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Preface

When I think of children of color, in my head, in my dreams—when 
their images are disconnected from cold reality—they appear as I see 
or saw myself as a child. Curious. Energetic. Smart. Brilliant, even. 
Innocent. Yes: innocent. Young, gifted, and innocent.

In the beginning, I did not set out on a journey to create a profes-
sional development program for teachers. I simply began to meditate 
on what I had absorbed from what popular culture had to say about 
me. The truth was that no matter how I saw myself, I always expected 
I was being seen in a different way, a fragmented sensation referred 
to by W. E. B. Du Bois as “double consciousness.” It is a complex truth, 
but suffice it to say that I never felt that the world outside my family 
and friends had the slightest idea of who I was.

I have lived much of my life as a writer. A poet. An artist. And the 
art I made, the poems and novels I wrote, were mostly about human-
izing myself and the people I met on my journey. I was entangled in 
a reality in which I was always seen through a filter of stereotypes. 
This affected my life in myriad ways. I have no doubt that negative 
stereotypes settled into my unconscious and shaped my behavior. I 
found myself waiting for disaster and feeling a nearly constant sense 
of what I’m calling, in this context, guilt. The stereotypes that popu-
lar culture had constructed about me had gradually led me to act, 
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The Innocent Classroomxiv

more often than not, as though they were true. My instinctive reac-
tion to events and people around me seemed more like a programmed 
response than how I might actually be feeling. 

I wanted to be free of that way of being. So I began a yearslong 
meditation, one that continues to this day, to eliminate that guilt and 
its relationship to how I lived and its influence on the decisions I made. 
I wanted to remove that feeling of unspecified culpability, of being a 
conspirator in my own limitations—to put it simply, my sense of guilt.

As I learned more about the work I was doing, I rediscovered 
Aristotle (1996) and his definition of good: “that for which all else is 
done.” As I thought about how to render myself innocent, I began to 
meditate on my own good. I wasn’t what was rumored. I was not a 
negative representation of myself. I discovered that I could escape the 
bonds of negative stereotypes by embracing my good.

As it happened, around the time I was engaged in this exploration 
of my own good, I found myself in a meeting with a group of people 
who were discussing cultural proficiency training for educators. At 
the end of that meeting, I mentioned the essay I was writing called 
“Revolutionary Innocence.” The responses I received relayed intense 
curiosity: What did I mean? How was I going about this effort to free 
myself? Did I think many children of color were affected by this? And so 
on. From that moment, I knew I had to follow my theory about nega-
tive stereotypes and guilt to some conclusion.

With the encouragement of Dr. Matthew Brandt (then vice presi-
dent of the Minnesota Humanities Center and now vice president of 
my company, Innocent Technologies LLC) and support from a major 
regional foundation, I set out to create a program of engagement for 
educators to help their students disconnect from negative stereotypes 
and recognize their teachers as people who were there to help them 
in their academic careers, from kindergarten through high school 
graduation.

The first workshop of the Innocent Classroom in 2012 was met 
with strong support from the educators in the room. In the ensuing 
sessions, we’ve learned that using innocence as a goal for every child 
in a classroom can have a dramatic impact on both their behavior and 
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Preface xv

their academic engagement. That innocence can function as a tool of 
liberation for our children—and for teachers, as well.

I gradually became immersed in a process that every day seemed 
less theoretical and more like a concrete answer to what has been 
called the “achievement gap.” Teachers began talking about how they 
were changing, how they felt more committed to the children they 
taught, and how they could see their humanity more clearly. 

This led me to see our educators differently. Yes, their jobs are 
hard, they are underpaid, and their working conditions are often sub-
par, but they stand before their students in spite of those conditions 
and, in the main, are willing and able to educate our children. Now I 
also see them as a liberating force. Properly trained and engaged with 
our children, they can lead students away from the bondage of nega-
tive images, narratives, and iconography toward an environment in 
which they are free to be curious and active learners.

In the construction and implementation of the Innocent 
Classroom, together with the educators we have worked with, we 
have learned how to create empathy where very little existed. We have 
learned that identifying a child’s good begins with understanding 
what drives and motivates them. We have learned that telling a child 
that you can see their good makes it possible for them to choose to live 
out of that good.

We have learned, too, that when a child believes you, when they 
trust that you do indeed see their good, you are in fact encouraging 
them to embrace their innocence. And the more their innocence is 
engaged, the more likely they are to shed the weight of negative stereo-
types that marginalize them and minimize their educational attain-
ment. They can be better students.

The Innocent Classroom is not a cultural competency or profi-
ciency program. Those programs have their place, but the Innocent 
Classroom goes beyond that. The only new knowledge required in 
this approach is that of the individual child, as opposed to knowledge 
of children’s aggregated cultural histories that might help explain 
the problem but almost never provides an individualized solution to 
academic failure. Indeed, we have become a culture that spends most 
of its time describing the problems in public education. The Innocent 
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The Innocent Classroomxvi

Classroom is solution based. What’s more, it puts the strategic capac-
ity in the hands of teachers.

It is past time for us to stop trying to manage our children. 
Whatever form that approach takes, it seems to create disparate out-
comes. Rather, it is time to understand our children and help them 
come to believe that they can exist outside any stereotypical image or 
idea they have been led to believe about themselves.

All we ask is that educators begin this work with the belief that 
our children can be brilliant and powerful learners who have been 
weighed down by so many burdens and barriers that they can’t see 
who is there for them and who is just there. To some children, we’re 
all just there.

When I was developing the Innocent Classroom, I wanted to get 
video testimony from mothers describing how they felt on the day 
they gave birth: what did they remember about what they had hoped 
for their newborn? Do you know why I wanted to record that testi-
mony? Think about it this way: in our training, when we ask educators 
to explain what America tells them about who their students are—
who children of color are—the answer is fundamentally different. 
Dramatically different from what their mothers had hoped for upon 
their birth.

Perhaps we have come to the end of an age. Public education—in 
the sense that schools crowd hundreds of students into rooms that are 
sorted by age and expect them to learn what is being taught—is dying 
fast. Our system’s inability to reach children of color may, in fact, be its 
last rasping breath.

If we go about it the right way, this ineffective system can give 
way to one that reflects a more enlightened understanding of who the 
children are who sit uneasily at their desks. Maybe this is the dawn of 
a new age in public education: the age of the child. The individual child. 
The innocent child.
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Introduction

One day last spring, as I walked out of my house to run some errands, 
I was immediately hit by an overwhelming sense of sadness. It was 
such a bright, wondrous day, and the heavy sweet smell of blooming 
lilacs swirled around me. It should have made me happy, but instead, 
the sunlight careening off the buildings and the fresh smell of spring 
transported me into the past. And no matter how bucolic or sunswept 
my memories of the past may be, they almost always leave me sad. 

I grew up in North Philadelphia, not far from the Philadelphia 
Zoo, in a neighborhood of working-class black folks who had grabbed 
on to the promise of the American Dream and were barely holding on. 
But on my street, the sun did shine, and Saturdays were full of pur-
poseful activities like cleaning the house and turning the garden hose 
on the cement sidewalk in front of the house.

As a child, I loved pickles. Dill, kosher, hot, sweet, sour, or sweet 
and sour, it didn’t matter. Even thinking about it now brings a rush 
of saliva to my mouth. I attended an elementary school a block and 
a half from my house, and I’d always run home at lunchtime, eat the 
wholesome food my mother prepared (usually a sandwich and a bowl 
of soup), and then do or say whatever I had to in order to get out of 
the house. And with the remaining 15 or 20 minutes I had before the 
afternoon bell rang, I would set out for Little John’s. 
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The Innocent Classroom2

Little John’s was one of those idiosyncratic little stores one can 
always find in the inner city that carry an astonishing variety of 
goods—from penny candy to staples, bread to balloons—in a space 
barely large enough for 10 people to stand without touching. But 
Little John’s was unusual in that it was a corner store that was actu-
ally located in the middle of the block. For the life of me, I can’t quite 
figure out how John had accomplished such a feat. I remember that as 
you approached the store, you’d be confronted by a makeshift enclosed 
wooden stairway that jutted straight out of the block of row houses. 
It would almost stop you from walking unimpeded down the street, 
driving you to wonder what lay behind this odd edifice. 

You must understand that in many of Philadelphia’s inner-city 
neighborhoods, so many of the houses are exactly the same, conjoined 
like a series of train cars being pulled toward the Delaware River, 
depending almost entirely on the creative and financial resources of 
the residents to distinguish them from one another. So Little John’s 
was a small wonder. And inside Little John’s there was always a bar-
rel full of pungent brine. And swimming in that brine were the largest 
dang dill pickles you’d ever seen—bigger than any pickles I’ve seen 
since. And it wasn’t just that they were big; they were fully pickled, so 
thoroughly saturated that the first bite would make you purse your lips 
in a tight, vinegared clinch. For a quarter, I would dive into that barrel 
and spear my catch. Then I’d go back to school, obviously unconcerned 
with the damage that the pickle might do to my natural cologne. I 
remember walking out of Little John’s with this big pickle and literally 
skipping up the street. Skipping, I tell you. And in this memory, the sun 
fanned brilliant light all around, and the bricks were a vivid red, and 
the asphalt was the deepest black . . . and I was just so happy.

I relay this memory to prove that I was once innocent. Only some-
one who is without guilt can skip. The slightest weight of guilt will take 
the skip out of your gait. On this day, there were no suspicious eyes on 
me. No sense of outsiderness, of being a demon or a criminal. I was 
just the happiest little black boy, eating my dill pickle and tra-la-la-ing  
to school. 

You may think that the innocence of a child is self-evident. Yet in 
some strange but undeniable way, our culture robs children of color 
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Introduction 3

and most other marginalized children of a reasonable chance to know 
and experience what I am calling innocence. This void of knowledge 
and experience of feeling innocent, when combined with other soci-
etal and economic issues, often results in children feeling an attitude 
of apathy or even aversion to authority and to the idea that they can 
ever be anything but “guilty.” It is a destiny of sorts—but it doesn’t 
have to be that way.

The Importance of Innocence
When our children were born, they were free. Undamaged. They 
opened their eyes to a horizon with no limits. At birth, they knew 
nothing about the world they were born into. 

Unfortunately, the world already had a plan for them. Think about 
how the media portrays them. Think of the stereotypes about them 
that fly through the air. Children of color are being held in virtual 
bondage to the negative stereotypes that our culture has developed 
and perpetuated about them. These stereotypes define our children as 
threatening, violent, criminal, poor, and academically disengaged, and 
they are internalized by many children as guilt before they even enter 
the school door. For many children, these stereotypes actually become 
a script that influences their behavior and inhibits their ability to be 
engaged learners. This script is the reason for the achievement gap and 
other disparities of the education system.

The Challenge: Negative Stereotypes and Guilt
The damage that negative stereotyping does to our children is massive 
and wide-ranging. A study by McKown and Strambler (2009) found 
the following: 

Between ages 5 and 11 . . . children become aware that many people 
believe stereotypes, including stereotypes about academic ability (for 
example, how intelligent certain racial and ethnic groups are). When 
children become aware of these types of bias about their own racial 
or ethnic group, it can affect how they respond to everyday situations, 
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The Innocent Classroom4

ranging from interacting with others to taking tests. (Society for 
Research in Child Development, 2009, para. 4)

I believe that negative narratives are internalized as guilt in the 
bodies of our children. And when this happens, the lingering inno-
cence is stolen right out of their lives, maybe forever. They are trapped. 
We all are. We are all victims in this reality where the bad stories 
about us dictate how people see us.

Children of color are curious and powerful human beings who are 
enmeshed in a system that has marked them and labeled them. Many 
of them don’t get a chance to choose who they are; they are told who 
they are by what they see in film and on television, by what they hear 
in music, by the stories told about them. So many of us, and so many 
of our children, are lost to these images and stories that have been 
constructed and interpreted by those who have not taken the time to 
know us but who need a way to distinguish themselves from us to vali-
date their own existence or, even worse, their superiority. 

Thus, when children of color enter school, they bring with them 
a host of burdens. Most of these burdens aren’t easily identifiable, 
because they have been bestowed in a way that is completely unno-
ticed. The children aren’t aware they are dragging weights around, 
and their teachers are likely to be oblivious or, worse, to fear calling 
attention to them. These burdens are unceremoniously dumped on 
them by the machinations of our society. The students, their parents, 
their community, and their teachers may believe what the dominant 
culture has said about them.

The lack of diversity within the ranks of public schools has exacer-
bated this reality. If, according to one report, in 2015–2016, “about 80 
percent of public school teachers were White, 9 percent were Hispanic, 
7 percent were Black, 2 percent were Asian, and 1 percent were of two 
or more races” (National Center for Education Statistics, 2018, para. 
3), we must maximize our effort to humanize our children of color.

Many people are unable to separate the stereotyped person from 
the actual person. The prevalence of implicit bias has been well 
documented since the 1998 release of Harvard University’s Implicit 
Association Test (IAT). In an analysis of IAT results, researchers at 
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