
 
 
Gray Matters (September 2016) 
 
How does our curriculum reflect social justice? 
 
Welcome back!  It was a thrill to greet folks, large and small, at the front door this morning. I cherish 
and never tire of the energy and enthusiasm of the first day of school, even as I start my twentieth year 
at Capitol Hill Day School. 
  
Today is officially opening day, but as a faculty we began our year last week. This is always a wonderful 
time, a week with an energy and enthusiasm all its own. Each year our opening faculty meetings 
provide an important opportunity for us to establish a tone and intention for our work together as a 
professional community. Percolating over the past couple of years, both at the faculty and the Board 
level, has been a push to more intentionally examine how Capitol Hill Day School pedagogy and 
curriculum reflect the social justice for which we strive as a community.  Last week, we established the 
following queries to guide our faculty work through this year: 

 How do my experiences continually shape my work toward social justice in the Capitol Hill Day 
School community? 

 How do we develop children's understanding of social justice? 

 How do we nurture children's capacity and disposition to be agents of social change? 
 
I hope you will bear with me for this admittedly lengthy explanation of the importance of social justice 
education at Capitol Hill Day School. 
  
Our focus on social justice education is not an either/or proposition. It is true to our Capitol Hill Day 
School mission, our progressive philosophy, and what is essential when teaching children to be critical 
and creative thinkers and analytical problem solvers. Simply put, it is good education. 
  
Over the summer, I became particularly intrigued by what I believe is a fundamental thread of this 
work: conversation. Through reading and professional development work, I have come to the fairly 
simple conclusion that our ability to see things from other perspectives is, in large measure, what 
makes us most human. Furthermore, it is only through our uniquely human ability to engage in dialog 
with ourselves (to self-reflect, daydream, imagine), as well as with others, that we develop the 
empathy, humility, and desire to see other perspectives and thus be our most human selves. While I 
strongly believe that conversation is a fundamentally humanizing activity, I am discouraged by our 
increasing struggle with this aspect of our humanity, as evidenced by the tone of current public 
discourse. 
  



Two books I read this summer, Other People’s Children by Lisa Delpit and Reclaiming Conversation by 
Sherry Turkel, helped coalesce this understanding for me, particularly these quotes: 
  
“This lesson was only one of many I received on learning to be a part of the world rather than trying to 
dominate it - on learning to see rather than merely to look, to feel rather than touch, to hear rather 
than listen: to learn, in short, about the world by being still and opening myself to experiencing it. If I 
realize that I am an organic part of all that is, and learn to adopt a receptive, connected stance, then I 
need not take an active, dominate role to understand; the universe will, in essence, include me in 
understanding.” (Other People’s Children p. 92) 
  
“To converse you don’t just have to perform turn taking, you have to listen to someone else, to read 
their body, their voice, their tone, and their silences. You bring concern and experience to bear, and 
you expect the same from others.” (Reclaiming Conversation p. 45) 
  
“It’s the capacity for solitude that allows you to reach out to others and see them as separate and 
independent. You don’t need them to be anything other than who they are. This means you can listen 
to them and hear what they have to say.”  (Reclaiming Conversation p. 60) 
  
It is this kind of dialog (both internal and external), this type of true human connectedness (and the 
empathy, humility, and self-reflection that come with it) that I often find missing in our world today. 
The Capitol Hill Day School community continues to be a source of strength for me. The heart of our 
work this year will be to take advantage of our privilege as educators to demonstrate vulnerability, to 
lead with humility, and to model civility. 
  
This summer, I have also been thinking about the School’s 50th anniversary, coming up in the 2018-
2019 school year.  It serves as a reminder to me that we stand on the broad shoulders of progressive 
educators who preceded us and the parents who founded our School in the fall of 1968. September 
1968 was just about six months after the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr., and a time when racial 
tensions in Washington, DC exploded. Capitol Hill Day School was founded with this simple vision: “a 
quality education, a racially and economically diverse student body, a parent-governed school, and a 
relationship with the surrounding community and the city of Washington.”  Given our philosophy and 
the historical context in which we were founded, I believe we stand on the shoulders of folks who were 
also committed to education as a means to achieving social justice. 
 

 


