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it anything that sounded new, but it did turn the

volume knob all the way up. As part of a backlash
against the measured neoliberalism of the Obama era,
Trumpism has been defined by an emboldened white
supremacy; brazen sexism; a belligerent foreign policy
posture; an ever-more punitive stance on “law and order”;
openly racist, xenophobic immigration and border policies;
the denial of scientifically-proven climate change; a
hypertrophied “business” approach to social problems; an
assault on truth in favor of “alternative facts” and outright
lies; the elevation of hate and bigotry in public discourse
and attitude; and more. Most recently, it has resulted in
outright cruelty, as children -- from babies to teenagers -
have been forcibly removed from their families as they
cross the US border. While many liberals were shocked by
the election results, radicals were hardly surprised by the
Alt-Right, authoritarian forces, and sharply regressive ideas
that carried Trump into office. Those forces and ideas have
deep historic roots and broad support.

T he 2016 election of Donald Trump did not bring with

In education, the Trump
administration has doubled down
on the trend towards neoliberal,
market-based, anti-public school
policies that have been gaining
momentum in recent decades.

Trump’s strategy, if one can call it that, has been to
staff cabinet posts with barely competent, if not actually
corrupt, business and military figures who have in the past
been openly opposed to the mandate of that office (for
example, Scott Pruitt in the EPA, Nikki Haley at the UN,
Ben Carson at HUD). In education, the Trump
administration has doubled down on the trend towards
neoliberal, market-based, anti-public school policies that
have been gaining momentum in recent decades. His
education secretary, Betsy DeVos, is well versed in the
privatization of public agencies: a billionaire who never
attended a public school, she is the sister of the founder of
Blackwater, the shadowy security firm that has served as a
private extension of the US military in strategic locations
around the world. No wonder she has proposed devastating
funding cuts ($7.1 Billion, over 10% of the DOE budget, in
2019) to the very agency she runs. Such cuts would be
accompanied by an infusion of federal money to support
school “choice” vouchers for students to leave public
schools for charters and private institutions. In higher
education, DeVos has supported loan policies that smooth
the way for the ongoing scandal of for-profit colleges
which, as even as liberal-centrist an organ as The New
York Times editorial board has argued, “has saddled
working-class students with crushing debt while providing
useless degrees, or no degrees at all.”! As the Center for
American Progress puts it: “Trump and DeVos have made
their priorities clear: Starve public schools to fund private
school schemes that benefit the wealthy.”?

Given the dramatic ramping up of social inequity,
political Know-Nothing-ism, and intensifying persecution of
undocumented immigrants, it did not take long for Radical
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Teacher to determine that we needed an issue that would
address how these changes are affecting, and being
resisted in, education. But our goals and methods were still
inchoate. In devising this issue, we debated whether or not
to use #45’s name in framing the contemporary moment.
Moreover, we asked ourselves, how much of a rupture
does Trump'’s election represent? Do we want to put stress
on the break his proto-fascist policies represent, or
emphasize the continuities with long-standing traditions in
US social and political culture? What is at stake in referring
to the present conjuncture as the “Age of Trumpism”?
There was disagreement on the editorial board of RT about
the right approach to this urgent topic and how we should
identify the kinds of work we were looking for. Fellow
board member Richard Ohmann raised two objections to
the overarching rubric of “Trumpism”:

First, I take the dynamics of this period to be largely
results of the neoliberal plot against America and
democracy, launched by wealthy right-wingers 50
years ago (when Trump was just the worst college
student in the history of the Wharton School,
according to one of his professors). From that point of
view, although the Republican president they got is
what they deserved, he wasn't their chosen leader,
and his clownish ways are not what they wanted. So I
think "age of Trumpism" embodies an interpretation of
history that should be critically questioned, in radical
teaching.

Second, Trump(ism) can be too easy and tempting a
diversion for both students and teachers. The guy's
wacky wickedness tends to sop up everyone's
attention, as the media have shown.

We agree with the cautionary note Ohmann sounds,
but also want to signal that Trump’s election does
represent something new, or at least a newly dramatic
intensification: a heightening of the reactionary rhetoric
and policies against vulnerable populations and social
justice movements. This rhetoric and these politics have
been increasingly hegemonic under post-1970
neoliberalism, and in fact have always been integral to the
US as a racist, capitalist, sexist, settler-colonial society. To
put it bluntly, Trump is a symptom rather than a cause. Yet
we think it is important to honor the new, justifiable fears
raised by Trump’s openly racist campaign as well as his
near-total absence of concern about media and public
critique—his disparagement of immigrants from “shithole
countries”; the equivalence he drew between white
supremacist violence and non-violent anti-racist protestors
in Charlottesville, VA in August 2017; his avowedly
Islamophobic remarks and immigration bans; his
xenophobic description, proclaimed during the news
conference announcing his run for the presidency, of
Mexican immigrants as “criminals and rapists”; his
termination of DACA and suspension of Temporary
Protected Status for many Central Americans; the anti-
LGBTQ and especially anti-transgender policies and
administrators he has brought to Washington 3 ; his
characterization of the mainstream media as “enemies of
the people”; his denial of the human causes of global
warming and undermining of federal climate change policy
via the appointment of Scott Pruitt to head the EPA; his
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rupture of the données of foreign policy and diplomacy, to
name only some.

There’s certainly nothing new about racism, which has
been woven into the deepest and most pervasive
structures of US culture even before the official founding of
the nation. Yet for those persons and communities targeted
by Trump’s rhetoric and policies—many of whom are
students in our schools—these are especially frightening
times. We use the term “Trumpism,” rather than Trump, to
de-emphasize the President himself, while acknowledging
the particular, and to some extent unprecedented, alliance
of forces that have coalesced around his campaign and his
administration to craft deeply regressive and authoritarian
policy initiatives. A radical analysis entails going to the root
to understand the deep, historical and political structures
that shape a particular moment, and our understanding of
Trump’s rise and power requires such systemic, long-term
thinking. At the same time, the ascendance of the Trump
administration, and the policies and attitudes that it is
advancing, represent, as Noam Chomsky puts it bluntly, “a
disaster” with its own particular contours.*

So this is the balance we and the authors in this issue
have tried to maintain: while much in this political moment
is new, the continuities are crucial to acknowledge and
understand. On several fronts, Trump is merely continuing
policy directions set by the Obama administration, and
indeed all the US presidents since at least Nixon, who have
largely advanced a market-based, neoliberal agenda --
from specific visas for “high value” migrants, to the
development of an “invisible” undocumented workforce in
the service industry, to social problems exacerbated by
defunded public education and the racial economics of
mass incarceration. Trump may have declared his intention
to build a border wall between the US and Mexico, but
Obama’s border policy was itself draconian: as “deporter in
chief,” he expelled over 2 million immigrants. While Trump
sounds a muscular foreign policy tone, Obama sent 10
times as many military drones around the world as George
Bush.> While Trump celebrates economic competition, and
the amassing of wealth in the hands of a few, George W.
Bush bailed out the banks in the wake of the 2008
recession and Obama continued that policy, without jailing
a single executive, and did virtually nothing to close the
racial wealth gap, or roll back the nation’s astounding
economic inequality, which was as severe at the end of his
term as it ever had been. Trump may have taken the
unprecedented step of moving the US embassy from Tel
Aviv to Jerusalem, but the move is merely an extension of
the unwaveringly pro-Israel, anti-Palestinian stance that all
recent administrations have held in lockstep. DeVos may
be an especially egregious head of the DOE, but the cynical
rationale behind her approach is of a piece with the
competitive, market-derived model of education funding of
Arne Duncan’s Obama-era “Race to the Top” and the Bush-
era focus on testing and “accountability” in "No Child Left
Behind.”

For many people, including the electoral majority who
voted against Trump and those who are targeted by
Trumpism, these are dark, distressing times. And yet,
resistance to authoritarianism, misogyny, and racism has
flourished—from Black Lives Matter and NoDAPL to the
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2017 Women’s March on Washington (and affiliate marches
around the country and the world) and nationwide
demonstrations against the new administration’s bigoted
immigration restrictions, among others. Left educators at
all levels are active in the struggle, and have created
networks to share pedagogical and activist strategies (see
for instance:_http://www.radicalteacher.net/trumpism/).

On the education front, 2018 has witnessed dramatic
push back against austerity politics from public school
teachers, who conducted massive (in some cases wildcat)
strikes in West Virginia, Oklahoma, Arizona, and Kentucky.
To observers outside (and perhaps even inside) those
states, the eruption of collective action, in the form of
mass work stoppages, was surprising, but it represents a
rational response to years of cuts to public education, and
the “right to work” conditions that prevent teachers from
bargaining collectively. Oppression breeds resistance, and
the punishing cuts implemented under the veil of economic
austerity in recent years have generated righteous anger
and a desire to fight among school teachers in these
notably Red states.

As the essays in this issue

indicate so powerfully, educators’
resistance to Trumpism, and to the
much longer histories of injustice,
inequality, racism, and anti-student
policies, is also taking a wide range
of forms beyond the picket lines.

As the essays in this issue indicate so powerfully,
educators’ resistance to Trumpism, and to the much longer
histories of injustice, inequality, racism, and anti-student
policies, is also taking a wide range of forms beyond the
picket lines. Many of our authors chronicle their own
experiences in making classrooms spaces for students to
articulate the effects of the current political moment on
them, and to imagine creative responses. Jesse Schwartz
finds in his composition classroom at LaGuardia Community
College -- one of the most ethnically and racially mixed
educational institutions in the country -- students whose
lived experiences of undocumented immigration, police
harassment, and collective action give them the raw
materials with which to craft their writing. To help his
students channel their post-election feelings of anxiety and
rage into action, Schwartz designed an assignment that
asked students to link the critical writing and thinking they
were doing to forms of activist engagement outside the
classroom. Similarly, Emily Price and Susan Jurow discuss
how they helped the primarily Mexican-American children
in an after school program use play to express their fears
about, and ways of coping with, the 2016 election and its
aftermath. They show us that, if given the space, kids
engage in play to both act out and find possible solutions
to a political environment in which they have no power.

The precarious, volatile political climate has also
required new and imaginative modes of addressing
pedagogy itself. Alexandra Juhasz and Clelia Rodriguez
both took familiar genres -- the syllabus and the literacy
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primer -- and remade them to serve our current moment.
Rodriguez’s “#shitholes syllabus” both imitates the generic
college syllabus and echoes the phenomenon of online
aggregated syllabi that formed around specific issues
connected to the histories of racial violence in the United
States (most notably the #Charlestonsyllabus after the
2015 murder of nine parishioners of the Emanuel African
Methodist Episcopal Church by a white supremacist and the
#Fergusonsyllabus, which contextualized the murder of an
unarmed black teenager by a police officer and the
subsequent protests in Ferguson, MO in 2014). At the
same time, it does not select readings or lay out a schedule
of classes. Rather, Rodriguez offers her readers a lyrical
meditation on race and racialization, and resists the
normalization of white supremacy. Juhasz reimagines a
media literacy primer through poetry, images, and a
parliamentary-style “resolution” to offer a variety of
avenues teachers and students can take to counter the
ultimate Trumpian formulation: fake news. She traces the
long history of mis- and dis-information from both
government and media and introduces her readers to
“#hardtruths,” locating poetry as a possible site of real
truth-telling. Working within a very different educational
context--a charter high school in Chicago--DJ Cashmere
describes his efforts to design and teach a course in
liberatory cultural studies to tenth graders. Aiming to move
beyond a liberal, white-teacher-as-savior model, Cashmere
and his co-teacher developed a unit on social biography, in
which the Black and Latinx students researched and
narrated the challenges and successes of their lives in
political context. The class culminated with a community
sharing night, where students presented their stories to
their families and each another, forging an environment of
solidarity and collective struggle.

A number of the articles here describe the challenges
of educating students who are unaware of or possibly
hostile to the histories that made Trump’s election
possible, as well as having to negotiate timid
administrators and conservative environments. Travis
Boyce does the difficult work of showing his University of
North Colorado students the interconnections between the
anti-black racism that hovered barely under the surface of
the campus and the regional embrace of the Confederacy
and the myth of the Lost Cause. Ultimately, he argues, it is
impossible to separate what he calls “the collegiate idea”
from the history of Confederate sympathizing, given how
deeply rooted college institutions such as fraternities and
sports teams have been in perpetuating the romance of the
antebellum South. Bill Beutel describes his efforts to
engage his middle school students in civic action and
political self-examination in the context of a school board
and administration that keep a close eye on any
pedagogical content deemed too radical (such as teaching
the histories of Christianity and Islam in similar ways). To
give his students a context to think about current political
events, he constructed a civics class that assigned students
the task of comparing the United States of 2018 with the
Roman empire -- its foreign policy, political structures, and
social hierarchies. Through this scheme, he made space for
critique that was student-generated and inquiry based.
Erika Kitzmiller designed a graduate education course that
asked the mostly white, middle-class teachers-in-training
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in her classroom to investigate the long history of white
supremacy that paved the way for Trump’s election.
Inspired by the collectively formulated Trump 2.0 syllabus
published on the Public Books website, Kitzmiller's course,
structured by a range of intersectional topics connecting
race, sexuality, housing, citizenship and capitalism in the
US, was designed to counter the silence and evasiveness
around the history of structural racism that continues to
prevail in most public schools. Tristan Josephson’s essay
describes teaching conservative students in women’s and
gender studies classes who have mobilized the discourse of
college as a “safe space” to ward off potential challenges to
what Josephson calls “Trump feminism.” Realizing that it
was productive neither to put conservative students on the
defensive nor to let their use of a rhetoric of victimhood
slide, Josephson developed creative modes of pedagogical
engagement that asked students to grapple with the
material power differentials that shape identity and politics.

On some campuses, faculty and students worked
together to come up with strategies of resistance. Ann
Cahill and Tom Mould had the full support of their
institution’s administration and the enthusiastic
participation of students and faculty to run a new one-
credit course they called “Refusing to Wait: Intellectual and
Practical Resources for Troubling Times.” Their article
explores the achievements of this exciting collaborative
project, and also its challenges. While they were successful
in putting together an innovative syllabus, and discussions
were lively, they had more trouble marshalling their
collective political energies for concrete action, even
though that was an explicit element of the course. Their
essay shows us that the gap between theory and praxis is
a difficult one to bridge, even in the comparatively
contained environment of the college classroom. And as
Audrey Fisch’s essay demonstrates, sometimes the theory
can be elusive as well. She describes an exercise she used
with first-year composition students in which she framed
and then reframed a video clip and the responses it elicited
in social media to illustrate how thin the line between news
sources, social media, and “fake news” can be for some
students, whose primary source of news can often be their
social media feeds. But rather than simply condemning
college-age students for their naiveté or apathy -- a
common strategy in political and media circles -- Fisch
introduced her students to various modes of media critique
and information literacy. At the same time, even a
consciously crafted exercise in media savvy could, she
feared, “further my students’ distrust of the media and not
in a healthy or productive way.” Just as Cahill's and
Mould’s students struggled to make connections between
theorizing political resistance and actualizing it, Fisch’s
students had to work hard to sort out which media were
worth believing even as they engaged in critique.

Hannah Ashley and Katie Solic stepped outside the
classroom in order to make those connections. In their
essay, they describe the process of using an institutional
emphasis on urban education to create an insurgent,
collaborative project, the Rustin Urban Community Change
Axis, or RUCCAS. Bringing together students, faculty, staff
and community organization leaders, RUCCAS aims not
merely to teach, but also to build local grassroots power for
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racial and economic justice. RUCCAS is housed in a
university, but clearly exceeds academic boundaries as a
hub and incubator for urban change-makers that links
students with an array of community groups through
organizing and participatory action projects. Ashley and
Solic discuss substantial challenges, but also offer a
powerful model for democratic educational counter-
institution building. Working within a more conventional
educational setting--a college art classroom--Heath Schultz
describes his efforts to help a diverse group of Texas public
university students confront their feelings of helplessness
and despair in the wake of the 2016 election and challenge
racist ideologies circulating in public visual culture. Schultz
and his students researched the long history of imperial
policing and surveillance of the US-Mexico border, as well
as radical responses to it by artists such as Gloria
Anzaldula, Teresa Fernandez, Margarita Cabrera and others.
To conclude the semester, Schultz’s students created their
own collective artistic response to the current moment: a
sculptural anti-border-wall which they installed in the
college’s art building, and which asked viewers to think
critically about the racist cultural and social implications of
US immigration policies.

Even as we write this introduction, the political and
pedagogical climate that this issue’s authors are trying to
negotiate, resist, grapple with, and teach within is
changing rapidly -- and not for the better. In the final
couple of weeks of editing, the world seemed to flip over
several times. Trump’s repudiation of familiar allies in favor
of cuddling up to North Korea; the administration’s open
embrace then unconvincing denials and finally smug
retraction of the racist and inhumane policy of separating
parents and children at the southern US border; the
Supreme Court’s decision to uphold the ban on visitors
from several Muslim-majority countries; and the ongoing
characterization of Latin American immigrants as an
infestation: it is hard not to imagine that the worst is yet to
come or even predict a deeper slide into authoritarianism

D-Suke?

the University of Pittsburgh Press.
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or even crypto (or not so crypto) fascism. These articles
provide us with lesson plans in resistance, plans we will
sorely need as we move into an uncertain future.

Notes

! New York Times Editorial Board, “Predatory Colleges,
Freed to Fleece Students,” The New York Times, May 22,
2018:
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/05/22/opinion/predatory-
colleges-students-devos.html

2 Stephenie Johnson, Neil Campbell, and Scott Sargrad,
“Trump and DeVos Continue to Undermine Public Education
with Their Proposed Fiscal Year 2019 Budget,” Center for
American Progress, February 12, 2018.
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/education-k-
12/news/2018/02/12/446423/trump-devos-continue-
undermine-public-education-proposed-fiscal-year-2019-
budget/

3 The National Center for Transgender Equality describes
Trump as “the most anti-transgender President in American
history.” For details, see: https://transequality.org/the-
discrimination-administration

4 For Chomsky on Trump as a ‘“disaster” on the

environment, military spending, immigration and more,
see: http://www.truth-out.org/news/item/44261-a-
complete-disaster-noam-chomsky-on-trump-and-the-
future-of-us-politic

5 Jessica Purkiss and Jack Searle, “Obama’s Covert Drone
War in Numbers: Ten Times More Strikes than Bush,” The
Bureau of Investigative Journalism, January 1, 2017:
https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/stories/2017-01-
17/obamas-covert-drone-war-in-numbers-ten-times-more-
strikes-than-bush
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many of my fellow educators, I was uncertain what to

expect when I entered the classroom the morning after
November 8th. And, indeed, the horrific and all-too-
believable accounts of students and teachers alike being
harassed in school by emboldened bigots of all hate-filled
persuasions rapidly started to flood my social media.
Personally, I was in an enviable situation when it came to
the possibility of threat: As a cis-gendered straight white
male with gainful employment, I wasn’t exactly a prime
target for any of the increased vitriol being unleashed upon
the millions of people that didn’t inhabit such a socially
fortunate combination of identity positions.! Professionally,
however, my situation was far more complicated even
though (once again) I did not feel at risk myself: As an
assistant professor of English at LaGuardia Community
College, one of twenty-four schools within the City
University of New York (CUNY) system, I knew that the
overwhelming majority of my students were
overdetermined targets for the sexism, homophobia,
immigrant-bashing, and race-baiting that had characterized
the campaign—while the subsequent policies unleashed by
this new administration seemed almost tailor-made to
inflict maximum damage to the lives and loved ones of the
people in my classroom.

In the wake of the last presidential election, and like so

First, some context: CUNY is the largest and most
diverse urban university system in the country, and
LaGuardia is the most diverse school within that system
(our unofficial motto, “The World’s Community College,” is
a rarity in higher ed: a tagline closer to fact than
aspiration). As of 2016, our student body of over 19,000
was nearly 60% women, was an astonishing 89% non-
white, and spoke over 125 languages. 71% of the entire
student body come from families making less than $30K
per year, half are Latinx, and an incredible 57% are

foreign-born. Needless to say, the 1pallor afflicting my
usually ebullient classes was palpable, and, for nearly two
full weeks after the election, I discarded my lesson plans
almost entirely—as my students and I discussed more
pressing existential concerns, such as what to do for an
undocumented family member or where to get legal help
for students that no longer felt comfortable (if, indeed,
they ever did) about contacting police in the wake of a
crime.

After we addressed the most dire problems that had
arisen, my classes and I spent much of the rest of that
semester attempting to provide historical context to the
broad social changes that, for many of my students, had
occurred seemingly overnight. We also endeavored to
codify what “Trumpism” was (or even if, in fact, such a
term could be organized into an even loose collection of
monstrously related ideologies). From a campaign season
that began with the suddenly real prospect of free
community college for all (a la Sanders) and then ended
with the Trump administration’s Muslim ban, my students
expressed the same shock and vertigo I heard about from
many of my colleagues—so I was happy to use the
classroom as a place where the students could, in part,
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attempt to process some of their anger, sadness,
confusion, and fear.

For the following fall 2017 semester—and while I
hesitate to call it a silver lining exactly—I will admit that
my students in general (and in most cases by necessity)
seemed to arrive in my class more politically conscious
than ever before. And the conversations in class seemed to
be of the same tenor as the previous term, if perhaps at a
slightly less feverish pitch—as many of the Trump
Administration’s most horrific attempts at racist policies
continued to be stayed by the courts. Though I was happy
to continue giving my students a space to read about,
critically think on, and write about the administration’s
policies and their rage, I began to experience an increasing
dissatisfaction at using the class merely as a pressure
valve for their very understandable anxiety and anger. Or,
rather, in the midst of such a vulnerable yet conscious
population of students that continued to express a sense of
powerlessness overall, I wanted help them channel their
political concerns into action—as one of the most common
questions my students asked during those first few months
was: “But what can we do about it?” So I decided to take
their query seriously, designing an English 101 class
wherein all the readings and writing would be oriented
around some kind of rights-based activism in order to help
them understand what was happening, apprehend the deep
and imbricated histories that had brought us to this point,
assist them in researching possible opportunities for
involvement—and then, most importantly, take part in
what they found in whatever ways were both achievable
and made sense for their particular political engagements.
And, as with so many well-meaning educational designs, it
is here that my problems began.

Though I was happy to continue
giving my students a space to read
about, critically think on, and write
about the administration’s policies

and their rage, I began to
experience an increasing
dissatisfaction at using the class
merely as a pressure valve for their
very understandable anxiety and
anger.

In short, after a semester and a half of helping my
students manage their anger and fear, I developed a
syllabus with a component of outside social engagement
built in. Obviously, I was not assigning a single political
viewpoint, issue, or position, and would certainly not want
to dictate where they went and what they did there—so
from the very beginning I decided to leave everything but
the actual fact of attending some type of event, discussion,
action, etc. entirely up to them. My first question, then,
was what a syllabus of praxis might look like, and where I
might find some examples. Frankly, after some initial
online searches, I was somewhat surprised to find so few
lesson plans and assignments that asked for real
engagement outside the classroom (though perhaps it was
my own misunderstanding of the search terms). Certainly,
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and since at least the tragedy of Ferguson, plenty of
excellent reading lists and lesson plans exist for in-class
practice, but otherwise inspired syllabi organized around
such topics as Black Lives Matter, Charlottesville, and
Beyoncé’s “Lemonade” provided outstanding materials but
little based outside the boundaries of the classroom. And
what few assignments I did find struck me as
overwhelmingly conceived for privileged students at small
residential colleges—young people usually already imbued
with the sense of belonging (not to mention also the time,
money, and US citizenship) that would make such outings
far easier to accomplish than for my own students. This
lack of materials applicable for the people in my
classrooms—ironically the very groups that ostensibly had
the most to “lose” from the new administration—demanded
that I try to create a form of engagement that could be
built in with relative ease to any research-based writing
component of an introductory-level class at any urban
school and for any student body.

My point of departure for the class was the Gramscian
contention that ™Meveryone’ is a philosopher and that it is
not a question of introducing from scratch a scientific form
of thought into everyone’s individual life, but of renovating
and making ‘critical’ an already existing activity.”? I also
advertised my intentions as such: A composition course
based on rights-based movements that would hopefully be
filled by students at least mildly interested in the topic, and
looking to channel their anger, interest, and convictions
into action. Luckily, I had a better turnout than expected
and the class seemed to be equally divided by thirds:
About six students arrived already politically active and
engaged, another six were politically curious but had no
previous experience with “activism” (broadly conceived),
and another six were admittedly just there because the
class fit their schedule.

As we discussed the content of the course and
expectations of outside engagement—and though I was
constantly buoyed by most of my students’ desire to
protect their families as well as fight back in solidarity with
other groups under threat—when we discussed the
practical nature of “getting involved,” three distinct
categories of difficulty, confusion, and resistance emerged:
1. Either the systems and structures they wanted to fight
against seemed impossibly vast, powerful, and diffuse or
they simply had very little understanding of the
organizations and groups that already existed to combat
such entities (with emblematic questions like “how do I
fight a federal policy?” or “what can I do to stop police
violence?”); 2. Students expressed a concern that they
wouldn't necessarily feel welcome in more local settings
focused on political and social change (they usually viewed
such groups in NYC—and, frankly, often with good reason—
as what one student called “white spaces”); or 3. In the
age of Black Lives Matter— whose public-facing members
both inspired and intimidated many of my students with
their deep historical knowledge, theoretical sophistication,
and uncompromising fervor—they thought all “activism”
meant some kind of public protest that often led to
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dramatic confrontations with law enforcement (and though
many expressed a desire to take part in such actions, they
were understandably concerned that such involvement
might jeopardize their own lives as well as their families’
immigration status). After several valuable conversations
with my students around these issues, my first goal was to
help dispel some of these misconceptions (and, of course,
also agree with a number of their suspicions)—and to also
facilitate their understanding that there is a vast space of
possible engagement between simply “liking” a friend’s
political Facebook post and getting tear-gassed by cops.

My point of departure for the

class was the Gramscian contention
that "'everyone’ is a philosopher
and that it is not a question of
introducing from scratch a scientific
form of thought into everyone’s
individual life, but of renovating and
making ‘critical’ an already existing
activity.”

Emerging out of these concerns and contradictions, it
seemed important to first come up with a working
definition of activism itself that encompassed as many of
the various forms of engagement we could think of, which
we produced together as a class using an amalgam of the
Wikipedia entry and a few online dictionaries: “Activism is
simply any activity and engagement in the service of social
change.” With this as our guide, we then made a list on the
board of all the possible actions that could fall under such a
capacious definition, hoping to demystify what for many
was a previously imposing term. Within this
characterization, many students immediately recognized
that they had already been involved in such activities, like
the student who quickly raised her hand and asked, “So
when the families on my block all let each other know
when ICE is patrolling, that’s activism too?” My students,
armed with the new definition they had come up with,
assured her—much to her delight— that she was already
very much an activist.

As a corollary writing assignment to this definition-
making, I wanted to help them understand the rubrics of
what the humanities and social sciences conceive of as
“identity categories” in order for them to articulate their
own positionality based on these groupings, and then to
analyze how their life experiences may be explained at
least in part by how they locate themselves within such
formations—not, of course, as a destiny preordained but
rather as contours of possibility. To this end, after a brief
discussion of the concepts, we listed on the board all the
identity categories we could think of (with one particularly
prepared student asking, “And what about
intersectionality?”—and then eagerly explaining to the class

2what she meant by that term). I then asked all the
students to adopt whichever categories they thought
defined them best, and to write down a personal story they
thought was only possible due to the categories they
chose. As we went around the room sharing our work, the

DOI 10.5195/rt.2018.485



sadly unsurprising instances of homophobia, transphobia,
racism, and sexism by family members, employers, the
police, etc. soon emerged. In fact, the only two cis-
gendered straight white male students in the class
provided accidental and good-natured foils to the previous
stories: Both explained a narrative about how their identity
categories helped them avoid being affected when law
enforcement had discovered them using cannabis in a local
park and allowed them to leave—only to then detain and
arrest their darker-skinned friends.

This centrality of identity categories helped them make
more sense of the texts I had mapped out for the class. In
fact, the path I'd hoped to take was relatively simple: First
to understand themselves and their experiences as in part
corralled by systems, institutions, and ideologies that had
long preceded them; then to make sense of the loose
amalgamation of both spectacular and quotidian horrors
alongside the triumphantly cruel venality that comprised
the baggy doctrine of Trumpism; next to read case studies
around some issues that affected them directly; and finally
to engage in some kind of scaffolded research project that
comprised at least in part some kind of activity outside the
classroom in the service of social change (as they
themselves understood the phrase). We soon set about
reading any number of the seemingly infinite “think pieces”
on Trumpism, its effects, and the histories that engendered
it. We also read short pieces from the Black Lives Matter
website that characterized the movement in its own words
and on its own terms. Added to that were longer-form
works such as Ta-Nehisi Coates’ sweeping “The Case For
Reparations” (also a profound model of insight, analysis,
and argumentation for the classes’ upcoming research
projects). And all of their writing assignments, both long-
form and low-stakes, were in some way
investigations of these topics. For the
broader case study, I chose New York City
itself—a cliché (to my mind at least)
precisely because it's so fecund. In
particular, I thought the topic of
gentrification seemed a sadly ideal site to
help my students understand how such
seemingly abstract concepts as “global
finance” could forcefully combine with
previously existing legacies of racism,
sexism, classism, and other ideologies of
exclusion to transform my students’ very
neighborhoods—and, indeed, often force
them and their families to move multiple
times in its wake (or, in some cases, to
become wunhomed entirely)—while also
providing a number of possibilities for local
engagement. Jeremiah Moss’s recent
Vanishing New York did an excellent job of
breaking down complicated topics and terms such as
neoliberalism (relying in large part on CUNY’s own David
Harvey and his greatly missed student, Neil Smith) and
explaining how seemingly abstract forces like “global
capital” relate directly to NYC real estate and politics—
particularly when it comes to such unmistakably imbricated
and implicated practices such as food deserts and stop &
frisk.

Moss

BOOKS (2017)
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' How a Great City

Lost Its Soul

Jeremiah

This extensive framing took us about halfway through
the semester, and it was then time for them to choose
their own topics as well as their sites of outside
engagement. Fortunately, we have a pretty politically
active campus, so the class and I were able to attend
several events organized at LaGuardia to help them dispel
some of the anxiety around preparedness and inclusion: A
symposium on Black Lives Matter, an event on immigration
rights, and a forum on the “right to the city”—all about
which my students reported an enormous sense of relief
and excitement to see rooms full of young people that
looked just like them already engaged in this kind of work.
Their final projects would be a combination of the entire
semester so far: Their identities as they saw them in the
wake of Trump combined with a powerful and specific case
study of whatever social issue they wanted to learn more
about, which would then also be the subject of—or at least
related to—their outside activism. As that extracurricular
phase approached, my students once again evinced the
anxiety they had expressed on the first day of class about
what to do, where to do it, and how they would be
received. I tried to counter some of this worry by detailing
my own engagements over the years, and how varied the
experiences had been—from helping plan direct actions as
an undergrad to protesting various causes in the streets
over the years to hyperlocal concerns such as forming a
“friends” group for my local dog park. Much more
effectively than my own recollections, I used some humor
to defuse their discomfort, showing the class some short
clips from the recent sitcom “Parks & Recreation,” wherein
the lead characters hold town-hall meetings filled with
humorously exaggerated versions of the “types” such
gatherings often attract. My students were certain that
actual meetings couldn’t possibly be quite as strange or as
focused on seemingly meaningless minutiae.
Luckily, my own community board in Brooklyn
posts all their own meetings online in full, so I
had several of these clips also ready to go. While
these events are often only comical in how dry
they can be, my students were fascinated as
local residents took to the microphones to
complain—sometimes in lengthy and heated
diatribes—about such seemingly minor concerns
as loud feral cats and the style of new garbage
cans, but also about more pressing local issues
like dangerous construction, the lack of
affordable housing, and, in the particular case of
North Brooklyn, the recent disastrous handling
by a local police precinct of a string of sexual-
assault allegations. In a more moderate
instance, one local resident began peppering the
would-be proprietor of a new bar with demands
for noise diminution as well as promises of
security to manage the crowds. One student who
lived above an apparently raucous establishment in her
own neighborhood was excited to see someone publicly
demanding from business owners exactly the respect and
accountability she wished her downstairs neighbor would
offer her own block. My students were also happy to see

VANISHING NEW YORK: HOW A
GREAT CITY LOST ITS SOUL BY
JEREMIAH MOSS, DEY STREET
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that the faces running the 3meeting looked much like New
York itself: An older Black woman sitting next to an
Orthodox Jewish man sitting next to a young Latinx woman
sitting next to a Southeast Asian man wearing a rainbow
flag on his shirt. Perhaps a little unfairly, I also showed a
full and monstrously boring ten-minute clip of one local
contractor detailing all the safety protocols for large-scale
construction after a local zoning change, hoping to mitigate
my students’ unease with the very real tedium that can at
times characterize local involvement.

Obviously, for the typical community-college student,
both time and money are at a premium. Nearly all of my
students had at least part-time jobs, and in addition either
took care of their own children or another family member
(and, not that infrequently, both) while also taking a full
load of courses to qualify for financial aid. So while I was
adamant that they needed to attend at least one outside
meeting, event, action, etc., I also wanted to stay mindful
of their previous obligations and complicated lives. I
decided, and only if absolutely necessary, they could
attend one of the politically themed meetings at school in
order to save time and travel—and I am happy to say that
only one of sixteen students took me up on that offer.

So, to decide what they might do off-campus, I first
had them do a freewrite in class on their interests in
general, their political positions in particular, and their
identity categories, and then look for any kind of theme
that might run through all three. For example, one student
interested in history and anti-gentrification movements,
and who identified as a queer woman, began looking for
groups that helped LGBTQIA+ groups find affordable
housing. In her searches, she found an organization that
helped homeless queer youth find shelter, with an open call
for volunteers. As we began researching other
organizations that fit their interests (such as Make The
Road New York and the Doe Fund), and because concerns
around time were such an issue, I had them make a list of
at least five possible groups and meeting times they were
interested in, and then decide which meeting at what time
and location made the most sense for them. I also asked
them to do this about a month in advance in order to have
plenty of time to organize their schedule around the
upcoming event. This light “contract” was then written into
the assignment itself (as one of the many staged blog
posts related to the final project). Obviously, if any
changes needed to be made at a later date, a simple email
or talking to me about it after class would be fine. I also
had them—as much as was possible—try to organize all
their off-campus meetings over the same three-week span
so we could spend a little time in each class discussing
what they had done and reflecting on how the students
might use such experiences in their finished project. The
very first report—told in excited terms to her classmates—
merely helped beget a virtuous circle, and only two
students had to reschedule their meetings due to last-
minute conflicts.

After all the meetings had been attended and the
projects completed, my students’ final requirement was a
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presentation to the class. And not only were the
presentations an exciting way for them to share their work
with their peers, but they also cross-pollinated rather
quickly: Students not only saw connections between the
work of anti-racist groups and affordable-housing
organizations, but they also learned from one another
about other meetings they might want to attend—and
indeed some declared with enthusiasm that they planned
to do exactly that. The projects included the gentrification
of the East Village (with time spent by the reporting
student at the Museum of Reclaimed Urban Space),
Russia’s military and stealth incursions into former
territories and spheres of influence (by an immigrant from
the Republic of Georgia who attended a meeting at the UN,
with access granted by his diplomat father), and state-
sanctioned homophobia in Jamaica (by a queer immigrant
from that nation’s capital who spent her time at a meeting
in Queens dedicated to spotlighting the increasing rates of
violence suffered by queer women of color). Most
surprisingly (and perhaps due in part to their targeted
research ahead of time), not a single student expressed
any sense of exclusion during their meetings, and several
went out of their way to express how warm, welcoming,
and grateful a number of organizations were to have them
there. In a particularly poignant combination of school and
life, one student, who had to miss two weeks of class in
order for her whole family to fly to Puerto Rico in the wake
of Hurricane Maria to locate one of her aunts, attended an
organizational meeting in Brooklyn focused on outreach to
that island—and she has since remained deeply involved.
Indeed, that was not an unlikely result: One of my
students is now a member of Students for Justice in
Palestine at Hunter College, where he plans to transfer
next year, and another student is still involved in homeless
outreach in her neighborhood of Woodhaven, Queens. In
fact, I was frankly a bit shocked at how excited my
students declared themselves to be to remain engaged
with their work outside the school (and, by way of
anecdotal run-ins with several of them in the halls, they
remain so).

In fact, I was frankly a bit
shocked at how excited my students
declared themselves to be to remain
engaged with their work outside the

school (and, by way of anecdotal
run-ins with several of them in the
halls, they remain so).

In short, and most immediately, an assignment that
asks for this kind of engagement seems to help them
understand that multiple networks already exist to combat
exactly the kinds of policies and ideologies they had
already expressed such understandable concern about
while also helping dispel some of the misconceptions they
had about engagement in the first place. And, after several
conversations with other interested faculty, I would think
that most urban community colleges provide a similarly
ideal site through which to demystify and thereby increase
the level of local engagement for a population of students—

10

DOI 10.5195/rt.2018.485



at least in my experience—eager to get involved. In terms
of grading, I found it relatively easy to separate my own
obvious delight with their out-of-class events from the
more nuts-and-bolts needs of an English composition class.
I assessed students’ final projects holistically as I usually
do: Attempting to gauge their ability to synthesize vast and
various materials into a coherent argument (after all, this
was still 101), but also through their ability to integrate the
materials we covered in class into a coherent
argumentative whole. Of course, I didn't grade them on
their activistic enthusiasm, but I did see a strong and
perhaps unsurprising link between their efforts in class and
their efforts outside.

Most importantly (for myself as an educator, at least),
this approach confirmed a hunch I had about the apathy
supposedly afflicting that oft-maligned group, so general as
to be nearly imaginary: “college students today.” Rather
than prodding or prompting, most of my own students
simply needed a light introduction to the possibilities for
action—and then for me to get out of the way. What's
more, while I have great latitude as to the thematic focus
for ENG101, I could easily see myself building similar
assignments into any of my literature classes that have
political components, especially “ethnic” and immigrant
American literatures. But composition does seem like an
ideal site to engage most students right as they arrive—so,
ideally, I would teach this class again in a similar fashion,
swapping out certain readings for more current ones
(indeed, this semester I've included a piece about and a
few videos of the Parkland activists, particularly Emma
Gonzalez, the queer Latinx woman from Florida, who has
offered my students so much in the way of both identity
politics and a model of youthful political engagement). I'm
also mindful of the potential difficulties of using such an
approach in other locations: I teach in an area rather
hostile to the current administration (on average, districts
in Brooklyn and Queens voted for Clinton by about 80-
93%), and I also have a very supportive and outspoken set
of administrators at LaGuardia, so I might suggest to other
educators in less favorable climes to focus as much as
possible on the engagement itself rather than any
particular political position or desire. And whatever
pedagogical challenges that remain are not specific to this
class but are familiar to anyone teaching first-year
students at community colleges: A lack of preparation,
complicated personal situations, and the ever-present
exigencies of poverty. None of this, of course, minimizes
my desire to teach this way again, and my goal would be
to use such assignments until there’s no longer any need
to—though, to paraphrase the old Soviet joke, such titanic
social transformation appears always to be “just” over the
horizon. However, even without any idealistic fantasies, at
the very least this course helped my students understand
that such outside engagement was not only possible but, in
an urban area, relatively easy to find—and often even
enjoyable. Or, as one of my students poignantly said
during his presentation: “Going to this meeting and hearing
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what they were doing was the first time I didn't feel
hopeless since the election. It was the first time I actually
believed Kendrick when he said, ‘We gon’ be alright’—and
now I was one of the people helping to get us there.”

Notes

! I'm Jewish—but, as a secular Jew living in New York City,
I feel (perhaps naively) insulated from much of the brunt
of the recent rise of anti-Semitism.

2 Antonio Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks of
Antonio Gramsci (New York: International Publishers,
2005) 330-331.
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a new generation of racist, sexist, and xenophobic

individuals to speak out without fear of being
ostracized by the larger society, and to commit horrific acts
of violence against people whose skin, ethnicity, gender,
sexuality, or ability does not align with the dominant
group. His proposed policies attack the rights of nearly
every group that is not white, male, Christian, and
wealthy, and we have seen these attitudes and actions
embodied in our schools as well. While the campaign and
election of Donald Trump has led to dangerous levels of
discriminatory language, actions, and policies in our
society, systems of oppression and structures of privilege
were not created during the campaign, but were granted a
renewed legitimacy in its wake. Our ability to stratify and
segregate, to conquer and to oppress, is inherent to the
very fabric of our country; it is a part of our collective
historical identity. Although the stakes have greatly
increased since the election, divisive rhetoric and
prejudicial policies are not something new to American
society, nor are they new to the children enrolled in the
public schools that are tasked with preparing them to be
full participants in this society.

D onald Trump’s words and actions have emboldened

Despite this, in our combined 30 years of teaching in
early childhood and elementary classrooms, afterschool
programs, and university-based teacher education courses
leading up until the 2016 election, we have encountered
educators, caregivers, administrators, and policymakers
who did not feel it was necessary or appropriate to discuss
issues of equity and identity with students in primary
schools. This stance was informed by a number of
assumptions, including, for example, the mistaken belief
that we had already “solved” racism as well as the belief
that attending to issues of equity is beyond the purpose of
public education, which should concentrate on the
transmission and acquisition of academic skills. The
assumption that has proved most pervasive in relegating
critical discussions of power and privilege to the secondary
domain, and the one that we centrally respond to in this
paper, is the belief that children are largely unaware of
issues of equity. Following from this, if we were to
introduce these topics into the early childhood or
elementary classroom, some argue that we would
effectively be burdening our students with material that is
neither developmentally appropriate or relevant to their
lives.

In this article, we trace this assumption to the framing
of children as innocent and our perceived societal need to
preserve and protect that innocence. If we are to attend to
issues of inequity that young students are contending with,
we need to develop a view of children that does not
position them as passive recipients of knowledge, but
active constructors of it. We draw from childhood studies,
feminist theories, and queer theories in contending that
children are not only affected by inequalities in our larger
society, but are actively working to make sense of them.
We argue that one of the primary tasks of childhood is
making sense of the often unspoken norms, hierarchies,
and structures that characterize the adult world they have
come to inhabit. In this regard, our argument goes beyond
the contention that children are simply capable of
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attending to issues of equity. Although we agree that they
are absolutely capable, we take the argument a step
further in asserting that children already are contending
with issues of equity, relative to their local community and
context. To ignore this fact is to do a disservice to both the
students themselves and to our larger society. As
educators, we believe that we should be listening for,
taking seriously, and attending to issues of equity that
children are contending with, which will vary greatly
depending on the local community and context. This
positioning of children as agentic, empowered, full beings
in their own right is a radical approach to teaching, as early
childhood and elementary education traditionally positions
children as recipients of knowledge, rather than as active
constructors of it.

Although equity-oriented

teaching has taken on a sense of
urgency during this presidential
term, we hold that its application
extends beyond this immediate
political moment, as examinations
of power, privilege, and identity are
central to a comprehensive public
school experience.

Although equity-oriented teaching has taken on a
sense of urgency during this presidential term, we hold
that its application extends beyond this immediate political
moment, as examinations of power, privilege, and identity
are central to a comprehensive public school experience.
Our approach to equity-oriented teaching is radical in both
its positioning of investigations of power as central to the
learning process, and its focus on transformative action.
Specifically, how we organize our teaching facilitates and
advocates for the transformation of institutional practices
over adaptation to them. It is our duty as educators to
respond honestly to the issues all of our students are
contending with, including our youngest ones. In this
article, we aim to illuminate the critical role of play in
exploring issues of equity with young children. We provide
examples of how we designed for play-based explorations
of privilege and power in a low-income afterschool program
with majority Latino students in the months before, during,
and after the election of Donald Trump. In examining the
play that resulted, we describe how the children explored
themes of identity and belonging as a means of
interrogating, interrupting, and responding to Trump’s
characterizations of Mexicans in particular.

Introducing the Players and the Play

EPIC is an afterschool literacy, arts, and technology
design club co-facilitated by the University of Colorado at
Boulder’s School of Education and Alicia Sanchez
International Elementary School. In its eighth year, the
club meets three days a week and offers free afterschool
programming for children ages 7 to 11. The club is
dedicated to (1) improving the academic, social, and
emotional learning opportunities for the elementary

13

DOI 10.5195/rt.2018.474



students, a significant percentage of whom are racial and
ethnic minorities living in poverty; and (2) preparing a
majority middle-class, white female population of pre-
service teachers, with limited experience working with
historically marginalized communities effectively (Cole &
the Distributed Literacy Consortium, 2006; Freeman &
Jurow, in press). Pre-service teachers participate in the
club as a requirement of a university course in which they
are enrolled on theories of learning.

The demographics of the elementary students who
attend the afterschool club reflect that of the general
school population, with the exception that a growing
percentage of Mexican-identifying students have opted into
the club as it has continued to operate. Approximately 66%
of the school’s student population identify as Latinx, and
over 80% of the students who attend our club do.
Additionally, many of the students whom we serve are first
or second generation immigrants. Although almost all of
the student participants are fluent English speakers, many
also speak Spanish with various degrees of fluency.
Approximately 74% of students live in households
experiencing high-poverty, making the population of the
school unique from the school district it is a part of, which
is largely affluent, white, and high-achieving as measured
by standardized tests.

The first author is a white Ph.D. candidate whose
teaching background is in urban early childhood education.
She now works in teacher education at the university level,
and works with the second author in designing, facilitating,
and researching equity-oriented learning for both children
and pre-service teachers at the afterschool program
described in this article. She is the primary project
designer and on-site coordinator. The second author is an
Indian-American professor of Education and the Director of
the EPIC afterschool club and teacher education program.
As the Director, she is responsible for designing a
university-school partnership that is mutually beneficial for
all stakeholders, including the elementary students. She
has designed curriculum units to support equity-oriented
learning at the club and conducted research on children’s
and pre-service teachers’ learning through club activities.

Engaging Inequities and Imagining More
Equitable Futures through Play

In an effort to support culturally relevant and
meaningful learning and teaching, we privilege play as a
central means for engaging issues of equity at EPIC. Play is
the language children speak to make sense of their world,
and to begin to develop answers to questions about their
role in it (Davies, 2003; Gallas, 1998; Lindqvist, 1995,
2001; Paley, 2010, 2004; Vygotsky, 1978). When children
are faced with a tension in their social order, or an
upsetting event that they need to process, they turn to
play as a way to work through problems and imagine new
possibilities for themselves. We view play as a form of
improvised storytelling, in which children develop
characters, take on identities and roles, and experiment
with multiple storylines and endings (Galman, 2017; Paley,
1984; Wohlwend, 2012, 2009). Children’s play includes
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both recurring and improvised elements that allow them to
create imaginary worlds in which “new metaphors, new
forms of social relations, and new patterns of power and
desire are explored” (Davies, 2003, p. 167). At EPIC, we
encourage children to play through familiar media
narratives so that they can embody and feel the
constraints of stereotypical characters, actions, and plot
lines and improvise ways to play around these obstacles
(Ferholt, 2009, 2010; Wohlwend, 2013). In this regard,
play is not a means of escaping reality; rather, it is a
means of making sense of it.

Our positioning of play as a form

of equity-oriented learning has
roots in an agentic framing of who
children are, and what childhood is.

Our positioning of play as a form of equity-oriented
learning has roots in an agentic framing of who children
are, and what childhood is. The conception of children as
human beings rather than human becomings is a fairly
recent development (Corsaro, 2005; James, 2009). Prior to
this, the predominant view was that children were worthy
of study insofar as they were able to provide insight into
adult life and specifically, the transition into adulthood
(Christensen & James, 2008; Piaget, 1969; Woodhead,
2009; Woodhead & Faulkner 2008). Despite a shift in the
academic theorization of childhood, the dominant paradigm
is still hugely influential in popular understanding and in
practice (Castefieda, 2010; James, 1993; Stockton, 2009).

One of the primary tasks of childhood is making sense
of, problematizing, deconstructing, and reinventing the
social norms and constructs of the adult world that children
have come to inhabit, including the construction of their
own existence as children. We theorize this process largely
through interpretive reproduction, a term developed by
Corsaro (2005) to capture both the innovative and creative
aspects of children in society, as well as the idea that
children are not simply internalizing society and culture,
but are actively contributing to cultural production and
change. Interpretive reproduction provides a means of
theorizing children’s social development as neither linear
nor as an exact copy of existing structures, but rather, as a
process of reproduction that includes children’s contention
with ambiguities, tensions, and difficulties, as well as their
resolutions, reconstructions, and reinterpretations of
existing norms and ways of being. In our analysis of how
children’s play mediates their equity-oriented explorations,
we look at how interpretive reproduction is enacted
through children’s storytelling that is occurring inside the
playworlds and structures we have designed.

Designing for Play-Based Explorations of
Equity

At EPIC, we design semester-long theme-based units
that promote the exploration of issues of equity with which

students are actively contending. We invite children to play
in fantasy worlds that raise current social injustices that

14

DOI 10.5195/rt.2018.474



students have indicated are of concern to them through
conversation, writing, art, and play. With each theme, we
develop both real-world and fantasy realm entry points and
guiding questions that bridge these two domains.

In one unit, we drew on students’ expertise in
identifying the messages that Disney fairytales and their
associated books, movies, toys, and other media products
present to us about who we are, what we can do, and who
we can be. We sought to encourage students’ critical
awareness of implicit messages about race, gender, class,
language, and other social constructs in books, movies,
and in commercial products more broadly, and to see these
texts as both pliable and revisable (Davies, 2003; Gallas,
1998; Wohlwend, 2012, 2009). We developed this
particular project to help the children make sense of the
negative narratives and messages that were circulating
during Trump’s campaign in the fall of 2016. We had heard
the children voice strong emotional reactions and sharp
intellectual critiques to Trump’s portrayals of their
communities and themselves with us - as Mexicans, as
immigrants, as girls, as emergent bilinguals, as being or
having undocumented family members. As part of how we
approach curriculum design, we used the children’s
reactions as the basis for organizing a personally-
meaningful context for play and exploration.

In designing all of our project units, we rely on a set of
norms and routines that facilitate playful engagement with
real world problems. In order for us to be able to play
through issues of injustice in either real world or fantasy
realms, we need to establish trust among the players.
Towards this end, we incorporate time each day for
informal conversations where adults are able to check in
with individual children and get to know each other’s
interests and lives outside of school. Children have learned
that this is a time when they can talk about their families
and the struggles they may be facing due to a sibling’s
iliness, a parent’s loss of a job, or they may share about
their friends and their plans for upcoming holidays. No
topics are off-limits and all topics are viewed as ways of
getting to appreciate the richness of the children’s lives.
These unscripted conversations are met with care, concern,
and respect for the child and their experiences. They also
provide the basis for curriculum design and
responsiveness. Further, our emphasis on relational trust
establishes the groundwork for taking risks, exploring
ideas, and generating new ways of approaching problems
through play (Gee, 2007).

A key dimension of our approach to curriculum design
is that we plan for emergence. When we design project
arcs, we have a vision in mind for how we anticipate that
the semester will progress. However, these projected arcs
are exactly that - a projection. They are flexible and are
constantly being renegotiated based on what children are
bringing to us. Each week, we reflect on what issues the
children are contending with in the real world, what
activities or topics they are or are not engaging with in the
fantasy realm, and the relationships developing between
players, all of which inform how we design for the next
week. The responsiveness of our designs is critical for
attending to what is consequential to the children and their
communities. The guiding questions and learning goals for
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each unit serve as a central guiding point, as a semester
may end with a very different project that the one
originally designed anticipated. The capacity of our
curriculum to shift as a result of the children’s concerns
and questions allows the club to become a space where
children can solve meaningful problems together with the
support of peers and adult collaborators.

Who Belongs, and Who Gets to Decide?

In the months leading up to Trump’s election, issues of
identity and belonging were consistent themes in the
children’s play. In play scenes representing both their
current reality and imagined futures, children explored
questions such as: Who belongs? Who gets to decide? And,
what types of inclusion and exclusion are best for a
community? As children of Mexican immigrants who were
largely portrayed as a problem for the United States,
belonging and deserving to belong in the country were
central and consequential issues. In the following, we share
two examples that illustrate how the children took up the
question of who belongs through collaborative play. The
examples underscore how the children engaged with
interpretive reproduction in order to make sense of the
way they, their families, and their community were being
positioned. They were selected because of how they
illuminated the children’s sustained interest in questions
about what it means to belong and organize fair systems of
inclusion/exclusion. As we show, the children were also
using play to imagine and develop more inclusive and
diverse futures.

“U.S. is the home of Mexicans too”

In a project on mural arts in the spring of 2016,
children explored the purposes of murals, and developed
group murals about issues of equity to which they wanted
to bring awareness. In the early stages of the process
when we were talking about and sketching initial ideas, an
artistic, thoughtful, and energetic nine vyear-old male
student named Camden developed two similar drawings. In
the first, then-candidate Donald Trump was drawn
speaking to a crowd and in the next, then-candidate Hillary
Clinton was accepting the presidency (see Figures 1 and
2). There were elements of both fantasy and reality in the
drawings in that they depicted a pressing and significant
issue of equity that was directly impacting the individual
student and his family, but also referenced an imagined
future in which Clinton would win the election. In the first
image, Donald Trump stands at a podium in a room with
three rows of chairs, one window, and a door. His sharp
eyebrows are pointed downward and he wears a scowl,
with a speech bubble above his head that reads, “I want to
be presint (president).” In the rows of seats, a single
person stands with a scared look on their face, and
responds “No Trump presint (president).” Written
underneath the image are the words "“Because Donald
Trump doesn’t have freedom.” When Camden presented
the image to a group of other children and Emily (the first
author), he explained this statement further, saying that
Trump does not believe everyone should have freedom,
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and that Mexicans should leave (fieldnotes, 3/9/16). In the
next image, Clinton appears in the same setting, standing
at the same podium. Her eyes are wide and she has a large
smile on her face, as does the sole audience member, who
is saying, “You are presint.” The speech bubble above
Clinton says, “Yaha” and the words underneath the image
read "“Because Hillary is going to give freedom to
everybody.” In both images, the presidential candidates
are drawn at twice the scale as the lone audience member,
and are fully clothed, whereas the lone audience member
is a fully anonymous, small scale stick figure. The style in
which Camden depicted the characters in this imagined
scene suggest that the candidates were more powerful
than the audience member. Without a body, without a
face, the sole audience member is speaking, but without
the impression of great weight. This, we might interpret as
representing the child’s feelings in light of the election
process and the uncertainty of their future.

—

FIGURE 1. CHILD’S DEPICTION OF A CAMPAIGN SPEECH BY THEN-
CANDIDATE DONALD TRUMP.
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FIGURE 2. CHILD'S DEPICTION OF A PRESIDENTIAL ACCEPTANCE SPEECH
BY THEN-CANDIDATE HILLARY CLINTON.
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As one of the older and veteran members of the club,
Camden had soon inspired a small group of children to act
out what they would want to say to Donald Trump if they
were in the depicted scene. In the play world created by
Camden, the other children were able to act “as if” they
could speak back to Trump, which supported them in
constructing themselves as agentive and powerful
(Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, & Cain, 1998). They tried out
different approaches as different speakers with different
concerns. One seven year-old stated with a generosity of
heart, "He needs to learn.” His older cousin nodded and
then, referencing the potential critical consequences to
their lives said that, “he wants to send all us Mexicans back
to Mexico.” They both began to chant quietly, "No Trump,
No Trump.”

Referencing other forms of political resistance that the
children had studied in addition to murals, Emily remarked
that the chant sounded like something one would hear at a
protest. This prompted some children to begin making
actual signs to carry with them in the real world. One
showed four stick figures holding hands with the word
“freedom” beside it. Above them, the word “Trump” was
written in bright orange marker, with a circle around it and
an X going through the middle. In another sign, Trump’s
name was written in large green capital letters with a red
circle around it and a red line across it. Surrounding the
central image were American flags, hearts, stars, and
words including “home,” “equality,” “bad,” and “good.” The
image also incorporated phrases that they had used in
their play, such as “he needs to learn” and “everyone has
the same heart” (see Figure 3). Another group of children
began writing a letter with bulleted ideas representing what
they would want say to him, including “US is the home of
Mexicans too” and “People have the same hart (heart).”

FIGURE 3. CHILD’S PROTEST SIGN.

In this example, play was a direct response to a
prompt we, as designers and facilitators, developed and
helped sustain with the children. It built on previous
activities meant to bring in histories and stories of
confronting and overcoming oppression as a community.
For instance, the children had participated in multiple read-
alouds of the award winning children’s book Separate Is
Never Equal: Sylvia Mendez and Her Family’s Fight for
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Desegregation (Tonatiuh, 2014), which focused on a young
girl named Sylvia and her family’s legal battle for
desegregation in California schools. The story resonated
with the children who realized that they, like Sylvia, were
U.S. citizens who were not being treated as equals to other
racial groups, namely Whites. We also supported the
children in exploring how murals can be created to convey
and organize political action. The focus on murals and the
book were intentional ways of linking to Mexican cultural
practices of resistance and political organizing. It was
approximately nine months before the election and the
topic of Donald Trump was bubbling up in small group
conversations. We knew and were
planning for the likelihood of helping
the children to articulate and develop
their counternarratives or other
responses to Trump’s racist and
xenophobic campaign rhetoric.

In Camden’s original drawing as
well as in the play and the writing
that it inspired, children brought in
messages they were receiving about
themselves and their communities
that they were actively working to
make sense of. As children who
identified largely as Mexican and
American, Trump’s campaign
speeches and social media posts were
spreading the message that these two
identities were mutually exclusive.
This generated questions of identity
and belonging for the students. Who were they if they
couldn’t be both? To which community did they belong? In
falsely presenting these identifications as incompatible with
one another, Trump’s campaign was directly contradicting
the children’s lived experiences and denying their very
existence as Mexican and American. Not only were these
identities presented as incompatible with one another, but
they were each ascribed qualities and characteristics that
resulted in value-laden caricatures of the good American
and the bad Mexican. Mexicans were depicted as villainous,
as criminals who were sneaking into a place where they did
not belong, so that they could hurt, steal from, and
displace white Americans, who were alternatively
positioned as innocent and heroic. Entirely ignoring our
history as colonizers, policies and physical boundaries such
as the proposed Wall were explained as necessary in order
to preserve the innocence of Americans and prevent them
from falling victim to the deviant behavior of the usurping
Mexicans.

HARRY N. ABRAMS (2014).

The children engaged in interpretive reproduction to
respond to these unjust characterizations in their play, and
ultimately, to assert their right to belong. In their
illustrations, writing, acting, and conversation, they
presented the conditions of their current reality. Donald
Trump wanted to be president, and in the process of his
campaigning, he described the children and their families
as interlopers who were trying to hurt good, white
Americans. They highlighted this reality in the physical
portrayal of Trump as large and imposing, with heavily
drawn eyebrows and a scowl, and in their surrounding
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SEPARATE [5
NEVER EQUAL

conversations, where a repeated refrain was that Trump
wants to send us back to Mexico. Yet, the children did not
accept the narrative that was given. The children worked
together to dissect and disrupt his positioning of them as
bad Mexicans. They openly resisted his bid for candidacy
through the creation of protest imagery and vocabulary, as
well as by calls to educate Trump as to who Mexicans really
are. They worked collectively to develop a vision of a
hopeful future in which Hillary wins the election. Beyond
this win, the children also imagined that Trump could learn
“respect” and come to appreciate that “unique is good.” In
this future, the children would be able to maintain their
expansive identities as being from both Mexico
and the United States.

Determining Essential Goodness
at the Border

Like the previous example, the play scene
described in this section highlights how
children engaged in interpretive reproduction
as a means of examining what it means to
belong. In the previous example, the play
represented reality; they were directly
contending with, responding to, and resisting
Trump’s campaign rhetoric. In this example,
the scene is in the fantasy realm, but one that
mirrors the issues that the children are
contending with during the Trump presidency.

SEPARATE IS NEVER EQUAL: SYLVIA
MENDEZ AND HER FAMILY’S FIGHT FOR
DESEGREGATION BY DUNCAN TONATIUH,

Approximately one vyear following the
election of Donald Trump, we were nearing the end of a
project in which the children were designing and building
their own cities in response to a perceived social problem
or need. A nine year-old male student named Sam with a
love of horror stories and a penchant for plaid flannel was
standing off to the side of the children gathered on the
floor. He was looking towards the empty half of the
cafeteria, and declared out loud that it was heaven, and
asked if Emily (Author 1) would like to explore it. He
walked her through what he saw in his heaven, including
clouds and angels, but told her that it could be anything
she wanted it it to be, adding that “it's most like heaven if
you close your eyes.” She asked if she could enter if she
was still alive, and Sam said yes, but only for six minutes,
after which point she would be unable to return to the
living world. To make the distinction between worlds clear,
he declared that he was going to make a gate, which would
be called “Heaven’s Gate.”

As he began gathering materials and draping blankets
over the open space between two cafeteria tables, other
children became curious, and came over to ask questions
and contribute to the scene. One child asked if everyone
could go to heaven, and Sam thoughtfully replied that yes,
if you are “essentially good.” He continued to explain that
you cannot come in if you are “essentially bad,” and
pointed to a different corner of the room, which he referred
to as “the banished lands.”

Back in heaven, an eight year-old female student with
a keen eye for detail declared herself the gatekeeper, and
began constructing a chain link rope out of paper, a
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costume that included a long, shiny green robe, and a staff
with a hook on the end so she could open and close the
entrance rope. Consequential questions began to emerge
about what it means to be essentially good or bad, and
who gets to decide. The children thought God should
decide, and elected a female pre-service teacher with long,
dark hair to be the first to play God, and constructed a
robe for her to wear. One energetic seven year-old said he
would build a computer system in which your goodness or
badness is recorded, and a construction-minded female
student interested in technology built a hand scanner to
expedite the process of locating your records. All of the
children who applied for entry to Heaven used the hand
scanner and the computer system deemed them “good.”
With this evaluation, they received a yellow ticket labeled
with the words “Heaven” and “yes” or “no” checkboxes,
with an X in the yes box. They were then permitted to go
to the gate, where they turned over their ticket to the
gatekeeper. One particularly enthusiastic student named
José sought to seek out an answer to the question, can you
be kicked out of heaven? He shouted nonsense words and
ran from group to group, eventually stealing a pretend
bottle of holy water, labeled with its imagined Gatorade
sponsorship, in order to garner the attention of God and
God'’s assistant Sam. They asked him over to a table and
they spoke with eyes closed, where José explained that he
just wanted to drink the holy water. God, nodding, said
that she knew José was “innocent” and asked him to try
not to disrupt the other members of heaven before telling
him how much she cared for him and everyone in heaven.
For today at least, it was determined that heaven was not
a place that you could be removed from. By the end of the
afternoon, all but one small group of students had
abandoned the towns and cities they had been building to
assist in the creation of Heaven’s Gate. They were deeply
engaged in a collective sensemaking experience, as they
built a community and negotiated who belonged and under
what conditions.

Although Trump’s name was

never explicitly stated, the parallels
to the proposed border wall, and
the characterizations of the
Mexicans and Americans on either
side, were difficult to ignore.

Although Trump’s name was never explicitly stated,
the parallels to the proposed border wall, and the
characterizations of the Mexicans and Americans on either
side, were difficult to ignore. Upon its creation, heaven was
immediately designated as a space for individuals who are
“essentially good,” mirroring the campaign’s presentation
of white Americans. Like the U.S., it was positioned as a
desirable place to be, and as such, it and the people within
its borders, needed to be protected from possible
infiltration. The gate defined the borders of heaven and a
gatekeeper was posted to secure it from unapproved entry.
An elaborate technological system was developed to
enforce border security and ensure that only people whose
documentation verified their essential goodness would be
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allowed to enter, mirroring the uncertainty that many of
the children’s extended family members were facing as
immigrants without documentation.

Within minutes of designating heaven as a community
for the “essentially good,” a place for those who were
turned away from heaven for not being “good enough” was
created. The “banished lands” were located just outside of
the gate to heaven, and its name was significant. It was
not labeled simply as hell, which is commonly considered
to be the antithesis of heaven, but instead referenced
banishment, a process of being removed from and
forbidden from returning to a place in which you were
formerly welcome. Again, this process of being forcibly
removed from, and unable to return to, a place that one
considers to be their home, resonated with the children’s
fears about who belongs in America and what might lead to
banishment. What actions or behaviors could result in
removal from the community, if any? What does it mean to
be a community if your membership is contingent upon
continued adherence to preferred norms and ways of
being? What would it take to be banished from home?

In their play, the children demonstrated their deep and
informed awareness of Mexican and Mexican-Americans’
uncertain future in the U.S. The children’s play reproduced
the situations and constraints they and their families were
facing. At the same time, the children’s play was also
transformative. In their version, everyone was approved
for entrance to heaven, determined to be essentially good.
While the banished lands existed, they were devoid of any
inhabitants. If your paperwork was lost between when you
received your approval to enter Heaven and when you
presented it at the gate, you could simply return to the
computer and hand scanner and repeat the process.
Heaven was an inclusive community, and while it remains
to be seen if there is anything that can get you banished
from heaven, it was clear that the immediate consequence
for causing a perceived disruption was not eviction, but a
conversation with the chosen leader, God.

Discussion

As educators, it is imperative for us to take seriously
the issues with which our students are contending. In the
current political moment, when elements of students’
identities and experience are at an increased risk of being
dismissed by the President himself, this is all the more
necessary. Young children should not be exempt from
these conversations for the sake of preserving their
presumed innocence. Children are acutely aware of their
surroundings and are working to make sense of the largely
unspoken rules that govern society. When we ignore this
reality, it harms children from non-dominant communities
the most. They are positioned as being too young to
discuss the very injustices they may be experiencing.
When we do not provide children space to discuss what
they are experiencing or seeing, they are deprived of the
opportunity to process their experience, effectively
marginalizing them a second time.

In our examination of the role of play in exploring
issues of equity and justice at EPIC, we examined when
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play occurred, and what topics or themes were being
explored. We found that while children’s play sometimes
formed as a direct response to the projects that we had
intentionally designed, there were other moments when
children’s play occurred in spite of our planned activities.
For example, the Heaven’s Gate play scene emerged when
students were supposed to be working on building one part
of the city they had designed in response to a perceived
social injustice. Instead, Sam began an exploration of what
heaven is that other children became intrigued by, and
they began abandoning their projects to support his.
These moments of resistance were informative, as the
children signaled that they had consequential issues to
explore, but that they were proposing a different
framework for its exploration. In those moments, it was
our job as educators to listen to what they were telling us
they needed to investigate, and the means by which they
needed to do it. While this could be labeled as a form of
resistance, our positioning of children as experts on their
own lives reframed it as a form of inquiry and
communication.

In the semesters leading up to, during, and following
the election, children’s play centered on explorations of
identity, belonging, and what it means to be a deserving
member of a community. The journey for each child was
unique, where some held strongly to one emotional
response throughout the stages of the election, and others
cycled through anger, sadness, frustration, and
empowerment. Overwhelmingly, the children responded to
and resisted Trump’s positioning of them in generous and
agentic ways, simultaneously rejecting his negative
characterizations of them as Mexicans and creating space
for teaching him about who they truly were. Contrary to his
characterizations of them, the children positioned Trump as
capable of change and transformation. He was simply
misinformed and “needed to learn,” and they expressed
their willingness to teach him.

Children used both dramatic play
and art as means of responding to
Trump’s campaign as well as to
explore broader questions of what it
means to live in a pluralistic
society.

Children used both dramatic play and art as means of
responding to Trump’s campaign as well as to explore
broader questions of what it means to live in a pluralistic
society. Drawing provided a means of taking up and
responding directly to Trump’s characterizations of
Mexicans, as well as to voice their support for other
candidates, such as Hillary Clinton, whose message they
deemed to be more inclusive. The children took a number
of actions to respond directly to the messages they were
receiving about themselves and their place in the country.
These included designing and creating posters that
advocated for a particular candidate, responding to a
candidate whose views positioned them negatively, and
encouraging the adults in their life to vote. Creating these
posters acknowledged both their awareness of the issue,
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the real implications it held for their lives, and the validity
of their cognitive and emotional responses, even as
children. At EPIC, drawing primarily served as a means of
taking up and responding to real-life issues of inequity and
injustice. Dramatic play, on the other hand, provided a way
for students to take up the same issues at a distance,
through the lens of fantasy. In their dramatic play, children
responded to the same themes as those who were making
posters, but in a fantasy world. In both drawing and play,
children were attending to consequential, equity-oriented,
issues, most notably the question of what it means to
belong, and who gets to decide. However, in the case of
dramatic play, the question of belonging was placed in a
new and different context - that of an imagined heaven.
This allowed children to experiment with different
outcomes without real-life consequences. José could try
out different behaviors and ways of being to see what
would and would not result in his dismissal from heaven,
knowing that when the play began again, he could return
and begin again without consequence. His condition was
impermanent, in a way that it is not in real life when it
comes to enforcement of discriminatory immigration
practices. It is important that both of these activities -
fantasy or dramatic play and art or, more specifically,
drawing - were used in conjunction with one another, as
drawing was taken up predominantly as a direct response
to injustice by older students, and dramatic play was taken
up as a way to investigate injustice in a fantasy realm by
our younger students. Play and imagination were
distinctive features of both, in that children considered,
investigated, experimented with, and advocated for
different possible futures.

While our intention