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What is Rethinking Schools?
Rethinking Schools a nonprofit organization that 
publishes a quarterly magazine, books, and digital 
content to promote social and racial justice teaching 
and pro-child, pro-teacher educational policies. We 
are strong defenders of public schools and work hard 
to improve them so that they do a better job serving 
all students.

Who started Rethinking Schools?
Early career educators! But that was back in 1986 so 
the founders are not so “early” in their careers any 
more. However, early career educators remain editors 
and leaders of Rethinking Schools and many write for 
our magazine.

Who runs Rethinking Schools?
Teachers. We have an editorial collective of practicing 
and retired educators from several states and have 
published articles by teachers from many states and a 
several countries.

What’s the relationship between 
Rethinking Schools and the NEA?
All Rethinking Schools educators are, or have been, 
active in the NEA or the AFT. We believe that teacher 
unions – in alliance with parents, students, and 
community – have a key role to play in defending and 
improving public education, and promoting racial and 
social justice. Our members have been active in union 
leadership and we’ve written extensively on the need 
for what we call “social justice teacher unionism.”

This summer the NEA is supporting a Rethinking 
Schools early career educator project to promote 
social justice teaching and organizing. Rethinking 
Schools is holding two retreats of early career 
teachers to discuss strategies for teaching and 
promoting social justice and to help update a new 
edition of the popular book, The New Teacher Book.

What else does Rethinking Schools do?
• We co-direct the Zinn Education Project
www.zinnedproject.org
• We co-sponsor social justice teacher events
across the country.
• We frequently present at local, state and national
NEA conferences and at other teaching for social
justice gatherings.
• We develop and promote curriculum on pressing
issues such as racism and antiracist teaching,
immigration, and support for Black Lives Matter,
Standing Rock, climate justice, and other social
justice movements.

Why is this important?
Brazilian educator Paulo Freire wrote that teachers 
should attempt to “live part of their dreams within 
their educational space.” Rethinking Schools believes 
schools can be greenhouses of democracy and that 
classrooms can be places of hope, where students and 
teachers gain glimpses of the kind of society we could 
live in and where students learn the academic and 
critical skills needed to make that vision a reality.

How can I get more information on 
Rethinking Schools?

• Go to www.rethinkingschools.org and sign up
for our e-list updates.
• Read our magazine and our books.
• See the article on Rethinking Schools in the
NJEA Review: “30 Years of Teacher Activism”
www.njea.org/rethinking-schools-30-years-
teacher-activism/
• Read our editorial “Teaching in the Time
of Trump” in the spring edition of Rethinking
Schools.
• Send an email to Bob Peterson, former MTEA
president and Rethinking Schools founding editor,
at bob.e.peterson@gmail.com.



This article is a sample from the forthcoming book from Rethinking Schools, Teaching for Black Lives. Visit www.teachingforblacklives.com 
for more information about the book and for additional teaching resources for Black Lives Matter at School Week of Action. 

278  |  TEACHING FOR BLACK LIVES



This article is a sample from the forthcoming book from Rethinking Schools, Teaching for Black Lives. Visit www.teachingforblacklives.com 
for more information about the book and for additional teaching resources for Black Lives Matter at School Week of Action. 

TEACHING BLACKNESS, LOVING BLACKNESS, AND EXPLORING IDENTITY   |  279

L et’s begin by saying that we are living through a very dangerous time. Everyone 
in this room is in one way or another aware of that. We are in a revolutionary 
situation, no matter how unpopular that word has become in this country. The 

society in which we live is desperately menaced, not by Khrushchev, but from within. To 
any citizen of this country who figures himself as responsible — and particularly those of 
you who deal with the minds and hearts of young people — must be prepared to “go for 
broke.” Or to put it another way, you must understand that in the attempt to correct so 
many generations of bad faith and cruelty, when it is operating not only in the classroom 
but in society, you will meet the most fantastic, the most brutal, and the most deter-
mined resistance. There is no point in pretending that this won’t happen.

Since I am talking to schoolteachers and I am not a teacher myself, and in some ways 
am fairly easily intimidated, I beg you to let me leave that and go back to what I think 
to be the entire purpose of education in the first place. It would seem to me that when 
a child is born, if I’m the child’s parent, it is my obligation and my high duty to civilize 
that child. Man is a social animal. He cannot exist without a society. A society, in turn, 
depends on certain things which everyone within that society takes for granted. Now 
the crucial paradox which confronts us here is that the whole process of education oc-
curs within a social framework and is designed to perpetuate the aims of society. Thus, 
for example, the boys and girls who were born during the era of the Third Reich, when 
educated to the purposes of the Third Reich, became barbarians. The paradox of educa-
tion is precisely this — that as one begins to become conscious one begins to examine 
the society in which he is being educated. The purpose of education, finally, is to create 
in a person the ability to look at the world for himself, to make his own decisions, to say 
to himself this is black or this is white, to decide for himself whether there is a God in 
heaven or not. To ask questions of the universe, and then learn to live with those ques-
tions, is the way he achieves his own identity. But no society is really anxious to have that 
kind of person around. What societies really, ideally, want is a citizenry which will simply 
obey the rules of society. If a society succeeds in this, that society is about to perish. The 
obligation of anyone who thinks of himself as responsible is to examine society and try to 
change it and to fight it — at no matter what risk. This is the only hope society has. This 
is the only way societies change.

A Talk To Teachers
By James Baldwin

MOLLY CRABAPPLE
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Now, if what I have tried to sketch has any validity, it becomes thoroughly clear, at 
least to me, that any Negro who is born in this country and undergoes the American 
educational system runs the risk of becoming schizophrenic. On the one hand he is born 
in the shadow of the stars and stripes and he is assured it represents a nation which has 
never lost a war. He pledges allegiance to that flag which guarantees “liberty and justice 
for all.” He is part of a country in which anyone can become president, and so forth. But 
on the other hand he is also assured by his country and his countrymen that he has never 
contributed anything to civilization — that his past is nothing more than a record of hu-
miliations gladly endured. He is assumed by the republic that he, his father, his mother, 
and his ancestors were happy, shiftless, watermelon-eating darkies who loved Mr. Charlie 
and Miss Ann, that the value he has as a black man is proven by one thing only — his 
devotion to white people. If you think I am exaggerating, examine the myths which pro-
liferate in this country about Negroes.

All this enters the child’s consciousness much sooner than we as adults would like to 
think it does. As adults, we are easily fooled 
because we are so anxious to be fooled. But 
children are very different. Children, not yet 
aware that it is dangerous to look too deep-
ly at anything, look at everything, look at 
each other, and draw their own conclusions. 
They don’t have the vocabulary to express 
what they see, and we, their elders, know 
how to intimidate them very easily and very 
soon. But a black child, looking at the world 
around him, though he cannot know quite 
what to make of it, is aware that there is a 
reason why his mother works so hard, why 
his father is always on edge. He is aware that 
there is some reason why, if he sits down in 
the front of the bus, his father or mother slaps 
him and drags him to the back of the bus. He 
is aware that there is some terrible weight on 
his parents’ shoulders which menaces him. 
And it isn’t long — in fact it begins when he 
is in school — before he discovers the shape 
of his oppression. Let us say that the child is 
seven years old and I am his father, and I de-
cide to take him to the zoo, or to Madison 
Square Garden, or to the U.N. Building, or to 

any of the tremendous monuments we find all over New York. We get into a bus and we 
go from where I live on 131st Street and Seventh Avenue downtown through the park 
and we get in New York City, which is not Harlem. Now, where the boy lives — even if 
it is a housing project — is in an undesirable neighborhood. If he lives in one of those 
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housing projects of which everyone in New York is so proud, he has at the front door, 
if not closer, the pimps, the whores, the junkies — in a word, the danger of life in the 
ghetto. And the child knows this, though he doesn’t know why.

I still remember my first sight of New York. It was really another city when I was born 
— where I was born. We looked down over the 
Park Avenue streetcar tracks. It was Park Avenue, 
but I didn’t know what Park Avenue meant down-
town. The Park Avenue I grew up on, which is still 
standing, is dark and dirty. No one would dream 
of opening a Tiffany’s on that Park Avenue, and 
when you go downtown you discover that you are 
literally in the white world. It is rich — or at least 
it looks rich. It is clean — because they collect gar-
bage downtown. There are doormen. People walk 
about as though they owned where they are — and 
indeed they do. And it’s a great shock. It’s very hard 
to relate yourself to this. You don’t know what it 
means. You know — you know instinctively — 
that none of this is for you. You know this before 
you are told. And who is it for and who is paying 
for it? And why isn’t it for you?

Later on when you become a grocery boy or 
messenger and you try to enter one of those buildings a man says, “Go to the back door.” 
Still later, if you happen by some odd chance to have a friend in one of those buildings, 
the man says, “Where’s your package?” Now this by no means is the core of the matter. 
What I’m trying to get at is that by the time the Negro child has had, effectively, almost 
all the doors of opportunity slammed in his face, and there are very few things he can do 
about it. He can more or less accept it with an absolutely inarticulate and dangerous rage 
inside — all the more dangerous because it is never expressed. It is precisely those silent 
people whom white people see every day of their lives — I mean your porter and your 
maid, who never say anything more than “Yes Sir” and “No, Ma’am.” They will tell you it’s 
raining if that is what you want to hear, and they will tell you the sun is shining if that is 
what you want to hear. They really hate you — really hate you because in their eyes (and 
they’re right) you stand between them and life. I want to come back to that in a moment. 
It is the most sinister of the facts, I think, which we now face.

There is something else the Negro child can do, to. Every street boy — and I was a street 
boy, so I know — looking at the society which has produced him, looking at the stan-
dards of that society which are not honored by anybody, looking at your churches and 
the government and the politicians, understand that this structure is operated for some-
one else’s benefit — not for his. And there’s no reason in it for him. If he is really cunning, 
really ruthless, really strong — and many of us are — he becomes a kind of criminal. He 
becomes a kind of criminal because that’s the only way he can live. Harlem and every 
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ghetto in this city — every ghetto in this country — is full of people who live outside the 
law. They wouldn’t dream of calling a policeman. They wouldn’t, for a moment, listen to 
any of those professions of which we are so proud on the Fourth of July. They have turned 
away from this country forever and totally. They live by their wits and really long to see 
the day when the entire structure comes down.

The point of all this is that black men were brought here as a source of cheap labor. 
They were indispensable to the economy. In order to justify the fact that men were treat-

ed as though they were animals, the white 
republic had to brainwash itself into believ-
ing that they were, indeed, animals and  de-
served  to be treated like animals. Therefor it 
is almost impossible for any Negro child to 
discover anything about his actual history. 
The reason is that this “animal,” once he sus-
pects his own worth, once he starts believing 
that he is a man, has begun to attack the en-
tire power structure. This is why America has 
spent such a long time keeping the Negro in 
his place. What I am trying to suggest to you 
is that it was not an accident, it was not an 
act of God, it was not done by well-meaning 
people muddling into something which they 
didn’t understand. It was a deliberate policy 
hammered into place in order to make money 
from black flesh. And now, in 1963, because 
we have never faced this fact, we are in intol-
erable trouble.

The  Reconstruction, as I read the evi-
dence, was a bargain between the North and 
South to this effect: “We’ve liberated them 
from the land — and delivered them to the 
bosses.” When we left Mississippi to come 
North we did not come to freedom. We came 
to the bottom of the labor market, and we are 

still there. Even the Depression of the 1930s failed to make a dent in Negroes’ relation-
ship to white workers in the labor unions. Even today, so brainwashed is this republic 
that people seriously ask in what they suppose to be good faith, “What does the Negro 
want?” I’ve heard a great many asinine questions in my life, but that is perhaps the most 
asinine and perhaps the most insulting. But the point here is that people who ask that 
question, thinking that they ask it in good faith, are really the victims of this conspiracy 
to make Negroes believe they are less than human.

In order for me to live, I decided very early that some mistake had been made some-
where. I was not a “nigger” even though you called me one. But if I was a “nigger” in 
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your eyes, there was something about you — there was something you needed. I had to 
realize when I was very young that I was none of those things I was told I was. I was not, 
for example, happy. I never touched a watermelon for all kinds of reasons that had been 
invented by white people, and I knew enough about life by this time to understand that 
whatever you invent, whatever you project, is you! So where we are now is that a whole 
country of people believe I’m a “nigger,” and I don’t, and the battle’s on! Because if I am 
not what I’ve been told I am, then it means that you’re not what you thought you were ei-
ther! And that is the crisis.

It is not really a “Negro revolution” that is upsetting the country. What is upsetting 
the country is a sense of its own identity. If, for example, one managed to change the 
curriculum in all the schools so that Negroes learned more about themselves and their 
real contributions to this culture, you would be liberating not only Negroes, you’d be 
liberating white people who know nothing about their own history. And the reason is 
that if you are compelled to lie about one aspect of anybody’s history, you must lie about 
it all. If you have to lie about my real role here, if you have to pretend that I hoed all that 
cotton just because I loved you, then you have done something to yourself. You are mad.

Now let’s go back a minute. I talked earlier about those silent people — the porter 
and the maid — who, as I said, don’t look up at the sky if you ask them if it is raining, but 
look into your face. My ancestors and I were very well-trained. We understood very early 
that this was not a Christian nation. It didn’t matter what you said or how often you went 
to church. My father and my mother and my grandfather and my grandmother knew 
that Christians didn’t act this way. It was a simple as that. And if that was so there was 
no point in dealing with white people in terms 
of their own moral professions, for they were not 
going to honor them. What one did was to turn 
away, smiling all the time, and tell white people 
what they wanted to hear. But people always ac-
cuse you of reckless talk when you say this.

All this means that there are in this country 
tremendous reservoirs of bitterness which have 
never been able to find an outlet, but may find 
an outlet soon. It means that well-meaning white 
liberals place themselves in great danger when 
they try to deal with Negroes as though they 
were missionaries. It means, in brief, that a great 
price is demanded to liberate all those silent 
people so that they can breathe for the first time 
and tell you what they think of you. And a price 
is demanded to liberate all those white children — some of them near forty — who have 
never grown up, and who never will grow up, because they have no sense of their identity.

What passes for identity in America is a series of myths about one’s heroic ancestors. It’s 
astounding to me, for example, that so many people really appear to believe that the 

It is your responsibility 
to change society if you 
think of yourself as an 
educated person. And on 
the basis of the evidence 
— the moral and political 
evidence — one is 
compelled to say that this 
is a backward society.
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country was founded by a band of heroes who wanted to be free. That happens not to 
be true. What happened was that some people left Europe because they couldn’t stay 
there any longer and had to go someplace else to make it. That’s all. They were hungry, 
they were poor, they were convicts. Those who were making it in England, for example, 
did not get on the Mayflower. That’s how the country was settled. Not by Gary Cooper. 
Yet we have a whole race of people, a whole republic, who believe the myths to the point 
where even today they select political representatives, as far as I can tell, by how closely 
they resemble Gary Cooper. Now this is dangerously infantile, and it shows in every level 
of national life. When I was living in Europe, for example, one of the worst revelations 
to me was the way Americans walked around Europe buying this and buying that and 
insulting everybody — not even out of malice, just because they didn’t know any better. 
Well, that is the way they have always treated me. They weren’t cruel; they just didn’t 
know you were alive. They didn’t know you had any feelings.

What I am trying to suggest here is that in the doing of all this for 100 years or more, 
it is the American white man who has long since lost his grip on reality. In some peculiar 
way, having created this myth about Negroes, and the myth about his own history, he 
created myths about the world so that, for example, he was astounded that some people 
could prefer Castro, astounded that there are people in the world who don’t go into 
hiding when they hear the word “Communism,” astounded that Communism is one of 
the realities of the twentieth century which we will not overcome by pretending that it 
does not exist. The political level in this country now, on the part of people who should 
know better, is abysmal.

The Bible says somewhere that where there is no vision the people perish. I don’t 
think anyone can doubt that in this country today we are menaced — intolerably men-
aced — by a lack of vision.

It is inconceivable that a sovereign people should continue, as we do so abjectly, to say, 
“I can’t do anything about it. It’s the government.” The government is the creation of the 
people. It is responsible to the people. And the people are responsible for it. No Ameri-
can has the right to allow the present government to say, when Negro children are being 
bombed and hosed and shot and beaten all over the Deep South, that there is nothing 
we can do about it. There must have been a day in this country’s life when the bombing 
of the children in Sunday School would have created a public uproar and endangered the 
life of a Governor Wallace. It happened here and there was no public uproar.

I began by saying that one of the paradoxes of education was that precisely at the 
point when you begin to develop a conscience, you must find yourself at war with your 
society. It is your responsibility to change society if you think of yourself as an educated 
person. And on the basis of the evidence — the moral and political evidence — one is 
compelled to say that this is a backward society. Now if I were a teacher in this school, or 
any Negro school, and I was dealing with Negro children, who were in my care only a few 
hours of every day and would then return to their homes and to the streets, children who 
have an apprehension of their future which with every hour grows grimmer and darker, 
I would try to teach them — I would try to make them know — that those streets, those 
houses, those dangers, those agonies by which they are surrounded, are criminal. I would 
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try to make each child know that these things are the result of a criminal conspiracy to 
destroy him. I would teach him that if he intends to get to be a man, he must at once de-
cide that his is stronger than this conspiracy and they he must never make his peace with 
it. And that one of his weapons for refusing to make his peace with it and for destroying 
it depends on what he decides he is worth. I would teach him that there are currently very 
few standards in this country which are worth a 
man’s respect. That it is up to him to change these 
standards for the sake of the life and the health 
of the country. I would suggest to him that the 
popular culture — as represented, for example, 
on television and in comic books and in movies 
— is based on fantasies created by very ill people, 
and he must be aware that these are fantasies that 
have nothing to do with reality. I would teach 
him that the press he reads is not as free as it says 
it is — and that he can do something about that, 
too. I would try to make him know that just as 
American history is longer, larger, more various, 
more beautiful and more terrible than anything 
anyone has ever said about it, so is the world 
larger, more daring, more beautiful and more 
terrible, but principally larger — and that it be-
longs to him. I would teach him that he doesn’t 
have to be bound by the expediencies of any giv-
en administration, any given policy, any given 
morality; that he has the right and the necessity 
to examine everything. I would try to show him 
that one has not learned anything about Castro 
when one says, “He is a Communist.” This is a 
way of his not learning something about Cas-
tro, something about Cuba, something, in time, 
about the world. I would suggest to him that his is living, at the moment, in an enormous 
province. America is not the world and if America is going to become a nation, she must 
find a way — and this child must help her to find a way to use the tremendous potential 
and tremendous energy which this child represents. If this country does not find a way 
to use that energy, it will be destroyed by that energy.  n

James Baldwin (Aug. 2, 1924 – Dec. 1, 1987) was a novelist, essayist, playwright, poet, and 
social critic.

“A Talk to Teachers” © 1963 by James Baldwin was originally delivered as “The Negro Child – His Self-Image.” 
Originally published in The Saturday Review. Collected in JAMES BALDWIN: Collected Essays, published by Library 
of America. Copyright renewed. Used by arrangement with the James Baldwin Estate.
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F or years, I have struggled to find authentic ways of helping young children — 
kindergarteners and 1st graders — learn, remember, and appreciate Black histo-
ry. Come January, the halls of my school are plastered with a variety of Martin 

Luther King Jr. tributes and artwork that conveniently find their way to being relabeled 
for February’s Black History Month displays — and disappear in time for March’s green 
living tips to save the planet. 

But here is what my students need to know: Black is beautiful.
And here is why they need to know it …
Currently, in my predominantly white kindergarten class of 27, I see the few Black 

boys in my class targeted as the ones who did something wrong, as the kids who are called 
mean, as the kids who are not named as a friend. I see my one Black girl sad on the play-
ground, or looking for a spot at the table with her white peers, unsure how to make space 
for herself. They are on the periphery of play, usually the “it” in tag, and it reminds me of 
my own story: In high school a teacher told us that, in our society, the color black symbol-
izes bad and evil, and white symbolizes good and pure.

I also remember when I was in a human development college class watching a video 
clip of children choosing a white baby doll instead of a brown one. I remember a little 
Black girl in the study saying the brown dolls were not as pretty, and the little white girls 
saying the brown dolls looked dirty. The video and the study itself made me sad for the 
little Brown girl I once was, trying to fit in and make friends in school. 

One day I came across a stack of books the former librarian volunteer at my elemen-
tary school was going to throw out marked “Free books.” In it were two copies of Black 
Is Beautiful. It was published in the ’70s by Ann McGovern and made up of black-and-
white photos of simple black subjects: a black bird, black jelly beans, black puppies, a 
black butterfly, a young Black girl in dress-up. The words in the book were written like 
a free verse poem. I loved the simplicity and took both copies to use in my classroom.

The students listened to me read aloud using a voice of wonderment and adoration 
— some pages I whispered in reverence. I stopped at the page of the Black girl playing 
dress-up in her mom’s clothes, the only page mentioning black skin being beautiful: 

Black lace, black face. 
Black is beautiful. 

Black is Beautiful
By Kara Hinderlie
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“Do you see her wearing her mama’s fancy clothes? So beautiful and fun,” I said. 
When I finished, I asked what they noticed in the book.

“I notice the pictures only had black.”
“I notice a black bird.”
“I noticed beautiful.”
“The horse was black!”
“I noticed the candy!” 
“Yeah!” the class responds in a chorus of agreement.
I wrote down what they noticed on chart paper. Then I asked, “What can we add to 

this Black Is Beautiful book that the author didn’t mention?” 
“The tire swing!” Chris said. 
“Some people may not see a tire swing as beautiful. How can we convince them it is? 

I think about how some of you love to push it, and some of you love to ride on the tire 
swing. Hmm ... what would some beautiful movement words be that you could say with 
tire swing?”

“It twirls!”
“It spins around and around!” said Chris, who was now on his knees, having popped 

up during his share out.
“Oooh! I can’t wait to see how you write that!” I popped up too, and smiled.
I moved on, asking for more ideas. I framed their answers in the style and context of 

the book we read, modeling how to expand their list to sound like a poem. I wrote down 
their new ideas, and pointed to the ones already mentioned or from the original text: a 
kitten, a dog, sneakers, a witch.

“I notice the author wrote this like poetry to help us remember how beautiful the 
things in the book were. What words and descriptions can we add to our ideas to make 
people see the beauty and goodness of the color black?”

“My dress is soft and cozy,” Lori gently patted her black fuzzy skirt, smiling into her 
own shoulder. 

Nadira, who had been gazing away, raised her hand. “Black bird floating in the night 
sky.”

I wrote what they said on the board and asked them to tell a friend three black things 
they are going to write about in a beautiful way. I know some will only get a picture or a 
word down while some will fill the page, but I want them all to start by telling someone 
three things. It gives them a goal and sets the expectation with a starting point.

I sent them off to write their ideas and have “Black is beautiful” written on sentence 
strips at each writing table for reference. I collected their work, went home, and typed 
them up.

The next day we reviewed: “Who remembers something that is black and beautiful?” 
“Horses!” 
“Birds!” 
“Sneakers!”
“Rain clouds!” 
“Yes!” I said. “Today we are going to look at a different kind of black is beautiful. We 
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know that there are things that are black and beautiful, and people who are Black and 
beautiful. But it can be a little confusing because is people’s skin the color of black paper 
or a black shirt? No! Black people are all different shades of brown. We just call it black 
sometimes. Today we are going to write about beautiful Black people and I have a few 
books to share with you to help give you ideas.”

I started off by reading My People by Langston Hughes. 
“Sunshines, I love this book,” I told my students. “The words in this book are so sim-

ple and so powerful. This book is actually a short poem that was stretched across the 
pages so the photographs could illustrate each line of the poem. When I read this poem 
to you, I want you to study the pictures as you hear the words I say. Look at the faces and 
features of these Black people and notice their beauty. Notice what Langston compares 
the beauty to. In one place he compares me to the sun! I always feel so great when I read 
this poem.”

The night is beautiful,
So the faces of my people.

The stars are beautiful,
So the eyes of my people.

Beautiful, also, is the sun.
Beautiful, also, are the souls 
   of my people.

 
I tell them to listen to ways Langston knows Black- and Brown-skinned people are 

beautiful. It’s a slow book, with only a few words per page, which allows my students 
to study the sepia-toned photos. Using the same format from the last lesson, we try to 
translate the idea of black is beautiful to features of Black and Brown people. After I 
finish the book, I ask the students to tell me about beautiful Black people. “What did 
Langston say?”

“Beautiful like the sun.”
“The stars are beautiful!”
I am explicit when I talk to the students about the metaphor in this poem. It is hard 

to understand when you are 5 years old and the world is a literal, concrete place. Some 
do not make the connections I want them to make, they are not thinking about the Black 
people of the poem but of their metaphors as the thing of beauty. So I make the connec-
tion for them and carry them with me through an example.

“Now you understand why I love this poem. Langston compares beautiful people 
with the sun and stars. Look at this page.” I show them the page of an elderly man, face 
raised and smiling at something unseen to the reader. “When I look at this page, I see joy 
and happiness. I see lines around his mouth that say he smiles a lot. His skin looks soft to 
touch. That is why he looks beautiful to me, and I think that’s why they chose this picture 
to go with the word ‘also’ in the poem. Sometimes we think of beauty one way and then 
discover, like in this book, there are other ways that we can see beauty!” 
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I re-read the poem and asked for “Black is beautiful” examples again. This time there 
are more accurate answers:

“Eyes are beautiful!” 
“Brown skin is beautiful.” 
“Hands are beautiful.”
Brandon, a Black boy who often sits quietly as if in meditation, raised his hand. “Souls 

are beautiful.” He looks at me and we smile.
We also read Hair Dance! by Dinah Johnson, another book with photos of Black 

and Brown kids playing outside. There is so much visual movement in this book; kids 
are jumping and hair is swinging. This book is spe-
cial because the children in the book are from our 
neighborhood, the author is a parent, the kids were 
previous students in our school. This interests the 
children and they study the pictures and recognize 
some of their playground in the artwork. This time 
around when kids answer what is beautiful, they 
move their heads as if flipping their own imaginary 
beaded braids. They are holding their own hair in 
the air to mimic the pictures they saw while I read the rhythmic words in the book. The 
resounding agreement is that Black hair is beautiful — and so is jumping! We spend two 
minutes trying to jump high and fast to get our own hair to dance.

But this time when I sent them to write, they were less confident. Maybe I moved 
too quickly, or maybe the metaphor was too big of a jump. They stuck pretty close to the 
examples given in the books: hands, hair, skin. They focused on the metaphor and less on 
the physical attributes of people as beautiful.

And this was what my students deserve to know: Black is beautiful.
I tell the kids why I think it’s important to celebrate Black history. I tell them my sto-

ry, of learning about history where no one looked like me or my family. “We have Black 
History Month as a reminder to teachers that there is not much written about all of the 
things that Black and Brown people have contributed to our lives. When I was a kid, I 
only learned about the ways white people changed our lives. There were no books or ac-
tivities in our school that let us know who those Black people were, or how they affected 
the way we live. I will share inventors and leaders who paved the way, or made an import-
ant discovery through diligence and hard work.” They seemed intrigued. Some looked 
surprised, some totally bored. Buy-in to the unknown is hard, so I gave them an example. 

Fresh off the heels of a presidential election with an unexpected outcome in 2016, 
where girls were coming in wearing pussycat hats and pant suits, I told the class about 
Shirley Chisholm. 

I then told them mostly about inventors or “real firsts,” as opposed to firsts for Black 
people, because they are the most tangible for young learners to understand. It is a clear, 
concrete contribution to bettering our daily lives: refrigeration, open-heart surgery, stop-
lights, peanut butter. I want my students to have a basis for appreciating Black people. 
Later, when they learn about the more complex concepts of slavery, Jim Crow, and civil 

But here is what my 
students need to know: 

Black is beautiful.
<
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rights, somewhere in the back of their mind I hope they will remember the beauty of 
Black and the ways Black people made life better for them. And then maybe, in the front 

of their eyes, they will see the injustice for what 
it was and what it still is. 

For the next writing exercise, to retain the 
feeling of reverence we stayed with the free 
verse poetry writing style of the first book I in-
troduced by Ann McGovern. The tone of that 
piece set the mood for the beauty on the page, 
and allowed them to transition into that poet-
ic mode of writing, thinking, and seeing their 
ideas in a different light. I had them talk in pairs 
and instructed them to tell each other who they 
remember learning about and liked. When I 
asked them to write, they quickly jotted down 
their choices: Stoplights speak to cars in colors, 
tasty peanut butter on sandwiches for lunch every 
day, open-heart surgery saving lives. 

When writing with young children, I have to make publishing decisions. In this unit, 
I wanted the kids to see their ideas from these lessons typed up and put together as a 
collective piece. If I made them do the extra combining work it could make the unit drag 
on too long, its message losing potency. So, in this instance, I did it for them.  

Once all the parts were typed into one poem, I brought in craft and scrapbook sup-
plies all in black: pipe cleaners, pom-poms, feathers, beads, stickers, textured felt, and 
dozens of patterned papers; all glittery, soft, and shiny — the jewels of the crafting world. 
I cropped their poems and let them collage them into beautiful black works of art. I read 
the poems aloud as I handed them out one at a time, so they could hear each other’s work 
as inspiration.

Resistance
Some years when I do this lesson, I get backlash in the form of parent emails to the prin-
cipal, disengagement from students, or the fairness argument from both students and 
parents: “Why just black, why not all colors?” This year it was Andrew, a tall blue-eyed 
white boy, and a proficient reader and writer.

When he learned about Black inventor Lyda Newman’s improved hairbrush, Andrew 
whispered to a friend, “That’s not special.” 

When he saw the sentence strips with “Black is beautiful” written on them for a sec-
ond day, he turned them face down on the tables and exclaimed, “We already did these!”

When Jasmin told her friends something Black was beautiful, he responded, “Black 
is not beautiful.”

Andrew, whose humor sometimes runs in the center of insulting, who often finds 
delight in others’ misfortune, exclusion, or embarrassment, was creating another oppor-
tunity for me to change his mind.

They are on the periphery 
of play, usually the “it” 
in tag, and it reminds me 
of my own story: In high 
school a teacher told us 
that, in our society, the 
color black symbolizes 
bad and evil, and white 
symbolizes good and pure.

>
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When he turned the sentence strips face down exclaiming their completion, I explained 
this project was going to last the entire month. “Sometimes we remember things better and 
learn more when we stick with it. It feels like we finished because we did finish one part, but 
there’s more I want to show you and more I want you to try.” Andrew said, “OK.”

When he said Ms. Newman’s invention wasn’t special, I noted there is a difference 
between flashy and noteworthy. “Raise your hand if you have a brush like this one in 
your house. Raise your hand if you’ve seen one before. Isn’t that cool you’re learning 
about the person who made something we’ve all seen or used every day? That’s why I 
wanted you to learn about Ms. Newman. She gave 
us things we use so much they seem boring, but 
every time someone uses or buys it, she is getting 
affirmation that what she created was needed, even 
still today!” I make eye contact with Andrew when 
I say this, and he nods in agreement.

When Jasmin came to me upset that Andrew 
told her Black wasn’t beautiful, I took him aside 
and told him about the power of an ally.

“Why did you say Black isn’t beautiful to Jas-
min?”

“I was kidding. It is.” He tries to get the early 
exit card by placating me.

“I’m spending a lot of time on black is beautiful 
because I want you on my team, Andrew. I want 
you to be the person who stands up and defends 
black when someone else tries to do what you just did, tries to make a joke about it, and 
tries to hurt someone’s feelings about black. Black isn’t just a color of clothes, right?”

“No, it’s people and brown skin.”
“So when someone jokes about black, it makes us, people with that skin, feel less 

important. But you have a chance to be a leader. Friends look to you to include them and 
they follow your lead. If you decide not to treat black as a joke, if you tell a friend why it’s 
not funny to joke like that, you’ll be helping the unfairness that is all around us. You will 
be making this place a better place for more of us. Can you try to do that? Help us feel 
welcomed and proud of black?”

Andrew nods, “OK, yeah! I’m sorry I hurt Jasmin’s feelings, Ms. Kara.” 
“I know, Andrew. Thank you for apologizing. I’m glad you’re on my team.” Andrew 

smiles shyly and takes a big breath.
Then I take a big breath as he goes back to his seat.
Yeah, the work is weighty, little one. Deep breaths help. n

Kara Hinderlie teaches at Irvington School in Portland, Oregon. She works with the Oregon 
Writing Project.

<When I was a kid, I only 
learned about the ways 

white people changed 
our lives. There were no 

books or activities in our 
school that let us know 

who those Black people 
were, or how they 

affected the way we live.
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How One Elementary 
School Sparked a Citywide 
Movement to Make Black 
Students’ Lives Matter 
By Wayne Au and Jesse Hagopian
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I t was the morning of September 16, 2016, and a conscious party of resistance, 
courage, and community uplift was happening on the sidewalk in front of John 
Muir Elementary in Seattle. Dozens of Black men were lined up from the street to 

the school doorway, giving high-fives and praise to all the students who entered as part 
of a locally organized event called “Black Men Uniting to Change the Narrative.” Af-
rican American drummers pounded defiant rhythms. Students smiled and laughed as 
they made their way to the entrance. And teachers and parents milled about in #Black-
LivesMatter T-shirts, developed and worn in solidarity with the movement to make 
Black lives matter at John Muir Elementary. 

You never would have known that, just hours before, the school was closed and 
emptied as bomb-sniffing dogs scoured the building looking for explosives.

That September morning was the culmination of a combination of purposeful con-
versations among John Muir administration and staff, activism, and media attention. 
John Muir Elementary sits in Seattle’s Rainier Valley, and its student population re-
flects the community: 68 percent of Muir’s roughly 400 students qualify for free or 
reduced lunch, 33 percent are officially designated transition bilingual, 10 percent are 
Hispanic, 11 percent are Asian American, 11 percent identify as multiracial, and al-
most 50 percent are African American — mostly a mix of East African immigrants and 
families from this historically Black neighborhood. 

By that autumn, John Muir Elementary had been actively working on issues of race 
equity, with special attention to Black students, for months. The previous year, Muir’s 
staff began a deliberate process of examining privilege and the politics of race. With 
the support of both the school and the PTA, Ruby Bridges — who as a child famously 
desegregated the all-white William Frantz Elementary School in New Orleans in 1960 
— had also visited Muir as part of a longer discussion of racism in education among 
staff and students. During end-of-the-summer professional development, with the sup-
port of administration and in the aftermath of the police killings of Alton Sterling and 
Philando Castile, school staff read and discussed an article on #BlackLivesMatter and 
renewed their commitment to working for racial justice at Muir. 

As part of these efforts, an African American male student support worker, De-
Shawn Jackson, organized the “Black Men Uniting to Change the Narrative” event for 
that September morning, and in solidarity, school staff decided to wear T-shirts that 
read “Black Lives Matter/We Stand Together/John Muir Elementary,” designed by the 
school’s art teacher.

A local TV station reported on the teachers wearing #BlackLivesMatter T-shirts, 
and as the story went public, political tensions exploded. Soon the white supremacist, 
hate group-fueled news source Breitbart picked up the story, and the right-wing police 
support group Blue Lives Matter publicly denounced the effort. Hateful emails and 
phone calls began to flood the John Muir administration and the Seattle School Board, 
and then the horrifying happened: Someone made a bomb threat against the school. 
Even though the threat was deemed not very credible by authorities, Seattle Schools 
officially canceled the “Black Men Uniting to Change the Narrative” event at Muir out 
of extreme caution.

PHOTOS: SHARON CHANG
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All of this is what made that September morning all the more powerful. The 
bomb-sniffing dogs found nothing and school was kept open that day. The drummers 
drummed and the crowd cheered every child coming through the doors of John Muir 
Elementary. Everyone was there in celebration, loudly proclaiming that, yes, despite the 
racist and right-wing attacks, despite the official cancellation, and despite the bomb 
threat, the community of John Muir Elementary would not be cowed by hate and fear. 
Black men showed up to change the narrative around education and race. School staff 
wore their #BlackLivesMatter T-shirts and devoted the day’s teaching to issues of racial 
justice: all bravely and proudly celebrating their power. In the process, this single South 
Seattle elementary galvanized a growing citywide movement to make Black lives matter 
in Seattle schools.

Organizing Across the District
Inspired by that bold action, members of the Social Equality Educators (SEE), a rank-
and-file organization of union educators, invited a few John Muir staff to a meeting 

to offer support and learn more about their 
efforts. The Muir educators’ story explaining 
how and why they organized for Black lives 
moved everyone in attendance, and the SEE 
members began discussing taking the action 
citywide. 

Everyone agreed that there were potential 
pitfalls of doing a citywide Black students’ 
lives matter event. The John Muir teachers 
had a race and equity team and dedicated 
professional development time the previous 
year to discuss institutional racism, and they 
had collectively come to the decision as an 
entire school to support the action and wear 
the shirts. What would it mean at a different 
school if some teachers wore the shirts and 
taught anti-racist lessons, and others didn’t? 
What if only a few dozen teachers across Se-

attle wore the shirts — would that send the wrong message? What if other schools 
received threats? What if those threats materialized?

These and other considerations fueled an important discussion and debate among 
SEE members, and highlighted the need to educate our communities about why this 
action was urgently needed. However, with the videos of police killing Philando Castile 
and Alton Sterling fresh in the minds of SEE members, the group decided that to not 
publicly declare that Black lives matter would be a message in and of itself.  

And it wasn’t just about the police murder of Black people that motivated SEE to 
organize action across the school system. It was also because of the institutional racism 
infecting the Seattle Public Schools. Seattle has an alarming pattern of segregation both 

Everyone was there 
in celebration, loudly 
proclaiming that, yes, 
despite the racist and 
right-wing attacks, 
despite the official 
cancellation, and despite 
the bomb threat, the 
community of John Muir 
Elementary would not be 
cowed by hate and fear.
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between and within schools, with intensely tracked advanced classes overwhelmingly 
populated with white students. Moreover, the Department of Education’s 2013 investi-
gation found that Seattle Schools suspended Black students at about four times the rate 
of white students for the same infractions.

SEE members decided that on October 19, 2016, they would all wear Black Lives 
Matter shirts to school and voted to create a second T-shirt design that included “#Say-
HerName.” The African American Policy Forum created this hashtag in the wake of 
Sandra Bland’s death while in the custody of Waller County, Texas, police, to raise 
awareness about police violence against women, to raise awareness about police vio-
lence against Black women, and to raise awareness about police violence particularly 
against Black queer women and Black transgender women. 

As part of this action, SEE also developed a three-point policy proposal that would 
serve as an ongoing campaign to support Black Lives Matter in schools and aid in the 
struggle against institutional racism: 

1. Support ethnic studies in all schools.
2. Replace zero-tolerance discipline with restorative justice practices.
3.  De-track classes within the schools to undo the racial segregation that is rein-

forced by tracking.

In addition, SEE voted to bring a resolution to the Seattle Education Association 
(SEA), the union representing Seattle’s educators, to publicly declare support for the 
action of the John Muir teachers and community, and to call on all teachers across the 
district to actively support the October 19 action. 

At the September SEA Representative Assembly, SEE member Sarah Arvey, a white 
special education teacher, brought forward the following resolution:

Whereas the SEA promotes equity and supports anti-racist work in our schools; 
and,

Whereas we want to act in solidarity with our members and the community 
at John Muir who received threats based on their decision to wear Black Lives 
Matter T-shirts as part of an event with “Black Men United to Change the Nar-
rative”; and,

Whereas the SEA and SPS promote Race and Equity teams to address insti-
tutionalized racism in our schools and offer a space for dialogue among school 
staff; and,

Therefore be it resolved that the SEA Representative Assembly endorse and 
participate in an action wearing Black Lives Matter T-shirts on Wednesday, 
October 19, 2016, with the intent of showing solidarity, promoting anti-racist 
practices in our schools, and creating dialogue in our schools and communities.

SEE members expected a difficult debate at the SEA Representative Assembly, and 
many didn’t think the resolution would pass. But they underestimated the impact of 
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During our #CloseTheGaps kick-off week, Seattle Education Association is 
promoting October 19 as a day of solidarity to bring focus to racial equity and 
affirming the lives of our students — specifically our students of color.

In support of this focus, members are choosing to wear Black Lives Matter 
T-shirts, stickers, or other symbols of their commitment to students in a coordi-
nated effort. SEA is leading this effort and working to promote transformation-
al conversations with staff, families, and students on this issue.

We invite you to join us in our commitment to eliminate opportunity gaps 
and accelerate learning for each and every student.

At that point, we in Seattle felt that we had accomplished something historic, be-
cause for perhaps the first time in Seattle’s history, the teachers and the teachers’ union, 
the parents and the PTSA, students and the Seattle School District administration 
had all reached a consensus support for a very politicized action for racial justice in 
education. 

As the October 19 Black Lives Matter at School day approached, orders for the 
various Black Lives Matter T-shirts soared. John Muir set up a site where T-shirt pur-
chases would directly benefit the school’s racial justice work. SEE’s online T-shirt site 
received some 2,000 orders for the BLM shirts, with proceeds going to support racial 
justice campaigns and a portion going to John Muir. Other schools created their own 
T-shirt designs specific to their schools. The Seattle schools were now poised for un-
precedented mass action for racial justice. 

Black Lives Matter at School Day
As October 19 arrived, Garfield High School 
senior Bailey Adams was in disbelief. She told 
Seattle’s KING 5 News, “There was a moment 
of like, is this really going to happen? Are 
teachers actually going to wear these shirts? All 
of my years I’ve been in school, this has nev-
er been talked about. Teachers have never said 
anything where they’re going to back their stu-
dents of color.”

But sure enough, every school across the 
city had educators come to school wearing the 
shirts. Hundreds of teachers took advantage of 
the day to teach lessons and lead discussions 
about institutional racism. SEE and Soup for 
Teachers partnered to make a handout called 
“Teaching and Mentoring for Racial Justice” that suggested BLM resources for both 
teachers and parents. The SEA also emailed suggested resources to teachers.  

Some schools changed their reader boards to declare “Black Lives Matter.” Parents 
at some elementary schools set up tables by the front entrance with books and resourc-

And it wasn’t just about 
the police murder of Black 

people that motivated 
SEE to organize action 

across the school system. 
It was also because of 

the institutional racism 
infecting the Seattle 

Public Schools.
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es to help other parents talk to their kids about racism. Many schools coordinated 
plans for teaching about Black lives, including lessons about movements for racial 
justice and lessons about the way racism impacts the school system today. Several 
teachers across the district showed the film Stay Woke about the origins of the Black 
Lives Matter movement, and held class discussions afterward. Some educators used 
the opportunity to discuss intersectional identities and highlighted how Black and 
queer women had first launched the #BlackLivesMatter hashtag.  

Schools such as Chief Sealth International High School and Garfield High 
School put up Black Lives Matter posters/graffiti walls, which quickly filled up 
with anti-racist commentary from students and educators. A teacher at Dearborn 
Park International Elementary built a lesson plan from a photo of Colin Kaeper-
nick kneeling. To capture the power of the day, educators from most of the schools 
around the district took group photos wearing the BLM shirts and sent them to the 

union for publication. 
During lunchtime, the Garfield faculty, staff, 

and students rallied on the front steps of the school. 
In one of the most moving and powerful moments 
of the day, Black special education teacher Janet 
Du Bois decided she finally had to tell everyone a 
secret she had been quietly suffering with. In front 
of all the assembled school community and media 
she revealed that the police had murdered her son 
several years ago — and this had happened after he 
had been failed by the education system and pushed 
out of school. Fighting through tears, Du Bois said, 
“When our kids are failed, they have to go to alter-
native places and end up with their lives hanging in 
the balance because someone does not care.”

To cap off the extraordinary and powerful day, 
SEE organized a community celebration, forum, and talent showcase that evening 
that drew hundreds of people. The event was emceed by educator, organizer, poet, 
attorney, and soon-to-be Seattle mayoral candidate Nikkita Oliver. Spoken word 
poets, musicians, and the Northwest Tap Connection (made up of predominantly 
Black youth performers) delighted and inspired the audience. Black youth activists 
from middle schools and high schools engaged in an onstage discussion about their 
experience of racism in school and what changes they wanted to see to make the 
education system truly value their lives. Seahawks Pro Bowl defensive end Michael 
Bennett came to the event and pledged his support of the movement, saying, “Some 
people believe the change has to come from the government, but I believe it has to be 
organic and come from the bottom.” 

By the end of the day, thousands of educators had reached tens of thousands of 
Seattle students and parents with a message of support for Black students and oppo-
sition to anti-Black racism — with local and national media projecting the message 

While the educators 
who launched this 
movement were 
quite aware that the 
institutions of racism 
remained intact, 
they also knew those 
same institutions had 
been shaken.
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much further. While the educators who launched this movement were quite aware 
that the institutions of racism remained intact, they also knew those same institutions 
had been shaken. 

  
Lessons Learned
In many ways we had a successful campaign around making Black lives matter in Seat-
tle schools, and, from an organizing perspective, we learned several important lessons. 
To begin, we learned that one school can make a big difference: A single elementary 
school bravely took a stand that provided a spark for an already simmering citywide 
movement, and influenced national discussions as educators in Philadelphia, Roches-
ter, New York, and elsewhere followed suit with similar educationally based #Black-
LivesMatter actions.

We also learned that acting in the context of a broader social movement was criti-
cal. The police killings of Philando Castile and Alton Sterling in the summer of 2016, 
as part of the long-standing pattern of Black death at the hands of police, ensured 
that there were ongoing protests and conversations associated with #BlackLivesMat-
ter. This broader movement created the political space and helped garner support for 
the actions of both John Muir Elementary specifically, and Seattle Public Schools more 
generally.

In addition, we learned that sometimes when the white supremacists, “alt-right,” 
and right-wing conservatives attack, it can make our organizing stronger and more 
powerful. In the case of Seattle, it was the avalanche of hateful emails and calls, the 
right-wing media stories, and the bomb threat against John Muir Elementary that ulti-
mately galvanized teachers and parents across the city. 

We also learned that developing a broad base of support was essential to the suc-
cess of the campaign to make Black student lives matter in Seattle Schools. Garnering 
the official support of the teachers union, the executive board of the Seattle Council 
PTSA, and even the Seattle Public Schools, as well as gathering acts of solidarity from 
scholars and others nationally, helped build a protective web of political support to 
shield Seattle educators as they moved forward with their action.

In the end, we also learned that, with more time and resources, we could have done 
better organizing. For instance, we had to grapple with the fact that when the John 
Muir Elementary staff made the decision to wear their #BlackLivesMatter T-shirts, it 
was after being a part of sustained discussion and professional development that took 
place over multiple years. Ideally, all schools should have had the opportunity to have 
similar discussions as part of their typical professional development so that, when a 
moment like this happens, all school staff have stronger basic understandings of racial 
justice to guide their decision-making. 

Another improvement would have been to be able to offer a clearer vision of curric-
ulum across the district for the Black Lives Matter at School day. Despite the strength 
of the “Teaching and Mentoring for Racial Justice” resource handout developed by 
SEE and Soup for Teachers, the quality and depth of what children at different schools 
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learned on the day of the districtwide event varied wildly from school to school. With 
just a little more time and resources, we could have provided teachers with a cluster 
of grade-level appropriate teaching activities that they could have used on that day if 
they wanted. In particular this is something that might have helped teachers around 
the district who wanted to support the action but struggled with ways to explicitly 
make Black lives matter in their own classroom curriculum.  

It wasn’t until the end of the school year that we learned two more lessons. The 
first was that, despite widespread community support for the making Black Lives 
Matter in School day, the passive-aggressive racism of some of Seattle’s notoriously 
liberal, white parents had been lurking all along. In a June 2017 story, local news 
radio station KUOW reported on a series of emails from white parents who live in 
the more affluent north end of Seattle. According to the story, white parents com-
plained not just about the perceived militancy and politics of the Black Lives Matter 
in School day in Seattle, but that children couldn’t handle talking about racism, and 
that we should be colorblind because “all lives matter.” Importantly, many of these 
parents openly questioned the existence of racial inequality in Seattle’s schools.

The second lesson we learned well after the Black Lives Matter in School day was 
that our action helped strengthen the political groundwork for a continued focus 
on racial justice in Seattle Schools. On July 5, 2017, the Seattle School Board unani-
mously passed a resolution in support of ethnic studies in Seattle Schools in response 
to a yearlong campaign from the NAACP, SEE, and other social justice groups, in-
cluding formal endorsement from the Seattle Education Association. While this pol-
icy shift happened on the strength of the community organizing for ethnic studies 
specifically, Seattle’s movement to make Black Lives Matter in School demonstrated 
to the district that there was significant public support for racial justice initiatives in 
Seattle schools, effectively increasing the official space for other initiatives like ethnic 
studies to take hold.

Putting the Shirts Back On
The school year ended with a horrific reminder of why we must continue to declare 
the value of Black lives when on Sunday, June 18, 2017, Seattle police shot and killed 
Charleena Lyles, a pregnant mother of four, in her own apartment after she called 
them in fear her home was being burglarized. She was shot down in a hail of bullets 
in front of three of her kids, two of whom attended public elementary schools in 
Seattle. The immediate media narrative of her death dehumanized her by focusing on 
the fact that the police alleged Charleena was wielding a kitchen knife, that she had 
a history of mental illness, and a criminal background. This was the usual strategy of 
killing the person and then assassinating their character in an attempt to turn public 
opinion in support of the police.  

But in Seattle, there were the countervailing forces of Charleena’s organized fam-
ily, community activists, and Seattle educators who forced a different public discus-
sion about the value of Black lives and the callous disregard of them by unaccountable 
police. SEE and the SEA immediately put out a call for teachers to put their Black 



This article is a sample from the forthcoming book from Rethinking Schools, Teaching for Black Lives. Visit www.teachingforblacklives.com 
for more information about the book and for additional teaching resources for Black Lives Matter at School Week of Action. 

SECTION HEADER   |  31

Lives Matter shirts back on — many of which also featured #SayHerName — for a 
school districtwide action in solidarity with Charleena and her family on June 20. 
Within three days of Charleena’s death, hundreds of teachers came to school wearing 
heartbreak, rage, and solidarity in the form of their Black Lives Matter T-shirts — 
with shirt sales this time going to Charleena’s family. 

A couple hundred educators swelled the ranks of the after-school rally that day 
with Charleena’s family and hundreds 
of other supporters at the apartment 
complex where she had been killed. 
With educators from her son’s schools 
and all across the district rallying to 
Charleena’s side, the press was com-
pelled to run stories talking about her 
as woman, as a parent of Seattle school-
children, and as a person with talents 
and struggles like everyone else.  

Seattle’s Black Lives Matter at 
School day is only a beginning. Having 
nearly 3,000 teachers wear T-shirts to 
school one day doesn’t magically end 
anti-Black racism or white suprema-
cy. If that were the case, then perhaps 
Charleena Lyles would still be alive today to drop her kids off at school, chat with 
other parents on the playground, and watch the children play. 

But something powerful and important did happen in Seattle. At John Muir Ele-
mentary, the school staff and community stood strong against white supremacist hate, 
and across Seattle schools, teachers and parents found a way to stand in solidarity with 
Black students and their families. In the process, the public dialogue about institu-
tionalized racism in Seattle Schools was pushed forward in concrete ways. And while 
we have so much more work to do, in the end, what happened in Seattle showed that 
educators have an important role to play in the movement for Black lives. When they 
rise up across the country to join this movement — both inside the school and outside 
on the streets — institutions of racism can be challenged in the search for solidarity, 
healing, and justice. n

Wayne Au, a former public high school teacher, is a professor in the School of Educational 
Studies at the University of Washington, Bothell, and is an editor of Rethinking Schools.

Jesse Hagopian teaches ethnic studies at Seattle’s Garfield High School, is a member of the 
Social Equality Educators (SEE), and is an editor of Rethinking Schools. You can follow 
him on Twitter @JessedHagopian.
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W hen I was in middle school, I was bused to the other side of town for my 
education. Portland Public Schools wanted to integrate middle schools in 
Southeast Portland. This meant that a handful of Black students — most of 

us from Northeast Portland who had attended elementary school together — boarded a 
yellow school bus before sunrise to ride across town. We sat at the back of the bus laugh-
ing at the boys stinging on each other with yo momma jokes. My best friend and I shared 
the headphones to her Walkman so that we both could sing along to Bell Biv DeVoe and 
Mariah Carey. For the 30-minute ride we were ourselves and there was no shame in the 

way we talked or related to each other. No one made a big 
deal about seeing my hair in braids one day and straight-
ened the next. We bragged about how well our mommas 
cooked and shared our leftovers with each other at lunch-
time, even though one day a white girl loudly whispered 
to her friend that “Black food smells bad.”

We had pride and there was a care we took with each 
other. Though there were normal middle school cliques 
and dramas, there was also a strength and loyalty among 
us. On that bus, we were family. I felt like I belonged.

But when I got to school, I felt invisible. Which is 
ironic because I was a plump dark-skinned girl with hair 
that would kink and curl at one drop of rain.

I stood out.
So how is it that I felt no one saw me?
Being seen — truly seen — is to feel that all parts of 

who I am are recognized not as compartmentalized pieces of myself, but blended truths 
of my identity. So when my white friends told me they didn’t see me as a Black girl that 
meant they didn’t see me. When white teachers seemed shocked to hear me speak Black 
vernacular in the hallway with my friends when I “spoke so well in class,” what they didn’t 
understand is that code-switching came natural to me — I talked both ways and I wasn’t 

Black Like Me

by Renée Watson

Being seen — 
truly seen — is to 
feel that all parts 
of who I am are 
recognized not as 
compartmentalized 
pieces of myself, 
but blended truths 
of my identity.
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trying to fit in with my friends or impress my teachers. I was being myself.
One day, on our way to a field trip to see the Oregon Symphony, a teacher tried to 

assure me that if I “gave the music a try” I might really find that I liked it. I told her that I 
loved classical music. That I loved jazz, too. Her smile told me that she thought this was a 
good thing. When she said, “Well, that’s good because that rap stuff is not music,” I told 
her that I loved hip-hop and R&B and gospel and country, too. My family was a musical 
family. We had a collection of records that included Tennessee Ernie Ford, Mahalia Jack-
son, Marvin Gaye, and the Jackson 5. My sister played in a jazz ensemble that traveled to 
Europe. My grandfather played the piano at church.

She didn’t seem to value the variety of music I enjoyed. There was clearly one that 
was better than the others and I took this to 
mean that the Black parts of me were better 
off hidden. There was a shame that came with 
owning up to the parts of me that fit the ste-
reotypes and assumptions of what people ex-
pected Black children to be like.

In middle school I learned that some 
adults saw me as an “exception to the rule.” To 
be called confident for an overweight, dark-
skinned Black girl was to say that overweight, 
dark-skinned Black girls had low self-esteem. 
If I was smart for a Black girl that meant the 
rule was Black children weren’t normally 
smart.

It was one thing to feel different, to be dif-
ferent. It was another thing to be judged on 
those differences. To realize that people had 
expectations of me because of what I looked 
like or the neighborhood I was from.

I often excused racist or insensitive remarks and actions, and instead blamed myself 
or thought that maybe I was taking it the wrong way.

But there was no excusing away what my 7th-grade science teacher said the day she 
passed out the tests we had taken a few days before. She walked to the front of the room 
and yelled, “I am so disappointed in all of you!” She paced the floor, walking between our 
desks. “None of you passed the test. You will be taking it again. Right. Now.”

I looked down at my paper. Saw the capital A scribbled in red ink across the top of 
the page.

“I will give you a chance to look through your notes and then you will retake the test.”
I looked back at my paper. “But I have an A,” I said. First to myself and then out loud 

when I raised my hand and asked, “Do I have to retake the test?”
“Oh, that’s right,” my teacher said. “You got an A.” She turned her back to me and 

addressed the rest of the class. “And this is why I am so disappointed in all of you. You 
let Renée Watson come all the way over here from Northeast Portland and get a better 

In middle school I learned 
that some adults saw me as 
an “exception to the rule.” 
To be called confident for an 
overweight, dark-skinned 
Black girl was to say that 
overweight, dark-skinned 
Black girls had low self-
esteem. If I was smart for 
a Black girl that meant the 
rule was Black children 
weren’t normally smart.
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grade than you in science!”
I have often replayed that day in my mind. I have 

thought of new endings where I stand up for myself 
and walk out of class refusing to be humiliated. I have 
wondered what would have happened if she asked me 
to be a tutor for the other students in class. What if she 
taught me — and the rest of the class — about Black 
scientists and their revolutionary discoveries? What if 
she had allowed space in her narrative for Black chil-
dren from Northeast Portland to be capable of meeting 
high expectations, of achieving academic success?

What if she really saw me?
As an educator, I try to see my students. I encour-

age them to embrace all parts of their culture — where 
they come from, what they eat, the music they enjoy, 
the joyous and disastrous parts of their neighborhoods 
and families. I strive to learn their individual and col-
lective histories. I share my stories with them, and 
we grow and heal together. We laugh at ourselves for 
sometimes being the stereotype. We proudly proclaim 
that we are more than the stereotype. We mourn and rejoice over our ancestors — their 
struggles and victories, their shortcomings and strengths. We commit to sharing our true 
selves. We commit to seeing each other. n

Renée Watson (reneewatson.net) is an author, performer, and educator. Her children’s books 
have received several honors, including an NAACP Image Award nomination. She teaches 
poetry at DreamYard in New York City.
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