accord with the cherished view of America as a land of liberty and 
opportunity. Honest discussions can raise a tension between 
wanting to distance ourselves from ugly truths and needing to 
reckon with them so that we might understand their relevance 
and manifestations in the present. In my own work, I’ve seen how 
this tension arises within celebrations of Black History Month, a 
time often dedicated to celebration, but also a time in which the 
relevance of these conversations is central. 

HISTORICAL KNOWLEDGE CAN FACILITATE  
PERCEPTIONS OF SYSTEMIC RACISM
When I entered my psychology graduate program, I was primarily 
interested in racial identity and how that was related to percep-
tions of racism. However, several faculty members, including my 
advisor, were also discussing the implications of history knowl-
edge as an important psychological variable for various percep-
tions;13 I was immediately drawn in. We were conducting several 
initial studies (including my master’s thesis14) measuring the 
relationship between Black history knowledge and perceptions 
of racism when I wondered about the cultural sources of Black 
history knowledge. I wondered what type of Black history content 
might be present (or absent) in different schools. I thought Black 
History Month might be a particularly good time to ask this 
question.

During Black History Month, schools vary in what events or 
people they think are best to highlight. While some schools may 
take their cues from larger districtwide initiatives or turn to his-
torical societies (like the Association for the Study of African 
American Life and History) for ideas, the representations of Black 
history that wind up in the library or school display cases are also 
contingent on who volunteers to lead the efforts (students, teach-
ers, or staff ) and who is perceived to be the audience of such 
content. 

During graduate school, I began conducting a series of stud-
ies15 to explore how Black History Month was commemorated in 
local high schools. The first, an ethnographic field study16 in 12 
high schools, revealed that Black History Month commemora-
tions differed according to the student population. In the seven 
schools where most (84 to 92 percent) of the students were white, 
the more negative and painful aspects of Black history were less 
likely to be included than in the five schools where most (72 to 98 
percent) of the students were Black and Latinx. 

Generally, most Black History Month commemorations used 
two sanitizing strategies to silence negative histories. One strategy 
was to highlight individual Black American achievement—
whether inventors, intellectuals, or civil rights heroes—while 
minimizing the historical barriers that these individuals faced or 
the collective struggle involved in order to eliminate those barri-
ers. For example, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” 
speech would be highlighted, and he would be celebrated as a 
civil rights hero, but the violent context that necessitated King’s 
speech, as well as the organizing and demonstrations of the civil 
rights movement, would not be mentioned. The other strategy 
directed discussions about Black history toward multicultural 
tolerance and diversity instead of discussing race or history at all. 
The ongoing legacy of systemic expropriation, exploitation, and 
oppression was not brought to the table because of concerns that 
these conversations could make students feel bad. Instead, mes-
sages like “diversity is the one true thing we all have in common” 
appeared to be designed to make students feel good. 

Although these sanitizing strategies were evident in all 12 
schools, they were used far more extensively in the predominantly 
white schools. When students of color were in the majority, Black 
History Month commemoration materials were more likely to 
acknowledge historical racism, institutional barriers, and current 
impacts of longstanding oppression.

As students’ knowledge of  
America’s racial history deepens,  

so does their interest in addressing 
persistent inequities. 
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In a follow-up study,17 I asked college students to engage with 
high schools’ Black History Month materials. The college students 
saw materials from schools that enrolled mostly Black and Latinx 
students and mostly white students, but where the materials came 
from was kept hidden. Notably, white college students preferred 
the content from the predominantly white schools (which was 
more likely to be celebratory and diversity focused without explic-
itly presenting narratives about historical racism) over the materi-
als from predominantly Black and Latinx schools (which were 
more likely to acknowledge historical racism). 

After this preference emerged, my research team and I wanted 
to know whether these varying representations of history 
impacted perceptions of racism today. We conducted a third 
study18 in which participants were randomly assigned to engage 
with one of the three sets of facts (which I created based on the 
high school materials): celebratory representations of Black his-
tory that emphasized past achievements of Black Americans, 
critical representations of Black history that emphasized historical 
instances of racism, and (as a control condition) representations 
of US history that excluded people of color. Then, they were asked 
to indicate (1) whether various ambiguously racist events were 
due to racism and (2) their support for anti-racism policies. 

A key finding from this work is that participants exposed to criti-
cal representations of Black history not only perceived greater rac-
ism in US society but also indicated greater support for policies 
designed to address racial inequality than did participants in the 
other two conditions. Sanitized representations that minimized 
racism in the past undermined perceptions of racism in the present 
and, in turn, resulted in less support for anti-racism policies. Think 
about that for a moment: accurate historical knowledge increased 
perception of racism in the present and also facilitated support for 
anti-racism policies. Historical knowledge can be a directive force, 
influencing how we comprehend current events and proposed 
responses (e.g., reparative action, apologies, or compensation).

Further support for the power of accurate Black history knowl-
edge has emerged from my research collaborations examining 
the Marley hypothesis.19 The Marley hypothesis generally pro-
poses that the perception (rather than denial) of racism in US 
society reflects accurate knowledge about historically docu-
mented instances of past racism. The name comes from Bob 

Marley’s song “Buffalo Soldier,” which reminds us of essential 
historical truths: “There was a Buffalo Soldier, In the heart of 
America, Stolen from Africa, … fighting for survival, … If you know 
your history, Then you would know where you coming from, Then 
you wouldn’t have to ask me, Who the heck do I think I am.”

In the original study20 and the replication,21 Black American 
college students were more accurate about historically docu-
mented racism than white American college students. For exam-
ple, Black students were more likely to know that the Emancipation 
Proclamation did not abolish slavery throughout the United States 
and that full citizenship was not established for Black Americans 
until the 14th Amendment. As evidence of the Marley hypothesis, 
differences in historical knowledge facilitated differences in per-
ceptions of racism in contemporary events among the Black and 
white students. In other words, the racial gap in perceptions about 
racism today—much like the gaps in perceptions evident in the 
national polls described in the introduction—was in part 
explained by racial differences in historical knowledge. 

The implication of this work is that Black Americans’ tenden-
cies to perceive racism are not forms of strategic exaggeration (i.e., 
“playing the race card”), but instead constitute realistic concerns 
about enduring manifestations of racism that are grounded in 
accurate knowledge about America’s racial history. In our studies, 
denial of racism was associated with ignorance about historically 
documented facts in our country’s racial history.

CLASSROOM INTERVENTIONS TO INCREASE  
RECOGNITION OF SYSTEMIC RACISM
This line of research suggested some fairly straightforward, fruitful 
directions for interventions in the classroom. If we want to bridge 
the gap between perception and denial of systemic racism, then we 
could teach critical histories. In a study22 led by my collaborator 
Courtney Bonam of the University of California, Santa Cruz, we 
recruited a sample of white Americans to listen to a clip of historian 
Richard Rothstein on NPR’s Fresh Air program discussing the fed-

Historical knowledge can be a  
directive force, influencing how  
we comprehend current events  
and proposed responses.

Left: Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. after delivering his “I Have a Dream” speech on  
August 28, 1963. Right: Former police officer Benny Oliver kicking Memphis Norman,  
a college student participating in a Woolworth’s lunch counter sit-in on May 28, 1963. 
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domains where students may not believe the connec-
tions are relevant (at least initially). This is not always an 
easy approach, but it is a key one if you are committed 
to helping your students understand racism as a histori-
cal, cultural, and structural construct. 

I accepted early on that one of the consequences 
of teaching critical diversity content is that it can be 
emotionally challenging for students.26 Highlighting 
the kind of issues instructors can encounter, Alexan-
der Kafka of the Chronicle of Higher Education dis-
cusses the disproportionate amount of emotional 
labor spent by instructors in diversity courses.27 Kafka 
reviews research presented at the Association for the 
Study of Higher Education’s annual conference by 
Drs. Ryan Miller, Cathy Howell, and Laura Struve in 
which they defined emotional labor as “attending to 
students’ needs beyond course content, both inside 
and out of the classroom, as well as addressing one’s 
own emotional management and displays as a faculty 
member.”28 Of course, any class could require some 
additional attention to students’ needs and requests 
outside of the classroom, but as Howell, who is a Black 
woman, revealed, a significant portion of her own emotional labor 
included “being the depository of anger and frustration experi-
enced by students.”29 As a regular instructor for these types of 
courses, I have experienced being such a depository personally 
(often through eye-rolling and outbursts in class) and grappled 
with it on teaching evaluations. I know those written-in comments 
can really shine or rain on your parade.

A few years ago, as I was preparing to deliver a lecture on “Rac-
ism and Oppression” in my Psychology of Culture and Diversity 
course, I realized that I had come to anticipate some level of anger 
and frustration among some of my students—so much so that it 
had impacted some of my teaching practices. After some critical 
reflection, I knew I was managing their reactions to both the mes-
sage and the messenger. I learned that it was important to cover 
what is typically experienced as the most uncomfortable content 
after I’ve had some time to earn their trust. At the very beginning 
of the semester, many students express their excitement for learn-
ing more about psychology in “other” cultures. They do not neces-
sarily anticipate the critical, challenging lessons about racism that 
lie ahead. 

My courses challenge students to understand themselves as 
cultural beings with “different” cultural patterns too. Culture and 
diversity are not just about “others” and their psychological expe-
riences; everyone’s psychological experiences are intimately tied 
to cultural processes as consumers and producers. My lectures 
on racism and oppression build on this idea by asserting that rac-
ism is systemic and embedded in our cultural context. In psychol-
ogy textbooks, systemic racism is not a term often used; most of 
my students are not used to thinking about racism this way. One 
way I manage this is by packing the lecture with interactive and 
experiential activities30 that aim to help them process a sociocul-
tural understanding of racism; this larger concept of racism may 
be more threatening than the typical portrayal of racism as indi-
vidual bias.31

Another approach I use includes arriving to class early to play 
Bob Marley’s “Buffalo Soldier” before introducing my students 

eral government’s role in creating Black ghettos and the ongoing 
legacy of systemic racism in housing.23 Participants learned about 
redlining, blockbusting, and other discriminatory housing prac-
tices. (If you would like to learn more about this history, turn to page 
32 for an excerpt from Rothstein’s 2017 book, The Color of Law: A 
Forgotten History of How Our Government Segregated America.) We 
found that listening to the NPR clip increased critical history knowl-
edge (in comparison to a control condition), increased beliefs about 
the government’s active role in creating Black ghettos, and, in turn, 
increased perceptions of systemic racism. 

However, though effective overall, participants’ identities inter-
acted with the effectiveness of the intervention. In the original 
Marley hypothesis study,24 the more positively Black Americans 
regarded their racial identity, the more likely they were to perceive 
racism in American society. In contrast, the more positively white 
Americans regarded their racial identity, the less racism they saw 
in contemporary events. In the context of our intervention, the ten-
sions between white racial identity and perceptions of racism were 
notable. As white racial identity increased, engagement with our 
critical history lesson (the NPR clip) became less likely to increase 
systemic racism perceptions. The data suggest that critical historical 
knowledge is important, but the effectiveness of teaching critical 
history may depend on how open our students are to information 
that can be threatening to their identities and what we can do to 
mitigate that threat.25 The study results are also consistent with my 
own personal experience in the classroom.

BRIDGING THE DIVIDE IN MY OWN CLASSROOM
Over the last 10 years, I have primarily taught courses in higher 
education that count toward diversity requirements for bachelor’s 
degrees, diversity requirements for psychology majors in particu-
lar, or courses that meet other general requirements related to 
racial equity or justice. In the past, sometimes those classes were 
large, hosting around 100 students, and other times they were 
intimate, small-class settings with only 10 to 12 students. Regard-
less of the size, there were always some students who self-selected 
into my courses because of genuine interest, while others openly 
admitted that they were just looking to check off another course 
from their list of required classes. 

I am committed to teaching these courses because critical diver-
sity content is intimately tied to my research expertise and my train-
ing as a cultural and critical race psychologist. I think it is important 
to tie in critical historical content across subject areas, even in 

Tying in critical historical content  
across subject areas is key if you are 
committed to helping your students 

understand racism as a historical,  
cultural, and structural construct.
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to the Marley hypothesis. We discuss explicit and ambiguous 
examples of racism and their connections to the past. One par-
ticularly vivid example includes discussion of a 2008 Vogue cover 
of LeBron James and Gisele Bündchen. When the image is pre-
sented on its own, many students suggest that claims of racism 
are wildly exaggerated. When paired with a World War I recruit-
ment poster from 1917 with a gorilla abducting a fragile white 
woman (a la King Kong) with the central message “Destroy This 
Mad Brute,” the juxtaposition of the two images suggests that 
James and Bündchen were styled to mirror racial stereotypes 
about Black men as dangerous. I ask them to consider Emmett 
Till and how false accusations of him inappropriately interacting 
with a white woman precipitated his lynching. Then, I ask the 
students to consider how their knowledge of the historical poster 
has shaped their perceptions of racism when reexamining the 
Vogue cover. Suddenly, claims of racism are not deemed so 
wildly exaggerated. 

Throughout my courses, we look backward and forward. When 
we discuss historical instances of racism, we also discuss their 
implications for the present. For example, many psychology stu-
dents will read about the Tuskegee Syphilis Experiment as a lesson 
on research ethics, but it’s also important to discuss the legacy of 
historical racism to gain new perspective on who feels comfort-
able participating in medical trials and who has access to quality 
medical care.

D
espite the challenges, my research and teaching experi-
ences have only strengthened my belief that, as teachers, 
we can have a positive impact on our students’ and our 
society’s responses to systemic racism. In many ways, it is 

striking that brief interventions in laboratory settings can shift our 
awareness and perceptions of systemic racism. Recognizing sys-

temic racism is only a first step; dismantling racism will require 
collective action with support from robust anti-discrimination 
laws and anti-racist policies. But, recognition is a crucial step, 
nonetheless. I hope, with future work, that we can better under-
stand the social conditions that facilitate acceptance of the diffi-
cult truths in our racial history and commitments to social action. 
The classroom is a great place to start deepening society’s under-
standing of racism past and present, and our willingness to do 
something about it.	 ☐
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DEAGOSTINI / GETTY IMAGES



32    AMERICAN EDUCATOR  |  SPRING 2021

As Phia S. Salter explains (see page 26), increasing our knowledge of African 
American history—without shying away from enslavement, systemic racism, 
and other critical truths—can have profound benefits. Using an interview with 
Richard Rothstein to increase college students’ knowledge of how Black people 
across the United States were prevented from becoming homeowners for much 
of the 20th century, Salter (along with a team of researchers) found that as 
understanding of historic racial inequities is enhanced, so is recognition of ongo-
ing racism—and interest in taking action. Inspired by Salter’s results—and 
heartened by this new evidence of the power of education—we offer this excerpt 
from Rothstein’s The Color of Law. May it build our collective knowledge and 
will to act.

–EDITORS

BY RICHARD ROTHSTEIN
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I
n 2014, police killed Michael Brown, a young African Ameri-
can man in Ferguson, a suburb of St. Louis. Protests followed, 
some violent, and subsequent investigations uncovered sys-
tematic police and government abuse of residents in the city’s 

African American neighborhoods. The reporting made me won-
der how the St. Louis metropolitan area became so segregated. 

Most of us think we know how segregated neighborhoods in 
places like Ferguson—with their crime, violence, anger, and 
poverty—came to be. We say they are “de facto segregated,” that 
they result from private practices. 

That has some truth, but it remains a small part of the truth, 
submerged by a far more important one: until the last quarter of 
the 20th century, racially explicit policies of federal, state, and local 
governments defined where whites and African Americans should 
live. Today’s residential segregation in the North, South, Midwest, 
and West is not the unintended consequence of individual choices 
and of otherwise well-meaning law or regulation but is the result 
of unhidden public policy that explicitly segregated every metro-
politan area in the United States. The policy was so systematic and 
forceful that its effects endure to the present time. Segregation by 
intentional government action is not de facto. Rather, it is what 
courts call de jure: segregation by law and public policy.

To prevent lower-income African Americans from living in 
neighborhoods where middle-class whites resided, local and 
federal officials began in the 1910s to promote zoning ordi-
nances to reserve middle-class neighborhoods for single-family 
homes that lower-income families of all races could not afford. 
Certainly, an important and perhaps primary motivation of 
zoning rules that kept apartment buildings out of single-family 
neighborhoods was a social class elitism that was not itself 
racially biased. But there was also enough open racial intent 
behind exclusionary zoning that it is integral to the story of de 
jure segregation. 

St. Louis appointed its first plan commission in 1911 and five 
years later hired Harland Bartholomew as its full-time planning 
engineer. His assignment was to categorize every structure in the 
city—single-family residential, multifamily residential, com-
mercial, or industrial—and then to propose rules and maps to 
prevent future multifamily, commercial, or industrial structures 
from impinging on single-family neighborhoods. If a neighbor-
hood was covered with single-family houses with deeds that 
prohibited African American occupancy, this was taken into 
consideration at plan commission meetings and made it almost 
certain that the neighborhood would be zoned “first-residential,” 
prohibiting future construction of anything but single-family 
units and helping to preserve its all-white character. 

According to Bartholomew, an important goal of St. Louis 
zoning was to prevent movement into “finer residential districts 

... by colored people.” He noted that without a previous zoning 
law, such neighborhoods have become run-down: “Where val-
ues have depreciated, homes are either vacant or occupied by 
colored people.” The survey Bartholomew supervised before 
drafting the zoning ordinance listed the race of each building’s 
occupants. Bartholomew attempted to estimate where African 
Americans might encroach so the commission could respond 
with restrictions to control their spread. 

The St. Louis zoning ordinance was adopted in 1919. Guided 
by Bartholomew’s survey, it designated land for future industrial 
development if it was in or adjacent to neighborhoods with sub-
stantial African American populations. 

Once such rules were in force, plan commission meetings were 
consumed with requests for variances. Race was frequently a fac-
tor. For example, one meeting in 1919 debated a proposal to reclas-
sify a single-family property from first-residential to commercial 
because the area to the south had been “invaded by negroes.” On 
other occasions, the commission changed an area’s zoning from 
residential to industrial if African American families had begun to 
move into it. In 1927, violating its normal policy, the commission 
authorized a park and playground in an industrial, not residential, 
area in hopes that this would draw African American families to 
seek housing nearby. Similar decision making continued through 
the middle of the 20th century. In 1948, commissioners explained 

Until the last quarter of the 20th 
century, racially explicit policies of 
federal, state, and local governments 
defined where whites and African 
Americans should live.

Racial segregation was a nationwide project in the 20th century. 
The Color of Law, from which this article is excerpted, demon-
strates that racially explicit government policies to segregate our 
metropolitan areas were neither subtle 
nor intangible and were sufficiently 
controlling to construct the de jure 
segregation that is now with us in 
neighborhoods (and hence in schools). 
The core argument of this book is that 
African Americans were unconstitution-
ally denied the means and the right to 
integration in middle-class neighbor-
hoods, and because this denial was state 
sponsored, the nation is obligated to 
remedy it.

–R. R.

Richard Rothstein is a distinguished fellow of the Economic Policy Institute 
and an emeritus senior fellow at the Thurgood Marshall Institute of the 
NAACP Legal Defense Fund. He is the author of many articles and books on 
race and education, including Class and Schools: Using Social, Economic 
and Educational Reform to Close the Black–White Achievement Gap and 
Grading Education: Getting Accountability Right. This article is excerpted 
from The Color of Law: A Forgotten History of How Our Government Seg-
regated America by Richard Rothstein. Copyright © 2017 by Richard Roth-
stein. With permission of the publisher, Liveright Publishing Corporation, a 
division of W. W. Norton & Company, Inc. All rights reserved. H
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they were designating a U-shaped industrial zone to create a buffer 
between African Americans inside the U and whites outside. 

In addition to promoting segregation, zoning decisions contrib-
uted to degrading St. Louis’s African American neighborhoods into 
slums. Not only were these neighborhoods zoned to permit indus-
try, even polluting industry, but the plan commission permitted 
taverns, liquor stores, nightclubs, and houses of prostitution to open 
in African American neighborhoods but prohibited these as zoning 
violations in neighborhoods where whites lived. Residences in 
single-family districts could not legally be subdivided, but those in 
industrial districts could be, and with African Americans restricted 
from all but a few neighborhoods, rooming houses sprang up to 
accommodate the overcrowded population. 

FEDERAL SUPPORT FOR SEGREGATIONIST ZONING
Local officials elsewhere, like those in St. Louis, did not experiment 
with zoning in isolation. In 1921, President Warren G. Harding’s 
secretary of commerce, Herbert Hoover, organized an Advisory 
Committee on Zoning to develop a manual explaining why every 
municipality should develop a zoning ordinance. The advisory 
committee distributed thousands of copies to officials nationwide. 
A few months later, the committee published a model zoning law. 
The manual did not give the creation of racially homogenous 
neighborhoods as the reason why zoning should become such an 
important priority for cities, but the advisory committee was com-
posed of outspoken segregationists whose speeches and writings 
demonstrated that race was one basis of their zoning advocacy. 

The segregationist consensus of the Hoover committee was 
reinforced by members who held positions of leadership in the 
National Association of Real Estate Boards, including its president, 
Irving B. Hiett. In 1924, two years after the advisory committee had 
published its first manual and model zoning ordinance, the associa-
tion followed up by adopting a code of ethics that included this 
warning: “A realtor should never be instrumental in introducing into 
a neighborhood … members of any race or nationality … whose 
presence will clearly be detrimental to property values in that 
neighborhood.” 

Secretary Hoover, his committee members, and city planners 
across the nation believed that zoning rules that made no open 

reference to race would be legally sustainable—and they were right. 
In 1926, the Supreme Court for the first time considered the consti-
tutionality of zoning rules that prohibited apartment buildings in 
single-family neighborhoods. The decision, arising from a zoning 
ordinance in a Cleveland suburb, was a conspicuous exception to 
the Court’s previous rejection of regulations that restricted what an 
owner could do with his property. Justice George Sutherland, speak-
ing for the Court, explained that “very often the apartment house is 
a mere parasite, constructed in order to take advantage of the open 
spaces and attractive surroundings created by the residential char-
acter of the district,” and that apartment houses in single-family 
districts “come very near to being nuisances.” 

In the years since the 1926 Supreme Court ruling, numerous 
white suburbs in towns across the country adopted exclusionary 
zoning ordinances to prevent low-income families from residing 
in their midst. Frequently, class snobbishness and racial preju-
dice were so intertwined that when suburbs adopted such ordi-
nances, it was impossible to disentangle their motives and to 
prove that the zoning rules violated constitutional prohibitions 
of racial discrimination. In many cases, however, like Secretary 
Hoover’s experts, localities were not always fastidious in hiding 
their racial motivations. 

The use of industrial, even toxic waste zoning to turn African 
American neighborhoods into slums was not restricted to St. Louis. 
It became increasingly common as the 20th century proceeded and 
manufacturing operations grew in urban areas. The pattern was 
confirmed in a 1983 analysis by the US General Accounting Office, 
concluding that, across the nation, commercial waste treatment 
facilities or uncontrolled waste dumps were more likely to be found 
near African American than white residential areas. 

A NEW HOUSING DEAL, FOR WHITES ONLY
Even before the Great Depression, homeownership was prohibi-
tively expensive for working- and middle-class families: bank 
mortgages typically required 50 percent down, interest-only 
payments, and repayment in full after five to seven years. 

The Depression made the housing crisis even worse. Many 
property-owning families with mortgages couldn’t make their 
payments and were subject to foreclosure. With most others 
unable to afford homes at all, the construction industry was 
stalled. The New Deal designed one program to support existing 
homeowners who couldn’t make payments, and another to make 
first-time homeownership possible for the middle class. 

In 1933, to rescue households that were about to default, the 
Franklin D. Roosevelt administration created the Home Owners’ 
Loan Corporation (HOLC). It purchased existing mortgages that 
were subject to imminent foreclosure and then issued new mort-
gages with repayment schedules of up to 15 years (later extended 
to 25 years). In addition, HOLC mortgages were amortized, 
meaning that each month’s payment included some principal as 
well as interest, so when the loan was paid off, the borrower 
would own the home. Thus, for the first time, working- and 
middle-class homeowners could gradually gain equity while 
their properties were still mortgaged. 

HOLC mortgages had low interest rates, but the borrowers still 
were obligated to make regular payments. The HOLC, therefore, had 
to exercise prudence about its borrowers’ abilities to avoid default. 
To assess risk, the HOLC wanted to know something about the 

Zoning decisions permitted liquor 
stores, nightclubs, and houses of  

prostitution to open in African  
American neighborhoods but  

prohibited them in neighborhoods 
where whites lived.
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condition of the house and of surrounding houses in the neighbor-
hood to see whether the property would likely maintain its value. 
The HOLC hired local real estate agents to make the appraisals on 
which refinancing decisions could be based. With these agents 
required by their national ethics code to maintain segregation, it’s 
not surprising that in gauging risk, the HOLC considered the racial 
composition of neighborhoods. The HOLC created color-coded 
maps of every metropolitan area in the nation, with the safest neigh-
borhoods colored green and the riskiest colored red. A neighbor-
hood earned a red color if African Americans lived in it, even if it was 
a solid middle-class neighborhood of single-family homes. 
Although the HOLC did not always decline to rescue homeowners 
in neighborhoods colored red on its maps (i.e., redlined neighbor-
hoods), the maps had a huge impact and put the federal govern-
ment on record as judging that African Americans, simply because 
of their race, were poor risks. 

To solve the inability of middle-class renters to purchase single-
family homes for the first time, Congress and President Roosevelt 
created the Federal Housing Administration (FHA) in 1934. The FHA 
insured bank mortgages that covered 80 percent of purchase prices, 
had terms of 20 years, and were fully amortized. To be eligible for 
such insurance, the FHA insisted on doing its own appraisal of the 
property to make certain that the loan had a low risk of default. 
Because the FHA’s appraisal standards included a whites-only 
requirement, racial segregation now became an official require-
ment of the federal mortgage insurance program. The FHA judged 
that properties would probably be too risky for insurance if they 
were in racially mixed neighborhoods or even in white neighbor-
hoods near Black ones that might possibly integrate in the future. 

When a bank applied to the FHA for insurance on a prospective 
loan, the agency conducted a property appraisal, which was also 
likely performed by a local real estate agent hired by the agency. 
As the volume of applications increased, the agency hired its own 
appraisers, usually from the ranks of the private real estate agents 

who had previously been working as contractors for the FHA. To 
guide their work, the FHA provided them with an Underwriting 
Manual. The first, issued in 1935, gave this instruction: “If a neigh-
borhood is to retain stability, it is necessary that properties shall 
continue to be occupied by the same social and racial classes. A 
change in social or racial occupancy generally leads to instability 
and a reduction in values.” Appraisers were told to give higher 
ratings where “protection against some adverse influences is 
obtained,” and that “important among adverse influences ... are 
infiltration of inharmonious racial or nationality groups.” The 
manual concluded that “all mortgages on properties protected 
against [such] unfavorable influences, to the extent such protec-
tion is possible, will obtain a high rating.” The FHA was particularly 
concerned with preventing school desegregation. Its manual 
warned that if children “are compelled to attend school where the 
majority or a considerable number of the pupils represent a far 
lower level of society or an incompatible racial element, the neigh-
borhood under consideration will prove far less stable and desir-
able than if this condition did not exist,” and mortgage lending in 
such neighborhoods would be risky. 

Maps of redlined neighborhoods  
put the federal government on record 
as judging that African Americans, 
simply because of their race, were 
poor risks for mortgages.

Left: St. Louis planning engineer Harland Bartholomew, who strove 
to prevent “colored people” from moving into “finer residential 

districts.” Right: Low-rent, dilapidated housing in St. Louis, 1936.

COURTESY OF THE MISSOURI HISTORY MUSEUM LIBRARY OF CONGRESS
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Subsequent editions of the Underwriting Manual through the 
1940s repeated these guidelines. In 1947, the FHA removed 
words like “inharmonious racial groups” from the manual but 
barely pretended that this represented a policy change. The 
manual still specified lower valuation when “compatibility 
among the neighborhood occupants” was lacking, and to make 
sure there was no misunderstanding, the FHA’s head told Con-
gress that the agency had no right to require nondiscrimination 
in its mortgage insurance program. The 1952 Underwriting 
Manual continued to base property valuations, in part, on 
whether properties were located in neighborhoods where there 
was “compatibility among the neighborhood occupants.” 

After World War II, the newly established Veterans Administra-
tion (VA) also began to guarantee mortgages for returning service-
men. It adopted FHA housing policies, and VA appraisers relied 
on the FHA’s Underwriting Manual. By 1950, the FHA and VA 
together were insuring half of all new mortgages nationwide. 

EXCLUSIVE ENCLAVES
The FHA had its biggest impact on segregation not in its discrimi-
natory evaluations of individual mortgage applicants, but in its 
financing of entire subdivisions, in many cases entire suburbs, 
as racially exclusive white enclaves. Mass-production builders 
created these suburbs with the FHA- or VA-imposed condition 
that they be all white. 

Levittown, New York, for example, was a massive undertaking, 
a development of 17,500 homes. It was a visionary solution to the 
housing problems of returning war veterans—mass-produced 
two-bedroom houses of 750 square feet sold for about $8,000 each, 
with no down payment required. William Levitt constructed the 
project on speculation; it was not a case in which prospective 
purchasers gave the company funds with which to construct 
houses. Instead, Levitt built the houses and then sought custom-
ers. He could never have amassed the capital for such an enor-
mous undertaking without the FHA and the VA. But during the 
World War II years and after, the government had congressional 
authority to guarantee bank loans to mass-production builders 
like Levitt for nearly the full cost of their proposed subdivisions. 
By 1948, most housing nationwide was being constructed with this 
government financing. 

Once Levitt had planned and designed Levittown, his com-
pany submitted drawings and specifications to the FHA for 
approval. After the agency endorsed the plans, he could use this 
approval to negotiate low-interest loans from banks to finance 
its construction and land-acquisition costs. The banks were will-
ing to give these concessionary loans to Levitt and to other mass-
production builders because FHA preapproval meant that the 
banks could subsequently issue mortgages to the actual buyers 
without further property appraisal needed. 

REVERSE REDLINING
Racially discriminatory government activities did not end 50 years ago. 
On the contrary, some have continued into the 21st century. One of 
the more troubling has been the regulatory tolerance of banks’ 
“reverse redlining”—excessive marketing of exploitative loans in 
African American communities. This was an important cause of the 
2008 financial collapse because these loans, called subprime mort-
gages, were bound to go into default. When they did, lower-middle-
class African American neighborhoods were devastated, and their 
residents, with their homes foreclosed, were forced back into lower-
income areas. 

In 2000, 41 percent of all borrowers with subprime loans would 
have qualified for conventional financing with lower rates, a figure 
that increased to 61 percent in 2006. By then, African American 
mortgage recipients had subprime loans at three times the rate of 

white borrowers. Higher-income African Americans had subprime 
mortgages at four times the rate of higher-income whites. Even 
though its own survey in 2005 revealed a similar racial discrepancy, 
the Federal Reserve did not take action. By failing to curb discrimina-
tion that its own data disclosed, the Federal Reserve violated African 
Americans’ legal and constitutional rights. 

In 2010, the Justice Department agreed that “the more segregated 
a community of color is, the more likely it is that homeowners will face 
foreclosure because the lenders who peddled the most toxic loans 
targeted those communities.” For those dispossessed after foreclo-
sures, there has been greater homelessness, more doubling up with 
relatives, and more apartment rental in less stable neighborhoods 
where poor and minority families are more tightly concentrated. 

–R. R.

For Levittown and scores of such 
developments across the nation, the 
plans reviewed by the FHA included 

a commitment not to sell to  
African Americans.
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The Fair Housing Act of 1968 prohibited future discrimination, 
but it was not primarily discrimination (although this still con-
tributed) that kept African Americans out of most white suburbs 
after the law was passed. It was primarily unaffordability. The 
right that was unconstitutionally denied to African Americans in 
the late 1940s cannot be restored by passing a Fair Housing law 
that tells their descendants they can now buy homes in the sub-
urbs, if only they can afford it. The advantage that FHA and VA 
loans gave the white lower-middle class in the 1940s and ’50s has 
become permanent.

W
e as a nation have avoided contemplating remedies 
because we’ve indulged in the comfortable delusion 
that our segregation has not resulted primarily from 
state action and so, we conclude, there is not much 

we are required to do about it. 
It’s not that private choices haven’t also been involved. Many 

Americans had discriminatory beliefs and engaged in activities 
that contributed to separating the races. Without the support of 
these private beliefs and actions, our democratically elected gov-
ernments might not have discriminated either. But under our 
constitutional system, government has not merely the option but 
the responsibility to resist racially discriminatory views, even 
when—especially when—a majority holds them. In the 20th cen-
tury, federal, state, and local officials did not resist majority opin-
ion with regard to race. Instead, they endorsed and reinforced it, 
actively and aggressively. 

Undoing the effects of de jure segregation will be incompara-
bly difficult. To make a start, we will first have to contemplate 
what we have collectively done and, on behalf of our govern-
ment, accept responsibility.	 ☐

For a far more detailed discussion of how communities 
across the United States became segregated, including 
substantial historical evidence and detailed source citations 
for the assertions made in this article, as well as suggestions 
for beginning to address the lasting inequities, please see 
The Color of Law (the book from which this article is 
excerpted): wwnorton.com/books/the-color-of-law.

For Levittown and scores of such developments across the 
nation, the plans reviewed by the FHA included the approved 
construction materials, the design specifications, the proposed 
sale price, the neighborhood’s zoning restrictions (for example, 
a prohibition of industry or commercial development), and a 
commitment not to sell to African Americans. The FHA even 
withheld approval if the presence of African Americans in nearby 
neighborhoods threatened integration. In short, the FHA 
financed Levittown on condition that it be all white, with no 
foreseeable change in its racial composition.* 

Although Levittown came to symbolize postwar suburbaniza-
tion, Levittown was neither the first nor the only such develop-
ment financed by the FHA and VA for white families. 
Metropolitan areas nationwide were suburbanized by this gov-
ernment policy. Only in 1962, when President John F. Kennedy 
issued an executive order prohibiting the use of federal funds to 
support racial discrimination in housing, did the FHA cease 
financing subdivision developments whose builders openly 
refused to sell to Black buyers.

By the time the federal government decided finally to allow 
African Americans into the suburbs, the window of opportunity 
for an integrated nation had mostly closed. In 1948, for example, 
Levittown homes sold for about $8,000, or about $90,000 in today’s 
dollars. Now, properties in Levittown without major remodeling 
(i.e., one-bath houses) sell for $350,000 and up. White working-
class families who bought those homes in 1948 have gained, over 
three generations, more than $200,000 in wealth. 

Most African American families—who were denied the oppor-
tunity to buy into Levittown or into the thousands of subdivisions 
like it across the country—remained renters, often in depressed 
neighborhoods, and gained no equity. Others bought into less 
desirable neighborhoods. Consider the example of one African 
American World War II veteran, Vince Mereday, who worked for 
his family-owned trucking company that helped to build Levit-
town. He was prohibited from living there, so he bought a home 
in the nearby, almost all-Black suburb of Lakeview. It remains 74 
percent African American today. 

One-bath homes in Lakeview currently sell for $90,000 to 
$120,000. At most, the Mereday family gained $45,000 in equity 
appreciation over three generations, perhaps 20 percent of the 
wealth gained by white veterans in Levittown. Making matters 
worse, it was lower-middle-class African American communi-
ties like Lakeview that mortgage brokers targeted for subprime 
lending during the pre-2008 housing bubble, leaving many 
more African American families subject to default and foreclo-
sure than economically similar white families (see “Reverse 
Redlining” at left). Seventy years ago, many working- and 
lower-middle-class African American families could have 
afforded suburban single-family homes that cost about $90,000 
(in today’s currency) with no down payment. Millions of whites 
did so. But working- and lower-middle-class African American 
families (indeed, working-class families of any race) cannot 
now buy homes for $350,000 and more with down payments of 
20 percent, or $70,000. 

By the time the federal government 
decided finally to allow African 
Americans into the suburbs, the  
window of opportunity for an  
integrated nation had mostly closed.

*As explained in The Color of Law, the Underwriting Manual also recommended that 
deeds to properties explicitly prohibit resale to African Americans so that these new 
communities would remain white.
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TEACHING FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE 
Using All American Boys to Confront Racism and Police Brutality

By Ashley S. Boyd and Janine J. Darragh

Racism is a systemic issue, meaning it is much larger than one 
person, although people certainly uphold and perpetuate it 
both knowingly and unknowingly.1 It is woven into the fabric 
of daily life so tightly that it can be difficult to untangle. Racism 

works alongside white privilege, a system of unearned benefits, 
such as obtaining financial breaks and loans, being reflected con-
sistently in classroom curriculum, and being assumed as the 
“norm.” Assumptions about people with light skin include their 
being honest, responsible, and safe. Thus, white privilege also 
simultaneously works through the oppression of people of color, 
about which the opposite assumptions are made—they are often 
portrayed (especially through the media) as unsafe, powerless, and 
less deserving of resources such as health care.

In this article, we focus on the novel All American Boys by Jason 
Reynolds and Brendan Kiely (2015) to help students work through 

the implications of racism and the manifestation of racism in 
police brutality. Reading about youth who are similar in age will 
potentially help students discern how they are affected by racial 
relations in their own lives and to consider (and hopefully act on) 
the methods through which they can enact change to combat the 
negative effects of racial inequity.

All American Boys
All American Boys is a novel that reflects an incident of police 
brutality through the perspectives of two adolescent males, one 
Black, Rashad, and one white, Quinn. Told in alternating points 
of view, the story catalogs how Rashad is wrongly assaulted by a 
police officer, Paul, who mistakenly assumes that Rashad is steal-
ing from a local convenience store. Paul’s attack is ruthless and 
leaves Rashad with a broken nose, fractured ribs, and internal 
bleeding from torn blood vessels around his lungs.

Quinn, a classmate of Rashad’s, accidentally stumbles upon the 
scene and watches from the shadows, horrified and astonished that 
Paul, a person he looked up to as an older brother, could commit 
such violence. As the novel progresses, Rashad is treated in the 
hospital for his wounds and is encouraged by his brother, Spoony, 
to confront the racist act of which he is a survivor. Raised by his 
former-police-officer traditional father, who is “all about discipline 

Ashley S. Boyd is an associate professor of English education at Washington 
State University, and Janine J. Darragh is an associate professor of literacy and 
English as a second language at the University of Idaho. This article is excerpted 
with permission from their book, Reading for Action: Engaging Youth in Social 
Justice Through Young Adult Literature (Rowman & Littlefield, 2019).IL
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The chance to explore lives and cultures different from our own is 
among the many benefits of reading for pleasure. Whether 
fiction or nonfiction, the written word has the power to deepen 
our understanding of ourselves and others—
and inspire us to change the world. In Reading 
for Action: Engaging Youth in Social Justice 
Through Young Adult Literature, Ashley S. Boyd 
and Janine J. Darragh show educators how to 
harness that power in their classrooms. The 
authors devote each of the book’s 12 chapters to 
a work of young adult fiction focused on a critical 
issue of our time, such as bullying, global poverty, 
women’s rights, and immigration reform. Here, 
we excerpt chapter 9, which addresses police 
brutality through the novel All American Boys by 
Jason Reynolds and Brendan Kiely. The novel can 
help to ground discussions of systemic racism in the 
United States and engage youth in learning more 
about our country’s complex relationship with race.

–EDITORS

and believed that if you work hard, good things happen to you no 
matter what,”2 Rashad learns more about his family and struggles 
to come to terms with institutional racism and its impact.

As the story progresses, Quinn learns to recognize his white 
privilege and to speak out for others. His best friend, Guzzo, is 
Paul’s brother, who has served as a father figure to Quinn after 
Quinn’s own father was killed in Afghanistan while serving in the 
US military. Being raised by a single mother, Quinn wrestles with 
defying close friends and family members to do what is right, 
recognizing that if he does not act against such forms of racism, 
the system will continue to thrive. In the end, all characters par-
ticipate in a march to protest police brutality and perform a die-in, 
or lying on the ground, to protest. They then read a list of real 
names to honor those who have suffered from such assault. The 
novel’s conclusion, however, does not include any indication of 
what becomes of Paul, and thus readers are left in somewhat of a 
state of uncertainty regarding systemic racism and justice.

All American Boys is an especially valuable text because it simul-
taneously tackles white privilege and racial oppression, rather than 
focusing only on one issue or the other. It provides students mul-
tiple perspectives from which to examine the social problem and 
does so in ways that are thoughtful and prompt dialogue. Thus, we 
chose this book to delve into police brutality because of the way it 
represents the themes from readers’ potential viewpoints and 
because it challenges and informs its audience. 

Teaching Strategies
Before Reading
The context in which a teacher works will certainly influence the 
approach they should take with this novel. Often, students of color 
will be familiar with systemic discrimination and racism, having 
experienced it in their own lives. White students who may be less 

familiar with structural privilege will need an introduction to the 
concept. All students, however, could benefit from unpacking key 
terms. Thus, we suggest that teachers begin with basic vocabulary 
with which to discuss the topic of the book and the social problem 
it addresses, including terms such as privilege, oppression, micro-
aggressions, discrimination, prejudice, race, and socialization. It 
will be key to note that:

Oppression is different from prejudice and discrimination in 
that prejudice and discrimination describe dynamics that occur 
on the individual level and in which all individuals participate. 
In contrast, oppression occurs when one group’s prejudice is 
backed by historical, social and institutional power.3

All American Boys is an  
especially valuable text because  
it simultaneously tackles white  
privilege and racial oppression. 

Reading for Action, by Ashley S. Boyd and Janine J. 
Darragh, is published by Rowman & Littlefield, 
which is offering a 20 percent discount off the 
purchase of this book. To order, visit rowman.com 
and use discount code RLEGEN20. This offer is 
good through December 31, 2021.
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Students must understand that discrimination can happen 
against any one person by another, but oppression includes an 
element of power and works on a larger scale. In order to facilitate 
understandings, teachers could ask students to give examples 
from their own experiences or from events in society to demon-
strate their understanding of each of the above terms (once defini-
tions have been provided).

Other concepts for discussion include the use of white, people of 
color, Black, and African American. Students could read a few infor-
mational texts to more deeply consider these topics, such as The 
Observer article “Should We Say Black or African American?”4 and 
Ta-Nehisi Coates’s essay “What We Mean When We Say ‘Race Is a 
Social Construct.’ ”5 Discussion questions based on these two could 
include: Why should people self-identify their race or ethnicity, rather 
than having someone label them? What does it mean to say race is 
socially constructed? How is race important in our society?

Once students have a basis for engaging in conversation 
around these issues, teachers can move them into considering 
white privilege as a system. They might ask students to construct 
a list, similar to scholar Peggy McIntosh’s,6 of the benefits and 
unearned advantages that white individuals experience in our 
society.* McIntosh7 catalogs the everyday benefits she experi-
ences, such as being able to find bandages that match her flesh or 
not being assumed to represent her entire race if she makes a 
mistake. Reading her list and updating it would be helpful, and 
students could complete this activity regardless of their own racial 
identity to denote the aspects of white privilege that permeate 
today’s world. They could be encouraged to consider television, 
movies, and music, such as Macklemore, Ryan Lewis, and Jamila 
Woods’s song, “White Privilege II,” as well as everyday activities 
such as shopping and resources available in hotels and grocery 
stores. Teachers could assign these categories to groups of stu-
dents so that they are looking collectively at our culture with a 
critical eye rather than only at their individual selves.

Beyond these sorts of individual privileges, however, it is key 
to help students discern the systemic nature of racial oppression. 
Professor Barbara Applebaum8 warns against merely stopping at 
“white privilege pedagogy” because “students often walk away 
from reading McIntosh’s article thinking that all there is to being 
anti-racist is ‘taking off the knapsack’ without acknowledging that 
privilege is often ascribed even when one is not aware of it and 
even when one refuses it.”9 Instead, she advocates for utilizing 
“white complicity pedagogy,”10 which focuses on the ways that the 
dominant group maintains their status and encourages individu-
als to discern their part in upholding the status quo.

In order to illustrate this for students, teachers can ask students 
to practice skills of critical 
literacy and to examine 
instances in which igno-
rance or complicity exists, 
both historic and current, 
and ask them to imagine 
how people could act differ-
ently in that situation. For 

instance, they might examine the case of Silent Sam, the statue of 
a confederate soldier at the University of North Carolina at Chapel 
Hill that was torn down by protestors and set off a firestorm of 
debate. Teachers might ask students, upon learning about Silent 
Sam and the issues surrounding his existence on campus: Who 
were the protestors? Who were the bystanders? Who had privilege 
in this situation, and how could they have used those privileges 
productively, for the safety and betterment of students of color on 
this campus?

Helping students understand that racism is everyone’s issue is 
vital. As Jill, Paul and Guzzo’s cousin, tells Quinn in the novel, “But 
everyone’s seen it, Quinn. It’s all our problem. But what is that prob-
lem?”11 Facilitating students’ ability to name the problem and address 
it are key classroom goals for the study of this text. Learning for Justice 
has some great resources for helping teachers prepare to talk with 
students about race and for engaging in those difficult conversations, 
such as a self-evaluation for teachers to assess their own comfort 
levels talking about race and strategies for facilitating related discus-
sions with youths.†

Discrimination can happen 
against any one person by  

another, but oppression includes 
an element of power and works 

on a larger scale.

*For a collection of Peggy McIntosh’s 
work, see nationalseedproject.org/
about-us/white-privilege.

†One Learning for Justice resource we find especially helpful is the “Let’s Talk” guide: 
bit.ly/30UNvMi.
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During Reading
As students read the novel, they will likely identify with one or the 
other of the protagonists—Quinn or Rashad. Teachers could select 
one point in the book, such as after the incident of brutality or 
when tensions rise on the basketball team, and ask students to 
compose a diary entry, tweet, or Facebook post, as if they were 
one of the two characters. Or, they could write a letter to the pro-
tagonist with which they most identify (Quinn or Rashad) and 
explain the connections they experience. These text-to-self con-
nections12 are key for honoring all students’ voices in the class-
room and highlighting the different ways that they will relate to 
the text. They might choose to share these with the class as a way 
of explaining their own relationship with race in their context.

Students could also be encouraged to empathize with the dif-
ficult decisions each of the protagonists makes in the story as they 
develop their understandings of race and society. At first, Rashad 
does not wish to become the face of a movement. He says, “I gotta 
admit, there was a part of me that, even though I felt abused, 
wanted to tell him [Spoony] to let it go. To just let me heal, let me 
leave the hospital, let me go to court, let me do whatever stupid 
community service they wanted me to do, and let me go back to 
normal.”13 Teachers can ask students to consider: Why would 
Rashad not want to be on the news? Why would he admit to doing 
something he didn’t do and perform community service? Why 
might Rashad not want to be the face of a protest? What do you 
think eventually makes him embrace the role he does?

At the same time, Quinn struggles to understand his white 
privilege and worries about his responsibility in reporting what 
he has seen during the incident. He realizes, “If I wanted to, I could 
walk away and not think about Rashad, in a way that ... any of the 
guys at school who were not white could not.... My shield was that 
I was white.... It wasn’t only that I could walk away—I already had 
walked away.”14 Realizing, as mentioned above with the danger of 
the knapsack metaphor from McIntosh’s work, that he cannot take 
off his skin color but instead that he has unearned advantages 
because of it, Quinn begins to embrace his responsibility. He 
avows, “And if I don’t do something ... if I just stay silent, it’s just 
like saying it’s not my problem.”15 Teachers can ask students here: 
Why is it difficult for Quinn to speak up and report what he saw to 
the police? What does Quinn sacrifice by making a report? Why 
does Quinn try to justify what happened to Rashad to his friends 
on the basketball team?

Students could create digital stories about a time they had to 
speak up or take action to do what was right, or they could research 
key figures in history and share those stories with classmates. They 
could also note the similarities and differences between these 
individuals and Quinn or Rashad. Digital stories require research, 
writing, storyboarding, and a host of other technical elements that 
promote students’ various literacies16 and are engaging ways to 
share information.

Another aspect around which to cultivate students’ critical 
literacies is through media representations related to race. In the 
novel, Rashad’s brother Spoony releases a photo of Rashad in his 
ROTC uniform for the media, saying he wanted “to make sure we 
controlled as much of the narrative as possible,” because if he had 
not he was certain the news reporters would have “dug all through 
the Internet for some picture of you looking crazy.”17 In order to 

scaffold students’ critical media literacies,18 they could begin by 
examining movie posters that tell stories of youths, examining 
how the images differ based on the youths portrayed—inner-city 
youths of color are often portrayed in dark colors with images that 
instill fear, while white youths are depicted in bright colors and 
ways that promote a “party” storyline.19

Teachers can then utilize resources provided by the Critical 
Media Project,20 which provide an overview of stereotypes in the 
media and contain clips with discussion questions. One that 
relates well to the discussion of All American Boys is the Pepsi 
advertisement21 that gained negative attention for its casual treat-
ment of the #BlackLivesMatter movement. Teachers can then 
prompt students to consider the depiction of the protest in the 

advertisement, which they 
could then relate back to the 
march in the novel.

Finally, students could 
conduct character analyses of 
the major figures in the book. 
Many of the characters are 
dynamic in nature, such as 
Rashad’s father, who shifts 
from a mentality of blaming 
Rashad to having a more sym-

pathetic attitude toward Rashad’s innocence. Most of the characters 
therefore undergo major transformations and exemplify internal 
growth. Students can trace this development through illustrations of 
each character’s journey and/or symbolic images to represent the 
entities that become most important to each character. These will 
lead to how race is a defining aspect of each character’s identity and 
development. For example, Quinn’s whiteness is something he 
comes to recognize, question, and battle, and students could choose 
to represent that metaphorically in their artistic responses.

After Reading
The conclusion of the book does not offer a tidy culmination of its 
events. For some students, especially those who desire a happy 
ending, this can be difficult to process. Teachers could suggest that 
students compose and act out scenes they imagine would happen 
after where the book leaves off, either in the near or distant future. 
Students could write scripts and perform them for their classmates 
to illustrate the world they want to live in or to show where they 
hope the characters would be in the time to come.

Text-to-self connections are key  
for honoring all students’ voices  
in the classroom.
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The realistic nature of the ending, however, which portrays 
resistance but not necessarily justice for Rashad, shows the com-
plex nature of the topics tackled in the book, and this ending is 
worth having students consider deeply. Students could therefore 
research the history of resistance, especially in movements such 
as the civil rights movement of the 1960s and the #BlackLivesMat-
ter movement, and discuss the forms of resistance taken and the 
achievements for change such movements have secured.

As many critique classroom curricula for romanticizing the 
civil rights movements, it’s important that students understand 
the historic oppression in which today’s events are rooted rather 
than highlighting a few key figures and only praising them as 
heroes. Educator and author Jamilah Pitts22 offers guiding ques-
tions for this research, such as, “What distinguishes a rebellion 
from a riot? Whose murders are labeled genocide? What racial 
groups and tactics of resistance are praised over others?”

Once students have researched these histories, they can then 
draw connections to contemporary instances of police brutality 
and racism. In groups, they can investigate one case of police 

brutality and examine court documents, news articles, and first-
hand narratives to construct their understanding of the instance 
and then share it with the class. As a whole class, they can trace 
patterns across these cases to again discern how the issue is sys-
temic and broad reaching.

In order to further emphasize the institutionalized nature of 
racism, students could research national and local policies for train-
ing police, especially as related to implicit bias.* They would first 
need to unpack the concept of implicit bias, which “refers to the 
attitudes or stereotypes that affect our understanding, actions, and 
decisions in an unconscious manner” and “are activated involun-
tarily and without an individual’s awareness or intentional con-
trol.”23 Students can examine an Implicit Association Test 
themselves that assesses the test taker’s own biases, and they could 
explore the Project Implicit website (implicit.harvard.edu/implicit).

In the novel, Quinn states, “I don’t think most people think 
they’re racist,” to which Jill later responds, “I think it’s all racism.”24 
The notion of implicit bias will help students discern that while 
individuals may not consider themselves racist because they do not 
commit individual acts of discrimination openly or knowingly, 
social conditioning leads many to harbor negative associations with 
people of different races. This can be connected to Rashad’s dad in 
the book, who mistakenly assumes a Black adolescent male is cul-
pable in a fight with a white male. These biases are deeply embed-
ded in our culture and can infiltrate the psyche of all members.

Ideas for Social Action
From the research conducted after reading, students can then 
move into action. Students might decide to organize their own 
resistance movements, protesting police brutality at large, or they 
could choose a more local (even school) issue dealing with racism 
about which to raise awareness and work to remedy. For instance, 
students might wish to address microaggressions, or “brief and 
commonplace daily verbal, behavioral, or environmental indigni-
ties, whether intentional or unintentional, that communicate 
hostile, derogatory, or negative racial slights and insults toward 
people of color.”25 These include comments such as, “ ‘You [a Black 
person] are not like the rest of them. You’re different,’ ‘If only there 
were more of them [Black people] like you [a Black person],’ and 
‘I don’t think of you [a Black person] as Black.’ ”26

In order to act for change surrounding microaggressions, stu-
dents might design a poster campaign, sharing examples of micro-
aggressions through social media and visibly throughout the halls 
of their school to encourage their peers to stop using damaging 
language. They could research common microaggressions and 
provide evidence of how these are psychologically destructive to 
the groups they target.

Students might also 
design a survey to imple-
ment at their school to 
determine what areas of 
racial inequity are most 
prevalent and need to be 

It’s important that students  
understand the historic oppression  
in which today’s events are rooted 

rather than highlighting a few  
key figures and only praising  

them as heroes.

*For more on implicit bias, see 
“Understanding Implicit Bias” in 
the Winter 2015–2016 issue of 
American Educator: aft.org/ae/
winter2015-2016/staats.
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addressed, and they could analyze the results and present their 
findings to school administrators, board members, and district 
representatives and provide recommendations for addressing the 
concerns they collected.

From their research on resistance, students might also write 
and perform their own protest songs or poems at an open-mic 
night hosted at the school. This would require research on popular 
songs and poems of resistance from the past and the movements 
they supported, such as Curtis Mayfield’s “People Get Ready,” Sam 

Cooke’s “A Change Is Gonna Come,” or Gil Scott Heron’s “The 
Revolution Will Not Be Televised.” Students might attempt to 
emulate these and relate them to their present concerns. They 
might also wish to examine current songs such as Childish Gam-
bino’s “This Is America,” which rocked the popular music scene 
in 2018 for its graphic presentation of injustice in the country. 
Students could consider why such songs receive national atten-
tion and how they reflect those affected as well as the public 
conversation about topics such as racism and police brutality.

Since police brutality is an issue that affects the entire com-
munity, students could organize a community meeting to dis-
cuss the issue and generate solutions. They might consider a 

public reading group in which parents, stakeholders, and com-
munity members are invited to read and discuss the book with 
the students.27 Engaging intergenerational dialogue about rac-
ism could deepen understandings as well as develop empathy 
among all participants.

Students might also wish to broaden their study of police bru-
tality and race to examine how other minoritized groups, such as 
Latinx and Native American populations, are similarly targeted. 
They could research specific instances, such as police assault at 
Standing Rock or even at the US border with Mexico, extending 
their understandings of how racialized groups are mistreated and 
are often the recipients of violence.

Finally, from their work on police training and implicit bias, 
students could create a document compiling suggestions for offi-
cer preparation and continued education. They might include 
articles, documentaries, and personal narratives they located and 
think are relevant. The key here is that their recommendations are 
research based but are balanced with their own creative ideas for 
what could make a more just world for all. Enacting and offering 
solutions to police brutality will help students see that this is a 
social problem that can and should be addressed.	 ☐
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Organizing and Mobilizing
How Teachers and Communities Are Winning  
the Fight to Revitalize Public Education

By Leo Casey

A s winter swept across the United States at the outset of 2018, 
ushering in the bitterest and bleakest days of the year, Ameri-
can teachers and their unions had little to celebrate. The first 

eight years of the decade had exacted a heavy toll, and still more 
trouble was lurking on the horizon.

In the wake of the Great Recession, funding for public educa-
tion had been slashed across the country, with particularly deep 
cuts in the red states, many of which were granting massive tax 
cuts to the wealthy and corporations and thus reducing state 
revenues. A growing portion of the funds that remained were 
diverted from public schools to voucher programs for private 
schools and to charter schools.

For American teachers, the 2010s had been a long, dark night. 
And at the start of 2018, there had been very few signs that it would 
end. But, in the words of the old Irish peasant saying, it is always 
darkest before the dawn.

In those early months of 2018, West Virginia teachers, educa-
tion workers, and their unions found themselves grappling with 
one of the state governments that had acquired a deep red politi-
cal hue over the decade.

As 2018 began, the salaries of West Virginia teachers were near 
the bottom nationally, and lagged well behind the surrounding 
states of Kentucky, Maryland, Pennsylvania, Ohio, and Virginia.1 
The salaries, health insurance, and pensions of West Virginia 
teachers and education workers were decided by the state, and 
for a number of years the government had been shifting the costs 
of health insurance onto teachers and other public workers 
through increased copays and premiums. These changes cut into 
real income, as the increased health insurance costs ate away at 
stagnant salaries. In early 2018, the governor had proposed a 
token 1 percent raise in teacher salaries in his State of the State 
address, and another round of cost shifting in healthcare threat-
ened to further plunder teachers’ take-home pay.

Four southern counties of West Virginia—Logan, McDowell, 
Mingo, and Wyoming—had been the center of its coal mining indus-
try and the heartland of the United Mine Workers. It was in these 
counties, where teachers were often the children and grandchildren 
of coal miners who had lived and breathed union, that the first rum-
blings of resistance to the state government’s plans were heard.2 In 
January, teachers and education workers from these counties orga-
nized meetings to discuss what was happening in the state capital—
the inadequate salary proposal, the detrimental changes in health 
insurance, and the underfunding of public education—and what to 
do in response. In keeping with their rich labor heritage, they made 
plans for one-day county walkouts in defiance of the law. On Febru-
ary 2, they conducted a one-day strike and held a protest at the state 
Capitol. For the first time in West Virginia history, this action brought 
together members of the three statewide education unions—AFT-
West Virginia, affiliated with the American Federation of Teachers; 
the West Virginia Education Association, affiliated with the National 
Education Association; and the independent West Virginia School 
Service Personnel Association, a union of school-related support 
workers such as custodians, bus drivers, and cafeteria workers.

The February 2 walkouts were reported by state and national 
media outlets. They quickly became the talk of West Virginia 
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teachers in their schools and on social media, and they provided 
inspiration to teachers from other parts of the state.3 A Facebook 
group of West Virginian teachers that was the center of much of 
the social media discussion grew to over 20,000 members in the 
first months of 2018.4 In short order, teachers and education work-
ers in additional counties, including Wayne, Cabell, and Lincoln, 
were organizing their own one-day walkouts. A movement was 
rapidly taking shape and spreading across the state.

Coming as it did in the doldrums of a decade when American 
teachers and their unions had been under sustained attack and 
were expecting more of the same, the dramatic appearance of these 
walkouts on the political center stage was unexpected. No one—not 
the state government, not the state unions, not even the teachers 
who organized the first walkouts—had anticipated that this move-
ment would emerge, much less how quickly it would proliferate. 
But as soon as the walkouts began, the three state unions began to 
mobilize, with their national affiliates providing key organizational 
support. Local leaders were asked to assess the potential support 
for a statewide strike action, and state leaders organized tele–town 
halls and took to social media to take the pulse of members around 
the state. Meetings were organized that brought together the mem-
bers of all three unions in each of the state’s 55 counties, and a vote 
was taken on whether to call for a statewide walkout, with an over-
whelming “yes” response. On February 22, the entire education 
workforce of West Virginia was on strike and demonstrating at the 
state Capitol. Their slogan was “55 Strong,” a statement of the soli-
darity that had been built among teachers and education workers 
from every county in the state.

They remained on strike for nearly two weeks, faithfully walk-
ing the picket lines in the dead of winter. Five days into the strike, 
the governor announced his support for a 5 percent raise for 
teachers, education workers, and other public-sector workers, and 
union leaders recommended its acceptance and a conclusion to 
the strike. But teachers were profoundly distrustful that the state 
government would deliver on the governor’s promise: the Repub-
lican president of the state Senate, an outspoken opponent of the 
strike, had declared his unwillingness to pass the deal advocated 
by the governor and was doing his best to sow discord between 
teachers and other public-sector workers and between public-
sector employees and the community. Consequently, teachers 
refused to end the strike and demanded actual legislation. It was 
only after the full salary increase was signed into law on March 6 
that teachers and education workers ended their strike. They had 

won their major demand, and they returned to their classrooms 
the next day.

The West Virginia strike provided a spark, and in the months 
that followed, it lit a prairie fire of teacher strikes across the United 
States. On April 2, Oklahoma teachers and education workers 
began what would become a 10-day statewide strike for improved 
salaries and increased funding of public schools. On the same 
day, teachers in several Kentucky counties held one-day walkouts 
over the governor’s efforts to gut their pensions. On April 26, Ari-
zona teachers and education workers launched a weeklong state-
wide strike, also for improved salaries and increased school 
funding. And on May 16, North Carolina teachers and education 
workers held a one-day statewide strike demanding improved 
compensation and increased funding for public schools. These 
strikes were signs of the dawn of a new day for American teachers, 
their unions, and America’s public schools.

The West Virginia strike had been focused not simply on the 
needs of teachers and education workers, as important as they 
were, but also on the chronic underfunding of the public schools 
and the fiscal policies that provided tax cuts to corporations and 
the wealthy while starving schools and other public services. 
Against efforts to divide the strikers from other public workers and 
the community, it put forward a broad solidaristic vision that 
fought for all public-sector employees and for the schools that 
their communities needed and deserved. In one especially telling 
illustration, West Virginia teachers organized to make sure that 
students who relied on public schools for the meals were fed dur-

The West Virginia strike in 2018  
focused on the needs of teachers and 
the fiscal policies that provided tax cuts 
to corporations and the wealthy while 
starving schools.
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ing the strike. As a consequence, it enjoyed an unprecedented 
level of public support, as did the subsequent strikes of 2018. 

The strikes were all the more powerful for having taken place 
mostly in states where they were prohibited by law, making them acts 
of civil disobedience. Moreover, they had mostly occurred in deep 
red states with extremely conservative Republican state govern-
ments. In four of the five states—West Virginia, Oklahoma, Kentucky, 
and Arizona—teacher salaries, health insurance, and pensions were 
set centrally by the state government, with only a minimal role for 
local school districts. This system, which is employed by relatively 
few states, meant that the strikes were of necessity mostly statewide, 
a largely unprecedented development in both teacher union history 
and in American labor history. That statewide strikes were organized 

is all the more remarkable when one understands that in these deep 
red states, teacher union membership was less dense and teacher 
union organizational infrastructure less developed than in most parts 
of the country. The one exception to this rule was West Virginia, 
where union density is approximately 75 percent, taking into account 
all three statewide unions.5 It is telling that the West Virginia strike 
had the greatest success in winning its demands.

In 2019, the fire continued to spread, with four particularly 
noteworthy strikes. In Los Angeles, the second-largest school 
district in the United States, teachers struck for eight days in Janu-
ary. Teachers in Denver walked out for three days, and teachers 
in Oakland struck for eight days in February and March. In Chi-
cago, the third-largest school district in the nation, teachers and 
education workers walked out for 11 days in the middle of Octo-
ber. These four strikes were by no means the only ones in that year; 
many smaller districts also experienced walkouts.

Unlike the 2018 strikes, many of the 2019 strikes occurred in 
deep blue states where the governments were controlled by 
Democrats. (Even the Denver strike in purple Colorado took place 
after the Democrats had taken control of state government in the 
2018 election.) Given the greater likelihood of blue states’ public 
employees having the right to strike, these strikes often took place 
in the states (only one-quarter of all states) where they were legal.

The spread of the teacher strikes to the blue states indicated that 
while the issues that generated them may have found their most 
extreme manifestations in deep red states, they were being experi-
enced across the country. Not content to simply raise traditional 
union demands on compensation and work conditions, and even 

moving beyond educational issues such as class size that teacher 
unions had always bargained, the 2019 strikes took up issues such 
as the impact of excessive testing on education, the need for social 
and health services for students living in poverty, supports for 
homeless students to ensure the continuity of their education, the 
impact of the unregulated expansion of charter schools on public 
district schools, and protections for undocumented students from 
Immigration and Customs Enforcement raids.

Resistance and Rebirth
Social movements and protest movements—including the labor 
movement—are by their nature dynamic and changing, not per-
manent and fixed. Movements wax and wane: they are born in 
bursts of activism, and they wither into periods of inertia and even 
inactivity. On occasion, they completely expire. But these trajec-
tories are life cycles, so a movement can be renewed and reinvigo-
rated, even reborn. And the life of a movement can be long or 
transitory, productive or barren. It can be like the civil rights 
movement, vanquishing de jure Jim Crow segregation and beget-
ting landmark civil rights and voting rights legislation, or it can be 
like Occupy Wall Street, which, for all the attention it brought to 
the growth of extreme income inequality, rapidly disappeared 
without any discernible impact on American economic policy. 

In no small measure, these different trajectories are shaped by 
what the participants and leaders of a movement do. Their actions 
directly impact how long a movement thrives and what it accom-
plishes in the way of social, political, and economic changes while 
it is still vibrant and dynamic. When a movement is young and in 
the ascendant, as the Teacher Insurgency* that began in 2018 now 
is, the interventions of participants and leaders are particularly 
important in shaping its trajectory and life path. Simply put, there 
is no law of history, politics, or economics that guarantees that the 
Teacher Insurgency will continue to advance and impact Ameri-
can education in progressive ways: it will happen because teach-
ers and unionists employ sound strategic and organizing 
approaches, or it will not be. 

As teachers and union activists, our strategic approach must be 
based on a thorough understanding of the relations of power in edu-
cation politics and American politics more generally, with the knowl-
edge of how to craft interventions on that political terrain to positive 

The strikes of 2018 were all the more 
powerful for having taken place  

mostly in states where they were  
prohibited by law, making them  

acts of civil disobedience.

*I use this term to describe the entire movement of strikes in 2018, 2019, and beyond.
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effect; our organizing must be rooted not only in the issues that are 
important to teachers, but in a deep understanding of why they are 
important to teachers and how they shape a collective “teacher” 
identity. The issues that motivated the teacher strikes of 2018 and 
2019 fall into two general categories: those that ensue from the under-
funding of public education, and those that involve the deprofes-
sionalization and deskilling of teaching. Both sets of issues are the 
product of discrete government policies. In some instances, these 
policies were long-standing, such as austerity plans that date as far 
back as the mid-1970s; in other cases they are of a more recent origin, 
such as the deprofessionalization caused by the expanding role and 
importance of standardized exams. But all of these policies devel-
oped a particularly aggressive intensity in the decade of the 2010s, 
creating the basis for the Teacher Insurgency. The logic of the Teacher 
Insurgency is fundamentally a political one, with government choices 
and policies—and resistance to them—being the driving forces.

In The Teacher Insurgency: A Strategic and Organizing Perspec-
tive, I explore these forces in detail. Here, I focus on teacher union 
strikes. There is a productive tension between protest (including 
strikes and demonstrations) and politics (including election activ-
ism); each brings distinct capacities and unique strengths to a 
social change project, and a strategic approach that employs both 
in their appropriate context is most likely to be successful. The 
continued use of the strike as a vital direct-action tactic in the 
Teacher Insurgency requires a solid understanding of what leads 
to success, if it is to be replicated.

The Teacher Strike: Conditions for Success
Strikes are not spontaneously born. They are a form of collective 
action and, like all collective action, must be organized and mobi-
lized. As protest and direct action, strikes can gather energy and 
acquire momentum from the general tenor of the times. In a 
period of mass protests such as the 1960s and early 1970s and 
again in more recent years, teachers and other working people 
are inspired by witnessing and participating in nonviolent direct 
action against the exercise of illegitimate and arbitrary authority. 
Such protests make clear that resistance is possible. But inspira-
tion is the start, not the finish, of effective collective action, and is 
no replacement for organization.

Strikes are complex operations, involving a multiplicity of criti-
cal tasks that must be coordinated: picket lines, rallies, internal 
union communications, union meetings, media relations, com-
munity relations, and negotiations. The better organized the strike 
and the more fully these tasks are accomplished, the greater its 
chance of success. In this respect, the 2019 strikes in Chicago and 
Los Angeles, with their careful and thorough school-by-school 
and teacher-by-teacher organizing and years of preparing the 
ground for the actual strike mobilization, stand as exemplars.

The most essential organizational task is winning and keeping 
the allegiance of teachers to the strike. Teachers are knowledge-
able and discerning political actors. They understand full well that 
strikes are a high-intensity and high-risk tactic, with the potential 
both to deliver advances and victories that could not be otherwise 
obtained and to end in major setbacks and defeats. The risk side 
of this equation is particularly acute in the three-quarters of all 
states where teacher strikes are illegal; in these states, striking 
becomes an act of civil disobedience and can result in severe 
penalties to teachers and their unions.

To be willing to go on strike and stay out until a settlement is won, 
therefore, teachers need to be convinced on a number of different 
counts: first, that they are fighting for important, worthwhile objec-
tives; second, that those objectives cannot be achieved through other 
means that are not as high-intensity and high-risk as a strike; third, 
that the strike has reasonable prospects of success; fourth, that the 
strike objectives have strong support in the community; and fifth, 
that the solidarity among teachers, which is essential to a strike’s suc-
cess, is strong and will hold. In significant measure, the last of these 
points is dependent not simply on the organization and mobilization 
of the strike, but also on the four antecedent conditions. If teachers 
become doubtful on any of these points, it will become difficult to 
mount or sustain a successful strike.

Given these conditions, what political reasoning do teachers 
employ to make the difficult decision to strike?

The Civic Traditions of Labor
Adapting the precepts of the civic republicanism expounded by 
Thomas Jefferson and Abraham Lincoln, among others, the 19th-
century American labor movement saw the strike as a fundamen-
tal right of citizenship.6 According to this perspective, the strike 
was not simply an expression of the collective power of working 

The purpose of The Teacher Insurgen-
cy, from which this article is drawn, is 
to identify the strategic and organiz-
ing approaches that will best situate 
us to build and sustain collective 
power—power that is capable not 
only of defending public education 
and teaching from those who seek to 
dismantle and diminish them, but of 
realizing their rich democratic 
promise. With the right strategic and 
organizing approaches, a new day is 
possible.

The strategic challenges posed by 
the Teacher Insurgency strikes of 2018 

and 2019 are questions of what we teachers should collectively do to 
build our power, especially through our unions, so we can change our 
schools and our society for the better. What is the work of mobilization 
and the work of organization, and in what ways are both forms of work 
central to collective action? What is the relationship between mobiliza-
tion and organization, and what role does social media play in that 
relationship? What is the relationship between protest and politics? 
How and when should we use the two different forms of collective 
action—direct action and electoral politics? What does each form of 
action accomplish, and how can synergy between them be optimized? 
How should we organize our strikes to maximize their success? And 
how should we work in partnerships with community? These are the 
strategic challenges we face, and each requires choices on the political 
roads we will take.

Edicts delivered from on high do none of the hard work that must 
take place in schools, and they can even be counterproductive when 
they provide none of the supports or resources necessary for such 
change. Real democratic change in education is demanding, but 
possible when teachers take the lead and engage in collective action. 
That is the most important lesson of the Teacher Insurgency.

–L. C.
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people, but also a manifestation of the republican liberty of free 
labor—an assertion of the freedom from domination that is the 
necessary foundation for the self-rule of the citizenry in a repub-
lic.7 Workers must be able and willing to withdraw their labor 
through a strike, 19th-century unionists contended, or they will 
no longer be their own masters, but powerless subjects in a system 
of wage slavery. Much as elections and voting were understood 
to be the means for the civic reenactment and renewal of the 
social compact on which the republican government was based, 
strikes were viewed as public affirmations of the dignity and civic 
worth of the citizen-worker. The often-elaborate pageantry of 

19th-century strikes—the marches, demonstrations, rallies, and 
picket lines; the songs and dramatic performances; and the ban-
ners, garb, and regalia of the unions—would symbolically stake 
this public claim on a republican citizenship for working people. 
Successful teacher strikes often highlight an analogous theme of 
the dignity and civic worth of teachers and the value of the work 
they do, and that powerful symbolic statement is one of the less 
appreciated motivations for teachers when they go on strike. It 
has been a theme in the strikes of the Teacher Insurgency.

If this discussion of the republican liberty of working people 
seems like an exercise in antiquarian history and political phi-
losophy, it is worthwhile to consider that under current American 
labor law, workers surrender most of their rights of citizenship—
freedoms of speech, of press, of peaceful assembly, and to petition 
to seek redress of their grievances; rights to due process; rights to 
fair and equal treatment—at the door of a nonunionized work-
place. The legal protections for workers organizing a union have 
been whittled away over seven decades, and they are now very 
weak and mostly unenforced by government.8 American law 
allows nonunion workplaces to be “private governments,” or what 
philosopher Elizabeth Anderson calls “dictatorships in our 
midst.”9 Under the doctrine of at-will employment that governs 
such workplaces, workers can be fired for any reason or no reason 
at all, save those instances where a firing involves documentable 
discrimination against a member of a protected class under civil 
rights law. In jurisdictions with incomplete civil rights protections, 

workers can be fired for nothing more than their sexual orienta-
tions or gender identities—only 22 states provide full employment 
protection for LGBTQ employees. If workers in nonunion work-
places wear buttons supporting candidates for public office 
opposed by their employers or have bumper stickers on their cars 
supporting causes opposed by their employers, they can be fired 
with no remedy in law.

As Alexander Hertel-Fernandez has thoroughly documented, 
US employers in nonunion settings use their unchecked power 
over their workplace to compel political action on behalf of 
candidates, legislation, and causes that promote the interests of 

the business and its owners.10 When economic 
domination is turned into political coercion in 
these ways, it collides directly with the founda-
tional republican idea of the self-rule of citizens. 
This is why the founding slogan of the AFT—
“Democracy in Education, Education for Democ-
racy”—focused on the vital connection unionists 
saw between teachers’ ability to exercise the 
rights of citizenship inside the educational work-
place on the one hand, and their work to promote 
democracy through their teaching on the other.

Civic republicanism was the source of another 
central concept in American labor’s understand-
ing of the 19th-century strike: the duty of solidar-
ity. The first truly national labor union in the 
United States, the Knights of Labor, articulated a 
labor-republican vision of the future society it 
sought to establish, the cooperative common-
wealth. At the center of that vision was the idea 
that government should promote the common 
good: “The best government [is one] in which an 

injury to one is the concern of all.”11 For the Knights of Labor, this 
principle of seeking the common good—what classical republi-
cans called civic virtue—defined not only how government and 
society should function but also how working people themselves 
should act with respect to each other.12 Contemporary American 
unionists will recognize the Knights of Labor formulation as an 
early version of an axiom of labor solidarity that has continued to 
this day: “An injury to one is an injury to all.”

At the heart of republican citizenship and civic virtue is the 
willingness to make personal sacrifices: citizens in a republic 
exercise civic virtue through a myriad of sacrifices, great and 
small, from putting their lives at risk to defend their nation from 
attack to paying taxes that support government goods and services 
that do not personally benefit them. Going on strike and practic-
ing solidarity entails sacrifices ranging from the loss of one’s 
income to the loss of one’s job. When strikes are prohibited by law, 
rank-and-file unionists can incur fines and union leaders can go 
to jail. Yet American teachers have demonstrated again and again 
that they are prepared to make such sacrifices if going on strike 
means that they can secure a better future not only for themselves 
and their families, but also for the students they teach and nur-
ture, the schools in which they work, and the communities they 
serve. By their very choice of vocation, entering an occupation 
with modest pay and benefits in order to make differences in the 
lives of young people, teachers have demonstrated that they are 
prepared to make sacrifices for a greater good. 
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Building Power Through Direct Action,  
Politics, and Community
Since the early 1980s, the decline in the use of the strike has been 
as much an effect of the decline of the power of the American 
labor movement as it has been a cause. A successful strategy for 
the revitalization of unions must be more multifaceted and more 
dialectical than a simple focus on mounting strikes. At its height 
during the 1960s, the civil rights movement engaged in constant 
tactical innovation and experimentation, with the insurgency 
peaking again and again as new forms of direct action were 
introduced. As Doug McAdam explains in his study of the “Black 
insurgency,” this creativity was key in keeping the Jim Crow 
regime off guard and off balance; no sooner did white suprema-
cist authorities adjust to one tactic, finding ways to respond to 
and check it, than they would find themselves confronted with 
a new strategy.13

The point here is not to retreat from the use of direct action, 
with its capacity to disrupt the existing balance of political 
forces, but to expand its use—to not become dependent on just 
one tactic, even a tactic as potentially powerful and important 
as the strike. To the extent that teachers and their unions have a 

wide repertoire of direct-action tactics, every action in that rep-
ertoire—including the strike—will be more effective.

In the United States, politics have always been central to the 
outcomes of strikes, both in victory and defeat. The refusal of 
President Franklin Roosevelt and Michigan Governor Frank Mur-

Learn More About Teacher Unions,  
Organizing, and Mobilizing
Inspired by teachers’ activism—especially 
their demands to provide the schools that all 
youth deserve—several scholars have written 
recently about teacher unions, bargaining for 
the common good, strikes, and more. Here 
are two new books that complement Leo 
Casey’s The Teacher Insurgency.

Strike for the Common Good: 
Fighting for the Future of  
Public Education

Edited by Rebecca Kolins Givan and  
Amy Schrager Lang

Although amplifying collective voice and 
being heard are central to any strike, rela-
tively little of the writing about the recent 
Teacher Insurgency strikes has been by the 
teachers, students, and parents at the center 
of the action. Strike for the Common Good, 
published by the University of Michigan 
Press, stands out for prioritizing the voices 
of these essential strikers and supporters. 
Through personal essays, and some contribu-
tions by analysts, we better understand the 
motivations and aspirations of educators and 
the families they serve. From the inad-
equate resources directed toward schools 
in communities of color to the devaluing of 
women’s work, many longstanding, urgent 

issues are examined—and it’s clear 
that systemic inequities are prevent-
ing public schools from fulfilling their 
promise. To truly educate for democ-
racy, we must address the deplorable 
conditions of far too many school 
buildings, rampant school violence, 
structural racism, and neoliberalism’s 
weakening of public education. This volume 
shows that there is much to celebrate in 
teachers’ recent victories and also much more 
to be done. To learn more, visit press.umich.
edu/11621094/strike_for_the_common_good. 

Teacher Unions and Social 
Justice: Organizing for the 
Schools and Communities  
Our Students Deserve

Edited by Michael Charney, Jesse Hagopian, and 
Bob Peterson

Published by Rethinking Schools, this 
comprehensive anthology includes more 
than 60 articles and offers insights into social 
justice unionism past and present—all for 
the purpose of helping students reach their 
potential. Educators are sure to be inspired 
reading “Why Teachers Should Organize,” 
a speech Margaret Haley, vice president of 
the Chicago Teachers’ Federation, gave at 

the 1904 National 
Education Associa-
tion convention. 
As Haley said, “It is the public school teachers 
whose special contribution to society is their 
own power to think, the moral courage to 
follow their convictions, and the training of 
citizens to think and to express thought in 
free and intelligent action.” In recent years, 
and especially through the Teacher Insur-
gency, our nation’s teachers have displayed 
that moral courage. And with this anthol-
ogy, today’s activists are sure to learn new 
strategies, from mobilizing to establish more 
community schools to organizing through 
site-based engagement and social media 
to fighting privatization and student debt. 
Tying social justice unionism to social justice 
teaching, a section is devoted to bringing 
issues like anti-racism, equity, and climate 
change to the classroom. To learn more, visit 
rethinkingschools.org/tusj.

–EDITORS

To the extent that teachers and their 
unions have a wide repertoire of  
direct-action tactics, every action  
in that repertoire—including the 
strike—will be more effective.
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phy to use troops to suppress the 1936–37 Flint sit-down strike 
was decisive in forcing General Motors to recognize and negotiate 
with the United Auto Workers, thus generating the breakthrough 
of industrial unionism in the United States that followed the 
unionization of the largest corporation of its era.14 President Rea-
gan’s willingness to break the 1981 air traffic controllers’ strike 
destroyed their union and was a significant factor in the decline 
of strikes as a direct-action tactic of unions in the following 
decades.15 Different elected officials with different relationships 
to labor would most likely have produced different outcomes. 

What is true of strikes in general is doubly true of teacher strikes 
and other public-sector strikes, as the employer is the government. 
By their very nature, these strikes are political. The 2018 strike in 

West Virginia had the most success of the strikes that year precisely 
because the unions in that state were well established, with strong 
union density and a real and active political force; they were able 
to use their political capacity to move the state legislature and gov-
ernor to act on those demands. The 2019 Los Angeles strike brought 
to public attention the question of how charter school expansion 
had a negative impact on district schools, but it still required the 
organized political presence of the state’s teacher unions to pass 
legislation that reformed, for the very first time, the process by 
which new charter schools were authorized. A reliance on the strike 
alone would not have achieved either of these victories.

This understanding of strikes as part of a broader strategic 
approach is especially important when one considers a critical fac-
tor in the decline of the potency of teacher union strikes in the late 
1970s and 1980s—the divisions that had opened up between the 
unions and the communities they served. The austerity conserva-

tism that emerged out of the fiscal crises of the mid-1970s—known 
as Reaganism in the United States—had as its primary objectives 
the gutting of the public sector and the evisceration of the social 
welfare safety net. It thus set its sights both on the workers and the 
unions that provided public goods and services on the one hand, 
and on the working-class and poor communities, disproportion-
ately of color, that relied on those public goods and services on the 
other. Attacks on public-sector employees as lazy, incompetent, 
and overcompensated were matched with attacks on racialized 
“welfare queens” and the “undeserving” poor, and both were con-
demned as “parasitical” on the “taxpayer.” To have had any realistic 
hope of blunting the assault of this austerity conservatism, it would 
have been necessary to develop a common front between the work-
ers who provided public goods and services and the communities 
that relied on them. Like any political alliance, this front would have 
to be actively built and organized. But as much as the logic of joint 
opposition to attacks on the public services and goods was clear, 
there were also deep-seated suspicions and distrust on each side.

One of the most positive aspects of the strikes of the Teacher 
Insurgency has been the strong support the teachers and their 
unions have received from their communities. That support did not 
simply appear. It was the product of a decade and a half of work on 
the part of teacher unions to build deep, long-lasting ties to com-
munities. Far too much of what passes for thinking about strikes in 
the United States—including teacher strikes—rests on a “field of 
dreams” theory: call it, and they will come. We must go beyond such 
romantic notions, which are recipes for disaster, and consider the 
different conditions and approaches that have led teacher strikes 
to victory and defeat, to find a way forward that will continue the 
success of the strikes of the Teacher Insurgency.	 ☐
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defeat. This is doubly true of teacher 
strikes, as the employer is  

the government.  
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REFLECTIONS ON TEACHING 
ABOUT RACE

I want to thank Louise Derman-Sparks, 
Julie Olsen Edwards, and Catherine M. 
Goins for their article, “Teaching About 
Identity, Racism, and Fairness,” which 
appeared in the Winter 2020–2021 issue. 
As a white female teacher in a school with 
a large number of students who are 
Hispanic, and as someone who studied 
the topic throughout my doctoral pro-
gram, I am all too aware of the need to 
validate our students’ feelings when 
racism exists. 

I was particularly glued to the follow-
ing text: “Very early, white children come 
to value their whiteness, presume it is the 
definition of normal, and believe that 
therefore all other skin colors are strange 
and less than.” The article speaks to a 
sense of “white superiority” for these 
children. When I admit that I teach my 
students that this sense of superiority is 
ridiculous, there are some comments 
from even the most educated individuals 
who deny that racism or white privilege 
exists. While I am still learning, a class on 
deep-rooted bias challenged me to look 
deeply into my own beliefs. I have 
become more focused and ready to step 
up through reflection and reading. 

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and his “I 
Have a Dream” speech put truth at the 
forefront. The only way to recognize that 
racism and white privilege do in fact exist 
is to dig very deep, which can be painful 
and raw. Can we, all humans, put down 
any bullying ways and walk as brothers 
and sisters in love and truth?   

—DR. KATHY O’BRIEN
Middle School Teacher

In “Teaching About Identity, Racism, and 
Fairness,” I want to comment on the 
sidebar “Strategies and Activities About 
Racialized Identities and Fairness.” In the 
example given in the “Use Teachable 
Moments” section, after Jamal says that 
he didn’t like Hector touching his hair, 
the teacher proceeds to ask Jamal if it 
would be OK if Hector asked first. Instead 
of this, the teacher could have acknowl-
edged Jamal’s boundaries. This would 
have still been a teachable moment (in 
respecting one’s body and boundaries), 
and the teacher could have gone on to 
still have a lesson about appreciating 
different kinds of hair. It would have been 
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American Democracy

By Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt

Nearly all living Americans grew up taking our democracy 
for granted. Until recently, most of us believed—and 
acted as if—our constitutional system was unbreakable, 
no matter how recklessly our politicians behaved.

No longer. Americans watch with growing unease as our 
political system threatens to go off the rails: costly government 
shutdowns, stolen Supreme Court seats, impeachments, mount-
ing concerns about the fairness of elections, and, of course, the 
election of a presidential candidate who had condoned violence 
at rallies and threatened to lock up his rival, and who, as presi-
dent, has begun to subvert the rule of law by defying congres-
sional oversight and corrupting law enforcement agencies to 
protect his political allies and investigate his opponents.

In a 2019 survey by Public Agenda, 39 percent of Americans 
said they believed our democracy is “in crisis,” while another 42 
percent said it faces “serious challenges.” Only 15 percent said 
American democracy is “doing well.”1

Democratic backsliding in the United States is no longer a 
matter of speculative concern. It has begun. Well-regarded 
global democracy indexes—such as Freedom House,2 Varieties 
of Democracy,3 and the Economist Intelligence Unit4—all show 
an erosion of American democracy since 2016. According to 
Freedom House’s ranking, the United States is now less demo-
cratic than Chile, the Czech Republic, Slovenia, Taiwan, and 
Uruguay—and in the same category as newer democracies like 
Croatia, Greece, Mongolia, and Panama.5

How Did We Get Here?
The problems started long before 2016 and go deeper than Donald 
Trump’s presidency. Electing a demagogue is always dangerous, 
but it does not condemn a country to democratic breakdown. 
Strong institutions can constrain corrupt or autocratic-minded 
leaders. That is precisely what the US Constitution was designed 
to do, and for most of our history, it has succeeded. America’s 
constitutional system has effectively checked many powerful and 
ambitious presidents, including demagogues (Andrew Jackson6) 
and criminals (Richard Nixon). For this reason, Americans have 
historically had a lot of faith in our Constitution. A 1999 survey 

found that 85 percent of Americans believed it was the main rea-
son why our democracy has been so successful.7

But constitutions by themselves aren’t enough to protect 
democracy. Even the most brilliantly designed constitutions 
don’t function automatically. Rather, they must be reinforced by 
strong, unwritten democratic norms.

Two basic norms are essential to democracy.* One is mutual 
toleration, or the norm of accepting the legitimacy of one’s par-
tisan rivals. This means that no matter how much we may dis-
agree with—and even dislike—our opponents, we recognize that 
they are loyal citizens who love the country just as we do and 
who have an equal and legitimate right to govern. In other words, 
we do not treat our rivals as enemies.

The second norm is institutional forbearance. Forbearance 
means refraining from exercising one’s legal right. It is an act of 
deliberate self-restraint—an underutilization of power that is 
legally available to us. Forbearance is essential to democracy. 
Consider what the US president is constitutionally able to do: 
The president can legally pardon whomever she wants, when-
ever she wants. Any president with a congressional majority can 
pack the US Supreme Court simply by pushing through a law 
that expands the Court’s size and then filling the new vacancies 
with allies.

Or consider what Congress has the constitutional authority 
to do. Congress can shut down the government by refusing to 
fund it. The Senate can use its right to “advise and consent” to 
prevent the president from filling her cabinet or Supreme Court 
vacancies. And because there is little agreement on what con-
stitutes “high crimes and misdemeanors,” the House can 
impeach the president on virtually any grounds it chooses.8

The point is that politicians may exploit the letter of the Con-
stitution in ways that eviscerate its spirit: Court packing, partisan 
impeachment, government shutdowns, pardoning allies who 
commit crimes on the president’s behalf, declaring national 
emergencies to circumvent Congress. All these actions follow 
the written letter of the law to subvert its spirit. Legal scholar 
Mark Tushnet calls such behavior “constitutional hardball.”9 If 
you examine any failing or failed democracy, you will find an 
abundance of constitutional hardball: examples include Spain 
and Germany in the 1930s, Chile in the 1970s, and contemporary 
Hungary, Venezuela, and Turkey.

Forbearance—politicians’ shared commitment to exercise 
their institutional prerogatives with restraint—is what prevents 
democracies from descending into a destructive spiral of con-
stitutional hardball.

Unwritten norms of mutual toleration and forbearance serve 
as the soft guardrails of democracy. They are what prevent 
healthy political competition from spiraling into the kind of 
partisan fight to the death that wrecked democracies in Europe 
in the 1930s and South America in the 1960s and 1970s.

America has not always had strong democratic guardrails. It 
didn’t have them in the 1790s when institutional warfare between 
the Federalists and the Republicans nearly destroyed the Republic 

before it could take root. It lost them in the run-up to the Civil War, 
and they remained weak through the late 19th century.

For most of the 20th century, however, America’s guardrails were 
solid. Although the country experienced occasional assaults on 
democratic norms (e.g., McCarthyism in the 1950s), both parties 
broadly engaged in mutual tolerance and forbearance, which in turn 
allowed our system of checks and balances to work. During the first 
three quarters of the 20th century, there were no impeachments or 
successful instances of Court packing. Senators were judicious in 
their use of filibusters and their right to “advise and consent” on 
presidential appointments—most Supreme Court nominees were 
approved easily, even when the president’s party didn’t control the 
Senate. And outside of wartime, presidents largely refrained from 
acting unilaterally to circumvent Congress or the courts.

For more than a century, then, America’s system of checks 
and balances worked. Again, however, the system worked 
because it was reinforced by strong norms of mutual toleration 
and forbearance.

There is, however, an important tragedy at the heart of this 
story. The soft guardrails that undergirded America’s 20th century 
democracy were built upon racial exclusion and operated in a 
political community that was overwhelmingly white and Chris-
tian. Efforts to create a multiracial democracy after the Civil War 
generated violent resistance, especially in the South. Southern 
Democrats viewed Reconstruction as an existential threat, and 
they used both constitutional hardball and outright violence to 
resist it. It was only after the Republicans abandoned Reconstruc-
tion—enabling the Democrats to establish Jim Crow in the 
South—that Democrats ceased to view their rivals as an existential 
threat and two parties began to peacefully coexist, allowing norms 
of mutual toleration and forbearance to emerge. In other words, 
it was only after racial equality was removed from the agenda, 
restricting America’s political community to white people, that 
these norms took hold. The fact that our guardrails emerged in an 
era of incomplete democracy has important consequences for 
contemporary polarization—a point to which we will return.

In our 2018 book, How Democracies Die, we show how Amer-
ica’s democratic norms have been unraveling over the last three 
decades. There were early signs in the 1990s, when Newt Gin-
grich encouraged his fellow Republicans to use words like 
betray, anti-flag, and traitor to describe Democrats. In doing so, 
Gingrich encouraged Republicans to overtly abandon mutual 
toleration. The Gingrich revolution also brought a rise in consti-

Steven Levitsky is David Rockefeller Professor of Latin American Studies 
and Professor of Government at Harvard University. He has authored 
several books, and his research interests include political parties, authori-
tarianism and democratization, and weak and informal institutions, with 
a focus on Latin America. Daniel Ziblatt is Eaton Professor of the Science 
of Government at Harvard University and was the 2019–2020 Karl W. 
Deutsch Visiting Professor at the Wissenschaftszentrum Berlin (WZB). He 
specializes in the study of Europe and the history of democracy. Levitsky 
and Ziblatt coauthored How Democracies Die in 2018.

The United States is now 
less democratic than  
Chile, the Czech Republic, 
Slovenia, Taiwan, and 
Uruguay. 

*For a more detailed discussion of these norms and other essential compo-
nents of our argument, see our book How Democracies Die. To download a 
free teacher’s guide, visit www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/562246/
how-democracies-die-by-steven-levitsky-and-daniel-ziblatt/.IL
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tutional hardball, including the first major government shut-
down in 1995 and a presidential impeachment—the first in 130 
years—in 1998.

The erosion of democratic norms accelerated during the 
Obama presidency. Republican leaders like Gingrich, Sarah 
Palin, Rudy Giuliani, Mike Huckabee, and Donald Trump told 
their followers that President Obama did not love America and 
that Obama and the Democrats weren’t real Americans. Trump 
and others even questioned whether President Obama was an 
American citizen. Hillary Clinton received similar treatment: 
Trump and other Republican figures cast her as a criminal, mak-
ing “lock her up” a chant at rallies. This was not happening on 
the political fringes: these were ideas put forth by the Republican 
nominee for president, and cheered—live, on national televi-
sion—by the crowd at the Republican National Convention.

This was a worrisome development because when mutual 
toleration disappears, politicians begin to abandon forbearance. 
When we view our partisan rivals as enemies, or as an existential 
threat, we grow tempted to use any means necessary to stop them.

That is exactly what has happened over the last decade. 
Republicans in Congress treated the Obama administration as 
an existential threat that had to be defeated at almost any cost. 

Constitutional hardball became the norm. There were more fili-
busters during President Obama’s second term than in all the 
years between World War I and Ronald Reagan’s second term 
combined. Congress twice shut down the government, and at 
one point, it pushed the country to the brink of default. President 
Obama responded with constitutional hardball of his own. 
When Congress refused to pass immigration reform or climate 
change legislation, he circumvented Congress and made policy 
via executive orders. These acts were technically legal, but they 
clearly violated the spirit of the Constitution.

Perhaps the most consequential act of constitutional hardball 
during the Obama years was the Senate’s refusal to take up Presi-
dent Obama’s nomination of Merrick Garland to the Supreme 
Court. Since 1866, every time a president had an opportunity to 
fill a Court vacancy before the election of his successor, he had 
been allowed to do so (though not always on the first try). The 
Senate’s refusal to even consider an Obama nominee thus vio-
lated a 150-year-old norm. 

The problem, then, is not only that Americans elected a dema-
gogue in 2016. It is that we elected a demagogue at a time when the 
soft guardrails protecting our democracy were coming unmoored.

Why Is This Happening?
The driving force behind democratic norm erosion is polariza-
tion. Over the last 25 years, Republicans and Democrats have 
come to fear and loathe one another. In a 1960 survey, 4 per-
cent of Democrats and 5 percent of Republicans said they 
would be displeased if their child married someone from the 
other party. Fifty years later, a survey found those numbers to 
be 33 percent and 49 percent, respectively.10 According to a 
2016 Pew Survey, 49 percent of Republicans and 55 percent of 
Democrats said the other party makes them “afraid.”11 And a 
recent study by political scientists Danny Hayes and Liliana 
Mason shows that about 60 percent of both Democrats and 
Republicans said they believed the other party was a “serious 
threat to the United States.”12 We have not seen this kind of 
partisan hatred since the late 19th century.

Some polarization is normal—even healthy—for democracy. 
But extreme polarization can kill it. As recent research by politi-
cal scientist Milan W. Svolik shows, when societies are highly 
polarized, we become more willing to tolerate undemocratic 
behavior by our own side.13 When politics is so polarized that we 
view a victory by our partisan rivals as something that is cata-
strophic or beyond the pale, we begin to justify using extraordi-
nary means—such as violence, election fraud, and coups—to 
prevent it. Nearly all the most prominent democratic break-
downs across history (from Spain and Germany in the 1930s to 
Chile in the 1970s to Thailand, Turkey, and Venezuela in the early 
2000s) have occurred amid extreme polarization. Partisan rivals 
came to view one another as such an existential threat that they 
chose to subvert democracy rather than accept victory by the 
other side.

The Sources of American Polarization

What we are experiencing today is not traditional liberal-conser-
vative polarization. People do not fear and loathe one another over 
taxes or healthcare policy. Contemporary partisan divisions run 
deeper than that: they are about racial and cultural identity.14

Recall that the stability of modern American democracy 
rested, to a significant extent, on racial exclusion. Our demo-
cratic norms were erected by and for a political community that 
was overwhelmingly white and Christian—and which forcibly 
excluded millions of African Americans in the South.

American society has transformed dramatically over the 
last half-century. Due to large-scale immigration and steps 
toward racial equality, our country has grown both more diverse 
and more democratic. These changes have eroded both the 
size and the social status of America’s erstwhile white Chris-
tian majority.

In the 1950s, white Christians constituted well over 90 percent 
of the American electorate. As recently as 1992, when Bill Clinton 
was elected president, 73 percent of American voters were white 
Christians. By the time Barack Obama was reelected in 2012, that 
percentage had fallen to 57 percent and research suggests that 
it will be below 50 percent by 2024.15 In effect, white Christians 
are losing their electoral majority.

They are also losing their dominant social status. Not long ago, 
white Christian men sat atop all our country’s social, economic, 
political, and cultural hierarchies. They filled the presidency, 
Congress, the Supreme Court, and the governors’ mansions. They 
were the CEOs, the newscasters, and most of the leading celebri-
ties and scientific authorities. And they were the face of both 
major political parties.

Those days are over. But losing one’s dominant social status 
can be deeply threatening. Many white Christian men feel like 
the country they grew up in is being taken away from them. For 
many people, that feels like an existential threat. 

This demographic transition has become politically explosive 
because America’s racial and cultural differences now map 
almost perfectly onto the two major parties. This was not the case 
in the past. As recently as the late 1970s, white Christians were 
evenly divided as Democrats and Republicans.  

Three major changes have occurred over the last half-century. 
First, the civil rights movement led to a massive migration of 
Southern white people from the Democrats to the Republicans, 
while African Americans—newly enfranchised in the South—
became overwhelmingly Democratic. Second, the United States 
experienced a massive wave of immigration, and most of these 
immigrants ended up in the Democratic Party. And third, begin-
ning with Ronald Reagan’s presidency in the early 1980s, white 
evangelical Christians flocked to the Republicans.

As a result of these changes, America’s two major parties now 
represent very different parts of American society. The Demo-
crats represent a rainbow coalition that includes urban and 
educated white voters and people of color. Nearly half of Demo-
cratic voters are nonwhite. The Republicans, by contrast, remain 
overwhelmingly white and Christian.16

Americans have thus sorted themselves into parties that rep-
resent radically different communities, social identities, and 
visions of what America is and should be. The Republicans 
increasingly represent white Christian America, whereas the 
Democrats have come to represent everybody else. This is the 
divide that underlies our country’s deep polarization. 

What makes our polarization so dangerous, however, is its 
asymmetry. Whereas the Democratic base is diverse and expand-
ing, the Republican Party represents a once-dominant majority 

in numerical and status decline. Sensing this decline, many 
Republicans have grown fearful about the future. Slogans like 
“take our country back” and “make America great again” reflect 
this sense of peril. These fears, moreover, have fueled a troubling 
development that threatens our democracy: a growing Repub-
lican aversion to losing elections.

Lose the Election, Not the Democracy

Democracy requires that parties know how to lose. Politicians 
who lose elections must be willing to accept defeat, go home, 
and get ready to play again the next day. Without this norm of 
gracious losing, democracy is not sustainable.

For parties to accept losing, however, two conditions must 
hold: first, they must feel secure that losing today will not bring 
ruinous consequences; second, they must believe they have a 
reasonable chance of winning again in the future. When party 
leaders fear they cannot win future elections, or that defeat poses 
an existential threat (to themselves or their constituents), the 
stakes rise. Their time horizons shorten. They throw tomorrow 
to the wind and seek to win at any cost today. In other words, 
desperation leads politicians to play dirty. 

History offers numerous examples of how fear of losing leads 
parties to subvert democracy. In Europe before World War I, 
many traditional conservatives were haunted by the prospect of 
extending equal voting rights to the working class. In Germany, 
for example, conservatives viewed equal (male) suffrage as a 
menace not only to their own electoral prospects but also to the 
survival of the aristocratic order. (One German Conservative 
leader called full and equal suffrage among men an “attack on 
the laws of civilization.”) So German conservatives played dirty, 
engaging in rampant election manipulation and outright repres-
sion through World War I.

Closer to home, Southern Democrats reacted in a similar 
manner to the Reconstruction-era enfranchisement of African 
Americans, which was mandated by the Fifteenth Amendment. 
Since African Americans represented a majority or near-majority 
in most post-Confederate states, their enfranchisement imper-
iled Southern Democrats’ political dominance—and potentially 
threatened the entire racial order. Viewing Black people’s 
enfranchisement as an existential threat, Southern Democrats 
played dirty. Between 1885 and 1908, all 11 post-Confederate 
states passed laws establishing poll taxes, literacy tests, property 
and residency requirements, and other measures aimed at strip-
ping African Americans of their voting rights—and locking in 
Democratic Party dominance.17 These measures, together with 
a monstrous campaign of anti-Black violence, did what they 
were intended to do: Black voter turnout in the South fell from 

Some polarization is  
normal—even healthy— 
for democracy. But  
extreme polarization  
can kill it. 

Contemporary partisan  
divisions are about racial  
and cultural identity.
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their accurate knowledge, empathy, enjoyment, and anti-bias 
relationships with racially diverse people.

Contrary to what some people assume, white children—as well 
as children of color—also develop a racialized identity. White chil-
dren continually receive messages from families, communities, 
and media about white normalcy, superiority, and entitlement 
and construct their ideas about being white in the context of sys-
temic, cultural, and individual racism.11 Very early, white children 
come to value their whiteness, presume it is the definition of nor-
mal, and believe that therefore all other skin colors are strange 
and less than.12 While early childhood teachers want all children 

to like who they are, the challenge for an anti-bias educator is to 
enable white children to like who they are without developing a 
sense of white superiority.

One of the pioneers in the study of how young children 
develop identity and prejudice, Kenneth Clark, noted many years 
ago the ways racism also harms white children’s development. 
He describes how growing up with the societal contradiction 
between the professed goals of equality and democracy and the 
pressures to violate them by acting on racial prejudice can create 
moral conflicts and guilt for white children. He also warned that 
white children “are being given a distorted perception of reality 

Strategies and Activities About  
Racialized Identities and Fairness
Anti-bias educators intentionally and pro-
actively integrate the message into the 
daily life of their classroom that people 
of every racialized identity are valuable 
and deserve caring and fairness. Here, we 
offer ways to go about this work in your 
classroom.

Use your school philosophy, hand-
book, and enrollment materials to 
welcome all people. It is not enough to 
say your program does not discriminate. 
Throughout the setting and in materi-
als provided to families, include images 
of peoples of many racial (and ethnic) 
groups. Ask all families questions about 
what terms they use to describe their racial 
and ethnic identities so you can respect 
their choices. You may also learn that some 
families aren’t sure how to name their chil-
dren’s racialized identities or prefer not to 
give them a racialized identity at all. As all 
children are exposed to ideas about racial-
ized identity, it becomes important that 
they have words to describe themselves 
and others. This is likely to be an ongoing 
conversation with families. 

Make racial diversity visible in your 
learning environment. Children 
learn what is important to adults in the 
program by observing what is and isn’t 
in the learning environment. Make racial 
and cultural diversity visible in the books, 
posters, dolls, puzzles, and art materials 
(crayons, felt pens, paints, and paper in 
different skin tones). Be sure to include 
accurate images of children and families 
with biracial and multiracial identities. 
Some teachers mix up all the people 
figures in one box so children can form 
whatever variation of a family they wish. 

Go through your classroom library 
and assess your collection. How many 
books do you have in which the main 
characters are white? In how many are 
people of color the main character of 
the story? What appearance and cultural 
stereotypes of people of color do your 
books perpetuate? Make a list of books 
you would like to have in the classroom 
and outline a plan for how you will 
acquire new books. Add to your collec-
tion with books from your local public 
library. 

Use teachable moments. Children’s 
questions and comments are all potential 
teachable moments. What may seem like 
a little thing by itself can be a big thing 
to a child. If you can’t think of what to 
say or become uncomfortable respond-
ing directly and matter-of-factly to an 
incident, or later feel you didn’t handle 
your initial response well, talk to someone 
you trust to explore your feelings and pos-
sible alternative responses. Then, always 
go back to the children with your new 
response. The following is an example of 
one such teachable moment: 

During story time, Hector (white, age 4) 
leans over and touches Jamal’s hair. Jamal 
(African American, age 4) pushes his hand 
away. Their teacher observes the interac-
tion and steps in.

Teacher:  What’s happening?
Jamal:  Don’t like him touching 

my hair. He didn’t ask me 
if it’s okay.

Teacher:  How come you touched his 
hair, Hector?

Hector:  Wanna know what it feels like.

Teacher:  Jamal, would it be okay if 
Hector asked first?

Jamal:  Yes. (He turns to Hector.) 
Ask me and then you can 
touch it. Then I want to 
touch your hair.

Because Jamal has given his permission, the 
teacher says, “Yes, it’s interesting to touch 
and learn about each other’s hair as long as 
we ask first. Did Jamal’s hair feel the same 
as or different from your hair?” (If Jamal 
had said it was not all right for Hector to 
touch his hair, then the teacher might have 
said, “We need to respect what Jamal says. 
There are other ways to learn about each 
other’s hair.”) The teacher decided to plan 
a series of activities for children to learn 
about and appreciate different kinds of hair.

Explore how physical features are 
both alike and different. Make a life-size 
cutout of each child from butcher paper. 
Use mirrors to help each child observe and 
paint their skin, eyes, and hair color. Be 
sure you have crayons, paints, and yarn in 
all the shades you need.

Ask children for their ideas about what 
skin, hair, and eyes do for them. Talk about 
how skin, hair, and eyes do the same work 
for all people, regardless of their color.

Explore the range of ways that children 
and staff look. (Even in a classroom of all 

white children and staff, there will be differ-
ences in skin color and features like freckles, 
skin tone, eye color, and length of hair.)

Make a bulletin board of color photo-
graphs of each child and the members of 
each child’s family. You can take photo-
graphs of the family members yourself or 
invite them to provide their own. Talk about 
ways in which each child looks and does not 
look like their family members. Focus on 
the fact that everyone gets their looks from 
their birth parents, but they never look 
exactly the same as their birth parents. Also, 
make clear that children who are adopted 
get their skin color, eye shape, and so on 
from their birth parents, and these attri-
butes may or may not be like those of their 
adoptive parents. Place the bulletin board 
at the children’s viewing height. 

Explore how children who look differ-
ent from one another still often like to do 
the same things. Take photographs of the 
children doing various activities and make a 
book featuring children who look different 
doing the same activity (e.g., “Pedro and 
Amani like to create new songs and dances” 
or “Heather and Kia like to write messages 
on the drawing tablet”).

Read books about the beauty of the 
different ways we look, such as Shades of 
People by Shelley Rotner and Sheila Kelly, 
All the Colors We Are/Todos los colores 
de nuestra piel by Katie Kissinger, and I 

Am Latino: The Beauty in Me by Sandra 
Pinkney. All of these have simple language 
and beautiful images.

Pay attention to indicators of confu-
sion or self-rejection. When children 
make self-portraits or family drawings, 
sometimes they choose colors that do not 
correspond to their actual skin, eye, or 
hair coloring. It is important to ask the 
child about these choices. Sometimes they 
indicate discomfort or shame about the 
child’s actual coloring. It is useful, in a 
conversational tone, to ask the child to talk 
to you about the portrait. If the coloring 
is playful (some children paint themselves 
with rainbow colors or bright green) and 
the child seems relaxed, you need not 
take further action. If the child seems 
uncomfortable describing the colors in the 
portrait, it is useful to watch for additional 
indicators of confusion or self-rejection. 

If you are concerned, observe the child 
and make a plan for what you can do to 
strengthen the child’s identity. Check in 
with other staff about what they have 
observed and speak with the child’s family 
about what they want their child to know 
about racial identity and how you can 
support the child’s positive sense of self in 
the classroom.

–L. D.-S. and J. O. E., with C. M. G.

and of themselves and are being taught to gain personal status in 
unrealistic ways.”13

The social-political and psychological dimensions of race 
and racism remain a contentious and painful issue in soci-
ety. If early childhood educators want children to thrive in 
a diverse world, they must commit to helping them make 

sense of the confusing and often emotionally charged messages they 
receive about their own and other people’s racialized identities. 

Give children language to discuss their identities, and answer 
their questions in an atmosphere of interest, delight, and accurate 

information. Plant seeds of openness and connection. Teach them 
tools for addressing the unfairness they will inevitably encounter, 
and encourage them to stand up for themselves and others. You 
can help children construct a strong foundation for thriving in a 
diverse world now and into the future. ☐

Endnotes
1. National Center for Children in Poverty, “About NCCP,” 2020, nccp.org/about. 

2. H. Koball and Y. Jiang, Basic Facts About Low-Income Children: Children Under 18 Years, 
2016, Fact Sheet (New York: National Center for Children in Poverty, 2018).

3. Koball and Jiang, Basic Facts.

(Continued on page 40)

This article is adapted from Anti-Bias Education for Young Children 
& Ourselves by Louise Derman-Sparks and Julie Olsen Edwards, with 
Catherine M. Goins, which offers a comprehensive look at helping 
children understand multifaceted identities, respect diversity of all 
kinds, think critically, and take action against biases. This volume is 
needed now more than ever. Our country is rife with division and 
discord, so it is even more important to teach fairness and inclu-
sion. Doing so can be challenging, but this book offers educators 
concrete examples for engaging young children in conversations 
that deepen their knowledge of themselves and ultimately 
strengthen their relationships with each other. 

–EDITORS 
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Teaching About Identity, 
Racism, and Fairness
Engaging Young Children in Anti-Bias Education

By Louise Derman-Sparks and Julie Olsen 
Edwards, with Catherine M. Goins

Anti-bias education is an optimistic commitment to 
supporting children who live in a highly diverse and 
yet still inequitable world. Rather than a formula 
for a particular curriculum, it is an underpinning 

perspective and framework that permeates everything in early 
childhood education—including your interactions with chil-
dren, families, and colleagues. Anti-bias education developed 
from the need to identify and prevent, as much as possible, the 
harmful emotional and psychological impacts on children from 
societal prejudice and bias. Its four core goals reflect research 
about these negative influences.

Goal 1, Identity

• Teachers will nurture each child’s construction of knowledge-
able and confident personal and social identities.

• Children will demonstrate self-awareness, confidence, family 
pride, and positive social identities.

Goal 2, Diversity

• Teachers will promote each child’s comfortable, empathic 
interaction with people from diverse backgrounds.

• Children will express comfort and joy with human diversity, 
use accurate language for human differences, and form deep, 
caring connections across all dimensions of human diversity.

Goal 3, Justice

• Teachers will foster each child’s capacity to critically identify bias 
and will nurture each child’s empathy for the hurt bias causes.

• Children will increasingly recognize unfairness (injustice), 
have language to describe unfairness, and understand that 
unfairness hurts.

Goal 4, Activism

• Teachers will cultivate each child’s ability and confidence to 
stand up for oneself and for others in the face of bias.

Louise Derman-Sparks has been an anti-bias education teacher of children 
and adults, author, and national and international consultant. Julie Olsen 
Edwards has been a family childcare provider, teacher, center director, 
teacher educator, writer, and advocate for children, families, and teachers. 
Catherine M. Goins is an early childhood education administrator, diver-
sity educator, and college instructor. This article is adapted with permission 
from their book, Anti-Bias Education for Young Children & Ourselves, 
Second Edition (Washington, DC: National Association for the Education 
of Young Children, 2020). PH
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quite OK for Hector to be told “No” and 
for that to be the end of it. 

Sometimes when a person in a position 
of authority (a teacher) asks a child (or an 
adult for that matter) to answer a question, 
one can feel pressured to answer the way 
they think the person would like them to 
answer—especially at age 4. 

—DANICA ONWUDIWE
Robert F. Wagner Middle School

New York, NY

THE CALL TO SAVE OUR 
DEMOCRACY

I am not one to write in response to 
magazine articles, but I was moved to do so 
after the Fall 2020 issue. The cover title, 
“Saving Our Democracy,” encapsulates 
what is at stake in our country, and all of the 
articles included in this issue are not only 
timely and vital, but should be required 
reading for everyone who cares about the 
direction our country is going in. I want to 
applaud AFT President Randi Weingarten 
and the editorial team for curating such an 
inspiring and useful selection of articles. 

In my current teaching post, I worked to 
ensure that all of my students registered to 
vote and actually got out and voted. Even 
though I teach theatre, it is critical that my 
students learn how to be informed and 
engaged citizens. The development of their 
theatre abilities comes as a nice bonus. 

We certainly live in precarious times, 
made more dangerous by our former 
administration. I want to thank President 
Weingarten and all who work at the AFT 
for helping us navigate this season of 

unrest. We will do all that we can to 
ensure our country learns from its past 
mistakes and creates a new paradigm 
moving forward.

—MIKE RICCI
North Hennepin Community College

Brooklyn Park, MN 

Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt’s article, 
“The Crisis of American Democracy,” 
summarized much of our current situation 
well, but it is guilty of promoting the very 
polarization it bemoans. Specifically, it 
makes no mention of the plurality of 
Americans, estimated at 40 to 45 percent, 
who now consider themselves indepen-
dent, irrespective of how they may officially 
register to avoid being disenfranchised in a 
closed or semi-closed primary election. 
Questions such as “Are you Republican or 
Democrat?” or “Are you liberal or conserva-
tive?” create false dichotomies and divert 
our attention from the obvious solution, 
which is to build a strong centrist coalition. 
(“Paper or plastic?” “No, I always bring my 
own reusable bags.”) If we centrists (guilty 
as charged since my high school days) are 
no longer welcome in either major party, so 
be it, but the system has to be opened up to 
eliminate the two major parties’ strangle-
hold on every aspect of it. 

My prescription starts with outlawing 
closed primary elections and caucuses as 
unconstitutional, particularly as long as 
taxpayers foot the bill for them. It 
continues with eliminating party prefer-
ence from voter registration. California’s 
top-two primary system can help to 
ensure that an intelligent, pragmatic 
Republican voter, instead of sitting out a 
Democrat v. Democrat runoff, will vote 
for the more moderate and less extreme 
of the two choices. 

—JOHN A. ELDON
University of California San Diego
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