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CHAPTER 9

TEACHING FOR EQUITY
AND SOCIAL JUSTICE

As a teacher for social justice, [ envision a class where I am able to teach
to all students’ learning styles and levels, cultures and backgrounds. As
discussed in . . .class, there is not an achievement gap, but instead an
educational debt. We as educators and aspiring teachers owe students
an equitable classroom and education.

—San Francisco Teaching Resident

oday’s public schools are at the leading edge of a society that must
Tstrengthen its democracy and economy by building on its increasing
racial, cultural, and linguistic diversity. Today’s teachers are pioneers in the
nation’s ambition to educate all its young people to live, work, engage in,
and contribute to an equitable twenty-first century. This ambition—cap-
tured in the federal Every Student Succeeds Act as preparing all students
for college and career—is a strong driver of the content and practices of the
seven programs we studied. If teachers are to achieve this goal, they must
be prepared to teach for both deeper learning and equity. They have much
to overcome.

Despite countless declarations that education is the civil rights issue of
our time, past practices have made little progress in reducing education op-
portunity and achievement gaps that help perpetuate social inequality. In

2013, the federal Equity and Excellence Commission issued a scat

hing in-
dictment of US education:

“No other developed nation has inequities nearly
as deep or systemic; no other developed nation has, despite some efforts to
the contrary, so thoroughly stacked the odds against so many of its children.
Sadly, what feels so very un-American turns out to be distinctly American,”!
Key reforms in the recent era of educational accountability thus far have
only exacerbated existing problems by causing many educators to leave the
profession and narrowing educational opportunities for students.?

Deeper learning practices, as we’ve described them in earlier chapters,
an contribute to reversing this negative trend. Student-centered, inquiry-
based experiences are better able than rote instruction to support the
learning and understanding of diverse groups of students, especially those
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and political context of race and inequality in America and how it is re-
flected in schools and classrooms. Several of the courses emphasize this
foundational knowledge, as we've noted in earlier chapters. The programs
also frame equity/social justice and deeper learning as mutually reinforcing,
and they embed both concepts in the content and practices of coursework
and field experiences. For many this includes a focus on having teacher
candidates learn to teach for deeper learning in partnership schools serving
students living in poverty, those in communities of color, and those with
large populations of immigrants and families whose primary language is
other than English. By working with educators to strengthen deeper learn-
ing in such schools, these programs are able to enact both their commit-
ment to high-quality teaching and learning and their determination to
contribute to equity and social justice.

However, the programs do not see this dual focus as appropriate only
for teachers preparing to teach students in underserved communities. They
also take this approach with teacher candidates who may end up teach-
ing in suburban communities, where inequities are often found inside the
school, as a function of tracking systems. Moreover, their concern about
equity extends to gender, sexual orientation, religion, and other social
identifiers that are subject to marginalization and inequality.

Previous chapters addressing the first four dimensions of deeper learn-
ing experiences have described how the programs focus explicitly on help-
ing their teacher candidates create learning opportunities that reflect the
growing, research-based understanding of how people learn. In this chap-
ter, we address the final dimension, showing how these programs are also
determined to help “right” the pervasive social and educational “wrongs”
of inequality and injustice by focusing on learning that is equitable and
oriented to social justice. Both the “what” (the content) and the “how”
(the structures and practices) of these programs are aimed at giving the
young people who are most burdened by inequality and injustice access
to outstanding teachers who can afford them learning opportunities often
reserved for those in the most advantaged neighborhoods with the most
privileged status.

The programs reconcile their explicit attention to the two foci—teach-
ing for deeper learning and teaching for equity and social justice—by rec-
ognizing their complementarity. High Tech High’s academic dean, Ben
Daley, articulated the connection: “We think that constructivist, progres-
sive, project-based learning . . . is inherently an equity argument. . . . That’s
why we're trying to have high-quality projects that engage all learners.
That’s why we were doing it, the whole time.”
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An Equity-Focused, Equity-Enhancing Socratic Seminar

The Lee High School AP World History freshmen are sitting in two circles, an outer
circle with nine students and an inner circle with eleven students. The class is ra-
cially diverse; most students are Latino and white, and a few are African Ameri-
can. Martha had asked them to come prepared with written questions about
things that they were wondering about apartheid.

Martha begins by reviewing the directions for the Socratic seminar, emphasiz-
ing that it is self-directed: “As soon as someone is ready, you can ask a question.”

One student says, “ don't think we get it.”

Martha explains that only students in the outside circle can ask questions and
only students in the inside can answer.

A student in the outer circle raises his hand to go first, and Martha projects the
student’s cell phone on the overhead. The phone has a picture of a political car-
toon on it. The first frame depicts Nelson Mandela when Mandela was first ar-
rested in 1962 and put in jail. The second frame shows Mandela when he is
released in 1990, coming out of the jail, taller than in the first frame. The student
asks the inner circle to explain the meaning behind the cartoon.

It takes students a few minutes to understand the process, and no one speaks
right away. Finally, students in the inner circle begin weighing with responses,
such as, “When he was arrested, it made him stronger.” The discussion continues
for a bit and then students are quiet again.

Martha asks if anyone on the outer circle has a question to ask of the inner
circle. She then prompts a specific student to ask a question, and he responds by
posing the following question: “Segregation continues to exist in different ways.
What kinds of segregation still exist and why?”

Students in the inner circle have numerous responses to this question: “Social
class.”

“Segregation between rich and poor. The top 1 percent [is wealthy], but the
majority of the world is super poor.” “To give a real-world example of that, | met
this guy. He lives in this huge gated community in a huge house. | have a little
tiny house.” “Different laws are based on racial groups (like in South Africa).”

“The guest speaker said yesterday that people in Africa were already divided
up into tribes. That's still huge today—conflicting views, different languages, ste-
reotypes, regardless of skin color.”

A student then asks, “How would the world be if Mandela hadn’t stood up
and protested against the government?”

Students respond: “Other people have the same mind-set and would have
stood up. Without the help of other people, Mandela wouldn’t have made im-
pact.” “Sacial pressure.” “Suppose that no one else took their place; there would
not be as much social pressure, probably things wouldn’t have gotten worse.”

The student who first asked the question about segregation asks a follow-up
question: “Do you think segregation can happen again in the future?”

(continues)
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Students respond: “Definitely in other forms.” “[People] segregate us to create
controversy, to entertain. 1t kind of works; it separates us, we shoutdn’t be focusing
on that. We're all Americans.”

After a few more minutes of discussion,
you are on the outside, go inside. If inside, go on the outside.”

The students switch circles quickly and quietly. Students on the outside continue
to ask questions related to apartheid in South Africa and segregation more broadly,
with students on the inside reftecting and responding. The students are respectful of
each other’s ideas, although a small group of students speak up consistently.

Martha does not engage with the students or direct them in their conversation,
except to occastonally encourage quieter students to engage, saying, “QOkay, you
should ask that guestion you wondered about.”

in the last five minutes of class, Martha asks for any final comments. When there
are none, she says, “Take a couple of moments, three minutes or so, t0 finish up
writing on the reflection page. Look back, reflect on the seminar process and how
you did. . . . Take a moment and do some reflection.”

Before they begin working on their reflections, she asks, mwhat did you think

about Socratic seminar? Thumbs up if you liked it, thumbs down if you didn’t.” On
the whole students were very positive and appeared to like the process, even though
they found it challenging to come up with responses to the questions.

students work on their reflections until the bell rings.

Martha says, “I'm resetting the clock. I

onalizes learning by organizing the seminat around the
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promising access or treating differences as either assets or deficits. She scaf-
folds the conversation in ways that press all students to participate.
Following the lessom, Martha and her mentor teacher Denise reflect
and debrief. Martha observes that the lesson went well overall, noting that
some students asked clever questions and engaged in robust discussions
about race, which they could relate to their own lives. Martha and Denise
also note that the Socratic seminar allowed students who are typically not
vocal to participate. Denise observes: “One of the kids that spoke today
is a child that sometimes finds it difficult to order in a restaurant. One of
the most vocal students you heard today, you would never guess that that
person finds it difficult to talk to teachers, to express him or herself.” When
{leana, the PDS coordinator at the school site, asks Martha how she had se-
lected students for the inner and outer circles, Martha explains that she had

originally planned to let students choose where to sit. But, taking students’
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Developing Deeper Thinking Through Literature

As the fourth graders clean up their work and put their folders away after forty-five
minutes of mathematics work, Ted quietly sings an African song while he sets up a
snack. Students come in groups to receive their crackers and go back to their seats,
Ted's singing shifts to English: “In everything we do and everything we say, you and
| are making history today.” This signals to students that what they do matters and is
important. It is also a reminder of the historical references Ted has placed all around
the students, with a historical time line hanging literally from a line across the cei ling
onto which they clip cards recording events.

After the snack, the students gather around the rug to engage in story time with
Jarod, who will read chapter 6 from The Landry News, the chapter book they are
working their way through. The chapter is about a teacher, Carl Larson, who has
risked disciplinary action for distributing a student-written newspaper that includes
content to which some board members object. He has been given the choice to re-
sign and retire or to undergo a disciplinary proceeding. The reading raises issues of
free speech, loyalty to students, and courage to allow the community to address a
social issue his students have written about. To keep students thinking, Jarod stops
and asks as the plot unfolds, “There’s a lot happening here. What is happening?”
Several students contribute to explaining what happened to the teacher. Jarod then
asks: “What’s the choice that Mr. Larson has?” Once that is clarified, Ted adds a more
complex question: “As you listen, think about this: How is Carl Larson changing?”

After Jarod reaches the end of the chapter, Ted says: “Take a minute and turn and
talk: How is Mr. Larson changing?” The students immediately engage with one an-
other about this question. Clearly this is a familiar routine for them, and they are
deeply ensconced in conversation. Ted brings their attention back by counting
backward—*“4, 3, 2, 1”"—and saying, “I'm hearing some lovely thoughts. What do
you think? How is Mr. Larson changing?” Hands fly up and students give long, de-
tailed answers to the question. They begin to have a conversation with each other
rather than offering discrete “right answers” for the teacher. Ted encourages them
to build on each other’s thoughts by asking questions like: “Do you want to add on
to that?” “Can someone clarify further?” With this book being read aloud together,
there is a level playing field for all students to engage in a deep conversation that
calls on them to think analytically and inferentially about the reading.

project-based unit in which students developed public service announce-
ments, encouraged voter registration, and created a “Rock the Vote”
campaign. A Trinity alum and a colleague together crafted a unit on race
telations, which they shared with current Trinity MAT candidates.
Meanwhile, Trinity alums working as teachers at other schools continue
to make an impact: one started an antibullying club at his high school, and
another, working with a current MAT candidate, established a coffeechouse
poetry event focused on race. One teacher wrote an article for the Texas
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Teaching for Equity and Social Justice

The San Francisco Teacher Residency (SFTR) . . . offers aspiring educa-

tors the opportunity to help transform lives and communities in San
Francisco through the teaching profession. Plain and simple: we are on
a mission for social justice. SFTR aims to improve academic achieve-
ment and social-emotional development for historically underserved
students in San Francisco’s public schools by recruiting, preparing,
and supporting highly effective and equity-centered teachers.

These words are far more than rhetoric. The first of four

of “transformative teaching” that guide SFTR’s coursework, clinical experi-

ences, supervision and ongoing support, and definitions of success is lead-
ing for equity and social justice. SFTR seeks to prepare teachers who “position
themselves as students of their students and school communities .
create sanctuaries of humanization,” and who “

key pillars

. to

understand experiences in
classrooms, schools, and school community through a systems analysis,

and take action as allies, advocates, and leaders to identify and interrupt
oppressive forces.” In the words of SFTR’s executive director,

As important as anything we do is to prepare people to be successful
in culturally diverse communities and in schools that are serving his-
torically marginalized students and high-needs populations. If we're
not doing that, . . . or at least if we're not making significant progress

in that direction and remaining committed to that front-and-center
through all of the work that we're doing—then we don

't have any

business preparing teachers to teach in San Francisco.

Trinity’s program is grounded in a set of “core beliefs” about principled
practice that juxtapose deeper learning and equity. Among them, “ethical
responsibility” includes fostering awareness of the equity issues that arise
in teaching, along with an orientation that encourages candidates to ad-
dress political and systemic sources of inequity. “Cultural responsiveness”
positions candidates to consider the context of instruction, including stu-
dents’ prior knowledge and experiences as well as their community setting.

Similarly, the first of High Tech High's four program design principles
is equity. The others—personalization, authentic work, and collaborative
design—reflect the programs’ vision of equity and deeper learning peda-
808y as mutually reinforcing.

CU Denver’s program, as we noted in chapters 2 and 3, is driven by
four “essential questions” that frame teacher candidates’ experiences as
they move through the program, and that shape instructors’ decisions as
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ences. The questions focus teacher can-
eir own assumptions and beliefs, and how those
actions, and reflections about equitable
teaching. Following curriculum scholars Grant Wiggins and Jay McTighe,
whose curriculum development guide, Understanding by Design, urges plan-
ners to start with essential questions that guide student inquiry, CU Den-
ver’s questions are “essential” because they are open ended and thought
provoking, call for higher-order thinking, point toward transferable ideas,
raise additional questions, require support and justification, and recur over
time.8 We repeat these questions here, since they make explicit the pro-
gram’s commitment to integrating deeper learning and social justice.

. Essential Question 1: What do [ know and believe about myself, my
students, their families, and their communities within the larger

social context?

. Essential Question 2: How do 1 act on these beliefs to create inclusive

and responsive learning opportunities and transform inequities?

. Essential Question 3: How do 1 enact principles of social justice and

equity, inclusiveness, cultural and linguistic responsiveness, learning

theory, and discipline-specific pedagogy within my pedagogical prac-
and adjust curriculum, instruction, and assess-

tices to plan, revise,
my students, always acting

ment to ensure success and growth for all
as a critical urban educator to advocate for my students?

. Essential Question 4: How do1 reflect upon principles of social justice
and equity, inclusiveness, cultural and linguistic responsiveness,
learning theory, and discipline-specific pedagogy within my pedagogi-
cal practices in order to further plan, revise, and adjust curriculum,
instruction, and assessment to ensure success and growth for all of
my students, always acting as a critical urban educator to advocate

for my students?

CU Denver also added a social justice principle to the five CREDE
pedagogical standards that guide their planning for teaching and learning.
This standard, called Critical Stance, presses teacher candidates to engage
their own students in interrogating conventional wisdom and practices,
to reflect upon ramifications, and to seek to actively transform inequities
through a lens of democracy and civic engagement.

Bank Street’s public commitment to social justice can be traced to its
century-old progressive underpinnings, as articulated by Barbara Biber,

——_

Teaching for Equity and Social Justice
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