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When I taught high school, I always started my days early. I was usually in my classroom 
by 6 a.m. to prepare for the students who arrived at 7:30 a.m. for our first-period class. 
It was a routine that I grew to cherish because I was able to ease into my day and bring 

the best version of myself to the students.
But, on Sept. 11, 2001, that 

routine came to a grinding halt 
as I walked down the hall to my 
classroom. A colleague of mine, 
who taught a few doors down 
and was already in his classroom, 
glanced at me with horror in his 
eyes and said, “A plane just went 
into one of the Twin Towers.” 
I didn’t know what to do with 
the information but knew that it 
was significant. I rushed to my 
classroom and turned on CNN, 
fully expecting to see a propeller 
plane that had gone off course or lost control lodged in the side of the building. What I found 
was far more horrific. And as I watched and tried to make sense of it all, the second plane crashed 
into the second tower.

As the day unfolded, and it became apparent that the terrorists were of Middle Eastern 
descent, I knew that life would not look the same moving forward. This moment affirmed every 
representation that I had ever seen of Middle Eastern men on film and in print. 

Though born in the United States and raised in the Middle East, I was deeply ashamed of 
my Middle Eastern descent because representations of my culture seemed riddled with threat 
and horror. And this moment sealed that shame for me. I felt a need and sometimes a pressure 
to explain that “not all of us are like this.” Then I felt tides of guilt as I considered any potential 
racism directed at me as insignificant in light of the horror gripping those trapped in the building 
and their families awaiting any news. That inner conflict riddled my heart and mind for years to 
come, so I stayed quiet.

When I think back on the significance of that moment in my identity development, what I 
have come to realize is that it had the profound effect that it did (well into my adulthood) because 
it confirmed years of imagery and narratives that I had internalized about myself and my culture. 
Rather than being portrayed as family-centered, joyful, resilient, artistic, and cultured, Middle 
Easterners were often memorialized as primitive, aggressive, abusive, and hostile. 

In Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting Together in the Cafeteria? (2017), Beverly Daniel Tatum 
likens such cultural racism that assumes the inferiority of Black, Indigenous, and People of Color 
(BIPOC) to smog. There are times when the smog is thick and obvious, like the haze that often 
befalls the Los Angeles skyline; that kind of pollution is easy to name and avoid. But, at other 
times, pollution takes a more subtle and invisible form; we inhale it unknowingly. This tainted air 
infects our lungs and affects our constitution. She argues that though “we may not have polluted 
the air, ... we need to take responsibility, along with others, for cleaning it up” (Tatum, 2017, 
p. 66). It is not enough to point out or name the pollution. It is not even enough to avoid it. 
Instead, she argues that we must actively engage in the process of making the air breathable and 
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anti-racist is 
active and 
recognizes that 
a knot cannot 
undo itself.



December 2022     |     Vol. 43 No. 6 www.learningforward.org     |     The Learning Professional 15

POLICY PERSPECTIVE / Melinda George

healthy again. Left unexamined, we 
poison ourselves and others. 

Therein lies the heart of anti-racism 
— an active and intentional effort to 
name, redress, and reconcile issues 
of racism that have become covertly 
accepted as the norm. 

Never did this idea make more 
sense to me than when I realized how 
much pollution I had imbibed about 
my own culture. As a Middle Eastern 
man, I have been inundated with 
messages and representations of my 
culture as threatening, primitive, and 
violent. I had internalized it so deeply 
that I developed subtle behaviors that 
would cue others to the fact that I was 
“safe” or to make them comfortable 
with my Middle Eastern-ness — 
because my implicit assumption was 
that they would not be. 

Until one or two years ago, I cannot 
think of one positive representation 
of someone who looks like me in film 
or print media. I am sure that they 
exist, but they have not historically 
been centered, so finding them comes 
as the result of an exhausting search. 
The question I ask myself frequently 

is: Should it be that hard? The answer 
should be no, of course. But we must 
also acknowledge the reality that if we 
are to reframe many of the dominant, 
negative narratives about BIPOC 
communities that have saturated 
our culture, we will need to devote 
substantial energy and intention to the 
effort. 

That’s why it is not enough to 
“not be racist.” Not being racist is 
good but assumes a passive posture to 
a dynamic threat. On the other hand, 
being anti-racist is active and recognizes 
that a knot cannot undo itself. We 
are knotted up in years of history and 
years of misrepresentation, so undoing 
the knot will take work and effort. It 
will not happen without our concerted 
focus and intentional investment to 
right wrongs, redress bias, amplify 
counternarratives, and, to follow 
Tatum’s analogy, clean the air.

We need to personally and 
collectively reclaim the narratives that 
shape people’s perceptions of our 
cultures. The stories are ours to tell. 
The culture is ours to share. To do the 
real work of anti-racism, we need to 

dig into our own histories and critically 
reflect on how they shaped us, our 
perceptions of others, and our place in 
the world. We need to actively learn 
about other cultures, naming those 
attributes of culture that challenge 
our preconceived notions. Most 
importantly, we need to engage in 
meaningful dialogue and learning with 
people who are different from us. This 
is the type of soul-based professional 
learning that undergirds the process of 
rewriting false narratives. 

Ultimately, it is up to each of us 
to assume an active anti-racist stand, 
as ambassadors of reconciliation, in a 
world fraught with hurt and division. 
And my hope in this final installment 
of my District Perspective column is 
that we would have the constitution 
to take that stand. Our students, our 
community, and our world need it. 
May we have the personal and collective 
courage to step into it. 
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field who will be impacted directly 
by the policies. Importantly, they are 
also constituents and voters to whom 
policymakers are committed to listening. 
That is where Learning Forward 
members and stakeholders come in.

After the panelists spoke, Learning 
Forward staff shared tips and strategies 
for advocates to consider in meeting 
with policymakers. For many Learning 
Forward stakeholders who participated 
in individual and small group meetings 
with Capitol Hill staffers, this was their 
first such meeting, so Learning Forward 
shared a virtual meeting protocol. We 
discussed how to kick off a meeting, 
make specific asks, follow up with 
a thank-you, and keep in touch. As 
a result, advocates were prepared to 

share stories and data and discuss the 
importance of high-quality professional 
learning and specific asks in support of 
Title IIA. 

Feedback from the meetings was 
exciting and encouraging. Several 
Congressional staffers said they have 
family or friends who are educators, 
so they understand the need for high-
quality professional learning. This 
helped one staffer and advocate engage 
in a productive discussion about 
job-embedded professional learning, 
instructional coaching on high-quality 
curriculum materials, the science of 
reading, new teacher induction support, 
and National Board teaching initiatives. 

Another advocate said that the 
staffer she met with “expressed 
her commitment to educators and 

education and shared her belief in the 
impact of high-quality professional 
learning. She also asked to connect 
further to learn more about the impact 
of professional learning.” 

However, not all the staff reported 
support for Title IIA. One staffer said 
that, even though the senator she 
works for supported the legislation 
and increased funding, the senator was 
unwilling to vote for it because it was 
viewed as politically polarizing.  

Many of the advocates told us that 
they valued the experience and would 
do it again. They and all Learning 
Forward stakeholders will get the 
chance when we host another Virtual 
Advocacy Day in spring 2023. Stay 
tuned for details, and keep up the great 
advocacy work. ■
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