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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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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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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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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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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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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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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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the Perception Institute note, “A significant majority of Whites as well 
as Asian Americans and Latinos show anti-Black bias in the IAT and 
almost half of African Americans also show anti-Black bias” (Johnson 
& Godsil, 2013, p. 8). When the single most significant image of contem-
porary Latino and Hispanic people in the United States is that of the 
undocumented, “illegal,” and “alien,” imagine the challenge Spanish-
speaking children and their parents face in their efforts to authenti-
cally “be.” Consider the fear that some Arab American and Muslim 
children must feel when their narrative includes “being terrorists.”

In many ways, teachers are taught to believe that what they have 
to teach children will, in the end, save them. In a perfect world, this 
might well be true. But while children of color may not be able to iden-
tify the burdens they carry, I believe they are intensely aware of the 
consequences those burdens have on their lives. They might believe 
that there is really no point to school or that it is somehow a betrayal 
to their family and friends to surrender themselves to the education 
process. Some of our children feel a level of mistrust of teachers and 
administrators at a very early age (Rhoden, 2017). Many children feel 
that their behavior is inconsequential and unrelated to their educa-
tion. These are just a few signs that manifest the heavy weight our 
children bear each day.

From kindergarten, these children are already trying to scale a 
mountain they are unprepared to climb, as unprepared as their guides 
(the teachers) are to help them. Imagine being lost at the beginning of a 
long journey, and the one person who steps forward to help is someone 
you can’t trust. You don’t know why you can’t trust them; you just can’t. 
The energy that drives this distrust is guilt. Many children are blocked 
from trusting by the burden of guilt they carry with them. And much of 
our behavior as teachers unintentionally validates their feelings. To go 
back to the guide metaphor, suppose you are the appointed guide, and 
after a year or two of trying to help, you’ve come to the conclusion that 
no matter how hard you try, you won’t be able to get that person up the 
mountain. Even if children manage to overcome their challenges and 
excel as students, they will always feel that weight. It will affect their 
choices and experiences throughout their lives.
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The guilt propagated by stereotyping has a ripple effect in school, 
widening the achievement gap and hindering the growth of positive 
relationships. These elements are interconnected, but in the following 
sections I discuss each aspect in turn to elucidate how it comes about 
and how it hurts our children.

The Achievement Gap

Advances in the study of cognition (Kang, 2005) have firmly 
established that the subconscious mind is working overtime to con-
textualize our experiences. Stereotypes work extremely well at the 
subconscious level. They literally rest there. Set down roots there. Our 
children are taught by the whispers of the world around them what to 
be. The idea that they are constantly making choices about right and 
wrong is, I believe, a specious one. They are taught how to think. What 
to value. Who to be.

Who is doing this? Who creates the images, the stories about us 
that take root in our cultural landscape? The racial history of America 
is a part of that landscape—a part of the land and the scape (DeGruy, 
2005). We have a way of measuring the lasting impact of radioactivity 
in Chernobyl, but not of our recovery from slavery. Obviously, racism 
has a half-life. 

This thing called race, that people created and defined, that is very 
real and yet made up, stands in all of our way. Our society is still mired 
in its tendrils. 

We don’t like to admit it. In fact, we do as much as we can to 
convince ourselves of the opposite. This has something to do with an 
American desire to “achieve” innocence with regard to race. I used the 
word achieve to denote that the United States has never experienced 
innocence when it comes to race. When it applies to race, the facts 
speak through the American consciousness in a stream that cannot 
escape the guilt that history demands. America is not so much trying 
to regain a lost innocence as it is struggling to achieve it.

However we think about race, we use it in many ways. One of 
its most damaging functions is the way it is used against children—
for example, to lower our expectations of children of color or even 
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dehumanize them (Epstein, Blake, & González, 2017; Gilliam, Maupin, 
Reyes, Accavitti, & Shic, 2016; Goff, Jackson, Di Leone, Culotta, & 
DiTomasso, 2014). And, to the point of this book, we use race to calcu-
late the damage that an ineffective education system does to children, 
commonly expressed as an “achievement gap.” Disparities are the lan-
guage of race: what you get is different from what they get.

For example, in Boston, white children perform significantly bet-
ter than black children, with “24% of black and 26% of Hispanic stu-
dents in grades 3 through 8” scoring “above grade-level proficiency in 
MCAS reading last year, compared to 63% of white and 62% of Asian 
students” (Sobey, 2019, para. 2). Likewise, in Seattle, white children 
perform roughly 40 percent better than black children in math and 
English language arts (Bazzaz, 2018). In fact, “Of the 100 major U.S. 
cities, eight have small achievement gaps, 25 have large achievement 
gaps and 67 have massive achievement gaps” (Education Cities, 2016, 
p. 15). National statistics document decades of disparities in aca-
demic performance between white and black children and white and 
Hispanic children on reading and math assessments (Musu-Gillette 
et al., 2017). 

Simply put, black children fail at a greater rate than white chil-
dren. That’s what the numbers say. You know—the numbers that 
come from the standardized tests that students are required to take, 
which are conceptualized and prepared in the same environment that 
already has accounted for their failure. 

We can further deduce from these reports that black and brown 
children will have greater disciplinary problems, experience higher 
unemployment, be subject to more criminalization and incarceration, 
be poorer, have lower rates of college education, and so on. This is the 
toll our system of education takes on our children. And teachers are 
witnesses to this tragedy.

The Relationship Gap

Every year, when the failure of the public education system 
is announced, there is much agonizing. But somehow, each year, 
the agony sounds less and less genuine. Each year, the debates and 
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discussions about how to address the problem of the achievement gap 
seem less urgent and passionate. Research abounds on the depth of 
the problem, while ideas and projects to address the problem—usually 
in the form of diversity training or cultural proficiency training— 
proliferate. Yet the problem persists. As a nation, we watch as our 
beautiful, creative children are marginalized further by the education 
system. It is as if we are slowly being conditioned to accept this failure. 
It sometimes seems that there is no viable way to solve what appears to 
be an intractable situation.

African American children (boys and girls) continue to be pun-
ished for being black. Latino and Hispanic students suffer for being 
Latino and Hispanic. Indigenous children suffer for being born who 
they are. Arab American and Muslim children are locked into the 
stereotypes created by a system that needs a way to characterize 
them. To cite just one egregious example of this sad state of affairs, 
in 2015, 14-year-old Ahmed Mohamed built a homemade alarm clock 
and brought it to school to present to his teacher. He was detained 
by police and suspended from school after “educators accused him 
of building a fake bomb. The White House press secretary stated: 
‘This episode is a good illustration of how pernicious stereotypes can 
prevent even good-hearted people who have dedicated their lives to 
educating young people from doing the good work that they set out to 
do’” (Fernandez & Hauser, 2015). These children become numbers in a 
landslide of statistics documenting the damage of stereotypes.

When our children enter their classrooms each year, the reality 
that awaits them is one of low expectations, disconnection, and aca-
demic cynicism. And let’s be clear: although family looms large, it is 
not the problem. Curriculum is not the problem. School administra-
tors are not precisely the problem. And finally, no, the teachers are not 
the problem, either.

Quite simply, in my opinion, the problem has to do with our chil-
dren’s inability to believe that anyone really sees or cares about them 
(Yeager, Purdie-Vaughns, Hooper, & Cohen, 2017). Therein lies our 
challenge: to make educators relevant to children from a child’s point of 
view. To disrupt the provisional reality that our culture has constructed 
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for our children and ourselves. To make the role of education and edu-
cators in our children’s lives essential and felt. Children must be recon-
nected to the adults who are charged with educating them.

The so-called achievement gap is inextricably linked to a relation-
ship gap: as Hattie (2009) found, “It is teachers. . . who have created 
positive student-teacher relationships that are more likely to have the 
above average effects on student achievement” (p. 126). If the entire 
system made a commitment to engage each student as a specific child 
with specific needs and to connect each child with their teacher; if 
every teacher were prepared and excited to get to know each child; if 
every educator were challenged, as a part of their job, to know the chil-
dren they are expected to teach, then those students would perform 
completely differently than their history might indicate.

I know this because this is exactly the work I’ve been doing for 
more than eight years now.

The popular images of black, Hispanic or Latino, or Indigenous 
children never include the scholar; the stereotypes are almost all 
negative. So why should we expect our children to behave differently 
in the classroom? Many of them have never actually had the opportu-
nity to live as children. Our children hardly get a chance to simply be.

But what if educators, beginning in preschool, were able to help 
liberate our children from the chains of these stereotypes? What 
would happen?

Constructing the Innocent Classroom
There is an answer to the serious and life-limiting, even life- 
threatening, problems confronting U.S. public education. If guilt is the 
primary barrier for children of color in the classroom, then the solu-
tion is to restore and maintain their innocence. In fact, it is my con-
tention that teaching innocence is one of the most important things a 
teacher can do.

Let us begin with a common understanding of innocence as it is 
discussed in this book: 
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Innocence is the condition that results from the reduction, minimi-
zation, neutralization, or elimination of the guilt that develops from 
stereotypes and popular negative narratives and iconography. 

The driving force of my insistence on innocence in the classroom 
for all students, but especially for students of color, derives from the 
assertion that innocence is an essential and fundamental human 
quality that it is important for all of us to consciously experience and 
understand. Many children of color don’t know what it feels like to walk 
America’s streets and feel safe and innocent—and unless we intervene, 
most of them never will know. In its 2019 analysis of the NYPD’s stop-
and-frisk data, the New York Civil Liberties Union reports that “black 
and Latino people were disproportionately stopped regardless of the 
demographic make-up of the neighborhood. For example, in the 17th 
precinct, which encompasses Kips Bay and Murray Hill, black and 
Latino people make up just 8 percent of the population but 75 percent 
of the people stopped by police” (para. 7).

Innocence is an immeasurably beautiful and important gift that 
all teachers can give their students. When children believe that what 
they are being taught can have a positive impact on their lives and that 
they deserve the lessons they are being taught, and when they can 
walk the halls of a school or enter a classroom without the weight of 
negative expectations, they will respond more positively to the aca-
demic challenges put before them.

The Innocent Classroom, described throughout the course of this 
book, is a professional development experience I launched in 2012 to 
change how teachers think about and engage students of color. The 
approach articulates a nationwide need to reform teacher-student 
interaction in a way that can dramatically reduce, if not eradicate, 
disparities for all marginalized children and free them to achieve. To 
accomplish this end, the Innocent Classroom does something no other 
response to disparity does: it offers a process for creating relation-
ships. Essentially, the Innocent Classroom is a practical methodology 
for building active and functional relationships with each child in  
your classroom.
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The Innocent Classroom is a place where children are allowed to 
exist without the weight of the negative stereotypes, iconography, and 
narratives that so profoundly affect their lives. Outside the classroom, 
to some, they may be just another representation of some stereotype. 
But inside your classroom, none of that touches them.

How do you create this environment? How do you build a relation-
ship with a child that opens them to believing that you see them this 
way? This is what we are going to tackle in this book: how relation-
ships can be constructed between a teacher and a child in such a way 
that the child will, at least temporarily, be a willing and engaged stu-
dent under your tutelage. 

PRACTICE

The Innocent Classroom is a continual practice, not a project that 
is complete after finishing this book. It is a way of approaching a 
diverse classroom, especially one with children of color in it. Each 
time you are given a new class, at the beginning of the year or 
semester, the process is repeated. To begin your practice, think 
about your answer to the following question.

Whom do you admire most?

The Goals of the Innocent Classroom

A fundamental goal of the Innocent Classroom is for all teachers, 
staff, and administrators to embrace the idea that innocence is an 
absolute necessity for each child. The knowledge of innocence, a clear 
belief in it within and for themselves, is an essential element in chil-
dren’s academic, social, and emotional growth. We want to increase 
students’ capacity to learn effectively and to understand how their 
learning will actually change their lives. We want to reveal to our 
students that much of what society projects as a representation of who 

ADVANCE UNCORRECTED COPY—NOT FOR DISTRIBUTION



The Innocent Classroom12

they are are fabrications that are incomplete or flat-out wrong. We 
want to help our students see their place in the world.

Most of all, we want to relieve our children of the weight of guilt, 
because we know those inaccurate perceptions undermine their 
capacity to believe in the efficacy of their education.

PRACTICE

Take a moment to write the answer to this question.

What don’t you have that you wish you did? 

Now think about one of your students. How would they answer? 
Find the time soon to actually ask that student.

The Teacher’s Role

The Innocent Classroom frees children from their bondage to ste-
reotypes by turning educators into liberators. Teachers can become 
the transformational force that makes innocence possible for the 
children they are charged with educating. But to take on this role, 
educators must commit to developing authentic, intentional relation-
ships with all students, creating classrooms where children are free of 
negative expectations. The following scenario, which asks you to put 
yourself in the shoes of a student, illustrates the power teachers have 
to hand children their innocence.

Seeing Innocence
Imagine you are a 10-year-old African American boy sitting in a 4th 

grade classroom. The noise of your house, the life you left behind 

earlier this morning, and the events of the previous evening all 

recede, and you now find yourself in an environment that is wholly 

unlike home. Still, it is a place that you are familiar with. You’ve been 
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coming to this place for several years now, and it has become a 

regular thing. You have become relatively comfortable with the con-

trolled chaos that surrounds you and that in many ways defines this 

place called school.

At this point in your school life, you’ve made some decisions. 

You’ve committed yourself to being quiet, or, if you’ve found you 

can’t be quiet, you’ve decided to be vocal. You’ve chosen to have a 

lot of friends, only a few, or hardly any at all. You’ve chosen to care 

about what you look like to others, or you’ve chosen not to care. 

You’ve made a lot of choices, actually.

Maybe you are a carefree child who is loved by your parents, 

or maybe your life doesn’t allow for “carefree,” and you often sur-

render to a darker, brooding demeanor. Maybe you generally feel 

happy, or maybe happiness is so rare that you don’t really know 

what it is. 

But you sit at your desk and respond as well as you can to the 

teacher who stands at the front of the classroom. You may try to 

do the work that is expected of you, or you may not. Maybe you’ve 

already decided that the teacher doesn’t like you or asks too much 

of you or doesn’t care whether you do it or not. Maybe you don’t 

care.

Maybe you like being in this room, at this desk, for five or 

six hours every day, because it allows you to escape everywhere 

else. It may be better in here than out there. Of course, whenever 

someone asks you if you would rather be out there, you always say 

yes, you hate school. Maybe you actually don’t, but you’ve already 

learned that most kids your age say that they hate school. What 

else would someone expect you to say?

You do like the time you get to play in a relatively safe place 

like the schoolyard or the gym. You like that there’s food to eat. 

And you like some of the grownups you’ve met here, even though 

the way they interact with you is different than it is out there. 

School sometimes seems irrelevant. Except that you realize, 

as you struggle to read the books you’re supposed to read, that 

learning to read has its advantages. Everyone has to learn how to 

read, but not many people out there endorse the functional value 
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of reading, or of school for that matter. Maybe there aren’t a lot of 

books in your house. Maybe no one is ever curled up on the couch 

with a book in their hands.

But you can read, and sometimes you actually find it enjoy-

able. There are stories you like. It helps being able to understand 

things better. You can see how much you’ve changed and grown 

since kindergarten. But it’s getting harder and harder. There are 

more and more kids who seem to care less and less about the 

work they’re supposed to be doing.

You’re learning how social everything is. Everyone sees you 

in a certain way. You realized that last year, when your allergies 

were acting up and your nose was running all the time and the 

fluids dried in streams on your face, that kids and even some 

adults would avoid looking at you. You learned to carry tissues. You 

learned that when your shoes started falling apart, somebody had 

to buy you new ones. They had to. You knew kids that never got 

new shoes. You didn’t want to be one of them.

But there were days when nothing made sense. Days when 

you were tired and crabby and this woman was standing there 

staring at you asking for something you forgot to do or chose not 

to do, knowing that this moment would come but being willing to 

risk it. Days like today.

You are angry. You’re not really sure why. You could probably 

offer a list of things that are bothering you to someone who cared. 

But really . . . really, you’re just angry. And this woman is staring at 

you, and it makes everything worse.

Get off my case, lady.

Get the f      off my case.

I don’t care what you’re talking about.

I don’t care about you.

Her stare hardens. Now she’s angry. You know that look. You’ve 

gotten that look from her before, been in this situation before. 

You’ve cursed at her before, called her a bitch, even. But you don’t 

care about her. You don’t care that she’s angry. What’s she got to be 

angry about? She’s the one standing over you, putting pressure on 

you. Who wants to deal with this B.S. on a day like today? 
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But today, she’s doing something different. You expected a 

pass to the vice principal. An invitation to go somewhere and cool 

off. To the office or somewhere where there was someone waiting 

to calm you down. Been there, done that.

But today she’s coming toward you. This white lady who is 

your teacher. She’s coming toward you, and you’re waiting to see 

exactly how she will receive your anger. She bends down and says 

in a voice that only you can hear, “Adam. This is where I usually 

send you to the office. But I’m not doing that today. And I’m not 

putting you in time-out. I’ve been watching you. Paying really spe-

cial attention to you. And you know what?”

You are a little surprised at this approach, not sure what is 

coming. But you can’t stop your brain from asking, “What?” You 

don’t say it, but you’re thinking it.

“I’ve noticed that you’re always drawing airplanes. They are 

everywhere on your papers.”

OK, so you like airplanes. So what?

“Did I ever tell you that my brother flies airplanes for an air-

line? Maybe I could get you some models. Would you like that?”

You nod your head slowly, reflexively.

She stands up straight and looks you in the eye. And in her 

eyes, you can see something you’ve never seen before, something 

inchoate. You can’t quite name it yet. Maybe it’s warmth. Or a com-

mitment to try to see something in you. Maybe it’s a recognition 

that there is, in fact, something to see. Yes. That’s it.

She smiles. “We’ll talk about it later,” she says.

And that was it.

All you did was nod your head. 

We must acknowledge that despite everything we have absorbed 
from popular culture and pernicious racial stereotypes, all the chil-
dren who sit before us are innocent or have the capacity to reacquire 
what innocence they have lost. We must teach the value of innocence 
and create an environment where innocence is expected. And we must 
understand that innocence—allowing a child to feel free, for at least 
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six hours, of the suspicious, tainted eye of society—is a significant pre-
condition to children’s capacity to learn (Yeager et al., 2014). 

Unfortunately, restoring, nurturing, and advocating for the inno-
cence and consequent goodness of students is the one set of skills in 
which teachers have the least training (Civic Enterprises, Bridgeland, 
Bruce, & Hariharan, 2013). Our schools of education have not provided 
the right kind of training to teachers for the times we live in and for the 
children they are charged with teaching. An experiential and theoreti-
cal understanding of innocence and a belief in possibility is necessary 
to fully understand their potential. The natural outcome of innocence 
in the classroom is a child’s growing belief in the possibility of success.

To play their part in the Innocent Classroom, teachers must first 
understand three things:

1. Race is a social construct and therefore not an explanation 
for academic success or failure. We—meaning people— 
created race in a way that works for some and injures others 
(Haney-López, 1996).

2. The subconscious mind—where stereotypes take root—
is more powerful than we are often willing to admit 
(Greenwald, McGhee, & Schwartz, 1998).

3. The knowledge of one’s own innocence is fundamental to 
one’s capacity to grow. I believe that the memory of inno-
cence, the experience of it in our lives, is an important ele-
ment in our ability to see its absence and the guilt that is 
the residue of negatively stereotyping the children we are 
charged with educating.

If these three ideas can be internalized, the restoration and protection 
of children’s innocence is also possible.

The Power of the Innocent Classroom
The Innocent Classroom has the potential to transform classroom 
culture and outcomes. In an Innocent Classroom, students’ behavior 
and academic engagement improve. Their belief in the system grows. 
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Teachers have testified to these results. After completing Innocent 
Classroom training, 

• Ninety-two percent of educators reported an increase in 
academic mindset when they used Innocent Classroom 
strategies to engage a child. 

• Eighty-seven percent of educators reported seeing greater-
than-usual academic growth in some or most of their stu-
dents as a result of their participation in Innocent Classroom 
training. 

• Eighty-six percent of educators reported stronger rela-
tionships with students as a result of Innocent Classroom 
training. 

• Eighty-eight percent of educators reported being better 
able to positively redirect student behavior because of their 
Innocent Classroom training.

• Educators reported a 40 percent reduction in weekly disci-
plinary referrals  since beginning participation in Innocent 
Classroom training. (Innocent Technologies, 2018)

Directly following our first session, the impact that the discussions, 

shared experiences, and philosophy of the Innocent Classroom had 

on me was quite profound. The experience served as a reminder of 

what I had already felt to be true: all children are inherently good. 

The place where our students are when they come to us need not 

be the place where we start with them. We, as thinking, creative, 

and caring educators, have the ability to help rewrite their story—to 

create a new starting point, as it were.

The Innocent Classroom helps me focus on the reason I origi-

nally chose education as a career: to nurture the well-being of chil-

dren. Knowing that other educators think and feel in similar ways 

makes my journey stronger and more purposeful.

—Elementary reading facilitator, Omaha, NE

It’s important to keep in mind the intended scope of this approach 
and to set expectations accordingly. This is the Innocent Classroom, 
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which is to say that the changes you see in your students will be lim-
ited, at least initially, to your classroom or area within the school. 
When beginning the effort to create an Innocent Classroom, it is cru-
cial to keep your focus on the behavior and academic engagement of 
each student in your classroom. A student’s relationship with another 
teacher or behavior in another class is not your immediate priority. 
You cannot expect that the change you see in your classroom will have 
a life outside your room. The change you see will stem from the change 
in your relationship with the student. Later, when that relationship 
has matured a bit, you may be able to influence that child’s perfor-
mance outside your classroom. 

How to Read This Book
In Innocent Classroom training sessions, participants engage in dis-
cussions about much of what you’ve just read in this Introduction. 
Educators from preK through 12th grade, in a diverse array of roles—
including bus drivers, cafeteria workers, counselors, disciplinary staff, 
and administrators—have participated in Innocent Classroom train-
ings. These sessions present a particular way of looking at the contem-
porary challenges that face marginalized children, especially children 
of color, in the U.S. education system. However, I’ve written this book 
for the individual educator. Although groups of educators have the 
benefit of collegial support and critique, even individual educators 
who engage in this effort have seen significant transformations in the 
quality of relationships with their students. But it also makes sense 
that as groups of educators near you begin to consider the Innocent 
Classroom, you might form book study groups to discuss the practices 
outlined herein.

I understand that awareness about the cultural, racial, sexual, and 
gender histories and realities that most educators are engaged in under-
pin our journey of constructing the Innocent Classroom, and context is 
important. We all come to this work at different stages of understand-
ing the complexity of contemporary American culture. A successful 
educator of the Innocent Classroom will also be engaged in the process 
of understanding the general consequences and implications of these 
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concerns. The important thing in the training of Innocent Classroom 
educators is that the main focus be on increasing the quality of student-
teacher relationships within the classroom. Everything else, including 
issues that exist outside the classroom, is secondary.

The Process in Brief: The Six Stages  
of Progression to the Innocent Classroom

I look at the Innocent Classroom as, above all, a project of con-
structing relationships. With that in mind, let’s look at the six stages 
of this construction project, divided by chapter. 

In Chapter 1, we deepen our understanding of the dilemma that 
children of color face with respect to guilt and innocence, explore the 
ways in which the weight of guilt is bestowed on them, examine what 
the research says about stereotype consciousness and stereotype threat, 
and explore how to start building a new educational operating system.

In Chapter 2, we explore the ways educators can begin to rec-
ognize and measure the innocence deficit of each child and then to 
strategize ways of creating an authentic relationship with that child. 
We focus on being able to recognize the good in children of color and 
to see the way each child responds to the weight of guilt they’ve been 
saddled with.

In Chapter 3, we talk about valuing, on multiple levels. We want to 
value the progress we’ve made, value the time we have with students, 
value students’ innocence, and model for students the belief that inno-
cence is a valuable aspect of their personality and their behavior in the 
classroom. This important stage will increase our capacity to identify 
and respond to students’ good.

Chapter 4 offers prompts and Innocent Classroom “laboratory” 
examples to walk you through the process of engaging and developing 
strategic responses to students’ good. 

Chapter 5 shares strategies for nurturing students’ innocence and 
managing and maintaining the fledgling Innocent Classroom.

Chapter 6 discusses the final phase of our construction project, 
where we actively guard and help children guard their reclaimed 
innocence and understanding of their own good. The classroom will 
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have been converted into a space where students can leave guilt at the 
door, no longer feel the threat of negative stereotypes, and are free to 
express their curiosity for learning.

These are the goals we set to transform our children’s 
learning experience. These stages capture the essence of the 
Constructing the Innocent Classroom training that we at Innocent 
Technologies have shared with thousands of educators during the 
last eight years. After all, my desire to infuse our current education 
system with the concepts and approaches of the Innocent Classroom 
won’t bear fruit unless there is a wide-ranging discussion of its merits 
and application of its principles, which I hope this work will stimulate.
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