
BARUTI K. KAFELE

EQUITY
SOCIAL

JUSTICE
EDUCATION

 THE

  

      Critical Questions for   
      Improving Opportunities
        and Outcomes for       
            Black Students

 
ADVANCE COPY—NOT FINAL. NOT FOR DISTRIBUTION.



1703 N. Beauregard St. • Alexandria, VA 22311-1714 USA
Phone: 800-933-2723 or 703-578-9600 • Fax: 703-575-5400
Website: www.ascd.org • E-mail: member@ascd.org
Author guidelines: www.ascd.org/write

Ranjit Sidhu, CEO & Executive Director; Penny Reinart, Chief Impact Officer; Genny Ostertag, Director, 
Content Acquisitions; Julie Houtz, Director, Book Editing & Production; Liz Wegner, Editor; Thomas Lytle, 
Creative Director; Donald Ely, Art Director; Melissa Johnston, Graphic Designer; Keith Demmons, Senior 
Production Designer; Kelly Marshall, Manager, Project Management; Shajuan Martin, E-Publishing Specialist; 
Christopher Logan, Senior Production Specialist

Copyright © 2021 ASCD. All rights reserved. It is illegal to reproduce copies of this work in print or elec-
tronic format (including reproductions displayed on a secure intranet or stored in a retrieval system or other 
electronic storage device from which copies can be made or displayed) without the prior written permission 
of the publisher. By purchasing only authorized electronic or print editions and not participating in or 
encouraging piracy of copyrighted materials, you support the rights of  authors and publishers. Readers 
who wish to reproduce or republish excerpts of this work in print or electronic format may do so for a small 
fee by contacting the Copyright Clearance Center (CCC), 222 Rosewood Dr., Danvers, MA 01923, USA 
(phone: 978-750-8400; fax: 978-646-8600; web: www.copyright.com). To inquire about site licensing 
options or any other reuse, contact ASCD Permissions at www.ascd.org/permissions or permissions@ascd.
org. For a list of vendors authorized to license ASCD e-books to institutions, see www.ascd.org/epubs. Send 
translation inquiries to translations@ascd.org.

ASCD® and ASCD LEARN. TEACH. LEAD.® are registered trademarks of ASCD. All other trade-
marks contained in this book are the property of, and reserved by, their respective owners, and are used for 
editorial and informational purposes only. No such use should be construed to imply sponsorship or endorse-
ment of the book by the respective owners.

All web links in this book are correct as of the publication date below but may have become inactive or 
otherwise modified since that time. If you notice a deactivated or changed link, please e-mail books@ascd.
org with the words “Link Update” in the subject line. In your message, please specify the web link, the book 
title, and the page number on which the link appears.

PAPERBACK ISBN: 978-1-4166-3017-3    ASCD product #121060    
PDF E-BOOK ISBN: 978-1-4166-3018-0; see Books in Print for other formats.
Quantity discounts are available: e-mail programteam@ascd.org or call 800-933-2723, ext. 5773, or 703-
575-5773. For desk copies, go to www.ascd.org/deskcopy.

ASCD Member Book No. FY21-7 (May 2021 P). ASCD Member Books mail to Premium (P), Select (S), 
and Institutional Plus (I+) members on this schedule: Jan, PSI+; Feb, P; Apr, PSI+; May, P; Jul, PSI+; Aug, 
P; Sep, PSI+; Nov, PSI+; Dec, P. For current details on membership, see www.ascd.org/membership.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Names: Kafele, Baruti K., author.  
Title: The equity and social justice education 50 : critical questions for 
   improving opportunities and outcomes for Black students / Baruti K. 
   Kafele.  
Other titles: Equity and social justice education fifty  
Description: Alexandria, VA : ASCD, [2021] | Includes bibliographical 
   references and index. 
Identifiers: LCCN 2021004463 (print) | LCCN 2021004464 (ebook) | ISBN 
   9781416630173 (Paperback) | ISBN 9781416630180 (PDF)  
Subjects: LCSH: Educational equalization--United States. | Social 
   justice--Study and teaching--United States. | Blacks--Education--United 
   States. | Discrimination in education. | Critical pedagogy--United 
   States. 
Classification: LCC LC213.2 .K33 2021  (print) | LCC LC213.2  (ebook) | DDC 
   379.2/60973--dc23 
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021004463
LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021004464

30 29 28 27 26 25 24 23 22 21 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

 
ADVANCE COPY—NOT FINAL. NOT FOR DISTRIBUTION.



I know definitively that if George Floyd and Breonna Taylor 
were alive today, I would not have written this book at this 
juncture in my literary journey. Their deaths compelled me  
to write this book now, so it is only right and fitting that I 
dedicate The Equity & Social Justice Education 50 to their 

memories.
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Sometime between 2016 and 2017, I observed a seismic 
shift in the education landscape that centered around one 
word: equity. It was quite interesting for me because, prior 

to that time, my use of the word was solely associated with 
home ownership and the net worth of a home. When I started 
hearing various lecturers going hard on the word, I paid atten-
tion. In fact, it resonated with me on a personal level in a way 
that nothing else in education has in my 32 years in the field. 
There are so many new fads and trends that come and go in 
education; I pay attention to some and somewhat ignore those 
that, to my mind, are here today and gone tomorrow. Regard-
ing equity, I concluded early on that it was here to stay as far 
as my work is concerned because I felt that, at heart, I’d always 
been the embodiment of an equity practitioner from the time I 
entered the education profession. I just didn’t have a word to 
attach to it.

It is a given that we all have a story, and in most cases, it is 
quite inspiring and compelling. Although my story is relevant 
to most K–12 students, throughout my 21 years as a teacher, 
assistant principal, and principal, I never once shared it with 
my students. While I knew that my story could inspire them, 
at the time, I just wasn’t comfortable sharing it. In fact, I 
prayed that it never made its way to the parents of my former 
classmates. And then comes this word: equity. Wow! 

As the word equity emerged onto the education landscape 
with a vengeance, and as I was already five or six years 
removed from my principalship, I developed this sense of 
regret. I could have kicked myself for not having shared my 
story—where I’d come from, how I’d evolved, how I got to 
where I was—as so many of my students would have identi-
fied with and benefited from it. They might have viewed me 
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through a different lens as well—one through which I would 
likely have appeared more relatable and relevant, a success 
story. In other words, the word equity evoked for me individ-
uality, identity, and voice. Said differently, it evoked student 
individuality, student cultural identity, and student voice. Those 
three words—individuality, identity, and voice—and the 
meanings behind them, are critical for children in any class-
room (as I will detail as we get deeper into this book).

To lend further clarity, when I refer to my story in the con-
text of equity, I want to briefly bring you inside my academic 
world as a Black male who grew up in East Orange, New 
Jersey, with his mother and maternal grandmother during two 
critical decades—the ’60s and the ’70s. In elementary school, I 
was a good student. I didn’t experience any academic, social, or 
emotional challenges. By the time I completed middle school, 
however, I had completely lost interest in school as a result 
of a variety of social and emotional challenges that arose and, 
consequently, led me to feel and internalize the belief that 
I didn’t have the ability to learn and to become successful. I 
mean, I genuinely did not feel that I any longer had the capac-
ity to make sense of or retain what was being taught to me in 
class. Throughout my high school years, I attended four high 
schools over a five-year period—ultimately graduating with a 
grade point average of 1.5! I went on to a two-year junior col-
lege, where I spent five years as a full-time student, and from 
which I never graduated. In fact, I didn’t do much more than 
hang out in the student center with like-minded friends (all 
of whom are now successful). After my stint at junior college, 
with nowhere near the credits needed to graduate, I enrolled 
in a four-year college—Kean University, here in New Jersey—
and graduated summa cum laude in two years, which brings 
me to equity and social justice.
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As I have written in various publications about the many 
factors that led me to get myself together and become success-
ful, I want now to focus on two of them—discovering African 
American history and learning how to learn. 

Discovering African American History 
My first day on campus, I stumbled on an African Ameri-
can history book in the campus library—To Kill a Black Man 
by Louis E. Lomax—that draws parallels in the lives of Dr. 
Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X and that completely 
blew my mind. I was so intrigued and inspired by what I read 
that I wanted to read more. Because of that book, I became 
a voracious reader of African American history overnight. I 
read every book about the African American experience that I 
could get my hands on. Why? Because reading African Amer-
ican history took me on a never-ending journey of self-discov-
ery. As my eyes opened to the reality of who I was historically 
and culturally (my initial foray into issues of social justice), 
I concluded that greatness was within me and that I had no 
choice but to excel academically and, later on, professionally 
in a social justice context as a teacher and a principal. I walked 
into my classes with supreme confidence in my ability to 
excel. Through an equity lens, I was being fed what I needed 
to regain my confidence and become an effective classroom 
teacher and, eventually, school leader.

Learning How to Learn
Armed with a firm grasp of African American history, I 
needed a firm grasp of the mechanics of learning that spoke to 
how I learned and how my brain processed information. As I 
hadn’t experienced academic success since elementary school, 
at 23, I didn’t know how to achieve academic success or learn. 
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Instinctively, I went into each class with notebooks and liter-
ally wrote down every word uttered by my instructors. Absent 
note-taking skills, I simply wrote, word for word, both what 
was said and what was written on the board. I then went back 
to my room and studied my handwritten notes thoroughly 
while I read my textbooks and highlighted everything that 
I felt pertained to the lectures. I got to a point where I both 
received and anticipated receiving As on exams. I maintained 
a 4.0 GPA throughout my tenure at Kean University, from 
which I graduated in 1986 as the highest-achieving African 
American student that year. 

It wasn’t until 30 years after graduating, with the onslaught 
of the word equity, that I definitively understood the aca-
demic transformation that I’d experienced at Kean University. 
Although my driving force—the study of African American 
history and how it was transforming the way that I viewed 
myself—was clear to me, the mechanics of learning was a 
different story entirely. As I reflected on the entirety of my 
K–12 years, what stood out for me was that the instruction 
was highly auditory. When I became a principal and, sub-
sequently, an instructional leader, it became clear to me as I 
realized that many of my students were not auditory learners 
that I, too, was not an auditory learner. However, I had not yet 
figured out how I processed information as an undergraduate. 
When equity began to be focused on in schools, I made the 
connection that children in a given classroom are brilliant but 
it is the teacher’s responsibility to discover how each student 
makes sense of, processes, and, ultimately, learns what is being 
taught. As I reflected on my transformation, I realized that 
I’d been successful at Kean because I was able to learn how I 
learn best—by reading what I was required to know. I learned 
that way then and still learn that way now—35 years after 
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graduation. I require texts and visuals. I have to be able to see 
what I’m learning. I am a visual learner. (During my K–12 
years, when auditory learning was the norm, I learned the 
least, but was assessed based on the then-prevalent teaching 
norm.) 

My concern is now about the elementary, middle, and high 
school students whom you teach and lead who may not have 
the wherewithal to know and to express how they learn best. 
Suppose that youngsters who learn visually (as I do) are being 
taught by a teacher whose instruction is highly auditory and 
are failing (as I was). Situations such as that are as prevalent as  
the consequences for students, both of which are contributors 
to the school-to-prison pipeline populated by predominantly 
Black and Brown youth.

As I type, I’m recalling that I turned 60 on October 22, 2020. 
I didn’t intend to write a book (or at least not at this time), 
particularly not one on social justice (as I published books 
with ASCD in 2018, 2019, and 2020). Four of my last five 
books were devoted to school leadership, my primary focus 
of late. However, on May 25, 2020, Memorial Day, America 
shifted. The world shifted. We were collectively introduced 
to George Floyd. On that day, most of us witnessed, via cell 
phone video, the suffocation of Mr. Floyd by a Minneapolis, 
Minnesota, police officer who pressed his knee against the 
neck of Mr. Floyd, who was lying on the ground, for 8 min-
utes and 46 seconds, resulting in Mr. Floyd’s death. Imme-
diately afterward, marches, protests, demonstrations, rallies, 
outrage, rebellions, and riots erupted. And those activities 
intensified when the killing of Ms. Breonna Taylor in her 
Louisville, Kentucky, apartment by police officers two months 
prior became known. The rallying cry heard around the world 
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was “Black Lives Matter!” I observed people of all races and 
nationalities with signs and raised fists expressing outrage 
while proclaiming that Black lives mattered.

As the days and weeks progressed, although “Black Lives 
Matter” was the rallying cry, because I’m an educator and look 
at, hear, and process practically everything from an education 
standpoint, what rang through my mind alongside “Black 
Lives Matter” was “Black Students Matter, Too”. In other 
words, throughout the summer, the myriad challenges and 
obstacles associated with effectively educating Black children 
in America’s schools weighed on me heavier than ever before 
in my career in the wake of the killings of Mr. Floyd and Ms. 
Taylor and the accompanying national outcry. I wanted to do 
something to change the education landscape and, for that 
reason, I am writing this book. I can state definitively that if 
George Floyd and Breonna Taylor were still alive, I wouldn’t 
have written at this point in my career. My focus would have 
remained on my most recent book, The Assistant Principal 50, 
published by ASCD in May 2020.

I wrote this book so that you can examine equity and social 
justice education self-reflectively through an educator lens 
relative to the reality of students’ racial, ethnic, cultural, class, 
religious, gender, and sexual orientation differences. Through-
out the book, emphasis will be placed on equity and social 
justice education relative to Black children in an effort to be 
consistent with my motivation for writing this book—the kill-
ings of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor. But also, given the 
reality of the so-called “achievement gap” in America’s schools 
wherein Black children continue find themselves on the wrong 
side of this enduring gap, I want to highlight equitable strate-
gies toward eliminating the Black–white gap once and for all. 
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In 2020, Black children, in addition to finding themselves on 
the wrong side of the achievement gap, are perpetually on the 
wrong side of the disciplinary referral, suspension, expulsion, 
dropout, at risk, special needs referral, school-to-prison pipe-
line, miseducation, and any other negative gaps that one can 
think of. Every one of these gaps calls into question inequity 
in America’s schools and classrooms. This must change, and 
to effect this change, equity must be at the heart and soul of 
everything we do. And that will require all stakeholders to 
walk into schools with an “equity mindset” daily.

In keeping with my previous seven ASCD books, at the core 
of this book are self-reflective questions designed to force 
you to continually look within yourself as you read. I want 
you to reflect on your own equity and social justice education 
practices as you absorb the 50 questions and commentary. 
My objective is to make you feel discomfort about those areas 
where you could be doing much more or functioning much 
differently and much more effectively. As I always say, I want 
my readers to be comfortable with being uncomfortable and 
uncomfortable with being comfortable.

Lastly, as always, this book is written in the second person so 
that you can “hear” me speaking directly to you about issues 
of equity and social justice relative to your students in general 
and your Black students in particular.
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Q1 Why all the discussion around equity?

The discussion around the achievement gap has been going 
on for decades within and outside of the education commu-
nity. I can recall initially hearing about the push to close the 
achievement gap during my time as a first-year teacher in 
Brooklyn, New York, and again 10 years later during my time 
as a first-year principal. Shortly after I began my first tenure as 
a principal, the No Child Left Behind Act, which stated that 
all children were expected to be at proficiency levels on state 
standardized assessments in reading, writing, and mathematics 
by 2014, became law. As positive and optimistic as I typically 
pride myself on being, the expectation seemed overly ambi-
tious. As the principal of my school, I said, “OK, we will get it 
done.” In fact, my expectation was that it was going to happen 
well before 2014! But I couldn’t help but consider the count-
less children across the country and the myriad socioeconomic 
challenges that so many of them faced from birth to the pres-
ent. I felt that the goal was unattainable—and it later proved to 
be just that.

During my time as an educator, I concluded that expending 
an excessive amount of energy on variables over which I had 
little or no influence was an exercise in futility. I had zero 
control over the socioeconomic challenges that impacted my 
many students and their families. Although the students mat-
tered to me dearly, I could not change their situations outside 
of school. Where I felt I had maximum influence and control 
was over what they experienced in my school and classrooms. 
I believed that the day that I felt that I no longer had maxi-
mum influence or control was the day that I would leave the 
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education field. How about you? Have you concluded that 
you have influence or control over the classroom experience of 
your students? Is there something about your presence in their 
lives that increases the probability for their success? Do you 
positively impact the academic, social, and emotional growth 
and development of your students? My desire to answer these 
questions affirmatively drove me to look at each student 
individually.

That is what equity is—looking at each student individu-
ally. Each student has their own individuality, academically, 
socially, and emotionally. Each student has their own cultural 
identity, academically, socially, and emotionally. And each 
student has their own voice, academically, socially, and emo-
tionally. Each student is somebody. Each student is somebody 
special. Each student their or her own set of experiences, 
realities, challenges, obstacles, needs, interests, goals, aspira-
tions, and ambitions. Additionally, each student has their own 
unique way of being motivated and inspired. What sets one 
student on fire might not be what sets another student on 
fire. Most importantly, how each student learns, thinks, makes 
sense out of, and processes new information may be unique.

Teachers navigating the aforementioned differences is equity. 
Being committed to individual differences is equity. Acknowl-
edging individual differences is equity. Addressing individual 
differences is equity. Intentional ongoing improvement in 
equitable practices is equity. Engaging in anti-racist practices 
is equity. And, for the purposes of this book, equity is realiz-
ing, acknowledging, and acting on the fact that the academic, 
social, and emotional needs of your Black students may differ 
greatly from those of the other students in your classroom. 
Ignoring racial differences and treating your students as if they 
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were a monolithic group boils down to practicing equality, 
an approach to teaching that is detrimental when used as a 
vehicle to achieve student outcomes (as I’ll address in ques-
tion 7). While equality as a goal is fine, it should never be the 
vehicle by which a goal is achieved. Equity must be the vehicle 
by which equality is achieved. Over the years, countless stu-
dents, particularly Black students, have suffered as the result 
of having been subjected to equality environments when an 
equitable learning experience was required.

Q2 Am I an equity mindset teacher?

If a classroom is going to be a truly equity-based environ-
ment, it is going to require an equity mindset teacher. I have 
thought about this deeply for the past several years. Going to 
conferences and trainings and reading equity-related material 
is good, but it isn’t good enough. My contention is that one 
must go further than just being knowledgeable about the right 
thing to do. One must develop a mindset of equity. Equity 
must be what you become and who you are in that classroom.  

I vividly recall being subjected to overt hostility while con-
ducting a one-day equity training session with district staff. 
(By overt hostility, I mean that I was heckled and disre-
spected.) The tension in the room was palpable. Tension, 
discomfort, and unease are often present during equity train-
ings and, quite frankly, are always welcomed by me. In fact, 
I want the room to be filled with tension, discomfort, and 
unease. Discomfort can cause the person who’s experiencing 
it to say the proverbial “ouch.” It creates cognitive dissonance 
and, if experienced fully, forces one to change—the goal of any 
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presenter. But in this particular case, in attendance were staff 
members who couldn’t wrap their minds around the con-
cept of equity, particularly along racial and ethnic lines. I was 
brought in because the administration felt that the disconnect 
between their predominantly white staff and their large Black 
student body was so great that grossly unacceptable levels of 
Black student underachievement prevailed. The tension, dis-
comfort, and unease in the room were joined by anger, which 
spilled over onto my social media platforms (an occasional 
consequence of engaging in equity work). At the conclusion of 
this session, I sat in my car in the parking lot for about three 
hours and processed the day while feeling a deep sense of sad-
ness for the students to whom the attendees would return the 
following day. I remember thinking that the district, as it real-
ized, had a lot of work to do (which was why I was brought 
in). While I reflected deeply on the day in my car, I reached 
the following conclusion around the practice of equity: 

Equity is not solely something that you do. Equity is 
who you are. Equity is a reflection of the educators’ 
humanity toward the students they serve. Equity is not 
a new program, model, initiative, or training. It’s a way 
of classroom life that intentionally goes about meeting 
the needs of all learners in the classroom.

I will be the first to admit that those are indeed strong 
words—but I stand behind them. You can sit through an 
equity training and get absolutely nothing out of it if the 
content is in conflict with your values and beliefs. On the 
other hand, I would dare say that equity training ranks as one 
of the most significant trainings that an educator can engage 
in because it speaks directly to the teacher’s commitment to 
meeting the individual needs of each and every student in 
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the classroom. It speaks to the students’ individuality, cultural 
identity, and voice, and goes far beyond training. It speaks to 
one’s humanity. It speaks to who you are in that classroom. 
And I might add that equity work is difficult work, not so 
much in practice but in terms of your beliefs about who you 
are in your classroom and your values relative to your per-
ceived responsibilities to your students (which we’ll explore 
further throughout the book).

So what then is an equity mindset teacher? Throughout my 
travels, the term that I typically heard was equitable practi-
tioner. My thinking, however, was that the teacher has to be 
more than just a practitioner. The teacher has to have a partic-
ular mindset, a particular attitude around equity work. More-
over, I felt that equity work, rather than be something that we 
shift gears into, has to be organic. It has to be something that 
you do naturally as an outgrowth of your compassion for your 
students.

As I developed my definition of an equity mindset teacher 
over time, I thought about the individuality, identity, and voice 
of students in general and Black students in particular relative 
to the entire teaching–learning process and concluded that an 
equity mindset teacher is a teacher who

Utilizes a variety of developmentally appropriate 
instructional strategies that take into account the 
differing academic, social, and emotional needs of all 
learners in a student-centered, culturally responsive, 
and culturally relevant equity mindset classroom, where 
student individuality, student cultural identity, and 
student voice matter exponentially. 
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Let’s break down the components of the definition in the 
questions that follow.

Q3 Do I utilize a variety of developmentally
appropriate instructional strategies 
that consider the differing academic 
needs of my students?

I will say it until I can’t say it anymore: Teaching is one of the 
most challenging yet rewarding occupations on the planet. It 
requires taking a youngster whom you may have never even 
seen before and nurturing a relationship with them while 
positioning yourself to help the youngster grow academically, 
intellectually, aspirationally, socially, and emotionally. The role 
of the teacher would be rather easy if students were the same 
in all regards—but that just isn’t reality. Students are different 
along a variety of lines, such as race, ethnicity, socioeconomic 
status, gender, and so on. A teacher in a classroom with diverse 
learners must always consider students’ differences. Students, 
even if they are of the same race, are different because they 
have their own unique experiences. All of this culminates in a 
diversity of academic needs in your classroom.

Imagine a classroom where, in a math lesson, the entire class is 
being taught a math concept using a whole-group instruction 
methodology for the entirety of the lesson—where everyone 
is receiving the same instruction at the same time and at the 
same pace. This is potentially disastrous for many of the stu-
dents in that classroom. If I were a student in that classroom, 
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it would be disastrous for me because of the way my brain 
processes math equations, which may be very different from 
the student sitting next to me. As my teacher, how would you 
account for my academic needs in this classroom? Have you 
considered that I may not learn at the same pace as some of 
my peers? Have you considered where I am developmentally 
in the process? Have you considered that, although I may not 
comprehend the concept initially, I still have the capacity and 
potential to excel in math in your classroom? If I am a Black 
student and thereby a member of a historically oppressed, 
underserved, and marginalized group, have you considered 
the uniqueness of my collective experience when you prepared 
the lesson? The foregoing would require that you differentiate 
instruction while viewing me through an equity lens—meet-
ing me where I am developmentally.

A question that you must always ask yourself is, “Do I under-
stand how my students make sense of the information pre-
sented?” Said differently, “Do I understand how my students 
learn?” For me, probably the most pertinent yet basic question 
that you as an educator can ask yourself is, “How do my stu-
dents learn?” In other words, how can you best determine the 
most effective teaching strategies toward meeting the learning 
needs of all of your students, and does the reality of having 
Black students in your diverse classroom alter your preparation 
in any way? It might, when all variables are considered. An 
equity mindset dictates that to effectively meet the academic 
needs of your students, you must discover how they make 
sense of new information, process information, and learn.
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Q4 Do I utilize a variety of developmentally
appropriate instructional strategies 
that consider the differing social needs 
of my students?

Social-emotional learning (SEL) continues to be a hot topic 
in education. Thankfully, it doesn’t seem to be one of those 
fads or trends that is here today and gone tomorrow. Our 
children cannot afford for it to disappear. As a teacher and 
principal of predominantly urban Black student popula-
tions (replete with all of the social-emotional challenges that 
accompany growing up in an urban environment) for 21 years, 
I recognized that social-emotional learning was at the core 
of our work before there was a formalized language for it. A 
great deal of work has gone into creating solid SEL practices 
in schools nationally. When it comes to learning, there’s no 
such thing as optimally meeting the academic needs of a 
learner if attention isn’t paid to the social-emotional needs of 
the learner. However, in doing social-emotional work, I have a 
tendency to look at the two separately. I will here examine the 
social needs of students through an equity lens and will in the 
next question examine emotional needs through the same lens.

It can never be assumed that, socially, all Black children arrive 
at school at the same “starting place.” They have their own 
unique social experiences and starting places. Their experi-
ential backgrounds dictate who they are socially. Consider a 
family where parents are intentional about the social develop-
ment of their child, with a particular emphasis on their child’s 
verbal communication skills. The parents are very intentional 
with respect to both the ability to communicate effectively 
and language development. This means that when they are 
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communicating with their child, they are constantly chal-
lenging him by using unfamiliar words, with the hope he will 
comprehend them in the context in which they are used, and 
urging their child to internalize the words. Additionally, before 
their child is of reading age, the parents read to him daily. 
When he is old enough and developmentally ready to learn 
how to read, he begins to read on his own (which, in this case, 
is a requirement in this household toward further developing 
his vocabulary to help him become a better communicator).

Now let’s consider a child whose social experience is the 
antithesis of that of the child just discussed. In her household, 
communication does not occur with the same intentionality—
there’s no objective attached to it; it just happens. The child is 
neither read to nor required to read independently when she’s 
developmentally able to do so.

By the time both children are 3 years old and ready to enter 
preschool, their communication skills will probably differ 
vastly—because they had very different “birth to 3” experi-
ences, not because one child is more intelligent than the other.

The same can be said regarding the various genres of social 
development and teachers’ use of developmentally appropriate 
instructional strategies that consider the different social needs 
of students. Students are entering classrooms every day with 
differing social skills, and they have to be considered. In a true 
cooperative learning classroom environment, students engage 
with one another regularly and daily. If the students do not 
bring or possess the requisite social skills, there will inevita-
bly be breakdowns in the communication process that may 
culminate in off-task behaviors. Therefore, it becomes incum-
bent on you to reexamine your focus on cooperative learning 
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and ensure that social skill development is a part of your 
repertoire—which is what an equity mindset teacher will do 
naturally. Cooperative learning requires that attention be paid 
to the ways that children interact with one another. However, 
if there are children in the classroom whose social interaction 
skills are deficient, you must expend maximum attention to 
their social interaction skill development.

Q5 Do I utilize a variety of developmentally
appropriate instructional strategies 
that consider the differing emotional 
needs of my students?

I’d planned here to share with you a detailed account of my 
first trauma-related experience as a middle schooler. (As I 
wrote it, I broke down, for the first time ever, as I recalled it 
and my 27-year-old witnessed his father in tears. Until that 
point, I’d only spoken about it and realized, after the emo-
tional outpouring that I underwent after I’d spent quiet time 
writing about it, that I was for the first time fully processing 
it—almost 50 years later. Once I got myself together, I called 
my now 85-year-old mother to tell her that I was going to 
detail the experience in a new book and to get her thoughts. 
After she thought about it, she advised against it, and I took 
her sage advice and deleted what I’d written. Until that date, 
I had never shared my feeling about the experience with my 
mother. She was saddened to hear that I was still affected by 
it emotionally after so many years.) As I mentioned in the 
Introduction, by the time I graduated from the 8th grade, my 
wheels had completely fallen off, and I didn’t recover until 10 
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years later, when I finally enrolled in undergraduate school. 
Looking back on it now (and my apologies for leaving you in 
suspense), my conclusion is this: For a Black boy growing up 
in America, life is very challenging. 

I share this with you because I am using my trauma-related 
experience as a microcosm for so many of the children across 
America in general and Black children in particular who are 
experiencing their own trauma about which so many of their 
teachers are unaware. For a variety of justifiable reasons, many 
students have seen fit not to share their traumatic experiences 
with school personnel, which in many cases leaves educators to 
draw incorrect conclusions about their students. Black chil-
dren make up about 15.2 percent of the students in U.S. public 
schools, while Black teachers make up 6.7 percent and white 
teachers make up 79.3 percent of the total teaching staff in the 
United States (Riser-Kositsky, 2020). This translates to thou-
sands of Black students who potentially go through their entire 
K−12 experience without ever having been taught by a Black 
teacher. In a society that is as race conscious as the United 
States, and with race relations continuing to be one of the 
most significant issues in this country since its inception, Black 
children do not always have a teacher who looks like them, 
whom they can identify with along racial lines, and whom they 
can talk to about a plethora of emotional issues that a Black 
teacher would likely understand. In other words, let’s say that 
there is a student who is acting out or exhibiting undesirable 
classroom behaviors, and the conclusion is that the student 
is just, for example, recalcitrant. If the teacher of said student 
went beyond the surface and the student opened up, it might 
be discovered that the student, far from being recalcitrant, is 
experiencing a great deal of trauma and the only way that he 
knows how to deal with it or even to release it is through the 

 
ADVANCE COPY—NOT FINAL. NOT FOR DISTRIBUTION.



26  |  The Equity & Social Justice Education 50 

behaviors observed by the teacher. When you translate this 
to instruction, it becomes that much more challenging and 
complicated. The teacher is trying to teach, but the behav-
iors being exhibited make it almost impossible. If the teacher 
happens to be Black and the teacher and student have forged 
a relationship and rapport with one another and identify with 
one another along racial/cultural lines, there is a higher prob-
ability that the student will open up to the teacher. Because 
the student can identify with the teacher along racial/cultural 
lines, there’s a higher probability that the student will be com-
fortable confiding in the teacher while feeling confident that 
the teacher will be able to relate to the issue. The non-Black 
teacher who has been intentional about forging a relationship 
with the student from the outset (making him feel comfortable 
enough to disclose the trauma that he is experiencing) is in 
a position to also be a resource for the student while putting 
herself in a better position to meet his emotional needs. It’s 
all in the intentionality of the relationship, and it is definitely 
possible when this intentionality exists.

Q6  Do I provide my students with a
truly student-centered learning 
environment?

Is your classroom all about each of your students? Do each of 
your students feel that your classroom is all about them? Is the 
individuality of each student evident? Is the cultural identity of 
each student evident? Is the voice of each student evident? Do 
each of your students have equitable opportunities to learn? 
Do you provide your students with a true student-centered 
learning environment? Do your Black students feel that they 
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are valued in your classroom? Do your Black students feel that 
they have equitable opportunities for success? Do your Black 
students feel that your classroom is preparing them sufficiently 
for their next level? It is common for educators to engage in 
a discussion about the differences between a teacher-directed 
learning environment versus a student-centered learning 
environment, in which students are afforded the opportunity 
to engage in and participate in their own learning. The learn-
ing is all about the students, and they are actively engaged in 
the learning process. On the other hand, in a teacher-directed 
learning environment, instruction and learning are typically 
all about the teacher. The students are passive participants. 
The goal is that students learn not by engaging and partici-
pating in their own learning but by passively listening to and 
absorbing the information being shared by the teacher. A true 
student-centered learning environment is all about each indi-
vidual student, and evidence abounds throughout the class-
room that this is actually the case.

Often when we think about learning environments that are 
student-centered, we think about those classrooms where 
cooperative learning is the norm and students have daily 
opportunities to engage in and participate in their own learn-
ing in cooperative group settings, where they get to engage 
with one another on a variety of different topics and issues. I 
can recall numerous times in both undergraduate and graduate 
school when several of my professors engaged us in coopera-
tive lessons where my peers and I, in a group, were assigned a 
particular problem to solve collaboratively. I recall the personal 
anxiety that set in every time we were instructed to “turn to 
your neighbors.” I wanted no part of this. Despite being a 
teacher, principal, and public speaker, I continue to be shy and 
an introvert. It’s who I am. I want no part of collaborative 
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settings. As a public speaker, the anxiety intensifies for me—
but not from the speaking part. I am in my comfort zone 
when speaking to an audience, regardless of its size. (Through-
out the year, I frequently deliver keynote addresses to large 
audiences.) Whenever I do not have an immediate flight out, I 
attend follow-up breakout sessions with the conferees. Con-
ference attendees know who the keynote speaker is, so when 
you walk into a breakout session room, everyone knows you 
are there. My intention for attending a breakout session is to 
learn something new because, although I was invited to deliver 
a keynote address, that doesn’t make me the smartest person 
in the room. I want to grow professionally after my keynote. 
The problem arises when the presenter asks us to break into 
groups and to collaborate on solving a problem or speaking to 
an issue. At that juncture, I say to my peers at the table with 
me, “You all got this,” because I want no part of it. Although 
I delivered a keynote to hundreds or thousands, in that group 
of 5 to 10 people at a table, the introvert in me comes out like 
clockwork. But while I can turn away and not participate and 
suffer zero consequences, the students in your classroom—the 
younger versions of Principal Kafele—aren’t at liberty to utter 
the words “You all got this” and turn away without suffering 
multiple consequences.

With that said, let’s revisit student-centeredness. In all 
schools, there are shy, introverted students as well as stu-
dents who are contending with a multiplicity of challenges 
outside of school and, justifiably, don’t want to be social in 
class. What do you do when these students enter your class-
room? How do you accommodate them? Are you aware of 
those students? Are you clear as to why those students have 
no desire to participate? Looked at differently, what if your 
school only has a small population of Black students and, in 
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any given classroom, there is only one Black student on your 
roster and she happens to be introverted. Have you created a 
learning environment where this student feels comfortable, at 
home, and accepted by the majority of the students? My point 
here is that, in a true student-centered learning environment, 
this student’s disposition is taken into account. Perhaps, like 
myself, she would rather learn in isolation. I say to teachers 
regularly, hold the youngster accountable for developing the 
requisite social skills in order to be able to function socially 
in the world beyond school, but don’t necessarily measure 
their intellect on how they function in a cooperative setting. 
Treat them as two separate yet interrelated entities, but never 
lose sight of the fact that the classroom is all about individual 
students and allowing students to excel within their learning 
capacity of strength. Again, using myself as an example, to 
this day, I have difficulty learning auditorily and in cooperative 
settings. This is who I’ve been for my entire life. I am highly 
visual, and I want to be alone when I learn. If your classroom 
is a true student-centered learning environment, you will have 
a laser focus on ensuring that all of the students have equitable 
opportunities to learn based on who they are.

Q7  Is there a place for “equality mindset
teaching” in my classroom?

On the surface, equality is not a bad thing at all. After all, as 
an African American, I was born into the struggle for equal-
ity. I was born in 1960 and grew up in the ’60s and ’70s in the 
midst of the Civil Rights Movement—a movement for justice 
and equality that, although it looks different now, continues 
to exist in the new millennium because many of its objectives 
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remain unmet. So I could never dispute the importance of the 
word equality because the quest for it for Black and Brown 
people, particularly, is ongoing.

In the classroom, however, equality must be looked at differ-
ently. As I referenced in my explanation of equity, equity is 
a vehicle to equality, but equity in and of itself can never be 
the endgame. In other words, you wouldn’t attain the goal 
of being an equitable practitioner in an equitable learning 
environment and think that your goal had been met. You 
are simply on track to reach the goal. Said differently, equity 
becomes the vehicle to equality, but equality can never be the 
strategy. Equality is the goal. Equity is the strategy. Equality 
mindset teaching has a place in a classroom when the goal of 
the teacher is equality via making equitable teaching practices 
the norm of the pedagogy in the classroom. Children are in all 
different places and spaces academically, socially, and emo-
tionally in the classroom, and an equality approach toward 
meeting their academic, social, and emotional needs will 
pretty much guarantee that an abundance of children in that 
classroom will spend an entire year with an outcome of unmet 
needs. Why? Because they were taught as though they were all 
the same academically, socially, and emotionally.

To delve a little deeper, on numerous occasions throughout my 
work as a consultant over the years, I have met “equality mind-
set teachers” all over America. I find it rather fascinating that 
they typically emerge during the equity conversation. They are 
so entrenched in equality mindset thinking that they typically 
challenge me passionately right on the spot. And to paint an 
accurate picture, I’ve always been told by younger white female 
teachers of Black or Latinx students something like this:
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Principal Kafele, why do we have to have this discus-
sion about race? When I am in my classroom, I do 
not see race. I don’t see the Black students, the white 
students, the Latinx students. I see my students. I don’t 
look at them the way that the world looks at them. I 
do not discriminate against any of them, either. I treat 
them all the same. What I give one, I give the other. 
My students are my babies, and I love them all equally 
and unconditionally.

Additionally, there is typically an “amen corner” in the room, 
which is all the fuel the teacher needs to continue to express 
herself about being an equality mindset teacher. I stand there 
patiently listening to their words every time I have this expe-
rience and respond after they’ve shared all of their thoughts. 
In all actuality, I could spend an entire session responding to 
those teachers’ words and am well aware that there are count-
less others in our profession who hold the same sentiments. 
Therefore, the next chapter will comprise my detailed reaction 
and response to and solutions for any teachers out there who 
continue to bring an equality mindset to the classroom as the 
vehicle to student success, or anyone who’s looking to expand 
their understanding and implementation of equitable practices 
in their classroom.
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