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FOREWORD TO THE THIRD EDITION
*

am writing this foreword in the midst of the Novel Corona

Virus—COVID-19—where cases are spiking in the upper
Midwest and West. In many of the conversations I have been
having about what impact this pandemic is having on schools
in the US [ am compelled to argue that COVID-19 is but one
of the pandemics we are facing at this moment. I would argue
that we are actually in the midst of four pandemics, COVID-19,
which we know of, anti-Black racism, economic collapse, and
climate catastrophe. All four of these pandemics are impacting
our students, their families, and their communities.

The COVID-19 pandemic grabbed all of the headlines when
the virus traveled from Wuhan, China, to Italy and other parts
of Europe to the United States. As of this writing the US has
had more cases of COVID-19 (9 million) than any country in
the world with more than 228,000 deaths. This pandemic has
caused many of us to work strictly from home, curtailed in-person
schooling at both pre-collegiate and collegiate levels, slowed
airline travel to a fraction of what we normally expect, and
stopped millions of small businesses (restaurants, bars, barbers,
beauticians, etc.) from operating in their typical fashion. This is
something the nation has not seen in more than 100 years, since
the 1918 flu pandemic. Many parents have been forced to serve
as their children’s teachers while concurrently trying to show up
virtually for their own jobs. COVID-19 revealed the incredible
disparities that exist between White, middle income students and
Black, Latinx, Indigenous, and immigrant poor children. While
we were all in the same storm, it became apparent that we were
not all in the same boat. Some families rode out COVID-19 on a
luxury liner while others were barely holding on to a raft.
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On May 25, 2020, Minneapolis resident George Floyd was
apprehended by a police officer and shortly after lay on the ground
with a police officer’s knee on his neck. Despite pleading with
the officer that he could not breathe, Mr. Floyd was subjected
to 8 minutes and 46 seconds of that officer’s knee on his neck
where he expired. In addition to the officer whose knee was on
Mr. Floyd’s neck there were three other officers on the scene who
did nothing to aid him despite audible cries from an astonished
public to help him. Mr. Floyd’s murder sparked unrest and upris-
ings throughout the nation and around the world. People began
to protest racism not only in cities and towns in the US but also
in the UK, France, and Canada. Confronting anti-Black racism
became a worldwide cause. It represented a second pandemic.

The third pandemic is the coming economic collapse. It is
trailing COVID-19 because job loss and skyrocketing medical
costs were directly related to the coronavirus pandemic. Families
across the nation are trembling in anticipation of evictions and
foreclosures. Parents are standing in food lines to supplement
what they are able to put on the table. Families are unable to pay
utility bills and car notes. About 800,000 women have left the
workforce compared to 78,000 men. Many of these women were
in the prime working ages of 35 to 44.

The fourth pandemic is climate catastrophe. Although there
are those who deny climate change, those who experienced
the horrendous West Coast wildfires or the spate of hurricanes
that entered the Gulf Coast region (so many that the National
Weather Service went through the traditional alphabet and
started in on the Greek alphabet), know that the climate is defi-
nitely changing. There are more days with temperatures above
90 degrees, more days with stagnant air, longer mosquito seasons,
more coastline erosion, and lower mountain snow packs across
the country. Climate change is very real for most people.

This litany of pandemics may sound a lot like gloom and doom,
but I actually have a bit of hope supplied by Indian novelist,
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Arundhati Roy, who wrote an essay entitled, “The Pandemic Is
a Portal” (see https://www.ft.com/content/10d8f5e8-74eb-11ea-
95fe-fcd274e920ca). According to Roy, the pandemic gives us an
opportunity to step into a new world leaving all of our old “car-
casses, prejudices, avarice, old ideas” and other things behind.
She argues we can carry “little luggage” and walk “lightly” into
a new world ready to “fight for it.” What a refreshing way to
approach this full stop we have been asked to make as a result of
the pandemic and reset our educational agenda.

What might a full stop and reset look like? I have argued that
what our schools need as a result of the pandemic pause is a “hard
reset.” | draw the notion of a hard reset from mobile technolo-
gies. While cell phones are ubiquitous—we all have them—they
are also prone to fail from time to time. We may turn them off
and start them again to see if that fixes our problem. We may
remove and then replace the SIM card. We may remove and
replace the battery. Sometimes we go online and search for tech
support groups. If none of those things work, we may reluctantly
head to the mobile device store where a technician alerts us that
we need to do a “hard reset.” Those dreaded words mean that
if we have not already backed up all of our information, we are
going to get a mobile device returned to us minus our pictures
and minus our contacts. It will look a lot like it looked when we
first received it from the factory. We will need to start over. That
is what I believe education through the portal, on the other side
of the pandemic, should look like. We will need to reset so we
can restart.

Unfortunately, far too many people clammer for school to “get
back to normal.” The problem I have with “normal” is that “nor-
mal” was where the problems resided. Normal was having Black
and Latinx students in the lowest reading groups and lowest tracks
in mathematics, English, science, etc. Normal was having Black
and Latinx students over-identified for special needs. Normal was
having Black and Latinx students disproportionately suspended,
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expelled, and sanctioned. Normal was Black and Latinx students
excluded from Gifted and Talented Education, honors courses,
and Advanced Placement classes. Getting back to “normal” is
not the place we need to be.

As the chief proponent of “culturally relevant pedagogy”
[ have had the opportunity to look carefully at what shortcom-
ings of culturally relevant pedagogy have been made evident over
these past 30 years.! The primary shortcoming is that the pedagogy
[ observed failed to incorporate the notion of youth culture.
While the teachers I observed did an excellent job leveraging stu-
dents’ home cultures—their first languages, customs, traditions,
etc.—they did not factor in the impact of youth culture and its
influence on US popular culture. [ believe the primary reason for
not including youth culture was an artifact of the teachers being
teachers of elementary-aged students. Although elementary
students consume youth culture through their use of language,
adoption of fashion and style, and affection for popular music,
they are not producers of youth culture. Had the study been done
in secondary classrooms I am certain I would have seen more
deliberate deployment of youth culture.

[t is possible to see the effective use of urban youth cul-
ture in work by Emdin? and Rawls and Robinson’ as well as
in projects like “Science Genius” and #HipHopEd, which is a
weekly Twitter® chat for teachers, students, scholars, artists, and
community activists that discusses how youth culture impacts
education. An excellent example of the merger of youth cul-
ture and student learning is Urban Word NYC, where Michael
Cirelli serves hundreds of students from New York City Public
Schools as well as incarcerated and homeless youth. Students
who participate in Urban Word NYC programs write and per-
form spoken-word pieces. The US Youth National Poet Laureate
program is run out of Urban Word NYC and in 2017 I had the
opportunity to serve as a judge for the US Youth National Poet
Laureate Program. Our judges panel selected a young woman from
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Los Angeles, CA, whose biography indicated she had battled a
speech impediment and some cognitive processing issues. That
woman’s name is Amanda Gorman—yes, the very same Amanda
Gorman who became the youngest poet to deliver a poem at a
Presidential Inauguration in 2021 and perhaps the only poet to
deliver a poem at the SuperBowl!

So, in this edition of Dreamkeepers, [ attempt to help teachers
consider ways youth culture may be infused in classrooms to
increase engagement, support student learning, develop cultural
competence, and encourage critical consciousness. Thirty years
may have passed, but [ am convinced that our students still need
Dreamkeepers to ensure their individual, family, community, and
cultural dreams come true.






PREFACE
*

N o challenge has been more daunting than that of improving
the academic achievement of African American students.
Burdened with a history that includes the denial of education,
separate and unequal education, and relegation to unsafe, sub-
standard inner-city schools, the quest for quality education
remains an elusive dream for the African American community.
However, it does remain a dream—perhaps the most powerful for
the people of African descent in this nation.

The power and persistence of the metaphor of the dream has
defined the sojourn of African Americans in the United States.
From the words of the Bible to the poetry of Langston Hughes to
the oratory of Martin Luther King, Jr., African Americans’ strug-
gle against all odds has been spurred on by the pursuit of a dream.

Perceived as the most direct avenue to the realization of the
dream, education and access to schooling have been cherished
privileges among African Americans. Slaves were not allowed
to learn to read or be educated, and this has underscored the
possibility and power of education for liberation. The chronicle
of the civil rights movement in the United States illustrates
the centrality of education to the fight of African Americans
for equal opportunity and full citizenship. Thus, Central High
School in Little Rock, Arkansas; the University of Mississippi;
the University of Alabama; the Boston Public Schools; and
Brownsville, New York, all symbolize the willingness of African
Americans to sacrifice all for the sake of education.

But today African Americans find themselves in a downward
spiral. African American students lag far behind their white coun-
terparts on standard academic achievement measures. At the same
time, the very society that experienced a civil rights revolution
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finds itself locked in the grips of racism and discrimination. Almost
forty years after a Supreme Court decision declaring separate but
equal schools to be illegal, most African American students still
attend schools that are in reality segregated and unequal.

However, The Dreamkeepers is not about the despair. Rather,
it is about keeping the dream alive. The significance of this book
can be found in the changing demographics of our nation’s public
schools. Children of color constitute an increasing proportion of
our students. They represent 30 percent of our public school popu-
lation. In the twenty largest school districts, they make up over
70 percent of total school enrollment. Conversely, the number
of teachers of color, particularly African American, is dwindling.
African American teachers make up less than 5 percent of the total
public school teaching population. Further, many teachers—white
and black alike—feel ill-prepared for or incapable of meeting the
educational needs of African American students.

Based on a study of a group of excellent teachers, this book pro-
vides exemplars of effective teaching for African American stu-
dents. Rather than a prescription or a recipe, this book offers the
reader models for improving practice and developing grounded
theory, through a look at the intellectually rigorous and challeng-
ing classrooms of these teachers in a low-income, predominantly
African American school district.

[ have written this book with three voices: that of an African
American scholar and researcher; that of an African American
teacher; and that of an African American woman, parent, and
community member. Thus the book offers a mixture of scholar-
ship and story—of qualitative research and lived reality. I have
relied heavily on “story” as a means of conveying the excellent
pedagogical practice of the teachers studied. Increasingly, in fields
such as law, education, ethnic studies, and feminist studies, story
has gained credence as an appropriate methodology for transmit-
ting the richness and complexity of cultural and social phenom-
ena. Thus the audience for this book may be broad and varied.
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The book is both reflective and empirical. At its center is the
story of the pedagogical practice of eight exemplary teachers.
However, my own experiences as an African American student
who successfully negotiated public schooling provide a backdrop for
my understanding of that practice. What was there in my school-
ing experiences that allowed me to persevere and prevail? [ am not
dismissing the fact that my schooling took place in a different and,
perhaps, simpler time. Yet [ retain vivid memories of ways in which
schooling affected me both positively and negatively, and those
memories help me see and understand current classroom practices.

Because of my decision to write in this way I break at least two
scholarly conventions. First, I diminish the primacy of “objectiv-
ity” as I write both of my own life and memories as an African
American student and of the lives and experiences of this group
of effective teachers. Second, I write in a style that may be seen as
methodologically “messy,” as I discuss issues at both the classroom
level and the school level. I do this because it is an opportunity to
reinforce the fluidity and connection between the individual and
the group in which teachers and students do their work.

[ could have chosen to write this book in the dominant schol-
arly tradition—statement of the problem, review of the litera-
ture, methodology, data collection, analysis, and implications for
further research. Indeed, this is what I was trained to do. But that
tradition rejects my necessary subjectivity. Thus I chose to inte-
grate my “scholarly” tools with my knowledge of my culture and
my personal experiences.

Multicultural teacher educators will find this book a useful addi-
tion to the literature on curricular and instructional issues concern-
ing African American students. Practicing teachers and student
teachers will have an opportunity to create appropriate strategies
and techniques for their own classrooms based on those shown in
this book. Parents and community members will be able to use the
book as a “talking point” to help outline the redesign of commu-
nity schools that better meet the needs of their students.
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However, again, the book is not a prescription. It does not con-
tain lists of things to do to achieve effective teaching for African
American students. As tempting as it was for me to do just that,
my work on this book has convinced me that doing so would be
professionally dishonest. I am committed to the belief that just as
we expect children to extrapolate larger life lessons from the sto-
ries we tell them, we, as adults, can make our own sense of these
teachers’ stories about themselves and their teaching.

[ have written this book not to offer a solution to problems in
the education of African Americans but to offer an opportunity
to make those problems central to the debate about education
in general. In accordance with current public policy thinking,
this book contends that the way a problem is defined frames the
universe of reasonable public actions. Given our limited ability
to address every problem that confronts the society, problem for-
mulation takes on added proportions. Thus a specific problem,
such as education, cannot stand alone; rather, it must be linked
to broader issues like national defense, economic competitive-
ness, or crime. In this book, I attempt to reformulate what has
been thought of as the problem of African American schooling
into the promise of successful practice and the problem of our
inability to consider how we might learn from that success.

This book discusses the notion of culturally relevant teaching
and its inherent conceptions of the teacher and others; of class-
room social interactions; of literacy and mathematics teaching;
and of knowledge itself. Further, the book examines the implica-
tions of culturally relevant teaching for African American stu-
dent education and teacher education.

Chapter One, in an attempt to rethink teaching and learn-
ing for African Americans, asks the question, “Is there a case for
separate schools?” Far from suggesting a return to racial segrega-
tion, the chapter points to the growing disaffection of African
Americans with the kind of education their children receive
today in the public schools. Placed in a historical context, the
question raises additional questions about teacher preparation.
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Chapter Two discusses the growing educational and anthro-
pological literature on ways in which school can be made more
compatible with the students’ cultural backgrounds. The chapter
identifies a lack in the literature on the experiences of African
American students specifically, and offers culturally relevant
teaching as a way to address this gap. The chapter also compares
assimilationist, or traditional, teaching practices with culturally
relevant teaching practices.

Chapter Three discusses a critical aspect of culturally relevant
teaching: the teachers’ conceptions of themselves and others.
Vignettes and interviews with this group of successful teachers
of African American students illustrate how they see themselves
and their students.

Chapter Four discusses a second critical aspect of culturally
relevant teaching: the manner in which classroom social interac-
tions are structured. Once again, vignettes and interview data
illustrate the pertinent points.

Chapter Five discusses the third critical aspect of cultur-
ally relevant teaching: the teachers’ conception of knowledge.
The chapter provides examples of how this kind of teaching
practice helps both teachers and students construct knowledge
and move beyond the state- and district-required curricula to
achieve academic and cultural excellence.

Chapter Six focuses on three of the teachers in the study
and their teaching of elementary literacy and mathematics pro-
grams. The focus on literacy contrasts two different instructional
approaches and materials that yield similar results: a classroom
of literate students. The chapter discusses the ways in which the
teachers’ use of culturally relevant teaching transcends the mate-
rial and instructional strategy. The focus on mathematics con-
trasts the practice of a culturally relevant teacher with that of a
novice who works in an upper-middle-class white school.

Chapter Seven attempts to peek into the future. It exam-
ines the prospects for improving the academic performance and
the school experiences of African American students. It looks
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at current practice in teacher education, established school and
community programs that have a focus on African American
learners, and some experimental programs.

Two appendixes at the close of the book address method-
ological and contextual issues. They are included to help col-
leagues think about ways to both replicate and improve upon my
research. Indeed, this entire effort represents not a conclusion
but a starting point from which the educational needs of African
American students can begin to be addressed.
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INTRODUCTION
*

bout 30 years ago I walked into some elementary classrooms

to observe some amazing teachers engage in rigorous, authen-
tic teaching with students that much of the education research
literature regarded as unlikely to experience academic success.
What I witnessed was not only academic success. I saw students
who affirmed themselves individually, socially, and culturally.
[ also saw students who engaged in real-life problem-solving that
had implications for them as members of their school community
as well as their wider community. Ultimately, I described these
teachers as “Dreamkeepers” and the work they did as “cultur-
ally relevant pedagogy.” Both terms have gained some traction
in the education research literature. Indeed, “culturally rele-
vant pedagogy” produces some five and a half million hits on a
Google® search.

Since the publication of Dreamkeepers I have talked to thou-
sands of teachers, teacher educators, students, administrators,
and community members throughout the nation and around the
world—England, Scotland, Sweden, Brazil, South Africa, Japan,
China, Spain, and other countries. Everywhere I have traveled |
have learned of students who have been marginalized because of
race, ethnicity, language, religion, and/or immigrant status. And,
each of these groups of students have struggled to be successful
in what might be considered the public schools. Educators and
policymakers have wondered how they could adapt the work
of the teachers they studied to their specific contexts. Early on
[ began see that the work of the teachers I studied was not merely
descriptive, it was generative.

XX1
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Since that initial study I have had the opportunity to learn
of scores of classrooms where teachers have, despite various sys-
temic inequities, challenged students to rigorous and engaging
curriculum in all kinds of subject areas—history/social studies,
English, mathematics, and science. I have witnessed teachers
go out of their way to help students feel valued and appreci-
ated. I have seen teachers help students with social-emotional
and mental wellness issues that led to academic improvement
and deeper commitment. | have seen teachers do what I call the
“Rumpelstiltskin” pedagogy—spin straw into gold where they had
little resources and minimal support but were still able to deliver
first rate classroom experiences for their students. I will explain
some of these experiences in detail in this volume’s afterword but
in this introduction I would like to focus on two important inno-
vations that should impact today’s “Dreamkeepers”—technology
and youth culture (aka hip-hop).

Technology Take Over

For today’s students electronic technology is a part of their every-
day way of life. I call today’s students, “New Century Students.”
For the most part, their teachers were born in the 20 century,
they were born in the 21 century. I have had an opportunity
to make some observations about New Century Students and
these observations have implications for how they operate in
the classroom:

1. New Century Students believe in multi-tasking, even though
cognitive scientists tell us that multi-tasking is not efficient.!
Our students believe they can listen to music on their Spotify
playlist, check their social media pages, text a friend, browse
websites, and write a paper. However, the research indicates
that only about 2 percent of the population are good at
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attending to more than one thing. Students who multi-task
perform less well than those who attend to one task. How-
ever, this does not stop our students from trying to multi-task.
. New Century Students see themselves more as “consumers”
than students. Thus, they tend to “shop” for schools, classes,
and teachers. This consumerist attitude is not their fault.
We have cultivated the notion of “choice” when it comes to
school and students have taken advantage of it. They may
live in a district where there is “open enrollment” and choose
to go to any school in the district. They may choose a char-
ter school over their neighborhood school. They may live in
a district or state that promotes private school vouchers or
they may opt out of brick-and-mortar schooling altogether
and choose to do “homeschool” or online schooling. All
of these choices means that students grow accustomed to
“shopping” for their education and like consumers of other
goods and services, they expect a certain degree of custom-
er satisfaction. To maintain enrollment, some schools may
acquiesce to student and parent demands that may determine
course offerings and final grades.

. New Century Students do not receive their news about the
world the ways their parents did via newspapers and nightly
television news broadcasts. They receive their news and in-
formation via push notices from their favorite Internet sites,
blogs and programs like “The Daily Show.” Thus, teachers
who may want to incorporate current events in their class-
rooms must be prepared to hear a variety of perspectives on
an item and multiple perspectives on what was the news
story of the day. It may not be the political news out of
Washington. It can be entertainment news (e.g., Beyoncé
dropped an album and video last night), sports news
(e.g., Kevin Durant was traded to the Nets) or tech news
(e.g., Apple is introducing a new iPhone). These varied
perspectives on what constitutes news makes for interesting
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classroom conversations and the need for teachers to dem-
onstrate some pedagogical flexibility.

. Although heavily invested in “social justice” New Century

Students are less sanguine about “social welfare” (particu-
larly if they have to bear the costs). It is not unusual to see
New Century students engage in social protests like “Black
Lives Matter” in response to police brutality or “#MeToo”
in response to violence, harassment, and discrimination
directed toward women, LGBTQIA people, and gender non-
conforming people. However, these same students may balk
at the notion that they should pay Social Security taxes or be
required to subscribe to a health-care plan because they see it
as paying for “old people.”

In the world of New Century students, email is an “old tech-
nology,” and they would prefer to communicate via instant
messaging and tweets. While email may be the stock and
trade of schools and workplaces, it is a dinosaur among New
Century students. Teachers who do not understand the way
to reach their students is through text messaging or their In-
stagram® pages are likely to regularly miscommunicate with
them.

For New Century students, “library” research can best be
done on their desktop, which means they rarely leaf through
an entire journal. Where previous generations of students
trekked to the library and pulled periodicals off the shelf,
New Century students find what they want by doing online
searches. They rarely see an article in the context of a whole
journal where they may be tempted to read beyond the as-
signment.

. New Century students believe it is important to “stay con-

nected,” thus their phones are always at hand and classes that
prohibit cell phone use interrupt their connections. Teachers
who want to be successful with New Century students often
find ways to integrate cell phone use into their classrooms
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(e.g., establishing live Twitter® feeds and allowing students
to search for information using their mobile phones).

8. New Century students have very different conceptions of
copyright, intellectual property, and plagiarism rules. This
tendency among New Century students is often difficult for
20th-century teachers. They do not realize that their students
live in the world of “sampling” and “mashups” where select-
ing pieces of material is not only appropriate, it is expected.
Hip-hop artist Ice Cube samples from the Isley Brothers to
make, “It Was a Good Day,” and Lauren Hill samples from
Frankie Valli and the Four Seasons on “You're Just too Good
to Be True.” Teachers at both the high school and collegiate
level have to explicitly teach students rules of plagiarism and
intellectual property.

Despite these tendencies among New Century students, there
are some exciting opportunities for using technology in teach-
ing and learning. For example, the use of live Twitter® feeds
referenced above can be a way to get students who are shy or
reserved to participate more fully in the classroom. Instead of
seeing mobile devices as distractions, culturally relevant teachers
encourage students to use their devices to find information and
become more engaged. Several of the teachers I have observed
since the initial Dreamkeepers study taught me the importance
of allowing students to create a class playlist. In these classes,
teachers set the criteria and encourage students to select songs
for the playlist. The criteria may demand, no songs with racist,
sexist, misogynistic, or homophobic lyrics. The teachers begin
each class session with a song or two from the class playlist as
students arrive. They indicate that students arrive on time (just
in case their song is the one that plays that day) and settle more
quickly. Sometimes the song selected becomes a place to begin a
conversation or represent a connection to what the class is study-
ing. Teachers working with New Century students believe that



