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

It’s difficult these days to remember why we pursue, invest in, and rally around public education.  
An election is just a few weeks away: that’s important, right? In fact, in a representative government, 
the role of the school board is to govern the school district on behalf of the public. And we all know 
what school is:

  • teachers
  • classrooms
   • lunch
   • recess
   • homework
   • tests 

Most of us have been through it, so we may feel pretty confident that we know what school is for. As an educator 
myself, and as the parent of school-aged children (yes, enrolled in DPS), and as a partner to a DPS educator (Hallett 
Hawks for Life!) I find that I often take for granted that education is something to value. It does, after all, cost. And we 
all are expected to do it and to succeed at it. Since, education is one of the few institutions in our society that require 
participation but cannot guarantee results, it is fraught with economic, social and political differences of opinion.

While we may work to convince ourselves and our children that it’s worth it--the studying, writing, factoring, analyzing, 
attending class, revising, standing in line, holding on to hugs and bubbles, completing assessments, etc.--the case for 
formal education is becoming more and more tenuous. College costs continue to rise while graduation rates improve 
incrementally, a phenomenon that may be reversed by changes in graduation requirements. 

Periodically, the US Bureau of Labor Statistics reports on employment trends, including which sorts of careers require 
advanced degrees, signaling that the ends justify the means--that years and years in PK-12 school and post-secondary 
degree programs will lead to careers that make it all worthwhile. And this is largely true, except that there is a harsh lesson 
to be learned by those students for whom this is not realized. 

Emphasizing employment as the outcome of our region’s public schools seems to miss a mark, one in which a full and true 
education is about the development of the self; one in which a full and true education leads to a career that represents 
one’s understanding of the world and their own role in this world. Not as a consumer, but as one who is civically engaged, 
who wants to pursue an affordable and high quality advanced degree without relocating across the country; as one who 
sees education as a route to advance the community, build the city, and lift as many boats as possible. 

At the heart of this issue, and of the Denver Journal of Education and Community at large, is the question of public 
school’s purpose in the face of rapid city expansion or decline, economic growth and income stagnation, opportunity 
disparities and de facto segregation. The writers in this issue address such questions, with a more specific focus on 
examining whose goals and interests should inform public schooling in the region. As you read from educators, families, 
even a student, I hope that you’ll think about what you expect from public schools in the metro Denver region, and 
consider what you’ll support or advocate for. As we address here, some clarity about whose voices and interests should 
inform public education would be helpful. Not all voices ought to matter equally. 

I hope that this issue encourages us to be honest about the irony of the conundrum here. And while this Journal does 
not take any particular stance on the purpose of school, we do enjoy wrestling with the question itself. Hopefully, you’ll 
wrestle along with us.

Here is our Fall 2021 issue. 
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By  | Allan Tellis, Chief Writer, Denver

LET STUDENTS LEAD

After a year of rapid adjustments to schooling 
triggered by the Covid-19 pandemic, educational 
systems hope to establish a sense of normalcy 
in the coming school year. Traditionally, school 
days require students and teachers to show up 
in-person at a school and conduct coursework 
around a very clear and regimented schedule. The 
pandemic, however, forced most schools to provide 
instruction on-line. Navigating such a significant 
shift in schooling proved to be difficult for many 
families, teachers and communities as it required 
people to rapidly adjust during an uncertain and 
stressful time. The burden of quickly shifting 
to remote education was especially difficult for 
students and parents from historically marginalized 
communities because remote learning required 
significant resources such as high-speed internet, 
updated technology, and especially for younger 
students, parents that could be available to support 
their children. However, not all of the changes 
that were triggered by the pandemic had negative 

impacts on students and their families. In fact, some 
feel that having had remote options positively 
impacted their interactions with the educational 
system. In some cases, these new possibilities of 
how the educational system can function allowed 
for students, parents, and educators to thrive. Yet, if 
the need for pandemic related protocols continues 
to subside, so will the necessity of maintaining these 
non-traditional modes of engagement In many ways, 
the educational system will have to determine if 
the alterations made to traditional school systems 
are sustainable and worthwhile. If the changes are 
worthwhile, school systems will have to create 
mechanisms to incorporate these new modes of 
educational engagement with the existing systems. 

Traditionally, decision making processes for the 
educational system have excluded the voices of those 
most impacted by the consequences of changing 
practices in the system. People deeply embedded in 
the educational system, like students and teachers, are 

“We need to be much more forward thinking as adults and from the student perspective we just heard loud 
and clear from them, it wasn’t working form before...”
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often the least privileged when advocating for and 
dissenting from school practices. As one student put 
it, “the way I see it, the education system is supposed 
to serve the student, but we’re also on the bottom of 
the hierarchy when it comes to decision making and 
policy. So I think that if we really want an educational 
system that’s going to do the most for students and 
prepare them for life and prepare them to be good 
people, I think we really need to center student wants 
and needs and have that be the guiding force. Overall 
students are not consulted in any type of decision 
making, at least in my district. The people in power 
should be students, teachers and parents, it shouldn’t 
be an administrator that doesn’t really know anything 
that’s going on in the schools or at home.” For many, 
the hierarchical nature of the educational system 
dis-empowers those most equipped to determine the 
needs of students, teachers, and community members. 
The dynamic need to rethink the effectiveness of 
these hierarchical relationships has never been more 
apparent than it is now as educational systems are 
faced with making critical decisions about what novel 
modes of engagement within the educational system 
will continue to be implemented as we move forward 
towards life after the shock of a worldwide pandemic. 

At stake in this transition is the question of how 
the value and sustainability of educational practices 
are determined and who has the opportunity to 
have their voice heard and implemented in relation 
to those assessments. In large part, community 
members suggested that students’, parents’, and 
teachers’ concerns should be the most heavily 
weighted in relation to the adoption or ending of 
novel covid-related protocols. Many community 
members suggested that those groups are best 
situated to evaluate the effectiveness of any school 
related practices as they are routinely engaged with 
educational systems in meaningful ways. As one 
community member put it, “I selected teachers, 
students, parents, guardians, and school communities 
as key stakeholders because it is this group of people 
together who are able to identify, define, assess, ideate 
on approaches and make the changes schools need.”

Community members noted that students have a 
particularly good vantage point to assess what is 
going well within the educational system as well as 
what is not. Given their high volume of interaction 
with the school system, they are primed to have 
some of the most insightful takes on what changes 

ought to be kept and which ones should become a 
thing of the past. Over the last year, no group has 
been more affected by the protocol changes than 
families. Despite the obvious difficulties of shifting 
their ingrained routine and incorporating new 
modes of learning on the fly, some students found 
the novel ways of engaging useful and pleasant. 
According to one teacher, traditional schooling tends 
to privilege certain types of learners which leaves 
many students and educators frustrated as they’re at 
times punished for their learning style. For instance, 
one student, who identifies as less social, noted that 
the remote transition allowed her to learn in a more 
comfortable environment. Different learners seem 
to need different setups for a variety of reasons and 
many community members suggest that having 
choice and flexibility in modes of engagement 
with the school system could help facilitate the 
development of students as scholars and people.

School systems often recreate the social relationships 
that can be observed in the social world outside 
of the school. For parents, students, and teachers 
from marginalized communities this means schools 
can often be purveyors of harmful and oppressive 
treatment. For some, having the opportunity to not 
physically occupy space in unwelcoming institutions 
produced a level of comfort and safety which created 
a more positive and productive environment for 
learning and teaching. As one parent noted, “I would 
like to see more remote options for our students. I 
believe that many students feel safer at home where 
they do not experience bullying and are better able 
to focus etc. The same is true for educators. BIPOC 
educators may have benefited mentally and physically 
from working from home because they did not have 
to come into contact with as much racial battle 
fatigue as they would in the physical workplace.” 
This phenomenon seemed to be especially true for 
teachers, many of whom expressed frustration at the 
toll working in an antagonistic environment takes on 
their physical and emotional health. Not only can 
it be draining, it can limit their capacity to teach to 
the best of their ability. Leveraging the opportunity 
for change is a priority for community members. As 
one community member said, “I decided that a safe 
workplace for educators is most important because 
without physiological and psychological health 
educators can not provide the type of teaching 
children need to experience self-actualization”
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Many community members suggested that fortunately, 
the pandemic reminded us of the valuable role 
teachers play in not only educating children but 
allowing the normal flow of daily life to function. 
As one community member put it, “Our teachers 
need to be paid well. If we can see anything from 
the pandemic, it is that parents rely on schools to 
not only educate their children but keep them safe 
and fed. Teachers are also in a position to empower 
young people of color and close the achievement 
and racial gaps formed from the deeply embedded 
inequities in our society -- but they aren’t paid 
enough to do all they must do and therefore society 
doesn’t value teachers on a day to day basis the 
way that they should. Pay our teachers more. Get 
the right people in the classroom. Make teaching 
a desired career and watch our world change!” For 
many students, the relationships they develop 
with their teachers is pivotal to their success in 
the educational system. For instance, one student 
suggested one of the flaws with her school’s attempt 
at remote education was having students watch 
pre-recorded lectures from a random assortment of 
teachers throughout the district. Although students 
may have received the same quality of instruction, 
their education may be enhanced by familiarity.

Unfortunately, the shift on-line exacerbated existing 
inequalities in the educational system. In the remote 
environment, some students were clearly better 
resourced to continue their education than others. 
Some families were able to equip their children 
with impressive technology and provide additional 
assistance, while other families were concerned with 
properly allocating limited technological resources. 
Without the requisite tools some students found 
it quite difficult to keep pace with their on-line 
curriculum. As educational systems consider what 
pandemic changes can continue to be implemented, 
community members suggest that there must be an 
appropriate level of concern about what this does 
to the educational playing field. As one community 
member put it, “wealthier families were able to 
make accommodations to keep their kids on track. 
Lower economic families were not able to do that 
and those students missed a lot of educational 
opportunities. I hope to see more focus and resources 
on that demographic of students.” For many, it seems 
tremendously disadvantageous for some students to 
try to learn with less advanced technology in vastly 
different environments than others. One parent noted 

that they would like to see an intense focus being put 
on how equitable any changes have been in order to 
determine which changes should be left in place. 

For many community members, it is highly important 
that  people have access to free and fair public 
education in order to ensure that all children are 
given the opportunity to develop and actualize 
themselves. If schools are to maintain flexible 
learning options, community members suggest all 
of these options must be equivalent across various 
students’ experiences. Such equity measures 
are very difficult to enforce when the burden of 
ensuring that the learning environment is adequate 
is levied onto parents but it may be a necessary aim 
going forward. As one community member put 
it, “the most important changes, which are critical 
to the evolution of education, have to do with 
access. Too many students (mostly of color or low 
socioeconomic status) were left behind because 
of little to no access to the virtual classrooms. And 
even when computers, laptops, WiFi, etc. were made 
available, often times students didn’t have the extra 
level of support to foster being educated outside 
of the traditional teaching methods. I have heard 
whispers about learning pods and think this may be 
a realistic goal of the future.”  A student echoed that 
statement suggesting that it is not the expansion of 
educational possibilities that’s the problem; rather, 
the problem is the reluctance to supply students who 
are already under-served with adequate resources.

The changes during the pandemic also allowed 
many community members to reflect on the values 
of the educational system. As opposed to preparing 
students for critical engagement with new and useful 
information, for many, the school system seems 
to be geared towards perpetual discipline. Many 
students report being bored in their classes and 
having difficulty engaging with the significant amount 
of lecture time they are exposed to each school 
day. “We need to be much more forward thinking 
as adults and from the student perspective we just 
heard loud and clear from them, it wasn’t working 
form before...They said ‘ I’m bored, teachers talk 
too much, hard to find our passions, we just learn 
to memorize for tests it was such a depressing list 
of things they said... We would be remiss when we 
come back this year and settle into the norm so to 
speak, if we don’t take some of those ideas about 
how this old 1950’s style education we have is not 
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caught up for the modern world.”  Even outside of 
the educational system, the strain the pandemic was 
taking on the mental health of students, parents, and 
faculty has become clear. Going forward, community 
members would like to see an emphasis placed 
on monitoring and enhancing students’ mental 
health as we return to more traditional educational 
setups. As one community member said, “if a child’s 
emotional and social health is well cared for, they 
will naturally grow in all other areas—learning, career 
and education pursuit and advancement, and even 
in test scores. The most essential education piece is 
to create safety and emotional health out of which a 
child can explore and grow.” A student noted that if 
students were franchised in decision making processes 
school systems would begin to reflect students needs.

Traditional school days can be inflexible and quite 
demanding especially for teachers and students. 
For many, it appears that educational systems 
were not set up to equip young people with the 
necessary skills to articulate and pursue their 
interests. In some cases, the shift on-line during 
the pandemic allowed students to engage in their 
school activities in a more flexible manner. Some 
students were able to engage in activities like 
eating and exercise with more autonomy giving 
them a more natural relationship with their school 
day. One teacher noted that the school system 
highly privileges certain styles of learning and the 
structure of the school system can make it difficult 
for teachers to respond to the individual needs of 
students. If school systems maintain a commitment 
to the continued proliferation of diverse modes 
of educational engagement, that may allow for 
a more diverse set of learning types to thrive.

Furthermore, students disengage when presented with 
course material they deem irrelevant and monotonous. 
It seems that many community members have a 
shared perspective of one major cause of the lack of 
substantive engagement of students in our schools: 
an outdated curriculum. As one teacher observed, 

“when digging into the majority of the curriculum 
in our schools, the majority of the curriculum is still 
written to white, middle-class/upper-middle-class 
students. The curriculum content needs to be chosen 
with the views of culturally responsive education so 
that the curriculum meets the needs of all students, 
all races, all SES. Teachers in the classrooms need 
to have more say in what curriculum is approved, 

rather than just school boards and CDE. In order to 
improve academic outcomes, we must start with the 
main resource teachers are using: the curriculum.”The 
environment inside of schools could also benefit by 
a commitment to providing a diverse faculty and 
culturally relevant curriculum. As one community 
member put it, “for students of color to feel accepted 
and seen, we must mirror our society’s racial structure 
with our faculty’s composition. For this to happen, 
teacher pay must rise as those who are coming 
from poverty struggle to choose teaching because 
prospects are limited. (For this to work, all teachers/
faculty must be taught to be anti-racist so that there 
isn’t a hostile environment for faculty of color).”

The pandemic also allowed for community members 
to more genuinely engage with their schools. Given 
the accessibility that technology allows for, many felt 
that there were easier and more natural channels 
of engagement with the schools. In traditional 
educational settings, many community members 
feel as though they are shielded from engaging 
with school unless there is a disciplinary issue. As 
one parent put it, “the collaboration between the 
people inside the building and out is the key to our 
success. When parents and teachers/administrators 
partner, the students are more likely to succeed. 
Open dialog on curriculum as well as course 
content will help our children be ready for life 
after DPS.” The expansion of remote methods of 
communication added new opportunities for parents 
to engage and allow for that engagement to come 
at more flexible times for parents and students. 

The safety of all those involved with the school 
system must also be a priority as educational systems 
are presented with the unique opportunity to reset 
its core imperatives and functions. For community 
members, this safety has both physical and mental 
components. People must be able to advocate for 
sustainable practices within the educational system 
that allow for students and teachers to live full lives. 
For many community members, this means having 
school systems continue to be looking toward creating 
environments that support the positive and holistic 
development of the child as pandemic protocols fade 
away. One parent suggested, “After this pandemic 
and isolation I would like to see more support for 
the children’s social and emotional development. 
That means all grades get a time slot during class to 
be silly (be a kid!!) Loosen up, feel happy to be in 
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class and around other people. School is so much 
work as it is, they need a chance to relax and wind 
down.” Although more work in the area of mental 
health awareness would be necessary, a student 
found their school’s newfound commitment to 
addressing students’ mental health was admirable.

One community member said it this way, “Students 
need to be developed emotionally and intellectually. 
The labor market is changing so rapidly because of 
technology, students need to be strong in character 
and able to learn, adjust and adapt to these changes. 
They need grit. Specifically, they need education 
on personal finance as that is a major source of 
pain for many American adults.” A teacher noted 
that students are fundamentally aware that the 
education they are receiving is inadequate in terms 
of preparing them for the future. For instance, 
their curriculum  does little to prepare students 
for the media saturated world they exist in.

Community members have suggested that it is 
important for the educational system to prepare 
students for the labor market that is forming 
around new ways of working and communicating. 
Community members also suggested that the 
pandemic helped identify major issues in our 
social, economic, and political order. They would 
like to see the school system equip students 
to tackle these problems as they enter the 
workforce and adulthood. Obviously, the effects 
of the pandemic were not contained to the 
educational system and the ramifications of these 
shifts will be felt for many years to come.
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from an educator perspective 

“The pandemic has torn the education system down to the studs. As we rebuild, we must repair, remodel, 
and re-brand to ensure the new systems created represent and serve all of our students and families.”

By  | Michael Atkins
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As I reflect on how COVID-19 has shaken the education 
system to its core, I stand reminded that being an educa-
tor and educational advocate is about service to students, 
families, and communities. In serving students, educators 
have to provide children with the knowledge and skill-set 
to interact with the current reality of today, tomorrow, and 
the world they will create as they enter adulthood. There-
fore, shifting the way we think about education is critical. 
We have to become facilitators of learning and stray from 
the historical patterns of teaching, where teachers hold the 
knowledge students receive. Our school’s strategic plan 
must reflect that we are thinking of education and students 
differently and shifting our perspectives on preparing stu-
dents.  Our children will not navigate a world that resem-
bles the world we currently occupy. Therefore as educators, 
we have to be forward-thinking, and our interactions with 
students have to be intentional. 

COVID-19 has allowed us to think and navigate public 
education in a different way. The pandemic has torn the ed-
ucation system down to the studs. As we rebuild, we must 
repair, remodel, and re-brand to ensure the new systems 
created represent and serve all of our students and families. 
The previous system was not designed to serve and support 
the students and families of different cultures that navigate 
our current school hallways. The prior school system was a 
practice of compliance, assimilation, and teaching, high-
lighting the dominant white culture in America. Conse-
quently, disproportionate service in schools has become a 
cultural norm where students of color (SOC) are expected 
to fail. Often SOC in school environments are uncomfort-
able and forced to mask their identities and assimilate to 
American schools’ culture. 

In March of 2020, the rapid shift to remote learning peeled 
back the cover of systemic inequities and exposed the  
education system to critique. The lack of technology, access 
to the Internet, and creation of “learning pods” left many 
SOC in isolation. In addition, many families had to adapt 
to the rapidly changing landscape, which left many stu-
dents in the care of grandparents or other family members, 
many of whom had little to no experience with technolo-
gy, creating more enormous barriers for these students to 
overcome. 

As educators, COVID-19 was an opportunity to redefine 
our role within communities in society. We are much more 
than educators. We are role models for the next generation. 
We often set the tone in our communities and give our 
students values within social interactions and the academic 
environment. For example, we captured an opportunity to 
engage our families in conversations that focused on imme-
diate needs and supports and not on standards, assessments, 
and school expectations during the pandemic. 

Through these interactions and shifting our purpose of ser-
vice, we strengthened and increased our relational capacity 
with many families in our community. In addition, through 
listening, we guided many families through healing while 
unpacking their childhood school trauma, strengthening 
trust and value within the community. 

As I reflect on the post-pandemic era, I find myself staring 
at the situational diamonds created. 1-1 technology (each 
student has access to an electronic device, such as a  
tablet, Chromebook, etc.) school-wide has stabilized some 
of the academic inequities that children encountered 
before the pandemic. Our responsibility as educators is to 
supply children with the resources to engage in academics 
and social-emotional awareness and well-being. 
The platforms of Google Meet TM and Zoom TM have  
allowed educators to tap into families and bring families 
into a space where they may feel comfortable and heard. 
Also, these platforms increased the flexibility to meet 
during the day, allowing schools opportunities to redefine 
parent involvement. As a result, we see increased parent 
engagement compared to before the pandemic and ex-
panded voices in the room.  These gifts have shifted the 
way educators and families are experiencing education. 
With a goal of doing education with families and no longer 
to families. Our families want the best for their children, 
and their voices and opinions matter. The changes needed 
in our school buildings will undoubtedly continue to be 
uncovered and illuminated by our families. 

__________________________________________________
Michael Atkins
I am the proud Principal of  
Stedman Elementary School in  
Northeast Denver. I am a Park Hill, 
Denver native serving in Denver  
Public Schools for the past 20 years. 
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from a scholar perspective

“We, the students of Denver Public Schools, have a vision of a district in which all students are entitled to 
certain rights that put students first and give them a voice and power over their own education.”

By  | Dane Stickney
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In reading the piece by Allan Tellis, DJEC’s Chier Writer, the 
following line stuck with me: “Students have a particularly 
good vantage point to assess what is going well within the  
educational system as well as what is not.” I would like to use 
this as a jumping point for my contribution to this Journal 
issue. As a researcher, curriculum designer, and teacher coach, 
I find that honoring youths’ lived experiences and inviting 
students to the decision-making table is a passion. During the 
spring of 2020, the Critical Civic Inquiry Research Group, of 
which I’m a part, participated in online town hall meetings 
aimed at checking in with Denver Public Schools students as 
they navigated remote learning during the pandemic. As the 
students shared, we listened. One youth said, “I feel like my 
teachers forgot that we do still have a life, too. I still gotta go 
to work and work my ass off to provide for my family. The 
world doesn’t stop for people of color, even in a pandemic” 
(Hipolito-Delgado, et al., 2021, p. 7). Another participant in 
the Zoom meeting shared in the chat, “We’ve had the privilege 
to ignore this and not prepare for a situation like this. There 
needs to be future preparation in place, preventable measures, 
and intervention supports for our students in the future” 
(Hipolito-Delgado, et al., 2021, p. 5).
 
Students shared several stories and concerns. They mourned 
the loss of classroom and school community, described  
assignments as boring and lacking in rigor, and complained 
about poor communication from teachers, counselors, and 
other school professionals. Above all else, however, they  
wondered why no one from the district sought their expertise 
as students. One student said in the town hall meeting,  
“It would have been nice if our voices were heard at the  
beginning of all this” (Hipolito-Delgado, et al., 2021, p. 6).

This all begs a foundational question: Why aren’t we asking 
youth what they need to be successful in returning to the 
classroom? Too often, adults dismiss the idea of centering 
student voice, claiming that youth are too immature or lack 
the required skills to meaningfully direct their own learning. 
Those deficit claims, according to our research, are garbage. 
Instead, we’ve found that when teachers pivot to authentic 
student interest and allow youth to lead discussions, research, 
and presentations to adults, powerful things happen. Students 
who have participated in such classes--what we call student 
voice classrooms--have shown statistically significant increases 
in academic achievement, efficacy, and engagement, as well 
as growth in psychological empowerment (Kirshner, 2015; 
Hipolito-Delgado & Zion, 2017). In other words, they better 
understand themselves and their surroundings and possess the 
agency needed to push for equitable change.

Change is hard without trailblazers, exemplars for what this 
radically student-centered work looks, sounds, and feels like. 
The Student Bill of Rights (SBoR), a group of youth from 
across DPS, are providing an exemplar as they work to codify 

a set of rights for students in the district. They request that the 
DPS School Board commit to bolstering student access and 
protections in seven areas: culture/diversity; equity; account-
ability; health; due process, curriculum; and, of course, student 
voice. Many of their demands mirror the themes prevalent in 
Allan’s article, including holistic approaches toward student 
wellbeing, culturally relevant curricula, more diverse faculty, 
and an overall less rigid school experience. The SBoR doc-
ument begins, “We, the students of Denver Public Schools, 
have a vision of a district in which all students are entitled to 
certain rights that put students first and give them a voice and 
power over their own education” (DPS students, 2021, p. 2). 
In other words, they are making a list of demands, but central 
to their argument is the idea that they--the students--will have 
legitimate “voice and representation in administrative decision 
making” (DPS students, 2021, p. 6). 

While that may sound like a radical act, it is also beautifully 
simple. In times of crisis--and make no mistake, we are still 
experiencing an educational crisis--I hope we will get back to 
the basics. If education is meant to serve youth and cultivate 
future leaders of our country, I believe the students themselves 
should have a say in what school looks like. They are the true 
experts of their educational experience and, as Allan’s article 
noted, they possess unique perspectives around which educa-
tional approaches work and which do not. Luckily, we don’t 
have to imagine what this might look like. The youth in SBoR 
have already drafted the blueprints. I can only hope our adult 
educational leaders are paying attention.

Works cited:
Denver Public Schools Students (2021). Student bill of 
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Counseling.
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By  | Rosine Niyoyishura

from a student perspective 

“This was a daily reminder for me of the cost and consequences I have to pay for being a Black student— 
and why is that?”
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The whole world stopped, and also most importantly, the 
controversial teaching mechanisms that have been in tact 
within the educational system in America— also stopped 
or should I say woefully reigned in? As a student within 
this educational system that is catered towards white and 
affluent students, it was disheartening, but not surprising 
to any capacity. I vividly remember being frustrated with 
the lack of rigor, having a sense that the curriculum was not 
adequate. It was almost as if the bar was set to a minimum. 
It was. This was a daily reminder for me of the cost and 
consequences I have to pay for being a Black student— 
and why is that?  I felt guilty for feeling the way I felt, but 
why should I? Why should I feel guilty about wanting to 
advocate for a more adequate learning system whether this 
learning should take place at home or at a school building? 
Why is it that I as a Black student felt guilty about  
advocating for my educational needs? Is it because BIPOC 
(Black, Indigenous, and People of Color) for so long have 
been in these shackles of deprivation and we have been 
forcibly taught to be accepting of these injustices? 

There was a paradox that also presented itself for me and 
attempted to figure out my convoluted thoughts that 
harbored my everyday learning experiences.  Teachers and 
educators were overwhelmed as it was, but I, as a student 
who wanted and thought I was being prepared for my 
post-secondary goals, felt let down and forgotten.  
These contradicting feelings were accelerated during online 
learning. During online schooling, educational and teaching 
dysfunctions demonstrated the need and requirement to 
better pay and support our teachers, but also ascertain that 
just because I am (and other students like me) a part of 
the marginalized demographic groups within the American 
educational system, I (we) do not need to be failed.  My 
personal school experiences did not change with online 
learning, but rather enhanced and illuminated to a greater 
degree through online learning. The responsibility should 
never be casted on myself, students, families, or educators,  
but rather the educational systems that remain  complicit 
in the hands of those who have the authority and power 
to change the policies, legislations, and laws pertaining to 
how we educate our children. The inequalities of a) lack 
of relationship building, b) curriculum that does not serve 
me or other students, and c) access to enriching resources, 
are a repetition of the same inequalities that continue to be 
manifested in the form of institutional and social-emotional 
learning neglect, with the disturbing complexities of wick-
ed racism that strickens this nation (both in-person and 
virtually.) This is a lot for me to process. I feel  the sorrow, 
heartaches, frustrations, confusions, and exhaustion of many 
students and families who needed to undergo this rapid 
change and had difficulties adjusting to these  
unprecedented changes that brought many difficulties  

and circumstances that were unique to each student  
environment. 

The pandemic was a start to diligently reflect and  
understand the complications that are within this  
educational system. Will we ever be able to completely 
shift the inequalities right away? No. However what can  
be done is assessing and applying the changes in a coherent, 
equitable, and timely manner that is dedicated towards the 
improvement of what is being taught in our classrooms,  
the legislations that dictate the logistics of this American 
educational system, and never being complicit in a racist 
environment where the compromising nature of neglecting 
our under-resourced students continues to disturbingly 
triumph and reign. I believe that this is possible. May we 
continue to be radical advocates and stewards of leadership 
to better support our students, families, and educators. 
Thank you families. Thank you students. And my deepest 
condolences to any lives that were lost due to this tragic 
health crisis.

_________________________________________________ 
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their withered bodies. Rosine is an incoming 
first-year student at the University of Colorado 
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and the shared human experience. She sincerely believes that 
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much-needed change..
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By | Vanessa Quintanna

from a community perspective

“Too often students feel like passive actors in hostile learning environments that are designed to mold them 
into docile laborers in the American workforce.”
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Amidst Pandemic Shifts, Choosing to Strive for Liberatory 
Changes Undoubtedly, the COVID-19 pandemic has com-
pelled us to make countless adjustments to our lives as we 
yearn for normalcy. The pandemic related protocols and the 
grave educational injustices illuminated by this crisis has 
elicited opinions from educators, parents, students, and the 
greater community alike. We have become keen to the culture 
of exploitation and the numbness of schooling done onto our 
children. The diminished hope we have in substantial progress 
is notable in the short-sighted incremental change we beg for. 
The time for systemic adjustments has expired. While changes 
are inevitable, we can choose to embrace this moment as an 
opportunity for collective growth.
 
Breakfast, lunch, and adult supervision. The pandemic painted 
a vivid portrait of the fundamental role of schools as a source 
of daily meals and teachers as a childcare provider tasked 
with cultivating the emotional and intellectual growth of our 
young while families fuel the American political economy. 
As the demands grow taller, the paper enfolded in the salary 
collected by teachers remain short. A community member 
asserted, “Our teachers need to be paid well. If we can see 
anything from the pandemic, it is that parents rely on schools 
to not only educate their children but keep them safe and 
fed.” While financial security should be without objection, our 
teachers’ wellness must be prioritized too. It is unreasonable 
to place our societal injustices at the doorstep of a classroom 
and expect to remedy generations of poverty, heal trauma, and 
cultivate the brilliance in every young person. Our teachers 
deserve adequate training and support for the demands they 
enlist. Educators must be equipped with trauma-informed 
teaching and anti-oppression training to ensure they are no 
longer contributing to a hostile learning environment in lead-
ership, instruction, or interactions. More so, educators need to 
a have robust support network to help carry the load and fully 
funded schools. Our teachers deserve to work in community 
schools staffed with full-time employees dedicated to serv-
ing the intellectual, mental, and physical health of students, 
families, and colleagues. The community school model cen-
tralizes partnerships with students’ families, community-based 
organizations, local businesses, government, among others to 
maximize resources to meet the needs of students and their 
families. Every school should have the resources to meet basic 
needs and healthy educators to foster a robust learning  
environment.
 
Eight-hour shifts and demands for compliance. Too often stu-
dents feel like passive actors in hostile learning environments 
that are designed to mold them into docile laborers in the 
American workforce.  It was suggested that remote learning 
remain an option to hinder harm to BIPOC educators and 
prevent bullying to students because of toxic school environ-
ments. 

Rather than striving for a solution that allows systemic vi-
olence to fester, we can collectively redesign a system that 
honors the humanity, initiates healing, and cultivates growth of 
all students and staff. Implementing critical race theory (CRT) 
curriculum and pedagogy will ensure every school becomes 
an anchor of critical consciousness, collective action, and 
transformational leadership. This education method centers 
the experiences of people of color to analyze society through 
a racial lens. CRT curriculum and pedagogy centers people of 
color to draw on their lived experience of white supremacy 
to create space to heal and build collective power. By creating 
space for students to disclose such intimate details of their 
lives, students are reaffirmed in love and resiliency as a count-
er frame to how children of color are socialized by America. 
Renowned educator Bettina Love notes, the pedagogy must be 
a practice of being in solidarity with communities of color to 
authentically integrate their imagination, expression, memory, 
vision, healing, spirit, and bodies into abolitionist teaching to 
dismantle all systems of oppression in our society. It also  
teaches students how to live communally and work in  
solidarity to pursue collective action against oppressive forces. 
Our curriculum should be designed collectively to challenge 
all students to think critically and drive innovative solutions 
for intersectional justice.

Liberation from the shackles of oppression will not fall onto 
the shoulders of one population. It will take all of us to envi-
sion an educational system that excites learners and restores 
the joy of teaching beyond a marketplace of subpar schooling 
experiences branded as choice. Students, parents, educators, 
administration, government, and the broader community 
must choose to all accept responsibility. To fully implement a 
community school model and robust CRT pedagogy, school 
leadership must honor the reciprocity of a family-communi-
ty-school partnership -who is responsible for the experience of 
each school. Paternalistic bureaucracy must be replaced with 
a genuine value of the experience, expertise, and leadership 
embedded in our families and communities. With community 
power and a grand vision untethered by the marginalization 
we breathe, we can redirect progress from the rest stop of  
tolerable oppression to a destination of liberatory education. 

___________
1. Love, Bettina L. (2019). We Want to do More Than Survive: 
Abolitionist Teaching and the Pursuit of Educational Freedom. 
Beacon Press Books. Pg. 136. 
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By | Ali Larson

from an editorial perspective

“What may have served us in the past, may now seem obsolete.”
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There is no question that nearly every facet of society has 
been impacted by the COVID-19 Pandemic. People across the 
globe have had to not only adapt to new ways of operating, 
but they’ve also had time to reflect on the old ways. What 
may have served us in the past, may now seem obsolete. What 
may have constituted “good enough”, no longer seems to be 
enough. Education is no different; systems and people have 
had to adapt, but we have also had time to reflect on what 
may not have been working all along.

At the heart of this quarter’s issue, we wanted to explore the 
idea of change. What lessons have we learned from the pan-
demic within education, and ultimately, who will be making 
the changes to keep us moving forward? In our November 
2020 issue, community members shared at length about the 
ways in which the pandemic and remote learning impacted 
their children and schools. As was echoed again in this issue, 
these voices discussed inequitable learning environments and 
resources at home, inequitable access to technology and sup-
port, a lack of social interaction and mental health supports, 
difficulty engaging in learning online, etc. We know that many 
feel existing inequities in our education system were merely 
exacerbated by pandemic. And yet many families continued 
to stay in remote learning for the entire duration of the school 
year, many of which were families of color. What were the 
changes that kept some families home while others returned 
to school and how can we learn from them?

As the main article highlights, families have found many ways 
to thrive despite the uncertainty and rapidly changing environ-
ment of schools. Remote learning offered families new flexibil-
ity in comparison to a previously inflexible schedule. It offered 
more time together, less focus on discipline and compliance, 
and more autonomy. It forced teachers to adapt to new and 
various learning styles allowing some students to shine who 
may not have had the chance in previous settings. It allowed 
for easier and more natural avenues of engagement with the 
school, no longer requiring parents to have particular sched-
ules or transportation at odd times. And for some, learning (or 
teaching) at home simply provided a safer, healthier environ-
ment to learn. Collectively, it is easy to see why remote learn-
ing, despite its challenges, has been very appealing to some of 
our historically underserved families.

Working in two elementary schools in North Park Hill, I saw 
firsthand how difficult the pandemic was on the education of 
our youngest children. Switching to an entirely new platform 
for learning is hard enough, let alone when you’re too young 
to read or manage browsers and applications on a computer 
screen. Parents, children, and teachers were pushed to their 
limits. Still, we know that many families chose to remain in 
remote learning, and many will continue to stay remote during 
this upcoming school year. In my experience, the vast majority 

of these families have children of color, and I can’t help but 
wonder if we as a public school system are missing an oppor-
tunity to learn from these families and adapt our systems to 
better meet their needs. If the very children we are aiming to 
reach are the first ones leaving our buildings, what red flags can 
we identify within our systems and structures?

Community members in our interviews shared that the voices 
of students, parents, and teachers should drive the changes 
and improvements needed to update and adapt our education 
system to the changing world. As a former aide in the US 
Senate with a passion for advocacy, I immediately wonder if 
these stakeholders know how to make their voices heard. This 
may be an important lesson for us all: who do we reach out to 
when change is needed?

Two common themes appeared in our interviews: a need for 
updated, more culturally-responsive curriculum to both better 
educate and better engage our students, and more support 
(and pay) for our teachers. These, in conjunction with some 
of the underlying lessons of remote learning could combine 
to better serve students and communities. We at the Journal 
believe when we share our experiences in community, we 
can explore solutions to issues facing public education while 
simultaneously growing our public sense of community. 
Unfortunately, the pandemic has made it difficult to hold our 
“conversations” around these topics, and we too have had to 
adapt our information gathering within the communities often 
tuned out by policy makers. But these voices are important 
and should be informing the future of our classrooms. 

How can we make school a safe place for all of our learn-
ers? How can we make school engaging for all of our learn-
ers? How can we equip teachers with the skills and tools to 
allow all learners to thrive? I believe in the powerful voice of 
community and like others in our main article, I believe that 
parents, teachers, and students can and should be the voices 
and instruments of change. Let’s make sure they have the tools 
to do so. 

_____________________________________________________
Ali Larson has a background in politics and 
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