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Historically, learning spaces have been 
healing spaces for Black educators 
and students as students and their 
larger communities experienced the 
ongoing weight of institutionalized 
white supremacy and white terror. Fast 
forward to today, it is still necessary to 
provide opportunities to contextualize 
this current reality through the lens of 
Black people’s ongoing fight for justice, 
freedom and liberation.

Understanding the effects that prolonged exposure to institutionalized white 
supremacy and terror have on the development of children’s brains and 
future outcomes have been studied and incorporated into policy for almost 
two decades. That the force of white supremacy and white terror manifest in 
both active and passive violence including extreme poverty, militarization of 
police in Black communities, centering of whiteness in textbooks, degrading 
images and stereotyping in media, criminalization of youthful behavior or 
Black children, low quality schooling, healthcare, and nutrition for Black 
children, adultification of Black girls. Understanding the health consequences 
of constant exposure institutionalized white supremacy and terror has so 
recently begun to be studied. What sits at the intersection of these two 
growing bodies of knowledge is the need to better understand the distinct 
ways in which these destructive forces disrupt and abort  Black childhood 
and how best to create spaces for them. Spaces where they are affirmed, can 
process their unique experiences, and can actualize their humanity in a society 
that is too often blind to their humanity, their beauty, and their genius.  COVID 
coupled with this moment of heightened social tension around America’s 
ongoing struggle with its original sin creates a great urgency around the need 
for restorative justice.

HIEWET SENGHOR IS 
THE FOUNDER AND CEO 
OF BLACK TEACHER 
COLLABORATIVE, A 
NONPROFIT BASED IN 
ATLANTA, GA, THAT 
WORKS WITH SCHOOLS, 
EDUCATORS, AND 
ADMINISTRATORS TO 
ENSURE CHALLENGING, 
AFFIRMING, AND 
INNOVATIVE LEARNING 
ENVIRONMENTS FOR 
BLACK CHILDREN, STAFFED 
BY A CRITICAL MASS OF 
BLACK EDUCATORS. BTC 
EQUIPS TEACHERS WITH 
TOOLS AND RESOURCES 
TO MAXIMIZE THEIR 
SHARED RACIAL IDENTITY 
TO PUSH STUDENTS’ 
ACADEMIC GROWTH 
AND SOCIOEMOTIONAL 
WELLBEING.

LETTER FROM 
THE CEO
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Educational spaces must be reimagined to absorb 
the strain that Black teachers and students will be 
navigating once instruction resumes. Schools can 
do this by adding time for teachers to reflect on 
and consider how to build a classroom culture that 
is rooted in critical care, love, and healing and by 
incorporating meditation and small group supports 
(e.g. discussion circles, reflective writing groups, 
and self-care exercises) during traditional teacher 
development sessions and faculty meetings. 

Additionally, providing support for teachers to 
engage in collaborative planning around how 
to contextualize this moment within a broader 
learning experience on the ongoing struggle for 
justice, freedom and liberation that has defined 
the Black experience and therefore defines the 
American experience.  Doing so allows Black 
teachers to push further to create the space for 
students to engage in age appropriate critical 
analysis of our current climate in order to explore 
issues, challenges and solutions that align with 
the evolution of an America reflective of their 
vision,interest and needs. Teaching math, science, 
writing, and civics through the current realities 
of Black people (such as the impact of Hurricane 
Katrina, the poisoned water in Flint, Michigan, 
continued police brutality, and now COVID-19) 
allows teachers to support the content and skill 
development of students through a cultural 
context. This approach also helps students see 
their feelings of frustration and anger as natural and 
valid, encouraging them to express those emotions 
and to use their skills to develop solutions for how 
to confront these conditions.   

We also need to deeply invest in whole child 
supports that are grounded in the unique racial 
and cultural identities of Black children. Social 
emotional learning has gained a lot of attention in 
districts and schools across our nation because it 
is foundational to teaching the whole child. The 

socioemotional needs of Black children will be 
compounded by the fact that Black communities 
continue to face inequalities and  have been 
hit so hard by this pandemic. Thus, the social 
emotional work of students must be grounded 
in a deep cultural understanding. Teachers and 
school leaders must be given training and ongoing 
support to effectively implement Social Emotional 
learning not simply as an alternative discipline 
method but as a comprehensive approach to 
supporting Black children’s needs in order to 
create the conditions for them to learn and grow 
intellectually, academically and socially.   

Communalism and connectivity are innate to 
Black culture. Umoja Circles, similar to connection 
circles in SEL classrooms, provide a space to 
build relationships and connect to African-
centered values where students can express pain, 
gratefulness, fear, and frustration in a trusting 
community. Restorative justice strategies, such as 
mindfulness practices and peer groups, can help 
mediate heightened emotional states without the 
punitive consequences that Black children often 
face for expressing natural frustrations to trauma. 
Additionally, being intentional with building 
relationships with students can help teachers 
understand the various ways that students process 
emotion and trauma. Some students take to 
journaling, reading, one-on-one discussions, or 
simply quiet time to center themselves. Individual 
virtual check-ins with students can be substantially 
beneficial for social emotional development in 
online learning environments.

Looking at stark data about the disproportionate 
rates in which Black Americans are dying from the 
coronavirus, Black children occupy an unfortunately 
vulnerable space in this moment. Teachers and 
schools have a special role here to be aware of 
these vulnerabilities. They also need to be adept 
at handling them. Black teachers have the unique 
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capacity to do both. But they still need to be 
equipped with the right tools and resources so 
that they are prepared for addressing and handling 
trauma while students currently engage in distance 
learning and once schools safely reopen.  

For a COVID-19 context, districts need to be prepared 
to give teachers support, space, and patience to 
process this moment for and with their students. 

Finally, when trying to make sense of the health 
disparities Black Americans face, whether it is 
COVID-19, maternal mortality, heart disease, or 
asthma, there is a general tendency to “blame the 
victim.” Instead, attention should be put toward 
addressing systemic racism that has created harmful 
policies, such as food deserts, lack of access to quality 
care, and biases within the healthcare system and 
among individual practitioners. It is in this deeper 
exploration of these challenging times that students’ 
intellectual curiosity can be nurtured and their critical 
thinking skills can be developed.   Teachers are not 
immune to absorbing or perpetuating these biases 
and that can deeply impact the ways they teach 
students. Schools would be remiss if they do not first 
develop a professional learning plan that supports 
teachers with critically examining beliefs and biases 
that perpetuate stereotypes about students and the 
cultures and communities they are a part of. Imagine 
the different tone of a conversation around social 
distancing  and wearing masks when we consider the 
realities of some of our students who live in homes 
with multiple families.   

Professional learning on implicit bias and anti-racist 
teaching are opportunities for teachers to consider 
how their own racial identities impact their work 
with students and to have real discussions around 
the spirit murdering of Black children in schools. 
This work is important for both Black and White 
teachers. Black teachers are trained and socialized in 
teacher education educator programs that uphold 

the White, dominant values and practices. Although 
many Black teachers connect their teaching practices 
to the collective responsibility of advancing the 
Black community, there is still a need for continual 
engagement in critical self-reflection as deficit beliefs 
and unexamined notions of privilege (e.g. educational 
level, socioeconomic status, etc.) are perpetuated in 
a society shaped by white supremacy. Engaging in 
activities like the archeology of self, a process created 
by Yolanda Sealy Ruiz, a professor at Teachers College 
at Columbia, is necessary for teachers to personally 
reflect on their racial beliefs and practices in order 
to commit to anti-racist beliefs and practices. As we 
prepare teachers to talk about COVID-19 and its 
effects, we have to ensure those conversations are 
free of the bias that have already surfaced in the public 
discourse around the pandemic.    

The upending of normalcy and stability during this 
pandemic has induced trauma for all of us, but we 
have a moral and social responsibility to think about 
what it all means for Black children.  It is not simply 
the effects of COVID-19, but how this pandemic sits 
on top of centuries of racialized terror, decades of 
disinvestment in communities and school districts, 
environmental racism that has further exacerbated 
health disparities; and bad, often racist policies 
in policing and housing. There are an incredible 
number of activists, scholars, policymakers, and 
legislators who are working to fundamentally change 
the conditions under which so many Black people 
are forced to live. When it comes to Black children 
though, we need specific policies and strategies that 
take the totality of their existence and humanity into 
account. We must prioritize the health, wholeness and 
well-being of our children. America is long overdue 
to pay its debt to Black America and it can start by 
protecting, supporting, and affirming Black children. 
Their future, our shared future, depends on it.

HIEWET SENGHOR

Founder and CEO of Black Teacher Collaborative
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WHAT WE’RE 
READING NOW

KINDEZI: THE KONGO  
ART OF BABYSITTING 
K. Kia Bunseki

The authors present the 
importance of the African 
tradition. Kindezi (the art of 
Babysitting) and the ndezi (the 
babysitters) provide extensive 
value and service to both society 
and the individual child, making 
for a cohesive, unified community. 
Introduction by Marimba Ani.

FOR FREEDOM’S SAKE: THE  
LIFE OF FANNIE LOU HAMER
Chana Kai Lee

The definitive biography of one of the most 
important civil rights activists of the twentieth 
century, For Freedom’s Sake documents 
Fannie Lou Hamer’s lifelong crusade to 
empower the poor through collective 
action, her rise to national prominence as a 
civil rights activist, and the personal costs of 
her ongoing struggle to win a political voice 
and economic self-sufficiency for blacks in 
the segregated South.

THE MASTER’S TOOLS WILL NEVER 
DISMANTLE THE MASTER’S HOUSE
Audre Lorde

From the self-described ‘black, lesbian, 
mother, warrior, poet’, these soaring, 
urgent essays on the power of women, 
poetry and anger are filled with darkness 
and light. Penguin Modern: fifty new 
books celebrating the pioneering 
spirit of the iconic Penguin Modern 
Classics series, with each one offering 
a concentrated hit of its contemporary, 
international flavour. 

TALKING TO STRANGERS: WHAT WE SHOULD KNOW ABOUT THE PEOPLE WE DON’T KNOW 
Malcolm Gladwell

How did Fidel Castro fool the CIA for a generation? Why did Neville Chamberlain think he could 
trust Adolf Hitler? Why are campus sexual assaults on the rise? Do television sitcoms teach us 
something about the way we relate to each other that isn’t true? While tackling these questions, 
Malcolm Gladwell was not solely writing a book for the page. He was also producing for the ear. 
In the audiobook version of Talking to Strangers, you’ll hear the voices of people he interviewed-
-scientists, criminologists, military psychologists. Court transcripts are brought to life with 
re-enactments. You actually hear the contentious arrest of Sandra Bland by the side of the road 
in Texas. s Gladwell revisits the deceptions of Bernie Madoff, the trial of Amanda Knox, and the 
suicide of Sylvia Plath, you hear directly from many of the players in these real-life tragedies.
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I’M STILL HERE: BLACK 
DIGNITY IN A WORLD  
MADE FOR WHITENESS
Austin Channing Brown

Austin Channing Brown’s first 
encounter with a racialized 
America came at age seven, 
when she discovered her 
parents named her Austin 
to deceive future employers 
into thinking she was a 
white man. Growing up in 
majority-white schools and 
churches, Austin writes, 
“I had to learn what it 
means to love blackness,” 
a journey that led to a lifetime spent navigating America’s racial 
divide as a writer, speaker, and expert helping organizations 
practice genuine inclusion. In a time when nearly every 
institution (schools, churches, universities, businesses) claims 
to value diversity in its mission statement, Austin writes in 
breathtaking detail about her journey to self-worth and the 
pitfalls that kill our attempts at racial justice. Her stories bear 
witness to the complexity of America’s social fabric—from Black 
Cleveland neighborhoods to private schools in the middle-class 
suburbs, from prison walls to the boardrooms at majority-white 
organizations. For readers who have engaged with America’s 
legacy on race through the writing of Ta-Nehisi Coates and 
Michael Eric Dyson, I’m Still Here is an illuminating look at how 
white, middle-class, Evangelicalism has participated in an era 
of rising racial hostility, inviting the reader to confront apathy, 
recognize God’s ongoing work in the world, and discover how 
blackness—if we let it—can save us all.

HOW WE FIGHT  
WHITE SUPREMACY
Akiba Solomon

Many of us are facing unprecedented attacks 
on our democracy, our privacy, and our hard-
won civil rights. If you’re Black in the US, 
this is not new. As Colorlines editors Akiba 
Solomon and Kenrya Rankin show, Black 
Americans subvert and resist life-threatening 
forces as a matter of course. In these pages, 
leading organizers, artists, journalists, 
comedians, and filmmakers offer wisdom on 
how they fight White supremacy. It’s a must-
read for anyone new to resistance work, and 
for the next generation of leaders building a 
better future.

EVERYDAY UBUNTU: LIVING BETTER TOGETHER, THE AFRICAN WAY 
Mungi Ngomane

Ubuntu is an ancient Southern African philosophy about how to live life well, together. 
It is a belief in a universal human bond, which says: I am only because you are. And it 
means that if you can see everyone as fully human, connected to you by their humanity, 
you will never be able to treat others as disposable or without worth. By embracing the 
philosophy of ubuntu it’s possible to overcome division and be stronger together in 
a world where the wise build bridges and the foolish build walls. These 14 beautifully 
illustrated lessons from the Rainbow Nation are an essential toolkit to helping us all to 
live better, together. In stories, practical lessons and applications that recognise our 
common humanity, our connectedness and interdependence, Everyday Ubuntu helps 
us to make sense of the world and our place in it. Exploring ideas of kindness and 
forgiveness, tolerance and the power of listening, this definitive guide offers practical 
tips on how we can all benefit from embracing others and living a more fulfilling life as 
part of the large family to which we all belong.
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TECH SHORTAGE 
AND THE SOUTH
In the digital age, online education exists at all academic levels. With the continued spread of 
COVID-19, making technology a necessity for virtual or distance learning programs when it still is 
a privilege has created more barriers for students, especially those who are in rural or low-income 
communities. Despite common misconceptions, all young people do not have access to personal 
or even functioning personal computers or smartphones. BTC has raised six COVID-19 equity 
considerations related to the changing educational landscape.

1
How are our schools 

reaching students and 
families who don’t have 

internet access?

4
Are teachers given the 

support they need to adopt 
developmentally appropriate 

digital learning practices?

2
Do students have  

access to technology 
equipment and the 

 internet to engage in 
distance learning?

5
What impact is COVID-19 
having on students’ and 

teachers’ mental and 
emotional health?

3
Are there wraparound services 
and supports available to our 
students and families in place 

of the ones schools would 
have provided?

6
What expectations, and  

more importantly supports, 
do we have of parents for 

distance learning?
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BTC reviewed these and other inequities that are exacerbated 
because of the COVID-19 outbreak. Here’s one salient statistic 
from that resource: According to NTIA, 3.1 million households 
with school-aged children have no wired broadband connection at 

home, and broadband adoption rates in Black 
households lag behind white households 
by 6.8%. By taking a proactive approach to 
removing the unique barriers that COVID-19 
presents for black students, we enrich and 
save millions of lives.
 
Access and implementation are at the core of 
these inequities. Manufacturers predict months 
of delays to catch up with the increasing 
demand for iPads, Chromebooks, and other 
popular classroom tools. The distribution of 
technological resources to students is crucial, 
not just in the time of COVID. Some students 
only have access to personal devices like 
tablets and computers when they are at school. 
While some are able to get by with the use of a 
smartphone, Wi-Fi desserts and unaffordable 
internet or data packages still stand in the way 
of their distance learning. Please reference 
our stay tuned section to see more of our 
upcoming work as we work diligently to create 
solutions to these kinds of issues.

ACCORDING TO 
NTIA, 3.1 MILLION 
HOUSEHOLDS WITH 
SCHOOL-AGED 
CHILDREN HAVE NO 
WIRED BROADBAND 
CONNECTION 
AT HOME, AND 
BROADBAND 
ADOPTION RATES IN 
BLACK HOUSEHOLDS 
LAG BEHIND WHITE 
HOUSEHOLDS BY 
6.8 PERCENT.
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BUILDING  
A BASELINE
With the fall term only a few 
weeks away, many states and 
districts have begun to roll out 
reopening plans for schools. 
Whether students continue 
distance learning programs  
or begin alternative forms of  
in-person instruction, it’s clear 
to see that this upcoming 
school year will come to an 
unusual start. And, abrupt 
transition aside, students’ 
varying distance learning 
experiences in the spring  
have made the shortcomings 
and inequities that exist within 
this model apparent.
 
Educators and school districts 
find  themselves attempting to 
create solutions at a rapid-fire 
pace with higher stakes than 
ever before. The previously 
discussed challenge of students 
having been locked out of virtual 
education is only one aspect of 
the issue at hand. The holistic 
well-being of our children is 
more important now than ever. 
Many students were ushered 
back home, finding themselves, 
facing unprecedented illness 
and grief, being isolated from 
their peers, trapped in abusive 
homes, coping with the absence 

of basic necessities, or acting as 
caretakers for family members. 

As families continue to cope 
with the increasingly devastating 
effects of COVID-19 within 
Black communities across the 
nation, Black students continue 
to face a widening opportunity 
gap. Teachers are faced with 
the challenge of meeting and 

accounting for the needs of 
students from a distance. 
What can school districts and 
educators do to support students 
during these times? How can 
we even begin to assess their 
general health, let alone their 
academic performance? 

While some schools have been 
able to, early analysis suggests 

When students head 
back to school next 
fall, overall they are 
likely to retain about 

SEVENTY 
PERCENT

of this 
year’s 
gains in 
reading.
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that student engagement is a 
major challenge to effective online 
learning that has to be addressed. 
According to the New Schools 
for New Orleans School Leader 
Survey, on average 30-40 percent 
of students are unaccounted for, 
meaning there has been no contact 
at all since distance learning was 
implemented.  Such is the case for 
many schools across the country. 
NWEA’s Collaborative for Student 
Growth Research Center suggested 
that when students head back to 
school next fall, overall they are 
likely to retain about 70 percent 
of this year’s gains in reading, 
compared with a typical school year, 
and less than 50 percent in math. 

Kenilworth Science & Technology 
Charter School, a BTC partner school 
in Baton Rouge, had a head start 
when it came time to transition to 
online instruction. Prior to COVID-19, 
Google Classroom was implemented 
into classrooms, which proved 
to make the transition to distance 
learning more seamless. Another 
partner school, Martin Behrman, 
was able to account for 94% of their 
students. By eliminating barriers for 
students and maintaining consistent 
communication, schools can ensure 
that education doesn’t become 
another burden or hardship for 
students. Continuing to hold space 
for students allows them to continue 
to have their classroom as their refuge 
and school staff as their extended 
support system, no matter how far 
from it they may be physically.

IN  
MEMORIAM
The Black Teacher 
Collaborative sends our 
deepest condolences to 
those who have lost loved 
ones during the COVID-19 
pandemic. In this section, 
we would like to show our 
gratitude and honor the lives 
of educators, administrators, 
and other community 
members who have passed 
during this time.

The grief that we are facing is 
great, and there are no words 
to capture the pain that the 
Black is facing. We send love, 
strength, and solidarity to 
everyone reading this who 
feels afraid or bereaved in 
these turbulent times.

ALL BLACK LIVES MATTER, AND ALL LIVES 
WON’T MATTER UNTIL  BLACK LIVES DO.
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STAY 
TUNED
BTC is preparing a First Two Weeks 
Toolkit for teachers that will include 
strategies and resources to support 
teachers when school begins in the 
fall, prioritizing relationship building 
and fostering community in the 
context of the pandemic. Fostering 
relationships and community are 
critical in order to start a successful 
school year, but it is even more 
imperative during this pandemic 
to provide a sense of safety and 
trust for students. The strategies 
in the toolkit can be implemented 
in face-to-face and online learning 
spaces and align with the following 
components of BTC’s Black 
Liberatory Pedagogy: Critical Care/
Love, Healing, High Expectations, 
and Culturally Compatible and 
Community Connected Praxis.

WE HAVE A NEW 
MAILING ADDRESS
Please note that The Black Teacher 
Collaborative has a new mailing address:

1656 Ware Avenue #133
East Point, Georgia 30344

Visit the Black Teacher Collaborative 
online at blackteachercollaborative.org 
and connect with us on social media.

OUR SUPPORTERS


