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OUR 
MISSION
ASCD empowers 
educators to achieve 
excellence in learning, 
teaching, and leading 
so that each child  
is healthy, safe, 
engaged, supported, 
and challenged.
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I began teaching in 1993, when the idea of being 
"color-blind" was very popular (and in some 
places, it still is). A color-blind racial ideology 
claims that the United States is a big melting 

pot where we're all just human beings and skin color 
doesn't affect us. But I knew, growing up as a Latina 
and an immigrant, and now as an educator working 
with students of color, that race does matter and that 
people do see skin color, often in a negative way.  

When we try to have a color-blind mindset, we not 
only fail to see the assets our students bring to our 
schools, we also fail to acknowledge the systemic  
inequities that hurt children of color. If you say  
you don’t see color, then you don’t see me or my  
experiences, and you don’t see the need to create 
change in the system.

Investigate Your Lens
The term “color-brave” comes from a TED Talk by 
Mellody Hobson. A color-brave mindset encour-
ages us to embrace the notion that race impacts 
experiences, and it pushes us to investigate our own 
biases and assumptions about race. As educators and 
education leaders, one of the first things we can do to 
begin cultivating a color-brave mindset is to acknowl-
edge our biases. We need to have what I call a “mirror 
check,” where we look at how we are contributing to 
systems that don’t support students of color. 

As we acknowledge where we are in our journey 
to awareness, we are also educating ourselves on the 
history of racial disparity and inequity (the works 
of Gloria Ladson-Billings and Lisa Delpit are a good 
place to start) and working with our colleagues in  
education to understand, learn, and demonstrate that 
we value students of color and language learners in 
the methods and materials we use in our teaching. 

Leadership plays a monumental role in this work. 
We need to continue pushing conversations about 
race and equity, get comfortable with discomfort, 
acknowledge that we may be part of the problem, and 
believe that we can take steps to change.

As a principal, I used data as a tool to help our 
school analyze behavior concerns across grade levels. 
We logged office referrals and disciplinary practices. 
I shared that data with teachers, and we began to see 

Rosa 
Isiah

patterns in who was being sent out of the classroom and suspended. Those 
students were predominantly boys of color. Teachers were surprised and 
saddened as they came to terms with this inequity. We loved and cared for 
our students, but sometimes we just don’t know what we don’t know as 
a result of our own, and often very different, personal lived experiences. 
That’s especially true in education, where the majority of teachers are white 
and don’t look like or share the same experiences as children of color. 

If we don’t investigate our own lens and make an effort to get to know our 
students and their families, then we walk into our schools with biases that 
are going to show up in our work and hinder our ability to truly connect 
with students. 

Start and Sustain the Conversation
My advice to principals would be to start building your own capacity and 
the capacity of your teachers to be color-brave. I’ve had book studies with 
my colleagues. We’ve done social-emotional learning for our students and 
staff and held educator workshops on how bias affects our teaching, learn-
ing, curriculum, assessments, and relationships. Start learning together, get 
the conversation going, and sustain it—whether that’s by conducting a book 
study, analyzing data, or teaming up to address a problem of practice. 

One low-stakes way to learn more about racial equity in education is 
through Twitter chats. When I joined Twitter nine years ago, I remember 
feeling like no one was talking about social justice and inequity in educa-
tion. Most conversations and chats I joined took a butterflies and unicorns 
approach to engaging educators. It felt like a romanticized version of what I 
experienced as a teacher and school leader. 

I decided to start my own chat, #WeLeadEd, focusing on leadership 
through an equity and social justice lens. Five years later, I’m still learning 
so much. Another option is Valerie Brown’s #ClearTheAir chat. I, like many 
others, call these chats courageous conversations. But they should just be 
conversations. It’s what we need to do to create equitable change in educa-
tion, even when it feels uncomfortable. 

This pandemic has shone a light on inequity, injustice, and racism and has 
created an immense sense of urgency. We can’t simply talk anymore. What 
are we waiting for?  

Rosa Isiah (@RosaIsiah) is a director of elementary and instructional  
support services in Southern California and the founder of #WeLeadEd.

ILLUSTRATION BY DONALD ELY



2

A t schools across the country and in our 
communities, hate-filled speech has  
been on the rise as students (and adults) 
emulate divisive and derogatory language 

heard in national rhetoric and policy. #USvsHate 
(www.usvshate.org), an initiative I’ve codesigned 
with educators, defines “hate” as any time people  
denigrate, disrespect, or harm an individual or 
group as if their identity makes them an inferior 
or less valuable type of person. 

A 2017 national study from UCLA found that 
after the 2016 election, teachers saw “increased 
incivility, intolerance, and polarization in class-
rooms” and “an increase in students making 
derogatory remarks about other groups during 
class discussions.” In a March 2019 follow-up 
study of 505 high school principals, educators 
noted that students are “more and more willing 
to say outrageously racist, homophobic, ‘whatev-
er-phobic’ things, believing it is their ‘right’ to do 
so.” This year has unleashed new waves of anti-
Asian racism during the COVID-19 pandemic  
and anti-Black racism during nationwide protests 
for racial justice. 

When students (or colleagues!) repeat 
explicitly racist, Islamophobic, xenophobic, 
homophobic, anti-Semitic, sexist, and just  
cruel talk at school, it’s educators’ responsibility 
to respond. (In my book Schooltalk, I offer sug-
gestions for responding to adults’ speech. Here, I 
address responses to student speech specifically.) 

Lawyers will debate the details in some cases, 
but educators can hang on to some basic prin-
ciples as they negotiate issues around student 
speech, whether face-to-face or online: 

• Educators should never passively tolerate 
hateful speech. Instead, we forbid threat 
speech and harassment.

• We challenge all speech that denigrates or 
misrepresents “types of people.”

• We treasure free speech, not as some “right” 
to disparage others without any conse-
quences but as the ability to discuss ideas.

Each of these ways of handling speech is core to 
an educator’s job.

We forbid threat speech  
and harassment.
Under the law, threats of violence are off limits 
in schools. A speaker can’t threaten others with 
violence in a school rally, in a comment in the 
hallway or classroom, online, or in a scrawl on 
the playground. There is “no constitutional  
right to be a bully,” as Sypniewski v. Warren  
Hills Board of Education stipulates. 

Harassment is also forbidden in schools. Our 
civil rights laws require educators to protect 
public school students from harassment or 
other discrimination based on race, color, 
national origin, sex, religion, or disability 
and—after transgender student Gavin Grimm’s 
August win in court—based on gender identity, 
gender expression, and sexual orientation. A 
school must maintain a safe and nondiscrimi-
natory learning environment for all students to 
protect their right to learn. By federal law and 
regulation, when hostile environments on cam-
puses impede learning, educators must take 
action to eliminate the hostile environment 
and its effects and prevent the harassment 
from recurring. 

Educators need to respond to even a single 
epithet or slur by making absolutely clear to 
students that we don’t harass people in school, 
in person or online. We need to state publicly,  
proactively, confidently, collectively, and often 

that hate, harassment, and intimidation have no 
place in our schools. 

Clear and publicly available school policies 
against harassment can help foster safer learning 
environments. So can proactive activities where 
students are asked to respect, value, and learn 
from one another; to learn facts about commu-
nities and our shared society; and to promote 
messages of inclusion themselves. #USvsHate 
offers activities that support students to know 
and respect their peers—and to rethink and 
refuse the old, false ideas that lurk under hateful 
speech and frame some people as more valuable 
than others.

Educators can consider when formal pun-
ishment of harassers is needed to signal to a 
community that unlawful harassment is off- 
limits, while prioritizing restorative dialogues 
that get students to consider and repair the 
consequences and causes of their speech. While 
educators can restrict hateful student speech 
(like lunchroom chants) for causing material 
and substantial disruption, the most powerful 
response is preventative: to talk explicitly in 
classrooms, assemblies, and discussion groups 
about how words can hurt and about the harmful 
ideas behind them. 

We challenge all speech that  
denigrates or misrepresents  
“types of people.”
Educators these days might hear students 
repeating cruel misinformation about commu-
nities of color, immigrants, or poor people, or 
openly praising white supremacy in class. The 
most important thing to do is respond. Edu-
cators should never stay silent in the face of 
speech devaluing or misrepresenting people. 
Instead, we should model what it looks like to 
challenge, engage, and question that speech 
and press openly for respect: “We don’t say that 
here, because such language is harmful to people 

Mica 
Pollock

Responding to Hateful  
Speech in Schools 
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#USvsHate offers activities that help students get to know and respect their peers, explore their 
society, and refuse “hate.” The following are initial suggestions for classroom dialogue that com-

bine ideas from Teaching Tolerance's Speak Up at School guide, the books Everyday Antiracism and 
Schooltalk, and more, and are meant to be used in tandem with #USvsHate's other resources. 

#USvsHate 
Dialogue Suggestions

and our community.” (Teaching Toler-
ance’s Speak Up at School initiative has 
other helpful sentence starters.) Even 
a derogatory remark said with a laugh 
requires a response: “Those words hurt 
people”; “Your comment has the effect of 
_________.” 

It is also important to question 
inaccurate or false claims and to press 
instead for learning and the engage-
ment of facts. Everyday talk (by 
students and adults) can distort other 
people’s families, cultures, histories, 
and neighborhoods and falsely deem 
some groups as less valuable, skilled, or 
deserving of opportunity. It’s our role 
to invite evidence-based reasoning, 
ongoing learning about complex social 
issues, and a deeper understanding of 
history and contemporary lives.* (See 
Schooltalk, usvshate.org’s “Professional 
Resources” and “Lessons” tabs, and 
www.schooltalking.org for professional 
development tools to frame responses.) 

Though we don’t censor student per-
spectives that we simply disagree with 
politically or personally, we challenge 
speech that is harmful to others, inaccu-
rate, or false. As a lawyer friend said to 
me, “Free speech gives you the right to 
speak your view, but not to avoid criti-
cism for it.” Indeed, the U.S. Constitution 
protects the ability to challenge each 
other’s language and claims.

We treasure free speech— 
meaning, the ability to  
discuss and debate ideas.
The ability to debate ideas and claims is a 
central educational value: If I just censor 
others’ ideas, they might later censor 
mine. It’s why we don’t preemptively 
outlaw all potentially “offensive” ideas 
or political speech from our students. It’s 
also why we don’t simply ban offensive 
ideas or political speech from our streets. 
We instead discuss speech’s content and 
consequences. We assess speech for its 
factual basis. 

And to keep schools safe for discussing 
ideas, we must draw the line at harassment 
and threats so that we can debate ideas.

Passivity and silence are never the 
answer. If left undiscussed, an inaccu-
rate claim can metastasize into hate. 
If left unchallenged, hateful speech 
can escalate into threat. We have seen 
nationally how leaders and influencers 
who fail to send clear signals to speak-
ers voicing intimidation, distortion, 
and hate embolden more speakers to 
threaten with physical violence as well 
as words.

We treasure the freedom to debate 
ideas and perspectives in schools. And to 
protect schools as places for the discus-
sion of ideas, we must challenge speech 
that distorts and degrades—and forbid 
any threat or harassment that endangers 
learning and lives. It’s our job. 
*As a scholar of antiracism, I do not define fact-based analysis 
of white privilege or critical analysis of “white supremacy” 
in U.S. history, law, and society as "hateful." I consider such 
teaching essential.

Mica Pollock (@micapollock) is a 
professor of education studies at UC San 
Diego, the editor of Everyday Antiracism, 
the author of Schooltalk: Rethinking 
What We Say About—and to—Students 
Every Day (The New Press, 2017), and the 
lead designer of #USvsHate.

Remember that your overall 
 task is to support the safety and well-being 

of the students in your room, along with 
their learning. For suggestions on setting norms 

for any dialogue—and on preparing to support 
specific populations who might feel vulnerable—
see #USvsHate’s “Tools for Productive Anti-Hate 

Dialogue (http://usvshate.org/tools-for-productive-
group-dialogues/).”

Don’t let anyone disparage any  
“type of person” without responding. 
Consider some basic responses you can 

practice and have ready:

Interrupt. Speak up against every biased remark.  (“I 
don’t like words like that.” “That phrase is hurtful.” 

“We don’t use slurs in this school.” “We don’t want to 
say that here because such language is harmful to 

others.” “Our school community is about respecting 
all.”) Point out that the comment hurts, regardless of 

the speaker’s intentions. (“That language hurts others, 
even if you didn’t mean to. Let’s make sure everyone is 

respected.”)

Question. Ask questions in response to hateful 
remarks, to find out why the speaker made the 

offensive comment and how you can best address the 
situation. (“Why did you make a statement like that? 

What do you mean?”)

Educate. Explain why a term or phrase is offensive. 
Encourage the person to choose a different 

expression. (“Do you know the history  
of that word?”)

Echo. If someone else speaks up against  
hate, thank her and reiterate her antibias  

message. (“Thanks for speaking up, Allison.  
I agree that word is offensive, and we  

shouldn’t use it.”)

Add facts.  
(“People who have 
spent a long time 
learning on this 
issue want us to 

know that...”)

Stories stay.  
Lessons leave. 

Respect privacy and 
build trust. Make sure 

people feel like they can 
share without being 

exposed  
to others outside of  

the classroom.

Source: UsvsHate.org. 
Adapted with permission.

Invite sharing,  
but don’t force it.  

Remember that some 
students will feel particularly 
vulnerable in conversations 

about targeted identities.  
Never force sharing.  

Be a learner.  
Our quest is to learn about real lives and our 

real society. There will be questions you won’t 
be able to answer on the spot. Just commit 

publicly to learning. (Your answer can always 
be, “Let me learn more about that,” or “Let’s 

learn more about that together.”)

Ask people to speak  
their own truths and 

experiences but take care 
with making claims about 

communities or experiences 
other than their own.  It’s an 

educator’s job to request that all 
claims be based on evidence. 
You can always ask a speaker 
to rethink a statement about 

“other people,” requesting more 
factual evidence. “Interesting, 
Joe, where have you learned 
that? Let’s keep learning and 

make sure our claims are based 
on evidence.” “I can speak 

from my own experience, but 
it doesn’t mean others have 

experienced the same thing!”

Try challenging the script (the 
common but inaccurate or cruel thing 
said), more than the speaker. (“In our 

society we sometimes hear people repeat 
that claim. But as we learn more about 

this issue, we realize that ...”) or ask the 
speaker to act like a learner. (“We all 
have a lot to learn on this. Let’s pursue 
a more accurate understanding of this 

issue by learning more about ...”)

Remember that the work is ongoing.  
A framework to keep in mind is Teaching 

Tolerance’s Social Justice Standards, which 
present four “domains” of antibias work to 

address in all classrooms (identity, diversity, 
justice, and action). 

Respond to stereotypical claims by 
requesting deeper learning. We can 

question the labels we give people (“I think 
it’s inaccurate to say Group X is ...”), and 

the actions we ascribe to them (“I think it’s 
inaccurate to say that Group X always 
does ...”), and ask people to learn more 

about real human beings.

Don’t “spotlight.” Let 
people speak as group 

members if they want to, but 
never pressure someone to 
represent a group. Everyone 
is a complex individual with 

membership in multiple 
communities.
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/educationupdateB lended learning (also known as 
hybrid learning) is an educational 
approach that combines face-to-
face instruction with some form of 

online engagement. It can be daunting to 
determine how best to navigate these dif-
ferent delivery modes to design cohesive 
learning experiences. Structuring lessons 
according to the following five compo-
nents—and determining which component 
is best suited to which setting—can help 
streamline the planning process.

1. Launch/Hook
To foster students’ investment in a unit, 
capture their attention from the start. 
Potential hooks include introducing  
novelty, a connection, a puzzle or chal-
lenge, or a chance for students to make 
predictions (Doubet & Hockett, 2015). 

Face-to-Face: Make a connection 
between students and content. A 3rd 
grade teacher introduced a geography unit 
with the essential question, “What causes 
change over time?” Students’ answers about 
themselves, their families, and their commu-
nities launched an investigation of the same 
question regarding geographical change.

Ask for predictions. Students in a 5th 
grade science class examined a partial data 
set on the time students spend playing 
video games in a week and made predic-
tions before seeing the entire data set and  
graphing the results.

Online: Try novelty. Relevant video 
clips, memes, or comics are useful online 
launchpads. An English teacher began a 
study on the effect of a narrator’s perspec-
tive by posting several optical illusions with 
varied interpretations and asking students 
to comment explaining what they saw. 

Offer a puzzle or challenge. As an 
introduction to ratios, middle school math 
teacher Brett Johnson posted pictures 
of Ant Man and The Hulk and challenged 
students to compare their sizes using a can 
of soda as a reference point.

2. Introducing New  
Content or Skills
Instruction can be delivered face-to-face 
or online (synchronously or asynchro-
nously). Whether live or recorded, be sure 
to (1) model skills and ask students to give 
them a try, and (2) chunk content to avoid 
overwhelming students with too much at 
once. After each chunk, build in time for 
students to process the material.

Face-to-Face: Build in spots to “prompt 
and pause,” allowing students to answer  
questions, share examples, and use 
response cards.

Online: Provide direct instruction via 
video and be sure to include opportunities 
to “pause and post” along the way for stu-
dents to share “a-ha” moments, questions, 
and examples.

3. Formative Assessment and 
Checks for Understanding
Align formative assessment with clear 
learning goals to monitor student progress 
toward those goals. Chunk goals as you 
do content and formatively assess after 
each chunk. Administer ongoing checks 
for understanding to individuals, pairs, or 
small groups to determine what's mak-
ing sense to students, what's confusing 
them, or where they have misconceptions. 
Review these student results to determine 
the nature of follow-up tasks.

Face-to-Face: Capitalize on face-to- 
face time by administering group checks 
for understanding using whiteboards, 
think-pair-shares, discussion, and  
debate to reveal shared understandings 
and misconceptions. Ending class with  
a traditional exit slip helps shape subse-
quent instruction to more accurately  
meet student needs.

Online: Use digital platforms to moni-
tor student understanding during online 
learning. Students learning about differ-
ent triangles might draw examples on 
GoFormative or post pictures of examples 
on Padlet. These online learning checks 
reveal if reteaching is needed, streamlining 
instructional time.

4. Active Processing  
with Peers
Provide students with the opportunity 
to practice skills—or apply them to a new 
context—in the company of peers. At their 
best, processing tasks will engage students 
with learning goals and with one another.

Face-to-Face: Students can collaborate 
in traditional small groups or via individ-
ual devices using Google Docs or Slides. 
These forums also allow groups to present 
their work to the full class by sharing links 
or projecting products on the classroom 
screen. Use face-to-face time to provide 
explicit instruction based on student needs 

revealed by students’ collaborative work.
Online: Engage students in meaningful 

online interactions with peers through 
discussion posts in your school’s learning 
management system or on sites like Flip-
grid. Invite interaction by asking classmates 
to comment on one another’s posts. Stu-
dents can also use Google Docs or Slides 
to maintain the flow of collaborative work 
between digital and face-to-face settings.

5. Authentic Learning 
Experiences
It’s important to provide motivating tasks 
that invite students into learning. Unlike 
isolated drills, such tasks can easily transi-
tion between school and home if they are 
grounded in authentic connections to the 
real world (e.g., investigating real-world 
issues, solving problems set in real-world 
contexts, using skills and tools of profession-
als) or to students’ personal lives (pursuing 
areas of personal interest or relevance) 
(McTighe, Doubet, & Carbaugh, 2020).

Face-to-Face: Introduce tasks in face-
to-face or remote, synchronous settings 
so that students have opportunities to ask 
questions. If you plan to use digital tools 
like Piktochart, Canva, or Anchor, intro-
duce those in class so that students can 
experiment and become comfortable while 
you are there to troubleshoot.

Online: Continuing work online is most 
successful when students have access to 
peers for collaboration (through Google 
Docs or chats) and have a place to post 
questions that surface during work. Take 
advantage of flexible online learning expe-
riences by scheduling opportunities for 
students to interact with mentors (in the 
community or beyond). 

Kristina J. Doubet (@kjdoubet) and Eric 
M. Carbaugh (@emc7x) are professors in the 
Department of Middle, Secondary, and Math 
Education at James Madison University in 
Virginia, as well as ASCD Faculty members 
and authors. This is an adapted excerpt from 
the Principles and Practices for Effective 
Blended Learning Quick Reference Guide 
(ASCD, 2020). To access more tips, visit  
www.ascd.org/quickreferenceguides.
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