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Preface 

Empathic Teaching: Promoting Social Justice in the Contemporary 

Classroom was written for pre-service and veteran teachers, school and 

educational psychologists, related special education service professionals, 

educational administrators, guidance counselors, graduate education 

professors, policy-makers, parents and student leaders. While this tome 

will largely focus on understanding the role that equity should play in P-12 

education, it will do so with an acute awareness that there are myriad 

factors that influence student engagement and the motivation to learn. 

Although some of the subjects under consideration have been written 

about elsewhere broadly, this tome will offer a unique contribution by 

examining each from a social equity perspective. As schools move to 

ensure a more inclusive and well-rounded student body, this book will be 

a substantial asset to anyone interested in advancing a social justice 

agenda. 

The motivation for writing this book arose due to… 

• Our concern that the inequities that currently exist in 

schools threaten the ability of teachers and students to 

adequately prepare for a future that is socially just;  

• Our knowledge that each administrator, educator, parent, 

and student play an integral part in creating schools and 

classrooms in which everyone feels safe, respected, and 

important;  

• Our belief in equitable outcomes for all students so that they 

can become leaders of their communities and productive 

member of society; and 

• Our passion for helping to guide the conversation 

surrounding social justice through research and examples, 

explicitly teaching the concepts that will carry the message 

to all who engage in raising the next generation. 

Each chapter provides the reader with a better understanding of how to 

bring social justice concepts into the classroom and beyond. The book 

begins with a look at the beginnings of social justice and considers the 

contribution of Paulo Freire, Martin Luther King, Jr., and other influencers 

and continues on to explain the need for an inclusive and calm classroom 
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culture that values all students. Engaging students in social success cycles 

and differentiated instruction based on a social justice curriculum 

promotes positive experiences in school, while an examination of 

extracurricular activities is also considered in this tome. Money and 

religion are two divisive areas and they are both considered here in terms 

of concerns and promising practices. Parents and students will enjoy 

reading about student leadership and the possibilities that exist if the 

student is willing, while educators and those who are involved with the 

schools in any fashion should consider learning more about self-

development.  

Written by a team of educators and professors whose life experiences 

and research interests span the collective concerns of equity in education, 

it is with confidence that we share this book with the readers. Empathic 

Teaching: Promoting Social Justice in the Contemporary Classroom is for 

those who are committed to using social justice as a lens through which all 

students can succeed in the classroom. Our overarching goal for this work 

is simple: We wish to support our colleagues with educating the next 

generation to demonstrate tolerance, respect and empathy for all others in 

society as a lifelong endeavor. And last, but far from least, thank you for 

you doing your part to achieve those same outcomes. 

 



 

Chapter One 

The Leaders of Equity: Past and Present 

Elizabeth Jean, Endicott College 
 

Anne E. Mead, Danbury Public Schools 

The education system is plagued with inequities; both in the way it is 

structured and the way it is financed (Drover, 2009). Beginning in the late 

1800s, the one-room schoolhouse disappeared, making room for 

neighborhood schools whose academics were determined by a group of 

neighborhood individuals known as a board of education (Church, 2015). 

These neighborhood schools were typically financed by the local 

government based on the population and housing practices (Irving, 2014, 

Drover, 2009). Since many communities sought to fund their systems by 

the local property tax, it predominantly became white communities that 

had the most funding, best teachers and students who could achieve 

(Irving, 2014).  

Communities in redlined areas became schools for children of families 

that struggled financially, were oppressed, and often drew teachers who 

couldn’t make it in the better suburban schools (Irving, 2014). It quickly 

became evident that students in these schools suffered from inadequate 

resources, poor quality teachers, and the beginning of systemic inequities 

(Drover, 2009). The evidence was clear that a division between those who 

could afford and those who could not attend schools with very different 

characteristics; a classroom that espoused cultural and education 

behaviors of white middle-class families at the sacrifice of less dominating 

and influential social classes (Irving, 2014). These inequities prompted 

educators to quickly switch their teaching pedagogy from a classroom 

focus to one that looked at systemic inequities and a society where 

oppressiveness is prevalent (Drover, 2009). 

Paulo Freire 

Defined by Freire (1970/2002), an oppressed society (those within the 

redlined areas) must seek out humanitarians who will free those in the 
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affected areas. At this point in time, Freire (1970/2002) felt that those who 

lived in oppressed systems were aware of their living situations but did not 

see a way out of the oppression; rather “their perception of themselves as 

oppressed is impaired by their submersion in the reality of oppression” 

(Freire, 2002, n.p.). The oppressed were not energized, nor did they know 

how to overcome this level of subjugation and, thus, stayed in it longer 

than they should (Davis & Steyn, 2012). Outside forces would then notice 

the situation and try to make changes for the system (Davis & Steyn, 2012). 

These outside forces often included the oppressor; that is, those who were 

termed privileged as well as “white people who benefit from systemic 

whiteness” (Davis & Steyn, 2012, p. 30).  

Though most of Freire’s work was done in the 70s, at least one of his 

books stressed the need for democracy (Freire, 1985). Freire (1985) 

maintained that oppressed societies had the need to organize themselves 

to be active proponents of their own ideas and goals through education. It 

was argued that through political determination a democracy could be 

formed that ultimately developed a society of people with the 

characteristics of good citizens (Westheimer & Kahne, 2004). Shanker and 

G. W. Bush (as cited in Westheimer & Kahne, 2004) continued the cause by 

promoting the establishment of programs in schools that aimed to renew 

the democratic spirit; however, through these discussions the definition of 

democracy can still be unclear as it relates to students who become good 

citizens educated in safe schools.  

 The idea of safe schools was further challenged by Davis and Steyn 

(2012) who asked, “safe from what or whom?” (p. 33). Still today, the ideas 

of safe schools are not well defined. Most consider a safe school to be free 

of violence; however, there are often minimal discussions about how to 

make classrooms feel safe for students regarding issues that affect them 

such as LGBTQ+, cultural differences, or education inequities (Young, 

Michael, & Smolinski, 2019a). Safe schools must also include open 

discussions between the school and community regarding what equity in 

education means and how cultural competencies and other relevant 

issues can be addressed (Lopez, Patrick, & Sturgis, 2017). These 

discussions are just beginning. 

There have been many leaders, both educational and non-educational, 

who have acted upon their beliefs in order to change the culture of social 

justice. Leaders such as Ghandi, Mandela, Martin Luther King, Jr. have had 

“a vision of transformative change for his or her country” (Redford, 2017, 

p. 1831). This led to deep-seated changes in the lives of those previously 

affected by marginalization and poverty. In doing so, these progressive 
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