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Since graduating Wesleyan Univer-
sity in 2014, I have taught math with-
in the Boston Public School system. 
Teaching math has been rewarding, 
not only because of the growth I have 
seen students achieve, but because of 
the ways I was able to shift how fami-
lies saw math curriculum. What does 
it mean to have students be able to 
identify with a course they were of-
ten labeled a failure in? How do you 
get families engaged in the classroom 
to the point where they will engage 
beyond parent-teacher conferenc-
es? How do you make people feel af-
firmed and valued in your classroom? 
These are questions I grappled with 
on a daily basis. I wanted to ensure 
my students had the mathematical 
literacy that would enable them to 
achieve social mobility.

During my time at hgse, I thought 
of the ways in which my practice 

could extend beyond the classroom 
and took courses that would further 
develop my leadership and strategic 
planning skills.

As I am beginning my new chapter 
as a member of central office staff, I 
not only keep those same questions in 
mind but push leaders to think of them 
as well. We are in the midst of a pan-
demic and there are global protests to 
highlight the ways in which Black lives 
matter; it is important for leaders to en-
sure their actions match their words. 
When you identify as an anti-racist 
but feel uncomfortable talking about 
race, how many missed opportunities 
to build trusting relationships with 
families and community members go 
unexplored? How can you identify as 
anti-racist but feel as though your stu-
dents are not progressing because they 
do not like school and no one in their 
home holds them accountable, rather 
than critically reflecting on your class-
room practices? What are some mean-
ingful ways you are engaging families 
in your virtual classroom? Human in-
teraction has changed in this climate, 
and it is important for respect, care, 
and vulnerability to still be expressed. 
Families were struggling before the 
pandemic and “a new normal” has 
not been established. As a Black man, 
it is my hope that the humanization 
of students, their families, and their 
communities will be more than a 
“best practice” and seen as common 
knowledge as we begin to rebuild and 
reshape our society post-covid. 

Though I have shifted from class-
room educator to managerial work, I 
am still invested in making sure edu-
cators see students as humans first, 
students second. Though students 
are in that building or video window 
for hours daily, that is not the most 
important part of their identities. 
You cannot safely explore the identi-
ties of others until you explore your 
own through critical reflection. This 
work is challenging for a number of 
reasons, considering the lack of hu-
man interaction, or the ways in which 
Google Hangouts, Zoom, and other 
apps do not allow for a transfer of 
energy between people. The ways in 
which we can hold people has shift-
ed also, but we must remember that 
meaningful human engagement will 

“It is my hope that the  
humanization of students,  

their families, and their  
communities will be  

more than a ‘best practice’  
and seen as common  

knowledge.”

Kwame Adams,  
Ed.M.’20
P R O G R A M  M A N A G E R

O F F I C E  O F  S C H O O L  
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It’s 9:06 a.m. My 5-year-old sits 
across from me in the kitchen, stuff-
ing dry Cheerios in her mouth, twirl-
ing her finger in a cup of milk without 
a care in the world, especially that my 
morning staff meeting starts in less 
than 24 minutes. 

“Let’s plaaaaaayyyyyy,” she yells. 
“I have to work. I have a meeting,” 

I say, deadpan. 
“Arrrrgggghhhhhhh,” she groans, 

disappointed. 
I’m running late already, even 

though all I have to do is click a but-
ton now. I catch my breath, thinking, 
“Someday you’ll look back on this and 
remember it as a special time.” I’ve 
said those words to myself a lot over 
the past five months. five months! 

Most days I’ve lost track of how 
much time has really passed since the 
pandemic quarantined my daughter 
and me at home. Actually, I stopped 
counting around week 14, which sur-
passed the most time we’d ever spent 
together during maternity leave. Be-
cause my partner is considered an es-
sential employee who still reports to 
the office every day, I’m now stay-at-

look the same virtually or in person.
One of the tasks I do to challenge 

perceived power is I push educa-
tors to think of a student or family 
they had during the school year that 
they would label difficult. Then I ask 
them to think of the additional chal-
lenges that come with learning vir-
tually. Would your bond be stronger 
or weaker given the lack of physical 
space? Most reflect and recognize 
that a lot of their relationships would 
falter and attendance would be low. 
Other teachers have built such strong 
relationships that family members say 
hi or check in with them during class 
meetings. The reasons why their rela-
tionships flourish is because of their 
consistency, high expectations, and 
desire to get to know students lived 
experience beyond the schoolhouse. 

Educators and school leaders must 
recognize the ways in which families 
offer value to school climate and cul-
ture. They must recognize the ways in 
which they uphold and combat racist 
and/or white supremacist ideologies. 
If a teacher asks a student during a vid-
eo call, “Why is your house so loud?” 
they are showing bias. They are try-
ing to exude power in a space that is 
not their classroom. A number of stu-
dents do not have a quiet place in their 
home, and quite frankly, some of my 
colleagues lack those spaces also but 
that does not lessen the quality of their 
work. It also does not permit anyone to 
question the conditions they are work-
ing under if they do not have an imme-
diate solution to the problem. Rather 
than making a student feel ashamed 
of their home environment, educa-
tors should think of ways to gauge the 
conditions students are working un-
der and adjust. We must also continue 
to push educators to understand how 
their need for power is rooted in bias, 
and how these power dynamics do not 
lead to establishing trust, expressing 
vulnerability and high expectations, 
or allowing students and families to 
have input on curriculum. These pow-
er dynamics seek to keep the teacher 
in control.

KWAME ADAMS CURRENTLY WORKS IN 
SUPPORTING SCHOOL TRANSFORMATION 
EFFORTS IN BOSTON TO ENSURE THAT STU-
DENTS HAVE ACCESS TO QUALITY EDUCA-
TORS AND AFFIRMING CURRICULUM.

“I let the  
‘academics’  

go in favor  
of ‘play.’  

Instantly our  
days became  

more  
relaxed.”

Jill Anderson
H O S T,  H A R V A R D  E D C A S T

H A R V A R D  G R A D U AT E  
S C H O O L  O F  E D U C AT I O N

C A M B R I D G E
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