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|  a message from the editor  |  antwan jefferson, ph.d  

Welcome to our first issue of 2021.

-Post-riots at the US Capitol
-Post-2020 election
-Post and During the announced departures of several local school district leaders
-During a reality-altering global pandemic that continues to hit closer and closer to  

         home for many of us
       -During various shifting configurations of remote and in-person teaching and learning
       -During the 2nd impeachment trial of a US President, the first in history 

Every time we work on producing this Journal for you, I am reminded how important it is to see things as they are, 
especially when they are not the way we want them to be, the way our children, families, educators and broader 
community deserve them to be. And not the way that one person or group tries to convince us is the only way.  
This is why we do this work. 

This issue is special, and I think that you’ll get a sense of what’s special as you read the main article from Allan Tellis,  
our Chief Writer, who captures the tensions and opportunities ahead for public education in the region.

I think that you’ll also see what’s even more special as you read from:

• A School Leader, who’s also an educator, who’s also a founding principal, and also a Doctoral Candidate, and who 
writes as all of these.

• A Doctoral Candidate, who’s also an activist, and a mother, and an educator, and who writes as all of these.
• A High School student, who’s also an organizer, and who’s helping to lead education and social systems change, and 

who writes as all of these. 
• A Social Worker, who’s also a PhD, and a mother and grandmother, and an Educational Equity expert, and who writes 

as a member of the community, because she’s all of these.

Our DJEC team is committed to acknowledging that many things can be true simultaneously, just as each of us is not only 
one demographic descriptor. We (me, you, and everyone else) are all many different things, and these differences are what 
should unite us, more than what we have in common. There is not one reality, and no one has to win. We all need to win. 

I hope that this issue encourages you to be all that you are, and to allow others to be all that they are. I also hope it 
encourages you to see public education for all that it is. 

Thank you for reading.
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| adjusting to new social and educational realities |

By  | Allan Tellis, Chief Writer, Denver

public education’s opportunity to shift course

Traditional educational dynamics have had to be  
reimagined during the nation’s struggle with COVID-19. 
The common educational experience has been profoundly 
altered by new norms given the regulations required when 
schools attempted to keep learning happening during a 
pandemic. Schools have had to fundamentally  
reimagine the foundational protocols of basic school  
functions. Quickly, educational institutions have had to 
provide access to quality education in a variety of ways,  
and many of those new strategies do not involve students 
physically attending school. The consequences of the shift 
have been vast, and the shift has undoubtedly led many  
to stress just how urgent an overhaul of the educational 
system has been and continues to be. Trying, and often-
times failing, to meet students’ needs has highlighted  
the rigidness of our educational structure. 

Despite the novelty of the coronavirus, school systems  
have failed though the students who have struggled the 
most during the transition have been quite familiar.  
Difficulty in navigating multiple aspects of the pandemic 
has deeply affected students who were already marginal-

ized and underserved, for many of the same  
reasons these students were underserved during normal  
circumstances. However, unlike other times when  
educational systems have come under heavy scrutiny, the 
pandemic has uprooted many people’s commitment to 
maintaining tradition. With such uncertainty going forward, 
the current situation presents a unique chance to explore 
the ways in which education can be transformed as the  
educational system begins to establish a new sense of 
normalcy. As one educational advocate put it, “This is a 
massive opportunity to cocreate a different future for our 
education system, one that really honors all voices and is 
rooted in equity; not in a buzzword sense, but true equity 
so that we create something that people feel like they’ve 
got skin in the game. So often that’s not the case, it’s been 
things done to community and not with community.“

Because the traditional practices deployed in education 
have not always yielded positive results, and were recently 
displaced by the necessities of keeping pace with schooling 
during a pandemic, many community members feel like 
now is a perfect time to retool education. 

“The coronavirus has forced educational systems to expand the types of schooling available as well as to 
display a nimbleness that seemed impossible to many just a few years ago.”

Photo By Bryant Jefferson
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Critics and proponents of the traditional educational  
system suggest that this turmoil should be used as a  
catalyst to fundamentally improve that system. Over many 
years, the priorities of the educational system have seemed 
to become calcified. It seems as though the priorities that 
are reflected in educational institutions embody outdated 
values. How most major functions of the society operate 
has drastically changed over the past one hundred years in 
response to changes in social norms, technology, and  
knowledge creation. However, schools have seemed  
to remain fixed in time, largely reflecting what were  
innovative strategies in the industrial era. As one  
educational strategist noted, “This is the one thing 
that hasn’t changed in fifty years. Whereas business-
es have changed and evolved, what we learn and how 
we can learn has evolved, but the school systems 
themselves have pretty much stayed the course with 
a tweak or two in regards to the technologies.”

The coronavirus has forced educational systems to  
expand the types of schooling available as well as to display 
a nimbleness that seemed impossible to many just a few 
years ago. Once the pandemic has been brought under 
control Going forward, many would like to see the school 
system reflect priorities that can produce better outcomes 
for educators and communities. Many community mem-
bers feel as though the educational institutions have not 
set up schools in a way that serves their best interests. This 
disconnect between the priorities of the schools and the 
needs of community members is hyper-apparent to those 
interacting with the school from marginal positions.  
With significant shifts in education seeming inevitable, 
community members believe this may be a unique  
opportunity to align the priorities of the educational  
system with those of the community. 

Prioritize Other Ways of Evaluation
 
Schools must begin to evaluate themselves critically on 
their ability to positively affect the lives of community 
members. An educator observed that one of the best ways 
to determine what an institution privileges is to examine 
what they most effectively measure. Unfortunately, schools 
have been unable to standardize practices that produce 
satisfactory outcomes for many community members.  
One father noted that not knowing the connection  
between the constant evaluation of his daughter and how 
those metrics would help determine her future success 
made him reluctant to support the process. The testing  
regimen is not innocuous and puts heavy stress on the 
teachers, who pass that stress on to the students they 
teach. As this father put it, “If I knew this test connects to 
this, which connects to that, which gets them here to be 

successful once they graduate, then I would be receptive 
to it. But not knowing and just having everything pushed 
down, it is frustrating, and hopefully we can get some more 
information as we go forward in the future.”

One parent felt as though schools have prioritized  
creating students who have mastered compliance.  
Other community members remarked that it is critical to 
frame the priorities of the educational system in relation 
to the types of citizens and workers they were intended to 
produce. For a significant period of US history, educational 
institutions were responsible for producing the types of 
employees who could function well in industrial circum-
stances. However, the economy has changed dramatically 
since the beginnings of modern public schooling, and the 
needs of employers have changed accordingly. Schools 
today need to reflect those changing demands if they want 
to prepare students to be successful in the future.  
For many, teaching such skills as critical thinking should 
take precedence over evaluating how well students  
obey orders.

The ways in which schools themselves are evaluated 
perpetuate these problematic setups. Funding and prestige 
are tied to an individual school’s ability to produce useable 
metrics. This creates a cascading effect of problems. Trying 
to secure funding and a sound reputation is forcing schools 
to chase high-quality numbers as opposed to prioritizing 
what is best for the students. In many ways these factors 
incentivize schools to create the appearance of quality  
education as opposed to considering success as meeting  
the needs of students and parents. As one parent who is  
familiar with the back-end of educational policy comment-
ed, “Sometimes those data sets don’t represent the issue at 
the heart of what’s going on, or they get inflated when we 
take averages ... we need to uncover ugly truths, and if we 
try to cover those truths, then we never get the solutions 
that hits what we really need.” 

The pressure to produce highly valued metrics makes its 
way from administrative departments to teachers who 
have to balance their job responsibilities and their desire to 
meet the needs of the students. One teacher noted that she 
felt tension between teaching the normative curriculum 
and wanting to prepare students with necessary informa-
tion that is unrelated to mandatory testing. She recalled 
times she stopped following lesson plans to give students 
information that would serve them well as cosmopolitan 
citizens. She felt they needed to be aware of some of the 
knowledge people generally expect well-learned people to 
have even if it wasn’t directly related to the curriculum. 
However, under the current structure of evaluation, that 
would not make for good teaching. As she put it, ”If I was 



 |    Page 7    |    © 2021 djec   | 

| setting new priorities for public education |

being observed in those moments by a LEAP observer,  
I would have been scored down.” Another educational  
advocate echoed that point: ”The way that they [schools] 
are evaluated is going to structure the way that they’re 
[teachers] teaching. They are evaluated on how well  
students produce content knowledge, so that’s going to  
be what they’re structuring the lessons to look like.” 

Students, especially historically marginalized students, need 
to have culturally competent education that helps them 
identify with education beyond a seemingly endless inquiry 
into their content acquisition. Community members 
suggested that schools should prioritize teaching students 
what they would like to or need to learn as opposed to 
measuring them solely against formulaic metrics. The 
comparison between what students are learning and what 
students should be learning is inherently rooted in race and 
class, causing marginalized students to always be seen as 
regressed or lacking. As one educator put it, “We’re taking 
on this concept of ‘whiteness’ as ‘greatness,’ and that pretty 
much is what the school system is. This set of kids did this 
well on this test, and you guys aren’t doing well enough, 
instead of saying who cares what they’re doing over there, 
you need these skills in order to be successful, and this is 
what we’re going to provide.”

Another educator noted that grade books have become 
considerable and detailed as schools have evaluated more 
and more in an attempt to pace themselves against district 
evaluations. This attention to maintaining extensive grade 
books has disrupted teachers’ abilities to do what they have 
been trained to understand as best—thinking of the  
students in their wholeness. When rigor, as defined by a 
particular type of knowledge acquisition, is highly and 
oftentimes exclusively valued by the educational system, 
that does not tell the complete story of the success of the 
school or the development of the individual student. It has 
been suggested that one of the larger disparities in quality 
of education is how strictly schools are disciplined by their 
performance in relation to predefined metrics. Schools in 
more affluent areas, which enroll far fewer marginalized 
students, seem to have the resources and autonomy to meet 
the needs of their students in an individualized fashion. 
In more traditional school settings, meeting requirements 
triumphs over educators’ and parents’ advocacy for more 
nimble and individualized criteria. One mother noted her 
experience with this seeming change in oversight when 
moving her son from one school to another: “His school has 
far less oversight than Smith [Elementary School] did with 
Black and brown students and Black and brown teachers. 
Every single year, if they don’t hit a marker, they’re in 
danger of the school being closed down. Here, in a totally 
different zip code, they are like, ‘You know what, why are 

we focusing on this, we don’t want to have homework 
because our kids have sports after school and we want 
them to stop.’ It’s so inherently racist what we even allow 
our kids to have access to in school and the oversight that 
comes to schools.”

Some parents voiced their sympathy for educators who  
are forced to help children develop fully with constant 
evaluation looming over their careers. One stated, “I 
honestly feel really sad for educators and admin folks who 
feel like they have to get a quick ROI.” He further noted 
that they are in a position where “this is what I’m getting 
measured by. I know what you’re saying about your kid is 
probably really real, but I can’t slow down enough to help 
you, and I don’t have any places where you can influence 
the trajectory of your own student or students like your 
student because we are moving at a thousand miles an 
hour, and we just can’t stop.” Others suggested that  
allowing educators, schools, students, and parents to have 
autonomy should not be thought of as the opposite of rigor. 
One educational advocate suggested quite frankly,  
“We need to expand what we think about rigorous  
education past this idea of content knowledge.”

Prioritize the Whole Child

Community members have quite often wrested with  
the question of the purpose of education while trying  
to establish new priorities. One purpose that has been  
offered was that schools exist to proliferate the talents 
of the students. One mother offered a holistic vision for 
schools where their purpose was to help kids develop as 
people and realize and love their true selves. She suggest-
ed that an overemphasis on what comes after completing 
school limits the possibility of schools becoming healing 
and transformative spaces. A parent noted that this type 
development is more meaningful than the data that can be 
collected from formal assessments. An educational activist 
described the tension between performance and a more  
human approach by commenting on changing priorities:, 
“Yes, we have to stay on certain types of continuum to 
teach, but you have to pull away and give our kids time to 
regroup and reset. ... This thing where we were running 
them down, just beating kids down all day long on a  
schedule, and beating teachers down, does not work.”  
A math teacher echoed that sentiment, questioning,  
“Who cares if they get straight As if they are miserable.”

If schools prioritize students’ realizing their true selves, this 
could have liberatory potential for those who have been 
traditionally marginalized by the educational system. 
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Changing this dynamic could create the opportunity for 
schools not simply to reproduce the most familiar fault 
lines of oppression in the United States. A nonprofit leader 
noted that community members have become comfort-
able with the status quo of the educational system. He 
suggested that the community must summon the courage 
to embrace the turbulence that can be caused by pursuing 
structural change. As he claimed, communities need to be-
gin “disrupting systems that have continually produced the 
same results over and over. My fear is that as a people we 
have conditioned ourselves just to be okay with it, we hope 
for the best but we don’t really have an idea of how to hold 
people accountable to disrupt systems.” 

Understanding School’s Role as a Nonneutral  
Social Institution

In order for this transformation to occur, schools can no 
longer act as if their inability to serve all students in the 
past has been effectively happenstance or inconsequential. 
Going forward, schools need to prioritize taking actions 
toward reconciling their past offenses with current reali-
ties. As one longtime educational activist put it, “We need 
honest dialogue and conversation about what has happened 
in the past and the crimes against our kids that have been 
perpetrated. Will there be an honest reckoning of the past 
harms so people can move forward? … In terms of prior-
ities it’s hard to move on when there are these wounds 
that are still open in our communities; they’re not going to 
be healed if there’s not an honest reckoning.” She offered 
DPS’s estranged relationships with communities like  
Gilpin and Montbello as examples of areas where these  
conversations need to be taking place. 

The educational system has often presented itself as a  
neutral institution that had no political agenda, but some 
have suggested that in order for progress to occur, the 
system can no longer justify upholding such a facade. As 
one educator put it, “ Education is not neutral. I think 
education is political, and this is not a neutral profession, 
and I think the system needs to be reevaluated for who it’s 
serving.” Given the position of education as one of our  
longest-standing and most pivotal democratic institutions, 
it seems necessary that schools take on a stronger stance 
than neutrality. As one mother noted, “Education seems 
to be the last public democratic social institution that we 
have, as much as it’s still not, but there’s something there 
that could be. It often is the place where social ills are  
supposed to be fixed. There’s a lot of false connections 
to jobs, and economics, and just getting education, that 
[don’t] mean that things are going to be equitable moving 
forward. We could have education where the whole  
purpose is for students to become themselves.”

One of the ways educational institutions can preserve their 
status as a social institution that positively affects society is 
by better preparing students to succeed in life after formal 
schooling. Much of schooling still involves teaching out of 
the traditional canon, and at times educational priorities 
can lack relevance for the students currently attending 
school. Attracting educators who can help create this  
connection between pedagogy and students’ goals can  
be fostered by finding a way to recruit and retain those 
teachers who can connect the course material to the  
interest of the students. One educator emphasized that it is 
not as hard to get culturally competent teachers in the door 
as it is to keep them. 

When envisioning the future of education, community 
members have suggested that shifting the way they are 
thought of or engaged should also be prioritized. If the 
priority was to teach children as individuals, it would make 
it exponentially easier for educators to pair their school-
work with the students’ longer-term goals. One educator 
noted the importance of “really figuring out who they are 
as an individual and then being able to have conversations 
... districts, teachers, and staff having a priority of knowing 
these kids individually and being able to talk to them and 
... to relate to them on their level, [which] is huge.”

Create Ties Between Education and Life Skills

Not only would this individuation help students develop 
personally, but it would also allow for schools to take on a 
more proactive role in advancing a larger societal interest. 
For many students, gaining the skills that can help them 
advance their life prospects would provide a path toward 
liberation, which in turn could create more buy-in from the 
students. One educational strategist noted that “students 
are attracted to this idea of entrepreneurship, especially 
students of color. They ... envision this idea of liberation as 
being attached to being an entrepreneur and being able to 
control their own destiny.”

Furthermore, given the enormous investment students 
make in getting an education, it is crucial that schools  
provide them with the skills necessary to navigate life.  
As one grandmother and longtime educational activist 
put it, “We’re missing many of the rituals developmentally 
that kids need, and while we’re talking about priorities of 
education, we do have to think about this because of the 
inequities that are being exposed, and so the priorities of 
education also have to look at the inability to serve our 
kids in different types of ways and to connect with them in 
different ways. You’ve got to start with how are you doing?” 
One DPS graduate felt that his time in the district would 
have been more beneficial if he had graduated feeling 
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more prepared for his next steps in life. As one faith-based 
mentor observed, many students get all the way through 
an undergraduate degree without their education feeling 
tethered to the nonacademic world in any meaningful way. 
His hope for young people is that “before they just dump 
in somewhere, they would have the emotional intelligence, 
cultural intelligence, and social intelligence to try to really 
figure out, ‘Where am I really going to land?’ I have a ton 
of kids that have gotten pushed through the system of a 
four-year university and get out and feel like they don’t 
know how to apply their degree, they don’t know what it’s 
for, they were kind of just moving to the next phase.”

One community member noted that there needs to be a 
fundamental overhaul of the way we think about success 
in education. As they put it, “I think our priorities should 
be looking at outcomes differently and potentially shifting 
the focus of school. I think we’re learning that most people, 
and students specifically, aren’t prepared for life and the 
navigation of that, whether that’s academic or social [or] 
emotional.” The world students enter is increasingly com-
plex and is not representative of the ways the educational 
system has groomed them to be successful. An educational 
adviser put it this way: 

The shift needs to be for learning to be deeper.  
For learning to be more about teaching the skills they 
[students] need to navigate a world that’s getting increas-
ingly more complex, and they need to be skills that feel 
tangible. It’s so heavy on grading ... it’s not producing the 
types of skill sets that students are going to use later in life. 
I think a lot about the hidden curriculum, what are stu-
dents learning from the way they experience school. When 
you experience school in such a regimented way, it impacts 
your ability to navigate the world because the world is not 
presented that way.

Collaborate With Community

The coronavirus pandemic has invited new opportunities 
for schools to no longer work on a one-size-fits-all model. 
New possibilities of schooling do not have to take place 
in the traditional classroom setting. As one parent saw it, 
schools need to “come together in collaboration to clearly 
set out a future design for the next 10 years that’s going to 
be systemic inclusive and well connected.” Schools need 
to prioritize the creation of opportunities for students to 
engage with course work in the way that best serves them. 
Interestingly, some students have struggled mightily during 
the shift to online learning, but others have seemed to 
thrive in this new environment. 

One educational activist noted that “kids specifically 
told me they’re not getting sent to the office all the time, 
they’re just getting their work and doing it and submitting 
it, so there’s a lot of reasons [online learning is] good for 
some kids. “

Furthermore, schools have extremely complex relationships 
with the communities around them and the students they 
serve. Going forward, educational systems need to rebuild 
their relationships with the surrounding communities. 
In this way, the pandemic has offered the possibility of a 
reset. As one educational volunteer noted, “It’s having the 
opportunity to cocreate the future of education with the 
community in a much broader sense; if DPS is going to do 
their next strategic plan, their 2030 plan, it just needs to be 
something that’s broad and deep in the community.”  
Amazingly, educational systems have seemed to keep  
parents from influential positions. Parents’ voices are  
frequently not invited and even marginalized. As one 
mother noted, “When I started having my kids in school, 
I noticed that the parent voice was frequently marginal-
ized.” Community members hoped for a shift in the ways 
educational systems saw their surrounding communities, 
observing that “the idea being planted that parents can be 
partners, that parents can be resources, everywhere I hear 
parents say that DPS expects too little of parents, that they 
should be encouraging them to be more engaged.”  
One mother said it was nearly impossible for her to be 
involved in her child’s school in meaningful ways:  
“Even when families want to be engaged, there is like a 
gatekeeper, and you can’t get past the gatekeeper.”

As educational systems plan for the future and regroup 
from the pandemic, new priorities are necessary. Funda-
mentally, schools must move toward meeting the needs 
of communities on their own terms as opposed to grading 
success against a metric that is informed by high-stakes 
testing.
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By  | Shakira D. abney-WiSDom

from an educator perspective 

“It behooves us to own the ways in which we have been complicit. Addressing the next steps without  
acknowledging the pain—historical, significant—is counterproductive.”

Photo By Bryant Jefferson
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During 2020, we were faced with the reality of two  
pandemics: COVID-19 and systemic racism.  Both have 
more severe impacts on historically and persistently  
marginalized groups, namely people of color, independent 
of level of education or socioeconomic status. 

We also saw, in unavoidable ways, the stark difference 
between schooling and education. Schooling speaks to a 
process through which one navigates the formal stages of 
learning within a school context. Education, however,  
assigns value to both formal and informal ways of gaining 
and developing knowledge. Marginalized students are  
typically schooled—a mechanism centered on compli-
ance—instead of receiving an education. Education is much 
more culturally relevant and responsive because it acknowl-
edges the worth of process toward growth and understand-
ing without requiring erasure or assimilation.

The people making decisions about how education should 
or should not shift are typically those least affected by the 
implementation process. Far too often, changes in priorities 
impact our most marginalized and minoritized commu-
nities. Performance and outcomes become the cardinal 
areas of focus over establishing rapport, fostering trust, 
and building strong community. This consistent shifting 
of focus for the sake of reaching new heights is strangely 
reminiscent of the traumatic impact on the lives of Indige-
nous children forced to attend boarding schools; the Black 
men in Tuskegee, Alabama, made to withstand sustained 
bacterial infection; or the enslaved women forced to with-
stand surgical procedure without anesthesia for the sake of 
progress and innovation. But these instances, and countless 
others, beg the question: Can we really call something 
innovation that results in violence or causes profound grief, 
pain, or even death for so many? 

While the atrophy to which we refer in the realm of 
education is not of the body, it most certainly can cause 
significant and lasting damage to the spirit. One must 
reflect on how we value life as well as which lives we deem 
valuable. This is a belief that transcends words but shows 
up in our willingness to consistently invest our talents and 
time. Transformational change, particularly in the realm of 
education, requires a posture of openness to transparently 
engage in conversations about intent and injury. It be-
hooves us to own the ways in which we have been com-
plicit. Addressing the next steps without acknowledging 
the pain—historical, significant—is counterproductive. 

Thus, situating our work toward change in the appropriate 
social and cultural context is important. Only then can we 
acknowledge the impact of intersecting factors that were, 
and still are, more convenient to ignore for certain groups. 

Feigned ignorance was easier to purport before the  
coronavirus pandemic. The resulting stillness caused by 
“safer at home” and “stay at home” mandates created the 
opportunity for us, as a collective, to more soberly see what 
was really happening. Frankly, equality is the long-term 
goal; equity, truly giving support based on need and not 
privilege, is necessary for change to be impactful and  
last beyond this moment in time. 

When you give people choice and establish an expecta-
tion that they belong and will be supported, the observed 
change will be radical. That radical kind of change comes 
from humility, a readiness to accept when we are wrong, 
and from courage to forge a different and new path. This 
kind of meaningful innovation requires intergenerational 
relationships. We cannot move toward where we hope to 
go without contextualizing where we have been. Without 
paying close attention, we will miss that the frustrations 
we experience in the 21st century are merely echoes of the 
Noel Resolution of 1968 and Keyes vs. School District No. 
1, Denver in 1973. This interconnectedness should be  
more readily recognized and valued. Once recognized, we  
must act. 

As educators, our goal should be to create spaces where 
people are able to be their full selves—without the need 
to erase the richness of their heritage or assimilate to meet 
oppressive expectations—and truly thrive in a healthy 
community. Embracing the wholeness of people includes 
welcoming the engagement and involvement of parents, 
families, and community members as they are able and as 
often as possible. “We believe in you” is the message sent to 
scholars through the visible presence of adults who are not 
teachers. 

We stand at the meeting of two tectonic plates as  
they shift. Will we, as educators and critically conscious 
community members, allow ourselves and the next  
generation of leaders to get caught in the chasm, or will  
we prepare to create a better tomorrow now?
 
__________________________________________________

Shakira D. Abney-Wisdom is the 
founding principal of Robert F. Smith 
STEAM Academy and a Doctor of  
Philosophy Candidate in the Educa-
tional Leadership Program at Florida 
Agricultural & Mechanical University. 

Her passion for innovative collaboration is grounded in 
the belief that we can accomplish more, go further, together.
shakiraabneywisdom.com
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from a scholar perspective

“If only we’re brave enough to see it. If only we’re brave enough to be it.”

Photo By Bryant Jefferson

By  | Danielle Walker
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Planting the Seeds of Liberation 

The global COVID-19 pandemic has shaken the very roots  
of the US educational system.  US education at its roots is  
traditional, rigid, and quite frankly designed for White  
students. Therefore, this system has become resistant and 
unwelcoming to change. As this paper presents, the pandemic 
forced the educational system to not only adapt to change, 
but also to embrace nimbleness and innovation and forced the 
US educational system to begin questioning its roots. As an 
emerging critical race scholar, I ask, can we now go further and 
pull up the roots of the educational system because they’re 
actually weeds? For those who garden, you know that nothing 
of substance can grow as long as invasive weeds remain. Many 
different educational reforms over the years have taken the 
approach of many novice gardeners, believing that if they  
simply cut the weeds or use a different type of weed killer, 
then they surely will not grow back. In this metaphor, the 
weeds are white supremacist ideology (Liu, et al, 2019),  
and the US educational system keeps utilizing, maybe  
intentionally so, different weed killers to only faux surprise 
when the weeds grow back. To clarify the metaphor, racism 
continues to grow back like weeds, stronger than ever, and this 
might be intentional. The pandemic has continually exposed 
the roots of racism in the educational system by showing the 
digital inequity occurring in primarily Black and Brown house-
holds, thus making learning at home a cozy extension of the 
educational inequity Black and Brown students were receiving 
in schools. But now these same students can receive the same 
inequity from the comfort of never leaving their bedroom.

The pandemic may present a rare and possibly once-in-a-life-
time opportunity for a reset button on the entire educational 
system. At the very least, the pandemic has educators seriously 
questioning the factors that allow these racist roots to grow 
deeper, factors like the validity of grades, standardized testing, 
and ultimately understanding about the purpose of school. 
I admit I am intoxicated by this idea - the idea of no more 
high-stakes testing in place of supporting students holistically 
as learners. As a scholar, all I dream about are emancipatory 
learning spaces for Black and Brown students where they can 
grow strong in the foundational roots of their ancestral lineage, 
to pave an even freer future. By pulling the White supremacist 
weeds of the educational system, we could make room to final-
ly plant the seeds of liberation. However, I am quite concerned 
whether an exodus of weed-pulling could even occur—this 
opportunity could be lost. I am concerned that the lasting 
legacy of COVID-19 could exacerbate the achievement debt 
(Ladson-Billings, 2006) for generations to come. The lasting 
legacy of COVID-19 on these communities so far from the 
margins of white, privileged society, that might as well be con-
sidered in a galaxy far, far away, and COVID-19 has just added 
another “far.” As a scholar, I am terrified that the impact will be 
so vast that there may be no hope for redemption. 

Therefore, the injection of bold racial educational strategies 
must be prioritized now. But in order to begin pulling the 
weeds, educators are required to be brave and bold in starting 
anew with a pocket full of liberation seeds. As the brilliant 
Amanda Gold states,  “If only we’re brave enough to see it.  
If only we’re brave enough to be it” (2021).
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By  | Valantina Zeremariam

from a student perspective 

“Treat Us Like the Future, Not the Burden. Let’s Get Real.”
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In 2003, the aftermath of the bloodshed of the  
Eritrean-Ethiopian war, my parents decide to immigrate to 
the United States, “The Land of Opportunity.’’ My mother 
especially began hoping that she would be able to receive 
the education she craved, but unfortunately she was unable 
to obtain the education that she was promised. Then, she 
carried her love of education to her children. The educa-
tional system continued to disappoint my family multiple 
times along with countless other marginalized families, and 
it began to feel hopeless. The myth of meritocracy is heav-
ily embedded in all systems throughout the United States, 
and the educational system is often unable to address and 
mitigate the systematic issues within it. There is constant 
change in our society, while our educational system  
remains stagnant. The current educational system was built 
on the hierarchy of White supremacy. The barrier to change 
is the fear of making White people uncomfortable because 
the district wants to remain neutral. If the district remains 
indifferent, it is less problematic for the people in power. 

Discussing human rights for the ones who are oppressed 
should not be a topic that schools are indifferent about. It 
should not be a burden to ensure that children are treated 
with equity and able to obtain necessary resources, but 
instead it is easier to take a photo of minorities in the class-
room and claim how diverse the community is. Although 
our community has progressed, more progress is needed. 
Currently, the coronavirus pandemic has largely impacted 
the function of the educational system along with other 
systematic institutions. Before the pandemic, many families 
were dependent on the resources schools provided.  
Once the pandemic is over, what will happen? Since  
March 2020, the eyes of many have been opened on how 
necessary systematic change is. Although the COVID-19 
has had countless negative impacts on our society, this new 
reality can be seen as a pathway toward change, especially 
in education. 

The public educational system is controlled by the  
government, which also means that political aspects are 
embedded in the functions of schools. What’s the fear 
about talking about political events? It is understood that 
teachers must ensure that the students meet the standards 
of the curriculum, and this leads to a gap in educating 
students on current events that impact society’s future. 
Students must have honest dialogue about what is 
occuring in our community. Moreover, the current political 
climate has increased tension during this pandmeic, and the 
educational system has since evolved along with politics. 
It can be said that the educational system is a democractic 
institution, but there is stigma in addressing that aspect  
of it. Students would much rather know the full and honest 
story of current events. 

What are the people in power trying to hide? That the 
school system is constructed to have children believe that 
our society is perfect? That as a community, we cannot 
improve if the flaws cannot be addressed especially when it 
comes down to human rights? 

For instance, during this pandemic, many students were 
comfortable speaking up about the sexual harassment/
assault on social media. DPS students protested to ask for 
curriculum discussing sex education, including consent. 
Considering that sexually transmitted diseases are increas-
ing, it is essential that students are educated on sexuality 
for everyone’s safety. From the students’ understanding, 
many schools and teachers are afraid to have real conversa-
tions. But eventually, real conversations are needed.  
As we see in history, remaining indifferent and neutral has 
not benefited the ones who are oppressed.

Once a community begins and continues to have truthful 
discussion, we can work through our systemic issues by 
formulating plans to improve. The community can then 
work toward integrating a more career-focused curriculum 
in schools and providing more internships/apprentice-
ships to have discussions about our futures to ensure that 
students have a plan. As a junior in high school, I find it 
stressful thinking about the future because I, along with 
countless other students, feel lost on where to start. The 
Denver community could implement content, resources, 
and opportunities for students to ensure that individuals 
feel successful. Every student has potential to be intelligent, 
but it depends on the resources and opportunities available 
for them. Nevertheless, the community and even the Unit-
ed States as a whole need to supply equity before claiming 
it to be “The Land of Opportunity,” and to follow through 
with the promises made. 
 
__________________________________________________
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from a personal perspective

“If Not Now … When?”
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Reimagine, reclaim, restore, reform, and transform are some 
of the words regarding the institution of education I have 
incorporated into my lexicon over the past 20 years. Multiple 
missteps, lack of authenticity, and dissonance with concerned 
and committed community members such as myself have 
subdued and challenged my support to change and reclaim 
schools for all children. Given the push for social justice and 
reparations, particularly our most marginalized and oppressed 
students, a hopeful spark has been reignited. However, I have 
yet to see any level of the myriad terms come to fruition since 
the landmark 1954 Brown vs. Board of Education Supreme 
Court case, in which the justices ruled unanimously that racial 
segregation of children in public schools was unconstitutional. 
What am I to do as a concerned grandparent and community 
member fighting to center the experiences of historically  
excluded or minoritized students in educational settings?  
What is being asked of us again as the coronavirus pandemic 
slaps its collective hand upside the heads of education?

Allan’s article, titled Public Education’s Opportunity To Shift 
Course outlines in brilliant and inviting language what schools, 
educators, leaders, and planners must do if we are to take the 
educational bull by the horns and tame its wildly inconsistent 
and troubling past. Allan is correct from the very first assertion 
that current educational dynamics have to be “reimagined,” 
reminding us that we are “fundamentally altered by the new 
norms given the regulations required when trying to keep 
schooling going during a pandemic.” As I think about instruc-
tion, curriculum, over-testing of our children, and the ability 
to pivot, I have found that these regulations were changed 
quickly in order to meet the demands of the pandemic.  
How is that possible when we have taken decades to build 
such an elaborate and structured system of education that 
failed to move quickly or efficiently? We have witnessed that it 
was possible to tear away or tear down this institution during 
the months that the pandemic has unleashed its unyielding 
ferociousness on the field of education.  If educators can focus 
closely in on the faces of children and families online and stop 
the majority of testing in a such a short  time, imagine what 
we could accomplish if we authentically desired to have a 
cause, dismantle a challenge, eliminate gaps, make reparations, 
or move us toward something better and greater. Have I been 
duped by having sat through years of community meetings 
about curriculum, transforming schools, infusing culturally 
responsive pedagogy, and thinking of the whole child when  
all of this was possible in nine months? 

The assertions in the article create the assumption that our 
schools are now providing innovative schooling face-to-face,  
in hybrid, or all-virtual, and that the educational system is  
“calcified” and stymied in its current state. Although these 
things may be true, we also saw a chipping away at hiding 
the opportunity gap, the technology gap, the attitude gap, 

and the gap of fragility while building back multiple options, 
albeit challenging our institutions. The pandemic gave us no 
pass in refusing to look at our children’s faces, it denied us 
the opportunity to uplift while disenfranchising others, and it 
pushed us to get innovative in connecting with both students 
and families. It has required us to make pedagogy interesting, 
more cultural, and hopefully more flavorful as we enter the 
sacred ground of the homes of students seeing their spaces, 
cultures, and needs. We were camera to camera with inequities, 
differentiated needs, and ourselves. We were forced to talk to 
parents and guardians, and we found out that they provided 
a village at the same time that  many were working, stressing, 
and hustling to keep their children engaged and educated. This 
pandemic made us look at the disconnect between policies and 
educators and pushed us to look closer at what is important 
for students to learn.

In the main article, Public Education’s Opportunity To Shift 
Course, Allan  refers to creating ties between education and 
life skills.  This marriage is so important as we prepare our  
students for life. The author asserts that our students need 
more practical skills and need to envision their own busi-
nesses and use of creative skill sets. I would question whose 
life we are referring to? Will the lives of White children and 
their families be asserted as the barometer, or will we support 
and shore up multilayered and multicultural examples of the 
lives that are all inherently rich and robust? The pandemic 
informed us that our students need real life skills for the long 
haul across many careers and opportunities, and they must see 
entrepreneurs, Black, Indigenous, People of Color, all genders, 
sizes, LGBTQ+, different levels of ableness, and skin tones in 
multiple fields of interest. 

Allan offers a profound and realistic view of the work we must 
do in education as we embed equity and culturally responsive 
practices across policy, procedure, curriculum, discipline, and 
within ourselves.  The totality of changes required absolutely 
appeals to my sense of fairness and equity as a community 
leader. However, as I read through the deeply layered sugges-
tions, I found myself being triggered by all the inequities that 
BISOC (Black, Indigenous, Students of Color) have endured 
for decades. I worry that I will be asked to return to the stale 
table of reform and transformation, and there will be no food 
or movement on the inequity table. 

Lastly, as we rethink the idea of schooling, we cannot go back. 
Social justice and moral fortitude require that we move  
forward and utilize what we have learned during the triple 
pandemics of health, social justice, and economics as our road 
map toward obliterating educational inequities.   
If not now, when?
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OUR CHILDREN NEED CHAMPIONS. 
WE NEED YOUR VOICE. 
JOIN US FOR CHANGE.
BACKGROUND
The Denver Journal of Education and Community is 
a community education journal focused on topics of 
education in the greater Denver area. By engaging in 
community discourse, and connecting this content to 
scholarship and policy, DJEC hopes to contribute to 
local education thinking by offering a balanced and 
well-informed perspective. 

THE CHALLENGE
• Important voices of students, family members,  

and community members are persistently absent 
or under-represented.

• Opportunities abound for high quality,  
community-based education thinking and 
leadership.

• There is high value in building and sustaining a 
model of community members creating content 
reflecting their perspectives and experiences.

THE PURPOSE
Content for DJEC is sourced from residents throughout 
the metro Denver area, including those who are directly 
and indirectly involved in the school-based education 
of children. By sharing their experiences, exploring 
solutions to persistent and emergent challenges, and 
thinking (dreaming) together about public education, 
our public sense of community grows while public 
education improves. To achieve this, residents are 
invited to host conversations with their neighbors, 
familiar and unfamiliar, and share these conversations 
to cultivate journal content.

IF YOU ARE INTERESTED IN:
• To host a conversation, visit 

EducationAndCommunity.com/host
• To participate in a conversation in your community, 

visit EducationAndCommunity.com/events
• To support the journal, or to subscribe to its  

digital content, you can visit 
EducationAndCommunity.com 
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