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From the Editors 
 
This theme of this issue of Professing Education, Courage and Teaching, arose from an ongoing 

conversation between editors, Gretchen Generett and Mary Kay Delaney, and expanded to include editors 
Paula Groves Price and Joseph Rayle. Aaron Zimmerman transformed conversations into one cogent call 
for papers for this issue. Thank you, Aaron. 

“Courage and Teaching” is a theme that permeates, informs, vexes, and connects our personal, 
professional, and community lives.  We are called in this “time of pain and promise that has the potency to 
change how we engage with each other,” as Fran Huckaby writes, to live fully and courageously. In All About 
Love: New Visions, bell hooks (2001) writes: “To begin by always thinking of love as an action rather than a 
feeling is one way in which anyone using the word in this manner automatically assumes accountability and 
responsibility” (p.13). 

We thank each of the authors in this issue for their contributions, for “love as an action” in the work they 
describe and in the work of writing so others may learn. We also thank Fran Huckaby for her leadership as 
President of the Society of Professors of Education. With hope for health, safety, and justice, and in all that 
you do, may you find courage and love. 

Mary Kay Delaney, Gretchen Givens Generett,  
Paula Groves Price, and Joseph Rayle.   

September 2020 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Professing Education is an e-journal of the Society of Professors of Education. The Society was founded in 
1902 when the National Society of College Teachers of Education was first formed in cooperation with the 
National Education Association. Among its early presidents were Charles DeGarmo and John Dewey. The 
Society is an interdisciplinary, professional and academic association open to all persons, both theoreticians 
and practitioners, engaged in teacher preparation or related activities. Its purpose is to serve the diverse 
needs and interests of the education professoriate. The Society’s primary goal is to provide a forum for 
consideration of major issues, tasks, problems, and challenges confronting professional educators. We invite 
you to join us. Visit www.societyofprofessorsofeducation.com for more information. 

 
Call for Papers: Professing Education publishes substantive articles focused on the practice of teaching in the 
discipline of education. Recognizing that the “discipline” of education is multi-and inter-disciplinary, the 
editors seek articles from a variety of disciplinary perspectives, on all matters related to teaching 
“education.” We accept essays related to and studies of all aspects of teaching education. Submissions are 
peer and editor reviewed. Manu-scripts should be 4000-7000 words in length, 12-point Times New 
Roman, double spaced, APA-style, with 1 inch margins. In support of the Society’s goal of stimulating and 
sustaining dialogue among its members, all accepted authors are members of the Society or join prior to 
publication. Find the membership form at www.societyofprofessorsofeducation.com/membership.html 
 

http://www.societyofprofessorsofeducation.com/
http://www.societyofprofessorsofeducation.com/membership.html


 
 

 
 

Contents 
 
From the Editors ......................................................................................................................  

President’s Note .................................................................................................................... 4 

 
DeGarmo Lecture 2016: Situating Oneself in a Critical Multicultural History (reprint) ..... 6 
Christine Sleeter 
 
Cultivating Shared Responsibility for Inclusivity, Dignity, and Indigeneity .................... 11 
Penny Tenuto 
 
Conscious Community Disruptors: The Courageous Mindset  
of a Critical Race Pedagogue .....................................................................................21 
Heather Moore Roberson, Ph.D. 
 
Teaching Bravely in Social Studies Instruction ...........................................................29 
Dorshele Stewart and Sheron Fraser-Burgess 
 

Disrupting the Disimagination Machine: Reflections on Courage in the Classroom .......39 
Paul Michalec 
 
Curriculum-Centered Barriers to Child-Centered Practice 
and Frames for Resistance .........................................................................................51 
Brian A. Stone 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Society of Professors of Education  
http://www.societyofprofessorsofeducation.com/ 
 

 

 
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 
International License.  

http://www.societyofprofessorsofeducation.com/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Professing Education 18 (1&2) 
Spring and Summer 2020 

 4 

 

President’s Note  
 

 
Texas Christian University 
f.huckaby@tcu.edu 

 
 
With this issue of Professing Education, I 

wish each of you and our society a more just, 
safe, and healthy existence. We are living in the 
wake of forces, laws, and practices that are 
harming us—police brutality against Black and 
Brown people, increased criminalization and 
detention of immigrants and refugees, separation 
of children from their families at the U.S.A. 
southern border, erosion of democracy, 
increased unemployment, breakdown of food 
supply chain, cradle to prison pipeline, school 
inequality, lack of unified strategy to contain the 
spread of COVID-19 as death counts continue to 
rise especially among Indigenous, Brown, Black, 
and poor communities; and I could go on. The 
wake—tracks, currents, and disturbances left 
behind a body in motion—make for turbulent 
and disorienting times as we try to navigate from 
day to day.  

This is a time of pain and promise that has the 
potency to change how we engage with each 
other. Ahmaud Arbrey, Breonna Taylor, George 
Floyd, and their murders along with the Christian 
Cooper 911 call video were catalysts to the 
continuation of a centuries-long movement for 
racial justice and a centering of the Black Lives 
Matter Movement nationally and internationally. 
Elsewhere I have written: 

Some (im)possibilities propel effortlessly into 
the future like air on a strong exhale, expecting 
inevitable perpetuation. Others appear 
surprisingly, unexpected, like the shock of a 
forceful sneeze. But uncertain (im)possibilities—
those that come into being on life’s last labored 
inhalation—may still be(come) possible. 

At the time I was thinking in the space 
between the metaphor and the ontological, not 
the literal. After centuries of callous killing of 
Black, Indigenous, People of Color (BIPOC), we 

are now working to develop a conscious and 
consciousness, to “redeem the soul of our nation” 
as John Lewis writes. 

 These intergenerational protests of 2020 
are pedagogical, creating their own wake—state 
of consciousness, wakefulness—of a movement 
that is now palpable. Shifts are happening in 
symbolic ways as well as the more difficult 
material and structural change. These are efforts 
that exist on the edge societal renewal and 
transformation; they are revolutionary as they 
offer promise for creating new ways of living 
together. Teaching is also such an edge of 
evolution where a generation of educators and a 
generation of students meet to explore how the 
world is and what it may become. The waning 
generation(s) are well equipped to share context 
and circumstances of what has come before. 
These insights can forestall efforts towards justice 
as much as they can support and propel them. 
They know the things inherited from their elders 
and those created by their hand. Students, on the 
waxing edge are in a position to take and leave 
behind what their teachers offer. Lewis’ last essay 
speaks boldly about what is left behind: “let 
[historians] say that it was your generation who 
laid down the heavy burdens of hate.”  

 This is also a moment of interest 
conversion where if we try too quickly to get 
over the pain in our society and institutions, we 
may miss its promise. If we work too fast to 
establish peacefulness without making peace, we 
will miss the important work of “demanding 
respect for human dignity” that filled John Lewis 
with hope in his last days.  

The current issue of Professing Education 

speaks to this moment and offers articles that 
extend the movement. The focus, Courage and 
Teaching, was thoughtfully curated by editors,  

M. Francyne Huckaby 

mailto:f.huckaby@tcu.edu
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President’s Note (continued) 

 
Mary Kay Delaney, Gretchen Givens Genrett, 
Paula Groves Price, and Joseph Rayle. Christine 
Sleeter’s 2016 DeGarmo lecture, Situating Oneself 
in a Critical Multicultural History opens the 
collection. Penny Tenuto offers the text, 
Cultivating Shared Responsibility for Inclusivity, 
Dignity, and Indigeneity, to encourage educators to 
reflect upon their praxes as they related to the 
experiences of Indigenous Peoples’ in learning 
environments. Conscious Community Disruptors: The 

Courageous Mindset of a Critical Race Pedagogue by 
Heather Moore Roberson is a narrative tapestry 
of the personal and pedagogical relevance of 
critical race theory. Dorshele Stewart and Sheron  
 
 
 

 
Fraser-Burgess’s article, Teaching Bravely in Social 
Studies Instruction, explores brave teaching as a 
pedagogical ethic, declaration of resistance to the 
controlling forces, and hope for growing 
movements. Paul Michalec writes of the inner 
courage necessary to make pedagogical moves 
grounded in hope in Disrupting the Disimagination 

Machine: Reflections on Courage in the Classroom. The 
themed issue ends with Brian A. Stone’s 
Curriculum-Centered Barriers to Child-Centered 
Practice and Frames of Resistance exposes the harm 
of curriculum-centered education and the ways it 
precludes child-centered approaches while 
offering ways child-centered educators can push 
back through networks of resistance.  

September 2020 
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Reprint: The DeGarmo Lecture 2016: Situating Oneself in a Critical 
Multicultural History  

California State University Monterey Bay 
csleeter@gmail.com 
 

 
How can one envision oneself as having the 

power to change the trajectory of history others 
have made? How might a White person question 
and disrupt historically constructed relationships 
of racism and colonization? Seeing oneself within 
a critical multicultural history may help to 
address these questions. 

Surprisingly perhaps, the phrase “critical 
multicultural history” rarely appears in the 
literature. Aldridge (2015) explains that critical 
historians examine power relations; they “dig 
beneath the surface of events and phenomena 
using critical theoretical interpretive frames to 
interrogate and challenge traditional canons” (p. 
103). Multicultural historians examine the 
interaction of diverse racial and ethnic groups in 
history, becoming critical when interrogating 
power. Consider Takaki’s preface to his book Iron 
Cages, which he characterized as  

. . .a comparative analysis of racial 
domination within the context of the 
development of capitalism and class divisions. 
. . . .Where scholars have examined 
separately the oppression of blacks, Indians, 
Mexicans, and Asians, I have tried to analyze 
the ways the experiences of these different 
groups related to each other. Where scholars 
have tended to isolate racism as a history of 
attitudes, I have attempted to relate it to the 
broad political, social, and economic 
developments that occurred . . . .Both my 
efforts have had a common purpose: to 
understand how the domination of various 
peoples of color in America had cultural and 
economic bases which involved as well as 
transcended race. (1979, p. xiii) 

 
Critical multicultural history, then, examines 

the workings of race, colonization, class and 
gender in order to “de-normalize” and question 
unjust power relationships today, with the 
purpose of changing those relationships. But 
situating ourselves within a critical multicultural 
history is challenging.  

First, there is the challenge of seeing history 
as relevant at all. History teachers constantly 
struggle with how to engage their students, partly 
because most people do not identify with 
historical narratives about, and from points of 
view of, those with power, which is how history 
is generally written and presented. Second, 
White people tend to see “multicultural” as 
meaning “Other,” and a critical multicultural 
history that identifies perpetrators as well as 
victims of injustice, as threatening. Yet, in order 
to learn to work for justice, it is necessary for 
White people to see ourselves within rather than 
outside of a critical multicultural history. A third 
challenge is problematizing assumed 
understandings of history learned at home that 
situate families within dominant national 
narratives. It is common for people, particularly 
those who are White, to take mythologies 
learned at home and reinforced at school as 
given. For example, Norquay (1998) found 
systematic gaps and silences in the family 
immigration stories of her Canadian students, 
who generally interpreted their family histories in 
a way that “reflected officially sanctioned 
understandings of immigrants and immigration” 
(p. 179) – the myth that Canada, despite not 

 

Christine Sleeter 

mailto:csleeter@gmail.com
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welcoming or affording opportunity to everyone, 
enabled impoverished immigrants to prosper.  

Family History as an Entrée into 
History 

Critical family history can serve as a tool for 
addressing these challenges. I coined the term 
“critical family history” to challenge people to 
situate family histories in the context of 
colonization, racism, and other relations of 
power (Sleeter, 2011). But family history as 
usually practiced does not do so. People generally 
research their family history for a sense of 
belonging and personal identity (Bottero, 2015; 
Kramer, 2011). A focus on identity means that 
the information most family historians seek builds 
out the ancestral family tree (Darby & Clough, 
2013), rather than locating the family within 
wider social contexts. This is particularly true of 
family historians of dominant social groups. For 
example, Parham (2008), while observing White 
and Black genealogists researching their 
Haitian/Dominican immigrant family histories in 
New Orleans, noticed a distinct difference 
between how each group navigated their family’s 
position in relationship to slavery and racial 
oppression. The White genealogists, tracing 
individual ancestors, used the past only as a 
backdrop on which to locate their ancestors 
within a traditional narrative that minimizes 
racism. In contrast, the Black genealogists linked 
their family’s story with a larger narrative of 
navigating and challenging racial oppression.  

Family histories built on national mythologies 
hide as much as they reveal. In societies based on 
the violence of colonization, such as the U.S., 
national mythologies involve massive forgetting 
and reconstruction of collective memory. 
Historical amnesia characterizes the national 
mythology of immigrants arriving into an empty 
space, staking their claim, and having the 
opportunity to achieve their dreams through hard 
work. This mythology greatly minimizes the 
genocidal violence Europeans and White 
American perpetrated against the Indigenous 
peoples and the violent enslavement of people of 

African descent. It brackets off that historic 
violence from the present, creating an imaginary 
distance between its perpetrators and their 
descendants.  

Critical family history attempts to close that 
distance. The research methodology includes 
both genealogical research and contextual 
research. Genealogical data include sources such 
as family documents and oral history interviews, 
census and other vital statistics records, religious 
records, military records, digitized newspapers, 
land and probate records, and so forth.  

Contextual data come from the range of 
sources historians normally use, particularly 
primary historical data, using questions posed by 
the various critical theoretical traditions. Critical 
race theory, for example, examines systemic and 
customary ways in which racism worked and 
continues to work. A branch -- TribalCrit theory 
-- holds that colonization is “endemic to society” 
(Brayboy, 2005, p. 430), continuing into the 
present through “European American thought, 
knowledge and power structures [that] dominate 
present-day society in the United States” (p. 
430). Critical race theory asks how racial location 
mattered and how, through commodification of 
land and people for profit, colonizers cemented 
their racial identity with property (Harris, 1993).  

To show where critical family history might 
take us, I will situate a branch of my family 
within colonial relationships, asking how my 
White ancestors’ participation in taking the land 
of Indigenous peoples ultimately impacts on me 
today.  

Benefiting from Colonization 
Growing up, it did not occur to me to think 

of myself as a descendant of colonizers, even 
though my ancestors were European immigrants. 
I was born into a professional class family; my 
father was a physician and my mother stayed 
home to raise four children. The few family 
stories I grew up with emphasized my 
grandparents’ hard work, such as my mother’s 
stories about her father who, with only a second-
grade education, worked as a house painter and 
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eventually bought, renovated, and sold property.  
When I was six, my father died suddenly of a 
heart attack. Between my mother’s parents and 
my father’s life insurance, we were able to keep 
our house, my mother was able to continue to 
stay home to raise us, and we were able to 
continue attending public schools with other 
middle and professional class children. Years 
later, the same grandparents helped put me and 
my siblings through college. My share of 
maternal grandfather’s will helped fund my 
graduate education. My maternal grandmother, 
whose parents had been from Appalachia, 
established a trust that gave my mother and my 
aunt financial security for the rest of their lives. 
Since my grandmother never held a job I was 
aware of, I was not clear where her financial 
assets came from, but didn’t think to ask. When 
my mother died, I inherited a share of the trust, 
which served as a down payment on my house, 
and when my aunt died, the additional share I 
inherited helped me pay off my home mortgage.  

I have researched my family history for over a 
decade. Some of my extensive data sources 
include land records and wills, mainly deeds in 
county courthouses, property sales reported in 
digitized newspapers, and other land records 
available on Ancestry.com. I located original 
wills, wills on microfiche and transcribed wills 
mainly in county courthouses.  

In my research, I began to notice that several 
ancestors, in different states and at different 
times, acquired land from the federal or state 
government, rather than from a specific person. I 
gradually realized this was land that had just been 
taken from the original Indigenous inhabitants. As 
examples, during the 1700s, the state of North 
Carolina granted each of two ancestral families on 
my mother’s side over 700 acres of land that had 
been Cherokee. During the mid-1800s, my 
father’s great-grandfather homesteaded 200 acres 
in Illinois that had been Kickapoo. In 1882, my 
mother’s maternal grandparents homesteaded 
acreage in Colorado that had been Ute. In what 
follows, I trace a link between seizure of Ute land 

in Colorado during the 1800s, and me paying off 
my home mortgage in the 2000s.  

The Utes had lived for hundreds of years 
throughout what is now Colorado, southern 
Wyoming, northern New Mexico, and much of 
Utah. The band closest to Steamboat Springs, 
where my ancestors went, hunted and gathered 
along the Yampa River and considered the hot 
springs sacred. French and English trappers 
arrived during the 1700s. In 1858, gold seekers 
began to arrive in the Denver area. Three years 
later, the U.S. government made Colorado a 
territory, disregarding the Utes as a sovereign 
nation. The Homestead Act of 1862 allowed a 
settler to exchange five years of living on public 
land for 160 patented acres for a family, or 40 
acres for a single person, paying only the cost of 
the patent and surveying. In 1868, spurred by 
Whites moving west following the Civil War, 
and following from years of conflicts and 
tensions, the U.S. government pressured the 
Utes to cede two-thirds of what became 
Colorado (Simmons, 2000). 

In 1876, Colorado was admitted to the U.S. 
as a state. In the Yampa River area, White 
families began to build homes. The more White 
people arrived, plowing up land for farms, 
building ranges for cattle grazing, and hunting 
animals, the more difficult it was for the Utes to 
survive. Indian Agent Nathan Meeker taunted and 
browbeat the Utes until a group of them finally 
retaliated, ambushing the agency in 1879 and 
killing eleven white people. Newspapers quickly 
published articles urging that, “The Utes must 
go.” In 1880, the Colorado State legislature 
overwhelmingly passed resolution demanding 
their expulsion. By 1881, the Utes had been 
deported from Colorado to a reservation in Utah 
on arid land Whites did not want.  

That same year, my great-grandfather left 
Tennessee for Colorado with a party of other 
young men, in search of gold. He didn’t find 
gold, but he homesteaded a year later west of 
Steamboat Springs. Returning to Tennessee in 
1884, he married my great-grandmother and 
took her back to Colorado. The couple and their 
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children (one of whom was my grandmother) 
moved into Steamboat Springs in 1892, where, 
over the next seven years, my great-grandfather 
managed to buy at least twenty-one city lots. I 
assume he bought them with proceeds from the 
sale his homestead.  

My great grandparents relocated to California 
in 1899, where my great-grandfather continued 
to drift from job to job. In 1912, and then again 
in 1919, he transferred the titles of the Steamboat 
Springs lots into my great grandmother’s name. 
She immediately sold most of these lots. Around 
that time, he abandoned the family and moved to 
southern California, eventually ending up in 
prison. My great-grandmother, who was renting 
a house in San Francisco, managed to accumulate 
money over the rest of her life, most likely by 
investing proceeds from the sale of Steamboat 
Springs property. She also probably inherited 
money from her parents in Tennessee, her great 
grandfather having benefited financially from 
acquiring land that had been Cherokee. 

Their eldest daughter was my maternal 
grandmother. Both she and my grandfather 
invested in property (as well as the stock market) 
in the San Francisco Bay area. Since my 
grandmother did not hold a job outside the 
home, I can only surmise that the funds she had 
available to invest came from her mother. These 
were the grandparents who helped my family 
when my father died, put me through college, 
and established trusts that supported my mother 
and later helped me. 

Implications 
As my story illustrates, wealth disparities 

created historically through land theft, and 
maintained through legal processes such as 
inheritance, remain (Shammas, Salmon & Dahlin, 
1997). In 2007, the median wealth of White non-
Hispanic families was $170,400, while that of 
non-White families was only $27,800 (U.S. 
Census Bureau, 2012). In 2013, while the 
median household income of American Indian 
families was $36,252, for the nation as a whole it 
was $52,176. While 29.2% of American Indians 

lived in poverty, this was true of 15.9% of the 
nation as a whole; American Indians have the 
highest poverty rate of any racial/ethnic group 
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2014). 

White people’s institutionalized processes for 
gaining wealth and keeping it in the family over 
generations, and Indigenous peoples’ continued 
marginalization and poverty, reflect ongoing 
colonial relationships. But White historical 
narratives that minimize genocide and land theft, 
and that distance White ancestors from violence 
perpetrated against Indigenous peoples, enable 
White people to claim moral innocence and to 
view White wealth as legitimately accumulated. 
Indeed, the memories I grew up with minimized 
the existence of family wealth, linked what we 
had with hard-working my grandparents, and 
placed our family narrative within the dominant 
rags-to-riches mythology.  

Critical family history challenges family 
historians to look beneath such transmitted family 
stories, and to tease out the impact of larger 
socio-cultural relationships on the family over 
generations. For White people, focusing on 
power relations involving colonization means 
acknowledging ourselves as colonizers, and 
learning what decolonization might mean in 
today’s context. Decolonization should mean 
individually and collectively supporting 
Indigenous nations’ work for land reclamation, 
economic development, cultural reconstruction, 
and political sovereignty.  

Situating oneself within a critical 
multicultural history implies the capability, and 
indeed the responsibility, to re-story history. As 
Regan (2010) put it with respect to relationships 
between descendants of colonizers and colonized 
peoples: 

Whether one is an educator, a policy maker, 
a negotiator, a church layperson, a professional or 
blue-collar worker, or an ordinary citizen 
committed to social justice, reconciliation as 
resistance involves accepting personal and 
political responsibility for shifting colonial 
attitudes an actions that do not serve us well in 
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our relationships with Indigenous peoples. (p. 
217) 
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Cultivating Shared Responsibility for Inclusivity, Dignity, and Indigeneity 
 
Penny Tenuto 
Department of Leadership and Counseling 
College of Education, Health, and Human Sciences 
University of Idaho, Boise 
ptenuto@uidaho.edu 

 
Principles of American democracy are derived 
from Native democracy—traditional ideals of 
America’s Indigenous Peoples (Grinde & 
Johansen, 1991; Johansen, 1997; Miller, 2016; 
Murphy, 1997; Stubben, 2000). It has been 
argued for decades in the United States whether 
forms of government practiced by Indigenous 
Peoples of North America served as inspiration to 
the drafters of the U.S. Constitution. As an 
example, Johansen (1997) described a lengthy 
debate with conservative critics that began in the 
1980s and their attempts to suppress publication 
of works that supported North American 
Indigenous Peoples’ ideologies as having 
influenced American democracy. As part of the 
debate that spanned over 20 years, Johansen 
recounted a 1987 dispute over a New York State 
Education Department curriculum guide 
developed concurrently with an initiative for 
multicultural education. The guide known as A 
Curriculum of Inclusion included a history section 
entitled, “Haudenosaunee: Past, Present, 
Future.” This curriculum that acknowledged 
democratic principles of the Haudenosaunee or 
Iroquois Confederacy as influencing founding 
fathers’ perspective of American democracy, was 
highly criticized at the time. Amidst “intense 
controversy” (p. 11), Johansen and his colleagues 
forged ahead in the 20-year debate—providing 
inspiration for those leaders, learners, and 
citizens who face similar challenges.  

Inclusivity, participation, and equal 
representation—deep-rooted tenets of Native 
democracy and American democracy—
essentially support dignity and indigeneity within 
the learning process. For this discussion, the term 
dignity relates to all individuals having value as 
members of humankind, and indigeneity 

encompasses many different ways of life 
associated with individuals’ places of origin—
including North America and every continent in 
the world.  

The term Indigenous populations varies in 
meaning from country to country and 
correspondingly there is no generally agreed 
upon definition (Martinez Cobo, 1982, 1983). In 
a report prepared for the United Nations 
Economic and Social Council, Special Rapporteur 
José Martinez Cobo identified and discussed 
ancestry, culture, language, group consciousness, 
residence in certain areas of a country, 
acceptance by the Indigenous community, and 
other relevant factors as criteria that may be used 
to define the term Indigenous populations. Martinez 
Cobo (1983) noted, 

In any event, it should be established that 
the [I]ndigenous populations themselves 
must be consulted about the criteria they 
consider valid, since it is their right to 
determine who belongs to those 
populations, and who does not. (p. 5) 

This paper attempts to bring awareness to 
Indigenous Peoples’ experiences within learning 
environments, which may encourage educators to 
continue further reflection on their own praxes 
for teaching and leading.  

It is vital that school administrators and 
educators have a current perspective on global 
issues and a sense of how they can create inclusive 
communities within a diverse society. The 
following questions addressed in this paper may 
serve as prompts for those seeking to establish 
meaningful discourses within their classrooms 
and communities: “What are some of the 
experiences of students from Indigenous 
populations?” and “How can educators advance 
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their praxes for supporting students from 
Indigenous populations?” 

As a reflection of our digital and global 
society, U.S. public schools and universities are 
becoming increasingly diverse and technologically 
connected. John Dewey, who spent much of his 
life studying social reform and progressive 
education (1916), could not have anticipated 
education in our current society confounded by 
issues of social media and social justice. 
Interpersonal interactions within school 
environments are often influenced by social 
media and social constructs trending in public 
life—sometimes causing unwanted behaviors to 
be manifested on school playgrounds and college 
campuses. In the days and weeks following the 
2016 U.S. presidential election, incidents of 
student harassment, racism, and threats of 
violence increased substantially in K-12 public 
schools (Rogers et al., 2017; Wallace & LaMotte, 
2016) and universities (Dickerson & Saul, 2016; 
Sakuma, 2016) across the nation. Hostile 
behaviors from students caught many educators 
off-guard, and teachers reported that their 
schools were not prepared to deal with the 
sudden influx of racially-motivated incidents 
(Rogers et al., 2017; Wallace & LaMotte, 2016).  

In addition to increased acts of hostility and 
intimidation in K-12 public schools (Rogers et 
al., 2017; Wallace & LaMotte, 2016), current 
issues of immigration enforcement have affected 
students in schools across the nation (Ee & 
Gándara, 2019)—especially students who are 
members of groups that have in the past 
experienced bias or discrimination (Diaz & 
Fenning, 2017). Ee and Gándara (2019) 
described how immigration enforcement has 
impacted U.S. elementary and secondary school 
classrooms, “Many hundreds of educators 
reported that their immigrant students found it 
nearly impossible to concentrate on instruction as 
they worried about their parents or other family 
members being taken away while the student was 
at school” (p. 25). Ee and Gándara added, “All 
students experience the disappearing classmates, 
the empty desks, and the behavioral responses of 

those students whose families are being affected” 
(p. 25).  

For individuals with undocumented status, 
the stress or worry often continues beyond the K-
12 educational setting and into their adult lives. 
In a study about eight college students with 
DACA status (Benuto, Casas, Cummings, & 
Newlands, 2018), researchers found that 
participants were concerned about not only their 
own welfare, but also the welfare of family 
members. Benuto et al. (2018) stressed, “DACA 
was supposed to help provide security in their 
futures (i.e., to not be worried about 
deportation, to be able to find a job, and to be 
able to go to college), but this was not the case” 
(p. 270). Findings in their study revealed insights 
into participants’ own sense of liminality, which 
underscores the importance of creating and 
maintaining learning environments where all 
students can experience a sense of belonging.  

With respect to supporting inclusive school 
environments, adopting culturally responsive 
practices (Bottiani, Larson, Debnam, Bischoff, & 
Bradshaw, 2017; DeMatthews & Izquierdo, 
2018) is a priority for advancing teaching, 
leading, and learning at all levels of education. 
Understanding how educators communicate with 
students and how both groups interact amongst 
themselves is a focus for school and university 
leaders as they work to ensure safe, effective 
learning environments. As part of their routine 
work responsibilities, school and university 
administrators must pragmatically address and 
de-escalate potentially harmful situations of 
bullying, cyber-bullying, harassment, and 
discrimination. University administrators and 
faculty who work in programs that prepare 
teachers and educational leaders share 
responsibility for not only incorporating 
curriculum that advances culturally responsive 
praxes in teaching and leading, but also modeling 
behaviors for civic and cultural responsibility—
which includes promoting respect for dignity and 
indigeneity.  
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Review of Literature and Theoretical 
Framework 

The purpose of this paper is to apply 
principles from Indigenous Peoples’ experiences 
with a focus on democracy and issues of social 
justice inherent in an increasingly diverse society. 
A framework with recommendations derived 
from the literature is offered as consideration for 
cultivating shared responsibility for inclusivity, 
dignity, and indigeneity. This section of the 
article offers an abridged review of the literature 
about Indigenous Peoples’ experiences and social 
justice issues. The proposed framework includes: 
(1) Understanding one’s own beliefs about 
cultural identity; (2) appreciating lived 
experiences of others; (3) modeling behaviors 
that support inclusive praxes; and (4) cultivating 
an environment of shared responsibility and 
democratic accountability. The proposed 
framework offers a lens for creating inclusive 
learning communities that may allow all 
individuals to feel accepted as not only 
participants but as integral contributors to a 
learning community—where discussions are 
collegial, emotions are managed, and differences 
are valued. 

Understanding one’s own beliefs 

about cultural identity. Reflecting on beliefs 
about acculturation (Schwartz, Unger, 
Zamboanga, & Szapocznik, 2010), stereotype and 
identity threat (Steele, 2010), and one’s own 
cultural or multicultural identity (Santamaria, 
2014) may not only inform educators’ beliefs 
about culture, but also provide additional insights 
for developing culturally responsive praxes.  

Schwartz, Unger, Zamboanga, and 
Szapocznik (2010) cited Gibson (2001) to 
broadly define acculturation as “changes that take 
place as a result of contact with culturally 
dissimilar people, groups, and social influences” 
(2010, p. 237). Gibson (2001) asserted that 
while it is presumed in much of the acculturation 
literature “the new culture being acquired is 
some homogeneous or standard form of 
American culture, the reality is often quite 
different” (p. 19). Schwartz et al. (2010) noted 
that acculturation should not be thought of as a 

“one size fits all” approach (p. 5), and concluded 
the following aspects of acculturation: (1) 
language, (2) ethnicity, and (3) culture must be 
considered as factors that make each experience 
unique. As further consideration, Schwartz et al. 
cited previous studies (Berry, 2006; Rohmann, 
Piontkowski, & van Randenborgh, 2008) 
showing evidence that attitudes of members 
within the receiving society and their 
expectations as to how migrating individuals 
should acculturate is an additional factor in 
acculturation. In short, “the context of reception 
shapes the acculturation process” (Schwartz et al., 
2010, p. 16). An issue that educators in schools 
and universities must counter, if they are to 
create inclusive communities of learning, is 
stereotype and identity threat. 

Stereotypes affect individuals’ views of 
themselves, their emotional responses within the 
community of learning—and can suppress 
learning itself (Steele, 2010). Steele noted that 
“students themselves worried about whether or 
not they belonged, or ever could belong” (p. 20). 
Steele’s research demonstrated that identities are 
local, socially created, and therefore capable of 
being improved through intentional and 
thoughtful creation of belongingness. School 
leaders have a role in helping to create the ethical 
norms of inclusion within the learning 
community so that students do not experience or 
react to a perceived less successful or biased 
status for themselves.  

Acceptance within a community means 
individuals feel connected and free from concerns 
about identity threat or being judged as an 
outsider based on language, ethnicity, culture, 
and other diversities. Steele (2010) referred to 
the process of changing the “contingencies” (p. 
84) within a setting so that individuals are freed 
from the stress and emotional demands of 
negative stereotypes and instead experience a 
sense of belonging. Educators reflecting on their 
own identities (Santamaria, 2014) and critically 
assessing their own beliefs and behaviors as role 
models, administrators, leaders, and classroom 
managers may help students build capacity for 
finding a sense of belonging within their schools. 
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School administrators can help students, teachers, 
and staff find their sense of belonging within the 
school and the larger community as part of their 
responsibility for social justice (Safir, 2017). 
Appreciating lived experiences of 

others. Awareness and appreciation of students’ 
lived experiences (Cooper, 2013, Hos, 2016; 
Minthorn, Wanger, & Shotton, 2013; Mthethwa-
Sommers & Kisiara, 2015), relevance of 
tradition, ceremony, and spirituality of 
Indigenous Peoples (Corntassel, 2012; Iseke, 
2013), and emotional constructs in social 
interactions (Boiger & Mesquita, 2012), including 
cultural constructs for happiness and well-being 
(Uchida, Norasakkunkit, & Kitayama, 2004) may 
shed additional light on the importance of 
cultivating inclusive praxes in education.  

Respecting the dignity or worth of all peoples 
and accepting traditional values and unique 
differences within all cultures is fundamental to 
creating a paragon of inclusivity. Cooper’s (2013) 
study of five Latina high school students showed 
that the teenagers preferred “safe, affirming, and 
productive” (p. 490) learning environments. 
Cooper added that when teachers create 
“psychologically safe” (p. 516) classrooms where 
collaboration and sharing are fostered, students 
are more able to “draw on one another for 
academic support” (p. 516). Teachers modeling 
positive interactions with students—and 
encouraging students to interact positively 
amongst themselves—supports a sustainable 
community of engagement and inclusivity.  

A barrier to achieving a truly inclusive 
community of positive interaction and 
engagement is susceptibility of individuals from 
Indigenous or immigrant backgrounds being 
bullied by those who do not afford appropriate 
respect toward others. Mthethwa-Sommers and 
Kisiara (2015) investigated issues of such bullying 
in a study involving 12 students from refugee 
backgrounds. The students, who attended three 
different urban high schools in upstate New York, 
had immigrated from Bhutan, Somalia, Thailand, 
or Myanmar. Participants in the study reported 
experiencing various forms of bullying based on 
the following: (1) race and ethnicity, (2) limited 

proficiency speaking English, including presence 
of an accent, and (3) religion and religion-related 
clothing such as headscarves. Researchers 
recommended creating inclusive learning 
communities to essentially support students from 
refugee backgrounds and identified models 
employed by participants in the study to resist or 
cope with the bullying.  

An inquiry into the lived experiences of 19 
students from immigrant and refugee 
backgrounds enrolled in a high school newcomer 
program (Hos, 2016) offers additional insights for 
teachers, school leaders, and those who work in 
university programs of preparation. The study 
involving 13 males and 6 females from Thailand, 
Yemen, and Nepal provided deeper 
understanding of the students’ needs and available 
supports for their education and adaptation. 
Three themes that emerged from the study were: 
(1) students’ needs for social-emotional support, 
(2) students’ responsibilities and community 
involvement outside of school, and (3) students’ 
aspirations and incomplete knowledge of the 
educational system in the USA. Findings in the 
study (Hos, 2016) showed that while students 
had strong aspirations for the future and saw their 
presence in the USA as beneficial, deficiencies in 
policy and practices within the organization 
diminished the supports needed to facilitate 
students’ transitions from school to mainstream.  

Researchers (Minthorn, Wanger, & Shotton, 
2013) studied Native American college students 
attending the annual Oklahoma Native American 
Students in Higher Education (ONASHE) 
conference to learn about their experiences 
developing leadership skills. The purpose of the 
ONASHE conference is to provide opportunities 
for students to attend workshop sessions on 
contemporary student and leadership issues, 
build relationships with fellow Native students, 
and interact with current tribal leaders. Findings 
in the study revealed (1) empowering Native 
students is the first step in their development as 
future leaders. Researchers added, “The 
experience of Native students in education often 
is one of being silenced or overlooked, an 
experience that is counter to the concept of 
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empowerment” (p. 70). Additional findings in 
the study for developing leadership skills were (2) 
building community with Native students from 
other institutions; (3) and access to Native role 
models including “tribal leaders, tribal elders, 
faculty, and professionals” (p. 70). University 
faculty and administrators can empower Native 
students by encouraging them to use their voices 
and facilitate collaboration with other Native 
students, leaders and role models within tribal 
communities, and leading professionals who 
work inside and outside the university.  

It is beneficial for educators to understand 
that students from Indigenous backgrounds are 
often confronted with conflicting feelings or 
emotion as they work to preserve their cultural 
identities. With respect to Native Americans, 
Corntassel (2012) explained, “Being Indigenous 
today means struggling to reclaim and regenerate 
one’s relational, place-based existence by 
challenging the ongoing, destructive forces of 
colonization” (p. 88). Corntassel emphasized the 
importance of ceremony and spirituality as a part 
of everyday life, which allows Indigenous Peoples 
to maintain a connection with the natural world 
despite the pressures of living and working in the 
prevalent culture.  

As further support of Corntassel’s (2012) 
discussion, Iseke (2013) noted, “The importance 
of spirituality and ceremony in everyday life is 
stressed in the expression ‘life lived like a 
ceremony’ that is often heard in Indigenous 
communities” (p. 38). Expounding the essential 
role of tribal elders as purveyors of Indigenous 
culture, Iseke (2013) added, “Indigenous Elders 
are the educators, storytellers, historians, 
language keepers, and healers of our 
communities. They sustain knowledge, cultural 
practices and spiritual beliefs held collectively 
within Indigenous communities and pass it on to 
the next generations” (p. 36). Reviewing and 
discussing literature about Indigenous Peoples’ 
lived experiences extends opportunities for self-
reflection and deeper understanding; honoring 
traditions, ceremonies, and values of others may 
positively affect interactions within diverse 
communities. 

Understanding how emotion is constructed 
may help educators appreciate the emotional 
work of students who wish to honor and preserve 
their cultural or multicultural identities. Boiger 
and Mesquita (2012) claimed that not only are 
emotions socially constructed and embedded in 
three interdependent contexts, (1) in-the-
moment interactions, (2) relationships, and (3) 
culture, “there is evidence that the experience of 
emotions themselves is constructed differently in 
different cultures” (p. 226). For example, 
researchers (Uchida, Norasakkunkit, & Kitayama, 
2004) found that while individuals from East 
Asian cultures place a higher value on social 
harmony and “interpersonal connectedness” (p. 
223), individuals from European-American 
cultures tend to value independence and 
“personal achievement” (p. 223). Construction of 
emotion is unique for every individual, and no 
student or employee in schools or universities 
should be made to feel like an outsider for 
honoring their cultural or multicultural identity.  

Modeling behaviors that support 
inclusive praxes.  
Both school and university administrators must 
be prepared to lead ethically and democratically 
in a complex global society. School leaders 
demonstrating capacity for managing emotion in 
critical incidents (Yamamoto, Gardiner, & 
Tenuto, 2014) and routine decision-making 
(Tenuto, Gardiner, & Yamamoto, 2015, 2016), 
and modeling behaviors consistent with an ethical 
leadership praxis for social justice (Gardiner & 
Tenuto, 2015) may additionally support inclusive 
and caring learning communities.  

Ethical leaders are capable of recognizing 
emotion in others, while at the same time 
managing and regulating their own emotion 
(Yamamoto, Gardiner, & Tenuto, 2014). To 
advance development of emotional competence 
within the organization, school and university 
administrators must continually evaluate and 
reflect on not only their own professional praxes 
and relationships, but also the professional praxes 
and relationships of others within the 
organization. Derived from the literature and 
findings from a study exploring dilemmas of 
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practicing school administrators, Gardiner and 
Tenuto (2015) conceptualized a model for ethical 
leadership praxis for social justice. Components 
of the model include: (1) leadership theory, (2) 
leadership practice, (3) personal leadership 
ethics, and (4) legally-mandated professional 
ethical standards. Educational leaders modeling 
and advocating transparent communication, open 
processes, and critical reflection of one’s own 
praxis may expand capacity for providing dignity 
and respect for all individuals.  

Cultivating an environment of shared responsibility 
and democratic accountability. School and university 
administrators must be formally prepared to lead 
within complex environments. Educators 
engaging in deeper understanding of a standards of 
complexity system (Horn, 2004; Jenlink, 2016) and 
considering its relationship to a model for 
promoting democratic professional practice in 
education (Tenuto, 2014, 2015) may provide 
additional insights for cultivating shared 
responsibility for inclusivity, dignity, and 
indigeneity. This involves guiding candidates in 
the program to cultivate high professional 
standards in their own culturally responsive 
praxes and demonstrating dignity and respect for 
all, including socio-economic status, physical and 
mental ability, religion, race, ethnic origin, 
language, gender, gender identity, sexual 
orientation, and other differences.  

A standards of complexity system (Horn, 2004) 
“primarily focuses on the personal development 
of the students in relation to the development of 
the students’ capacity to critically participate in 
American democracy” (p. 97). Empowering 
stakeholders and developing collegial professional 
relationships “that are unlike the adversarial 
relationships of traditional educational systems” 
(Horn, 2004, p. 110) is critical to standards of 
complexity systems. Horn further explained, 
“Instead of focusing on one’s own responsibilities 
within one’s own level, the creativity, 
knowledge, skill, and motivation of all individuals 
in the system are directed at making the whole 
system work” (p. 110).  

Using a standards of complexity system that 
supports “a culture of professional and 

democratic accountability” (Jenlink, 2016, p. 1) 
in university programs of preparation may assist 
teachers and aspiring leaders to perform at 
expected levels of achievement—while 
promoting democratic participatory processes. 
Jenlink added that a standards of complexity system 
involves teacher educators focusing on “effecting 
a more democratic educational experience for all 
students, and therein fostering a more democratic 
accountability that assures the quality of learning 
for students” (p. 7).   

Despite ever-changing shifts in national 
programs and initiatives, educators by virtue of 
their work must continue to cultivate a 
democratic professional practice in education 
(Tenuto, 2014, 2015). My own conceptualized 
DPPE model contains five components:  

1. Sharing purpose: culture of care and 
participation in community. 

2. Sharing data, knowledge, and 
information: practitioners as scholars. 

3. Sharing expertise: professional 
communities and research-based 
practices. 

4. Sharing leadership: inclusive processes 
and genuine empowerment. 

5. Sharing responsibility: civility and social 
justice.  

Administrators and faculty who work in formal 
teacher and leader preparation programs can 
adopt a standards of complexity system that supports 
democratic accountability (Jenlink, 2016) with 
considerations for cultivating shared 
responsibility within the DPPE model (Tenuto, 
2014, 2015) to foster both access and excellence 
in education. 

Discussion and Conclusion 
Before John Dewey became a well-known 

scholar of pragmatism and democratic theory, 
Chief Joseph of the Nez Perce had established 
himself as a leader and an honorable man 
(Nerburn, 1999) who demonstrated not only 
deep respect for his people, but also a profound 
understanding of the essentiality of freedom and 
justice for all peoples. Led by Chief Joseph in 
June of 1877, the Wallowa band of Nez Perce 
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People fled the Wallowa Valley in northeastern 
Oregon to avoid relocating to the reservation 
near Lapwai, Idaho (Josephy, 1997). Chief Joseph 
and his party ultimately headed north to seek 
refuge in Canada.  

In October of 1877, Chief Joseph negotiated 
and surrendered to the U.S. Army near the 
Canadian border in Montana (Josephy, 1997, p. 
630), ending the six-month retreat through the 
Idaho and Montana wilderness. Chief Joseph was 
quoted later as saying, “The earth is the mother of 
all people, and all people should have equal rights 
upon it” (Josephy, p. 640). While John Dewey 
was attending college at the University of 
Vermont, the Nez Perce People were fighting 
courageously in the West for their freedom, their 
culture, and their beloved Wallowa Valley 
homeland. It is unknown whether ongoing 
injustices toward Indigenous Peoples were part of 
the discourses at the University of Vermont—or 
whether these events had any bearing on Dewey’s 
philosophy toward democracy in education. 
Looking forward and moving beyond the current 
paradigm in education—everyone, including 
researchers, educators, students, and parents are 
encouraged to use social media and other 
technologies to collaborate, engage in meaningful 
debate regarding issues of social injustices, and 
offer remedies as part of national and 
international discourses.  

We are living in uncertain times, replete 
with unique opportunities for introspection and 
contemplation about leadership challenges and 
our own capacity for respecting and protecting 
the dignity of others. Wheatley (2017) described 

a Warrior for the Human Spirit as “a decent 
human being who aspires to be of service in an 
indecent, inhumane time” (p. 255). Warriors for 
the Human Spirit are “armed with only two 
weapons: compassion and insight. They are 
peaceful warriors, vowing to never use 
aggression or fear to accomplish their ends” (p. 
252). Through their own reflective or 
contemplative learning, school administrators and 
teachers can foster a socially just and culturally 
responsive school community that promotes a 
sense of belonging for all students.  

Threats, physical or verbal assaults, and 
discourteous comments by some compromise the 
well-being of all as equal participants and 
contributors within the school community. As 
advocates for socially just and inclusive learning 
communities, ethical school leaders do not turn a 
blind eye to cultural insensitivity, incivility, or 
callousness toward others. University 
administrators and faculty who work in programs 
of teacher and leader preparation—or indeed any 
university program—can help learners to find 
not only their own voices, but also the courage to 
stand up for others who are being treated 
unjustly, cultivating a shared responsibility for 
respecting the dignity and indigeneity of others. 
Cultivating a spirit of shared responsibility with a 
focused commitment to social justice may be a 
means for school and university representatives 
to contribute dynamically, supporting principles 
of both American democracy and Native 
democracy—inclusivity, participation, and equal 
representation—for dignity and indigeneity 
within the leading and learning process.   
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The Disruptive Event(s) 
As a faculty member at a small liberal arts 

college, I prioritize my roles as a teacher and 
facilitator inside the classroom. I thrive in this 
environment where I work closely with 
undergraduate students who are curious about 
civic engagement, social justice, and race and 
racism. But over time, I’ve learned that I rarely 
get the opportunity to present my full self to my 
undergraduates. In other words, my primary 
responsibility is to teach and serve college 
students without acknowledgement of the ways 
that my teaching and presence inside a classroom 
is influenced by the complex facets of my identity 
as a young, Black woman from working class 
roots. Several faculty, particularly professors of 
color, have acknowledged the difficulties they 
face inside the classroom setting (Elenes, 2010; 
Gilmore, 2019; Harris, 2007; Lazos, 2012; 
Martin, 2015).  

Recently, I embarked on my most challenging 
semester in my decade long career in the 
professoriate. After teaching my first morning 
class on a cold and snowy winter day, I decided 
to contact my parents and inquire about my 
father’s doctor’s appointment which took place 
earlier that day. When our video chat connected, 
I saw an image of my mother whose eyes were 
bloodshot red. My heart sank as I prepared to 
digest the words I hoped I would never hear. I 
asked, “How was Daddy’s appointment?” My 
father grabbed the phone and responded, “Not 
good. They found a spot and they said it is 
cancer.”  Students hurried past while I sat at the 
front of the classroom staring into my cellphone; 
their shadows and footsteps reminded me that I 
was not alone and that I was unable to fully 
showcase my full range of emotions. In this 
moment, I wrestled with the fragility of my 

identities as both a daughter and a teacher. The 
clock revealed that I only had 2 minutes before 
the start of my next class. I blinked hard and told 
my parents, “Everything will be fine. We will 
figure things out. I will call you after class.”  I 
placed my cell phone on the table, took a deep 
breath, and officially welcomed students to class. 

Just a few short weeks after my father’s 
diagnosis, my husband had a severe gallbladder 
attack and was unexpectedly hospitalized. While 
sitting next to his hospital bed, I decided to send 
the following e-mail to all of my students: 

Due to some unforeseen circumstances, I will 
make a few adjustments to our course schedule. I 
understand that these changes to our schedule 
disrupts the classroom space that we’ve been 
building. But in the spirit of vulnerability and 
transparency, I believe it is important to explain 
some of the changes. Three weeks ago, my father 
was diagnosed with prostate cancer. And this past 
Friday, my husband was hospitalized unexpectedly 
and will have emergency surgery today. In addition 
to my duties as a college professor, I also serve as a 
caregiver for both of them. In the midst of my 
personal and family emergencies, I still possess an 
unwavering commitment to my students and other 
professional obligations. Please know that I remain 
committed to our classroom, our learning, and our 
community. Although I will be away from class this 
week, I am committed to the space that we have 
worked hard to develop over the past 4 weeks. 

 Once I pressed send, I abandoned the disguise 
which allowed me to hide my own truths inside 
the classroom. I hoped that I would have student 
support during this critical juncture in my life, but 
I also wondered if they would silently judge me 
for my inability to balance all facets of my identity.  

On the one hand, this article serves as a 
critical reflection of my own pedagogical 
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transformation after my father’s cancer diagnosis 
and details how I became (and coined my new 
identity as) a conscious community disruptor inside 
two college classrooms. Conscious community 
disruptors are teachers, students, and like-
minded professionals who are committed to 
eradicating racism and power inside community 
engagement work. In addition, these disruptors 
are heavily influenced by Critical Race Theory 
(CRT) and its’ commitments to the use of 
personal narratives as counter-narratives to 
challenge the white supremacist capitalist 
patriarchy which dominates college campuses and 
the communities they serve. As a Critical Race 
Pedagogue, I have constantly adjusted my 
teaching practices after repeated confrontations 
with death, dying, and trauma. In 2016, for 
instance, I describe my cousin Ari’s murder while 
in police custody which heavily influenced my 
interactions with undergraduate students inside 
the classroom (Moore, 2016). My current 
experiences as a caregiver, wife, daddy’s girl, and 
college professor have now influenced my 
commitment to (and teaching of) sustainable 
community engagement.  

On the other hand, I argue that once 
undergraduate students themselves become 
conscious community disruptors, they become 
more invested in their undergraduate education. 
Their identities as conscious community 
disruptors spilled over into my students final 
group projects in two, upper level undergraduate 
courses as they served as fully engaged 
community members who worked hard to 
challenge the strained town-gown relationship 
that has pervaded our campus. Thus, this article 
details how my own personal trials coupled with 
my own self-identified status as a Critical Race 
Pedagogue transformed two, upper level, 
undergraduate courses titled “Activism1” and 
“Black Lakeland2.”  While completing their 
community projects, students became conscious 
community disruptors who embodied various 
tenets of Critical Race Theory in their public 

                                                      
1 The course name is a pseudonym.  

engagement activities. In the pages that follow, I 
outline selected scholarship on CRT and civic 
engagement-both of which operate as my key 
theoretical approaches. Next, I provide an 
overview of my two courses and how I prepare 
students to conduct meaningful community 
engagement. Lastly, I detail the ways that CRT 
provided a framework for my students group 
projects and conclude with a discussion of the 
personal and professional challenges (and 
successes) I experienced during this 
transformative semester.    

Critical Race Theory & Civic 
Engagement: Theoretical Approaches 

Inside my courses, I promote Critical Race 
Theory (CRT) as a direct challenge to white 
supremacy and nativism. Critical Race Theory 
has become a popular theoretical approach used 
in a variety of fields including Environmental 
Studies, Ethnic Studies, Gender Studies and 
Education. In the 1990s, preeminent education 
scholars like Gloria Ladson-Billings (1995), for 
instance, pushed educators to consider how race 
and racism influenced educational policy, school 
disciplinary responses, and even “intellectual 
property” (Ladson-Billings, 1995, p. 54).  In the 
21st century, some scholars have extended the 
work of Critical Race Theorists to create new 
terminology that considers the diverse 
experiences of all students, including students of 
color. Tara Yosso (2007), for example, used 
Critical Race Theory to create the term 
“community cultural wealth” which “is an array of 
knowledge, skills, abilities and contacts possessed 
and utilized by Communities of Color to survive 
and resist macro and micro-forms of oppression” 
(p. 77). My article is an extension of Critical 
Race Theory that applies key concepts to 
community settings and describes why being a 
conscious community disruptor is a useful 
teaching and learning tool for 21st century 
undergraduate students. 

Since the civic engagement movement of the 
1980s, scholarship which examines 

2 The course name and name of the town are both 

pseudonyms. 
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college/university partnerships has been 
voluminous. A large majority of the scholarship 
on collegiate partnerships analyzes the 
effectiveness of service learning which includes 
“experiences facilitated by student affairs 
professionals, campus ministers, community 
partners, and student leaders, as long as those 
experiences incorporate the fundamental 
requirements of service learning, reflection, and 
reciprocity” (Jacoby, 2015, p. 2). Although 
service learning has become synonymous with 
civically engaged college courses, there are other 
concepts which even consider race in 
partnerships between schools and communities. 
Tania Mitchell, David Donahue, and Courtney 
Young-Law (2012), for instance, has shared that 
service learning upholds a “pedagogy of 
whiteness” which have major impact on 
communities off campus and “result in mis-
educative experiences for students, such as 
unchallenged racism for White students and 
isolating experiences for students of color, and 
missed opportunities for educators to make their 
own instruction more transformative” (p. 613). 
Specifically, these critiques (and my own 
Activism and Black Lakeland courses) are a direct 
challenge to the whitewashed civic engagement 
movement in higher education of the past 30 
years. In order for undergraduate students to 
engage fully inside various small communities, 
they must be willing to be stretched, learn to 
listen, and be critically reflective of the texts they 
read before conducting community work.     

Courage inside the Curriculum: A 
Case of Two Undergraduate Courses 

Inside the classroom, I strive to create 
environments where students utilize 
interdisciplinary theories and personal narratives 
to examine the realities of race and racism in the 
Western world. In the “Activism” course we 
evaluate and critique definitions of community 
organizing, consider race and racism in activist 
interventions, and discuss contemporary social 
movements which dominate mass media. Many 
students enroll in the course as self-identified 
“activists”; as such, they hold leadership positions 

on campus, conduct extensive community work 
in the town where the college is located, and are 
generally invested in hot button issues that 
dominate our social and cultural landscape. Since 
2017, students enrolled in this course are 
required to participate in a student directed, 
sustainable, community engagement topic that 
fills a gap within our predominantly white town, 
Lakeland. For their final group project, I asked 
students to create a public event which celebrates 
Black history and life in Lakeland.  

In 2018, I created a permanent course that 
examines Black history, life, and culture called 
“Black Lakeland.”  Black Lakeland is a complex 
course which uses scholarly exploration and 
archival research to piece together the vestiges of 
Black rural life in a predominately white, small 
town. Through an examination of written text, 
newspaper articles, and oral history interviews, 
we learn about Black life that was hidden from 
local media and culture. Admittedly, this course 
was an extension of justice-based initiatives that I 
created when I arrived on campus. As one of less 
than 5 Black faculty on campus, I often sought 
out to learn more about Black life off campus. 
Through oral histories, I quickly learned that 
Lakeland was a site on the Underground 
Railroad, housed one of the earliest African 
Methodist Episcopal churches in the state, and 
even had its’ own town wide Juneteenth 
celebration in the 19th century. The final group 
project for this course asked students to select 
two local events from a decade in the 20th century 
which impacted people in Black Lakeland.  

The syllabi and overall course construction of 
both courses showcase my pedagogical courage 
and commitment to empowering undergraduate 
students as community workers. While each of 
the courses include traditional assessments like 
critical analysis papers and midterms, student 
agency is prioritized within the community 
engagement exercises where students must work 
alongside their peers to accomplish their 
semester-long community projects. In the 
Activism course, for example, the students were 
asked to create an event that benefited Black 
residents of Lakeland. But prior to their unofficial 
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entry into the community, students spent weeks 
inside the classroom debating theories of 
community organizing and learning how to be the 
consummate civic professionals. Early in the 
semester, students learned that civic professionals 
“work with citizens as opposed to acting on them” 
(Boyte & Fretz, 2010, p. 83). Furthermore, due 
to student demographics, we held several 
conversations about the significance of race and 
racism in community work. Although this course 
was mixed race and gendered, it was imperative 
to discuss whiteness in community work. Over 
the years, students have grown fond of Adale 
Sholock’s “Methodology of the Privileged” where 
she states that white women, in particular, must 
have a commitment to epistemic uncertainty. 
Sholock’s goal is to “construct a ‘methodology of 
the privileged’ for white women that offers 
strategies for effective coalition across racial and 
geopolitical inequities” (Sholock, 2012, p. 703). 
But what proved most useful in my diverse 
classroom was her assertion that epistemic 
uncertainty has “the potential to disrupt cognitive 
manifestations of white privilege wherein white 
knowers expect epistemic comfort, confidence, 
and mastery” (Sholock, 2012, p. 703-704). 
Another highlight in the course is the discussion 
of historic social movements. Inside the Activism 
course, we spend a few weeks examining the 
creation of Black Studies departments, global 
Anti-Apartheid movements, and student protests 
at Berkeley in the 1960s. Many undergraduates 
are surprised to learn that some of the most 
revolutionary movements in history began with 
the fervor, passion, and foresight of college 
students. As an educator, I hope they begin to 
view themselves as revolutionary in the midst of 
various structures and systems which attempt to 
extinguish their voices.  

Within the Black Lakeland course, before 
students began their own archival research 
project, they spent time learning about the 
history of Black rural communities, Critical Race 
Theory in communities, and the history of Black 
Lakeland. We begin the semester by shattering 
the widespread belief that rural communities are 
homogenous and learn that “rural landscapes have 

been socially constructed as iconic of national 
identity” and as “a repository of historic national 
values that explicitly or implicitly identified the 
rural with a homogenous ethnic group” (Brown 
and Schaff, 2011, p. 122). We trace the lineage 
of Black life in America back to the “Black Belt” 
or southern states with the highest populations of 
Black residents. I take pride in reminding 
students that early Black life originated in and was 
cultivated within Western rural spaces even 
though mainstream media has whitewashed these 
same rural communities. Next, we read first-
hand accounts from the Black rural South. Several 
of these articles are migration narratives which 
show the social, financial, educational, and 
cultural challenges of transitioning from Southern 
life into urban centers in various Northern 
metropolitan communities. These articles are 
significant because they serve as a precursor to 
our class wide discussions about Black rural life 
within Lakeland. During several class meetings, 
we even study Black rural education inside 
Freedom Schools and even examine reflections 
from a first-year teacher in the Mississippi Delta. 
Lastly, towards the end of the semester, we 
spend several weeks reading local scholarship, 
examining personal and public archives, and 
constructing oral histories from in-class 
interviews with Black Lakeland residents.  

Students as Conscious Community 
Disruptors: The Community & The 
Classroom 

As my students’ became conscious community 
disruptors, I argue that they utilized a Critical 
Race Methodology to construct and complete 
their collaborative group project. This is a 
“theoretically grounded approach” which 
“foregrounds race and racism in all aspects of the 
research process” and “offers a liberatory and 
transformative solution to racial, class, and 
gendered subordination” (Solorzano & Yosso, 
2002, p. 24). While this method is primarily 
geared towards students of color, this article will 
consider the ways that a Critical Race 
Methodology could be used when transforming 
college and community partnerships. Students in 
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both of my courses centered Black Lakeland 
narratives to create an annual event that will 
honor voices that are largely silenced within our 
predominately white, rural community.  

The students in the Activism course decided 
to create an event titled “Black Rubies” in 
response to town wide conversations held with 
different Black, lifelong residents. Students in the 
Black Lakeland course presented their findings 
and reflections from their archival, 21st century 
research at the Black Rubies event for the 
community members in attendance. The Black 
Rubies event was the first of its kind in 
Lakeland—the last known public celebration of 
Black life in the town was a 19th century 
Juneteenth celebration. The event took place in 
April, was free of charge, and open to the public. 
The event spotlighted several Black owned 
businesses like a local t-shirt company, a phone 
company, and a woman’s personal Black archive. 
The Activism students had a complete and full 
program which included giveaways, live 
performances from student organizations, an 
open mic period, and food and fellowship. The 
event took place on April 20th which is a popular, 
unofficial holiday. One attendee said that the 
Black Rubies event helped her to continue her 
sobriety, even though she felt pressured to 
relapse on that particular holiday.  

In the Activism and Black Lakeland 
courses, students examined Black 
experiences as counternarratives that 
challenged monolithic, all-white 
perspectives of Lakeland. 

Students in both courses spoke with a 
range of Black residents in order to gain diverse 
perspectives on Black life; these discussions were 
with longtime residents who were present during 
the Civil Rights and Black Power movements, 
recent transplants who relocated to Lakeland for 
a new job, and even youth who were born and 
raised in the town. Story-telling, counter-
narratives, or counter-stories are a key tenet of 
CRT as the field works to centralize experiential 
knowledge. Further, it is “a method of telling the 
stories of those people whose experiences are not 
often told. The counterstory is also a tool for 

exposing, analyzing, and challenging the 
majoritarian stories of racial privilege” (Solarzo & 
Yosso, 2002, p.32). After many unofficial 
discussions at various public sites, many Black 
residents shared several concerns with the college 
students. But overall, they argued that there was 
no place for youth and young adults to fellowship 
with one another and there was no formal space 
which honored their history, lives, and cultures.  

During co-educator sessions with Black, 
lifelong residents and archival research at a local 
historical society as part of the Black Lakeland 
course, we learned about a community center 
that honored and supported residents of color in 
the 1970s and 1980s, about acts of police 
violence that shattered Black communities. These 
findings support the assertion that “CRT theorists 
assume that those who understand racism best are 
not its perpetrators but rather those who are 
routinely victimized by it” (Sleeter, 2017, p. 
162). These counternarratives even helped my 
students solidify a location for their Black Rubies 
event which had significant meaning for Black and 
Brown residents in Lakeland. After several 
conversations with Black community members, 
we learned that a small public park in the center 
of downtown was widely known as the Mason 
Dixon line in Lakeland. Historically, Black 
residents in the town were unable to attend 
public events at the park; thus, my students 
decided that their event should take place at the 
same location which previously barred Black and 
brown residents. These students used Black 
residential counternarratives to inform the 
structure, planning, and execution of the public 
event.  

In both courses, students challenged the 
color blindness ideal that has dominated 
scholarship (and practice) within the 
fields of education and civic 
engagement. 

Color blindness “is the refusal to acknowledge 
the costs and benefits associated with one’s racial 
and cultural identity. It provides cover for many 
Whites, who by claiming color blindness are able 
to dismiss their complicity in racial hierarchies” 
(Ullucci & Battey, 2011, p. 1196). 
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Unfortunately, many service learning faculty and 
current teachers support color blindness and 
contend that this concept helps them to be 
unbiased with their student populations. Some 
students in both of the undergraduate courses I 
taught possessed a colorblind perspective. For 
instance, during the planning stages of the Black 
Rubies event, several students debated about the 
focus on Black residents for the project. There 
were several students who would ask “Can we 
focus on people of color?” and even lamented 
“why do we have to do a project serving only 
Black people?”  Furthermore, when students in 
the Black Lakeland class conducted their archival 
research, members of the community tried to 
sway them to consider other residential 
experiences including white residents. Students 
had to find multiple ways to collaborate with and 
learn from Black residents in town without 
centralizing color blindness within the project. 

During the planning phase of the Black 
Rubies event, students directly 
challenged instances of interest 
convergence when white Lakeland 
residents attempted to usurp student 
power.  

While completing the community project, 
students had to challenge interest convergence on 
several different occasions. Interest convergence 
is a concept used in CRT to critique many of the 
civil rights strides of the mid-20th century. Law 
professor Derrick Bell (1980) coined the term 
which states “The interest of blacks in achieving 
racial equality will be accommodated only when 
it converges with the interests of whites” (Bell, 
1980, p. 523). Several students certainly 
identified the ways that white faculty, staff, and 
community members tried to recreate the 
community event to serve their own needs. For 
instance, during one class wide discussion after 
the event, the students shared their appreciation 
for full control of the community project. During 
one instance, a community member approached 
me and asked if they could hand out flyers for a 
local organization at the Black Rubies event. But, 
I redirected them back to the student organizers 
of color. In response to this incident, specifically, 

one student stated, “I liked that you gave us full 
control of the assignment. There were times 
when you could have taken over but you didn’t. 
It made me and other people in the class feel like 
true community organizers.”  The act of 
relinquishing control to undergraduate students 
(many of whom were students of color) 
frustrated many privileged community members 
who wanted to participate (and subsequently 
lead) this event.  

Student experiences in the Black Lakeland 
course provides an additional example of a 
challenge to interest convergence. During our 
trips to a local historical society, employees and 
community members attempted to sway student 
opinion to find information about white residents 
in the town. On several occasions, employees of 
the historical society would ask “Why are you 
looking for information about Black residents?” 
and often convince students that they would not 
find historical evidence of racism in Lakeland. 
When I asked a local historian about an instance 
of police brutality which received a great deal of 
media attention and divided the town in the 
1970s, he responded “something like that has 
never happened here. I would have remembered 
that and the town is pretty unified across racial 
lines.”  Since the completion of the event, 
students in both the Activism and Black Lakeland 
courses have worked tirelessly to put Black 
resident interests at the forefront of their 
community engagement.  

Redemptive Moments: The Value of 
Courage on and off Campus 

My father’s diagnosis, husband’s unexpected 
hospitalization, and responsibilities as a full-time 
faculty member simultaneously revealed the 
unique challenges that professionals like me face 
outside the classroom on a regular basis. By the 
end of the semester, I wondered if my students 
had meaningful experiences inside my courses 
and if my regular weekend visits to my 
hometown to serve as a caregiver provided 
sufficient support for my family. My identity as a 
conscious community disruptor was created in 
response to navigating my identities as a Black 
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woman professor, daughter, and wife while 
simultaneously being confronted with the 
realities of mortality.  Over time, I noticed a 
stronger soul-tie with students who survived this 
with me-many of whom sent personal notes 
throughout the semester inquiring about my 
father’s health. A year later, my family struggles 
to find normalcy in the midst of so much 
uncertainty. My father is fighting an uphill battle 
while my husband is completely healed. My 
courses reminded me that civic engagement and 
the maintenance of relationships within 
communities were not simply a tag on a college 
course but was a lifeline for so many faculty, 
students, and local residents.  

My courageous acts inside the classroom were 
not always intentional. My own confrontation 
with familial and personal struggles (which I 
outlined in my initial email to students) forced 
me to become more vulnerable and intentional 

with students inside two undergraduate courses. 
At the start of the semester, I expected Critical 
Race Theory to only serve as a theory and a 
method that would help students seek out the 
voices of Black residents in our small town. 
Instead, Critical Race Theory assisted in my own 
transformation (and my students’ development) 
as conscious community disruptors. My own 
experiences with trauma and family crises 
became a means to model courage for my 
students and show them why Black residential 
voices will always matter in predominately white 
communities. Inside the classroom, I rarely give 
control to students, but in these two classes, 
students served as co-educators who helped 
construct course content and added fresh 
perspectives to our community engagement 
work. In essence, courage curated a learning 
environment that was both collaborative and 
affirming for both the professor and the students.
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No Child Left Behind (NCLB, 2002) and the 

subsequent Every Student Succeeds Act (2015) 
have reshaped K-12 public education. 
Increasingly local and state education policies 
interpret accountability’s demands in terms of 
exercising greater control over the teacher’s 
labor (Ingersoll, 2006). The slogan “leaving no 
child behind” has given way practically and 
functionally to intense scrutiny of public-school 
teachers. Although written before NCLB, Parker 
Palmer's (1998) iconic work, The Courage to Teach, 
validated the internal life of the teacher. At a time 
when educational reform was beginning to 
intensify, Palmer argued for centering the 
relational aspects of the classroom. The courage 
to teach in such a way that the classroom was 
fundamentally a space of teacher-to-student 
connection was good teaching.   

Gesturing to Palmer’s work, this paper 
theorizes brave teaching. In the context of 
accountability-driven education policy, exhibiting 
bravery as a pedagogical ethic is a form of 
resistance. In teacher education, it aims to 
enliven teacher agency (Schniedewind & Sapon-
Shevin, 2012; Ball & Olmedo, 2013). Further, 
brave teaching advances an account of teaching in 
terms of developing students to be critical 
thinkers and consumers in the uncertain 
information environment in which they live and 
learn. Predicated on research about bravery being 
a constitutive aspect of moral courage (Sonnentag 
et al., 2018), the argument is that teachers can 
cultivate bravery by countering the means-end 
reduction of their teaching and curriculum (hooks 
& Mesa-Bains, 2006). As such, this normative 
pedagogy, particularly in the teaching of social 
studies in elementary schools, is an educational 
stance that responds ethically to the politicization 
of K-12 education (Osguthorpe & Sanger, 2013). 

It prepares students to be citizens/citizens-in-the 
making.                                                                        

Accountability & Teaching Social 
Studies                                                                

Since the inception of NCLB, public 
elementary schools have been focused on making 
adequate yearly progress (AYP) on state-wide 
assessments in order to ensure that they remain 
open for the next school year without losing 
teachers, staff, and building administrators. The 
idea of schools foregrounding student 
achievement in order to “close the achievement 
gap” as NCLB proposes, seems like an 
appropriate objective on its face.      
 One direct consequence is the undue pressure 
on all of the stakeholders to meet performance 
benchmarks. Principals are pressured to 
guarantee that their current and newly hired 
teachers are "highly qualified" and can maintain 
this status throughout their tenure (Cross, 2004; 
Goldenberg, 2004). Administrators pressure 
teachers to see to it that each student in their 
class achieves at the proficient level on state 
assessments, including students with special 
needs. Lastly, focusing on standardized test 
performance causes principals to advise teachers 
to restructure instructional time so that reading 
and math dominate the curriculum. In this 
deleterious impact, the remainder of the subjects 
and specials are left to 'fit in' on specific days of 
the week or during the fall or spring semester 
(Bailey, Shaw, & Hollifield, 2006; Boyle-Base, 
Hsu, Johnson, Serriere, & Stewart, 2008; Center 
on Education Policy, 2008; Fitchett & Heafner, 
2010; Hayes, 2008; Heafner, Lipscomb, & Rock, 
2006; VanFossen, 2005). 

Diminishing Instructional Time for 
Social Studies      
 Social studies is the area in the K-12 curriculum 
where students learn the history of the United 
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States and their civic responsibilities (Dover, 
Henning, & Agarwal-Rangnath, 2016). In the 
current focus on teaching to the test and the 
acquisition of necessary skills, schools have been 
limiting the amount of time that they can devote 
to these studies (Dover, Henning, & Agarwal-
Rangnath, 2016; Randall & Marangell, 2016). 
The shifting of teaching time to focus on student 
proficiency in reading and math skills has changed 
schools that should educate future democratic 
citizens into spaces that function merely as test 
prep laboratories (Hinde, 2005; Parker, 2003). 
 The Center on Educational Policy (CEP, 
2008) reported that "districts that increased 
instructional time for ELA, math, or both did so 
by 43% on average. Districts that also reduced 
instructional time in other subjects reported a 
total reduction time of 32%, on average" (p. 1). 
These findings confirmed that "increased time for 
ELA or math [caused] substantial cuts in time for 
other subjects or periods, including social studies, 
science, art and music, physical education, 
recess, or lunch" (p. 1). This shifting of priorities 
means that schools offer social studies 
intermittently or once a week, at best (Bailey et 
al., 2006). This schedule places social studies "on 
the back burner or taken off the stove altogether 
in many or most schools in favor of math and 
reading" (Hayes, 2008, p. 69).  

The CEP (2008) study also reports that more 
than 60% of schools across the country made 
these significant increases in English/language 
arts and math instructional time. They are 
increasing the average minutes per week of 
English/language arts and math from about 150 
minutes of English/language arts and roughly 100 
minutes in math to adding an extra “141 extra 
minutes per week” of English/language arts and 
"89 extra minutes per week" of math (p. 2). 
With principals asking teachers to readjust over 
90% of instructional time in the school day to 
teach more English and math content, students 
lose learning in science and social studies (25% 
and 60%, respectively)" (Market Research 
Institute, 2004, p. 4). 

Indiana, as a case in point, recommends 30 
minutes per day of social studies instruction or 

150 minutes a week and NCSS suggests 20% of 
the teaching day be set aside for social studies; 
but research suggests that there are 
inconsistencies concerning the minimal amount 
of time teachers spend teaching social studies 
content. For example, social studies methods 
instructors from the University of Southern 
Alabama (Bailey et al., 2006) sought to observe 
the impact NCLB had on social studies teaching in 
their local school district by assigning over thirty 
pre-service teachers to various schools to 
function as paraprofessionals and document the 
instructional strategies teachers implemented. 
This inquiry lasted for two semesters, and the 
results showed inconsistency among social studies 
teaching in all grades, including some teachers 
meeting the state requirement of providing 
students at least 30 minutes of social studies 
instruction a day and some not doing so. 

With students in the primary grades appearing 
to receive social studies content in seasonal or 
unexplained teaching spurts of time, students in 
the intermediate grades (4-5) seemed to receive 
the most consistent amount of social studies 
instruction in the district as it relates to meeting 
the state requirement of 30 minutes of daily 
instruction. The minutes fluctuated per semester, 
but each grade went below the requirement with 
fourth-grade classrooms averaging a little less 
than 50 minutes a week and fifth-grade 
classrooms being about an hour and 15 minutes of 
weekly social studies instruction (Bailey et al., 
2006). The findings published by social studies 
methods instructors in Alabama are similar to the 
results of a study conducted in Indiana that 
documented ways that teachers were grappling 
with the effects of NCLB on the restructuring of 
their teaching time (VanFossen, 2005). Out of a 
random sampling of roughly 500 teachers across 
Indiana, more than half of them indicated that less 
than 20 minutes of their teaching day was used 
for teaching social studies in the intermediate 
grades and for primary grades. Their 
administrators cut teaching time in half. When 
comparing reported teaching time to the standard 
set by the National Council of Social Studies 
(NCSS), both the primary and intermediate 
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grades were about a "half an hour less than what 
the National Council of Social Studies considers 
an appropriate amount of time per subject, 20% 
of the instructional day" (VanFossen, 2005, p. 
383). Other state studies affirm that social studies 
are not a priority on the curriculum agenda 
(Heafner et al., 2006; Olwell & Raphael, 2006).   

Brave Teaching: A Pedagogical Ethic         
Given the institutional forces at work 

systemically to reduce social studies in the K-12 
curriculum (Watson & Watson, 2011), the 
intentionality of teaching the subject in powerful 
ways could appear overwhelming and cause one 
to retreat to having students merely memorize 
dates and locations. In addition, teaching history 
and current events accurately can raise 
controversial issues that could be paralyzing and 
leave one to wonder if the content could 
contribute to a loss of innocence for the children.  

Palmer (1998) attends to this internal 
reflection and puts forward a simple premise that 
“Good teaching cannot be reduced to technique; 
good teaching comes from the identity and 
integrity of the teacher” (p. 10). He goes on to 
explain that: 

Identity and integrity have as 
much to do with our shadows and 
limits, our wounds and fears, as with 
our strength and potentials. By 
identity, I mean an evolving nexus 
where all the forces that constitute 
my life converge in the mystery of 
self . . . [I]dentity is a moving 
intersection of the inner and outer 
forces that make me who I am, 
converging in the irreducible mystery 
of being human. By integrity, I mean 
whatever wholeness I am able to find 
. . . Integrity requires that I discern 
what is integral to my selfhood . . . 
By choosing integrity, I become more 
whole, but wholeness does not mean 
perfection. It means becoming more 
real by acknowledging the whole of 
who I am. (p. 13) 

When one acknowledges that good teaching 
comes from the integrity and identity of the 
teacher, then it requires the courage to bring this 
self to the classroom space. 

Palmer’s account depicts a form of moral 
courage that is the teacher’s authentic 
presentation of oneself in the classroom. 
Therefore the typical challenges in teaching (e.g., 
mastery of subject matter; addressing student 
conflict) are “entanglements” that more often 
than not are “the physical manifestation of the 
twists and turns of one's inner life” (p. 2). To be 
further explored, in light of Palmer’s sage 
analysis, is how this courage translates to 
opposing systemic barriers that currently 
confront social studies teachers. In the chapter 
entitled, "Divided No More," Palmer proposes 
that only the development of social movements 
can overcome the powerful and resistant 
institutional forces that are taking education 
reform down this wrong path; however, these 
movements happen because individuals commit 
to living divided no more and seek to find 
harmony between their "inner and outer worlds" 
(p. 166). A collection of such individuals form 
communities of congruence that have the potential to 
create a public around issues of broad social 
significance.  

This paper proposes brave teaching as a 
pedagogical ethic that is the aspect of moral 
courage that is intentional in moving towards the 
conditions for social change. Drawing on 
philosophical and moral psychology to specify its 
traits, we argue that pursuing bravery in the way 
proposed enhances personal efforts of identity 
definition and integrity clarity that authentic 
teaching as courage entails. It has the potential to 
be this catalyst that “puts pressure for change on 
the standard institutional reward system.” 
(Palmer, 1998, p. 166).  

Moral Courage, Bravery & Principled 
Teaching 

In Western philosophy, Aristotle's 
Nicomachean Ethics present influential accounts of 
moral courage. A general implication of his 
claims of the telos is that fulfilling the ends that 
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are the purpose for which a kind exists is one 
form of the good. Because rationality is that 
which sets humans apart, Aristotle argues that 
virtue consists of exercising this rationality well. 
It takes the form of consistently exhibiting 
excellence of character that represents the mean 
between two extremes. Aristotle includes 
courage as one of these virtues. In a translation of 
the Nicomachean Ethics, Pangle (2018) 
characterizes courage as going beyond one’s fear, 
“Rather, in fearing things that are terrible, the 
man of courage will ‘endure them as he should 
and as reason commands, for the sake of the 
noble’ (1115b11–13)” (p. 575). Noble ends have 
inherent value. 

In social and moral psychology, studies of the 
associated personality traits of courage 
(Sonnentag & Barnett, 2016; Sonnentag et al., 
2018) examine the tendency to stand up for one’s 
beliefs. Henning and Walker’s (2004) research 
concluded that being caring, just, and brave are 
among the diverse ways in which persons display 
moral beliefs. In a free-listing procedure, 
Henning and Walker generated a list of the 
underlying attributes associated with being 
caring, just, and brave from study participants. 
Then in a second study from a separate group of 
participants, they produced a discrete 
prototypical profile for each trait. For example, 
for bravery, sample prototypical traits were 
possessing agency and “being forceful” (p. 68). 
Wiltshire (2015) theorized that agency draws 
upon integrity and the capacity to respond 
morally to situational dilemmas. Bravery 
“encompasses the idea that one does not shy away 
from challenges where high opposition exists as 
well as a tendency to adhere to convictions in the 
face of adversity” (Wiltshire, 2015, p. 62). 
Bravery relates to the aspects of courage that is 
active in response to external and opposing 
forces. 

Identity & Agency for the Brave 
Teaching Stance     

In light of the meaning of bravery in 
relationship to courage, the research in social and 
moral psychology also provides insight on its 

bearing on identity. Studies suggest that bravery 
entails that one’s moral identity is well-formed. 
Being brave is in tandem with constructing one’s 
sense of self around moral beliefs and values that 
are essential to one's self-definition, 
"Consequently, when an individual's identity is 
focused on moral concerns, he or she tends to 
live in a manner consistent with his or her 
identity” (Sonnentag & Barnett, 2016, p. 280). 
Palmer defines identity in terms of social and 
situational forces of self-formation. Given the 
fraught social and political space that schools have 
become, to be brave, the teacher must engage 
with the meaning and significance of social 
identities in the American context and in relation 
to oneself.   

There are two opposing senses of the self to 
which the test-driven policy pertains and to 
which the teacher responds by identity 
clarification. First, the institutional demands of 
the teaching profession are taking place under 
regimes that ratify logo-centric and performance-
based assessments that function according to 
relations of domination (hooks, 1994). Boyte & 
Finders (2016) describe these policies "as 
technocratic trends that have eclipsed agency" 
and "disempower educators, students, and 
communities" (Abstract). The presumed subject 
of these relations is the autonomous thinker who 
ideally reasons objectively to reach well-founded 
conclusions. For this self as essentially rational 
subject, knowing and acting take place in 
isolation (Peters & Tesar, 2016). Freire (1972) 
attributed an oppressive culture of silence to this 
account of self for persons who were not in the 
dominant group of society and who had to 
overcome the perceived disparity of education or 
acculturation in order to be part of the 
mainstream society. 

Second, in contrast, Alcoff (2006) explains 
that the subject as self in positionality 
presupposes that the agent is  "non-essentialized 
and emergent from historical experience and yet 
objectively located in describable social structures 
and relations” (p. 147). Democratic subjects 
reflexively negotiate their positionality as 
citizens-in-profession in various degrees of 
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discourse with salient political and power 
relations in order to make consonant judgments 
(Fraser-Burgess,  2018). There is an awareness of 
the responsibility to pursue the ethics of 
citizenship as a matter of student advocacy and 
activism. Individuals achieve agency through 
being present and being able to access their 
subject position as embodying a perspective that 
has a right to be represented and articulated 
(Keddie, 2011, p. 223). 

In being present, the educator reflexively 
examines oneself as an embodied being, that 
inhabits various identities (e.g., raced, classed, 
gendered). There is a growing awareness of the 
ways that one frames knowledge construction and 
distributes authority in the classroom (Keddie, 
2011). In order to not reinscribe 
decontextualized subjectivity, it will be essential 
to disrupt the culture of silence. Educators should 
understand their positionality relative to their 
students and recognize this knowledge as "partial, 
interested," and having the potential to be 
oppressive (Keddie, 2011, p. 224). These 
reflections militate against efforts to be the 
rescuers of children. It instead focuses on the 
sociopolitical work that is required to be an 
effective teacher of all students.  

The agency that results from identifying one's 
role as a teacher with the broader societal project 
of living up to democratic ideals of equity and 
inclusion animates the empowerment and 
resistance that gives rise to bravery. It redefines 
constructs of accountability such as highly 
effective teachers.  

‘Highly’ effective teachers” are those who 
support the development of agency within 
learners and themselves, those who deliberate 
about issues, those who strategically direct 
their thoughts and actions in light of goals, and 
those who act as co-creators. For such a 
democratic reframing of teacher education 
and teaching to take hold will require 
extensive change. A focus on the liberation of 
powers shifts teachers and teacher educators 
from technicians to citizen teachers and citizen 
faculty who foster people's agency. (Boyte, 
2016, p. 147) 

A pedagogical ethic so informed by identity 
considerations under the intense scrutiny of 
accountability and performance-based education 
faces many challenges. Fidelity to the proper 
subject matter of social studies can conflict with 
the stipulated time allotment for the curriculum. 
There are also ideological conflicts, "as teachers 
are forced to navigate increasingly prescriptive 
curricular mandates" (Dover, Henning, & 
Agarwal-Rangnath, 2016, p. 457). The test-
centered environment deprives students of 
instructional time, for example, in local history, 
civic education, and the critical thinking and 
reading skills that are needed to cultivate their 
ability to participate in a democratic society. 
These institutional exigencies of teaching can 
mean that teachers have limited freedom to go 
against the overarching mandates of 
accountability.  Exhibiting bravery, as a 
pedagogical ethic in social studies, is a form of 
resistance through a principled commitment to 
the aims of equitable education in a democratic 
society. It aims to enliven teacher agency where 
neo-liberalism and institutional racism 
(Schniedewind & Sapon-Shevin, 2012; Ball & 
Olmedo, 2013)  negatively impact students’ 
futures. Bravery also can play a role in equipping 
teachers to choose to develop students’ to be 
critical thinkers and consumers in the perilous 
information environments in which they live and 
learn. Boyte & Finders, 2016 state that: 

While studies of the standardized testing 
regime have noted its failure to improve 
the American educational system, 
policymakers and legislators remain 
convinced that the best way for schools to 
improve is to administer more 
standardized tests. . . Such testing is an 
emblematic case of technocratic experts 
seeking to engineer outcomes and 
practices in ways that displace the agency 
of the educators, students, and 
communities that know their children 
best. (p. 146) 

Mitchell (2015) explains that these reforms 
are part of a social cycle of institutions 
undergoing reform that “fundamentally 
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restructures teachers’ work, triggering issues 
of authority, discretion, and resistance” (p. 
141).          
 Pignatelli (2010) argues that teachers have 
the option to exercise moral agency in 
response to the incredibly stifling 
environment created by this regime. It entails 
seeing the possibility for social change and 
having faith that the problem is solvable even 
in the face of evidence to the contrary. "One 
fights back with quiet courage, on the ground 
that is neither high nor firm . . . Such an ethic 
sees the self as text in the process of being 
written, as one strives to constitute oneself 
despite the pull toward containment, 
prediction, and control" (p. 234). Taking this 
stance empowers the teacher by 
foregrounding the politicized and historical 
character of the teachers' positionality in 
being an embodied subject. It is the 
acknowledgment of the teacher's subjectivity 
that unlocks ways in which teaching is a site 
of struggle for the democratic subject. The 
components of brave teaching discussed 
below represent and distribute this agency. 

Brave Teaching: Its Principled 
Commitment to Democratic Education 
Brave teaching is intentional teaching in that the 
educator mobilizes inherently valuable ends. Four 
valuable ends include:   

1. Advocating for the marginalized in the 
classroom. 
2. Affirming students’ identities and cultures 
through teaching strategies, establishing 
classroom culture (habits, practices, 
tendencies), manipulatives and books, and 
content meaningful to them.  
3. Recognizing the role social studies plays in 
helping young citizens to learn and practice 
living in a democratic society.  
4. Intentionally connecting social studies 
content to other subjects and current events. 
This teaching, coupled with the C3 
Framework and organizations like Teaching 
Tolerance (www.tolerance.org) provide free 
resources, webinars, and professional 

development that helps teachers advocate for 
our citizens in real ways.  

Brave teaching goes beyond a perspective that is 
open to interpretation. It is a professional stance 
and commitment to educating citizens. 

Advocating for the Marginalized in the 
Classroom 

There are ample opportunities in the 
classroom to stand up for students who are not 
the majority, and it is up to the educator to be 
intentional about including them in all aspects of 
the classroom community. Students are diverse in 
their family structures, religious beliefs, family 
traditions and customs, race, and gender 
identities, to name a few, and one place to affirm 
who they and learn about their classmates is the 
classroom library. This simple act of placing 
books on the shelf tells students what is worth 
reading, what is truth, and what can they can 
believe.  The classroom library should serve as 
an extension of the class; however, it is not a 
substitute for the teacher. Any book that is 
available in the classroom should house content 
and contextual experiences that the teacher has 
already introduced and helped students identify 
how its content mirrors the lived experiences of 
their classroom community. Lee & Low Books 
(2007) provides teachers with resources to assist 
them with ensuring that the classroom library is 
culturally responsive and advocates for their 
students.    

Affirming Students’ Identities and 
Cultures  

In striving to find the term that would best 
characterize successful collaborative efforts in 
education that value the voices of all students,  
Fox & Fleisher (2004) propose fostering "brave 
spaces." It encapsulates the persistent 
commitment to co-creating in environments that 
cultivate competition and engender 
demoralization. They maintain that teachers can 
"create brave spaces for learning with their 
students if they participate in such brave spaces 
themselves" (p. 4-5).  

Arao and Clemens (2013) distinguish the 
creation of safe spaces from brave ones in 
affirming students’ identities. Their research, that 

http://www.tolerance.org/
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is primarily with college students, provides 
insight on preparing teachers to structure these 
kinds of classrooms. As student affairs 
professionals at an east coast university, they 
implemented a student leadership curriculum 
that allowed participation “primarily through 
their agent or dominating group identities” or 
“their target group identities” (p. 137). In the 
case of the former, participants state that they felt 
“persecuted, blamed, and negatively judged,” 
while the latter felt that the exercise was “ a 
painful reminder of the oppression and 
marginalization they experience on a daily basis.” 
(p. 137). Both groups experienced the activity “as 
a violation of the safe space ground rules” (p. 
137) because the feelings engendered were not 
consistent with safety.  

Because both groups appeared to be disserved 
by this claim to safety, researchers formulated an 
alternate “facilitation practice” (p. 141). This new 
formulation emphasized the willingness to take 
risk and “the need for courage rather than the 
illusion of safety” (p. 141). In conjunction with 
implementing facilitation ground rules that 
encourage respect, agreeing to disagree, and 
avoiding personal attacks,  promoting civility 
while hearing others’ points of view is an 
essential component. Consistent with critical 
thinking, to advance a brave space, it would be 
important to incorporate a critical reflection on 
one’s positionality and the importance of 
supporting one’s beliefs or claims with good 
evidence.  

Recognizing the Role that Social Studies 
Play in Citizen Preparation 

There is a question that I (Dorshele) habitually 
ask pre-service teachers whenever we begin the 
discussion of what social studies topics are too 
taboo to cover in the classroom. Their response 
to the question of “Who is the trained, qualified 
professional, certified to educate young citizens?” 
used to come with a pause, looks of confusion, 
and then a trickled-in response of “We are.” 
While I internally commended their response, I 
knew that pronouns like 'they,' 'us,' and 'them,' 
allow them to hide in numbers. I would then tell 
them to make it personal, and after the same 

pause and looks of confusion, the students would 
respond with 'me.'  Teaching social studies to 
educate citizens puts a charge to teaching and 
takes away the nonchalant disposition of hoping a 
few students walk away impacted. Teachers 
should make the most of the opportunity to 
educate future citizens in their classrooms! 
Intentionally Connecting Social Studies 
Content to Other Subjects and Current 
Events 

It is clear that social studies, as an educational 
field, is steadily losing its place on the curricular 
agenda as schools place more and more emphasis 
on reading and math. Nevertheless, there still 
seems to be something to salvage. In analyzing 
the findings of their after-school discussions with 
teachers, Boyle-Baise, Hsu, Johnson, Serriere, 
and Stewart (2011) suggest the answer seems to 
lie in the integration of the subjects. An excellent 
place to start is children's literature. VanFossen 
and McGrew (2010) discovered, in a follow-up 
study on teachers' responses to the heavy 
emphasis on reading and math (VanFossen, 
2005), that challenges are still in place that can 
hinder them from teaching the content in the 
challenging ways they would prefer. Amidst these 
dismal findings, the teachers in the study 
expressed a greater sense of awareness of social 
studies standards and made small steps to 
integrate the content when teaching 
reading/language arts skills. Although the authors 
did not describe how teachers integrated social 
studies with other topics, Brophy and Alleman 
(2006) suggest that when trying to integrate 
social studies with other content, one subject will 
always dominate, and I propose that this is where 
bravery must win. Who is the certified 
professional, trained to educate young citizens? 

Conclusion 
We have been arguing that for the 

teacher/educator, a trained and qualified 
professional who is certified to educate young 
minds, educational scholars interpret one key 
principle as teaching that is situated within the 
aims of educating citizens in a democratic society. 
In his book Teaching Social Studies in Elementary 
Schools, Walter Parker (2012) states the belief 
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that the primary purpose of teaching social 
studies is to educate citizens by way of content 
knowledge and civic efficacy. It is viewing social 
studies as a commission to 'educate citizens'  that 
changes the teaching of this subject from 
contractual obligation to civic responsibility. The 
National Council of Social Studies (NCSS) made 
known public its position in the early '90s by its 
Board of Directors on how the teaching of social 
studies should look for the teacher and student. 
These Attributes of Powerful Teaching (NCSS, 
1992,) indicate that the fruit of impactful social 
studies instruction is the kind that has meaning, 
integrative to other subjects, challenges students, 
values the inclusion of controversial subjects, and 
requires students to take on active roles to engage 
with the content.   

The NCSS (2017) collaborated with 
educational professionals to add to its bold stance 
on teaching social studies by unveiling the 
College, Career, and Civic Life (C3) Framework. 
NCSS created this organization in order to "serve 
two audiences: for states to upgrade their state 
social studies standards and for practitioners — 
local school districts, schools, teachers and 
curriculum writers — to strengthen their social 
studies programs. Its objectives are to enhance 
the rigor of the social studies disciplines; build 
critical thinking, problem-solving, and 
participatory skills to become engaged citizens; 

and align academic programs to the Common 
Core State Standards for English Language Arts 
and Literacy in History/Social Studies" (NCSS, 
n.d.). 

One can mark the rise in students' expression 
of civic responsibility through the creation of 
social clubs in schools that provide spaces for 
marginalized students, protests of dress codes 
that suppress the celebration of ethnic 
uniqueness, gun control laws, and police 
brutality. This activism is a compliment to 
educators being brave enough to advocate for 
students and social studies that is intentional to 
make the curriculum multicultural, diverse in 
perspectives invited, and connected to the lives of 
young citizens. 

Practicing brave teaching is a declaration of 
resistance to the waves of teaching control that 
political parties have directed towards teachers 
for many years. It is an approach to the classroom 
that reasons from the kind of political regime 
with which the society identifies to the inference 
that all sectors of social life should contribute 
towards fulfilling this ideal. Brave teaching is also 
a cherished hope for growing social movements 
that can inform the creation of policies that better 
aligns with appropriate aims of education for a 
democratic society.  
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All the joy has been tested and legislated away. All that is left is sand and dust. 

K-12 educator 
Why, when God’s world is so big, did you fall asleep in a prison of all places? 

Rumi 
 
The epigraph to this essay features a 20th 

century K-12 educator and the 13th century Sufi 
poet and mystic alā l ad-Dī n Muhammad 
Rū mī  who share a similar sense of the root 
cause of broken-hearted teaching. Although their 
context, culture, and audience are strikingly 
different they are pointing to truths at the core of 
education that span time, person, and educational 
goals. In this paper I will draw out this wisdom, 
that spans centuries, as it is particularly relevant 
to the theme of courageous teaching for higher 
education faculty.  

For many professors the call to teach has 
become “sand and dust” in the presence of the 
institutional imperatives geared toward testing, 
accountability, and standardization (Benbow & 
Holliday, 2013). And the bars of their 
pedagogical “prison” are formed from the 
normalization of the technical foundations of 
instruction (best practices) over and above the 
ineffable elements of teaching (heart, spirit, 
social-emotional, and calling). The languishing of 
the instructional spirit—Rumi’s sleeping inner 
life—has fostered teaching that dampens the 
fullness of human potential, inclusive of physical, 
intellectual, spiritual, and practical qualities 
(Palmer, 1998; Huebner, 1999). Because of their 
entrenched nature, it will require faculty with a 
sense of agency, courage, and spiritual awakening 
to challenge the status quo and resist the 
desertification of teaching.  

The instructional, curricular, and normative 
forces of neo-liberal education are aptly described 
by Henry Giroux (2013) as the “disimagination 
machine”. A systemic institutional process that 
values the production of compliant faculty and 
students (Berg & Seeber, 2016). For educators 
who have yet to succumb to the influence of 
institutional normalcy or for faculty wishing to 
rouse their sleeping companions, what can be 
done? Can the educational “sand and dust” 
become a fertile oasis once again? How can the 
human longing to flourish be reignited in the 
imaginations of faculty and subsequently in the 
hearts and minds of students?   

I’m a professor with over 30 years of 
experience in the field of curriculum, instruction, 
and teacher education. And since the publishing 
of The Courage to Teach (Palmer, 1998), I have 
increasingly considered the link between my 
inner-life and courageous activism focused on 
blunting the dehumanization of the 
“disimagination machine”. As Parker Palmer 
notes, the questions of what (pedagogy) and how 
(content) dominate curriculum and instructional 
discourse to the diminishment of the who 
question; who is the self that teaches? (p. 7). To 
stay awake and avoid complacency takes constant 
vigilance and brave instructional moves. My goal 
in this paper is to connect Rumi’s metaphor of 
“prison” to Girioux’s “disimigination machine” to 
show how they narrow instructional spaces, 

 

Paul Michalec 



Professing Education 18 (1&2) 
 Spring and Summer 2020 

 

40 
 

dampen resistance, and limit the imagination of 
faculty to act courageously.  

The theoretical framing for this paper will 
include the scholarly literature in education and 
Theology. My data will comprise personal 
reflections and examples of teaching that resist 
the narrowing of the inner-life and human 
flourishing. After first describing the nature and 
impact of the “disimagination machine” on 
education, I will organize the paper around four 
themes important to my pedagogy in higher 
education: resistance, prophetic imagination 
(hooks, 2003), instructional heresy, and inner 
terrain (Palmer, 1998). I will conclude this essay 
with the claim that a pedagogy of liberation and 
transcendence takes courage of both the mind and 
heart and therefore it is a deeply spiritual practice 
bordering on mysticism.  

Disimagination Machine and the 
Deformation of Teaching 

A strength of institutional life is its ability to 
norm individual actions around procedures, 
protocols, and outcomes that are intended to 
insure equal treatment for all. In this way 
behaviors that benefit the self are curtailed in 
service of the broader interests of the community 
(Haidt, 2006). The formation of shared and 
agreed upon norms is good because a group 
outperforms individuals in productivity and 
creative solutions to endemic problems. 
However, when too much emphasis is placed on 
standardization, individual agency and innovation 
tends to stagnate and drop away. Henry Giroux 
(2013), drawing on the work of Georges Didi-
Huberman, aptly describes the process of 
deforming the life-force by institutions and social 
norms as the “disimagination machine” (p. 263). 
In education the levers of standardization are 
often tradition and the “paralyzing pedagogies of 
memorization and rote learning” (p. 264). The 
machine’s principal goal, according to Giroux, “is 
to undermine the capacity of individuals to bear 
witness to a different and critical sense of 
remembering, agency, ethics, and collective 
resistance” (p. 263). 

I’m not opposed to structure, form, and 
intentional learning outcomes. I use them in my 
teaching to guide students toward learning that 
liberates the heart and teaches about content. I 
am, however, resistant to uncritical compliance 
and overly deterministic performance indicators 
because they tend to quantify teaching in 
increasingly narrow terms. I find that an over 
reliance on numbers to describe teaching, 
typically in the form of end-of-course 
assessments, can dissuade faculty from fully 
employing their head and heart in teaching.  

I recently encountered an instructive example 
of this phenomena in an episode of the Amazon 
series, Man in the High Castle by Frank Spotnitz 
(2019). The show is set in an alternative version 
of history where Germany and Japan defeat the 
Allies in WWII and occupy what was once 
America. Two resistance fighters are engaged in a 
discussion about power, compliance, and 
personal choice. The conversation ends when one 
of the characters points to his head and states: 
“…as long as you have an inner fascist telling you 
what you can and can’t do, they don’t need an 
external authority to rule over you. You will 
police yourself.” This is how Giroux’s 
“disimagination machine” works. It encourages 
self-policing through the lack of imagination. It 
discourages courageous acts of teaching that 
inspire alternatives to structure, standards, and 
accountability. 

I can relate to this description of an inner 
authority that either constrains or enables action. 
In one ear I hear my inner professor who uses the 
power of conformity to encourage choices that 
serve my ego or wider institutional imperatives. I 
know this aspect of my inner life is influencing 
my actions when I teach out of fear, anger, 
righteousness, or ego inflation. May Sarton 
(1993) in her poem Angels and Furies describes this 
ever-present human attribute of self-importance 
as “black rage in the blood” that leaves everyone, 
initiator and receiver, feeling “wounded” and 
“battered”. Thankfully, in the other ear I hear an 
instructional angel who calls me back to my 
better self in service of others. I am at my best as 
a faculty when I act courageously in response to 
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my “better angels” and the invitation to bring 
light to instructional spaces.  

But for the moment I’ll stick with my 
educational furies because they too have wisdom 
to share. What do I experience when I allow my 
inner authority to stifle my sense of autonomy 
and by extension the freedom of my students to 
learn? Frederick Buechner (1993) famously 
defined a professional calling as “the place where 
your deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger 
meet”. But as much as idealism and joy are 
powerful forces for educators, what happens 
when the flames of idealism flicker out and a 
teacher succumbs to the constraints of bench 
mark assessments, data sets, instructional rubrics, 
disinterested learners, and standardized 
assessments?   

In these darker times, when my furies rage, 
the centering and reassuring influence of my 
calling can seem far away and elusive. Joy is 
replaced with frustration and a sense of 
vocational amnesia. In the medical world, 
amnesia often results from trauma. In education a 
form of trauma, the loss of true-identity, often 
emerges from the normalizing power of the 
“disimagination machine”. Teaching amnesia 
frequently takes the form of a lack of classroom 
presence and the realization that a professor no 
longer knows who they are and why they are 
teaching. The self-affirmation “I’m a teacher” is 
replaced with “who am I?” Or even worse, “why 
am I here?” These are dangerous questions for a 
professor to ask. They can introduce doubt when 
a fierce commitment to student liberation should 
dominate. When faculty lose touch of their sense 
of “deep gladness” they are less effective at 
meeting the “deep hunger” of their students and 
the educational endeavor can falter.  

Imaginative and courageous resistance 
Henry Giroux (2013) calls on educators to 

resist the structures of control, the dehumanizing 
forces of “paralyzing pedagogy” that foster 
teaching amnesia. He invites faculty to no longer 
accept the depletion of their craft into “sand and 
dust”. Like Rumi, Giroux implores educators to 
wake up, to embrace freedom and a vision of 

human potential that honors the fullness of the 
mind, heart, and hands. Giroux calls this move 
toward agency and activism, “radical imagination” 
which “… can be nurtured around the merging of 
critique and hope, the capacity to connect private 
troubles with broader social considerations, and 
the production of alternative formative cultures” 
(p. 265).  

For professors in higher education, radical 
imagination is crucial to the conceptualization and 
enactment of courageous resistance. If faculty 
haven’t witnessed or experienced what liberation 
looks and feels like how can they respond with 
fidelity to its call? Without the potential to 
imagine freedom from neoliberal ideologies it is 
difficult to motivate educators to teach into 
alternative pedagogies. Faculty can become 
trapped in a normalizing instructional space that 
is often bounded and limited. Giroux’s modifier 
of “radical”, added to imagination, signals the 
need to think differently about the ways 
professors have traditionally thought about the 
goals of teaching and learning.  

bell hooks (2003), like Giroux, is attentive to 
the role of imagination in the context of power, 
agency, and freedom in education. She expands 
on Mary Grey’s concept of “prophetic 
imagination” to include teaching and the work of 
faculty. By prophetic, hooks means the ability of 
educators to dream novel possibilities and to live 
out those dreams long before the dream is 
actually real. Later in this paper I will return to 
the ways that “prophetic imagination” creates a 
“pedagogical dreamfield” (Rendon, 2014) where 
radical action is a form of spiritually informed 
resistance to “disimagination”. As Rendon notes it 
moves from compliance to “…a more harmonic, 
holistic vision of education that honors the whole 
of who we are as intellectual, compassionate, 
authentic human beings” (Rendon, 2014, p. 25).  

Although the radical stance is important 
because it encourages a mixture of reflection and 
action (praxis) in service of liberation, it seems 
that the prophetic voice of bell hooks is a better 
fit when describing courageous acts of deeply 
personal instructional resistance. It leans toward 
the spiritual and the importance of attending to 
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those aspects of education that are bigger than 
self and self-knowing (Palmer, 1998). The 
prophetic combines resistance with inner 
authority. It honors the spiritual dimensions of 
education out of which courageous acts of 
humanizing curriculum and pedagogy take root. 
The radical approach to reform is energized by 
resistance to oppression of the self and others. 
The prophetic stance is powered by inner 
longings for wholeness and transcendence, two 
enduring human qualities that exist independent 
of resistance.  

Imagination without action will falter. It needs 
courageous action to bring it to life in the world. 
In Teaching Truly (2013), Four Arrows (Don 
Trent Jacobs), describes courage as a form of 
“fearlessness”, not an absence of fear, but rather 
deep awareness that fear can be a trusted guide 
out of danger. Fear is nature’s instructional voice 
urging faculty to pay attention and get ready for 
wise and decisive action. Courage is fearless 
because it uses fear as a tool to focus attention on 
the complexity of the challenge. Courage draws 
on spiritual energies and forces in its faithful 
commitment to action and change. It operates in 
stark contrast to the “disimagination machine” 
which uses fear to control and deform the 
instructional heart of faculty.  

Prophetic imagination in practice 
There are forms of knowing that are best 

communicated through story, parable, and 
metaphor. As Emily Dickinson advises, “tell all 
the truth but tell it slant” because deep truths 
encountered directly are often too disturbing or 
jarring to integrate into evolving forms of identity 
and knowing. In The Slow Professor, Maggie Berg 
and Barbara Seeber (2016) go a step further and 
argue that story, not commodified knowledge, is 
a better template for course design, “perhaps we 
can temper the course as commodity with the 
course as story” (p. 48). Neoliberal forms of 
higher education are dominated by “sunlight 
knowing” which is harsh, bright and often 
obscures the subtle tones of life. What is needed 
in classrooms for the fullness of human 
flourishing is the addition of “moonlight knowing” 

where “life’s edges are not so sharply defined. 
The boundaries are less distinct” (Newell, 2011). 
The teacher’s heart is a tender place and as the 
core of transformational pedagogy it is resilient. 
But it is also easily spooked into hiding by the 
starkness of rationalism and the bright light of 
objectivism (Palmer, 1998). 

I find that teaching from moonlight knowing 
and a sideways perspective is helpful. In 
particular, I’m drawn to the use of metaphor and 
storytelling as an instructional tool. As such, in 
the next section of this paper I will share a 
personal story of the ways that prophetic 
imagination impacts my teaching. The ways it 
provides a level of courage that allows for action 
even when empowerment and liberation are 
more imagined and hoped for than immediately 
real. In sideways teaching the process and 
adaptability of learning is a better measure of 
effective teaching than quantifiable student 
learning outcome.  

In a recent conversation with my friend Mark, 
who is a financial advisor, he told me that he asks 
all his clients: “How do you see yourself changing 
the world?” This question has practical 
application as he manages his client’s 
investments. But I believe the wisdom of the 
question goes even deeper than this instrumental 
and necessary response to market forces. As his 
clients answer the question, Mark learns 
something about their inner drivers and 
motivations.  

As he continued sharing his reasoning behind 
the question, my educator heart felt the kind of 
lifting that often signals that I should pay 
attention to the insights in Mark’s question. I 
wondered how I would answer the question as a 
professor; “Paul, how do you see yourself 
changing the teaching world?” By disposition and 
training I tend to lean into the bigness of the 
question. I pursue macro-themes of change: 
equity, social-justice, transcendence, and the 
richness of what it means to be human. But I’m 
also inclined to remain silent and listen with 
prophetic imagination.  

As Mark continued his story he described a 
painting hanging on his office wall. The image is a 
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pond, in the late evening light, someplace in the 
northeast. The surface is mirror smooth except 
for a trout rising on an insect, concentric ripples 
reaching out toward the distant shoreline. I know 
this kind of place. I’ve spent many days in and 
around northeast ponds. I have witnessed trout 
rising. These lakes are magical, like so many 
places in nature. I have learned to sit quietly and 
let the stillness speak, a skill useful in creating 
sacred spaces in the higher education classroom 
where the heart of the student can rise toward 
knowing. 

With the image of the pond in my mind, the 
ripples from the rising trout, and Mark’s question 
as an invitation to reflect. I thought of the 
following truths about teaching. The pond exists 
only in relationship to the shoreline, the trees 
reflected on its surface, the loon calling from a 
hidden cove, and the ethereal nature of the sky. 
Yet in the midst of the bigness that is more 
inclusive than all that is seen, a single solitary 
trout rises as it is called to do by the enduring 
wisdom of its species. An understanding passed 
down generation to generation in response to the 
particularities of this specific pond; the DNA of 
thriving, collectively held in trust by all trout. 

The metaphor of “rising” resonate with my 
sense of courage and teaching and suggests two 
pedagogical truths. One, to initiate change I must 
rise with fearlessness from the deep and safe 
places of my teaching, the predictable 
instructional water I know well. I must be willing 
to break the surface of my tried and true, to 
venture into the less secure and somewhat alien 
environment beyond the surface of the pond. 
Although fearful at times I know I must rise like 
my mentors (Rendon, hooks, and Palmer) in 
response to a force essential to my instructional 
life. As every trout understands, food and 
survival exist just on and slightly above the 
surface of the divided worlds. I’m at my best as a 
professor when I’m willing to leave behind 
comfort and rise toward the surface disturbances 
signaling wholeness in the form of risk, 
uncertainty, danger, and the potential rewards of 
transcendence.   

The second element of the trout that speaks to 
courage in my teaching are the ripples migrating 
outward from the impulse of the rising trout to 
risk the unknown. Their gentle presence disturbs 
the quiet surface of the pond as they work their 
way toward the shoreline. As much as 
curriculum, lesson plans, and assessments matter, 
what may ultimately be of greater importance are 
the micro-waves of change created by my smaller 
and more intimate teaching acts. As a professor 
the little things I do matter: saying hello to my 
students as they enter the classroom, listening to 
the ways they struggle with content, breathing 
deeply before I engage a student in conversation, 
and trusting my instructional instincts.  

Mark’s question comes back to me like an 
insect landing on a pond. “How do you see 
yourself changing the world?” I see myself shifting 
the world of higher education, or more pointedly 
the lives of my students, through little acts of 
instructional integrity. The ripples of prophetic 
imagination, acted on with courage, spread out 
across the surface of my teaching. It is this quite 
and persistent force that will ultimately alter the 
shoreline, the macro-conditions of teaching. 
Change of this nature is prophetic and courageous 
because it is a long and slow process of calling 
everyone to better and more authentic versions 
of self. And it is prophetic because I will likely 
never see, but still believe in, its capacity to 
change for better the institutional imperatives of 
higher education.  

Courage as instructional heresy 
To teach in ways consistent with the metaphor 

of the rising trout is to teach differently. To 
challenge the normative influences of tradition. 
To risk. How is it decided which teaching 
practices fall into the category of accepted 
(orthodoxy) and which instructional moves are 
deemed beyond approved beliefs (heresy)?  How 
does it come to pass that certain approaches to 
teaching are considered orthodoxy and receive 
the wax-imprint of official approval while other 
strategies are labeled heresy and can trigger 
excommunication from a teaching community? 
Perhaps the terms orthodoxy and heresy seem 
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out of place when applied to teaching since they 
are typically associated with communities of faith. 
But in antiquity (2nd and 3rd centuries), 
philosophy and theology were nearly 
indistinguishable, and teaching was the primary 
profession for conveying truth and knowledge to 
students, converts, and community members. 
One group of educators pursued the path of 
theology and became clerical leaders and bishops. 
Another group followed philosophy and the 
pursuit of wisdom, different Truths about the 
world. As more students sought out the teachings 
of this group they founded proto-universities, 
becoming the “thrones of the city”, the 
intellectual and spiritual ancestors of today’s 
professors in higher education (McGukin, 2017).  

I find the language of orthodoxy and heresy 
helpful because it offers a way to think about the 
conflicts that sometimes arise between the inner 
call to serve learners, and the external 
institutional imperatives and national accrediting 
bodies. Heretical pedagogy can decenter the 
traditional metaphors of teaching (competencies 
and indicators) by challenging the ways these 
beliefs and practices become normalized and 
reified. Additionally, heresy illuminates the 
emotional and physical consequences of faculty 
who resist or call into question, through 
prophetic imagination, the established orthodoxy.  

Orthodoxy means right beliefs and heresy is 
anything counter to orthodoxy. As such it is often 
translated as other teaching. What is interesting 
about this distinction is that heresy does not mean 
wrong or incorrect beliefs but rather different 
from the accepted canons (McGukin, 2017). In 
the case of education, it means different from the 
sanctioned beliefs and practices that are held in 
place by the “disimagination machine”. Of course, 
many acts of teaching are wrong. Mean-spirited 
chastisement or teaching that disregards the 
impact of culture or language on learning are 
wrong. These pedagogical moves are incorrect 
because they harm, deny, or diminish the 
humanity of the learner. But I think higher 
education does a disservice to faculty and 
teaching when it confuses heresy with harmful 
actions. We need to be careful, as professors, to 

separate different teaching (heresy) from harmful 
pedagogy (wrong teaching). And we need to 
cultivate the imagination and courage to 
challenge orthodoxy, the teaching practices that 
have become calcified through tradition into 
uncritical compliance with external authorities.    

The potential of orthodoxy to impact 
pedagogy is directly proportional to the power of 
the authority endorsing correct beliefs. Influence, 
rightly applied can be a productive force for 
change, but power wrongly applied can stifle 
instructional imagination, innovation, and 
transformation. The language of orthodoxy and 
heresy speaks to the potential effect of 
institutional power on a professor’s sense of self-
worth and instructional effectiveness. For 
instance, high levels of professional stress and 
uncertainty can, in part, be linked to a university 
culture that directly and indirectly encourage 
faculty to adopt narrow instructional moves and 
beliefs (Berg and Seeber, 2016). Some teachers 
fit the orthodoxy, and that is good, but other 
teachers teach and talk in the language of heresy. 
They seek different truths and different ways to 
teach. In many cases when they feel discredited 
or undervalued, they become disheartened, 
bitter, or leave teaching rather than adapt to the 
conventional norms (Headden, 2014).  

As a profession, higher education would do 
well, it seems, to encourage more instructional 
heretics. Highly effective faculty understand that 
students learn in a variety of approaches and that 
viewing the classroom as an instructional 
monoculture is problematic and less effective. If 
diversity and culturally responsive teaching is 
good for learners, it makes sense that the same 
logic should apply to teachers. The greater the 
diversity of teaching perspectives the more 
responsive a higher education community is to 
unique educational challenges. And one way to 
encourage variety is to create spaces and 
opportunities for the inner life of the professor to 
flourish; that aspect of the teaching-self that is 
unique and particular to each teacher. Faculty 
who have well-reasoned positions counter to the 
orthodoxy should find places to speak their truth 
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while also being challenged to articulate their 
sources of knowing. 

Courage as spiritual formation 
A heresy, a different truth, that is rarely 

spoken of in higher education is spirituality in the 
classroom. By spirituality I mean connection to 
something bigger than self and more expansive 
than self and self-knowing. Spirituality is 
associated with religion, but it is not the same 
thing. As the theologian Dorthee Soelle (2001) 
argues, all people are capable of spiritual 
experiences. In her work as an educator she 
strives to “democratize the mystical experience” 
so that all people, not just the pious few, have 
equal access the wisdom of the divine presence in 
self, others, and the world. In her rich 
description of democratized spirituality, she 
provides specific language and markers that are 
useful for faculty interested in deepening their 
spiritual formation as an educator.  

For Soelle, spirituality means all the diverse 
ways humans describe and form relationships 
with a presence the unifies all forms of knowing 
and being. For secularly inclined professors, 
spiritual can mean something greater than self. 
I’m thinking here of subject matter, the great 
historical narrative of an academic discipline, an 
unwavering dedication to a student, or anything 
that holds the potential for personal or academic 
transcendence (Palmer, 1998). Furthermore, she 
claims that “the trivialization of life is perhaps the 
strongest antimystical force among us”. For 
faculty, “trivialization” of practice comes in the 
form of teacher-proof curriculum that overly 
structures and constrains the instructional life of 
professors. For Soelle, a good way to resist the 
“trivialization of life” is to embrace the spiritual 
elements of experience which all people can 
experience. For me this raises the question, what 
might viewing education through spirituality add 
to my understanding of effective forms of 
teaching?  

According to Soelle, experiences of the spirit 
are mystical. Furthermore, there are two types of 
mystics, individuals who seek pure mystical 
experience and individuals who are interested in 

teaching about mystery. This later group she calls 
the “mystagogues”, educators who by their nature 
teach about the mysteries of knowing. The work 
of the mystagogue is tricky because mysticism 
involves developing a relationship with something 
that can’t be defined, described, or delineated - 
the ineffable of knowing. Yet it can be 
experienced and the mystagogues have developed 
rituals and practices that prepare a person for 
deep spiritual experiences.  

The same description of mystical knowing 
seems true for faculty who experience the inner 
life of teaching. There are scholars who argue 
that the inner life of educators can only be 
experienced, not taught. And there are educators 
who believe that it is possible to connect others 
to the educational energies of the ineffable which 
forms the basis on unity between self and 
academic content. I belong to the latter group. I 
can’t and would never want to mandate a 
spiritual experience for educators or students, 
but I can enable the conditions for the likelihood 
of a mystical experience to occur. By mystical I 
mean the ability of a professor to move beyond 
purely technical approaches to teaching, to 
embrace those aspects of teaching that are 
ineffable, transcendent, and bound to something 
greater than self.  

The mystical nature of classroom as 
sacred space 

In class, I courageously teach one mystery, 
“classroom as sacred space.” I don’t diminish the 
importance of facts and rationalism. They are 
important for reaching outcomes. But it matters 
toward what end formality serves; transaction or 
transcendence. Structure helps with 
transformation, but the spirit of learning is too 
illusive, mystical, and mercurial to yield to a 
programed appearance. I believe that educational 
spaces are physical representations of the 
educator’s inner life. They are a form of 
“complementary curriculum” (Moroye, 2009) 
that reveals, even when faculty try to conceal it, 
the true commitments of the professor. The 
public act of teaching always reveals the “identity 
and integrity” of the educator (Palmer, 1998). As 
such, to be true to my gifts, I try to create 
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gateways of learning for my students that can lead 
toward a spiritual encounter with self and content 
(Kessler, 2000). 

I know from experience that how students 
experience my classroom will directly impact the 
depth and complexity of their learning. When I 
construct educational spaces where rules, 
protocols, and prescribed curriculum are the 
norms, students are likely to approach learning as 
transactional. They adjust, in exchange for a good 
grade, their intellectual and personal longings to 
align with my definition of right actions and right 
thinking. When I teach from a stance of power-
over instead of power-with, the classroom ethos 
is driven by sanctioned behaviors and assignments 
in my syllabus rather than learning that is 
transformative. When the course is finished—the 
grade is given—and there is little need to retain 
the knowledge.  

When I teach toward a classroom as sacred 
space there is often an emergence of instructional 
“moreness”, where my students and I “…go 
beyond what we were and are and become 
something different, somehow new” (Dwayne 
Huebner, 1985, p. 344). When we manage to 
achieve this heightened sense of learning, 
knowledge as commodity is abandoned in favor 
of knowing as transcendent, mysterious, and 
transformational. We experience something akin 
to the sacred, learning worthy of awe and 
respect. The language and experiences of 
spirituality replace the technocratic, product, and 
procedural definitions of education as currency. 
Learning as “moreness” favors a trajectory toward 
novelty for faculty, student, and text. The 
classroom is alive with the possibility of growth 
for all.  

But because classroom as sacred space is often 
heretical it takes courage to enact it. I need 
courage to step away from orthodoxy and offer a 
different way of teaching. And it takes courage, 
perhaps even more courage, for students to 
follow me into the instructional space of 
“moreness”. When I invite them to set aside their 
well-honed traditional ways of learning, they 
often ask how they will be assessed and graded. 
Students, just like faculty, are often confined by 

instructional orthodoxy that favors efficiency 
over the slow, deliberative, and unorthodox 
forms of teaching and learning (Berg and Seeber, 
2016). How might a professor go about creating 
such a classroom? What are the markers of 
classroom as sacred space? How might a 
traditional classroom be transformed into 
“moreness” that invites educator and learners to 
become something different, somehow new?  

The scholarship of spirituality in teaching 
suggests that one of the early stages of sacred 
space formation is shifting the power dynamic in 
the classroom. Instead of the traditional 
dichotomy of professor/student there is an overt 
recognition of both roles being in relationship to 
something greater than either. The formation of 
individual selves becomes unified—not 
homogenized—around a shared experience of 
awe, exploration, and reverence. It is possible to 
envision curriculum as something greater than 
both the student and professor, therefore worthy 
of respect, honor, and appreciation. Parker 
Palmer (1998) invites educators to ask, what is 
this “great thing” in the curriculum toward which 
we are willing to dedicate our life-energy in the 
service of understanding, even while knowing 
that our knowledge will always be tentative and 
transient? 

Another feature of classrooms as sacred space 
is a form of pedagogy that invites learners into a 
transformational relationship with self, others, 
and the curriculum. In the field of education 
there are certain methods of teaching that confine 
and constrain the potential of learners. The 
Brazilian educator and activist Paulo Freire 
(1972) describes this approach to teaching and 
learning as the “banking model of education”. 
Knowledge is broken into pieces that are 
deposited into the minds of students. Another 
example is an overemphasis on lecture which can 
elevate teacher knowledge over learner agency 
(Rice, 2018). In contrast, there are ways to teach 
that empower learners to take agency for their 
intellectual and personal growth. For example, 
assessments that empower students to choose 
their best form of expression to demonstrate 
mastery of the content as well as reflections on 
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ways that the content has “changed” their thinking 
and approach to learning (Eisner, 1994).   

Pedagogy is a practical matter. Faculty seeking 
to create sacred space in the classroom should 
ponder what are the rituals, practices, and 
traditions in their classroom? Do they invite or 
exclude student agency and self-directed 
learning? The rituals, practices, and traditions of 
classrooms as sacred space can be as simple as 
beginning every class with a minute of stillness to 
allow everyone to transition into the learning 
space. Or as intricate as assessments that invite 
learners into deep reflection on changed behavior 
toward others, expanded intellectual 
understandings, or a more nuanced sense of self 
in the world. 

When the choices of curriculum (texts and 
experiences) are influenced by transcendence 
(moreness) rather than measurable outcomes 
(transaction), faculty are better positioned to 
move toward classrooms as sacred space. 
Curriculum is no longer static knowledge to be 
mastered. Instead, it becomes a doorway to 
newness, a portal to personal and communal 
transcendence. The greatness of the academic 
discipline, the foundation of a higher education 
degree, which at times can feel illusive and 
perceived as separate from the learning space is 
now transparent and available to all. 

Courage and the ineffable of teaching 
The challenge for holistic professors is less 

about knowing the inner life exists and more 
about developing a language to live into 
instructional homelessness as they leave behind 
their formal training. The traditionalist model of 
education is built on concrete phenomena: lesson 
plans, instructional strategies, and performance 
indicators anchored in observable behaviors. In 
contrast, the foundational elements of the inner 
life are less tangible and difficult to observe. 
Abraham Heschel (1955) argues, just because 
something is ineffable doesn’t mean it can’t be 
understood and acted on: “The ineffable, then, is 
a synonym for hidden meaning rather than for the 
absence of meaning” (p. 105).  

In support of this thesis, Soelle (2001) 
provides a detailed analysis of mystical 
experiences where the inner life of the person 
finds unity with a presence bigger and more 
inclusive than self and self-knowing. In quoting 
Jan Van Ruysbroeck, Soelle makes a good case 
for the connection between the ineffable qualities 
of the inner life and the outer performance of 
faculty: “Self-knowledge teaches us whence we 
come, where we are and whither we go” (p. 77). 
In other words, as Palmer states: “We teach who 
we are” (p. 7). The stronger the sense of self 
knowledge the more effective and authentic 
teaching becomes. For many professors the 
driving question of their professional identity is a 
bit mysteries and elusive. How do I teach in ways 
that honors my calling, my gifts, and my vocation 
to educate while resisting the deformation of self 
that can accompany the role of faculty?   

Judy Brown (2016), in her poem, Wooden 
Boats, offers an answer by asking a question of her 
own. This is what poets do. They give voice to 
the ineffable. Poets model for educators the value 
of asking deep questions instead of defaulting to 
the “disimagination” strategy of technical 
answers. Brown, for instance, employs the 
metaphor of shipbuilding to capture the 
mysterious nature of inner identity: “Could we 
return to more of craft / within our lives, / and 
feel the way the grain of wood runs true…”. I 
hear Brown asking what it would take for faculty 
to return to a teaching posture that honors the 
call to teach. To make visible the daily practice of 
honoring the internal drive to educate. What 
might instructional life look like that is full and 
robust instead of desiccated like “sand and dust”? 
In what ways can professors set their teaching 
keel deep in the water of curriculum and 
instruction so that their practice runs true to its 
making?   

Brown continues her analysis of true teaching 
by asking another question: “could we recall what 
we have known / but have forgotten, / the gifts 
within ourselves, / each other too, / and thus 
transform a world… (by) shaping steaming oak 
boards / upon the hulls of wooden boats?”  In the 
wonderful ways that poets use language to 
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obscure surface interpretations while also 
revealing deeper truths, Judy Brown puts form 
around the ineffable of courageous teaching. It is 
pedagogy that “runs true to its making”. It resists 
the forces of deformation; the normalizing pull of 
the “disimagination machine”.    

To teach with courage, Brown suggests, 
requires multiple elements. The first is to 
approach teaching as if it were a craft worthy of 
slow and attentive mastery of both the technical 
and ineffable elements. To feel the ways the grain 
of teaching runs true to the unique texture of a 
teacher’s inner-life. The second key is to linger 
and enjoy (Soelle’s notion of “bliss”) teaching by 
developing the skill of listening to the voice in the 
heart of the educator; a voice present but often 
quieted by the noise of institutional necessity. 
The next essential element is community. Brown 
argues that the best way to enliven inner knowing 
is with the help of other faculty who are also 
searching for the fullness of their teaching. 
Instead of solitary shipwrights, each perfecting 
their craft in isolation, a community of higher 
education professors can offer each other shared 
support and the free exchange of knowledge.  

Attending to the ineffable of teaching as a 
source of courage and resistance is more than a 
process of meditation, reflection, or mindfulness. 
As necessary and essential as these skills are, 
instructional courage is an embodied practice. 
Embodied faculty have no choice but to teach 
through the wisdom of their bodies, particularly 
their heart. They have no choice because that is 
who they are at their instructional core. Just as 
planks form a ship, embodiedness is the teacher’s 
being. To act otherwise is to teach out of a sense 
of self falsehood that students will sense and 
respond to in kind by hiding their true self. When 
asked to describe an inauthentic professor, a 
student offered the apt image of a cardboard 
cutout who’s “words float somewhere in front of 
their faces, like balloon speech in a cartoon” 
(Palmer, 1998, p. 11).  

Laura Rendon (2014) in her book Sentipensante 
draws a distinction between lived embodiedness 
and disembodied rationalism when examining the 
inner life of faculty. Instead of embracing the 

Cartesian view of “I think therefore I am” she 
argues for a more holistic framing of teaching, “I 
belong therefore I am”. Belonging as 
connectedness, being part of a group (external 
embodiment) and being in close relationship to 
one’s inner life (internal embodiment). To truly 
belong to a group is to be recognized as a distinct 
person inhabiting a particular body. To belong 
internally is to know your moods, emotions, 
gifts, shadows, and the places in your body where 
you hold pain or experience joy. I can tell when 
I’m more or less in my body as a professor. The 
more I feel grounded and centered, rooted into 
the classroom space, the more I am energized and 
connected to the content and to my students. I’m 
alive and flourishing in the instructional space.  

bell hooks (2003), an educator concerned 
about embodied teaching and inner authority, 
expresses a sense of compassion for faculty who 
are weary. They embody a sense of disconnection 
from themselves, their students, and their 
content knowledge. They tend to project a 
feeling of being held firmly in the grips of the 
“disimagination machine”. Her antidote to this 
sense of professional weariness is attentiveness to 
spiritual energy and wellness. It is from the deep 
sources of passion that embodied teaching flows 
through the hands of the teacher and into the 
hearts of students.  

For both Rendon and hooks the move toward 
teaching as an embodied practice means dropping 
the metaphor of student as object and embracing 
the understanding of learner as autonomous 
subject; a body with unique qualities and 
characteristics. Additionally, faculty as subject 
can meet student as subject in an embodied 
emancipatory-relationship of mutual respect, 
appreciation, and empathy. This is what Parker 
Palmer (1998) terms a community of truth 
inhabited by real-selves courageously pursuing 
real questions of meaning and purpose.  

It is only after the inner wisdom of teaching 
emerges that the stiff wood of standards and 
structured curriculum can be steamed and bent 
to the hull of pedagogy. Now the world of 
teaching takes form and is ready to venture, with 
courage and hope, from the harbor into the 
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waters of instructional homelessness. Now the 
vessel of one’s calling can run true to its making 
while responding with intention to the external 
requirements of teaching.  

Conclusion 
To rise again and again with no guarantee that 

my teaching will yield learning, only the promise 
of something new, is an example of courageous 
teaching. To embrace heretical forms of 
pedagogy requires inner courage, a willingness to 
make instructional moves grounded in a form of 
hope that is not guaranteed. Victoria Safford 
(2015) describes this type of confident resistance 
as a “…lonely place, the place of truth-telling, 
about your own soul first of all and its condition. 
The place of resistance and defiance, the piece of 
ground from which you see the world both as it is 
and as it could be, as it will be; the place from 
which you glimpse not only struggle, but the joy 
of the struggle.” Dorthee Soelle (2001), names 
this form of truth-telling and truth-living as 
mystical. It contains contrasting experiences of 
“…bliss and simultaneously it makes one 

homeless. It takes people out of the home they 
have furnished for themselves into homelessness” 
(p. 196). 

Long ago I claimed, or better yet was claimed 
by, the identity of educator. Teaching is the 
unique spark of the ineffable that glows most 
fervently in my heart. It is my gift, my calling, 
and my passion. I have also come to realize that 
my deepest experiences with a pedagogy of 
transcendence and transformation fall into the 
category of mysticism. Given my spiritual 
tendencies and mystagogical orientation to 
curriculum I’m frequently looking for and 
inclined toward models or descriptions of 
teaching that anchor teaching in mystery. I’m 
increasingly comfortable with the sense of 
perpetual instructional homelessness as I rise to 
the unexpected moments of transcendence in the 
classroom. And I’m increasingly aware that my 
success as an educator is contingent on my ability 
to cultivate and trust an embodied sense of 
courageous fearlessness. 
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Curriculum-Centered Barriers to Child-Centered Practice 

and Frames for Resistance 

Northern Arizona University 
brian.stone@nau.edu

Introduction 
A curriculum-centered paradigm in education 

has marginalized, and in some arenas, even 
stigmatized child-centered practice in K-12 
schools. Curriculum-centered philosophy and 
practice is informed and supported by 
neoliberalism, behaviorism, and positivism 
(Moore, 2011). It typically manifests an anti-
democratic, authoritarian influence, and operates 
in a top-down manner that de-prioritizes the 
agency of individual teachers and students. 
Furthermore, it is promulgated through 
hegemonic forces in American politics and 
education. However, the authentic nature of 
teaching, learning, and assessing through a child-
centered paradigm is a valid, research-based 
theoretical framework worthy of continued 
scholarly attention and practice in American 
classrooms (Copple & Bredekamp, 2009; Dewey, 
1938, 1966; Elkind, 1989; Fosnot, 2005; Piaget, 
1952). Therefore, this paper outlines the nature 
of the struggle of child-centered educators 
attempting to operate in a curriculum-centered 
system through clearly defined frameworks, 
through the lenses of resistance literature, and 
through examples from the author’s own 
experiences and observational spheres. Finally, 
the paper suggests modes of resistance for child-
centered educators situated in an often hostile 
environment. While the scope of this work rests 
mostly in the realm of K-8 education, the 
principles discussed could be applied to 
secondary and even higher education. 

Curriculum-centered education dominates 
schools, and is defined as instruction that is “most 
effectively and efficiently transmitted through 
methods that impose curricular order and is 
characterized by pedagogical methods that 

presume teacher as authority, learning through 
repetition, and learning as a quantifiable 
outcome” (Pinnegar & Erickson, 2010, p. 849-
850). In curriculum-centered approaches, the 
needs of the child are not seriously considered 
(Gray, 2014). Instead, the content must be 
taught in a pre-conceived order, at a pre-
determined pace, and children are endlessly, 
collectively mined for assessment data that does 
not necessarily support them as learners (Kohn, 
2010a; Robinson, 2015b). At the heart of the 
curriculum-centered paradigm is standardization, 
which influences the selection of the curriculum, 
pacing, and high-stakes accountability measures 
that overemphasize quantitative data (tests). 
Standardization also fits within the goals of 
neoliberalism, privatization, and behavioral 
objectives that plague many schools, centering 
power in the hands of the government and school 
hierarchy. 

In sharp contrast to curriculum-centeredness, 
a child-centered approach is defined as the 
intrinsically motivated, interest-based, 
developmental learning of a child, which is 
rooted in constructivism and progressivism 
(Coughlin, Hansen, Heller, Kaufmann, Stolberg 
& Walsh, 1997). In a child-centered paradigm, 
the teacher’s role is to respond to the interests of 
children, respect their individual strengths and 
needs, foster natural curiosity, and promote 
cooperation (Coughlin et al., 1997). Child-
centeredness prioritizes the child over the needs 
of the curriculum by respecting their individual 
background, development, culture, socio-
economic circumstances, and abilities. Therefore, 
the need to deliver a standardized curriculum to 
all is scratched in favor of catering to the needs of 
every child, and a dynamic learning environment 
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is created that matches the development, 
interests, and background of each individual. 
Reversing the power structure, child-
centeredness empowers children over the 
curriculum and supports teacher autonomy in 
providing a child-centered learning environment. 

Though there are numerous critiques of a 
curriculum-centered, standards-based system, 
there is often a mistaken praxis among teachers 
who confuse their curriculum-centered pedagogy 
with child-centered theory and practice. This is 
an example of the illusory truth effect or self-
deception in that educators pass off curriculum-
centered practice using child-centered language. 
For example, many teachers and schools will 
label themselves as child-centered when they in 
fact prioritize the delivery of the curriculum. The 
author of this paper has spent over a decade 
researching child-centered practice and observing 
the curriculum-centered system as a practicing 
elementary teacher and currently as an education 
professor. To frame these two paradigms as 
mutually exclusive is not a false dilemma or false 
dichotomy. With a plethora of studies providing 
evidence for the inimitability of the learning 
process including child development as a key 
factor, a standardized approach to teaching, 
learning, and assessing is not a viable approach 
(Hagopian, 2014; Ravitch, 2010). This idea is 
reflected in the failure of No Child Left Behind 
(Goodman, Shannon, Goodman, & Rapoport, 
2004; Karp, 2014; Kohn, 2010b; Ravitch, 2010). 
Therefore, there is no logical fallacy in viewing 
the prioritization of curriculum delivery versus 
the prioritization of individual learning as two 
separate paradigms. If children are prioritized 
over the delivery of the curriculum, then 
teaching, learning, and assessment take on an 
entirely different set of rules in the school setting 
than what is evident in many American 
classrooms. Rather than exploring a simple 
dichotomy of the two paradigms, the following 
sections present an in-depth description of child-
centered practice, a rationale for why 
curriculum-centered approaches have become the 
dominant framework in education, and how the 
system has precluded child-centered approaches. 

Finally, the author discusses resistance 
opportunities and suggestions for systematic 
change. 

A Theoretical Framework for Child-
Centered Education 

Child-centered approaches acknowledge and 
respect children, including their unique heritage, 
socio-cultural influences, socio-economic 
circumstances, family life, unique physiological 
and cognitive development, prior knowledge, 
social and emotional development and well-being 
(Coughlin et al., 1997; Murphy, 2020; Ruck, 
Peterson-Badali & Freeman, 2017; Stone & 
Burriss, 2019). While educators in a curriculum-
centered system could certainly respect these 
aspects, the approach does not foster a learning 
environment that respects the differences among 
children (Pedersen & Liu, 2003). Standards call 
for the content to be presented on a universal 
timeline with benchmarks for learning, 
behavioral objectives, and universal assessment. 
Private curriculum programs that are aligned 
with the standards call for universal instruction, 
pacing, and script every aspect of the teaching, 
learning, and assessment process. 

Conversely, the role of the curriculum in a 
child-centered environment is to support the 
individual learner with respect to their 
development and interests. Therefore, the 
curriculum would manifest differently for each 
individual including differences in timelines and 
content, and it would be cultivated through a 
variety of learning pathways. Assessment would 
authentically match the individual child and be 
used to design future learning environments and 
experiences for the child to explore new content. 
In a child-centered environment, there would be 
no standards, no benchmarks, and no explicit 
whole group instruction. In other words, the 
curriculum would be highly malleable, and 
dependent upon the individuals in the classroom. 
In addition, child-centered philosophy extends far 
beyond the academic/curricular realm. It is most 
significantly developmental and constructivist in 
nature (Brooks & Brooks, 1999; Copple & 
Bredekamp, 2009). 
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Using constructivism in child-centered 
practice means teachers should take on a 
“radically different approach to instruction from 
that used in most schools” (Fosnot, 2005, ix). 
Furthermore, a constructivist approach deals with 
knowledge as an emergent, developmental, 
nonobjective, viable construct[ion] of 
explanations by people “engaged in meaning-
making in cultural and social communities of 
discourse” (Fosnot, 2005, ix). A constructivist 
approach allows children to develop meaning in 
an interactive environment as they construct an 
understanding of the world through meaningful, 
relevant experiences (Coughlin et al., 1997). A 
constructivist, child-centered classroom would 
allow children to build meaning through 
divergent pathways rather than following one, 
prescribed teacher-created pathway. In close 
relation, child-centered classrooms would use an 
inquiry-based approach that “empowers student 
voice and honors student choice, increases 
motivation and engagement, fosters curiosity, 
and enables students to take ownership over their 
own learning” (Mackenzie & Bathurst-Hunt, 
2018, 17-18). 

Child-centered classrooms utilize multiage 
education. In curriculum-centered schools, 
children are batched by age, as if that is a more 
significant factor in learning than development 
and dragged through the prescribed curriculum at 
a grueling pace, which provides them the same 
knowledge and skills as others. However, in 
multiage classrooms, children are grouped in 
various age groupings (usually three ages). The 
benefits of multiage education include highly 
developmental approaches, social-cross-age 
learning, and the development of familial 
relationships among and between students and 
the teacher (Stone & Burriss, 2019).  

A whole child approach is a key component of 
child-centeredness, and would address the 
physical, social, emotional, cultural, and even 
spiritual needs of the child in addition to 
cognitive/academic needs (Guo, 2015; Lim & 
Renshaw, 2001; Mack, 2008; Noddings, 2005). 
This is why the term child-centered is a more 
appropriate term than student-centered, or learner-

centered. The two latter terms, though used 
extensively in the literature, imply a curricular 
orientation. The terms student or learner 
demonstrate an emphasis on the academic. The 
term child-centered uses person-first language that 
respects the entire array of the human experience 
and does not limit the scope of human education. 
According to Darling-Hammond and Cook-
Harvey (2018), a whole child approach is 
characterized by development, variability, 
healthy relationships, various contexts of 
childhood, social-emotional learning, and the 
active construction of knowledge through 
meaningful experiences. 

In addition to the whole child approach, child-
centeredness involves a deep knowledge and 
respect for child development. Semrud-Clikeman 
(2018) states that the brain does not mature at 
the same rate in children, and that this means that 
students in a classroom may not be ready to learn 
the same content at the same time and in the 
same way. Maturation of the brain impacts 
learning readiness, and instruction that is above 
or below the child’s level is inappropriate, which 
can lead to aggression, avoidance, and 
disengagement (Semrud-Clikeman, 2018). 
Furthermore, teachers should “never try to speed 
up development;” they can only “enhance it with 
developmentally appropriate and stimulating 
activities that call upon the child to interact and 
communicate with others” (Weissman & 
Hendrick, 2014, p. 9). Teachers need to “respect 
each child’s pace and style of development” 
(Weissman & Hendrick, 2014, p. 9). Child 
development counters the standards argument in 
that a one-size-fits-all approach is inappropriate 
considering the high variability in human 
intelligence, ability, and unique capacity for 
learning. Factors that impact development 
beyond just natural variation are premature birth, 
childhood illness, traumatic emotional 
experiences such as divorce or death of a family 
member, and learning contexts (Semrud-
Clikeman, 2018). How can teachers be called to 
benchmark a skill, conceptual understanding, or 
idea when there is such a high degree of variation 
in the population?  In a truly child-centered 
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system, schools would respect variation in 
development and foster children’s natural 
progression along their own timeline.  

Child-centered education respects cognitive-
contextual theories of intelligence, which would 
emphasize processes that demonstrate 
intelligence in various contexts (Gardner, 2011). 
It adheres to the idea that intelligence is not 
static, and that intelligence manifests differently 
at different times according to the unique 
attributes of the child and their contextual 
circumstances (Kaufman, 2011). Furthermore, 
intelligence is not fixed at birth, and exhibits 
considerable plasticity over time (Kaufman, 
2011). Since there is evidence for the 
manifestation of multiple domains of intelligence 
(Perveen, 2018), a child-centered approach 
would allow for the flexibility of teaching, 
learning, and assessment to match the variations 
of intelligence in the classroom population. Along 
with a respect for diverse forms of intelligence, 
child-centered education promotes integration 
and a multidisciplinary approach that allows for 
meaningful connections to the topic, and 
connections between and within subjects (Drake 
& Burns, 2004).  

Child-centered education respects and fosters 
the interests of children. High-interest education 
has led to “considerably more developmental 
progress” in children and positive educational 
outcomes (Dunst, Trivette, & Masiello, 2011). 
The key component of interest-based education is 
that it is self-chosen depending on personal or 
situational interest (Kohn, 1993), which would 
be very difficult to allow in a curriculum-
centered environment. Deci (2016) suggests 
intrinsic motivation leads to “deeper, more 
conceptual learning, to greater creativity, and to 
better psychological health,” and that extrinsic 
motivation leads to “routine behaviors, 
memorization, and lower levels of well-being” 
(p. 290). Also, a combination of intrinsic and 
extrinsic motivation does not have an additive 
effect, but actually lowers intrinsic motivation 
(Deci, 2016, p. 289). In close relation, children 
desire autonomy (self-determination) and have a 
strong desire for freedom (Krapp, 2005). This 

does not mean child-centered approaches call for 
total freedom (Assor, Kaplan, & Roth, 2002; 
Coughlin et al., 1997). Rather, an environment is 
created that starts with a foundation of freedom 
and the teacher acts as a guide and facilitator, 
creating learning environments and experiences 
that foster authentic learning, development, and 
interest/choice. Therefore, a child-centered 
environment would be highly democratic, as 
children have the capacity to exercise their voice 
in the co-creation of a curriculum, and the 
teacher gives up control to advance the agency of 
the child. Choice, intrinsic motivation, 
ownership, and engagement are all intertwined 
and valued in child-centered education.  

Child-centered education would involve 
culturally relevant pedagogy as engaging 
difference in the classroom goes beyond 
development and the unique characteristics of the 
individual to socio-cultural influences (Guo, 
2015; Lim & Renshaw, 2001). In a child-
centered classroom, the teacher is culturally 
competent, aware of biases, and willing to 
address inequity (Fink, 2016). Instead of 
reactionary or exclusionary curricula, teachers 
can support students through multicultural 
engagement and a development of the 
understanding of others.  

Instead of highly behavioristic practices, child-
centered education respects the nature of 
children to play, uniquely develop across social, 
emotional, and cognitive domains, and to 
develop ownership of their human experience 
(Coughlin et al., 1997; Delahooke, 2017; 
Murphy, 2020). Child-centered classrooms 
would not be built around control or governed 
by authoritarian practices (Kohn, 1993, 2008). 
Rather, child-centeredness would be 
demonstrated through a respect for democracy, 
choice, and difference. Curriculum-centeredness 
involves controlling the class through rewards 
and punishments to maintain a sterile 
environment that is conducive to the whole-
group instruction of standards-based objectives 
(Kohn, 1999). In child-centered practice, 
teachers would allow substantial socialization and 
collaboration. Teachers would encourage play, 



Professing Education 18 (1&2) 
 Spring and Summer 2020 

 

55 
 

including free play, and foster divergence of the 
curriculum to suit interests and inquiry (Murphy, 
2020). So called “classroom management” is 
reframed as classroom engagement in child-
centered practice, and many factors are 
considered when addressing the behaviors of 
children. Issues may be addressed through 
personal conversation, rational appeal, the de-
centering of one’s point of view, and through 
opportunities for social, emotional, and cognitive 
conflict. Restorative justice is also recommended 
for child-centered practice in that it seeks 
restoration, healing, and purposeful 
consequences that match behaviors (Anfara Jr., 
Evans & Lester, 2013). Most educators view 
restorative justice as incompatible with 
traditional punitive systems as its goals are 
engagement and collaboration rather than the 
control of a one-size-fits-all approach such as 
behavioristic practice (Anfara Jr, Evans & Lester, 
2013). A key difference between the 
behavioristic practices of rewards and 
punishments (extrinsic motivation or classroom 
management) and child-centered engagement is 
that curriculum-centered ideology expects 
control in order to maximize the efficiency of 
content delivery (Kohn, 1999) whereas child-
centered practice promotes intrinsic motivation, 
choice, and ownership for the sake of the child’s 
well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2000).  

Dominant Framework for Curriculum-
Centered Practice and Barriers to 
Child-Centeredness 

The neoliberal agenda in education has led to 
the rise of standardization, high-stakes 
accountability for students and teachers, highly 
behavioristic management systems, and a fanatical 
emphasis on data that has reduced or eliminated 
genuine teaching and learning in schools. 
Neoliberalism has had the effect of increasing 
governmental interference in education and 
eroding democratic process (especially in the 
appointment of school board leadership and the 
consolidation and centralization of power) with 
the key goal of making investments in the 
“development of students’ human capital” 

(Hastings, 2019). In other words, the educational 
system is herding students through a prescribed 
course of content that will enable them and train 
them to contribute to the existing dominant 
framework rather than empowering them to 
explore diverse pathways. Furthermore, it has 
dramatically increased the privatization of 
curriculum, management, and assessment 
materials, and even the privatization of teacher 
training (Hastings, 2019). 

Education is still modeled in the image and 
interests of industrialization and the 
manufacturing model (Robinson, 2010). It is as if 
teachers are assembling a product over time with 
strict guidelines (standards), compliance 
(accountability), and expectations of conformity. 
According to Baltodano (2017), the 
manufacturing model in education is useful in 
creating a “highly hierarchical labor market in 
which a very small, highly paid, managerial class 
supervises a large pool of …workers,” which is 
supported by the current “social efficiency 
movement” (p. 143). The use of “standardized 
testing, accountability, scripted curricula, 
privatization, and union busting represent the 
new version of the efficiency-factory model in the 
modern classroom” (Baltodano, 2017, p. 143). 
As such, the current manifestation of education is 
curriculum-centered, undemocratic, tightly 
monitored and controlled for compliance and 
homogeneity, and above all else, has placed test 
scores on the highest pedestal of achievement 
(Abeles, 2015; FairTest, 2017; Gray, 2013; 
Hagopian, 2014; Noddings, 2011; Ravitch, 2010; 
Robinson, 2015a).  

Barriers to Child-Centered Practice 
The barriers for child-centered teachers 

are numerous and highly challenging. With a 
dominant framework informed by neoliberalism, 
federal and state-mandated standardization, high-
stakes accountability (first from No Child Left 
Behind and continuing under the Every Student 
Succeeds Act), a growing emphasis on data, and 
the predominance of traditional behavioristic 
management systems, teachers have little to no 
capacity for divergent approaches.  
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Among the most significant barriers is a 
standards-based approach. Standards have had the 
effect of removing the decision-making process 
from teachers and schools, and placing those 
decisions with distant politicians or for-profit 
educational industries (i.e. textbook and 
curriculum programs). Standards, like Common 
Core have led to a massive wave of privatization 
that has seen controlling interests from the Gates 
Foundation and Pearson and have provided an 
opportunity for the shift of education to a 
“market-based, non-unionized, privately 
managed system” (Karp, 2014). Furthermore, 
standards have led to test-based teacher 
evaluation systems, sanitized versions of history, 
politics, and culture, and scripted curriculum for 
teachers (Karp, 2014). Meanwhile, standards 
have done little to address inequality, close the 
achievement gap, or provide better opportunities 
for all students (Kohn, 2010a, 2010b; O’Neil & 
Tell, 1999; Strauss, 2016).  

Teachers, attempting to operate in a child-
centered paradigm, are stifled by standards. 
Instead of catering to child-development, 
teachers must adhere to conveniently pre-
packaged, standards-based curriculum programs 
that pace the instruction of content for all 
students. Therefore, teachers are coerced into a 
coverage mindset, with the goal of delivering the 
standards-based curriculum rather than helping 
individual students learn on their own 
developmental timeline. The standards often 
preclude student interest, culturally relevant 
pedagogy, and opportunities for exploring 
divergent content. To be child-centered in a 
standards-based, curriculum-centered system is 
to be in constant struggle between one’s beliefs 
and oppressive systematic realities.  

In close relation to standards-based 
approaches, high-stakes accountability measures 
have led to the practice of data mining rather than 
genuine teaching and learning. The obsession 
with data has furthered the education crisis and 
has led to teachers spending more time gathering 
and interpreting data than actual classroom 
teaching (Koster-Marcon, 2018). Furthermore, 
there is “no confidence that the information will 

lead to improved outcomes for pupils” (Koster-
Marcon, 2018, para. 2). 

In the 2019 National Assessment of 
Educational Progress (NAEP) report, there exists 
a significant gap in the reading and math 
achievement of white students as compared to 
their black and Hispanic peers (NAEP, 2019). A 
wide gap also exists between socio-economic 
levels of students (NAEP, 2019). The majority of 
students tested were below the NAEP Proficient 
level. Since the 1990’s, the score gains on the 
NAEP tests have been minimal (though 
statistically significant), and most students are 
still underperforming (basic or below basic 
understanding). Two decades of an achievement-
driven, score-based purpose in education have 
failed to produce results. 

Despite the non-existent improvement of 
scores, and the very real impact that standardized 
testing has on various marginalized populations, 
the testing continues. In fact, schools evaluate 
teachers using their students’ test scores. 
However, according to the Economic Policy 
Institute (2010), “there are good reasons to be 
concerned about claims that measuring teachers’ 
effectiveness largely by student test scores will 
lead to improved student achievement” (para. 3). 
Some contend that an individual teacher’s 
effectiveness as determined by their students’ 
tests scores assumes “that student learning is 
measured well by a given test, is influenced by 
the teacher alone, and is independent from the 
growth of classmates” (Darling-Hammond, 
Amrein-Beardsley, Haertel & Rothstein, 2012, p. 
8). Teachers can even lose their jobs if their 
students score poorly (Barshay, 2016). This has 
the effect of placing immense pressure on 
teachers to conform to the practices and 
expectations of the curriculum-centered system. 
The stress this pressure places on teachers leads 
to burn out, anxiety, teaching to the test, and not 
doing what is best for children (Overman, 2019). 
Standardized tests cannot continue to be thrown 
at students with an expectation that things will 
change (Strauss, 2019). Even if schools were able 
to accomplish the dubious goal of improving test 
scores, it does not mean that students are 
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genuinely learning, or able to effectively function 
in a complex, diverse society (Popham, 1999). 
The education system has been built on a culture 
of testing, with math and language arts given top 
priority to the exclusion or elimination of art, 
music, social studies, and science (Walker, 
2014). Darling-Hammond states, “if all of that 
testing had been improving us, we would have 
been the highest-achieving nation in the world” 
(as cited in Strauss, 2019). According to FairTest 
(2012), standardized tests do not measure the 
ability to think deeply, critically, or creatively. 
Standardized tests are often subjective, 
unreliable, unhelpful to teachers, and do not 
reflect current knowledge about how children 
learn (FairTest, 2012). Yet, our system presses 
on doing more of the same, but to an extreme 
level, with the expectation that the foundational 
flaws can somehow be fixed with superficial 
educational reform.  

Resistance Literature 
Paris and Lung (2008) describe some of the 

substantial barriers to child-centered teachers, 
but suggest pathways for resistance to the 
curriculum-centered system. In their research on 
teacher agency, many teachers “succumb to 
prescriptions and pacing schedules that fail too 
many children,” and teachers are “unable to 
maintain a child-centered stance in the face of 
standardization” (Paris & Lung, 2008, p. 253). 
They suggest that teachers utilizing a child-
centered, developmentally appropriate, and 
culturally responsive approach have to have the 
freedom to construct curricula that respects the 
“strengths, needs, interests, experiences, and 
values of…children…as opposed to [being] 
implementers of a curriculum intended for a 
generic group of children by someone outside the 
classroom” (Paris & Lung, 2008, p. 253). Their 
recommended frame of resistance is teacher 
agency. Based in their research, they recommend 
that teachers who strongly adhere to child-
centered philosophy work to act on those beliefs 
even in schools that do not support their 
convictions through the qualities of exercising 
autonomy, a healthy perception of self-efficacy, 

being intentional, and being reflective (Paris & 
Lung, 2008).  

Another researcher found that curriculum-
centered education (they use the term teacher-
centered) is the norm due to factors of 
overcrowding in schools (high student to teacher 
ratios), and that the expectations of a 
standardized curriculum, and a high pressure 
testing environment are barriers to child-
centered practice (they use the term student-
centered) (Jabbour, 2013). Furthermore, 
participant teachers in the study felt they did not 
have enough time to teach the standards and meet 
the needs of all learners, and therefore chose to 
teach the standards since that was the 
expectation. The recommendations from the 
study indicated that strong and supportive school 
leadership is the most critical factor in 
determining whether teachers will feel 
comfortable using a child-centered approach or 
not, and that teachers need meaningful 
professional development to successfully 
integrate child-centered practice in their 
classrooms (Jabbour, 2013). Based on this 
research, a child-centered frame for resistance 
needs at least some support from administration 
in order to have a chance for successful 
implementation.  

In yet another study, researchers noted that 
child-centered, constructivist practices are often 
met with multiple levels of skepticism including 
conceptual, pedagogical, cultural, and political 
challenges that make the shift from curriculum-
centered instruction to child-centered practice 
extremely difficult (Windschitl, 2002). 
However, in accord with recommendations for 
teacher agency, the research suggests teacher 
beliefs are a powerful tool in guiding instructional 
practice and helping create meaningful change in 
school settings (Pedersen & Liu, 2003). 
Furthermore, teaching, learning, and assessment 
must be aligned with teacher beliefs (Pedersen & 
Liu, 2003). Teachers will be more likely to 
utilize child-centered practices when their beliefs 
are respected, they are supported through 
professional development, and they have a 
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common definition and framework for child-
centered practice (Pedersen & Liu, 2003).  

The following examples of resistance come 
from the author’s previous research scholarship 
on the subject. university faculty, pre-service, 
and practicing elementary teachers were 
interviewed about their experiences with barriers 
to child-centered practice. In higher education, 
standardized accreditation directives and 
neoliberalism in university culture have caused a 
significant erosion of academic freedom and 
democracy in teacher education, which has had 
the effect of mirroring higher education with the 
curriculum-centered nature of K-12 schools’ 
authoritarianism, expectations for compliance, 
anti-intellectualism, data-mania, and even 
movements towards prescribed curriculum 
(Stone, 2017). These traits were reflected in 
teacher education candidates’ perceptions as 
well. The practicing elementary teachers 
demonstrated similar experiences with 
standardization, testing, pacing, and a culture of 
compliance (Stone, 2017).  Recommendations 
from this study included encouraging teachers at 
all levels to become activists who support 
academic freedom and democracy, and to spread 
awareness of the importance of child-centered 
practice (Stone, 2017).  

In previous auto-ethnographic research 
conducted by the author, the same story of 
curriculum-centered dominance over child-
centered practice emerged. In reflecting on 
personal experiences in elementary teaching and 
in higher education, the author pondered, “I think 
of all those teachers and university faculty 
operating under an oppressive, high-pressure, 
performance-based system,” and wonder “if there 
is room for dissent” (Stone, 2019, p. 167). 
Recommendations from this literature included 
continuing resistance discourse and scholarship, 
increasing professional development 
opportunities, and forming stronger collective 
networks for child-centered educators (Stone, 
2019).  

As examples of the struggles teachers face, 
and based on anecdotal evidence (from the 
author’s former teacher education students), the 

following two stories represent power and 
resistance within the frameworks of curriculum 
and child-centered education. A new teacher 
tried to use child-centered practices in her first 
year of teaching; she set up choice-based centers. 
The principal noticed what she was doing and 
asked her to discontinue the centers. Politely 
resisting, the primary teacher asked for a few 
weeks to gather evidence on the children’s 
growth while using centers. The principal agreed. 
However, after a few weeks, the teacher was 
notified she needed to discontinue the use of 
centers in favor of a direct instruction teaching 
approach. In a continued effort, the teacher 
showed the principal that her children were doing 
well and even scored higher on tests than other 
children in the school, plus her children were 
enjoying school. Even with evidence to support 
her practice including higher test scores, her 
choice in directing her children’s learning was 
denied. Eventually, the teacher left the school. 

In contrast, another first-year teacher found 
herself in a similar situation. The school had a 
strict curriculum-centered philosophy with 
scripted programs and substantial compliance 
measures. The new teacher complied at first, and 
then began to find increasingly bold ways to 
resist. She taught scripted lessons when the 
administration observed, which was often, but 
then decided to use centers, projects, and flexible 
(non- ability, heterogeneous) small group 
instruction (when not being observed) in an 
attempt to engage students’ interests and cater to 
developmental levels, all of which were expressly 
banned practices in the school. School 
administration even threatened her with a written 
improvement plan and a non-renewal of her 
contract if she did not comply. The teacher 
continued to defy the school administration’s 
wishes when she was not being observed. 
Administration eventually found out about her 
non-compliance, but by the time they did, her 
students’ test scores (they were tested frequently 
throughout the year) had risen substantially in 
correlation with her increasing use of child-
centered approaches. Her students had the 
highest test scores in the entire school and the 
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third-highest scores in the entire district. In the 
first few months of school when she was only 
using the recommended curriculum programs 
and strategies, her students’ test scores were 
low-average. As she began implementing child-
centered strategies, there was a noticeable 
upward trend in scores. In a surprising move (to 
the teacher), the school administration accepted 
her practice and allowed her to continue.  

Though anecdotal in nature, these two 
examples demonstrate two significant facets of 
the dominant, curriculum-centered power in 
education. First, school administration has 
inordinate amounts of control, as granted by state 
and federal mandates, to dictate individual 
teacher’s practice in an effort to conform 
classroom teaching to the likeness of 
neoliberalism and behaviorism (Baltodano, 2012; 
Hursh, 2000). School administrators have a 
“desire for administrative control, a narrow view 
of teacher expertise, and an emphasis on 
standardized approaches and outcomes” 
(Sandholtz & Scribner, 2006). High control has 
led to the marginalization of divergent teaching 
practices such as child-centered approaches. 
Second, the goal of many school administrations 
has evolved into a singular focus on producing 
quantitative assessment data that can be used to 
justify the strict, curriculum-centered practices 
(Abeles, 2015). Schools want high test scores and 
may allow a child-centered teacher some freedom 
if they can prove the worth of their practice. This 
focus is highly problematic, and serves to 
perpetuate a hostile, hegemonic system that 
suppresses any meaningful attempts to change the 
educational system.  

Abeles (2015), in her book, Beyond Measure, 
also makes a strong case for changing our current 
system. She gives numerous examples of how the 
system not only affects teachers who are trying to 
push children through the curriculum to attain 
high test scores, but how this “sickness” also 
impacts the children and their well-being as well 
as families and their home life. Abeles (2015) has 
proactively united parents to become advocates 
for their children. She advises parents to remind 
teachers that their children are more than a test 

score, to opt their children out of standardized 
tests, to encourage teachers with positive notes 
when they are providing child-centered practices, 
and to encourage the schools to use authentic 
assessment tools. Abeles also advises parents to 
become advocates and activists for school change 
by organizing parent groups, using social media, 
and creating a network of likeminded parents and 
teachers who pursue child-centered approaches.  

Supports for Resistance 
Curriculum centered education is the 

dominant paradigm in American education. It is 
informed by neoliberal ideology, and is 
represented by behaviorism, data-mining, 
control, compliance, and standardization. 
Informed teachers must make the choice between 
what they believe is right, and what is expected. 
Acts of resistance or noncompliance are risky as 
they could lead to marginalization, loss of 
respect, and even loss of employment (Education 
Commission, 2020). However, resistance is 
needed in order to avoid passive oppression, 
which sees the harmful effects of oppression 
continue simply through the inactivity of teachers 
(i.e. doing nothing to stop it) (Perez-Isiah, 2018). 
With that said, teachers should employ child-
centered practices that oppose the top-down 
control structures that would oppress both 
teacher and student. Exercising their right to 
academic freedom, teachers can counteract some 
of the harmful practices that are forced by 
schools.  

The recommendations from the resistance 
literature included exercising agency, needing 
administrative support and professional 
development for child-centered beliefs and 
practices, developing strong child-centered 
networks, increasing activism and promoting 
resistance discourse and scholarship. In order to 
provide supports for child-centered educators, 
the following examples are organizational 
supports that could be effective in helping 
teachers engage with other child-centered 
practitioners. One example would be the 
Progressive Education Network (PEN), which 
seeks “to connect educators with one another to 
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share ideas, practices, and experiences” for the 
purpose of supporting “progressive pedagogy” 
(PEN, 2020). Another organizational support is 
FairTest (The National Center for Fair and Open 
Testing), which supports the development of 
“fair, open…and educationally beneficial 
evaluations of students, teachers, and schools” 
with the purpose of “eliminating the racial, glass, 
gender, and cultural barriers to equal opportunity 
posed by standardized testing” (FairTest, n.d.). 
Another is The Alliance for Self-Directed 
Education (ASDE), which promotes the idea that 
“top-down, coercive systems of schooling, 
imposed by states and nations, violate the human 
rights of children” and that there is “no evidence” 
for the benefit of these types of curriculum-
centered systems (ASDE, 2020). Instead, the 
ASDE promotes child-centered, self-directed 
learning opportunities and environments. These 
are only some of the more progressive, child-
centered organizations that may be helpful.  

A subtle change that teachers can make is that 
of creating a child-centered filter. Everything that 
comes through the filter, like new curriculum 
programs, disciplinary actions, pacing, 
methodology, and behavior management 
programs, for example, could be run through a 
simple checklist such as follows:  

 Is this best for each child (not the 
collective group)?   

 Where/who is this coming from, and 
what interests/purposes does it serve? 

 Is this necessary for the development, 
learning, or growth of the individual? 

 Is this expected in order to feed the data 
machine of the school, district, state, 
etc…, or is in the best interests of the 
individual child? 

 Is the goal the teaching of the curriculum 
or the learning of the child? 

 Is it equitable? 

 Is it meaningful, relevant, connected, or 
transferable? 

 Does it respect choice, autonomy, or 
interest? 

The list is not exhaustive, nor does it need to 
be followed in any order. These ideas simply 
represent some questions that teachers can ask 
themselves to reorient their thinking towards the 
best interests of each child in their classroom.  

Other subtle acts of resistance include 
creating authentic assessments that accurately 
portray student knowledge and understanding, 
are meaningful and relevant, and offer the teacher 
the opportunity to address a child’s unique 
learning needs (Burke, 2005; Wadsworth, 1992). 
These types of assessments may interfere with or 
displace more quantitative, curriculum-centered, 
collective assessment approaches, but could 
result in learning opportunities that are in line 
with each child’s developmental continuum. 
Authentic assessment should replace the 
manufacturing of data for the sake of data, and 
relaying that information to outsiders who have 
no knowledge of the students in the classroom 
(FairTest, n.d.).  

Conclusions 
Child-centered educators face substantial 

challenges from an oppressive curriculum-
centered system. It is possible for teachers to 
gravitate towards the few child-centered schools 
that exist. By choosing a school that is rooted in 
an established philosophical and practical child-
centered paradigm, educators may save the stress 
of fighting against the system. However, 
educators must take caution. As mentioned in the 
introduction, many schools, teachers, and 
administrators will falsely promote themselves as 
child-centered, progressive, developmental, or 
whole child. Furthermore, while choosing a 
child-centered school may be ideal, these schools 
are increasingly hard to find. The restrictive, 
dominant system is also in need in of child-
centered educators to transform the educational 
landscape.  

The overarching argument in this paper is that 
the dominant system of curriculum-centered 
education is in many ways flawed and even 
harmful to children. Furthermore, this system 
precludes other paradigmatic approaches, like 
child-centered education, from thriving or even 
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existing. A plethora of evidence demonstrates the 
benefits of child-centered approaches, and 
educators must resist dominant forces through 
activism, exercising agency, building networks, 
providing professional development, and 
promoting resistance discourse. It is necessary for 
child-centered educators to push back in order to 

affect micro-level change (individual classrooms 
and schools), and it is possible for larger 
networks to exist to begin to change the narrative 
in education. Teachers need these networks of 
resistance to prevent isolationism, and to foster 
grass-roots movements. 
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