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Introduction: Why Equity Is Not Enough — The Call for Empathy

"I think we all have empathy. We may not have enough courage to display it." - Maya
Angelou

In the vital work of creating educational spaces where every student can thrive, we have, for
years, centered the principle of equity. We have rightfully focused on dismantling systemic
barriers, distributing resources according to need, and ensuring that every student has access
to the opportunities and supports required for success. This work is, and will always be, the
foundational bedrock of a just education system. It is the essential structural work of fairness.
But what happens after the structures are challenged and the resources are allocated? What
fills the space between a policy and a person? The answer is empathy.

Equity provides the access, but empathy builds the belonging. Equity ensures a student is in the
room, but empathy makes them feel seen, heard, and valued within it. While equity is the
architecture of fairness, empathy is the human connection that brings that architecture to life. It
is the profound, and sometimes challenging, act of striving to understand another’s feelings,
perspectives, and experiences—not to agree or disagree, but simply to understand. It is the
force that transforms a classroom from a collection of individuals into a community.

This book is a call to move beyond equity as a checklist and toward empathy as a daily practice.
It is a journey from ensuring rights to nurturing relationships. We will explore how to see the
whole student, with their layered identities and intersecting stories. We will confront the subtle
barriers and biases that persist even in the most well-intentioned, equity-focused environments.
And we will discover how empathy can become the most powerful tool we have for curriculum
design, classroom management, community building, and leadership.

This is not a rejection of equity, but an expansion of it. It is a recognition that to truly serve our
students, we must build systems that are not only fair in structure but also human in spirit. We
must have the courage to not only do the work of equity but to feel the work of empathy. Let this

be our guide to doing just that.



Chapter 1: Understanding Identity and Intersectionality

"Our ability to reach unity in diversity will be the beauty and the test of our civilization." —
Mahatma Gandhi

To build classrooms rooted in empathy, we must first begin with a deep and nuanced
understanding of identity. Identity is not a simple label; it is the complex, evolving, and deeply
personal story of who we are. It is the language we speak at home, the faith that guides us, the
culture that enriches us, the color of our skin, the history of our ancestors, and the unique
combination of experiences that shape our view of the world. In education, however, the rich,
layered identities of our students are often flattened, misunderstood, or rendered invisible.

This is particularly true for students from the Middle East, a vast and dynamic region of
intersecting languages, religions, and cultures. The term "Middle Eastern” itself can be a
flattening agent if not handled with care, erasing the distinct experiences of Arab, Persian,
Kurdish, Turkish, Mizrahi and Sephardi Jewish, Druze, Armenian, and Assyrian peoples, among
many others. In our schools, these students often find their identities reduced to a single political
conflict, a religious stereotype, or a monolithic cultural bloc.

This is where the theory of intersectionality, developed by scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw,
becomes an indispensable tool for the empathetic educator. Intersectionality teaches us that
identity is not a single axis but a convergence of multiple factors. A student is never just one
thing. A student might be a Muslim and queer, an Arab and a Christian, a Black and Palestinian,
a Jewish and Mizrahi Israeli. Each of these intersections creates a unique lived experience, a
specific way of moving through the world and through our schools. For example, a Mizrahi
Jewish student, whose family comes from Iraq or Yemen, may face antisemitism while also
feeling culturally invisible in a predominantly Ashkenazi (European) Jewish space. Their
experience of being Jewish is different from that of a white, Ashkenazi peer, and our
understanding must be expansive enough to hold both truths.

Affirming identity in the classroom is a foundational act of empathy. It requires us to move
beyond assumptions and toward curiosity. It means treating students as the primary experts on
their own lives. When we create space for students to define themselves, on their own terms,
we send a powerful message: "You are seen, you are whole, and you belong here." This
practice involves using precise and respectful language—saying "Palestinian” openly and
respectfully, understanding that Jewish identity is a culture and ethnicity, not just a religion, and
recognizing that not all Arabs are Muslim and not all Muslims are Arab.

An empathetic approach to identity disrupts the binary thinking that so often dominates
conversations about the Middle East (e.g., "Jewish vs. Arab"). It pushes us to see historical
entanglements, shared cultural touchstones, and complex human stories, not simple
oppositions. It means including the joy, art, music, and literature of these cultures in our
curriculum, not just their histories of conflict and trauma. By doing so, we honor the full,
complicated, and beautiful humanity of every student who walks through our doors.



Check-in Activity: The Identity Shield

This activity is designed to foster self-reflection and build empathy within the classroom
community by allowing students to share the multifaceted nature of their identities in a
structured and safe way.

1.

Preparation: Provide each student with a piece of paper and drawing materials. Ask
them to draw a large shield and divide it into four equal quadrants.

The Four Quadrants: Assign a theme to each quadrant. You can use the following or
adapt them to your students' age and context:

o Quadrant 1: My Family & Heritage: Students can draw or write words
representing their family structure, cultural background, or ancestral roots.

o Quadrant 2: My Language(s) & Communication: This space is for the languages
they speak, listen to, or feel connected to, including dialects, slang, or non-verbal
forms of communication.

o Quadrant 3: A Value That Guides Me: Students identify a core personal value
(e.g., kindness, justice, loyalty, creativity) and represent it visually or with words.

o Quadrant 4: Something the World Doesn't See: This quadrant is for a part of
their identity that is often hidden, misunderstood, or invisible to others (e.g., a
passion, a fear, a personal experience, a hidden talent).

Sharing (Optional & Voluntary): Create a safe and voluntary space for sharing.
Students can share their entire shield with a small group or the whole class, or they can
choose to share just one quadrant. The emphasis should be on listening with empathy,
not on questioning or judging. As an educator, model this by sharing your own Identity
Shield.

Key Points to Remember:

1.

Identity is Intersectional: Students are never just one thing. Their identities are layered
and create unique lived experiences that educators must strive to understand and affirm.
Students are the Experts of Their Own Identity: Our role is not to label students but to
listen with curiosity and respect how they define themselves and their stories.

Empathy Requires Moving Beyond Binaries: Challenge simplistic narratives (e.g., "us
vs. them") and instead explore the complex, shared, and entangled human stories that
connect us all.



Chapter 2: Barriers, Bias, and Belonging

"It is not our differences that divide us. It is our inability to recognize, accept, and
celebrate those differences.” - Audre Lorde

Even in schools with a stated commitment to equity, students often encounter invisible forces
that erode their sense of belonging. These are the subtle but powerful barriers of bias,
stereotyping, and microaggressions. While a school policy might declare that all students are
welcome, the lived experience of a student can be shaped by a thousand tiny moments of
exclusion that tell them otherwise. This is the "hidden curriculum"—the unspoken messages
embedded in our language, assumptions, and daily interactions. For an educator practicing
empathy, the work is to make this hidden curriculum visible and actively dismantle it.
Bias often manifests as stereotypes, which are oversimplified and deeply ingrained narratives
about a group of people. For students of Middle Eastern descent, these tropes can be
particularly damaging. For instance, Arab and Palestinian students are often stereotyped as
being inherently political, angry, or associated with violence, while their rich cultural and
personal lives are ignored. Jewish students are frequently subjected to antisemitic tropes about
wealth and power, or are assumed to be a monolithic group who all think, vote, and believe the
same things, and are held responsible for the actions of the Israeli government. A Mizrahi or
Sephardi Jewish student may find their identity completely erased by the common assumption
that all Jews are white and of European descent.
These stereotypes fuel microaggressions: the everyday slights, insults, and dismissals that
communicate hostility or negativity toward a person's identity. While termed "micro," their impact
is anything but small. For a student, the cumulative weight of these experiences is profoundly
harmful. Consider the impact of comments like:
e "You don't ook Jewish." (Communicates that there is only one way to be Jewish, erasing
diversity.)
e "So, what do your people think about what's happening over there?" (Places an unfair
burden on a student to speak for an entire group.)
e "That conflict is just too complicated to talk about in school." (Signals to Palestinian and
Israeli students that their identities and histories are a burden.)
e Ignoring significant religious or cultural holidays like Eid, Rosh Hashanah, or Nowruz in
school planning. (Sends a message that these traditions are not as important.)
Each of these moments, however unintentional, chips away at a student's sense of
psychological safety and belonging. It creates an environment where students feel they must
censor themselves, hide parts of their identity, or constantly be on guard. The emotional
exhaustion that results directly impacts their ability to learn, engage, and thrive.
The empathetic educator understands that bias does not need to be intentional to be harmful.
The work, then, is to move from a focus on intent to a focus on impact. It requires the courage to
interrupt harm in real time, even when it's uncomfortable. This isn't about "calling out" and
shaming, but "calling in"—a practice of inviting deeper understanding. It might sound like, "Let's
pause on that comment. It touches on a common stereotype, and | want to take a moment to
unpack why that can be harmful." This approach models accountability and turns a moment of



potential harm into an opportunity for collective learning.

Ultimately, building a true sense of belonging requires us to see these barriers not as individual,
isolated incidents, but as systemic patterns. It means examining our curriculum for missing
voices, our school calendars for cultural blind spots, and our own language for hidden
assumptions. It is a commitment to creating a space where every student feels free to bring their
whole, authentic self without fear of being stereotyped, dismissed, or erased.

Check-in Activity: The "Impact vs. Intent" Scenario Workshop

This activity helps educators practice recognizing and responding to microaggressions by
focusing on the harm they cause, rather than the intention of the person who said them.
1. Preparation: Prepare a few short, realistic scenarios involving microaggressions that
might occur in a school setting.
o Scenario A: During a class discussion on current events, a teacher says to the only
Jewish student, "Can you explain the Israeli perspective for us?"
o Scenario B: A student tells their friend, who is of Iranian descent, "Your English is
so good!"
o Scenario C: When a Palestinian student becomes visibly upset during a news
report shown in class, a staff member tells them they are being "too sensitive" and
"bringing politics into school."
2. Small Group Discussion: In small groups, have educators discuss one or more of the
scenarios using the following prompts:
o What is the potential impact of this comment or action on the student? (Think
about their sense of safety, belonging, and identity.)
o What might have been the intent? (Acknowledge that it may not have been
malicious.)
Why does the impact matter more than the intent in this situation?
Brainstorm an empathetic response. How could a fellow student or an educator
"call in" the person who made the comment? What could they say to the student
who was harmed to offer support and validate their feelings?
3. Group Share-Out: Each group shares their key insights and one of their brainstormed
empathetic responses. The goal is to build a collective toolkit of language and strategies
for interrupting harm with care and accountability.

Key Points to Remember:

1. Focus on Impact, Not Intent: Harmful bias can be unintentional, but it is still harmful.
The empathetic educator prioritizes the impact of words and actions on the student's
sense of safety and belonging.

2. Microaggressions are a Macro Problem: These small, daily slights accumulate and
create a significant barrier to learning and well-being. Recognizing and interrupting them



is essential work.

3. "Calling In" is an Act of Community Care: Responding to bias isn't about punishment;
it's about education and accountability. Use moments of harm as opportunities to build
deeper understanding and strengthen the classroom community.

Chapter 3: Equity-Centered Practice
"Justice is what love looks like in public." - Cornel West

Equity is more than a buzzword or a policy document; it is a daily, dynamic practice. It is the
conscious and continuous effort to build a world, starting with our classrooms, where every
student has what they need to flourish. But for this practice to be truly transformative, it must be
centered not only in fairness but also in feeling—in the empathetic recognition of our shared
humanity. An equity-centered practice is where the structural work of justice meets the relational
work of love.
This means moving from abstract principles to concrete actions. It begins with adopting an
unwavering pro-human, anti-oppressive stance. As educators, we have a professional and
moral obligation to create environments free from hate and discrimination. This requires us to
affirm that all students have a right to dignity and safety, that identity is not a political position to
be debated, and that silence in the face of oppression is a form of complicity. Holding this stance
means we must be prepared to challenge antisemitism, Islamophobia, and anti-Palestinian
racism with equal vigor, refusing to rank or dismiss anyone's pain.
So, what does this look like in the classroom? It looks like moving from policy to pedagogy. An
inclusive policy on a district website is meaningless if students don't feel its effects in their daily
lives. Equity-centered practice is felt in the small moments: when a teacher pronounces a
student's name correctly without being asked twice; when the school calendar acknowledges
and makes space for Eid, Yom Kippur, and Nowruz; when a student sees their family structure,
culture, and language reflected in the books on the shelf. It's in these details that students learn
whether they truly belong.
A critical component of this practice is a restorative mindset. Harm will inevitably occur in any
human community. Students will make mistakes, and educators will have blind spots. An
equity-centered approach does not seek punishment; it seeks repair. When an identity-based
harm occurs—a racist joke, a stereotypical assumption, an act of erasure—a restorative
response prioritizes three things:
1. Care for the harmed: The first step is always to ensure the student who was hurt feels
seen, heard, and supported.
2. Accountability for the harm: This involves helping the person who caused harm
understand its impact, not just to assign blame.
3. Community education and repair: The goal is to use the incident as a learning
opportunity for the entire community to prevent future harm.
This work requires courage. It requires us to sit with discomfort—our own and others'. It asks us
to prioritize a student's safety over our fear of saying the wrong thing. Equity-centered practice



is not about being a perfect educator; it's about being a present and accountable one. It is the
ongoing commitment to showing up with humility, learning from our missteps, and always,
always choosing care over comfort.

Check-in Activity: The Equity Practice Audit

This activity is a personal and collaborative reflection tool designed to help educators identify
concrete areas for growth in their daily practice.

1. Individual Reflection: Provide educators with the following checklist. Ask them to silently
and honestly reflect on their own practice, perhaps using a simple "Yes," "Sometimes," or
"Not Yet" rating for each item.

o Curriculum: Do my lesson plans and materials regularly include voices and
perspectives from Palestinian, Jewish, Arab, Kurdish, and other Middle Eastern
communities? Do | highlight joy, art, and innovation, not just conflict and trauma?

o Classroom Environment: Do the visuals in my classroom (posters, books, art)
reflect the diversity of my students and the wider world? Is my classroom a place
where students feel safe to express their identity?

o Language: Do | consistently use identity-affirming language? Do | ask students
how they identify and honor their words?

o Response to Harm: Do | have a clear plan for how | will respond when | witness a
microaggression or identity-based harm? Do | feel prepared to intervene in real
time?

o Family Communication: Do | proactively communicate with families about positive
news and cultural celebrations, not just academic or behavioral concerns?

2. Think-Pair-Share: After individual reflection, ask educators to turn to a partner. They
should not share their specific ratings but rather discuss the following:

o "Which area on this checklist feels like a strength for you right now?"

o "Which area presents the biggest challenge or opportunity for growth?"

o "What is one small, concrete step you could take this week to grow in that area?"

3. Commitment to Action: Conclude by inviting anyone who feels comfortable to share one
small step they plan to take. This creates a sense of shared accountability and collective
growth.

Key Points to Remember:

1. Equity is a Daily Practice, Not a Destination: It shows up in the small, consistent
choices we make in our curriculum, language, and interactions every day.

2. Adopt a Restorative Mindset: WWhen harm occurs, the goal is not punishment but repair.
Prioritize care for the harmed, accountability for the harm, and learning for the community.

3. Courage Over Comfort: True equity work requires us to embrace discomfort. Prioritizing
a student's psychological safety is more important than avoiding a difficult conversation.



Chapter 4: Creating Safe and Inclusive Classrooms
"Safety is not the absence of threat; it is the presence of connection." - Gabor Maté

An inclusive classroom is not merely a space decorated with diverse posters; it is an
environment where every student experiences profound psychological safety. This is the
foundational belief that one can show up as their full, authentic self without fear of humiliation,
judgment, or harm. For learning to occur, for risks to be taken, and for growth to happen,
students must first feel safe. For many students from Middle Eastern backgrounds, this safety is
often precarious, threatened by the weight of geopolitical conflicts, harmful media portrayals,
and the silencing fear of "saying the wrong thing."

Our primary task as empathetic educators is to intentionally construct a classroom culture where
identity is not treated as a controversy to be managed, but as a core part of the human
experience to be honored. This means moving beyond a passive "all are welcome" stance to an
active, anti-oppressive practice of inclusion. It requires us to see the classroom as an
ecosystem where our actions, words, and even our silence, contribute to or detract from the
collective sense of safety.

Building this ecosystem involves several key commitments. First, we must normalize
conversations about identity, modeling how to speak about culture, ethnicity, and faith with
nuance and respect. This means using affirming language, confidently and unapologetically
saying "Palestinian" or "Jewish Israeli," and creating space for students to share their stories on
their own terms, without being forced into the role of spokesperson for an entire people.

Second, this work demands proactive and specific care. In moments of heightened global
tension, Jewish and Palestinian students are not "risks" to be managed, but children who need
our protection and empathy. For Jewish students, this means ensuring their holidays are
respected, their identity is celebrated beyond the lens of the Holocaust, and that they are never
held responsible for the actions of a government. For Palestinian students, it means affirming
their existence and culture without apology, teaching their history—including the Nakba—with
compassion, and interrupting the racist tropes that frame them as inherently political or
aggressive.

Finally, a safe classroom has a clear and transparent plan for what happens when harm occurs.
Students need to know, with certainty, that if they experience an antisemitic slur, an
Islamophobic comment, or the erasure of their identity, an adult will intervene with urgency and
care. This is where co-creating classroom agreements becomes a powerful tool. When students
collaborate to define what safety, respect, and dignity look like in their community, they become
co-owners of that culture, empowered to uphold it for themselves and for each other.

Check-in Activity: Co-Creating Classroom Agreements for Belonging



This activity shifts the power of creating norms to the students, making them active agents in
building a safe and inclusive classroom culture.

1.

Framing the Conversation: Begin with a prompt like, "What do we need from each
other to make this classroom a place where everyone feels safe, respected, and able to
bring their whole self?" or "What would it look like, sound like, and feel like if our
classroom was a true community of belonging?"

Individual Brainstorm: Give students a few minutes of silent time to jot down their
ideas on sticky notes. Encourage them to think about specific actions, words, or attitudes
(e.g., "Listen without interrupting,” "It's okay to disagree respectfully," "We don't make
assumptions about people," "We protect each other's feelings").

Group & Theme: Have students share their ideas in small groups, clustering similar
sticky notes together to identify common themes (e.g., Respect, Listening, Courage,
Support).

Drafting the Agreements: As a whole class, review the themes and work together to
draft 3-5 core agreements. Write them in positive, actionable language (e.g., "We listen
to understand, not to respond" instead of "Don't interrupt").

Making it Official: Once the class reaches a consensus, have everyone sign the poster
or document. Display the agreements prominently in the classroom as a living document
that the community can refer to and revisit throughout the year.

Key Points to Remember:

1.

Psychological Safety is the Bedrock of Learning: No meaningful academic or
personal growth can happen until students feel safe to be their authentic selves.
Inclusion Must Be Proactive and Specific: It is not enough to be passively welcoming.
We must actively affirm and protect the identities of our most vulnerable students,
especially in times of tension.

Empower Students to Co-Create Their Culture: When students help build the norms
of their community, they are more invested in upholding them, transforming the
classroom into a space of shared responsibility and mutual care.



Chapter 5: Curriculum, Pedagogy & Representation

"Books are sometimes windows, offering views of worlds that may be real or
imagined, familiar or strange. These windows are also sliding glass doors, and
readers have only to walk through in imagination to become part of whatever world
has been created or recreated by the author. When lighting conditions are just right,
however, a window can also be a mirror." - Rudine Sims Bishop

The curriculum is far more than a list of topics to be covered; it is the narrative we build about
the world and who matters within it. For every student, the curriculum should function as both a
mirror and a window. It must be a mirror in which they see their own lives, cultures, and
histories reflected with accuracy, dignity, and richness. And it must be a window through which
they can look with empathy into the lives and experiences of others. For many students,
especially those from marginalized communities, the curriculum has been a wall, showing them
neither themselves nor a clear view of anyone else.

For students of Middle Eastern descent, this curricular invisibility is profound. Too often, the
region and its people appear only through the narrow lens of conflict, ancient history, or religious
extremism. This is not a mirror; it is a caricature. It erases the joy, innovation, diversity, and
resilience that are hallmarks of these cultures. An empathetic curriculum, therefore, is an act of
restoration. It is the work of finding and centering the stories that have been pushed to the
margins.

This work requires a shift in both what we teach (curriculum) and how we teach it (pedagogy).
An equitable curriculum moves beyond tokenism—the "food, flags, and festivals"
approach—and toward deep, embedded representation. This means:

e Reading the poetry of Mahmoud Darwish and Yehuda Amichai in an English class, not
just as examples of "conflict literature," but as profound human expressions of love, loss,
and longing.

Studying the scientific advancements of the Islamic Golden Age in a science class.
Exploring the vibrant diversity of Jewish life, including the histories and cultures of
Mizrahi, Sephardi, and Ethiopian communities, not just focusing on the European
Holocaust.

e Teaching history in a way that examines the impact of colonialism and includes multiple
perspectives on events like the founding of Israel and the Palestinian Nakba, not as a
debate to be won, but as a complex human history to be understood with empathy.

The pedagogy that delivers this curriculum must be one of belonging. It values a student's lived
experience as a source of knowledge. It uses inquiry-based projects that invite students to
explore their own family histories. It creates space for multiple truths to coexist without
demanding that one must be right and the other wrong. This pedagogy is not about turning
identity into a "debate" but about using it as a bridge to deeper understanding. It is about



teaching with, not just about, communities.
Check-in Activity: The "Mirrors, Windows, and Sliding Glass Doors" Curriculum Audit

This activity, inspired by Dr. Rudine Sims Bishop's framework, helps educators analyze a
specific lesson plan, unit, or text for its representative power.

1. Select a Curricular Artifact: Choose a text, lesson, or unit you currently teach.

2. Analyze Through the Framework: Review the artifact and answer the following
questions:

o Where are the MIRRORS? Which students in your classroom will see their own
identities, cultures, or experiences reflected in this material? Is the reflection
accurate, complex, and affirming?

o Where are the WINDOWS? What new perspectives, cultures, or experiences
does this material offer to students? Does it challenge stereotypes or offer a view
into a world different from their own?

o Where are the SLIDING GLASS DOORS? How does this material invite
students to step into another's shoes? Does it build empathy and connection,
allowing them to imagine another's perspective?

o Where are the WALLS? Whose stories are missing entirely? Which students
might feel erased or invisible in this curriculum?

3. Action Plan for Revision: Based on your analysis, brainstorm one or two concrete
changes you could make to this artifact to add more mirrors for underrepresented
students and more windows for all students. This could involve adding a complementary
text, a primary source document, a guest speaker, or a new discussion question.

Key Points to Remember:

1. Curriculum is a Statement of Value: What we choose to teach sends a powerful
message about who and what is important.

2. Representation Must Be Authentic and Complex: Move beyond tokenism to embed
diverse stories of joy, resilience, and everyday life into the core of your curriculum.

3. Pedagogy Should Build Bridges, Not Battlegrounds: How we teach matters as much
as what we teach. Use teaching methods that foster empathy, value lived experience,
and allow multiple truths to coexist.



Chapter 6: Celebration & Community Building

"Community is a place where the connections felt in our hearts make themselves
known in the bonds between people, and where the tuggings and pullings of those
bonds keep opening our hearts." - Parker J. Palmer

In our work to build equitable and empathetic schools, we often focus on the serious tasks of
dismantling barriers and redesigning curriculum. But we must never underestimate the
transformative power of joy. Celebration and community building are not frivolous add-ons; they
are essential practices that weave the fabric of belonging. When done with intention and care,
they become powerful acts of cultural affirmation, human connection, and collective healing.

Too often, school "celebrations" of culture fall into the trap of tokenism: the one-off multicultural
night, the "food and flags" fair, or the heritage month that ticks a box but fails to touch the heart.
While well-intentioned, these events can inadvertently reinforce stereotypes, reduce rich
traditions to consumable objects, and leave students feeling more like exhibits than members of
a community. An empathetic approach to celebration moves beyond performance and toward
participation. It is less about observing a culture and more about experiencing our shared
humanity through it.

Ethical celebration is student-centered and community-driven. It begins not with a pre-planned
event calendar, but with a question: "Whose joy have we yet to make space for?" It means
inviting students and their families to be the architects of their own representation. This could
look like a "Taste of Us" event, where families share not just food but the stories and memories
attached to a dish. It could be a language celebration day where students teach each other
greetings and poems in Arabic, Hebrew, Farsi, and other home languages. It might be a
storytelling festival where grandparents and community elders are invited to share folktales and
oral histories.

This approach requires us to see celebration as both cultural and spiritual. It means creating a
school culture that genuinely respects and makes space for significant observances like
Ramadan, Rosh Hashanah, Nowruz, and Eid. This goes beyond simply noting them on a
calendar. It means being mindful of fasting students during lunch, scheduling important exams
outside of major holidays, and creating quiet spaces for prayer or reflection. These are not
"special accommodations”; they are fundamental acts of empathy and equity that signal to
students that their whole lives, not just their academic lives, are valued here.

When we build community this way—through shared stories, shared joy, and shared
respect—we do more than just create a positive school climate. We model a world where
cultural difference is not a source of division, but a wellspring of strength, beauty, and
connection. We make belonging something that is felt, not just talked about.

Check-in Activity: From Tokenism to Transformation



This activity helps educators critically evaluate a current or past school celebration and
brainstorm ways to make it more authentic, inclusive, and community-driven.

1.

Identify a Celebration: Think of a cultural celebration or event that your school has
hosted (e.g., Multicultural Night, Black History Month assembly, Hispanic Heritage Month
display).
Critical Reflection: On a piece of paper, create two columns: "Tokenism" and
"Transformation." Under the "Tokenism" column, list any aspects of the event that might
have been superficial, stereotypical, or performative. Consider the following prompts:
o Who did the planning? Who did the performing?
o Did it focus on objects (food, flags, fashion) more than people and stories?
o Did it happen in isolation or was it connected to ongoing learning in the
curriculum?
o How were students and families from the celebrated culture involved? Were they
partners or props?
Brainstorming for Transformation: Now, in the "Transformation" column, brainstorm
specific ways to redesign the event to be more meaningful and empathetic. Use these
prompts to guide your thinking:
o How could we shift the focus from performance to participation?
o How could we center the voices and stories of students and families?
o How could this celebration be linked to deeper learning before, during, and after
the event?
o What would it look like if this celebration was co-created with the community, not
just presented for them?

4. Share One Idea: In a small group or with a partner, share one transformative idea that

you are excited about.

Key Points to Remember:

1.

Joy is a Tool for Justice: Creating space for cultural joy is a powerful way to counteract
negative stereotypes and affirm the full humanity of your students.

Authentic Celebration is Co-Created: Move away from adult-led, top-down events.
Partner with students and families to ensure that celebrations are respectful, accurate,
and meaningful to the communities they are intended to honor.

Belonging is Built in the Small Moments: True community isn't forged in a single
assembly, but in the daily acts of respect, recognition, and shared experience that make
everyone feel seen and valued.



Chapter 7: Quick Tools: Do’s, Don’ts, and Look-Fors

"Knowing is not enough; we must apply. Willing is not enough; we must do." -
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

The journey toward a more equitable and empathetic practice is built on a foundation of deep
learning and reflection. However, in the fast-paced reality of school life, we also need practical,
accessible tools that can guide our actions in the moment. This chapter distills the core
concepts of this book into a series of straightforward Do’s, Don’ts, and Look-Fors. Think of it as
an "in-your-pocket" guide to help translate good intentions into meaningful action, especially
when time is short and tensions may be high.

These lists are not a substitute for the deeper work, but rather a scaffold to support it. They are
reminders of the small but powerful choices we can make every day to affirm our students'
identities and build a culture of belonging.

{74 The Do’s: Affirming Practices for Daily Use

e Do ask students how they self-identify. Never assume. Invite them to share the
language that feels right for them and then use that language. This simple act respects
their agency and expertise over their own story.

e Do say "Palestinian" and "Jewish Israeli" with confidence and care. Avoiding these
terms signals fear and contributes to erasure. Using them normally and respectfully
affirms the existence and dignity of your students.

e Do integrate diverse Middle Eastern voices year-round. Don't wait for a heritage
month. Weave the stories, art, and scientific contributions of Jewish, Arab, Persian, and
Kurdish peoples into your regular curriculum.

e Do interrupt stereotypes and microaggressions in real time. When you hear a
biased comment, address it. A simple, "Let's pause and unpack that," can turn a moment
of harm into a moment of learning for the whole community.

e Do create space for joy, not just trauma. When teaching about any culture, balance
stories of hardship and resilience with celebrations of music, food, art, and everyday life.

e Do proactively accommodate religious and cultural observances. Be aware of
major holidays like Ramadan, Passover, and Nowruz. Plan accordingly and create a
culture where students don't have to ask for their traditions to be respected.

Y The Don’ts: Common Pitfalls to Avoid

e Don't frame identity as a political controversy. A student's existence is not a debate.
Treating Jewish or Palestinian identity as an "issue" to be argued dehumanizes students.

e Don't ask a student to speak for their entire race, religion, or culture. This is
tokenism, and it places an unfair emotional and intellectual burden on a single child.

e Don't hold a student responsible for the actions of a government. Your Jewish



students are not spokespeople for the Israeli government, nor are your Palestinian
students responsible for the actions of Palestinian leadership.

Don't let the fear of saying the wrong thing lead to silence. Silence in the face of
identity-based harm or erasure is a choice, and it is often the most damaging choice of
all. It is better to try, make a mistake, and apologize than to do nothing.

Don't make assumptions. Don't assume all Middle Eastern people are Muslim, all
Arabs are Palestinian, or all Jews are white. Let your students' complex and beautiful
realities dismantle your assumptions.

C), The Look-Fors: Observable Signs of an Inclusive School

In the Hallways: Do the books in the library, the posters on the walls, and the art
displays reflect the full diversity of the student body, including Middle Eastern identities?
Are student names pronounced correctly and displayed with care?

In the Classroom: Can students articulate their classroom norms for respectful
dialogue? Do they feel safe to share their perspectives without fear of judgment? Is there
evidence of student identity and culture in the curriculum?

In the School Calendar: Does the scheduling of major tests, projects, and school
events take into account significant religious and cultural holidays for all communities?
In Staff Conversations: Do educators talk about students from a place of strength and
asset-based thinking? Are they actively working to understand and interrupt their own
biases?

Check-in Activity: The “Do/Don’t” Personal Goal Setting

This is a quick, private reflection to help educators identify one specific, actionable goal for their
practice.

1.

4.

Review the Lists: Take two minutes to silently re-read the "Do's" and "Don'ts" lists
above.
Select One of Each:

o Choose one "Do" that you want to commit to doing more consistently.

o Choose one "Don't" that you want to be more mindful of avoiding.

Write it Down: On a sticky note or in a private journal, write down your two choices. For
the "Do," write down what it will look like in your classroom. For the "Don't," write down
what you will do instead.

o Example: "DO: I will find and share one poem by a Palestinian or Israeli author
this month. DON'T: | will stop saying 'the Middle East is so complicated' and
instead say 'Let's learn about its complexities with care."

Keep it Visible: Place the note somewhere you will see it regularly as a personal
reminder.

Key Points to Remember:



1. Small Actions Have Big Impacts: Consistent, small, positive actions are more powerful
than occasional grand gestures.

2. Intention is Not Enough; Action is Required: Our willingness to act on what we know
is what creates real change for students.

3. This is a Journey, Not a Checklist: Use these tools not to judge your practice, but to
guide it. Every day is a new opportunity to do better.

Chapter 8: Working with Families & School Partners
"It takes a village to raise a child." - African Proverb

The work of creating truly empathetic and equitable schools cannot be confined to the hours
between the first and last bell. It extends beyond the classroom walls and into the homes and
communities of our students. For too long, schools have operated under a model of "family
outreach," a one-way street where the school dictates information to families. To build a genuine
culture of belonging, we must shift to a model of authentic partnership, one that recognizes
parents, caregivers, and community leaders as co-educators who hold invaluable expertise and
wisdom.

Families are a child's first teachers. They are the keepers of their culture, the narrators of their
history, and the primary architects of their identity. The stories, languages, traditions, and values
that are nurtured at home are not separate from a child's education; they are the very foundation
of it. When we fail to recognize and honor this, we create a disconnect between a student's
home life and their school life, forcing them to navigate two separate worlds. An empathetic
school seeks to build a bridge between these worlds, creating a seamless sense of identity and
belonging for the child.

This means moving beyond seeing families as resources to be tapped and toward seeing them
as partners to learn from. It requires humility and a willingness to decenter the school as the
sole holder of knowledge. Families from all backgrounds, including Jewish, Arab, Palestinian,
and other Middle Eastern communities, possess what scholar Luis Moll calls "funds of
knowledge"—the rich collections of skills, experiences, and cultural assets that are often
overlooked by traditional school systems. This knowledge is a treasure trove for enriching the
learning environment for all students.

Inviting this wisdom into the school is a powerful act of affirmation. It tells families, "You matter
here. Your stories are part of our curriculum. Your joy is part of our community." This can take
many forms: inviting a grandmother to teach a traditional song, asking a father to share the
history behind a family recipe, or partnering with a local cultural center to co-host a community
celebration. When a student sees their own family's story or tradition honored in the school
space, their sense of pride and belonging deepens profoundly. Furthermore, when other



students are exposed to these stories, their worlds expand, stereotypes are dismantled, and
empathy grows. The joy of one family becomes a source of learning and connection for the
entire community.

Building these partnerships requires trust, and trust is built through consistent, caring, and
culturally responsive communication. It means ensuring interpretation is available, making the
first phone call home one of celebration rather than concern, and creating welcoming spaces
where families feel safe to share their perspectives, fears, and hopes without judgment. It is a
long-term investment in relationships that pays immeasurable dividends in student well-being
and academic success.

Check-in Activity: Mapping Community Assets

This activity helps school staff shift from a deficit-based view of their community to an
asset-based one, identifying the rich "funds of knowledge" that families and local partners can
offer.

1. Individual Brainstorm: On a large piece of chart paper or a whiteboard, create a central
circle and label it "Our School." Ask staff to take several sticky notes and, individually,
brainstorm the "assets" that exist within the student and family community. Prompt them
to think broadly:

o Skills & Talents: What are families good at? (e.g., cooking, storytelling,
gardening, coding, music, art).

o Cultural & Linguistic Knowledge: What languages are spoken? What
traditions, holidays, and histories are celebrated?

o Community Connections: What local organizations, businesses, places of
worship, or cultural centers are families connected to?

2. Create the Map: Have staff come up and place their sticky notes on the chart paper,
clustering similar ideas together. As they do, draw lines connecting these assets back to
the central "Our School" circle.

3. Discussion & Connection-Making: As a group, look at the completed map and discuss
the following:

o What patterns or strengths do you notice? What assets are we currently
underutilizing?

o How could we leverage one of these assets to enrich a specific unit of study or
school-wide event?

o What is one concrete step we could take this month to invite a family or
community partner to share their expertise with our students?

4. Commit to an Action: As a team, choose one idea to pursue and create a simple action
plan to make it happen.

Key Points to Remember:

1. Shift from Outreach to Partnership: Move away from a one-way model of



communication and toward a collaborative relationship where families are seen as
co-educators.

2. Families Possess Invaluable "Funds of Knowledge": Every family holds a wealth of
cultural assets, stories, and skills that can enrich the learning environment for all
students.

3. Authentic Partnerships are Built on Trust: Building trust requires humility, consistent
and positive communication, and a genuine desire to learn from and with the
communities you serve.



Chapter 9: From Equity to Empathy — A Framework

"Empathy is a skill like any other human skill. If you get a chance to practice, you
can get better at it." - Satya Nadella

The journey from an equity-focused mindset to one that is fully alive with empathy is not
automatic. It requires a conscious, intentional, and repeatable practice. While the preceding
chapters have laid the groundwork—exploring identity, bias, safety, and community—this
chapter offers a simple yet powerful framework to operationalize empathy in our daily work. It is
a three-step process that can be applied to any interaction, curriculum decision, or leadership
challenge: See, Feel, Act.

This framework transforms empathy from a vague feeling into a deliberate professional practice.
It provides a structure for slowing down, deepening our understanding, and ensuring that our
actions are rooted in a genuine connection to the human beings we serve.

1. See: The Practice of Deep Noticing

The first step is to truly see the student in front of you. This is more than just looking; it is a
practice of deep noticing, free from the filters of our assumptions, biases, and preconceived
notions. Seeing means looking beyond a student’s academic performance or behavior to
recognize their full, complex humanity. It means noticing the subtle shifts in their body language,
the light in their eyes when they talk about a passion, or the weariness they carry after a difficult
weekend.

To "see" a student is to ask ourselves:

e Who is this person beyond their label (e.g., "struggling reader," "ESL student,"
"disruptive")?
What are their unique strengths, passions, and joys?
What stories, histories, and identities do they carry with them into this classroom?
Whose perspective am | failing to see in this situation?

This stage is about gathering information, not just with our eyes, but with our full attention. It is
about setting aside our own agenda to become a curious and respectful observer of another's
reality.

2. Feel: The Practice of Perspective-Taking

Once we have truly seen a situation or a person, the next step is to engage our hearts. This is
the core of empathy: the attempt to feel what another person might be feeling, to imagine the
world from their perspective. It is not about pity or sympathy, which often create distance, but
about solidarity—the recognition of a shared humanity.



To "feel" with a student is to ask:

Given what | see, what might it feel like to be this student in this moment?

What emotions might be underlying their words or actions (e.g., fear, frustration, pride,
shame)?

How might my own identity and experiences be shaping my perception of their feelings?
Can | connect their experience to a time when | have felt a similar emotion, even if the
circumstances were different?

This stage requires emotional courage. It asks us to connect with another's pain without trying to
fix it, to witness their joy without diminishing it, and to hold space for their reality without
judgment.

3. Act: The Practice of Compassionate Response

Seeing and feeling are essential, but they are incomplete without action. The final step of the
framework is to act in a way that is informed by our empathetic understanding. This is where
empathy becomes a force for justice. Our actions are no longer based on policy alone, buton a
deep, human-centered comprehension of the situation.

To "act" with empathy is to ask:

e Based on what | have seen and felt, what is the most compassionate and helpful thing |
can do right now?
How can my action affirm this student's dignity and support their well-being?
Does my intended action empower the student or take away their agency?
How can this action contribute to a more just and caring classroom or school
community?

An empathetic act might be small—a quiet word of encouragement, a non-verbal gesture of
support, a modification to an assignment. Or it might be large—advocating for a change in
school policy, redesigning a unit of study, or initiating a restorative conversation to repair harm.
The scale of the action is less important than the intention behind it: to respond to a human
need with care and respect.

Check-in Activity: The "See, Feel, Act" Case Study

This activity allows educators to practice applying the framework to a realistic school-based
scenario.

1. Present a Scenario: Provide a brief, nuanced scenario. For example: "You notice that
Samira, a quiet and high-achieving student who is Palestinian-Canadian, has become
withdrawn and is not completing her work since a major news event related to the Middle
East began dominating the headlines. In a class discussion, another student makes an
offhand, stereotypical comment about the conflict, and Samira flinches but says nothing."



2. Individual or Small Group Work: Ask educators to apply the framework to the
scenario:

o See: What are all the things you see in this situation, both overt and subtle? (e.g.,
Samira's changed behavior, her identity, the other student's comment, Samira's
non-verbal reaction, her silence).

o Feel: What might it feel like to be Samira in this moment? (e.g., scared, isolated,
angry, exhausted, responsible, invisible). Why might she choose to stay silent?

o Act: What are some possible empathetic actions you could take? (Consider
actions in the moment, later that day, and in the following days. Think about
actions directed at Samira, the other student, and the whole class).

3. Share and Discuss: Have groups share their proposed actions. Discuss the potential
benefits and risks of different approaches, emphasizing that there is often no single
"right" action, but many possible compassionate responses.

Key Points to Remember:

1. Empathy is a Process, Not a Personality Trait: It is a skill that can be intentionally
developed through the practice of Seeing, Feeling, and Acting.

2. See Beyond the Surface: Make a conscious effort to look past labels and behaviors to
recognize the full, complex humanity of every student.

3. Action is the Goal: Empathetic understanding is only meaningful when it is translated
into compassionate action that affirms dignity and promotes justice.

Chapter 10: The Risk of Neutrality — When Equity Isn’t Enough

"Washing one's hands of the conflict between the powerful and the powerless
means to side with the powerful, not to be neutral." - Paulo Freire

In the complex and often contentious world of education, the impulse toward neutrality can be
powerful. It feels safe. It feels professional. It feels like the appropriate response when faced
with topics that are deemed "political," "controversial," or "too sensitive for school." We are
taught to present "both sides," to remain objective, and to avoid taking a stance. But what if this
pursuit of neutrality is, in itself, a profound moral and pedagogical failure? What if, in our attempt
to be neutral, we are actually siding with the forces of erasure and oppression?

When we declare a topic related to a student's identity "too political" for the classroom, we are
not being neutral. We are sending a clear message to that student: Your reality is a controversy.
Your existence is a debate. Your pain is an inconvenience. For a Jewish student experiencing a
rise in antisemitism, or a Palestinian student grieving the loss of their ancestral homeland, the
school's "neutrality” feels like abandonment. It aligns the institution with the comfortable silence
of the majority and against the vulnerable student seeking safety and affirmation. Equity work
gives students access to the room; a misguided neutrality can make that room feel unbearable.

The risk of neutrality is that it mistakes fairness for the equal validation of all viewpoints,



regardless of their impact on human dignity. It creates a false equivalency between a student's
lived experience of racism and another person's "opinion" that racism doesn't exist. It platform's
harmful stereotypes alongside authentic cultural expression in the name of "balance." This is not
intellectual rigor; it is an abdication of our primary responsibility as educators: to protect our
students and foster a community where all can thrive. Our professional obligation is not to be
neutral about our students' humanity.

Empathy demands that we move beyond this illusion of neutrality and toward a stance of
clarity. This is not about telling students what to think about complex political issues. It is about
being clear on our unwavering, non-negotiable commitment to the dignity, safety, and humanity
of every single person in our community. An empathetic stance is unapologetically anti-racist,
anti-oppressive, and pro-human rights.

This means we can, and must, condemn antisemitism without needing to have a fully formed
opinion on Israeli government policy. We can, and must, affirm the identity and history of our
Palestinian students without it being a referendum on regional politics. We can create a space
that is safe for a queer Muslim student without debating theology. Our clarity is not on politics; it
is on people. When we are clear about our values, we create a predictable and safe
environment where students know they will be protected, even when the world outside is
frightening and unpredictable. This is the courageous work that empathy requires. It is the
moment when our commitment to equity is truly tested.

Check-in Activity: The "Neutrality vs. Clarity” Statement Sorter

This activity helps educators distinguish between statements that reflect a stance of risky
"neutrality” and those that reflect a stance of empathetic "clarity."

1. Prepare Statements: Create a list of statements that an educator might make in
response to a difficult situation.

"We need to hear both sides of the story."

"In this classroom, everyone's humanity is sacred and non-negotiable."

"I don't want to get political.”

“Let's focus on what we all have in common."

"That comment was harmful because it stereotypes a group of people, and we

don't do that here."”

"The school can't take a position on that conflict.”

"We can discuss difficult topics, and we will do so with respect for the people in

this room."

2. Sort and Justify: In small groups, have educators sort these statements into two
columns: "Risky Neutrality" and "Empathetic Clarity." For each statement, they must
discuss and write down a justification for their choice. What message does each
statement send to the most vulnerable students in the room?

3. Rewrite for Clarity: As a final step, have the groups choose one statement from the
"Risky Neutrality" column and rewrite it to reflect a stance of "Empathetic Clarity." For

o O O O O



example, "l don't want to get political" could be rewritten as, "This is a deeply personal
issue for many people, so let's make sure our conversation focuses on understanding
different human experiences, not on winning a debate."

Key Points to Remember:

1. Neutrality is Not a Safe Haven; It is a Stance: In situations of unequal power, choosing
neutrality sides with the powerful and silences the marginalized.

2. Empathy Requires Clarity, Not Neutrality: Be clear about your unwavering
commitment to the dignity and safety of all your students, rather than trying to be neutral
about their humanity.

3. Focus on People, Not Politics: You can take a strong, empathetic stand against all
forms of hate (like antisemitism and anti-Palestinian racism) without being an expert on
geopolitics. Your primary commitment is to the children in your care.

Chapter 11: Empathy in Curriculum and Pedagogy

"Learning is an emotional experience. We cannot learn deeply unless we are willing
to feel." - Brené Brown

If our goal is to cultivate empathy in our students, it is not enough for our curriculum to simply
represent diverse experiences; it must actively invite students to engage with those experiences
on a human level. A curriculum built for empathy does more than present facts and figures; it
creates pathways for connection. It intentionally designs learning experiences that ask students
not just "What happened?" but also "What might it have felt like?" This is the shift from a
pedagogy of information to a pedagogy of connection.

This does not mean abandoning rigor. On the contrary, an empathetic pedagogy enhances it.
When students are asked to consider the human emotions behind historical events, scientific
discoveries, or literary texts, they engage with the material on a much deeper level. A history
lesson on migration becomes more than dates and policies when students read first-person
accounts and are asked to imagine the hope and fear of leaving one's home. A science lesson
on a medical breakthrough is enriched when students learn about the lives of the patients it
affected. Empathy provides the "why" that makes the "what" of the curriculum meaningful and
memorable.

To build this into our practice, we must be intentional about the questions we ask and the tasks
we design. Instead of asking, "What were the causes of the conflict?" we can also ask, "What
were the hopes and fears of the ordinary people living through it? Read this diary entry and
imagine you are the author. What do you see? What do you smell? What keeps you up at
night?" This is not about historical speculation; it is about using primary sources to build the



muscle of perspective-taking.

An empathetic pedagogy also requires us to be mindful of the emotional load we are placing on
students. When we study difficult histories like the Holocaust, the Nakba, or the Armenian
Genocide, our primary goal is not to shock students with trauma, but to bear witness to the
humanity of those who suffered and those who resisted. This means carefully scaffolding
lessons, providing context, centering stories of resilience and cultural preservation alongside
those of loss, and always ensuring there is time and space for emotional processing and
debriefing. We must pair the "window" into another's pain with the "mirror" of our shared human
capacity for courage and compassion.

Ultimately, a curriculum infused with empathy teaches one of the most critical skills for a diverse
and democratic society: the ability to hold multiple truths. It teaches students that they can
understand another's perspective without abandoning their own, that they can feel compassion
for someone with whom they disagree, and that every story, no matter how different from their
own, has a human heart at its center.

Check-in Activity: The Empathetic Question Redesign

This activity helps educators transform standard analytical questions into questions that actively
build empathy.

1. Choose a Text or Topic: Select a familiar text, historical event, or scientific concept that
you teach.

2. List Standard Questions: Write down 3-5 typical comprehension or analytical questions
you would ask about this topic.

o Example (for Romeo and Juliet): "What are the main reasons for the feud
between the Montagues and Capulets?" or "Analyze the use of foreshadowing in
Act 1."

3. Redesign for Empathy: Now, for each question, redesign it to prompt empathetic
thinking. The goal is to shift the focus from abstract analysis to human experience. Use
prompts like "Imagine you are...", "What might it have felt like...", "From [character's]
perspective...".

o Example Redesigns:

m "Imagine you are a young Montague on the streets of Verona. What does
the feud feel like in your daily life? What are you afraid of? What are you
loyal to?"

m  "From the Nurse's perspective, what are her greatest hopes and fears for
Juliet? What does she stand to lose?"

4. Share and Compare: In a small group, share your original questions and your
empathetic redesigns. Discuss how the new questions might change the nature of the
classroom conversation and deepen student understanding.

Key Points to Remember:



1. Move from Information to Connection: An empathetic curriculum doesn't just present
facts; it intentionally creates opportunities for students to connect with the human stories
behind the facts.

2. Empathy is a Teachable Skill: Through carefully designed questions and tasks, we can
help students develop the cognitive and emotional muscle of perspective-taking.

3. Handle Trauma with Care: When teaching difficult histories, our goal is to foster
compassionate witnessing, not to inflict vicarious trauma. Always pair stories of suffering
with stories of resilience and ensure emotional support.

Chapter 12: Building Belonging Through Empathy

"Belonging is the innate human desire to be part of something larger than us." -
Brené Brown

The ultimate goal of all our work in equity and empathy is to arrive at a state of true belonging.
While inclusion ensures that everyone gets an invitation to the party and equity ensures that
everyone has what they need to participate, belonging is the feeling that this party is, in fact,
being thrown in your honor. It's the deep, internal sense that you are not just welcome in a
space, but that the space would be fundamentally incomplete without you. This is the profound
gift that an empathetic school community can offer to a child.

Belonging is not a program or an initiative; it is the cumulative result of a thousand small,
consistent acts of empathy. It is built in the moments when a teacher takes the time to learn the
story behind a student's name, when a curriculum choice makes a child sit up taller because
they see their own family reflected in a story, or when a peer steps in to defend another from a
harmful joke. These are the threads that, woven together over time, create an unbreakable
fabric of community.

An empathetic environment builds belonging by relentlessly communicating a single message to
every student, in countless ways: You are seen, you are valued, and you are safe here. This
message is communicated when we:

e Center their stories: We actively seek out and incorporate student narratives, not as
tokens, but as essential texts for our collective learning.

e Validate their feelings: We acknowledge and hold space for the full range of student
emotions—their joy, their grief, their anger, their hope—without judgment.

e Empower their agency: We trust students to co-create their learning environment, to
help solve community problems, and to be leaders in their own right.

For students whose identities are often marginalized or politicized, these acts of empathy are
not just nice; they are a lifeline. For a student who is constantly bombarded with negative media
stereotypes about their culture or religion, the classroom can become a vital counter-space—a
place where their identity is celebrated, their intelligence is presumed, and their potential is



nurtured. This is how we move beyond simply mitigating harm and begin to actively cultivate
healing and pride.

Building this culture is a collective responsibility. It requires every adult in the building—from the
principal to the custodian, the teacher to the office staff—to see themselves as a builder of
belonging. It is a shared commitment to making empathy the operating system of the school.
When this happens, students no longer have to spend their precious energy wondering if they
belong; they can instead invest that energy in learning, growing, and becoming the fullest
versions of themselves.

Check-in Activity: The "Belonging Audit"

This activity encourages educators to look for tangible evidence of belonging within the school
environment and identify opportunities to strengthen it.

1. Take a "Belonging Walk": Individually or in pairs, walk through a specific area of the
school (e.g., a hallway, the cafeteria, the library, your own classroom). As you walk, look
for evidence that answers the question: "How do we know that every student belongs
here?"

2. Gather Evidence: Look for specific artifacts and interactions.

o Visuals: Is student work from all types of learners displayed? Do the images and
posters reflect the diversity of the student body? Are languages other than
English visible?

o Interactions: Observe how adults and students speak to one another. Is the tone
respectful and warm? Do you see small moments of connection and care?

o Systems: How are students greeted in the morning? How are conflicts resolved
in the hallways? What messages are conveyed over the PA system?

3. "I Notice, | Wonder": After the walk, gather as a group. Use the "I Notice, | Wonder"
protocol to share your findings.

o "I noticed that all the displayed artwork was from the same grade level. | wonder
how we could showcase work from a wider range of students."

o "I noticed a teacher greeting every student by name at their door. | wonder what
impact that has on those students' sense of belonging.”

4. Identify One Leverage Point: Based on the discussion, identify one small,
high-leverage change the staff could collectively commit to that would increase the
tangible evidence of belonging in the school.

Key Points to Remember:

1. Belonging is the Goal: Inclusion and equity are the pathways, but belonging—the
feeling of being essential to the community—is the destination.

2. Belonging is Built Through a Thousand Small Acts: It is not the result of a single
program, but the cumulative effect of consistent, daily empathetic actions from everyone
in the community.



3. Empathetic Schools are Counter-Spaces: They can and should be places of healing
and affirmation that actively push back against the harmful and stereotypical messages
students may receive from the outside world.

Chapter 13: Responding to Harm with Empathy

"People will forget what you said, people will forget what you did, but people will
never forget how you made them feel." - Maya Angelou

No matter how intentionally we build our classroom cultures, harm will inevitably occur. A
student will say something rooted in a stereotype; a microaggression will land, whether intended
or not; a conflict will arise that touches on sensitive aspects of identity. These moments are not
a sign of failure; they are a sign of our shared, imperfect humanity. The true test of our
community's strength is not whether we can prevent all harm, but how we choose to respond
when it happens.

The traditional response to harm in schools is often punitive. It focuses on rules, blame, and
consequences. Who broke the rule? What is their punishment? While this approach may
enforce compliance, it rarely leads to learning, healing, or a stronger community. An empathetic
response, by contrast, is restorative. It asks a different set of questions: Who was harmed?
What are their needs? And whose obligation is it to meet those needs? This shifts the focus
from punishment to repair, from isolating the wrongdoer to healing the relationships that were
broken.

Responding to harm with empathy requires us to use the "See, Feel, Act" framework under
pressure. First, we must seethe full picture. This means centering the experience of the person
who was harmed. We listen to their story without judgment or defensiveness, seeking to
understand the impact of the words or actions on their sense of safety and belonging. We also
seek to understand the story of the person who caused the harm. What was their intention?
What ignorance or bias might have fueled their actions?

Next, we feel. We try to connect with the pain, frustration, or fear of the person who was
harmed. We also try to understand the shame, confusion, or defensiveness of the person who
caused the harm. This does not mean excusing the harmful act, but it does mean recognizing
the humanity of everyone involved.

Finally, we act. An empathetic, restorative action has three crucial components:

1. Care for the Harmed: Our first priority is to ensure the person who was harmed feels
heard, validated, and safe. This might involve a private check-in, offering support, and
affirming that what happened was not okay.

2. Accountability for the Harmer: This is not about shaming, but about educating. It
involves a conversation that helps the person who caused harm understand the impact
of their actions. The goal is for them to take responsibility and commit to doing better.



3. Community Repair: The harm didn't just happen between two people; it happened in
the context of the community. Repair might involve a classroom conversation about the
stereotype that was invoked, a lesson on inclusive language, or a restatement of the
community's shared values.

This approach is not easy. It requires patience, courage, and a deep belief in our students'
capacity for growth. But when we choose to respond to harm with empathy, we do more than
just solve a problem. We teach our students that conflict can be a catalyst for deeper
understanding, that repair is possible, and that their community is strong enough to hold them,
even in their most difficult moments.

Check-in Activity: The Restorative Questions Role-Play

This activity helps educators practice using restorative, empathy-based questions instead of
punitive ones when responding to a conflict.

1. Set the Scene: Create a simple scenario of identity-based harm. For example: "In the
hallway, a student says to a classmate wearing a hijab, 'Go back to your country.’
Another student overhears this and reports it to you."

2. Brainstorm Punitive vs. Restorative Questions:

o First, as a group, brainstorm the questions a traditional, punitive response would
focus on. (e.g., "Who said that? Did you say that? Why would you do that? Do
you know the rule about hate speech? What should your punishment be?")

o Next, brainstorm the questions a restorative, empathetic response would
prioritize. Use the restorative framework to guide you:

m To the person harmed: "What happened? What were you thinking and
feeling at the time? What has been the hardest part for you? What do you
think you need to feel safe again?"

m To the person who caused harm: "What happened? What were you
thinking and feeling at the time? Who do you think was affected by what
you did? What do you think you need to do to make things right?"

3. Role-Play the Conversation: In pairs, have one person play the educator and the other
play the student who caused harm. Practice having a conversation using only the
restorative questions. The goal is not to solve the problem, but to experience how these
questions can open up a dialogue focused on understanding and repair, rather than
shutting it down with blame.

Key Points to Remember:

1. Shift from Punishment to Repair: An empathetic response to harm focuses on healing
the person who was harmed and the community, rather than simply punishing the person
who caused the harm.

2. Center the Needs of the Harmed: The first and most important step in any restorative
process is to listen to and validate the experience of the person who was hurt.



3. Accountability is About Learning, Not Shaming: The goal of holding a student
accountable is to help them understand the impact of their actions and take
responsibility for making things right.

Chapter 14: Families, Identity & Empathy in Action

"The most basic of all human needs is the need to understand and be understood.
The best way to understand people is to listen to them." - Ralph Nichols

The principles of empathetic partnership with families come to life not in theory, but in the real,
often challenging, conversations we have every day. This chapter is designed to move from the
"what" and "why" of family engagement to the "how," using practical scenarios to illustrate what
empathy looks like in action. By applying the "See, Feel, Act" framework to our interactions with
parents and caregivers, we can transform potential moments of conflict into powerful
opportunities for connection and trust-building.

Let's explore some common scenarios where an empathetic approach can make all the
difference.

Scenario 1: The Misunderstood Curriculum A parent from a conservative Jewish family
sends an angry email, concerned that a text being taught in English class presents a negative or
stereotypical view of their culture.

e Traditional Response: Defend the curriculum choice, explain its academic merits, and
perhaps send a link to the course outline. This response is centered on being right.
e Empathetic Response:

o See: See the parent's fear and protective instinct. See their deep love for their
child and their desire for their culture to be respected. See the history of
antisemitic tropes that might make them especially sensitive to media portrayals.

o Feel: Imagine the parent's anxiety. Feel their worry that their child might be
internalizing negative messages or facing mockery from peers. Connect with the
universal feeling of wanting to protect one's children and heritage.

o Act: Respond with an invitation, not a defense. Start with, "Thank you so much
for reaching out and sharing your concern. It's really important to me that all
students and families feel respected in our curriculum. | would love to hear more
about what specific parts of the text are worrying you. Would you be open to a
quick phone call or meeting?" This action validates their concern, opens a
dialogue, and positions the parent as a valued partner.

Scenario 2: The Holiday Dilemma A secular Muslim family expresses frustration that their
child feels pressured to participate in school-wide Christmas activities, even though they are
officially optional.

e Traditional Response: Reiterate that the events are optional and that no one is being



forced to participate. This response is centered on policy.
e Empathetic Response:

o

O

See: See the child's feeling of "otherness." See the social pressure to conform,
even when something is technically "optional." See the family's desire for their
child to feel fully included, not just tolerated or excused.

Feel: Imagine what it feels like to be the only one not participating in a joyful
event. Feel the parent's frustration that their child is being made to feel different.
Connect with the feeling of wanting the system to see you, not just make an
exception for you.

Act: Acknowledge the gap between policy and lived experience. Say, "l hear you,
and thank you for trusting me with this. You are right, even when things are
optional, it can feel isolating to be the one sitting out. This is something we as a
school need to think about more deeply. I'm wondering, what would make the
holiday season at school feel more inclusive for your family and others?" This
action validates the feeling, names the systemic issue, and invites the family to
be part of the solution.

In every interaction, empathy provides a bridge. It allows us to hear the question behind the
question, the fear behind the anger, and the hope behind the frustration. By consistently
choosing to See, Feel, and Act with empathy, we build the kind of deep, resilient trust that can
weather any storm and that ultimately creates a school where every family knows they truly

belong.

Check-in Activity: The Empathetic Re-Phrase

This activity helps educators practice reframing their initial, often defensive, reactions into more
empathetic and inviting responses.

1. Identify a Common "Trigger" Statement: Brainstorm a list of common, challenging
statements educators hear from families. Choose one to work with. For example: "Why
is my child the only one who ever gets in trouble in this class?" or "You're not teaching
the basics anymore, you're just pushing your political agenda."

2. Write Your Gut Reaction: On a piece of paper, write down your immediate, unfiltered,
defensive gut reaction to this statement. (e.g., "That's not true! | treat all the kids the
same!" or "This is the mandated curriculum, it's not my agenda.") This part is private and
not to be shared.

3. Apply "See, Feel, Act": Now, consciously work through the empathy framework.

o

See: What is the parent really saying? What fear or concern is underneath their
accusation? (e.g., Fear that their child is being unfairly targeted; worry that the
school's values don't align with theirs).

Feel: What might this parent be feeling? (e.g., Powerless, protective, defensive,
scared).

Act: Based on this understanding, draft a new, empathetic opening line for a



conversation. The goal is to de-escalate, validate, and invite partnership.

4. Share Your Empathetic Re-Phrase: In pairs or small groups, share the original trigger
statement and your new, empathetic opening line. Discuss why this new approach is
more likely to lead to a productive conversation.

o Example Re-Phrase: "It sounds like you're really worried that your son is being
treated unfairly, and that must be incredibly frustrating. It's important to me that
every child feels safe and respected here. Can we talk more about what you've
been seeing?"

Key Points to Remember:

1. Listen for the Feeling, Not Just the Words: In difficult conversations, the emotion
behind the words is often the most important piece of information.

2. Validation is Not the Same as Agreement: You can validate a parent's feelings ("l hear
how worried you are") without agreeing with their conclusion ("and | agree that | am
being unfair"). Validation opens the door to dialogue; defensiveness slams it shut.

3. Turn "You vs. Me" into "Us vs. the Problem": Frame conversations as a partnership.
Use language like "we," "us," and "together" to signal that you are on the same team,
working together in the best interest of the child.

Chapter 15: Empathy as Leadership

"Leadership is about empathy. It is about having the ability to relate to and connect
with people for the purpose of inspiring and empowering their lives." - Oprah
Winfrey

While the practice of empathy is essential for every educator, it cannot fully flourish in a school
without being championed, modeled, and protected by its leaders. An empathetic school culture
is not a grassroots phenomenon that springs up in isolated classrooms; it is the direct result of
intentional, courageous, and deeply human leadership. School leaders—principals,
administrators, and teacher leaders—are the chief architects of a school's emotional climate.
They set the tone, define the values, and create the conditions under which empathy can either
thrive or wither.

Empathetic leadership is not "soft." It is a powerful and strategic approach to building a resilient,
effective, and humane school community. It involves applying the "See, Feel, Act" framework
not just to individual students, but to the entire school ecosystem—staff, families, and the
community at large.

Seeing the System: An empathetic leader works to see the whole system with clear eyes. They
look for the patterns of inequity, the unspoken rules of the culture, and the places where staff
members are struggling or burning out. They listen deeply, not just in formal meetings, but in the
hallways and the staff lounge. They are attuned to the emotional currents of the building,



noticing whose voices are dominant and whose are silenced.

Feeling with the Community: The empathetic leader is willing to feel with their community.
They share in the joys and the sorrows of their staff and families. When a teacher is struggling,
they respond not just with a performance improvement plan, but with compassion and support.
When a community is in pain, they lead with vulnerability, acknowledging the hurt and creating
space for collective grieving and healing. This emotional courage builds profound levels of trust
and loyalty.

Acting for the Collective Good: Finally, and most importantly, the empathetic leader acts.
Their decisions are guided not just by data and directives, but by a deep consideration for the
human impact on all stakeholders. An empathetic leader:

e Models vulnerability: They admit when they make a mistake and apologize for it,
creating a culture where it is safe for others to be imperfect.

o Buffers their staff: They protect their teachers from unnecessary bureaucratic demands
and create the psychological safety needed for them to take risks and innovate.

e Champions equity and inclusion: They use their positional power to advocate for the
most vulnerable students and families, ensuring that policies are translated into practice.

e Prioritizes well-being: They recognize that a culture of empathy for students can only
be sustained by a culture of empathy for the adults who serve them. They actively work
to create a sustainable and supportive professional environment.

In essence, the empathetic school leader understands that their primary role is not to manage a
building, but to nurture a community. They know that when the adults in a school feel seen,
trusted, and cared for, they are infinitely more capable of extending that same grace to their
students. This is how a culture of empathy is built—not from the bottom up or the top down, but
from the inside out.

Check-in Activity: The Empathetic Leadership Dilemma

This activity is for school leaders and leadership teams to practice applying an empathetic lens
to a common leadership challenge.

1. Choose a Dilemma: Select a realistic leadership dilemma. For example:

o Dilemma A: A small but vocal group of parents is demanding the removal of a
book with LGBTQ+ themes from the school library. Several teachers and other
families are pushing back, demanding the school protect intellectual freedom.

o Dilemma B: Staff morale is visibly low. Teachers are expressing feelings of
burnout and being overwhelmed by a new district-mandated initiative.

2. Apply the "See, Feel, Act”" Framework from a Leader's Perspective:

o See: Who are all the stakeholders in this situation? What are the visible and
invisible pressures on each group? What are the underlying systems and
histories at play?



o Feel: What are the core emotions driving each group? (e.g., Fear, anger,
exhaustion, passion, a sense of justice). How can you, as a leader, connect with
the legitimate feelings of groups who may be in opposition to each other?

o Act: What are some possible leadership actions that are not just about solving
the immediate problem, but about healing relationships and reinforcing the
community's core values? How can your communication and decision-making
process model empathy for everyone involved, even those you may disagree
with?

3. Develop an Empathetic Action Plan: As a team, outline a sequence of steps for
responding to the dilemma. The plan should include specific communication strategies,
actions to support different stakeholder groups, and a clear articulation of the values
guiding the response.

Key Points to Remember:

1. Leadership Sets the Tone: School leaders are the primary drivers of a school's culture.
Their commitment to and modeling of empathy is the single most important factor in its
cultivation.

2. Empathy is a Strategic Advantage: Empathetic leadership is not about being "nice"; it
is about building the trust, resilience, and psychological safety that are essential for a
high-functioning school.

3. Care for the Adults to Care for the Children: A sustainable culture of empathy for
students can only be built on a foundation of empathy and support for the staff.

Chapter 16: Final Reflections and Commitments

"The work is not yours to finish, but neither are you free to take no part in it." - Pirkei
Avot 2:21

We have arrived at the end of this book, but we are only at the beginning of the real work. The
journey from equity to empathy is not a program to be implemented or a destination to be
reached. It is a continuous, evolving, and deeply personal practice. It is a commitment to seeing
the humanity in our students, in our colleagues, in our families, and in ourselves, more and
more clearly each day.

Throughout these pages, we have explored the complex tapestry of identity, the subtle sting of
bias, the foundational need for safety, and the transformative power of belonging. We have
examined how empathy can reshape our curriculum, our responses to harm, our partnerships
with families, and our very definition of leadership. We have argued that while equity opens the
door, it is empathy that invites someone in and makes them feel at home.

But reading about empathy is not the same as practicing it. This work is not an intellectual
exercise; it is a practice of the heart. It will ask for your courage when you are called to interrupt
an act of harm. It will ask for your humility when you realize you have made a mistake. It will ask



for your patience when progress feels slow. And it will ask for your hope when the world feels
broken.

This is not easy work. There will be moments of discomfort, of uncertainty, of feeling that you do
not have the right words. In those moments, remember this: you do not have to be perfect, but
you do have to be present. Your students do not need you to have all the answers. They need to
know that you are willing to sit with them in their questions. They need to see you trying, to see
you learning, and to see you caring.

The path forward is not a grand, sweeping revolution, but a series of small, intentional choices.
It is the choice to learn a student's name and story. The choice to add a new book to your
library. The choice to listen instead of defend. The choice to respond to harm with healing
instead of punishment. The choice to see the joy in a family's traditions. Each of these choices
is a single thread, but woven together, they create a culture of profound and lasting change.

Let this book be not a manual, but a mirror. May it reflect back to you the immense capacity for
compassion that already exists within you. And may it serve as an invitation—an invitation to
take the next step, to have the next courageous conversation, and to make the next empathetic
choice, for the sake of all the children who are counting on us to build a more just, more
connected, and more human world.

Check-in Activity: A Personal Commitment to Practice

This final activity is a private reflection designed to translate the ideas in this book into a
personal, actionable commitment.

1. Reflect on the Journey: Take a few quiet moments to think back on the chapters of this
book.
o Which idea or chapter resonated with you most deeply?
o Which activity or concept challenged you the most?
o Where do you see the greatest need and the greatest opportunity for growth in
your own practice?

2. Formulate a Commitment Statement: Based on your reflection, write a personal
commitment statement. This should be a simple "l will..." statement that is specific,
actionable, and meaningful to you. It is not about promising perfection, but about setting
an intention for your practice moving forward.

o Examples:
m "/ will commit to starting one-on-one check-ins with three students | don't
know well yet, with the simple goal of learning their stories."
m "I will commit to bringing one parent's 'fund of knowledge' into my
classroom curriculum before the end of this semester.”
m "I will commit to practicing the 'See, Feel, Act' framework the next time |
feel defensive in a conversation with a colleague or parent.”
3. Share with a Trusted Colleague (Optional): If you feel comfortable, share your



commitment with a trusted colleague. This act of sharing can create a sense of mutual
support and gentle accountability as you both continue on this journey.

Key Points to Remember:

1. This is a Practice, Not a Performance: The goal is not to be a perfect educator, but to
be a consistently learning and growing one.

2. Empathy Begins with Self-Empathy: Be kind to yourself on this journey. You will make
mistakes. The key is to learn from them with grace and humility.

3. Your Impact is Immeasurable: Every small act of empathy you extend to a student or
colleague contributes to a culture of belonging and has a ripple effect that you may never
fully see, but that is powerful beyond measure.



Back of the book quote: "Equity is
giving everyone what they need.
Empathy is understanding why they
need it."
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