
the possibilities and struggles 
12

-
of teaching ethnic studies in k    schools
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k-12 public schools.

to become an ethnic studies theacher?

and! i'm trilingual in vietnamese, spanish and english.

and as a woman of color.

i am a community organizer, a former adjunct professor

i identify as southeast asian american woman

hi there! i'm ms. trung (ma asian american studies)
follow along in my journey teaching ethnic studies in 

you might ask: why did you decide 

as an
came to view        
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formerly incarcerated people.. this became the
of how i

organizing and immigration advocacy, +
 working with

i was studying asian american studies, doing community

disclaimer: this research in graphic counternarrative 
form is based on the raw emotions and truth of an educator. 

please engage with care.
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and instruction...

designated as "limited english proficient" &
 "english language learners"

can communicate when harm has been done. we can use "i statements"
i feel     when

because
.

how do we take accountability
for the harm we have caused?

it was a serious conversation...
i don't care..

CAU
SED HARM..

I
 HAV

EN'T PERSONALLY

we were having a grounding for discussions on race and talking about how we

- at times...

&
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y

can feel very

why
?

asian american teachers.
and i'm part of a racial affinity group with other 
so i seek community in other spaces by finding 
 like-minded ethnic studies teachers and organizers, 

being an ethnic studies teacher of color
before...

mainstream students

now...
ms. Trung, thank you for providing

language to express hurt

and students' connections to their identities.
ethnic studies promotes self-love

"ethnic studies taught me to love myself more."

i teach a 'mainstream section' and a section for newcomer students 

the period before with the newcomer students...

my current students are predominantly

pacific islander students.
percentage of black and asian american 

latinx and white, with a small
BLACK

 +
 AAPI

LATI
NX

 +
 W

HI
TE

there was a group of four privileged white students just rolling their eyes…
 

teach ethnic studies
i currently

and us history
at a suburban

public high school.
 students of color, and I

           working there; 
l
ov
e
d

we love ethnic 
studies!

especially with affluent white students.

I
 used to teach in an urban school serving predominantly

 in my new school, it’s so different teaching Ethnic Studies here 

was completely different

 teaching newcomers students 
 just one period before my mainstream students

students of color who appreciated that conversation were
sitting on the other side of the room engaged with the discussion. 

the difference between 

TO M
E.

THI
S I

S NOT RELEV
ANT

it can feel invalidating 
when the humanities and 

livelihoods of people of color 
are treated as separate from 

ethnic studies curricula 

we honor our own shared diverse and intersectional 
when we include livelihoods of people of color,

stories from these communities of color.
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completed their work and met their learning objectives

in that moment, the students were nourishing their
bodies and experiencing joy. and they still completed

they were a little slow to their work, eating
snacks for 5 minutes before they even started.

when you gave students instructions,

teachers and the curriculum.

our administration is very supportive in theory of the curriculum.
and they have our back when parents come at us.

she's pushing her own agenda.

even so, many of our admin are stuck in a
mindset of schooling as a factory system. 

ethnic studies goes against english-only education.

one time, my newcomer [latinx] student wrote in his 
"i am" poem that he felt more comfortable using the

word "sandwiches" instead of "tortas"

actually, we genuinely support our

we use english here

just use english

torta?

try to fit in...

just say sandwiches...

ha-ha!

fit in.
he's not going tohe calls sandwiches 

"tortas"

tortas??

esl has a history of being a colonial construct--

encourage it during class discussions to promote higher
order thinking skills in students' heritage language.
so i use translanguaging in my instruction +

 also

i see people protesting and a sign:
who were racist to chicano students.

"throwout racist teachers"

what do you see in this picture / que ves en esta foto?

racist
teachers

throwout

this admin also said he'd never
seen a teacher do higher order level thinking 

with their newcomer students, and was impressed 
by the lesson and by the learning outcomes.

many teachers think that newcomer students
aren't able to do higher order thinking. 

that i should be more strict with my transitions.
during my evaluation debrief, my admin gave me feedback 

yummy snacks

translanguaging

of knowing
and communicating 

our thinking.

affirms our fluid ways 
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...and working through his own whiteness,
and for a white student who cared about lgbtq issues...

and is working through internalized patriarchy.
when learning about unequal pay between men and women,

we asked is it just or unjust?

another example...

they push each other and pull each other's hair.
he'll start playing around with his friends.

whenever we learn about racial injustices, he gets heated about the topics..
he has lots of love for his culture &

 passion for topics about race.

of students' learning interests and needs.
teaching ethnic studies in public schools
requires  us to attend to a wide range

for example:

a latinx student raised his hand and said

he has a big heart and loves ethnic studies...

im BORED

if we must die,
we die

defending our

rights.

who we are.
we should not be ashamed of

we have to be visible.
there is so much

that able-bodied

from the wisdom

with disability.

people could learn

that often comes

i'd be lecturing...

and he would
start singing..

LALA la BLAH LA laladoo doo laa la
developing their critical lens,

he understands "yes. that's racist."
while other students are still

saying that because he wants political power.
i don't think he really means that. he's just

W
E W

ATCHED A V
I
DEO W

HERE A POLI
TI

CI
AN

FROM
 POLAND HAD SAI

D:

 i welcome you to my house.
ukrainian refugees come to my house, 

and during partner activities in my u.s. history class,

he's being difficult, but he's a good leader.

"i want to learn
issues!"

about social justice

"will you please

you're not giving students room 
"you're pushing some narrative-

to think a certain way."

"no, i feel i can have my own values"

curriculum empowers students of color and that's my priority.
the way i teach ethnic studies because i know my 

this situation doesn't make me question

at the beginning of school term

but being his favorite teacher for a short time, then seeing 
how the curriculum made him 18

0
 is hard to process.

be our advisor?"

but nearing the end of school term

"that's because men work harder."

he told me:

students said:
he even started a

this class.
and feeling distressed in 

he expressed so much hatred

were being pushed on them.

other students to ask
if they felt that values

admin interviewed

club:
social justice

i'm still their advisor.
i said yes! and

we got off on a really good foot.

about ethnic studies
he was so excited to learn

but he also gets bored.
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primarily through trauma and oppression but also through their triumphs
about her own community and culture in a multitude of ways -- not
was her only class where she felt safe and comfortable because she learns

one of my black girl students expressed that ethnic studies

&
 nurture the students' transformational resistance.

in this situation, we naturally drew from
to combat this oppression

c
om

m
u
n
it
y
 c
u
lt
u
r
a
l
 w
e
a
lt
h

help us organize the adults?
we've been organizing the students. can you 

they said:

c
a
p
it
a
l

l
in
g
u
is
t
ic

c
a
p
it
a
l

a
s
p
ir
a
t
ion

a
l

intellectual &
 social skills

attained through communication
in more than one language

cultural knowledge
developed through family

(immediate, extended or chosen)

maintaining hopes and

face of barriers
dreams in the

networks within your
community that can provide

resources &
 support c

a
p
it
a
l

s
oc
ia
l

challenging inequity
developed through

knowledge &
 skills

r
e
s
is
t
a
n
t

c
a
p
it
a
l

maneuvering institutions

c
a
p
it
a
lskills of

n
a
v
ig
a
t
ion

a
l

tessa 11:0
3
 am

ms. trung, 11:0
3
 am

I'm so proud of you!

what action items can we take?

let us support each other and our students.

did he just?

many of the students
were talking about it.

i.e. college

c
a
p
it
a
l

fa
m
il
ia
l

so i organized parents and communities.

we went to school board meetings
to really just speak up

a protective factor
to disrupt every day interpersonal and structural racism 

+
 resources in the histories and lives of Communities of Color

anti-deficit framework assessing the accumulated assets
c
om

m
u
n
it
y
 c
u
lt
u
r
a
l
 w
e
a
lt
h

this power of this framework:

(tara yosso 20
0
5)

we went to school board meetings to really just speak up

for example:

and chatting encouragements like:
by attending the students' virtual meetings

i would practice adult allyship
ms. trung

and some black students started organizing a group -
i asked them: "how can i support you here?"

many of the students were talking about it.

so i organized parents and communities.

what happened was not okay.
what action items can we take?

can you help us organize the adults?
we've been organizing the students. 

they said:

let us support each other and our students.

i said that out loud...

did he just?

it showed they didn't have that support in their day-to-day at their school.
this broke my heart -- the small action i did was so meaningful to them, 

a white teacher called a black student the n-word.

"You're the best teacher I've had even though you aren't my teacher."
students many years later told me "having your support really changed things."

ms. trung, 11:0
3
 am

I'm so proud of you!
tessa 11:0

3
 am

as risk factors
&

 structural racism
everyday interpersonal

organizing with the students.
and it was really beautiful having parents
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to address issues in local community and school.

gave students a framework for seeing the beauties, humaniy, and resistance

i do this by building with local organizations, learning about
issues, and having students research community organizations.

it's important to me to incorporate community
knowledge as part of ethnic studies curriculum.

of black, indigenous, people of color.
learning about ethnic studies in classroom and local community settings

black art education gave me hope that a world without prisons is possible.

it also provided students skillsets for applying ethnic studies learnings 
in their day-to-day lives and building movements of solidarity and activism

one of my pacific islander students wrote:
she saw the poster of terisa siagatonu on the wall.

"this is the first time i saw myself in school" when 

and of course, our learning environment is filled with historical and contemporary activists

that often comes

people could learn

with disability.

from the wisdom

that able-bodied
there is so much

we have to be visible.
we should not be ashamed of

who we are.

rights.
defending our

we die
if we must die,

get in good trouble

necessary trouble
and help redeem the
soul of america.

build.
world is yours to
power. tomorrow's
consciousness is
remember thjat

preparing to be the
ancestor that our
children can read
about one day.

my story is just me

i love america more

than any other
country in the world.
for this reason, i
insist on the right to

criticize her

perpetually.

going to dhange.
problems, it's never
to solve your own
out there and try
if you don't get

own reward.
resistance is its

starts with our
plymouth rock. it

ancestors.

doesn't start with
american history
western hemisphere

people of the
we're the first

we partnered with a local 
black-led art collective

of black and brown people who
 tell their own news and stories. this looks like students conducting research projects

to identify assets of local, historically black communities

their mission was to challenge
 deficit narratives

to address issues in local community and school.

gave students a framework for seeing the beauties, humaniy, and resistance

i do this by building with local organizations, learning about
issues, and having students research community organizations.

it's important to me to incorporate community
knowledge as part of ethnic studies curriculum.

of black, indigenous, people of color.
learning about ethnic studies in classroom and local community settings

black art education gave me hope that a world without prisons is possible.

it also provided students skillsets for applying ethnic studies learnings 
in their day-to-day lives and building movements of solidarity and activism

one of my pacific islander students wrote:
she saw the poster of terisa siagatonu on the wall.

"this is the first time i saw myself in school" when 

and of course, our learning environment is filled with historical and contemporary activists

that often comes

people could learn

with disability.

from the wisdom

that able-bodied
there is so much

we have to be visible.
we should not be ashamed of

who we are.

rights.
defending our

we die
if we must die,

get in good trouble

necessary trouble
and help redeem the
soul of america.

build.
world is yours to
power. tomorrow's
consciousness is
remember thjat

preparing to be the
ancestor that our
children can read
about one day.
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prepared me well for teaching ethnic studies; it is 
something that cannot be taught only through a 

guide or a sample curriculum.

ethnic studies to me is more than just a class, it 
is like a way of life.

seeing them transform their mindset and hearing them say:

the systems that led me to think otherwise.
i thought that i was just bad at school and now i

 realize that i can be good at school and critique

this shifted my life trajectory <
3

i feel a lot of love for my culture!

is why...

our students are not little robots.

and establish 
an anti-capitalist mindset

disrupt schooling as a factory system!
our role as ethnic studies teachers is to

i try to set boundaries, and i make an effort to 
find spaces that give me joy and nourishment.

being an ethnic studies teacher is an ongoing 

experience oscillating between reimagining 

educational justice and navigating the realities 

of public schools. 
this can be very isolating and it is important to 

be in dialogue with kindred spirits on: 'how we 
take care of ourselves to feel together in our 

loneliness.'

ethnic studies is constantly being contested or challenged. 
it is a constant struggle to build a powerful ethnic 

studies education and maintain its integrity while 

protecting and caring for ourselves.

i teach ethnic studies.

whether the students join in because they come from a legacy of freedom fighters,
or if they were curious on the pathway to discover it on their own

ethnic studies had a powerful role in my own life, 
and i hope to recreate that experience for 

students. teaching truth to power can be both 
empowering and heavy, 

and i remain committed to our...

or if they took ethnic studies because it was simply a requirement --

teaching ethnic studies is a way of life
&

 following principles that promote equity.
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