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The role that formal education can and should play for an individual, a com-
munity, a nation, or a society has long been a topic of discourse and debate. 
Is education primarily a service for the individual or for the society? Should 
education serve to establish and maintain a cohesive cultural fabric, or should 
education be a tool to rethink and reconstruct? Is education a universal human 
right, or is it a privilege? If education is a right, at what quantity and quality 
should it be guaranteed? How closely tied should our formal educational sys-
tem be with our labor market? Is the purpose of a “high quality” education to 
secure a “high quality” job? Is the purpose of education self-fulfillment and 
self-actualization?

Throughout the history of education in the United States, and in many 
places around the world, these purposes are frequently framed in conflict 
with one another. Indeed, there are some elements or implications to these 
purposes that can be hard to reconcile.

However, we are at a critical time in the history of education, our country, 
and the world, that makes many of these purposes more aligned than diver-
gent. That’s because, now more than ever, the types of skills and mind-sets 
students need to grow as individuals and people—self-awareness, critical 
thinking, problem-solving, collaboration, and communication—are the same 
types of skills students need in order to be successful in an inclusive demo-
cratic society, as well as the types of skills valued in many jobs and potential 
career paths. In other words, an education that focuses on serving the indi-
vidual can also achieve other powerful purposes.

It would be a mistake to assume that the message of this book is that the 
purpose of education is to simply prepare students for their future. Education 
is intrinsically valuable and worthwhile in and of itself. That’s because edu-
cation can help individuals uncover better versions of themselves in the very 
moment, without having an immediate or apparent application to their future.

Section One

A POWERFUL EDUCATION
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2 Section One

We don’t always have to wait to see whether they graduate, what college 
accepts them, and what their starting salary will be to deem whether an edu-
cational experience was worthwhile for a student. Only focusing on the future 
reduces the powerful and immediate impact a strong education can have on 
an individual in the present moment.

That being said, the future is also remarkably important. Without a vigilant 
commitment to prepare students for the realities of tomorrow, whether they 
be high school graduation; post-secondary work; or their membership in a 
field, trade, or community, we risk losing the powerful potential an education 
system has to build better versions of society.

Education has to be about the present. Education has to be about the future. 
Depending on the quality of learning experiences comprised within a formal 
education, those two assertions do not need to be in conflict.

Preparing students to think about, struggle through, and pursue solutions 
to almost impossible problems can provide a way to think about the type of 
education that provides both rich learning experiences intrinsically valuable 
and meaningful in the moment and experiences that develop the knowledge, 
skills, and mind-sets that will be invaluable to students’ futures.

While not every one of our students will one day become president, imag-
ine the potential impact if every one of our students were better equipped to 
take on almost impossible problems.

What if we treated each child’s education as if they would one day take 
on the responsibilities, and face the intense demands, of the presidency? 
How would our approach to education look different than it does now? What 
impact would it have on our students?

Imagine the potential that almost-impossible problem-solvers could offer 
to every field—whether it be medicine, technology, public health, the arts, or 
business—and every context, whether it be personal; interpersonal; or within 
a community, a country, or the world.

Unfortunately, too many students in too many classrooms in too many 
schools fail to receive a powerful education. When that happens, they 
miss out on the profound impact a transformative education can have. But 
they aren’t the only ones who miss out. A deep-seated belief in the inherent 
potential of all of our children, coupled with the will and ability to provide 
powerful learning experiences that help them realize their potential, is what is 
required if we are to live up to the promise of our communities, our countries, 
and our world. We are better off individually, and collectively, if we all get 
better at taking on almost impossible problems.

The remainder of this section details several skills and mind-sets that 
will be vital to those pursuing solutions to almost impossible problems and 
explores ways we can work to develop them within our young people.  
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3

FOR THE PRESIDENT

In a world where plenty of “evidence” can be gathered or created to support 
any number of arguments, and when information is abundant but analysis is 
too frequently left underdeveloped, a president must have the interest, ability, 
and discipline to parse truth from fiction, fact from opinion, and thoughtful 
conjecture from careless speculation.

Nearly every decision a president makes is underpinned by some funda-
mental understanding of the world and how it works. Health and environmen-
tal policies are grounded in scientific claims. Economic and foreign policies 
are based on specific understandings of the current state of the world, as well 
as understandings of human behavior and what influences individual and 
group decision-making.

Your preferred approach to addressing challenges such as violent crime, 
homelessness, unintended pregnancies, unemployment, a struggling econ-
omy, and infectious diseases will be influenced by your belief about what 
is good and what is true. While thoughtful individuals can have legitimate 
debates about what is good, effective decisions are nearly impossible to make 
without the ability to analyze what is true.

IN THE CLASSROOM

Formal education is a particularly powerful venue to explore the concept 
of truth, in part because of the multidisciplinary nature of school. Students 
deepen their understanding of truth when they have opportunities to explore 
how different disciplines and fields produce knowledge and make arguments.

Chapter 1

Appreciation for Truth  
and Knowledge
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4 Chapter 1

When students understand how different disciplines and fields construct 
knowledge, they are more empowered to be critical consumers of the argu-
ments they hear. When students know the rules and norms as to how knowl-
edge is created and how stories can be told in ways that mislead or narrow 
the scope of reality, they can construct their own arguments with greater skill, 
intention, and responsibility.

Unfortunately, we often fail to engage students in this way. Rather than 
engaging students in scientific, historical, or mathematical thinking, we tend 
to reduce these fields to the facts, figures, and procedures that were developed 
by others. When we do this, we fail to equip students with the skills needed 
to construct, and interrogate, knowledge themselves.

This distinction in how we approach teaching and learning is frequently 
referred to as the difference between “teaching students about science” and 
“engaging students in doing science.” While teaching students about science 
may equip them with important and interesting scientific knowledge, it likely 
won’t prepare them to observe phenomenon, develop and test hypotheses, and 
create scientific claims of their own. The same can be said about the other fields 
and disciplines as well, whether it be mathematics, history, or the social sciences.

Biases and Narrow Conceptions of Truth

Beyond scrutinizing the data we see and the arguments we hear, it’s important 
to notice what data might be missing and whose perspective isn’t at the table. 
Those who strive for deeper understanding must always ask how additional 
perspectives can help shape a more complete picture of reality. As author 
Chinua Achebe (1994) explains, “There is that great proverb—that until the 
lions have their own historians, the history of the hunt will always glorify the 
hunter.”

When we only have access to (or only expose ourselves to) a narrow sliver 
of data and a limited range of perspectives, we can develop warped views of 
the world. Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, in her 2009 TED talk, warns of the 
danger of a “single story.”

When a certain narrative is repeatedly told about a group of people or a 
particular place, especially when it is told in the context of a power differen-
tial, the story can become our entire perception of that group of people or that 
place. As Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie (2009) describes, “I’ve always felt that 
it is impossible to engage properly with a place or a person without engaging 
with all of the stories of that place and that person. The consequence of the 
single story is this: It robs people of dignity. It makes our recognition of our 
equal humanity difficult. It emphasizes how we are different rather than how 
we are similar.”
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 Appreciation for Truth and Knowledge 5

Even with a range of perspectives present, we tend to favor some more than 
others. Whether it be our own personal biases regarding who is trustworthy 
and whose voice deserves to be taken seriously, or whether we simply tend 
to be compelled by those who share similar experiences and similar demo-
graphic markers as ourselves, a true appreciation for knowledge and truth 
requires us to interrogate more than the data and evidence we see; it requires 
us to interrogate ourselves.

While we don’t always expect future presidents to be active scientists, 
historians, or mathematicians, anyone hoping to take on almost impossible 
problems will certainly need more than a surface level understanding of 
knowledge and how it is constructed.

To do this, teachers can design learning experiences that actively engage 
students in the practices of their discipline. Teachers can ask themselves, 
“What sort of problems does my discipline consider? How do professionals 
in my discipline seek answers or solutions to those problems? Whose ideas 
and perspectives are at the table, and whose are missing?” For example, what 
does doing mathematics, history, economics, or psychology actually entail? 
What approaches and tools do members of these fields use to explore ques-
tions, and how are claims constructed, shared, interrogated, critiqued, and 
refined? Engaging students in more authentic disciplinary work will help 
them gain a deeper appreciation for knowledge and truth.

Upon hearing claims, even from an authority like the president of the 
United States, students can ask: What understanding of truth and critical 
thinking is embedded in this argument? In which discipline would this argu-
ment be considered strong? What data and whose perspective are missing? 
Am I convinced, or do I need to learn more?

Consider:

1. How do you help students understand how knowledge is produced within 
your discipline? How do you engage students in exploring bias and power 
within your discipline, and whose perspectives and ideas are taken up and 
whose remain hidden?

2. What opportunities do students have to question claims they see or hear 
and practice using disciplinary norms to evaluate the truthfulness of those 
claims?

3. What opportunities do students have to engage firsthand in constructing 
knowledge, using the approaches, tools, and norms of the disciplines?

4. How do you support students to surface and unpack the underpinning 
assumptions and beliefs inherent in the claims they, and others, make?
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FOR THE PRESIDENT

A president must have the ability to appreciate the intricacies of the problems 
facing our country and the world. Rather than adopting overly simplistic 
views, a president must be able and willing to see the complexity inherent 
in these challenges, see interdependencies between problems, and develop 
creative solutions.

The types of problems that reach the desk of the president are precisely 
the problems that others have struggled to solve. They are almost impossible.

The 2015 film Eye in the Sky details a multicountry military operation. 
When and how decisions are made emerges as a major theme of the film. 
The decisions are difficult for moral, logistical, technological, political, and 
legal reasons. At nearly every decision point throughout the film, clear argu-
ments are made for competing positions based on different interpretations 
of the law, the evidence, the politics, and the conception of what is “right.” 
Time and time again, when faced with these difficult and complex decisions, 
characters “refer up,” passing along the decision, leaving it to someone with 
a higher level of authority to decide.

As decisions are “referred up,” more layers of complexity are added to the 
problem. While someone close to the ground may have the luxury of focusing 
on one particular aspect of a decision (say, the logistics of whether a course 
of action will technically work), more senior-level leaders frequently cannot. 
These more senior-level leaders are stuck with multiple layers of consider-
ations, such as law, politics, and broader geopolitical ramifications.

Consequently, presidents must be able to manage the complexity, the inher-
ent dilemmas, and the interdependencies of the problems they face. In other 
words, we need our presidents to be deep and critical thinkers.

Chapter 2

Deep and Critical Thinking
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8 Chapter 2

IN THE CLASSROOM

While not every student will face the types of challenges that take center 
stage in the movie described previously, it is fair to say that all of our stu-
dents will face complex problems. Whether these problems exist within their 
personal lives, their careers, their communities, or their interactions with the 
broader society, students need to be able to navigate uncertain terrain with the 
support of their own deep and critical thinking.

As educators, how frequently do we provide students with opportunities 
to dive into truly complex problems, where simple solutions are evasive and 
new ways of thinking and doing must be developed?

To make this happen, educators must appreciate the significant relationship 
between the learning task and the student thinking that results. Critical think-
ing does not happen in a vacuum; it happens in response to something—a 
project, a problem, a dilemma, or even a question.

Students don’t think critically because of an inspiring poster on a wall or 
because a teacher tells them to. Students think critically because educators 
design a learning task that requires critical thought. While this may seem 
utterly obvious to a philosophy teacher, tasks that genuinely require critical 
thinking can be all but completely absent in a traditional academic course.

What might such a task look like? Consider a short project from a high 
school math course. The learning objective for the unit is for students to 
be able to calculate conditional probabilities and expected values. A classic 
problem used for exploring these mathematical concepts requires students to 
calculate the probability that someone who tests positive for a disease actu-
ally has the disease, given the prevalence of the disease in the population and 
the accuracy of the test.

Given as a straightforward word problem, these types of questions can be 
answered in a minute or so and can become routine for students relatively 
quickly as they learn how to decompose the problem and solve it similarly to 
the previous ones. In fact, this is how math class frequently works for most 
students: students encounter a problem that they don’t know how to solve, the 
teacher helps them through the first few examples, students learn the proce-
dure, and then students replicate the routine.

To mix things up, a teacher might switch what information is given, and 
what the student is asked to determine. While this approach to teaching math 
is quite common, it certainly falls short in preparing students to take on truly 
complex problems that require their own deep and critical thought.

Consequently, consider how a teacher could flip the script and build off 
of this classic word problem to create a hypothetical situation. Imagine a 
fictional city that is suffering from an outbreak of a deadly disease. Two tests 
are available: a cheap test and a more expensive test. The cheap test is less 
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 Deep and Critical Thinking 9

accurate than the expensive test. Treatments for the disease are also available, 
and the treatment is more effective when it is used within the first week of an 
individual contracting the disease. Students work in groups to create a public 
health strategy for the community and determine who to test, how frequently, 
and when to administer a treatment.

To make the scenario more authentic and far more complex, groups are 
given an annual budget and the tests and treatments are all assigned a cost. 
Unfortunately, the budget is approximately half of what the ideal testing and 
treating regimen would cost. This means that students will have to try to 
determine the best possible testing and treatment regimen, given insufficient 
financial support. Students are given a week to work collaboratively in small 
groups to develop their strategy and present their plan and field questions 
from the class at the end of the week.

This was a real task in a real classroom, and students struggled mightily 
with it.

The math was challenging because of how many different possible condi-
tional scenarios students could explore, and the conditional probability and 
expected values they would have to determine for each case they designed. 
(Incidentally, the task gave students plenty of opportunities to practice the 
skills of determining expected values and conditional probabilities, which 
were the math learning objectives for the unit.)

The task was complex because students had to work together to make 
significant and controversial decisions. Not all students within a given group 
might agree on what would constitute acceptable expected number of lives 
saved and lives lost. They were challenged to create and explore possible 
solutions that would push those numbers in the right direction and would 
have to decide how to allocate their limited funds.

Students also debated the assumptions and calculations built into their 
mathematical models and whether their results were accurate or not. Beyond 
technically mathematically accurate, students also faced the question of 
whether their solution, and their presentation, told the whole story, or whether 
it was at all misleading. The task raised questions such as, What informa-
tion do we share? What information do we withhold? How do we frame our 
solution?

It’s critical to note that the challenges these students faced are the very 
same challenges adults struggle through when confronting almost impossible 
problems in the real world. In that way, these students were gaining firsthand 
experience in what it felt like to work with others to take on difficult and 
complex work.

Student groups presented their strategies to the class at the end of the week. 
After each presentation, groups responded to questions and critique from 
their classmates. Rather than the feeling of a typical math classroom, the 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/17/2021 3:20 PM via IOWA STATE UNIV. All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



10 Chapter 2

class was more akin to a congressional hearing or a meeting at the Centers for 
Disease Control. Students made legitimate challenges to each other’s calcula-
tions, strategies, and assumptions.

This sort of project has the potential to completely reposition the role of the 
teacher. Rather than the arbiter of knowledge and truth, the teacher is now a 
fellow explorer, needing to pay close attention to the mathematical arguments 
students are making; trying to follow their logic; and determining the legiti-
macy, accuracy, and quality of their approach, alongside the rest of the class. 
Because of the nature of the problem, solutions aren’t “right” or “wrong,” but 
they can certainly be “better” or “worse,” along several different dimensions.

Throughout the student presentations, the “best” answer was evasive and 
depended on the goals each student group had chosen to pursue. Students 
had to justify their mathematical and ethical assumptions and approaches, 
which offered another point of critique and criticism from the class. Again, 
these are the very same discussions and debates adults engage in when they 
offer ideas and approaches to address similarly complex problems in the 
real world.

One student’s parent was thankful that her son had the opportunity to 
engage in such an interesting and complex problem. She said that never 
before had her son talked about math at the dinner table, and she was thankful 
that her son was engaged in school and learning in a way that made him do so.

Not all of the students responded positively. A few individuals com-
mented on how they did not enjoy the responsibility of having to make 
some of these complicated decisions. Moments like these give teachers 
opportunities to help students see the value of what they are learning: 
if you aren’t at the table helping make these decisions in the real world, 
someone else will be. Whether or not they are the right people equipped 
with the right skills and mind-sets to address these problems should be a 
concern for all of us.

Taking on almost impossible problems requires deep and critical thinking. 
If we don’t give students opportunities to experience problems that push their 
thinking at school, we are forfeiting an incredible opportunity to build our 
students’ capacity to work together to solve big problems.

Consider:

1. To what extent do students’ learning tasks require deep and critical 
thinking?

2. How frequently are students’ learning tasks routine? Can the tasks be com-
pleted by applying a well-known procedure or looking up the answer?
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 Deep and Critical Thinking 11

3. How frequently are students’ learning tasks open-ended? Rather than a 
single correct answer, does the task require students to identify and work 
through assumptions, considerations, and constraints?

4. How frequently are students’ learning tasks complex? Does the task 
require students to grapple with interdependencies, dilemmas, or apparent 
contradictions?
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FOR THE PRESIDENT

A president must manage the complicated reality of leading a country 
founded on aspirational language of freedom and inalienable rights, while 
also built on systems of exclusion and oppression.

In an ongoing pursuit to create a more just and inclusive world, a presi-
dent must have a keen ability to understand systems of power, privilege, and 
oppression. A president must understand how rules and norms can be built 
and maintained in ways that create equal access to opportunity and success 
or systematically favor and privilege some over others.

A president must work to dismantle rules and norms that threaten the inher-
ent value of all human beings and the right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of 
happiness. Given the many complex, entrenched, harmful, and unjust norms 
and structures in our society, this work will require moral fortitude and stead-
fast courage.

IN THE CLASSROOM

How can we expect our students to believe in the power of a more inclusive 
and just society if they don’t experience inclusion and justice within their 
classrooms and schools? How are we preparing future presidents to serve 
in the name of justice for all if they are subject to inequitable and unjust 
practices in their daily lives as students? As educators, how do we build our 
classrooms, schools, and systems to model and reflect better versions of soci-
ety and not replicate and reinforce the worst elements of our current version? 

Chapter 3

Justice and Caring for All
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14 Chapter 3

These are questions that many educators grapple with, some more explicitly 
than others.

While educators may have opinions and strong beliefs about what ought 
to be, many struggle to determine how those beliefs should translate to their 
daily practice as educators. Many of us may feel helpless in the face of larger 
forces outside of our control, and hope others can and will make necessary 
changes to address societal problems. While others certainly have responsi-
bility and work to do, so too do we.

Understanding the Broader Context

Without our permission and our intent, society’s ills can reproduce themselves 
in our schools and in our classrooms. Racism, sexism, homophobia, classism, 
ableism, and others easily permeate the walls of our classrooms, affecting our 
students and the experiences they have. While many teachers feel uncomfort-
able and ill-prepared to take what they may consider to be a political stand or 
direct action, inaction only favors those who already benefit from the inequi-
table power structures of society and harms those who don’t share the same 
privileges. In doing so, schools help maintain an unjust status quo.

Educators must develop a clear sense of their values when it comes to 
justice in their classrooms and schools or they risk being complicit in the 
harmful impact of larger forces that affect our students and our society. Get-
ting clear will likely require many of us to get more specific and granular 
on our values and purpose and what implications they have for the way we 
organize and run our classrooms and schools. It will also require us to reflect 
on our personal beliefs, assumptions, and ideas, particularly around issues of 
race, class, and other markers of difference. As Pedro Noguera, a professor at 
University of California, Los Angeles, writes:

The stereotypical images we hold toward groups are powerful in influencing 
what people see and expect of students. Unless educators consciously try to 
undermine and work against these kinds of stereotypes, they often act on them 
unconsciously. Our assumptions related to race are so deeply entrenched that 
it is virtually impossible for us not to hold them unless we take conscious and 
deliberate action. (Noguera 2008)

While there are many perspectives on what the purpose of education in the 
United States ought to be, a widely held purpose is to prepare students for 
successful engagement in a democracy. Membership in a democracy requires 
us to understand our system of rights and responsibilities, as well as to appre-
ciate the value that comes from difference and diversity.
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 Justice and Caring for All 15

Classroom Rights and Responsibilities

Citizens have rights in a democracy. Since those rights are not limitless, it’s 
important for citizens to know the boundaries of those rights. Defining core 
principles, classroom values, or norms of conduct can play an important role 
in helping students understand how individuals can choose to organize the 
systems within which they exist. Rather than simply establishing a set of rules 
for students to follow, educators have an opportunity to build environments 
that actively support all students to grow and develop. Pedro Noguera (2018) 
writes, “Many schools focus primarily on rules and what kids can’t do. They 
don’t explicitly teach things like honesty, kindness, empathy, respect. Without 
those things, schools don’t work very well.”

When educators and students work jointly to establish and enforce agree-
ments that recognize the rights of individuals and also consider the needs 
of the collective, students have the opportunity to experience the safety and 
benefits that can emerge from a space designed in pursuit of a greater sense 
of justice.

Educators can consider establishing a set of rights, responsibilities, and 
working agreements for their schools and classrooms. Rights can outline the 
entitlements that students have. These may be sophisticated, such as the right 
to be heard, or may be more technical, such as the right to eat food while in 
class.

Responsibilities can detail what students are held accountable to. These 
may be personal responsibilities, such as completing assignments on time, but 
they may also be responsibilities that contribute to the classroom community 
as a whole, such as the responsibility to help each other, to clean up after 
yourself, or to maintain the organization of the classroom.

Working agreements detail the specific ways the members of the classroom 
agree to work together. As Noguera (2018) explains, “It’s not good enough 
just to have rules—you have to have norms on how we’ll cooperate, how 
we’ll listen to each other, how we’re going to respond to mistakes.” For 
example, a class may decide that it will always start on time, that every mem-
ber of a group must speak once before any member can speak twice, and that 
all members address interpersonal conflict within twenty-four hours. Alterna-
tively, the class may decide that it will always start class with an opening wel-
come circle, that students call directly on each other, and that interpersonal 
conflict is addressed as a full class. What the working agreements should be, 
specifically, depends on the particular preferences, goals, and circumstances 
of the school and the classroom.

Clearly, the specific rights, responsibilities, and working agreements held 
by a classroom can have a significant impact on how students experience 
the space and how classroom culture takes form. With deliberate reflection, 
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16 Chapter 3

students can come to better understand the relationship between how a system 
of rules and rights is designed, and the experiences, benefits, and shortcom-
ings it affords its members.

While establishing clear expectations can be beneficial to all students, it 
can be particularly important for students who may have had adverse expe-
riences or are experiencing trauma. Classrooms that are explicit about the 
type of respect that is expected, have clear expectations as to how to express 
frustration and anger, and establish the expectation for members of the class-
room community to display supportive behaviors for each other, are laying 
the foundation to build a safe and supportive learning environment for all 
students (Pickens and Tschopp 2017).

Students can play active roles in designing these frameworks, monitor-
ing their usefulness and impact, and revising them when necessary. Ideally, 
students can apply a similar lens outside the classroom to better understand 
how communities and societies are designed and organized and the impact 
those designs have on its members, as well as the community and culture that 
emerge. Experiences in designing, living, monitoring, reflecting, and revis-
ing a set of rights, responsibilities, and working agreements can help students 
build the knowledge, skills, and mind-sets required to be more active and 
intentional designers and members of the spaces they occupy.

Appreciation for Diversity and Inclusion

A democracy also relies on diverse opinions and perspectives to engage in 
thoughtful dialogue to make wise individual and collective decisions. The 
underlying theory is that diverse perspectives can help us chart a smarter, 
more enlightened, pathway forward, resulting in a better society for all.

However, it can take a great deal of will and skill to transform diverse 
perspectives into a whole that is greater than the sum of its parts. There are 
plenty of examples, both contemporary and historical, where diverse perspec-
tives only produce contempt, hate, or even violence. Furthermore, there are 
certain perspectives that may stand in the way of creating a just and inclusive 
environment. For example, perspectives that assume the inherent superiority 
or inferiority of a certain class of people aren’t the types of perspectives that 
stand to benefit a diverse group.

Helping students realize the potential power of diversity and appreciate 
the challenge of fully benefiting from it is a challenge that many educators 
face. Too frequently, students experience difference as an obstacle or conflict, 
rather than as an asset. Teachers can inadvertently reinforce these notions 
when they fail to help students embrace multiple perspectives or draw on stu-
dents’ unique experiences and insights. Furthermore, when ideas are presented 
or discussed as one-dimensional or overly simplistic, students may fail to  
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appreciate the value diversity can bring to a community. Instead, teachers 
must help students understand how different experiences, ideas, and perspec-
tives can actually be an asset for a community, producing new insights and 
knowledge.

To do this, teachers can design learning experiences that help students 
experience how we can be better together. Learning tasks and problems that 
benefit from diverse perspectives and opinions and that grapple with authen-
tic challenges can help students develop a sense of interdependence and rein-
force the imperative that we find ways to work with, and care for, one another.

Learning experiences that engage students in real problems and questions 
facing their community, whether it be related to alleged discriminatory hous-
ing practices, the quality of the local water supply, or how public space is 
maintained and used, can all provide powerful opportunities for students to 
experience the challenge, and benefit, of working through a complex question 
together.

Consider a group of middle-school students who worked through a mas-
terfully designed project that achieved these aims. The project centered on 
a question of whether a new factory should be built in the local community. 
The students explored issues such as the number of jobs the factory projected 
to create, the risk of pollution to the local water supply, and the fundamental 
question of who has the right to make decisions that impact others.

Beyond the significant content knowledge students developed over the 
course of the project, it was clear that they also gained critical skills in nego-
tiation, collaboration, perspective-taking, and problem-solving. Each student 
brought their own unique perspectives, experiences, and values to the table. 
By airing these differences, students were able to build a more complete and 
comprehensive picture of the problem they were facing, which served as the 
foundation based on which they could develop a creative solution. In fact, our 
society’s problem-solving potential would be far greater if the dialogues and 
debates among adults employed more of the impressive skills these young 
students were demonstrating and developing.

Diversity alone, however, isn’t enough. The mere presence of diverse 
opinions, perspectives, and experiences doesn’t guarantee that the group will 
benefit from them. For deep learning to occur, students must also feel safe to 
take risks, speak up, and fully listen to and hear one another.

Depending on the individual characteristics of particular students, as well 
as the culture and norms of the classroom and school, different students 
may feel different levels of safety when it comes to taking such risks. For 
example, simply “opening the floor” for students to speak, ask questions, or 
challenge one another’s ideas doesn’t guarantee that it will happen. In fact, 
teachers who are attempting to provide spaces for students to express their 
ideas and interact with one another can inadvertently create spaces that allow 
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for harmful patterns of participation and interaction to be reinforced. That’s 
because students will likely already have deep-seated perceptions and beliefs 
about one another, what it means to be smart, and what school is all about. 
These beliefs can influence who participates, how students engage, and the 
way students react and respond to one another. Some of these beliefs will 
need to be disrupted in order for risk-taking to take place. What an educator 
does to establish productive classroom culture and norms matters.

Amy Edmondson, a psychologist and professor at Harvard Business 
School, researches the concept of “psychological safety.” As Edmondson 
(2002) describes, “In psychologically safe environments, people believe 
that if they make a mistake others will not penalize or think less of them for 
it. They also believe that others will not resent or penalize them for asking 
for help, information or feedback.” Edmondson argues that psychologically 
safe environments foster individuals’ confidence to take risks. Consequently, 
educators should consider the current level of psychological safety in their 
classrooms and schools, and determine ways to build and reinforce psycho-
logically safe learning environments.

Gloria Ladson-Billings, professor of urban education at the University of 
Wisconsin-Madison, identified and studied a set of particularly successful 
teachers in her book The Dream-Keepers: Successful Teachers of African 
American Children. Ladson-Billings found patterns in how these teach-
ers approached community- and culture-building within their classrooms. 
Ladson-Billings (2009, x) writes, “They worked to create a community of 
learners instead of idiosyncratic connections with students they favored. This 
community building was almost always a result of deliberate pedagogical 
strategies the teachers used.”

Respect for Others

Educators must intentionally design and lead their classrooms in ways that 
build a culture of inherent respect for other people. To make our communities 
work, we must embrace a constant commitment to learn and grow from one 
another. Doing so will likely require teachers to disrupt harmful and unjust 
patterns of societal beliefs and behaviors that are intentionally or uninten-
tionally maintained and reinforced within our classrooms. Status hierarchies, 
harmful stereotypes and biases, prejudices, and norms and ways of working 
that systemically privilege or harm some students over others can’t be ignored.

While stubborn and difficult to address, these dynamics must be confronted 
through thoughtful intervention and intentional design. It’s not enough to 
denounce these things and hope for more enlightened and thoughtful indi-
viduals. As educators, it’s uniquely in our power to design and facilitate 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/17/2021 3:20 PM via IOWA STATE UNIV. All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 Justice and Caring for All 19

intentional experiences that help students learn and grow to see the inherent 
value in others.

Consider some of the challenges that often emerge when students work 
together, such as predictable patterns of participation in collaborative group 
work. Some students will participate more, others less. Some students’ ideas 
will be listened to, others’ ideas will not. Some students’ experiences will be 
valued, others’ experiences won’t. Some students will feel respected; others 
will feel dismissed. Some students will assume the authority to make deci-
sions and manage the group, others will be expected to follow.

As many educators know, these patterns often fall along lines of demo-
graphic differences. Whether the patterns reflect differences in race, sex, 
gender, native language, perceived ability, a combination of these factors, 
or something else altogether, these patterns pose a challenge that must be 
addressed if a classroom is to provide a rich and meaningful learning experi-
ence for all students.

These dynamics have implications for students well beyond the classroom. 
Students’ experiences in schools teach them about the nature of power, status, 
and how people work and behave in relation to one another. Elizabeth Cohen 
(1994, 37), in her book Designing Groupwork: Strategies for the Heteroge-
neous Classroom, argues, “If status characteristics are allowed to operate 
unchecked, the interaction of the children will only reinforce the prejudices 
they entered school with.”

Through their work in school, students develop their own understandings 
of how the world works and how to interact within it. Cohen (1994, 37) 
offers as a cautionary example, “If the leadership position in groups always 
falls to boys, it will reinforce the cultural belief that ‘girls can’t be lead-
ers.’” These problematic beliefs may have tremendous staying power and 
could stick with students once they leave your particular class or school. 
Skillful and mindful educators notice these patterns and work intentionally 
to disrupt them, attempting to create more productive patterns aligned to 
their goals.

In the case of harmful patterns of student participation, teachers may help 
students reflect on their own participation and the participation of other mem-
bers of their group; empower student groups with protocols, facilitation tips, 
or sentence starters; provide direct feedback on how groups work together; 
and design tasks that ensure interdependence and collective accountability. 
Teachers may also have explicit conversations about group process and 
norms, considering those concepts as central learning goals in their own right, 
right alongside their content-learning goals.

While some teacher interventions may come in the form of introducing 
students to new practices, language, or skills, engaging students on a regular 
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basis in these technical routines can also impact their evolving mind-sets, 
values, and beliefs.

Consider the subtle, yet thoughtful, change made at Mount Vernon Pres-
byterian School in Atlanta, Georgia. Tyler Thigpen, former head of the upper 
school, recounts a simple change to how teachers reviewed and graded 
student work. They simply added one line at the bottom of their assessment 
rubric with a question posed to the student: How did your work help someone 
else?

According to Thigpen, the results of this small intervention were signifi-
cant. Students and teachers started making stronger connections to the ideas 
and problems within their classrooms and the ideas and problems outside in 
the world. Children became more empathetic, well rounded, and developed 
their collaboration and active listening skills. According to Thigpen:

While we are certainly interested in the betterment of individual students, 
it’s their collective successes and capabilities in the realms of empathy, self-
sufficiency, and collaboration that are going to tackle some of the most pressing 
global issues sooner and more intentionally. We cannot rely on fate or luck to 
drive young people toward the levels of complex thinking required to create a 
more egalitarian and peaceful society. We have to embed that culture in their 
learning as early as possible. (Thigpen 2018)

Ideally, students in classrooms such as these will learn to appreciate the 
personal and social value that results from engaging in a community that 
constantly works toward a better version of itself—a community with the 
capacity to take on complex and collaborative work. This is the kind of 
classroom that we might hope would help shape the skills and mind-sets of 
a future president.

Consider:

1. Given your goals, what are the ideal sets of rights, responsibilities, and 
working agreements for your classroom and/or school? What role should 
students play in defining, living, monitoring, reflecting on, and revising 
them?

2. What messages do classroom and school practices, norms, and expecta-
tions communicate as they relate to the value of diversity, inclusion, and 
the inherent value of people?

3. What intentional strategies and practices do you employ to develop and 
nurture a community of learners and a culture that is safe for risk-taking?

4. How does the classroom and/or school model a community capable of 
taking on complex and collaborative work?
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5. How can you support students to draw on their classroom, school, and 
community experiences to explore the impact that structures and rules 
have on how people experience a community and work together within it?

6. What systems and structures do you employ to help establish a classroom 
and/or school norm of respect and care for one another?
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