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BEYOND THE STORY-BOOK ENDING:
LITERATURE FOR YOUNG CHILDREN

ABOUT PARENTAL ESTRANGEMENT AND LOSS

megan matt

Transitions were difficult for four-year-old Aliyah.* Requests to put toys away,
come in from outdoor play, and sit for meals were often met with refusals, shouting, and
even violence. At naptime she would begin by playfully testing us (three teachers and,
occasionally, a social worker) to see how many toys she could sneak onto her cot without
us “seeing,” gradually becoming louder and more disruptive until we finally approached.
At this point, usually in tears, her body rigid, she would back away, sometimes hit or
kick, and scream. No matter what words of comfort we offered or physical attempts to
soothe her we made, she would scream at us in a powerful, grating voice, “Leave me!”

At this time, Aliyah was living with an older cousin in kinship foster care, but
had just recently been in the custody of her mother. Such trading off had already occurred
over three times for her. In a Manhattan preschool class of fourteen three- to five-year-
olds from low-income households, I would soon learn that this particular four-year-old
was not alone in facing estrangement from parents and other caregivers. One boy had a
father who was barred by court order from contacting him or his mother. Another had
only known his grandmother as a caregiver from infancy and never saw or heard from
his mother or father. Two girls had known their fathers when they were young but now
barely saw them.

“Children Need a Story”
Like many new teachers in high-needs settings, as I taught the young

preschoolers described above I was overwhelmed by their needs and by my obliga-
tion to meet those needs. The children were not merely in “nontraditional” fami-
lies. They were in flux, their families in a prolonged transition, and no-one could
know for certain how their parental relationships would evolve over time.

Eager to do the right thing, I searched everywhere for advice and resources

* Names have been changed to protect the identity of individual children.



to help these young children. In particular, drawing on the common wisdom of
early childhood educators and of my graduate school faculty members, I sought
stories. Glossy picture books by “experts,” would, I hoped, ground me and provide
the right language to speak to Aliyah and others about the parental losses they
were experiencing.1

In my search for literature, I was also acting on the strong belief that all
children need to see themselves and their families represented in stories. British
psychologist Barnes (1999) remarks:

Children need story lines about a parent who does not form an ongoing
part of their lives. In single-parent families where a mother still carries
anger about a nonparticipating father this may be more difficult than in
families where [single] parenthood has been chosen.

Although Barnes is speaking about the individual therapeutic practice of
creating family narratives, his perspective also indicates the importance of creating
biblio-therapeutic models for the population in general. Feeling angry or aban-
doned themselves, many of the caregivers who remain with a child might not be
up to the challenge of addressing their situations. Books could potentially meet
this need.

For this study I analyzed over thirty books for young children on the topics
of abandonment, estrangement, divorce, and foster care. Many were referenced in
A to Zoo: Subject Access to Children’s Picture Books (Lima & Lima, 2006) under the
heading of “divorce” (however, there were no entries under abandonment, foster
care, single-parent families, or estrangement); others were listed in a 2006 subject-
access search of the Bank Street College of Education picture book collection (all
under “divorce,” with the exception of one under “foster care”); and still others
were listed in “Recommended Books for Helping Children Deal With Separation
and Divorce” (Pardeck, 1996). Further titles were identified and located by using

4 bank street college of education

1 The term “parental loss” is used to describe long-term or permanent separation of a child
from a parent. In the context of this paper, the focus is on prolonged estrangement from a
living parent.
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the Worldcat database, which provides access to virtually every library collection
in North America, using the search terms “foster care” and “divorce.”

In choosing books from these bibliographies, I sought titles that explicitly
referenced parental loss or estrangement within their narratives. This loss might
appear as an event within the story or as a fear articulated by a young child.
However, I did not include texts that depicted stable single-parent or adoptive
families where no other parent was ever known, let alone “lost.”

“Moms and Dads Never Get Divorced FromTheir Children”
Parental estrangement, loss, and long-term separation affect a large number

of children in our classrooms. Recent figures suggest that about one third of all
children live with either a single mother or father or with neither parent (Ray,
2005). And these numbers appear to be rising. Saleh et al. (2005) note that the
proportion of children living in single-mother families has more than doubled in
the last thirty years, to 26%, while Hetherington and Stanley-Hagen (1997) have
found that the number of single-father families has tripled in that time.

By far the largest catalyst for parental estrangement is divorce or some
other parental breakup. Studies have shown that nearly 40% of non-custodial
fathers lose contact with their children following a divorce (Barnes, 1999;
Hetherington and Stanley-Hagen, 1997). Although there is a vast selection of
books about divorce, parental estrangement is virtually ignored within this genre.
What’s more, the possibility of parental estrangement is often emphatically
denied.

Indeed, constancy is the theme of most books for young children on the
topic of parental divorce. Titles like At Daddy’s on Saturdays (Girard, 1987),
Saturday Is Pattyday (Newman, 1993), and Friday’s Journey (Rush, 1994), or a
character’s proclaiming “My daddy comes to get me every Saturday” (Caines,
1977), attest most clearly to a weekly routine. Other books suggest regular contact
by assigning the child character a room or area in the new home (Ballard, 1993;
Boegehold, 1985; Newman, 1993; Schotter, 2003; Schuchman, 1979; and
Spelman, 1998); showing toothbrushes, pajamas, and other daily-use objects in
both houses (Masurel, 2001; Hazen, 1978); establishing an ongoing project such



as a garden (Coy, 2003); or making specific references to a weekly visitation
schedule (Caseley, 1995; Hazen, 1978). In various ways, these books depict the
maintenance of continuity and parental connection, no matter what disruptions a
family experiences.

Other texts explicitly emphasize the stability of bonds with an absent
parent, with such claims as, “Moms and dads may get divorced from each other,
but they never get divorced from their children.” (Schuchman, 1979). Although
there are of course families for whom these books are representative, the repeated
emphasis on consistency in parent-child relationships belies what so many
children experience. Hetherington and Stanley-Hagen (1997) found that fewer
than a quarter of children nationally even spoke to their non-resident parent on a
weekly basis.

Another common theme in divorce literature for preschoolers is an empha-
sis on added treats, privileges, and possessions for children following divorce. In
Two Homes to Live in: A Child’s-Eye View of Divorce (Hazen, 1978), the little girl
proclaims:

“Having divorced parents means having two homes and two families. It
means different ways of doing things and different kinds of Christmas
trees. Having divorced parents means pajamas both places, and getting two
sets of birthday presents. Last week on my birthday, I got a bike from
Mommy and a kitten from Daddy.”

Other titles, includingMama and Daddy Bear’s Divorce (Spelman, 1998), The Un-
Wedding (Cole, 1997), and Priscilla Twice (Caseley, 1995) likewise emphasize
treats and parties following parental breakups.

Several other books focus on the idea that a child will have two homes fol-
lowing a divorce. The picture books Gracie (Ballard, 1993), Priscilla Twice (1995),
Mom and Dad Don’t Live Together Anymore (Stinson, 1984),My Mother’s House,
My Father’s House (Christiansen, 1989), and Two Homes (Masurel, 2001) all
describe a child splitting his or her time exactly between two parents. In fact,
Gracie, Mom and Dad Don’t Live Together Anymore, and Two Homes emphasize the

6 bank street college of education
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difference between a city home and a country home, almost as if divorce entails
acquiring a country home. Again, these scenarios clearly reflect the reality for
some children, but such books seem to deny the very existence of families where a
father is neither a physical presence nor a financial contributor.

“Mommies Come Back,They Always Come Back”
As I searched for children’s literature on parental estrangement and loss and

observed the disconnect between available literature and the experiences of young
children, I became interested in the reasons for this discrepancy. I’m hardly cynical
enough to think that children’s publishers and authors would wish to alienate
young children intentionally. So why are books on parental loss so rare?

As an early childhood educator, I find that one clear obstacle to books on
parental loss is the powerful tradition of emphasizing parental constancy in our
classrooms. Using varying languages and methodologies, the key theorists of
developmental psychology all tend to emphasize parent-child relationships in their
work. This research has informed much of the thinking and practices of educators,
caregivers, and writers for young children up to this day.

In preschool classes, separation and reunion between children and parents
is a central focus and concern. Classroom libraries, songs (“Mommies Come Back,
They Always Come Back”), and conversations are often crafted to allay young
children’s anxiety that their parents will not return. And so it is little wonder that
many of the children’s books reviewed here seem to place an emphasis on the sta-
bility of parent-child bonds following a parental breakup.

The difficulty is not that these books misrepresent the fears and concerns
of young children. Indeed, they speak to one of the primary yearnings of young
children in the aftermath of divorce (and of children in general, for that matter):
to be told that they will not lose a parent (Pardeck, 1996). The difficulty is that,
for very many children, the fear of losing a parent is not irrational. Very many
children will lose a parent. The challenge to educators and those writing for young
children is to support and reassure some students of the stability of their parental
bonds while acknowledging discontinuity and rupture for others.

Too often, though, this balance has weighed against children experiencing



parental loss. In the interest of protecting some students from difficult truths, we
have shut out the stories of others. But are we really creating a safe place for stu-
dents if some, seeing their stories buried beneath accounts of stable families and
consistently present parents, come to feel shame and guilt? The notion of “devel-
opmentally appropriate practice” in early childhood education comes into question
when the lives of children cease to be “developmentally appropriate” according to
traditional standards.

In the interest of advocating for all students and embracing relevant experi-
ences, Silin (1995), Yelland (2005), and others have called for a move to reconcep-
tualize early childhood education. Such a move is indeed necessary if we are to
properly serve children affected by parental loss. Rather than abiding by old
assumptions of what is appropriate in a school classroom, we must ask ourselves
what is necessary and bring that to the children.

Moving Forward
Although as a classroom teacher I struggled to find picture books on the

subject of parental estrangement, a more thorough survey of literature shows a
small but growing body of work that deals with this topic head on. Mostly issued
by smaller publishers or directed at professionals such as social workers (presum-
ably because the stories of parental loss are thought to be too much for children
and lay adults to handle independently), these books present possibilities for the
future of children’s picture books that include uncertainty, rupture, and loss in the
lives of young children.

One of the greatest challenges in discussing parental estrangement with
young children is that the future of these relationships remains, for child and adult
alike, ambiguous. This is particularly apparent in the lives of children in foster
care, who typically retain legal ties with one or both parents while residing with
another caregiver. The books Kids Need to Be Safe (Nelson, 2006);Maybe Days
(Wilgocki & Wright, 2002); Robert Lives With His Grandparents (Hickman,
1995); andMama One, Mama Two (Machlachlan, 1982) all pay special attention
to the uncertainty of life for children in (and out) of foster care. They also present
the complexity of feelings confronting young children in care. These books not

8 bank street college of education
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only assure readers that it is okay to be sad in such situations, but also remind
children that being happy is okay, too, and that to be happy does not entail a
betrayal of the estranged parent.

Within the genre of books on divorce there are also titles that embrace the
complexity and variety of experiences for children of divorced parents. Children’s
author Judith Vigna seems particularly fascinated with the nuances of family life
following divorce. Her booksMommy and Me by Ourselves Again (1987), Grandma
Without Me (1984), and I Live With Daddy (1997) examine the subtle ways in
which divorce changes relationships and shapes children’s understanding of the
world. They also dare to present parents with all their weaknesses as well as
strengths, as loving and as capable of making mistakes.

The subject of incarcerated parents is consistently overlooked, however, in
picture books for young children. Although there is a nonfiction book, from a
series for young children on difficult topics, entitled Let’s Talk About When Your
Parent Is in Jail (Wittbold, 1998), the available storybooks on that subject tend to
be for children in the upper elementary years and beyond. Considering the large
number of children affected by the imprisonment of their parents—Boudin (2003)
speaks of roughly two million children with one or more parent incarcerated—the
available literature for young children is sorely inadequate.

But What is the Real Story?
Confronted with ever-changing family structures in our classrooms, we

must respond to the young children we serve with creativity and sensitivity to
their needs. As a classroom teacher, I have met children whose stories are largely
unwritten and whose needs I’ve felt unprepared to address. The only solution then
is to improvise, using the available resources. Classroom discussions, casual con-
versations, puppet shows, and stories improvised by a teacher all offer opportuni-
ties to expand children’s notion of what “normal” is, to articulate the phenomena
they otherwise see so rarely reflected around them. We can also find ample room
to describe our own students’ stories, to use their words and artwork to reflect
what each specific class of children knows and believes about family.

But though a teacher can validate the experiences of young children and



reflect what is happening in the classroom, there is still, I believe, a need for liter-
ature, for more formal stories to meet the needs of children with estranged par-
ents. In our media-saturated society, children learn very early to respect formal
media and the authority of “experts;” my four-year-old students are quick to point
out the difference between “real songs” and the impromptu ditties I might sing to
encourage them throughout the day. They often ask if a folktale I tell is the real
version or my own. As an educator, I hope I can make the children realize that
their own stories are “real” and legitimate, no matter what messages they might
encounter or fail to encounter in the media.

10 bank street college of education



occasional paper series matt 11

References

Ballard, R. (1993). Gracie. New York: Greenwillow Books.
Barnes, G. (1999). Divorce transitions: identifying risk and promoting resilience

for children and their parental relationships. Journal of Marital and Family
Therapy. 25(4), 425-441. Retrieved March 7, 2006, from the Wilson Select
research database.

Boegehold, B. (1985). Daddy doesn’t live here anymore. Racine, WI: Western
Publishing.

Boudin, C. (2003). Children left behind. The Nation. 277(9), 5-7. Retrieved April
17, 2006, from the Wilson Select database

Caines, J. (1977). Daddy. New York: Harper and Row.
Caseley, J. (1995). Priscilla twice. New York: Greenwillow Books.
Christiansen, C. B. (1989).My mother’s house, my father’s house. New York: Simon

and Schuster.
Cole, B. (1997). The un-wedding. New York: Knopf.
Coy, J. (2003). Two old potatoes and me. New York: Knopf.
Girard, L. W. & Friedman, J. (1987). At Daddy’s on Saturdays. Niles, IL: Albert

Whitman.
Hazen, B. S. (1978). Two homes to live in: a child’s-eye view of divorce.

New York: Human Science Press.
Hetherington, E. M. & Stanley-Hagen, M. (1997). The effects of divorce on

fathers and their children. In M. Lamb (Ed.), The role of the father in child
development (3rd ed., pp. 191-226). New York: Wiley.

Hickman, M. W. (1995). Robert lives with his grandparents. Morton Grove, IL:
Albert Whitman.

Lima, C. & Lima, J. (2006). A to zoo: subject access to children’s picture books. New
York: Bowker.

Maclachlan, P. (1982).Mama one, mama two. New York: HarperCollins
Masurel, C. (2001). Two homes. Cambridge, MA: Candlewick Press.
Nelson, J. (2006). Kids need to be safe. Minneapolis: Free Spirit.
Newman, L. (1993). Saturday is Pattyday. Norwich, VT: New Victoria Publishers.



12 bank street college of education

Pardeck, J. (1996) Recommended books for helping children deal with separation
and divorce. Adolescence, 31, 233-237. Retrieved March 7, 2006, from the
Wilson Select database.

Ray, J. A. (2005). Family-friendly teachers: Tips for working with diverse families.
Kappa Delta Pi Record, 41, 72-76. Retrieved March 7, 2006, from the
Wilson Select database.

Rush, K. (1994). Friday’s journey. New York: Orchard.
Saleh, M. F., Buzi, R., Weinman, M., & Smith, P. (2005) The nature of connec-

tions: Young fathers and their children. Adolescence, 40 (159). Retrieved
March 7, 2006, from the EBSCO Academic Search Premier database

Schotter, R. (2003). Room for rabbit. New York: Clarion Books.
Schuchman, J. (1979). Two places to sleep. Minneapolis: Carol Rhoda Books.
Silin, J. (1995). Sex, death, and the education of children: Our passion for ignorance in

the age of AIDS. New York: Teachers College Press.
Spelman, M. (1998).Mama and Daddy Bear’s divorce. Morton Grove, IL:

Albert Whitman.
Stinson, K. (1984).Mom and Dad don’t live together anymore. Scarborough,

Canada: Firefly Books.
Vigna, J. (1984). Grandma without me. Niles, IL: Albert Whitman.
Vigna, J. (1997). I live with Daddy. Morton Grove, IL: Albert Whitman.
Vigna, J. (1987).Mommy and me by ourselves again. Niles, IL: Albert Whitman.
Wilgocki, J. & Wright, M. K. (2002).Maybe days: A book for children in foster care.

Minneapolis: Magination Press.
Wittbold, M. (1998). Let’s talk about when your parent is in jail. New York:

PowerKids Press.
Yelland, N. (2005). Critical issues in early childhood education. London: Open

University Press.



occasional paper series morrison 13

WALKING THE WALK:
LINKING TEACHING AND ADVOCACY

danielle morrison

I began teaching at age 21 when I still saw the world through the eyes of a
student. I had read books, some about great advocates and others about great
teachers, but saw no links between them. To me, an advocate felt passionately
about an issue and could not separate that passion from her subject. I learned that
teaching was just the opposite, detaching from the subject, presenting it honestly
but objectively. That was the only way for the students to form their own opin-
ions. That was only fair.

I believed that the way to go about teaching was to ask question after ques-
tion and I gave no thought to the person posing the questions. Teachers’ feelings
were nonexistent. It took six years and many students of my own to realize how
wrong I was. It took mistakes and missteps, support from those around me, and
an ever-critical eye of my own to see how I might improve my teaching and the
places I have yet to go.

There is a strength that comes from trying something again. Teaching is a
profession that always asks us to do this: to try again, to do better, to improve
upon what we have done before. While this constant need to strive is exhausting,
it is also the part of my job that makes me feel luckiest. I have the opportunity
each year, each day, to wake up and to do my job better. Curriculum, like a piece
of art, needs to be formed and shaped, painted in layers. One year you can get a
handle on the main ideas, and then the next, move to finer strokes, more details.
Perhaps the year after that, you add a sweep of color. It can be messy and unruly.
And sometimes it can even be scary. But we work with what we have and change
what we don’t like until, as the art teachers say at my school, “it’s exactly as we
want it.”

The funny thing about curriculum development is that I, like most teach-
ers, am always planning with my students in mind: What can inspire them to
work on this? What can make them care? What will catch their attention? Or,



simply, what won’t bore them to death? I never thought that curriculum would
inspire me, because I am, after all, just the guide to the trip, an organizer for the
adventure that is learning. But what happens when the teacher is changed by the
curriculum she teaches? What happens when she realizes she must have an opin-
ion, and that her job is to share it? What happens when she sees that she must get
involved in order to get her students involved? Even though I did not know it
when I began, by becoming a teacher, I had signed on to becoming an advocate.
As these ideas intertwined, blurring into one, I understood that by working to
change the learning experience for my students, I had changed myself.

“We Gotta Start Makin’ Changes”
I teach third grade at a progressive private school on the Upper West Side

of Manhattan. This school is well-resourced and contains many families of privi-
lege and considerable wealth. Nonetheless, there is a solid pedagogy of equality,
and I work hard to establish a community where all students feel valued and have
a voice. The children sit together in a meeting area and discuss topics ranging
from why Gandhi began the Salt March to why there are pencils strewn about the
room. And when they are not talking with each other and forming ideas and
opinions, they are working collaboratively at tables, not desks, on anything from
multiplication to reading strategies.

Traditionally, the third-grade civil rights curriculum emphasized the role of
Martin Luther King, Jr. (MLK), building upon the first- and second-grade studies
of Ruby Bridges and Rosa Parks. I was happy to have MLK as our focus and
enjoyed discussing his ideas and work. The first year I taught it, I went into the
study with determination. I started off with simple questions for the children:
“What do you know about civil rights and MLK?” and “What do you want to
know?” Many hands shot up in the air. There were lots of questions, but I noted
that most of them did not come from the five children of color in the room. I
asked what I believed were thought-provoking but neutral questions, including
“How do you think MLK felt during the boycott?” and “Why might African
Americans have boycotted the buses?” During these meetings, I noticed that the
one African-American girl in the class, normally the “go-to” girl for all the right

14 bank street college of education
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answers, turned away from the conversations, even putting her head down to avoid
eye contact with the class and with me. As much as I tried to get her to engage, to
see the civil rights struggle as a success, and to see how far the movement had come
because of the work of MLK, I couldn’t. I was failing her and the other children of
color. I was failing all of the students, really, and that feeling was palpable in the
room. At the end of three weeks, when we finished the study, I asked the class what
problems we needed to work on in our world, and they couldn’t come up with any-
thing. In fact, one white child said, “Well, segregation is over, so it’s okay now.” That
was my lasting impact for the year.

That summer, in a class called Foundations of Modern Education, I realized
that by not saying, “No, things are not okay now” to this child, I was saying “yes,” or
at the very least, “maybe.” My message wasn’t clear. This realization came the day
after our homework assignment had been to read both John Dewey’s Experience and
Education and George S. Counts’s Dare the School Build a New Social Order? Relying
on these readings, our instructor assigned an activity that didn’t hit home until a few
months later. In a large hallway of strangers, she asked us one simple question: “Is it
the teacher’s job to bring about a new social order?” If we said yes, we were to stand
at the far end of the hallway silently. If we didn’t know or thought that it might be,
we were instructed to stand in the middle. And if we didn’t think it was the
teacher’s place to promote social change, we were to stand right where we were. I
thought for a moment about this question and decided that it was not my job as an
educator to bring about social change. Because of my authority as teacher, I believed
that my opinions would have too much influence over the children. In fact, I be-
lieved it was my job to keep my opinions out of the classroom, even if I felt
passionately. My job was to present and organize information, not interpret it.

I felt quite satisfied with my answer until I realized that I stood almost alone,
one of two people left at the near end of the hallway. When everyone had found his
or her place, our instructor asked us to look around and notice where we all stood.
Many had worked their way down to the far end of the hallway or somewhere
between that “yes” and “maybe” zone. I could see that there were a lot of educators
out there who felt it was the teacher’s job to get involved. I wanted to know why.



During the remaining weeks in class, I listened as my “involved” classmates
told their stories about being the only one whom their students came to when
they wanted to talk. I listened as they referred to their administrations setting
standards but not addressing issues of who was forced to meet those standards, or
even considering whether it was possible to meet those expectations. I heard how
they deflected racism, sexism, and homophobia in their classrooms because if they
didn’t, who would? I learned how they organized students to march in rallies and
led groups to discuss change. I heard them as advocates. I saw them create
change. I came to believe that I, too, could find a way to set up my classroom for
this kind of dialogue. I thought back to the words of the late Tupac Shakur and
knew “We gotta start makin’ changes.”

Becoming an Activist
The next fall, the middle school coordinator asked me about my goals for the

year and what support I needed to meet them. Feeling more confident, I asked if we
could, as a team, work to change both the content and the timeline of the civil
rights curriculum. He agreed, and along with the other third-grade team, we set out
to research other ways to talk about social justice.

One of the biggest problems I saw with the existing curriculum was how
black and white it was, quite literally. We only discussed the struggle between the
African-American and white population, which excluded the struggles of so many
other groups. This, in turn, limited the ways in which children could connect to and
understand the idea of “civil rights.” The year before, the children had learned that
in the United States the white population had rights and that, with a great deal of
struggle and even violence, African Americans had gotten some of these basic
rights, too. Now we wanted to globalize and generalize the idea of nonviolent strug-
gle by opening up the conversations to other leaders and cultures.

We chose to begin our discussions with Mohandas Gandhi, even though we
recognized that it is difficult for eight- and nine-year-old children to think back to
the early 1900s, especially in countries as far away as South Africa and India. But
many of the civil rights leaders in the United States derived their ideas from
Gandhi, and we decided that we couldn’t have these conversations without dis-
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cussing this powerful man. We then moved onto other movements in the United
States, beginning with Martin Luther King, Jr. and his work for African Americans
in the 1960s, and then studying Cesar Chavez and the migrant farm workers move-
ment in California during the late 1960s and early 1970s and Harvey Milk and the
gay rights movement in San Francisco during the 1970s. To complete the curricu-
lum and make it global as well as current, we discussed the present-day struggles of
a recent Nobel Peace Prize winner, Shirin Ebadi, who continues to work in Iran for
women’s and children’s rights.

A team of five—two head teachers, an assistant, an intern, and a student
teacher—researched these activists and, together with the support of our administra-
tion, we crafted a new civil rights curriculum for the third grade. The theme was no
longer just skin color. Now we were thinking about nonviolent protest against a
range of injustices. The leaders we studied reflected the diverse families of the
school: white, African-American, Latino, gay, Hindu, Muslim, and others. And with
the war in Iraq blasting images of violence and hatred towards Muslims in 2003, it
felt good to include an Iranian woman working for change in our study.

This curriculum was important not only because it made the discussions
richer and more inclusive, but also because it led to a social action project. My idea
was to get the class out of the building and into the larger community. The adminis-
tration supported these changes and worked to prepare the entire school community
for the new approach.

They pushed back the timing of the culminating assembly and renamed it
the Civil Rights Assembly, an important symbolic shift for the school.

Teaching a new curriculum became a significant undertaking during its first
year, and there were pitfalls along the way. Some parents disagreed with our having
opened up the curriculum to include more than MLK and complained that we were
honoring the struggles of African Americans less by including others in this study.
The administration stood behind us in defending the new curriculum but made sure
to include the “I Have a Dream” speech in the assembly to emphasize the impor-
tance of MLK to our civil rights study.

Also, because there was a family who disagreed with the inclusion of Harvey
Milk as a civil rights leader in the curriculum, my coordinator and I met with them



ahead of time. We discussed the readings about Harvey Milk and rehearsed how
their child could voice his feelings in a respectful way. The family agreed to practice
this at home. They were, however, the exception: most of the other families wel-
comed the changes to the curriculum and helped me make the transition.

The students connected to the various civil rights leaders in fuller and more
relevant ways. I saw more hands go up, more conversations move into the blurry
gray area of “I don’t know if everything is okay,” and more children of color raising
their hands to get into the conversations. It wasn’t perfect, and I was still balancing
when and where to use my voice and opinion. I challenged my teaching more than I
ever had, reviewing my questions, asking myself why I was posing them, and forcing
myself to push the envelope. I began to make things personal. When a child in the
room started laughing and showing off his muscles upon learning that, in Iran,
women had to ask permission from a man before leaving the home, I labeled his
behavior for him: “That’s sexist.” And I had something to equate it to now: “It’s like
racism.” When the meeting was over, I reflected back on this moment. I knew the
student felt bad about his gestures, but he still didn’t understand why sexism was
bad or why it existed in Iran in this way. He certainly didn’t make the link that it
still exists, but more subtly, all over the world. I would have to find a way to make it
personally meaningful to him. While I had started to find my voice, I hadn’t found
how to insert it easily into our conversations. Still, I felt proud of the change I had
helped effect in the school community. Proud, that is, until I dropped the ball again.

The intended social action project got swept into the “maybe later” or “after
the break” category. It never happened. I moved my focus to reading and spelling,
writing and math. At the end of my second year, I knew I had started something
important, but also knew I hadn’t found the way to make it real.

The third year brought a group of already incredibly active and inspired stu-
dents, and I thought immediately that this would be the year to harness that energy.
I knew the curriculum, and the class was already excited. But as the study drew to a
close, I saw that I had no idea what to do about the social action project. The stu-
dents, advocates that they were, decided to organize a canned food drive. I helped
them get boxes, decorate them, and publicize and promote drop-off times and
places. I set aside time during the day to do this, though not enough.
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In an attempt to gain some closure on this project, I found a drop-off point
for the food at a church down the street from school. One rainy spring morning, the
children and I gathered the cans in small plastic bags and walked, carrying heavy
loads, to the church. Bags broke, cans rolled down the street, and I feared that this
once exciting and engaging project had now become a chore for the children. It had
become a chore for me, and I asked myself if my feeling had passed on to them. For
the first time I questioned what effect my affect had on them. Where was my pas-
sion? Where was my action? All of a sudden, it became clear that harnessing and
maintaining the energy I had at the beginning of the study for this kind of work
was my job as a teacher. I could lead all the great discussions in the world, I could
talk the talk, but my professor was right—I had to become an activist to inspire
activism.

“You Must Be the Change”
The best part about curriculum is that it is shaped by the class you are

teaching in any give year, so even a curriculum that you have taught for ten years
can suddenly become fresh when a new group of students walks through the door.
The civil rights unit always inspires family participation because there are so many
connection points for people. Parents want to contribute and talk about their
experiences or what they do now to help. Many of the parents in my room had
also lived through these struggles and wanted to share that history. As they did,
the movements became personal not just for me or for the families, but for all the
students.

In my third year, I took a chance and had a father come in and speak about
his work for UNITE HERE, a group that organizes unions. He used the work
that Cesar Chavez had done to inspire the class. He made the talk relevant, dis-
cussing current issues with unions and contemporary boycotts. The children
learned that there is still work to be done and still work going on. I learned how
important it is to have families come in and speak, how much the students enjoy
honoring a current struggle, and how much pride they have in seeing their family
member as a part of the room.

As these families came and went in the classroom, I noticed how much the



students and I were learning together about the world around us, and more
importantly, about what we could do to help change what we saw as unjust. I
began to get comfortable with the idea of “not closing” the curriculum. By nature
and personality, one of my favorite things is to “wrap up” a unit. But one of the
things I realized after listening to the many families coming and going was that
this work never ends. I accepted that idea.

In February of my fourth year, I asked my students the same question I
always asked when we neared the end of this study. Taking my cues from Gandhi
who said, “You must be the change you wish to see in this world,” I asked the
children, “What do you still think we need to work on in our world and what can
we do now?” Each year, the list got longer, from food collections for the homeless
to letter campaigns to voice our concerns about the war in Iraq. And as we dis-
cussed these ideas, I became more energized and passionate. I would tell them
“whatever you think of, we will do,” and I meant it, even if I wasn’t sure how we’d
do it yet. Now I had individuals I could ask, families I could reach out to, and
research I knew I was capable of doing. My confidence grew as their activist spir-
its gained strength.

This class loved to write, and as our social action project that year we wrote
letters to senators about various issues from gay marriage to the war in Iraq to the
homeless in New York. As we received responses, we stopped and read them
together. We decided whether or not we wanted to do something to follow up.
We never shut the door on this project.

That year, my colleague who had embraced and adapted this new curricu-
lum for her classroom arranged for Dr. Shirin Ebadi to visit with both third-grade
classes. Dr. Ebadi had heard from a parent in my colleague’s room that she was a
part of our study, and she agreed to speak about the problems and successes in
Iran at that moment. She talked about her childhood and how she got involved in
helping others. She humanized the experiences that the students had read about
all year. They were so inspired that they wrote letters for her to take back to Iran.
Dr. Ebadi visited in May. For the first time, I felt that we had kept the momen-
tum going on this work for more than just a couple of weeks.
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Walking the Walk
As the rush of Dr. Ebadi’s talk and the students’ projects subsided near

June of my fourth year, a parent overheard my conversation with another teacher
in the room about finding a place where I could volunteer. I was looking for a
place that wasn’t necessarily directly linked to children, but I was hoping to work
on behalf of women. She recommended an organization in New York called
Sanctuary for Families and made the initial contact for me. Sanctuary’s main focus
is to provide legal, financial, and other aid to those affected by domestic violence.
At the start of my fifth year, I decided that I had waited long enough. Writing
letters was a great new addition to our work, but I still felt the need to get
involved in what I was asking the kids to do. I was ready to walk the walk.

At Sanctuary I began by doing what I was good at—teaching kids—
although I also stuffed envelopes and addressed mailings. Primarily, I work with
different students; some of them are survivors of domestic violence and others are
family members of those affected. Mostly I just listen to the people I work with,
talk with them, and provide a moment when they don’t have to think about any-
thing else but what we we’re doing. I laugh with them and I realize how much
they make me believe in the power of survival. Without a doubt, this place has
changed me more than I have changed it.

My involvement with Sanctuary and learning to act for change made me
realize that there is always more to do. Setting foot inside this building every
week gave me the confidence I needed to find other opportunities where I know I
can help. With the help of my school, I have attended conferences that have high-
lighted the social action work educators and others are doing and I have made
connections with individuals already walking the walk. It is a funny thing about
activism: once you start, you just can’t stop. It’s contagious and, if you look, you
will find so many others around you who are also working for change in many dif-
ferent venues. I have also found people to bring back to the classroom. But most
of all, I have found the energy I needed so long ago, the passion for social justice
work that I didn’t know I had inside of me. And it is the passion that my class
notices. I model a commitment to real work in a world filled with injustice, and
my students learn that I am not asking the impossible of them.



Fighting the Never-Ending Fight
In the past I’ve always been a “closer.” I love to tie up loose ends and file away

bits of curriculum. One of the hardest parts of this work has been getting used to
the ongoing nature of the struggle for social justice and to keeping it in front of
me at all times. Admittedly, it has been exhausting. But every once in a while a
child will bring in a newspaper article about a basketball player coming out as a
gay person, or picture of the statue of Gandhi in Union Square; every once in a
while, the children will make a connection between their world and what they
have learned. They will notice that their food has been picked by migrant farm
workers or see a union organizing a boycott. Maybe, after studying these leaders
and having these discussions, they will have an opinion about crossing a picket
line. Or maybe they will look deeper and find their own causes. My students have
started to do this. They’ve started to make their voices heard. There are no more
heads that hang low in the room when we talk about civil rights. Rather, there are
involved conversations about the things that they really care about in the world.

I have learned that it is my job as a teacher to inspire students to want to
build a better world, that it is okay to use my voice and express my opinions, okay
to share my experiences and to model ways for them to participate. Sometimes
this work takes longer than I think it will. Sometimes it takes away from other
parts of the curriculum. Sometimes people complain that there are topics we just
don’t get to or things that we do instead of what we originally planned. I have
explained to families and administrators before, and I will continue to do so in the
future, that these changes occur because my priority is social justice. This is the
work that we need to do, as educators. This is the job that we have been hired to
do. Anyone can teach someone to add numbers together or to recall a fact from
history. It takes a different kind of hard work, dedication, and time to teach chil-
dren to care about advocacy.

For me, there is a sense of accomplishment and excitement each January, even
before the civil rights study begins. The accomplishment comes from knowing
that these students will learn more each day than they did the day before, and the
excitement comes from wondering what they will choose to do with that informa-
tion. The focus has shifted from a study of the past to a study of our future
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together, and that, to me, is the most important thing I can teach them. Just as
the curriculum did for me, I am calling them to action. I am asking them to think
about something they believe in and something they want to work for. I am find-
ing ways to support what they want to do and to have them get directly involved.
We leave the school building in search of the answers to our questions. And if
there are no answers yet, I will have the students strive to find them. I am asking
them to become advocates, to become teachers. I am challenging them to build a
new social order, a better one, in a more just and equitable world.
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