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There is currently a dearth of research on the creation and the implications of Black edu-
cational space, even with the increased awareness raised by the Black Lives Matter (BLM)
movement to the individual and structural antiblackness inherent in the United States. This
essay aims to share the BLM history that helped to motivate and inform two Black college
educators’ construction of Black educational space. The analysis reveals that a pro-Black
political imagination is required to authentically and meaningfully engage in centering,
supporting, and honoring Black people in classroom spaces and beyond. The article shares
reflections from the two educators’ about their experiences of constructing Black educational
spaces. In doing so, this work attempts to motivate concrete pro-Black action by disrupting
standardized academic practices in making commitments to ourselves, our students, and our
communities. This work is significant insofar as it contributes to international debates
about the purposes of education, and it reimagines how pedagogy can be operationalized
to transform classrooms in global educational contexts into sites for Black Healing.

American Dreams

As America talks about humanity,
Theirs, but not quite ours—
Let’s remember Breonna & Ahmaud
Trayvon & Sandra
Kayla & Tamir
Mother Eleanor & Brother Amadou—
All shot down
like rabid dogs.
Angelic and Black,
mistaken
for red and blue demons

in White dreams.
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I will lift my pen & my voice to

resist & persist in resistance,

& remember their innocence.

Going about their daily lives—

sitting, jogging, walking, driving,

resting, working, and playing while Black

& blue & White reigned in terror

snatching breaths & quiet lives

when everyone

looked on in silent amazement. (Sealey-Ruiz 2021, 31)

Yolanda’s opening poem encapsulates the idea that in white supremacist
states, Black humanity is considered something other, less than, subaltern: “As
America talks about humanity, / Theirs, but not quite ours— / Let’s remem-
ber.”! Unlike the US white supremacist state in which we live, which disre-
gards Black life, we Blackademics (Black academics) who work with Black
folx in the academy know that Black Lives Matter.” We—]Jordan, a Black male
community college English instructor, and Yolanda, a Black female Ivy League
teacher-educator—take the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement into con-
sideration when we construct our classrooms. The BLM movement motivates
the creation of our pro-Black classrooms, where students can be unapolo-
getically Black through “the affirmation that Black Lives Matter and that our
love, and desire for justice and freedom are prerequisites for wanting that
for others” (BLM 2018, 2). We consider the Movement for Black Lives and
its implications in the construction of classrooms because we were both
harmed by abstract liberalism, which framed academic success or failure as
personal.” We experienced the pain of being in classrooms where our cul-
tural resources were viewed as deficits to be eradicated instead of benefits
to be celebrated. Our experiences have taught us to understand “antiblack-
ness” as any private or state-sanctioned action that seeks to individually or
collectively undermine, mute, other, or dehumanize Black folx. The BLM move-
ment helped us to reflect upon how educational spaces perpetually attempted
to dehumanize us.

As a political action in support of the BLM movement and, more impor-
tantly, our students’ humanity, we set out to disrupt educational antiblackness.
Our work is theoretically informed by Warren and Coles’s “Trading Spaces:

! We acknowledge that white persons should be held accountable in understanding and answering
to inequitable experiences with race and racialism and that keeping the racial signifer white lowercase
does not force whites to do so. However, we intentionally capitalize the racial signifer Black in our work as
a way to recenter and honor Blackness.

2 The term folx “is an inclusive gender neutral term used to describe all people including trans-
gender, genderqueer, and genderfluid people. Power is deeply ingrained in language, and folx is an
attempt to disrupt the social ills our society perpetuates with gendered language” (Martin 2018, 4).

3 With respect to the BLM organization that was founded by Tometi, Garza, and Cullors, we use
“BLM Movement” as a term that speaks to the global Movement for Black Lives, which encompasses the
broader movement ecosystem instead of solely the BLM organization.
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Antiblackness and Reflections on Black Education Futures” (2020), particu-
larly the authors’ ideas about the construction of Black educational spaces.
Warren and Coles suggest that Black educational spaces are spaces curated by
and for Black folx to humanize Black youth’s experience of school. We con-
ceptualize Black educational spaces by drawing on the 13 guiding principles of
Black Lives Matter at School, such as building loving classroom communities
that are sustainable (restorative justice); committing to the practice of libera-
tion, justice, and peace (loving engagement); celebrating and acknowledging
differences and commonalties across cultures (diversity); and recognizing our
capacity to comprehend how we are impacted or privileged within the Black
global family (globalism) (BLM 2018).* While Black Lives Matter at School’s
principles mirror the BLM organization’s 13 guiding principles, Black Lives
Matter at School’s praxis for antiracist activism also “draws on academic ap-
proaches such as critical race theory and intersectionality; rejects individualism
and aspirational color-blindness; and acts in solidarity with projects including
decoloniality, anti-capitalism, and queer liberation” (Friedersdorf 2021, para. 5).
Black Lives Matter at School started on October 19, 2016, in Seattle, when
thousands of educators came to school wearing Black Lives Matter shirts, and
it has since grown into a US educator coalition that organizes for racial justice
in education (BLM 2018).

Following Warren and Coles’s (2020) work, which reflects on their expe-
riential knowledge at boys schools to theorize Black educational spaces, we
suggest that Black educational spaces (BES) are “physical location (s) in a school
building or on a school campus, as well as other more outward-facing cultural
symbols, practices, or traditions organized to facilitate black peoples’ well-being
in an educational institutional context that might otherwise be considered as-
saultive” (2). Moreover, BES are physical locations that can exist outside of tra-
ditional school grounds as long as the spaces are designed to promote Black
Healing and well-being. BES can be thought of as part of a continuum along
with antiracistand pro-Black classrooms.” A contemporary antiracist classroom
challenges a white racial worldview (Amico 2015). Many pro-Black classrooms
seek to honor Black culture by foregrounding Black languages and centering
“the cultural, economic, social, and political experiences of Black people
across the Diaspora” (McKoy etal. 2020). Similar to antiracist classrooms, BES
actively disrupt white supremacy by building Black students’ self-determination,
self-actualization, and self-efficacy (Warren and Coles 2020). In relationship with
pro-Black classrooms, BES foreground Black onto-epistemologies and focuses
on creating the conditions for healing from antiblackness (Warren and Coles

* The guiding principles of Black Lives Matter at School are restorative justice, empathy, loving en-
gagement, diversity, globalism, Queer affirming, Trans* affirming, collective value, intergenerational, Black
families, Black villages, unapologetically Black, and Black women (BLM 2018).

5K Strong, personal communication, May 12, 2022.
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2020). In short, BES operationalize curricula and community cultural wealth
to create room for Black folx to heal from and disrupt antiblackness.

We construct BES because antiblackness is endemic in the US education
system in the form of segregated schools (Rothstein 2015), inequitable Black/
white discipline procedures and suspension rates (Shedd 2015), and disparate
college graduation rates (Nichols and Evans-Bell 2017). Likewise, antiblack-
ness is endemic in global educational settings and contributes to, for instance,
school bullying in Australia (Udah and Sing 2018), low enrollment in Brazil
(Andrews 2014), and segregation in the United Kingdom (Mitton and Aspinall
2011). When antiblack racism is conceptualized, it can be understood as a
globalized process of oppression that seeks to relegate the domain of Black
humanity to that of inferiority (Givens 2016). We hyperfocus on ways that global
educational apparatuses have systematically marked classrooms as sites of anti-
blackness (Jones and Robinson 2021; Zaino and Bell 2021). More importantly,
we also illuminate how BES disrupt antiblackness and create the conditions
for self-determination, self-actualization, and self-efficacy (Warren and Coles 2020).
Self-determination restores “Black students’ full autonomy in decision-making
about who or what they might become in the future”; selfactualization “cele-
brate[s] the individual diversity within blackness, while consciously working
not to further marginalize already stigmatized populations of black people”;
and self-efficacy insists “that black youth not disassociate themselves from, or
compromise aspects of, their home/ cultural identities and affinities to achieve
success” (8).

This essay aims to display how we, as college educators, educationally op-
erationalize the theories and praxes that have been articulated in the BLM
movement in our construction of Black educational spaces. Then, we draw on
Warren and Coles’s framework (2020) for BES to reflect on our practices, dem-
onstrating how BES create the conditions for students to be unapologetically
Black while experiencing Black Joy and healing. For clarity, both our theori-
zation and construction(s) of BES are not designed to concretize a strict defi-
nition of BES, for we do not aim to limit the infinite possibilities for its mani-
festations. However, we do intend on displaying the pedagogical design of our
BES as a means of modeling the intentionality needed for creating spaces that
center Black Joy, Black Healing, and Black Futurities. Black Joy must be cel-
ebrated in educational spaces as a step toward healing from educational an-
tiblackness. We center Black Futurities, as this involves choosing curricula and
making pedagogical decisions that consider the ways in which Black stu-
dents can envision futures that they want for them, their loved ones, and their
communities.

Whereas most traditional academic articles end with an “implications” or
“conclusion” section, we believe that our BES can, potentially, be more impactful
across global educational contexts through the sharing of our commitments to our
educational communities. We believe that our challenge to traditional academic
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manuscript standards by proposing our pro-Black commitments to making class-
room spaces for Black Healing, considering Black Futurities, and disrupting
antiblackness by pivoting to Black Joy can further the ways scholars engage with
scholarship. Shifting from “conclusions” to commitments can shift the focus of
some scholarship from being theory-based to action-oriented, from theoretical
to practical.

Theorizing Black Educational Spaces

In addition to reflecting upon their experiences with Black boys schools,
Warren and Coles (2020) (1) theorize the relevance of BES, (2) argue the
antiblack implications of slavery’s residual consequences on present-day Black
youths’ schooling experiences, and (3) provide a conceptual model for rec-
ognizing, honoring, and sustaining BES. The goal of creating BES is for Black
folx to “(a) heal from the racialized assaults resulting from antiblackness; and
(b) strategize resistance to manifestations of antiblackness” (1). BES are theo-
rized as a flexible concept designed to create the conditions for helping Black
folx heal from and strategize resistance to antiblackness. To aid our construc-
tions of BES, we introduce and utilize Warren and Coles’s three dimensions
for effective BES.

Warren and Coles (2020) determine three dimensions for effective BES:
self-determination, self-actualization, and self-efficacy. Self-determination entails de-
ferring spatial authority to Black youth. This supports Black youth in auton-
omously exercising “their agency in ways they believe will best achieve their
desired end” (8). When educators support Black youth in critically thinking
about the world they (i.e., the youth) want to inhabit, Black youth can finally
“dream out loud” and exercise “sovereignty over the direction(s) their lives
will take” (8). Self-actualization involves protecting Black youth’s capacity for
realizing the possibilities of what they can do or who they can be. This means ed-
ucators must create radically inclusive spaces. They do this by presenting a
broad spectrum of Black diversity to help Black youth think through and acton
their multi-dimensional humanity. This means not only creating space for
Black trans, Muslim, disabled, foster, and homeless youth, but also showing love
to them so that they can be unapologetically #BlackAF. Self-efficacy, which is
underscored by self-determination and self-actualization, is about helping Black
youth gain confidence in their ability to overcome future barriers and pro-
duce desired outcomes. Black youth’s confidence can be educationally de-
veloped by drawing upon their “cultural expertise, linguistic repertoire, and
social networks” (9). Attending to the whole child’s well-being is a liberatory
endeavor (Foster 1997). Self-¢fficacyis necessary for Black freedom. Black folx
achieve self-efficacy by developing a positive self-concept. This is why teaching
Black youth that they are smart, beautiful, talented, and capable is essential

for self-efficacy.
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Historicizing the Black Lives Matter Movement

My left stroke just went viral

Right stroke put lil’ baby in a spiral

Soprano C, we like to keep it on a high note

It’s levels to it, you and I know. (Kendrick Lamar, “Be Humble,” 2015)

The BLM movement started as a Facebook post and Twitter hashtag (#BLM)
in 2013 (Garza et al. 2014). In July 2013, an “incredibly enraged” (Day 2015,
para. 5) Alicia Garza wrote a Facebook post directly after George Zimmerman
was acquitted of murdering Black teenager Trayvon Martin. Garza crafted a
“love note” that ended with the message: “Black people. I love you. I love us.
Our lives matter” (para. 5). Later that night, #blacklivesmatter was created when
Garza’s friend Patrisse Cullors read the post and shared Garza’s words on
Twitter (Shahin etal. 2021). As soon as Garza’s “left stroke” and Cullors’s hashtag
went “viral,” the #BLM movement was born. Everyone else had to finally sit
down and “Be Humble.” For the next few days, Garza and Cullors discussed
theirideas and began planning an online platform (Khan-Cullors and Bandele
2018). They then reached out to Garza’s friend Opal Tometi, an organizer
who runs the Black Alliance for Just Immigration (Khan-Cullors and Bandele
2018). The three collaborated on a political project with the aims of build-
ing power and a movement (Khan-Cullors and Bandele 2018). In the follow-
ing months and years, BLM activists and supporters started to put the world
“in a spiral” by crafting Black-led organizations into a nationwide coalition.
Within 3 years, more than 50 US organizations, as well as numerous global
ones, were aligned in solidarity under the BLM banner (Newkirk 2016; Shahin
etal. 2021).

Unlike most sociopolitical movements that rely on one or a few leaders, the
BLM movement is a “leaderful” movement insofar as it has copious leaders
who are networked throughout a horizontal leadership structure, which is
founded upon decentralized elements (Cobb 2016). The BLM “social move-
ment ... includes a wide range of political actors, organizations, and forms of
action not limited to [traditional] protest” (Strong 2018, 14)—such as George
Floyd protest graffiti (Cappelli 2020). The BLM movement rejects the mostly
Black male leadership of the 1960s Civil Rights Movement by uplifting a con-
glomerate of diverse Black activists, many of whom are LGBTQIA+ millennials.
Likewise, the BLM movement rejects the typical “charismatic leadership”™—
practiced by the likes of the assassinated Huey P. Newton, Fred Hampton,
Malcolm X, Martin Luther King Jr., Thomas Sankara, and Walter Rodney—
that was characteristic of the 1960s Civil Rights Movement in the United States
and the mid- to late twentieth-century Pan-Africanist liberation movements in
Africa (Smith 2014). BLM is a revolutionary twenty-first-century movement
because it “relies primarily on direct action and disruptive tactics, and most of
its activists’ disdain mainstream politics” (Milkman 2017, 23).
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The BLM movement has helped to publicly name antiblack racism as a
complex phenomenon that operates at the individual, structural, and insti-
tutional levels (Garner 2017; Crickley 2020). Globally, the BLM movement has
taken concrete action in addressing racist memorialization by removing statues
of Confederate generals in the United States and of slavers in the United
Kingdom (BBC 2020). The movement was catalyzed by its digital social media
scaling (Mundt et al. 2018). This catalyzation may, in part, have resulted be-
cause communicative rituals on Instagram support identity construction and
pro-Black affirmation for users who posted with #blacklivesmatter (Van Haperen
et al. 2020).

In Australia, Indigenous folx are exposed to similar forms of racism and
oppression that are experienced by many Black Americans (Bennett etal. 2021).
Likewise, Black folx in Brazil are exposed to antiblack racism to the point that
the issue is one of Brazil’s most pressing sociopolitical concerns (Alves 2018;
Shahin et al. 2021). In India, Black folx, Muslim people, Indigenous people,
and Dalits are systematically discriminated against by enduring casteism and
often violent Hindu majoritarianism (Shahin et al. 2021). In Japan, racism di-
rected against immigrants and foreigners is increasing (Shahin et al. 2021). In
all of these countries, BLM movements started as a response to antiblackness
and antidarkness. Most of these movements were digitally catalyzed through
Twitter: the United States, Japan, India, and Brazil, in that order, have the world’s
highest number of Twitter users (Statista 2020). All of these countries have had
BLM explosions of “cultural, intellectual, and action-oriented labor aimed at
disrupting social, political, economic, and cultural norms that denigrate Black-
ness and Black people” (Thomas 2019, 31). We, as Blackademics, constantly
think about local and global BLM movements as we regularly confront anti-
blackness in the academy.

Black Educational Spaces in Global Educational Contexts

While the BLM movement and its praxis have deeply informed our crea-
tion of BES, we have also been inspired by important literature on Black ed-
ucational spaces. In Black Girls Speak: Struggling, Reimagining, and Becoming in
Schools, kihana miraya ross (2016) frames BES as “Black educational sovereign
spaces.” ross uses the term “sovereign” because BES are marginalized within
the context of larger school structures. ross’s BES disrupt the antiblack de-
humanization that traditional educational spaces perpetuate by (1) curbing
the white supremacist gaze and by (2) creating a place to escape antiblack-
ness. More than just gathering Black people, or just centering pro-Black episte-
mologies and ontologies, BES are political spaces that are “revolutionary anti-
dotes” to antiblackness because they “engage in struggling, in reimagining, and
in becoming” (30). Finally, for ross, BES are inherently in tension with school
reform initiatives. This tension is pronounced because BES surface how anti-
blackness precludes Black humanity and positions Black youth as uneducable.
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Savannah Shange (2019) reflects upon school reforms practices and uses
ethnography to unpack her experiences at San Francisco’s Robeson Justice
Academy in an attempt to “spatialize the encounter between cruel optimism
and antiblack state violence” (14). Moreover, she raises awareness to the an-
tiblack practices inherent in most social reforms that perpetuate antiblack
racism instead of eliminating it; her work reframes willful defiance as a practice
of Black refusal that rejects the political and challenges the legitimacy of the
state and its effects. Shange details the ways in which even the most progressive
school spaces are antiblack spaces that, typically, lack the foundation for ef-
fective BES.

Because of our varying locations as educators in the academy, we consider
the construction of BES in multiple higher educational contexts. Lois Weis’s
(2018) Between Two Worlds: Black Students in an Urban Community College, analyzes
race and space. Weis suggests that “students, as classed, raced, and gendered
persons, work on and through the contradictions at the level of their own cul-
ture” (8). She unveils and analyzes an urban northeast community college
structure’s inherent antiblackness and its inability to support effective BES.
Next, we found it pertinent to review Sherry Deckman’s (2022) analysis of the
conditions for creating and sustaining BES in Black Space: Negotiating Race,
Diversity, and Belonging in the Ivory Tower. Deckman interviews participants in
Kuumba, Harvard’s mostly Black student choir. Kuumba had the mission of
creating a safe space for Black students. Kuumba participants agreed that their
safe Black space was grounded in autonomy, “characterized by Black diasporic
identification and political consciousness, supported by five pillars: authority,
authenticity, acceptance, actualization, and action” (112). These pillars fos-
tered BES where Black students could thrive without excluding others from
joining in.

While the topic of healing-centered BES has produced little international
scholarship, there is international scholarship that analyzes the intersections
of race and educational space. We take this opportunity to review literature
that discusses how educational antiblackness is constructed for Black Carib-
bean students in the United Kingdom, and we observe two Latin American
nations’ movements to teach Black/Afro-Latin history in public education.

Carol Tomlin and colleagues (2014) employ a “mismatch of linguistic
structure and social class function hypothesis as a hermeneutical framework
for understanding and explaining” the United Kingdom’s educational anti-
blackness that positions Blackness as other and reproduces inequity (37). They
conclude by internationally contextualizing the racialized achievement gap
by comparing Black Caribbean youth in the United Kingdom to Black Amer-
ican youth in the United States. In Colombia during the 1980s, antiracist re-
forms redesigned Black civil, territorial, social, and political liberties (Silva
2021). One body of antiracist legislation composed was Colombia’s General
Law of Education, or Law 70. Law 70—also known as the Law of the Black
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Communities of 1993—provided the framework for formalizing “ethno-
education” as “the official approach to programs that incorporated the his-
tory of Black communities into the national curriculum,” as well as formally
recognized Afro-Colombian identity (Silva 2021, 11). Similar to Colombia,
Brazil at the dawn of the twenty-first century was also experiencing racial-
political change that resulted in “Brazil’s federal Law 10.639/03 [2003], which
formed the template for the teaching of Afrodescendant education, history, and
culture in the national standard curricula” (Silva 2021, 1-2; see also Guimaraes
2015). Ever since Latin America was colonized, the history of Black folx has been
“camouflaged, disfigured, and mutilated” by miseducation projects that write
history from the colonizer’s perspective (Joseph 2010, xxxii)

Method

BlackCrit is a perspective that seeks to identify and disrupt antiblackness.
As Dumas and ross (2016) argue in “‘Be Real Black for Me,”” BlackCrit was
created both as a response to and extension of Critical Race Theory (CRT).
BlackCrit suggests that CRT analyzes race and racism, but CRT does not spe-
cifically have a theory to address antiblackness. Black Crit focuses on the ways
in which Black people experience, make sense of, and respond to antiblack
racism (Dumas and ross 2016; Coles 2018, 2020). Specifically, BlackCrit is about
identifying antiblackness’s permanence and connecting it to a system or struc-
ture, connecting antiblackness to the domain of human (ity), and pivoting to
Black happiness, success, or joy (Dumas and ross 2016).

ross (2016) introduced BlackCrit as methodology. BlackCrit methodology
moves beyond interpretation by conducting research that speaks against his-
toric and contemporary antiblackness. Moreover, the methodology moves
beyond conceptualizations of Blackness to expose how antiblackness “is en-
demic to, and is central to how all of us make sense of the social, economic,
historical and cultural dimensions of human life” (34). Necessitating that anti-
blackness is permanent and endemic “means that BlackCrit intervenes at the
point of detailing how policies and everyday practices find their logic in, and
reproduce Black suffering” (34). BlackCrit methodology imagines Black folx’
futurity against “the devaluating of Black life and skepticism about (the worth
of) letting Black people go on” (34). Thus, BlackCrit methodology is a theo-
retically grounded approach to research that “(a) foregrounds antiblackness
in all aspects of the research process; () challenges the traditional research
paradigms, texts, and theories used to explain the experiences of Black students;
(¢) considers the possibilities of Black Futurities; and (d) focuses on the racialized,
gendered, and classed experiences of Black students” (34). BlackCrit caused
us as researchers to intentionally prioritize Black students’ voices and lived
experiences in a research space that created the conditions for radically re-
imagining Black futures within the context of antiblackness (Coles 2019).
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We look to Warren and Coles’s (2020) three dimensions for BES to guide
our methodological praxis: self-determination, self-actualization, and self-efficacy.
Our methods entail disrupting antiblackness by creating moments where we
developed students’ self-determination. We developed self-determination by cre-
ating opportunities for Black youth to critically think about the world they want
to live in. Moreover, we created the conditions for students’ “dreaming out
loud” by exercising power over their life’s direction. Our method also involves
foregrounding opportunities for students to experience self-actualization. This
entailed choosing multimedia works that increase Black youth’s capacity for re-
alizing the possibilities of existence (what and who they can be). This meant mak-
ing classrooms into inclusive spaces for Black trans, Muslim, disabled, Indig-
enous, foster, homeless, refugee, and other marginalized youth through media
that reflected their value and diversity. The third aspect of our method encom-
passes developing Black students’ self-efficacy by creating the conditions for con-
fidence building. Those conditions involve exposing students to works that draw
upon their communal ways of being to contribute to a positive self-concept.

Black to the Future

During the summer of 2021, Jordan created his composition course, “Black
to the Future,” for first-year students at Scenic Valley Community College (a
pseudonym). Scenic Valley Community College is located on a 130-acre campus
on a hill in a mostly white suburban neighborhood on the outskirts of a small,
racially diverse city. Two classes with a total of 40 students (13 of whom preferred
to use pseudonyms and identified as Black and as between the ages of 18 and 27)
were exposed to multimodal texts, assignments, and experiences that centered
race and racism. Students were asked to reflect upon and write about their ex-
periences with race and racism.

The course exposed students to Black speculative fiction, identity poetry,
and African drama to gain exposure to and an understanding of some of the
infinite manifestations of Blackness. The course texts—Black from the Future
(Allen 2019), Love from the Vortex (Sealey-Ruiz 2020a), and Barber Shop Chron-
icles (Ellams 2017)—illuminated constructions of Black Joy, success, and self-
awareness. Moreover, they also created a space for students to individually and
collectively participate in generative classroom conversations and agentive writ-
ing assignments that speak to and disrupt inequitable power practices. For ex-
ample, some Black students spoke about the ways in which Sealey-Ruiz’s (2020a)
poetry challenged the traditionally flat poetry teachings of canonical poets: “Mr. B,
I thought this class was going to be all about Shakespeare, but you’ve been doing
your thing with this Black relationship stuff. . . . I even see myself in some of [Sealey-
Ruiz’s] poems” (Darren). Students also wrote about how power manifested in
Barber Shop Chronicles (Ellams 2017): “The woman whose child had disabilities was
treated poorly. She lives in a culture that does not value mental health. She has to
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hide her child’s symptoms, but she should be given support from the government
and her community” (April). These works and students’ responses caused Jordan
to wonder, “What can we as scholars, researchers, and practitioners learn from
invoking our imagination?” (Green 2020, 116). The answer to that question
caused Jordan to defer authority to students in that space. This allowed them to
display their individual and collective knowledge in nuanced, authentic, and
representative ways. For example, one student (Maria) rejected the typical essay
focus of composition courses and submitted a spoken word poem about how a
character in Black from the Futuremade her think about her father. This act was an
example of self-determination insofar as it displayed Black youth’s imagination
and agency in taking up space in ways that they desired.

Introducing students to Black speculative, Afrofuturist works created the
conditions for students to see and imagine Black possibilities for personhood.
These depictions of Black astronauts, scientists, and global leaders disrupt the
often narrow, antiblack exposure of drug dealers, gangbangers, and baby mamas
in literature (Eckert and Alsup 2014). These works helped Black students criti-
cally think about the world they want to live in (self-determination)—"Black people
can change the police to prevent more murder” (RaRa); inspired bold, unique
expression (self-actualization)—“This class is the first time that I ever thought
about owning my own business” (Maria); and created space for youth to feel
confident in overcoming their future obstacles (Self-¢fficacy)—“‘Black and Blue’
[Sealey-Ruiz 2020a] might really help me avoid some relationship problems in
the future” (Grant). We read works from contemporary Black speculative fiction
authors, such as Stephanie Cox (2019) and Leila Green (2019), that challenged
notions of systemic antiblackness by introducing Afrofuturistic possibilities.

Collectively, students displayed ingenuity in their “(un)final” exam by re-
framing Blackness and revealing their iterative understandings of Black di-
versity.’ The ingenuity displayed by students, such as in one student’s (Darren)
Black Blogger Superhero—themed comic book, exposed the ways they prac-
ticed their agency. Another student (Grant) challenged traditional classroom
norms and centered his familial history in creating an intergenerational father
and son podcast. Overcoming classroom academic barriers to success may have
built their confidence to overcome future challenges.

The Black Lives Matter Course

As though our lives have no meaning and no depth outside the white gaze.
And I have spent my entire writing life trying to make sure that the white gaze
was not the dominant one in any of my books. (Morrison 2019)

5 Yolanda adopted the term “(un)final project” from her colleague Lalitha Vasudevan when she
cotaught the course “Youth, Media and Educational Justice” with her during the 2013-14 and 2014-15
academic years. Inspired by a saying from Maxine Greene (2001, para. 1), “I am what I am not yet,”
Lalitha suggested that as long as we are living and breathing, no projects should ever be final. This idea
greatly impacted Yolanda to the point that she does not assign “final” projects in classes.
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Gotham University (a pseudonym) is an Ivy League institution located in an ur-
ban section of a large northeastern city. Graduate teacher-education students at
Gotham were provided an opportunity to enroll in a Black Lives Matter course that
asked them to reflect upon the role of the BLM movement in education and
abroad. This was of particular importance in a graduate school with only a 6.3 per-
cent Black student population and a 9.8 percent LatinX student population.”
As part of her role as a teacher-interrupter,® Yolanda and a colleague felt it neces-
sary to teach the first course specifically titled “Black Lives Matter” at Gotham:

To our knowledge, our graduate-level course, Black Lives Matter: A Multimodal Expe-
rience, was the first of its kind to be taught at our college.” We designed the course to ask
specifically the question: What becomes possible with regard to Black liberation when we center
the Black Gaze? Thus, we deliberately focused on the Black Gaze (Howell et al. 2019;
Bertrand and Porcher 2020)—a way of knowing and being particular to Black folx.
Our approach to the course purposely centered the beauty and brilliance of Black
experience through the work of Black artists, scholars, writers, entrepreneurs, and
media producers.

The Black Lives Matter course was designed to accomplish several goals. First,
students were to move away from educational theories that frame Blackness as a
deficit, and purposefully center educational research and stories of Black
women teachers and educators whose pedagogies take the approach of humaniz-
ing educational experiences for Black children. Centering research and stories
about humanizing pedagogy supports self-actualization insofar as humanizing
pedagogies provide the foundation for Black students to “think about and express
the multiple dimensions of their humanity, and by doing so, work to make ...
space radically inclusive” (Warren and Coles 2020, 9). Second, students can learn
to build classroom spaces that promote the power of their cultural wealth and
center Culturally Relevant Pedagogy as the best way to teach (Ladson-Billings
2014; Paris and Alim 2017). Teaching future teachers to operationalize their
cultural wealth disrupts colorblindness and acknowledges “the cultural expertise,
linguistic repertoire, and social networks black youth bring to school with them”
(Warren and Coles 2020, 9). In other words, Yolanda’s practice developed
students’ self-efficacy.

This BLM course, in particular, was designed with a multimodal focus in
mind, emphasizing what one of our course’s Black students, Sharina Gordon,
called the “pillars” of Blackness: Black Gaze, Black Genius, Black Joy, Black
Healing, and Black Love.'’ In the design and execution of the course, course

7 See https://www.collegefactual.com/colleges/university/student-life /diversity/.
8 A teacher-interrupter teaches students about “the world of race and class, action and struggle,” in
addition to (non)traditional academic content (Searle 1999, 1).

9 “The Pillars of Black Lives Matter: A Multimodal Journey” (course outline and materials); per-
sonal communication.

10 This was the first Black Lives Matter course insofar that no other courses at Gotham ever cen-
tered Black lives in such an intentional manner.
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participants heeded Morrison’s words and multimodally explored Black schol-
arship and art that (re)present Black life outside the white gaze. For the un-
identified educator and Yolanda, pedagogically, this meant discarding tradi-
tional texts and using, for example, Widline Cadet’s photographs that highlight
the liminal spaces between Black hypervisibility and invisibility (Bridges 2021).
The course refused to center any of the dominant negative narratives often told
to and about Black people in various academic fields. Centering the “pillars” of
Blackness created the conditions for positive self-concepts and Black freedom
(self-efficacy). The Black Gaze humanizes and complicates Blackness; Black Genius,
in its infinite forms, is to be identified, nurtured, and celebrated; Black Joyis for
sharing excitement across the broad spectrum of Blackness; Black Healing is
necessary after centuries of state-sanctioned antiblack violence; and Black Love
reminds us that Black Lives Matter.

Yolanda’s mission in cocreating the BLM teacher-education course was to
decenter the actions and perspectives of white people. Throughout the time
together in that learning community, the class explored academic research
(Sealey-Ruiz and Reid 2021), literature (Shange 2019), podcasts (Habashi 2020),
film (Mumin 2019), photo series (Bridges 2021), and social media created by
and about Black people, centering Black lived experiences and ways of knowing
the world. The multimodal texts provided diverse and positive representations
of Blackness that align with Black Lives Matter at School’s guiding principles,
such as making room for historically minoritized Black students to be un-
apologetically #BlackAF (self-actualization) (BLM 2018). For example, students
replicated the use of multimodal texts in producing (un)final exams in the
forms of poems, collages, and music videos. Exposure to texts that gave voice
to Black trans, Muslim, foster, homeless, and other marginalized bodies
helped students create “definitions of queerness and religion or spirituality
that complimentvisions of the future for which they strive” (Warren and Coles

2020, 9).

Pro-Black Commitments

Standing Rocks
I stand on the mighty shoulders of
Harriet
Sojourner
Shirley
Fannie Lou
Zora
Toni
& Baldwin, too.

Rocks who moved people towards

liberation, shattering the boulders
on our necks.
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I stand on the shoulders of
Malcolm

Martin

Marcus

& John,

whose head, hands & feet
paved a painful pathway
for my existence.

These hands, these shoulders, loving always,
yielding always. Leading towards truth,
drenched in blood & hallowed waters.

I fight because they fought.
I stand because they sat.

I know because they lived.
I live because they loved
me. (Sealey-Ruiz 2021, 33)

This is typically the space in an academic paper where authors include some
type of conclusion, findings, or implications, yet we choose not to do so be-
cause we are cognizant of the varied approaches to BES in global educational
contexts. With global educational contexts in mind, we do believe that our
work can have a ripple effect of inciting the identification of new ways for
making classrooms sites for Black Healing. Therefore, when reflecting upon
the social and political implications of creating BES, we draw upon Zaino and
colleagues’ work (2022) that introduces framing implications as commitments.
We believe that sharing our BES commitments is a more meaningful, and poten-
tially, transformational endeavor. These commitments that follow are personal
promises that we as coauthors make to ourselves, our students, our communities,
and our Standing Rocks ancestors. We honor our Standing Rocks ancestors be-
cause we know that ever since the late nineteenth century, the white settler state
enforced simultaneous Indigenous disappearance and Black criminalization
to secure possessive investments in whiteness (Harris 1993). This has contin-
ued into the contemporary United States. That is, in part, why Indigenous folx
have supported the BLM movement, and BLM activists have supported the
Standing Rock movement (Harrison 2018).

We choose to make commitments instead of sharing “implications” because
commitments align with our BLM and BES praxes. Merely discussing implica-
tions fails to surface our commitment to Black Lives Matter at School’s 13 ed-
ucational principles—such as our Loving Engagement as a commitment to justice,
liberation, and peace in all our students’ lives (BLM 2018). We realize that our
catalyzation of BLM praxis manifests in radically different ways for our learning
communities than it may for others, but we hope we motivate others to catalyze
BLM praxis. In a work that centers the BLM movement and BES, we argue that
we must commit to a series of pro-Black actions.
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Commitment 1: Make the classroom a space for Black Healing—Classrooms
are so often traumatizing spaces for Black students (Langhout 2005). With the
desire to address antiblack classroom practices and inequities, we make a
commitment to creating healing classroom spaces for Black students. This
commitment entails creating curricula where students see themselves in sub-
stantive and nuanced, instead of superficial and tokenized, ways; developing
students’ racial literacy so that they can critically interrogate their lived ex-
periences and then take actionable steps to address inequities (Sealey-Ruiz
2020b); practicing culturally responsive and sustain pedagogical practices
(Ladson-Billings 2014); centering Blackness and the inherent diversity of
global Black experiences (Ellams 2017); and honoring students’ Critical Dignity
(Bell and Zaino 2022).

Commitment 2: Consider Black Futurities in classrooms and scholarship.—Prior
to writing this work, we specifically searched the term “pro-Black classroom”
in the following educational databases: ERIC (EBSCO), Education Database
(ProQuest), and Diversity Studies (Gale OnekFile). No scholarship on pro-Black
classrooms was found in the search. Although we did not search the terms
“African-centered” or “Afrocentric” because we were specifically focused on
Warren and Coles’s (2020) framing of BES, we are cognizant that copious
scholarship exists (Lomotey 1992; Murrell 2012). We posit that even though
pro-Black classroom scholarship does exist (Baker-Bell 2019; Boutte et al. 2021;
Parks et al. 2022), pro-Black classrooms are undertheorized and underresearched.
This paucity of pro-Black classroom scholarship incites our wondering: are Black
Futurities regularly being considered in state-mandated curricula and personal
educator pedagogy? With the collective effort of the global BLM movement
in mind, we commit to considering Black Futurities. This commitment entails:
challenging flat, antiblack media images/narratives to support Black students
in considering radical possibilities; providing diverse, complex, and pro-Black
depictions in classrooms to buoy Black students’ positive self-concepts; doing
research that centers and displays Black student personhoods in ways that they
and their communities desire and deem meaningful; refusing to engage in
antiblack damage-centered research; and operationalizing classrooms and
scholarship as sites for highlighting and celebrating Black brilliance, beauty,
and diversity.

Commitment 3: Disrupt antiblackness and pivot to Black Joy—This work has
provided copious evidence of systemic educational antiblackness. We create
BES to honor the BLM movement and disrupt antiblackness. Our making BES
classrooms a space for healing disrupts antiblackness at the individual level,
and our considering Black Futurities in producing pro-Black classroom schol-
arship disrupts antiblackness at the structural level. However, more than just
committing to disrupting antiblackness, we also commit to celebrating Black Joy
because solely focusing on antiblackness can destroy motivation, as all can seem
hopeless. Highlighting Black Joy helps our lives matter and have meaning both
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within and beyond the confines of white supremacist states and educational
spaces. Celebrating Black Joy entails: locating where Black beauty, happiness,
and joy manifest; embracing the fact that Black Joy is paradoxically iterational,
individual, historical, communal, and cultural; uplifting Black beauty, brilliance,
and excellence in the face of systemic antiblackness; and sharing (your) unfet-
tered Blackness with the world despite the repercussions.

Each of these three commitments is a personal, pedagogical, political, and
communal decision. They require us to draw upon our multiple identities in
disrupting systemic educational antiblackness with the creation of BES class-
rooms and production of BES scholarship. We need to interrogate these iden-
tities to better understand how and why our pro-Black activism manifests to
discover how it can foster and motivate pro-Black possibilities. While these
commitments are personal, they are by no means an exhaustive list of how to
create, research, or write about BES.

Finally, we close by opining that BES cannot always be intellectualized, for
self-determination, self-fficacy, and self-actualization cannot be assessed or quan-
tified in traditional ways. While BES cannot be easily assessed or quantified, the
principles and commitments of creating Black educational spaces remain im-
portant for disrupting antiblackness across global educational contexts. More-
over, BES reimagine classrooms as spaces where pedagogy can be transformed
into a justice-oriented, liberatory endeavor that has the aims of achieving edu-
cational equity and celebrating Black humanity.
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