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INTRODUCTION 

Author’ Notes 

This semester, I had the privilege to be part of the CASA program. With my time in CASA, I                   

worked with two partner organizations: the Jewish Collaborative of San Diego (JCo) and the              

Youth Mentoring Action Network (YMAN). While I created tangible research projects for both             

organizations, my participatory action based research, along with this paper, are exclusively            

about my time at JCo. However, all of the research I did for this paper contributed to both                  

projects and helped me gain a better understanding of the foundation of both organizations. 

 

Introduction 

Right now, we are in the peak of the Black Lives Matter Movement, a global pandemic, and in a                   

state of flux due to the changing presidency that will determine the future for young people,                

BIPOC, women, LGBTQ+ folks, our disabled and neurodiverse community, and our           

environment. People are rising up and speaking out about the issues that are occurring which are                

all systemically entrenched in this country's history. With that has come a flood of new               

information and storytelling. People are reading, listening, and learning more than ever before             

about topics that have, for far too long, been relegated to the margins: diversity, equity, and                

social change. With this increase in awareness, there has been a light that has illuminated the                

clear gap in the education system as we know it. Due to their own identities and perspectives                 

being blatantly ignored in schools and the U.S. system of education as a whole, young people are                 

not being provided with the skills to enter into the world and these types of conversations. The                 

U.S. education system teaches students history from a eurocentric, colonial, particularly white,            
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capitalist, American lens. This leaves young people, specifically young people who belong to             

marginalized or multiple marginalized identities, growing up thinking that their perspective,           

lived experiences, and identity is not valid. By depriving students of holistic, inclusive, and              

diverse curriculum, we are undervaluing our students individuality and ability. This is what I              

aimed to explore and change with my research. My work is participatory action based research               

within this field of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) education for youth.  

 

For the past four months, I have been working with the Jewish Collaborative of San Diego (JCo).                 

At JCo, I worked directly with young people. In collaboration with Gabi Arad, the rabbi of JCo, I                  

had the opportunity to become an educator. I taught classes on Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion               

and created lesson plans each week to ensure that the students were engaged and learning about                

material that was important to them. I taught two classes, one being for students in grades K-6                 

called LOMED, although it was predominantly 2nd and 3rd graders, and the other class I taught                

was for teens called the Teen Immersion Class. With a social justice, anti-racist framework, I               

strived to create a curriculum for young people where they had the opportunity to learn about                

concepts in DEI, engage in powerful discussions with their peers, and feel valued for their lived                

experiences.  

 

The students I worked with at JCo were predominantly white and were all Jewish which led me                 

to shape the curriculum to the demographic I was engaging with. In addition, as a white person                 

teaching these topics to other white people, I felt that it was important to look at the works of not                    

only Jewish organizations, but also works from scholars of color, activists of color, LGBTQ+              

folks, people who are differently abled, and the neurodiverse community. This brought me to              
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some amazing speakers such as Bettina Love, Audrey Mason-Hyde, Kinsale Hueston, and many             

more.  

 

Through teaching these concepts, I felt like a catalyst for the voices of all of the remarkable                 

scholars and activists whose work I consulted in order to develop my curriculum. Teaching these               

concepts throughout my time with JCo was an extremely rewarding experience, and I had the               

opportunity to view and research first hand how important and impactful this work is. I hope that                 

the work I am doing continues at JCo and inspires young people to uplift and engage in these                  

topics in the classroom.  
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POSITIONALITY STATEMENT 

My name is Katie Meitchik and I am a sophomore at Pitzer College. Growing up, I was always                  

encouraged to share my thoughts and feelings. My sister and I grew up being encouraged to                

embrace our creativity, ferocity, and power as girls. We were shaped by the shows my parents                

introduced us to like Shana Banana, a show featuring a woman who would teach yoga classes to                 

children and sing songs about peace, love, and togetherness. We were influenced by movies like               

Free to Be You and Me that explained to us that parents are people, it’s alright to cry, and that                    

gender and racial norms are just societal constructs that cannot hold us back. We were inspired                

by No Mirrors in my Nana’s House by Ysaye Maria Barnwell based on the song by Sweet                 

Honey in the Rock of the same name; a book about the importance of inner beauty and the love                   

and light inside us all that can shine through to our exterior. We were raised to believe that we                   

could DO and BE anything. This created a foundation for me in my desire to pursue social                 

change. 

 

The coexistence of my Judaism and my whiteness was also something that shaped my goals of                

social change. Growing up in an area where many people do not understand Judaism was always                

a bit challenging. This is something that I have been able to relate to my students with. All of my                    

students this semester were Jewish, and are growing up with similar obstacles to the ones I faced.                 

My own identity made discussing Jewish identity, whiteness, and social change with these young              

people easier and also deepened my own understanding of self awareness.  

 

Before I was able to find an institution like Pitzer that could foster that love, I used the tools I                    

learned at home and the support from my family to be involved in all things social justice. From                  
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elementary school through high school I spent as much time as possible using my voice to help                 

create a culture of awareness, equity, and love in the world. This range of time showed me how                  

social movements and community engagement practices are always changing and evolving, and            

choosing just one cause or effort is nearly impossible. I find that I feel most useful and fulfilled                  

when I am putting my body and voice where it is needed, not just where I merely want it to be.                     

Everything in this realm that I’ve done in the past was what was needed at the time by either my                    

local or global community and, through the web of life, everything became interconnected.             

Locally, I founded affinity and alliance groups on my high school campus such as Feminists               

United and Jewish Culture Club. I’ve been involved in local non profits like Kids for Peace and                 

Rancho Coastal Humane Society, and I’ve stayed informed and active in my local government              

by hosting events such as Congressional and Mayoral Forums. Globally, I have aided in              

supporting a school in Kenya, traveled to Thailand to meet with NGO’s who are working to fight                 

human trafficking, and hosted an art show to raise funds for art therapy in Syria in collaboration                 

with Syrian artist, author, and peacemaker, Massa Aboujeib. Additionally, in 2019, I received a              

certificate from Purdue University through their online program in diversity and inclusion.While            

the journey of my social justice work is one that may seem more quantitative than qualitative                

when written in this format, it has been the most impactful, humbling, and joyful experience of                

my life.  

 

I want to include that I wholeheartedly acknowledge the privilege I hold and commit myself to                

being a lifelong learner of the realities and experiences of BIPOC. In addition, when formulating               

and applying my curriculum, I ensured to look to BIPOC and LGBTQ+ activists and scholars for                

guidance, knowledge, experience, and wisdom. 
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The amazing, life changing opportunities I have already had in this realm have kept me               

motivated and driven. I know that as a fragment of the collective effort, I am capable of creating                  

a better reality and a better future for people globally. I intend to pursue a life of collaborating                  

with others in order to propel the movement towards a more equitable future. This work is ever                 

evolving, and therefore so am I. 
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RESEARCH SETTING & METHODOLOGY 

The Jewish Collaborative of San Diego (JCo) is a post-denominational synagogue located in             

southern California. The first aspect that is apparent to any prospective member is the location of                

the physical building. JCo sits on the same plot of land as The Christ Presbyterian Church and a                  

community garden. The building itself is a relatively small, portable structure with a small ramp               

that leads to the entrance. Upon entering, there is a large, open space that is constantly being                 

rearranged for different events and activities. The Torah Ark remains at the front of the room                

along with the bimah where the torah is read from. Walking deeper into the space, there are a                  

few office rooms and a fully furnished kitchen. On the back wall there are two large garage style                  

doors that open up to a pretty outdoor deck and two restrooms. For someone who is Jewish or                  

has a deep knowledge of Judaism, the space and its contents seem rather normal, with the                

exception that there are no stained glass windows or large artworks. However, for someone who               

has never been in a synagogue or has little knowledge of Judaism, the shofar on the shelf, the                  

hebrew lettering, and the dense amount of imagery of trees may make this space rather unique.                

Despite the building being small compared to other local synagogues, the JCo community makes              

the most of the space by hosting lively events (during non pandemic times), and encouraging the                

local community, regardless of religion, to use the synagogue as a community space. The JCo               

community does not put emphasis on the mere size of the space, but instead, on the true potential                  

of what the space can mean and create for the community. 

 

JCo is an opportunity focused community. JCo’s mission is, “to support and enhance all              

members’ ability and opportunity to experience, express, explore, and share their life as a Jew in                
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San Diego” and their vision is, “to build, nourish, and sustain a vibrant, multifaceted Jewish               

community as a model for 21st – century American Jewish life”. These mission and vision               

statements may seem broad, however the intention is to create a place where anyone who               

identifies as Jewish is welcome and not discriminated against for who they are or how they                

practice. These statements are upheld by the core values of the JCo community. JCo's nine core                

values, which appear on their website, are as follows: 

1. Connection with self, with one another in our community, with Adonai 

2. Compassionate Support of the diversity of each member’s exploration of Jewish life 

3. Post-Denominational, our congregation appeals to a multi-denominational constituency 

4. Member centric / member led 

5. Inclusive and welcoming of all individuals and families 

6. No financial barriers to membership or school enrollment 

7. Accessibility in language, meaning and emotional impact 

8. Collaborative 

9. Participation as an explicit goal and measure of success 

These values can be seen in everything that JCo does. Rabbi Gabi truly believes that the                

synagogue is rooted in community. The synagogue genuinely attempts to make their services as              

accessible to the greater community as possible. Even currently, in a time of a global pandemic,                

JCo has adapted for distanced practices. They continue to host their many events, classes,              

services, and discussion groups via Zoom and have even ensured that older members of the               

community are able to get involved. Along with services, JCo offers many community building              

opportunities. For example, for Rosh Hashanah, along with having members drive by the             

synagogue to receive apples and honey, they also held a food drive for people in need. They will                  
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often do different forms of community work like this because as their website states, “Many               

Jews identify themselves as nonreligious but remain very committed to social action and justice”              

which happens to be a common theme within the JCo Jewish community as well as a value that I                   

hold close to my heart.  

 

It is that commitment to social justice as well as the organization's desire for continued growth                

that inspired me to pursue an internship with JCo. The focus of my research with them is                 

diversity, equity and identity (DEI) education for young people. My desire to make DEI              

education accessible to young people began when I was in high school. This was due to the high                  

disregard for lived experiences and instances of discrimination that my school’s administration            

perpetuated. I found that I personally did not receive any form of comprehensive equity              

education until beginning my college academic career, and even now, I find myself and my peers                

still learning some basic foundational skills within the realm of DEI. I felt that if my peers and I                   

could learn from a young age how our own identities and the identities of others inform our                 

opinions, ideas, and practices, then the next generation of leaders could be more informed, open,               

appreciative, and mindful of those around us. This is what led me to my community based                

research at JCo.  

 

One large piece of DEI education that is important to me is actually making it equitable. While I                  

was unable to provide my students with the same physical learning space since the course was                

being taught online, I wanted to ensure that all students were provided with the same supplies                

needed to succeed. Prior to the classes, I went out and purchased notebooks, colored pencils,               

crayons, and folders. I also created special stickers with the class title on them to place on the                  
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front of their notebooks. Additionally, I created a syllabus for each class and included one in                

every folder. Then, all of the students and their families had an opportunity to come to the JCo                  

space and safely pick up their materials as well as meet me in person (distanced, outdoors, and                 

masked). This established a connection between myself and the students as well as got them               

excited about the classes ahead. 

 

Ideally, I saw the end goal of my research being the development of an equity based curriculum                 

for young people to engage with; one that values their thoughts, ideas, and experiences, and sets                

them up for more mindful and open hearted lives ahead. With this dream destination in mind, I                 

began to think how I could start to make this a reality. I chose to culminate and create a new                    

curriculum while taking a real time approach to testing and adapting the effectiveness of each               

lesson. The action research used JCo as a case study to test the curriculum. Firstly, being a                 

Jewish person means something completely different for everyone. My experiences with Judaism            

are unique to me and not indicative or representative of the entire world’s Jewish population. In                

addition, the synagogue that I attend is a post denominational, predominantly white space, and              

with that comes a basis of privilege. This basis is important because it is the start of my research.  

 

My methodology genuinely started with me thinking about my own positionality within this             

space and the greater context of the realm of education. I knew that this same introspection I was                  

doing was crucial for the young people to do as well. I strongly believe that if we do not                   

understand the body we live in and how that is perceived and treated by the outside world, we                  

will be ignorant to how our actions fully impact others. Therefore, my research had to begin with                 

looking at what project based activities I could create for the young people, and myself, to                
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participate in to get us understanding identity in a way that is proximate and internal, rather than                 

an external concept.  

 

While my research began there, I wanted to also make sure that I was not just working in the                   

community, but that I was also working with them. For example, I decided to facilitate a focus                 

group to ask the students what they wanted to learn within the realm of DEI work. This was a                   

crucial step for me in developing my research because if I wanted my end result to be a                  

comprehensive equity curriculum for young people, I needed to meet them where they were at               

and listen to what they felt was most important. Focus groups like these also helped me nurture                 

the relationships I was building with the students. I knew that I would be teaching and                

collaborating with them in the classroom all semester, and I felt that it would be completely                

ineffective if I did not form solid relationships with them. In addition, where there were gaps in                 

what they requested to learn about, I made sure to add in my own lesson plans that I knew would                    

be important for the foundation of their knowledge in this field. I continuously worked to make                

an engaged practice and researched how to create a space where there is true collaboration,               

conversation, and play. I wanted to ensure that all students were given ample time and               

opportunities to talk through their own personal experiences, ideas, and findings. In doing that, it               

allowed for co-learning and it better informed me as I continued to find curriculum and activities                

for them to engage with.  

 

My next step was finding ways to take their newfound understanding of their own personal               

identities, and situate that in larger systemic contexts. For this, I once again had to be                

introspective about my own identity and implicit biases. Additionally, I found it important to              
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look to people who have published work on this who are part of the identity or culture that they                   

are writing about. This then informed how I structured activities and conversations. I was              

looking at different platforms that highlighted creators that identify with the lessons in order to               

get the most accurate and respectful lesson plans. For example, I found The Anti Defamation               

League, Pop n Olly, Teaching Tolerance, Facing History, and many more resources to be helpful               

when creating lessons. To understand the ‘how and why’ I taught certain lessons, I looked at                

published, academic works from others who had begun this work and successfully executed it. I               

also wanted to ensure that the sources I drew from followed critical race theory, social justice                

theory, feminist theory, and followed from a youth centric approach. In addition, I wanted the               

research I conducted while teaching the lessons to also follow social teaching theory and social               

phenomenology. 

 

I want to emphasize that everything that I did was in collaboration with Rabbi Gabi Arad. I                 

wanted the end product of my work to be meaningful and helpful to her and her congregation.                 

Therefore, rather than just consulting her, I made sure to share her on all of my ideas, collaborate                  

with her on lesson plans, and include her in the lessons that I taught. In doing this, I ensured that                    

she had complete autonomy and control over what her students were engaging with and how               

much she was engaging with this work. I was extremely open to feedback from both her and the                  

students as well. I always took field notes during my class and tried to be fully present. In my                   

field notes, I was of course unable to write about the physical space due to the classes being                  

virtual, however, I was always writing down how the space felt, where there were silences, what                

topics excited the students, and qualities about the students that they shared so that I could                

understand each student as an individual. I also structured time after class to meet with Rabbi                
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Gabi about how the class went, how things could improve, and if I should add anything to my                  

notes from the day. Because I was working with young people, I made sure to keep all of my                   

field notes in one place, organized, and safe. In addition, when writing up my findings, I omitted                 

their names for anonymity and safety. 

 

My aim was to learn about the best practices in DEI education and find ways to apply them in                   

spaces where students feel safe, brave, and cared for. By starting these conversations with young               

people, I aimed to get a sense of what they were interested in and then develop tools for them to                    

carry with them as they pursued these interests in a deeper and more meaningful way. Using JCo                 

as a sample site, I was engaging in listening sessions, participating in discussions, and I created a                 

project based curriculum for the young people to work with as they learned about identity,               

equity, and community.  
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

Abstract 

Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) education is the educational practice that focuses on             

concepts of identity such as race, gender, class, sexuality, ethnicity, ability, and religion. In              

addition, DEI education places emphasis on systemic structures, inequities, and social change.            

DEI education can lead to a sense of confidence in our youth, coalition building, social change,                

healing, resistance, and more. In this literature review, I will be examining the process, benefits,               

and areas of growth within diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) education as well as              

highlighting the most useful tools in implementing these lessons and ideas. Through a social              

justice framework, I analyzed sources that were relevant to not only DEI education for youth, but                

also the specific demographics of the young people I teach. I found models that honored youth                

centric, courageous, vulnerable, and anti-racist curriculum, and I applied these findings into my             

research. 

Keywords: DEI education, Social Justice Youth Development, critical consciousness,         

anti-racism theory, courageous resistance 

 

Social Justice Framework 

The focus on DEI education for young people stems from a place of proactivity and works to                 

address systemic inequities at an age where young people are facing these issues head on. In                

Shawn Ginwright and Julio Cammarota’s piece New Terrain in Youth Development: The            

Promise of a Social Justice Approach, they state that “policymakers, educators, and youth             

workers must pay greater attention to how young people navigate racism, poverty, and             

unemployment in their communities” (Ginwright & Cammarota 2002, p.83). This contributes to            
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the idea of a youth centric approach to learning about DEI and places value on the viewpoint,                 

strategies, and experiences of young people. They also encourage a social justice framework for              

these teachings. This shifts the focus from studying others to actually participating in the              

understanding and progression of the student’s community. Ginwright and Cammarota go even            

further as to say that framing teachings in a Social Justice Youth Development (SJYD) model               

can help young people to build their assets, such as communication and empathy, as well as                

displaying how we as educators can learn from their lived experiences and the obstacles they are                

currently navigating. A SJYD model “pays particular attention to the relationship between            

critical consciousness and social action. Critical consciousness can be described as an awareness             

of how institutional, historical, and systemic forces limit and promote the life opportunities for              

particular groups” (Ginwright & Cammarota 2002, p.87). Additionally, one structure in their            

piece was the three levels of awareness. These three levels are self awareness, social awareness,               

and global awareness, and they each build onto one another in order to raise consciousness and                

promote interconnectedness (Ginwright & Cammarota 2002, pp.88-90).  

 

The Core of Jewish Identity 

From the start of my work with the Jewish Collaborative of San Diego, I was informed that                 

social justice and “Tikkun Olum”, or the practice of restoring the world, was integral to the                

identity of post denominational Judaism. This brought me to an article by Benjamin J. Lough and                

Margaret M. C. Thomas titled, “Building a Community of Young Leaders: Experiential Learning             

in Jewish Social Justice''. This is a descriptive study done using analytics methods and surveys in                

order to link the connection between Jewish identity and social justice. This piece points out               

exact aspects of the work I was doing. Co-teaching a class that focuses half on DEI and half on                   
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Jewish identity meant that the two would at times intersect. This article states that, “by providing                

opportunities for active participation in social justice work combined with reflection on Jewish             

teachings and customs, many Jewish activist learning programs also explicitly aim to strengthen             

participants’ Jewish identity” which I found to be quite effective (Lough & Thomas 2014,              

p.250). The study concludes by stating that, “experiential engagement combined with reflective            

analysis of inequities and comparison with Jewish texts have been associated with the             

application of social justice principles to young people’s work” which shows a direct benefit to               

the framework of teaching that they described (Lough & Thomas 2014, p.260). Additionally, it              

addresses the need for learning and action to be intertwined in order to gain positive outcomes. 

 

Bravery in Vulnerability 

In Silvia Bettez’ piece,“Flipping the Script from Talking to Teens about ‘Celebrating Diversity’             

to Promoting Equity Through Embracing Vulnerability and Enacting Courage”, she discusses           

her methods and framework for creating a presentation on diversity, equity, and inclusion for              

high school students. She includes her research and writing process, as well as the obstacles she                

encountered within the foundation of educational institutions. Through a “praxis approach of            

promoting connection through embracing vulnerability and enacting courage” I wanted to create            

a foundation of trust and personal connection with the young people I was teaching (Bettez 2017,                

p.91). Bettez shares the concept of bringing personal stories into learning spaces and displaying              

the power and validity behind them. She continues in her piece by examining how an educator's                

vulnerability can have a ripple effect and actually increase the comfort of their students as well                

as encourage them to dive deeper into personal issues, ideas, and perspectives. By creating              

intentional action towards bridging the concepts of vulnerability and bravery, students begin to             
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raise their awareness and consciousness of their feelings and the feelings of those around them.               

This leads them to naturally think deeper about self and community care in a way that is rooted                  

in connection rather than a disjointed idea of there being distance between themselves. This              

directly connects to the three levels of awareness as mentioned previously. Bettez also brings the               

idea of embodiment to the forefront of this work and I have found this strategy to be extremely                  

important when having discussions about identities different from those of my students. The             

study finds that checking in with ourselves during difficult or heavy discussions can improve our               

awareness and receptiveness. At times, students may start to feel uncomfortable, angry, upset,             

emotional, or sad. In those moments, by acknowledging these feelings, it can prompt us to create                

empathetic connections and to act on them (Bettez 2017, p.92). Being courageous, however, is              

not just through vulnerability. Bettez adds that it takes courage to have these types of               

conversations, to look critically at our own privileges, and to assess where our prejudices are. 

 

Room for Growth in Educational Institutions 

When searching for work that covers the gap in early childhood DEI education, I came across a                 

study done by Kerry-Ann Escayg titled, “Anti-racism in U.S. Early Childhood Education:            

Foundational Principles.” This study covers the significance of anti-bias and multicultural           

education while simultaneously drawing attention to the gap in anti-racism theory and education             

within the classroom. She analyzes systemic racism and privelege through three main principles             

of anti-racist education and displays how these can be used to transform the current U.S. early                

childhood education programs in place. She includes a critique of white educators running their              

classrooms from a structure that does not acknowledge race or as she puts it is “a space of                  

race-silence/invisibility” (Escayg 2019, p.3). She promotes the use of an actively anti-racist            
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curriculum to negate a sense of racial invisability in the classroom, address the wide scope of                

institutional racism, and to support the holistic wellbeing of students, particularly students of             

color. Similar to Ginwright and Cammarota’s piece, Escayg’s study challenges the deficit            

perspectives of young People of Color (Escayg 2019, p.8). This then frames students to follow an                

asset based approach and focus on their strengths as individuals who are making an impact in                

their communities. She concludes in her study that anti-racist early childhood education            

empowers young people to challenge racism and engage in acts of courageous resistance which              

ties directly to the literature on vulnerability being a sign of true bravery. 

 

Conclusion 

With these practices in mind, I developed my curriculum to suit the needs of the community,                

bridge the levels of self, social, and global awareness, and continue to evolve my work to fit the                  

unique obstacles of today. While there are many prominent studies in the field of DEI education,                

I found one of the most important ideas is the emphasis on the ever-evolving curriculum that DEI                 

education must recognize and adapt to. As the pendulum of global knowledge shifts and              

emboldens new ideas, it is beyond important for the system of education to be equipped to                

handle the cultural, technological, and social changes, as well as find ways to properly educate               

on them in the classroom. As Ginwright and Cammarota wonderfully put it, “creating a social               

space where young people have the opportunity to share, listen, and learn from each other is a                 

central strategy for engaging young people in the healing process. Through dialogue, young             

people develop a sense of optimism, emotional stability, intellectual stimulation, positive           

self-regard, and general resilience when facing personal, family, or community challenges”           

(Ginwright & Cammarota 2002, p.92). This work begins within all of us and once we allow                
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ourselves to engage in these discussions with young people, promote collaborative learning, and             

follow the frameworks that have been beautifully laid out for us, we hold the power to create                 

systemic and long lasting change. I am so appreciative to all of the educators that take the time to                   

start these conversations with their students in a healthy, positive, and uplifting way. 
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THEMATIC ANALYSIS & FINDINGS 

For my data coding process, I began by reading through all of my fieldnotes and taking note of                  

any words or themes that were frequently brought up during class times. Then, I consulted my                

lesson plans to find any discussion questions that guided the concepts from my fieldnotes to arise                

during class discourse. I additionally viewed the results from the surveys and focus groups I               

conducted where students had the ability to give honest and unedited feedback on the course.               

Finally, I looked at the studies from my literature review as well as articles, videos, studies, and                 

curriculum I used to inform my curriculum construction in order to create a thematic analysis               

that was holistic and representative of the work that informed my research. The chart below               

outlines the common themes that arose within all of my research along with how they connect to                 

larger structures.  

 
 

Common Words & Themes: Concepts 
Uncovered through Brought Up in 

Research 

Connection to Structures & Systems 

Judaism/Jewish  Link between Social Justice & Judaism → 
Tikkun Olam  

Justice Restorative Practices, Systemic Inequities in 
the Justice System, & Issues of 

Discrimination 

Pronouns/Gender Expression Constructs of Gender Norms → Personal 
Identity, Safety, & Respect 

Kindness/Empathy Love Ethic, Vulnerability, Exploration of 
Personal Identity & Experience 

Art/Crafts/Projects Intersection of Arts & Activism → Healing 
Practices and Nonviolent Paths of Resistance 

Privilege & Whiteness  Systemic Racism, Anti-racist theory, Social 
Justice Framework 
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Analysis of Key Themes & Findings 

The analysis below comes from the data coding above as well as key points from my fieldnotes                 

and literature review. 

Jewish Identity: The Link between Social Justice & Judaism 

Before being able to learn about diverse identities and social justice work, I felt that it was                 

important for the students to look critically at their own identities and get in touch with their                 

values. With half of the class time being solely devoted to learning about Jewish identity,               

students were able to gain confidence in their own identities and make critical connections              

between themselves and others who hold different identities. Additionally, when surveying           

students at the start of the semester, many of them stated that they did not know much about                  

Judaism or Jewish identity. However, by the end of the semester, through learning about DEI in                

conjunction with Judaism, they felt more in touch with their religious identity and their desire to                

create social change. 

 

Rabbi Gabi even noted to the students that for some members, their activism is what defines                

them as a Jewish person. I knew that by stepping into this predominantly white, all Jewish space,                 

I would be confronted with barriers that I have faced with my own identity. The Jewish                

experience varies for everyone and I knew that teaching these topics of DEI should be catered to                 

the demographics of my students. I decided to research other Jewish organizations doing work in               

DEI to familiarize myself with the unique obstacles and privileges that my students may face.               

The research that I discovered made the same connections to Judaism and social justice that I                

was seeing. The message of “Tikkun Olam” came up frequently as well as the emphasis on                

always questioning everything which is a strong value in Judaism.  
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Another connection that was made on the first day of the Teen Immersion class was from a                 

student who said that they wanted to learn about how these issues of DEI manifest within the                 

Jewish community. I found this to be extremely insightful because they were not only making               

connections between Judaism and activism, but also to privilege, antisemitism, and           

discrimination within the Jewish community. This in fact led to a day where our lesson covered                

antisemitism and the students had a chance to share their experiences as well as the experiences                

of their family in relation to being discriminated against due to their Jewish identity. Many of the                 

students brought up acts of antisemitism and brushed them off as being ‘not that bad’ or asked                 

whether or not a situation they had been in was antisemetic due to the discomfort they faced. For                  

example, one student stated that they were told by a teacher to go up in front of their class and                    

talk about the Holocaust due to the fact that they were a Jewish student. While this was an                  

extremely ignorant act on the part of the teacher, and this left the student feeling very                

uncomfortable, the student did not know how to define this moment. Additionally, other students              

shared instances where their peers would make jokes about Jewish people and ask them highly               

insensitive questions about their identities. This was important to note because it showed how              

frequent antisemetic microaggressions occur amongst youth. While this was something that I, as             

well as the rest of the class, could relate to, it was clear that the students had not been asked to                     

think about this type of discrimination outside of Jewish spaces. This brought me to another vital                

aspect of why I was conducting this research. Topics in DEI often confront identities and               

cultures that are marginalized and therefore not always spoken about or educated on. Growing              

up, my non-Jewish peers did not notice the same levels of antisemitism that I saw even though                 

we were hearing the same jokes about Jewish people. Of course, this is because the target of                 
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these jokes were direct attacks on my identity and therefore I was perhaps hyper aware of their                 

impact. However, DEI education elevates awareness to all acts of discrimination and, if taught to               

youth, more people, regardless of personal identity, would be able to identify and confront the               

issues at play. Since my students were elevating their own awareness to acts of dicrimination               

against their own identities, they were in turn creating connections to other acts of discrimination               

based on race, gender, sexuality, and more. This allowed them to gain a proximity to cultural                

understanding and moved them to begin thinking about issues of justice. 

 

Justice: Restorative Practices, Systemic Inequities, & Issues of Discrimination 

This brings me to the next theme that arose in our classes: justice. When doing research into                 

some of the best practices and concepts relating to DEI for young people, the concept of                

restorative justice came up a lot. Currently, with the rise in social media activism, cancel culture,                

or the act of calling out, shaming, or canceling someone is quite popular. This method, however,                

is leaving many young people afraid to voice their values and start learning about current events                

and issues. For example, one student said that they were bullied for liking a Youtube influencer                

because the influencer had a guest on their show who had a history of discriminatory actions.                

While the influencer the student liked had no history of discriminatory behavior, their peers had               

learned cancel culture and practices through popular media and used them to wrongly cause              

harm to their classmate. This is why in my curriculum, I focused on restorative practices. I found                 

through my research that restorative justice is in many ways the opposite of cancel culture. Using                

work from the Centre for Justice and Reconciliation, I led a lesson on how restorative justice                

practices can be used in our interpersonal relationships, communities, and government systems. I             

wanted to draw attention to the main ways that restorative practices emphasize learning. These              
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practices encourage people to look at each person individually, to put the person who was               

harmed first, and leave room for the harm-doer to grow. I also used the work of Kazu Haga from                   

his book Healing Resistance and shared direct quotes with my students regarding the focus on               

love ethic, inclusion, and community healing. They were very receptive to this lesson and asked               

for extra readings on these practices so I sent them additional links to check out as well. I feel                   

that the ability to make mistakes and learn from them is such a crucial piece of social change and                   

it often gets clouded by the noise of cancel culture. The students really latched onto this idea and                  

the concepts of accountability, growth, and embracing mistakes with empathy and compassion.            

This led them into a lively discussion regarding larger structures such as flawed systems of               

policing and incarceration. Once again, the three levels of awareness became apparent and             

through elevating their social awareness they were able to create connections to their global              

community.  

 

Art, Crafts, & Projects: The Intersection of Arts & Activism 

One theme that came up quite often in both the LOMED and Teen Immersion class was the                 

concept of bringing art into the classroom. It was clear after our first craft activity that the                 

students were expressing themselves along with the concepts they were learning through their             

art. Our first activity in LOMED was the Mask Activity. In this activity, students were expected                

to print out an image of a mask on both sides of a piece of blank paper and then cut out the mask.                       

Then, using their colored pencils or crayons, they designed the front (or outward facing) side of                

the mask with parts of themselves that they want to highlight. They included drawings, colors,               

and adjectives in their designs. Then on the back (or inward facing) side of the mask, they                 

designed it with parts of their identities that they often conceal or hide. Through making their                
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own masks, students had the opportunity to define themselves visually. Sharing their masks with              

their classmates provided a way for students to introduce themselves to a new community as well                

as a way to counter the labels or stereotypes others may have placed on them. This lesson was                  

well received by the students and they were all excited to share their masks. This also gave them                  

a way to express their feelings during class as we discussed these new and, at times,                

uncomfortable topics. I encouraged their intersection of arts and activism, and in doing so, they               

created some beautiful work. Another project that we did was card writing for some elders in our                 

community. JCo has many members who are older and have had limited contact during this               

pandemic. The LOMED class designed beautiful cards with heartfelt messages to send to the              

elders of JCo and we discussed the value of connecting as a community regardless of generation.                

This lesson even prompted some students to create more cards to distribute to their neighbors. 

 

Privilege & Whiteness: The Need for Anti-Racist Curriculum within a Social Justice Framwork 

Finally, one aspect that I found to be crucial to this work was assessing privilege and systemic                 

oppression. In a class discussion, it can be easy to subconsciously fall into a loop of othering or                  

seeing people as intrinsically different from ourselves. This is where I ensured that the students               

were checking in with themselves and evaluating their connections to others. This practice came              

directly from Ginwright & Cammarota’s 2002 piece in which they discussed the three levels of               

awareness. I applied these in my teaching (self awareness, social awareness, and global             

awareness), and it aided in the building of proximity to the communities we were learning about.                

I also wanted to discuss the importance of understanding intersectionality. I did this by              

examining the vast racial diversity within Judaism that is often ignored. While it is important to                

draw similarities between people and cultures, it is also important to acknowledge and value the               
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differences. The students all were able to gain a firm grasp of the material we covered on race                  

and structural racism, but many students brought up the fact that they have a hard time                

communicating these concepts, as well as concepts of gender and sexuality, to their elders. This               

is where I started to adapt my lesson plans to not only teach about these concepts, but also share                   

with the students how to best engage in these conversations in their personal lives. It is important                 

as white people to engage in these conversations with our white family members because it takes                

emotional labor and stress off of people being actively oppressed. I came up with a concept to                 

conduct a few weeks of lessons surrounding difficult conversations about identity, ending with a              

final Zoom lesson where the students will be able to partner with an elder in the JCo community                  

and have a discussion about these concepts. This is a youth centric twist on learning from our                 

elders where the young people will lead the discussions. This final event has not happened yet,                

however the research will be updated once it occurs.  

 

This also led us into discussions about co-conspiratorship and the strength and resilience it takes               

to claim that title being that it is a commitment to being a lifelong learner, to nonviolence, and to                   

actively resisting systems of oppression regardless of the risk. We discussed personal            

experiences involving instances where someone was a co-conspirator to us, or when we were one               

to someone else. This experience also made me realize that when educators bring racial justice               

and anti-racist practices into the classroom, the students are highly receptive to it and eager to                

learn more. These topics affect them and their relationships to others and while many adults may                

look at these topics and see them as points of discomfort, these young people jumped into them                 

and took these as beautiful opportunities to grow as individuals as well as assess their own                

prejudices and bias. 
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Student Feedback 

With the results from my survey, I felt that it was important to include the student feedback I                  

received. I put the student quotes into the chart below in order to show the positive impact of                  

DEI education on these young people. While it may seem these were chosen exclusively for their                

positive viewpoint, the themes in these quotes had appeared in every one of the survey responses                

I received.  

 

The students' desire to learn about these concepts showed me how much they were missing these                

conversations in school. This brought me back to the study done by Bettez. Her initial finding                
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aligned beautifully with my own research concept of acknowledging the popularity of diversity             

and inclusion while also noting that it has presented challenges in schools. For example, when               

doing my research, I found that my own experience was not much different from the experiences                

my students are currently having. Their respective schools have statements of diversity and             

inclusion along with entire pages on the schools websites devoted to diversity and how their               

school promotes community engagement. Much like Bettez, notes in her piece, seeing those             

statements begs the question of what do these truly mean in practice? (Bettez 2017, p.94). When                

surveying my students, 92% of them indicated “not at all” when asked if they were having                

similar conversations to the ones we were having while at school or in class. This is where there                  

is room for growth in the education system. Bettez adds that inviting guest speakers into               

institutions of education in order to talk about celebrating diversity is not inherently negative,              

however, if it is the only work that is being done in terms of equity and inclusion on campus, it is                     

not nearly enough. In my own personal experience in high school, the institution I attended               

would often have speakers come in to talk about their cultures or experiences, however, we never                

had any further conversations, activities, or any way to interact with what we had just heard. The                 

focus on difference rather than intersectionality washed away the speakers' messages and left             

many students like myself feeling as though the school was doing more to check off a ‘DEI’ box                  

than they were to genuinely integrate social justice frameworks and DEI practices into the              

culture of the school. Additionally, within the survey I included a question that allowed students               

to rate the class on a scale of one to five based on how much they felt they were getting out of                      

the class. The survey I conducted showed that 85% of my students rated the class a four or five                   

out of five with the other 15% indicating that the class was a three out of five. These ratings were                    

all quite high and reflected how they personally value the material as well as how they were                 
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perceiving the class. This data was helpful to me when structuring the class and also made me                 

ensure that the students who rated the class slightly lower than their peers were given room to                 

speak about the topics that mattered to them. This also reinforced my prior findings that               

educational institutions providing early childhood education are not teaching the foundations of            

DEI within their curriculum. 

 

Concluding Findings 

I found that through sharing personal experiences and opening myself up to questions of pure               

curiosity, I was able to establish a basis of honesty with my students. This became apparent to                 

me the first time I had a student private message me on Zoom to share their writing piece that                   

they were too shy to share with the rest of the class. In that moment, that student was vulnerable                   

with me and their bravery to share their piece resulted in a feeling of proximity between us that                  

made them feel more comfortable sharing their writing for the next class. By engaging in               

discussions like this and allowing students to embrace the material in the ways that they learned                

best, students were able to be excited about this work and harness their power as changemakers. 
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LIMITATIONS 

While I found my community partnership and research to be very fruitful, there were some               

limitations that I was presented with. The first limitation was the fact that classes had to be                 

online. Being a student myself, I know how difficult it can be to learn virtually from home.                 

Online learning spaces hold a different energy from in person learning spaces and it is more                

difficult to hold the attention of students and allow for play. Additionally, internet connection              

was a constant struggle for students. Common issues would be devices losing battery, lack of               

audio and video, students freezing, or students dropping off the call. Other obstacles of online               

learning included being unable to provide hands on help to students, difficulty sharing space for               

one another to speak, and online fatigue. All of my students were in online school during the day                  

and so when they would join my class, they had already had a full day of being on their devices.  

 

Another limitation I was presented with was the range in age of the students. For the LOMED                 

class, although it was predominantly 2nd and 3rd graders, there were students from grades K-6.               

This meant that, at times, the material had to be adapted to fit the needs of both the younger and                    

older students. I would try to navigate this based on which students showed up class to class,                 

however, some classes would have to cover more basic topics than others. This was not an issue                 

with the Teen Immersion class however, and the material I presented to them was often perfect                

for their age group. One suggestion I received from a parent with a student in LOMED was that                  

they would love to see a class for middle school students as well. Although this was not                 

something I could authorize, I did offer the parent some age appropriate resources and materials,               

and I suggested this idea to Rabbi Gabi for the future.  
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My final limitation was that I myself was working from home and navigating another internship               

as well as being a full time student. Negotiating my multiple identities as a student, teacher,                

intern, and family member was certainly a balancing act. This made my research quite the juggle                

at times, however I am so grateful I was able to do this work. 
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CONCLUSION 

Long term, I would like to see Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion curriculum taught in all schools                

as a requirement. I feel that right now, the work I am doing is not a band-aid solution, but instead                    

a first step towards making that dream destination a reality. If we can start to create spaces like                  

the one I am creating in other extracurricular programs or religious groups, I feel that we can                 

create them in schools too. While currently, the research I conducted is limited to equity               

education for the youth at JCo, I feel that this work should be accessible to all, regardless of age,                   

religion, race, gender, class, sexuality, or ability. It is this accessibility to equity education that               

will allow for radical progress, love, and hope in the future. I hope I have inspired these young                  

people as much as they have inspired me. Their curiosity, creativity, compassion, and true desire               

to learn made teaching a real joy.  

 

I hope that this research provides JCo with a foundation to continue these classes and potentially                

expand them to their older members. It is never too late to learn about DEI topics since they are                   

always changing and evolving. Additionally, I hope this research encourages other educators to             

bring these concepts into their classrooms and integrate them into subjects in order to show the                

versatility of DEI education as well as how its interdisciplinary qualities can help students in               

areas of academic and personal growth. I wished that I had a class like this when I was my                   

students’ ages, and I am so proud that I was able to provide an outlet for these young people to                    

engage in these conversations with one another and create a space where they felt empowered to                

do so. My time at JCo was truly impactful for me and I hope to continue to do this work and                     

learn alongside my students into the future.  
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APPENDIX 

All Field Notes 

https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1fiGjtWlvlzGk0T4azAmR1KVmtxDuBzkm?usp=sharing  

 

 

 

 

 


