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Preface to the New Edition 5

Preface to the New Edition

Teaching as an ethical enterprise goes beyond presenting what already is; it is 
teaching towards what ought to be. 

William Ayers, To Teach: The Journey of a Teacher 

This book is for teachers with adventurous and generous spirits: those who are 
willing to take the time to learn about their students’ lived experiences so that 
they can make authentic connections and nurture relationships based on mutual 
respect. It is a book for teachers who are confident enough to look critically at 
their privilege and power and be mindful about how these elements play out 
in their classrooms and in their pedagogy. This is also a book about teaching 
responsively and imaginatively; a book for teachers who deftly make program 
changes when they need to and who know that the rhythm of teaching is depend

ent on active, careful listening to student voices—not only voices that are heard 
but also those that have been silent for too long.

This is a book about teaching fairly as well as a book that provides ways of 
teaching about fairness. The first edition was published over ten years ago. Since 
then, for me at least, the world seems to have become more complicated politi
cally, ethically, environmentally, socially, and technologically. For many of us, the 
world is much more at our doorstep. Its immediacy seems to demand our quick 
attention and response. More and more, teachers are working to find ways to 
navigate uncharted waters, finding ways to keep their students safe but at the 
same time challenging them to look critically and compassionately at how the 
world works and what they need to do to make it a better place for all. 

Teenager Greta Thunberg has rallied young people around the world in a call 
to action regarding the deterioration of the environment. Technology and social 
media have become an intricate part of our teaching environments—especially 
during the Covid19 pandemic. Although many of us have found ways to incor
porate technology in innovative ways in our classrooms, the immediate access 
to all kinds of information has its own particular challenges. We find ourselves 
working with students who have ready access to controversial and conflicting 
images, information, opinions, relationships, and events that have come to their 
attention through social media. The #MeToo movement has impacted the way 
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6  Preface to the New Edition

we think not only about sexual assault and consent but also about power and 
boundaries in a broader sense. Black Lives Matter has forced us to face antiBlack 
sentiments in schools and school systems and in broader society. Systemic com
plexities of race and class shape the schools in which we teach and, more often 
than not, produce unjust outcomes for poor students and students of color. Cuts 
to public education have impacted the most disadvantaged students and their 
families. Dreams have been deferred and there is a bleakness to many of our 
students’ lives. Teachers find themselves working with many students who have 
mental health issues and who are dealing with poverty, racism, homophobia, and 
many other kinds of barriers. Our classrooms are far more diverse in terms of 
race, ethnicity, religion, class, and gender as well. Coronavirus has shown us that 
health is very much connected to wealth. Nonetheless, all students, parents, and 
teachers are experiencing anxiety, ambiguity, and confusion as they adapt to a 
“new normal”—to a future that is unknowable at the moment.

These contexts make it more challenging to teach but they also present lots of 
opportunities for all of us to learn about the world we live in together by sharing 
the stories of our identities. They also demand that we help our students figure 
out ways to discern what is true and what is not; what is fair and what is not. 
Teachers need to help our students navigate through this new world—question
ing what they are seeing and hearing, critically analyzing what they are reading 
and viewing, and helping them think clearly and ethically about what they are 
learning. They allow us to help students engage in critical thinking and empa
thetic response. These contexts also encourage all of us to take action and explore 
initiatives that help us seek new knowledge, gain different perspectives, and col
laborate in important ways. 

As a result, I offer suggestions for how to make students feel welcome and 
valued so that our diversity is seen as a huge benefit to all who enter our class
rooms. I also provide ways to think differently about inclusive curriculum, create 
respectful environments in the classroom, teach in imaginative ways, and reach 
out to parents and guardians as well as the communities that surround schools. 

I introduce specific strategies that encourage students to routinely question 
what they think of as normal and to ask difficult questions that sometimes have 
multiple answers.

I hope to encourage teachers to help their students to do this challenging work 
by having them notice things. I want to help teachers and students recognize 
unfairness, question their assumptions, and challenge themselves to think criti
cally about social justice and injustice—for themselves and others. I also want 
them to actively work towards a better world where people look after each other 
in authentic and compassionate ways.

Kathleen Gould Lundy
Toronto, July 2020
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What We Mean When We Talk about Fairness 7

1
What We Mean When We Talk about Fairness

June was suddenly upon us. I was wrapping up a drama project with a Grade 8 
class in an inner-city school in Toronto. I had begun the project in March and 
had spent a fair amount of time with this class, made up of thirty-six students 
from seventeen different countries around the world. I thought that I knew most 
of the students well. The teacher and I shared our delight in the accomplishments 
of the students as they worked through various drama techniques that helped 
them grow into articulate, passionate actors who had important stories to tell 
about bullying and what to do about it. 

We had persevered in tackling some common issues and problems that young 
adolescents confront in school. There had been misunderstandings and diffi-
cult negotiations, but we had done some good work together. Although pressed 
for time, we had squeezed a number of workshops into a very busy curriculum 
and now we were on our last lap together. Everyone was excited about the per-
formance that was going to take place that afternoon in front of the rest of the 
middle school students in the school cafeteria. 

I arrived at the school just before the bell rang. There was the usual commo-
tion that signals the beginning of a school day during the hot days of June. Lots 
of laughter and physical energy filled the hallways. I saw the homeroom teacher 
standing outside her classroom talking to Michael, a student who was popular 
with everyone in the class. A boy named Fahim approached Michael just as the 
teacher was interrupted by a colleague. 

Fahim and Michael were good friends and spent most of their time together. 
The teacher had turned away momentarily and before Fahim could speak, 
Michael commented on Fahim’s new haircut. He said, “Look at you, man. You 
look like a terrorist.” Fahim appeared confused. Michael continued, “You look 
like a terrorist; your haircut—it makes you look like a terrorist...” Fahim looked 
devastated, said nothing, and quickly disappeared into the classroom. The 
teacher finished speaking to her colleague and turned back to Michael. She had 
not observed what had just taken place between the two boys. 

I entered the classroom. Time was tight—I only had a few hours before the 
final performance. As the students started to rearrange the desks to make room 
for the work we were about to do, I spoke to the teacher about the interaction 
between the two boys in the hallway. I could see Fahim out of the corner of my 
eye. He was standing by himself, not participating in any way. Usually, he was 
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8  

engaged and helpful in class. I wondered aloud whether we should resolve the 
issue between Fahim and Michael privately because I felt that we could not con-
tinue until Michael’s comment had been dealt with. The teacher regarded me 
with a certain degree of impatience. She had had the students released from their 
morning classes and we had so little time to get things ready. Couldn’t this wait? 

I could see her point. Wasn’t this just a minor incident? Why take time out of a 
very busy morning to wrestle with it? Couldn’t we let it go—just this once? 

I relented. After all, I was a guest in the school and I, too, was feeling the pres-
sure of the impending performance. So we began to rehearse, but Fahim—who 
played a key role in the collective drama—participated listlessly. I could tell that 
he was suffering. He had been enormously hurt by his friend and he was at a loss 
in terms of how to handle it. 

After the rehearsal, the teacher—who had recognized as soon as the rehearsal 
began that the tension between Michael and Fahim had to be diffused—sug-
gested that we meet with both boys. We bought lunch for the two students in 
the cafeteria and then met in a room near the office. We were about to present a 
play about bullying and its impact on victims and onlookers. The irony of that 
fact was not lost on any of us. The teacher, who had worked in the school for a 
long time, patiently asked the boys to explain to her what had transpired between 
them. 

It became clear that Michael had no idea how hurtful his comment had been. 
He began by insisting that the haircut did make Fahim look like the headshots of 
terrorists that he had seen on TV. He did not know what the “big deal” was. 

In response, Fahim, who is of Pakistani heritage, told us about how his father 
was regularly called “Osama bin there done that” at work and about how his 
sister had had her headscarf pulled off her head while attending high school. He 
said that more and more people were making unacceptable connections between 
his Islamic heritage and global terrorism and that he and his family were sick of 
being victimized. He was completely mortified that Michael, whom he consid-
ered one of his best friends, could hurt his feelings in such a way. 

Clearly, Michael had not realized how devastated Fahim was and how insult-
ing his words had been to his friend. We spent some time talking about pre-
conceptions that had been planted in Michael’s mind due to media influences. 
He was unaware of how he had been swayed by certain biased images on televi-
sion. Now, however, he was willing to challenge some myths promoted by the 
media. The teacher reminded Michael of all the work that he and his classmates 
had done together in Media Literacy to deconstruct images of racism. She and 
Michael shared the same Jamaican-Canadian heritage. Michael was fully aware 
of how hurtful racism is. In fact, he told some of his own stories about his brother 
being discriminated against at work. 

For my part, I, a white woman, was fully aware that I was bearing witness to 
something that people of color deal with in a white-dominated society all the 
time. There were a lot of tears and a quiet sadness enveloped us. We were four 
people struggling to come to terms with how difficult it is to live in the world. 

I can’t remember all the things that we talked about in that hour as the teacher 
generously shared food and provided lots of tissues, while being strong and direct 
and fair. But I do remember this. At the end of the conversation, Michael looked 
at all of us and said: “In order to stop hurting people, you need to know SO much 
about SO many things. It’s kind of overwhelming...” The teacher and I looked 
into the eyes of the two boys and thought about all the hard work and explora-
tion of issues that we had done together as a class through drama. Even though 
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What We Mean When We Talk about Fairness 9

we were scheduled to perform as a team that afternoon, there was still so much 
more we needed to know about one another and the world in which we live if we 
were going to get things right. 

This is one of the stories about my experiences working in schools that made 
me want to write this book. I agree with Michael. This kind of work is over-
whelming and it will never be “done.” There is so much to learn about so many 
things. There are no easy solutions and, sometimes, no clear answers at all to 
some of the questions that we grapple with when teaching about fairness. I have 
struggled to write about ways to teach about fairness and ways to teach fairly, but 
I realize that I myself still have so much to learn and can only keep trying to do 
things in the best way possible. 

More and more of us work in culturally, racially, and linguistically diverse 
classrooms. Some of us teach in economically disadvantaged school settings. No 
matter where we teach, we know how important it is to build relationships with 
our students and gain their respect. But we have to do more than what we have 
been doing. We need to make the time in a crowded curriculum to talk with our 
students about who they are, where they are from, what they want to accomplish, 
and how they want to live in the world. We need to have the courage to set up 
inclusive classrooms in which students feel safe to talk about controversial issues 
and to explore “difficult knowledge.” 

We need to engage in our own personal, critical reflections upon our life sto-
ries so that we recognize certain things about ourselves: our fears, our privilege, 
and our assumptions. We need to remember how important it is to help our stu-
dents construct knowledge about the world together as they participate in chal-
lenging, open-ended, imaginative, intellectual, and artistic pursuits from various 
perspectives. Furthermore, in a global economy in which so much pressure is 
placed on the individual—through tests and other competitive factors—we need 
to help our students learn to become critically aware of what is fair not only for 
themselves but for others. Most important of all, we need to summon the courage 
to cancel the dress rehearsals when real life takes over and when hurtful encoun-
ters disrupt the community that we call the classroom. I want us to give ourselves 
permission and time to mend broken hearts through thoughtful, empathetic dis-
cussions so that important teaching and learning can proceed.

What Is Fairness?

Article 2 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child “applies to 
all children, whatever their race, religion or abilities; whatever they think or say; 
whatever type of family they come from. It doesn’t matter where children live, 
what language they speak, what their parents do, whether they are boys or girls, 
what their culture is, whether they have a disability or whether they are rich or 
poor. No child should be treated unfairly on any basis.” 

As a society we value fairness. Fairness is connected to how we maintain our 
dignity in the face of human difficulty and dilemmas. In order to work towards 
fairness, we have to acknowledge that not all of us start off from the same place. 
Stereotypes, beliefs, and ideas about difference feed individual acts of bigotry and 
institutional discrimination. Our biases predict our behavior in terms of how we 
treat people. All of us have biases. Recognizing and unlearning unconscious bias 
is a project that all educators must engage in if schools are to be places where 
fairness exists. 
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10 What Is Fairness?

We also have to work against prejudice and stereotyping. Stereotyping may 
be based on misconceptions and false generalizations about race, age, ethnic, 
linguistic, religious, geographical, or national groups; social, marital, or family 
status; disability, gender, or sexual orientation. Prejudice towards a certain group, 
or individuals within it, casts that group and its members in an inferior light with 
no legitimate basis in fact. It can be a consequence and a cause of discrimination. 
Teachers need to understand all this. Fairness in education is only possible if we 
are aware of how bias, stereotyping, systemic racism, and prejudice affect oppor-
tunity and access for our students and their families. 

Michelle Obama, in her book Becoming, writes about a visit that she made 
to the Elizabeth Garrett Anderson school in England—a girls’ school full of the 
daughters of immigrant families. Obama spoke to this group about how her expe-
rience of growing up and going to school on the south side of Chicago shaped 
her view of the world. After the speech was over, she wrote:

You had only to look around at the faces in the room to know that despite 
their strengths, these girls would need to work hard to be seen. There were 
girls in Hijab, girls for whom English was a second language, girls whose 
skin made up every shade of brown. I knew they’d have to push back against 
the stereotypes that would get put on them, all the ways they’d be defined 
before they’d had a chance to define themselves. They’d need to fight the 
invisibility that comes with being poor, female and of colour. They’d have 
to work to find their voices and not be diminished to keep themselves from 
getting beaten down. They would have to work just to learn.

In order for all of our students to be “seen” we must develop our capacities 
to critique institutional inequity and to speak freely with evidence and insight 
to bring about the change that is needed in schools. We need to teach fairly in 
an unfair world, which means that we need to teach in ways that are consistent 
with how our students live their lives. The work that we do in schools needs to 
take into account the different contexts that each student faces. Many of us have 
learned to differentiate between equality and equity. As Julian Falconer wrote as 
chair of the School Community Safety Advisory Panel of the Toronto District 
School Board: “In the education context equity refers to an inclusive atmosphere 
of learning where all students are treated fairly. Equity includes recognition that 
students have different needs, experiences and social identities and that a ‘one-
size-fits-all’ approach to addressing students’ needs, experiences, and social 
identities does not create an environment where all students are afforded the 
opportunity to succeed.”

This concept of fairness is not always accepted. I have encountered resistance 
and offense from many people in my workshops who truly believe that everyone 
needs to be treated equally. It doesn’t work that way for me. Students need dif-
ferent kinds of supports and resources to achieve their goals. Many people can 
become uncomfortable with this idea and conversations can become heated and 
difficult. Nonetheless, we need to insist that we look at power and social justice 
in the classroom, in the schools, and in our district boards of education. We need 
to act on the choices that we make in teaching with confidence linked to “politi-
cal clarity and ethical integrity” (Freire, 1998). 
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What We Mean When We Talk about Fairness 11

What Do Teachers Who Teach Fairly Do?

What are the characteristics and behaviors of teachers who teach fairly? First of 
all, they work towards making schools socially just places. Teachers who value 
and nurture a respectful classroom environment based on principles of fairness 
interact with their students in the following ways:

• They communicate ideas and instructions clearly.
• They guide and limit behavior to keep students safe.
• They expect all of their students to be successful.
• They encourage their students to be the best they can be on that particular 

day.
• They mentor their students in order to show them how to live in the world.
• They help students to question the construction and understanding of dif-

ference.
• They are open to new ideas and ways of approaching teaching and 

 learning.
• They validate the experiences of all their students, by finding source mate-

rial in the curriculum that acts as a mirror for the students’ own identities.
• They engage students in critical thinking by means of which they come 

to question and understand their relationships to their community, their 
society, and the world.

• They ensure that their students’ needs, interests, and aspirations are met 
not only through curriculum, resources, pedagogy, and educational pro-
grams, but also through time spent together in the classroom.

• They help students examine their lives to understand their own personal 
histories.

• They listen and watch for those students who remain silent.
• They celebrate their students’ successes.
• They know that learning takes time, so they rehearse and practice new 

skills.
• They “protect their students into understanding.” 
• They view learning about teaching as never-ending.

@
Haw

ke
r B

ro
wnlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n



12 Distinguishing Fairness from Unfairness for Ourselves  and for Others

• They encourage questions with multiple answers and provoke and encour-
age a proliferation of opinions. Then they find ways of bringing these ideas 
into relationship with one another.

• They value where their students are from, both in terms of their communi-
ties and the broader social context and they remain mindful of that context 
so that teaching works and learning matters.

Distinguishing Fairness from Unfairness for Ourselves  
and for Others

We need to teach our students well—to provide them with the thinking tools 
they need to wrestle with ideas and numbers so they can become critically aware 
of how the world works on many levels. But we also need to teach them how 
to live in the world as ethical citizens. We need to help our students learn to 
discern what is fair not just for themselves but also for others, and to develop 
self- awareness of how their actions can either benefit or damage themselves or 
others. This stance requires them to distinguish what is fair from what is unfair, 
to be able to hold many different ideas in their heads at once, and to make choices 
that benefit others as well as themselves.

Educating Students to Be Good Citizens

The work that I do with students in the classroom allows them to become actively 
engaged with ideas, themes, relationships, characters, historical and contempo-
rary incidents, images, and texts from the inside out. Through interactive activi-
ties, I encourage students to cooperate with one another, express their emotions, 
seek alternative solutions to problems, engage in conflict resolution, and partici-
pate fully in the making of individual and collective meaning. By means of these 
activities, I hope that students will develop respect for themselves and for others 
as they experience first-hand what life must be like for people who are different 
from themselves. As I teach material that requires students to talk to one another 
and collaborate with each other, I monitor the ways in which students develop a 
more positive self-image and an understanding of others. As the material we are 
exploring introduces new perspectives, I watch to see if my students are becom-
ing more comfortable in acknowledging, accepting, understanding, and celebrat-
ing human differences. In the end, I hope that they will acquire a sense of social 
responsibility as well as a sense of justice for themselves as well as for others.

Goethe tells us that “character develops in quiet places.” To develop one’s char-
acter, one requires, among other things, time to experiment with new ideas and 
experience life in many different ways; to participate in thoughtful dialogue with 
an empathetic mentor who does not judge but guides and asks significant ques-
tions; to interact with others who don’t necessarily hold the same view of the 
world; and to encounter literature, media, art, ideas, facts, and opinions that trig-
ger new understandings. The classroom is a central place where students develop 
and grow as human beings. Their character is shaped by what happens at home, 
in the community, and at school. Teachers exert an enormous influence on their 
students’ character development by how and what they teach.

Elliot Eisner, the late professor emeritus of Art and Education at Stanford Uni-
versity, taught us that children are born with brains and it is up to us as teachers 

It is the mark of an educated mind 
to be able to entertain a thought 
without accepting it.

Aristotle
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