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Abstract 

Social justice education aims to develop critical thinking about social inequities and social responsibility 
to increase civic engagement in high school youth. While high schools increasingly recognize the 
importance of social justice education, teachers are often initially under-prepared to teach this material, 
particularly about managing challenging emotions, and working with a group- processes as students 
work with social justice content and process. Psychologists are often asked to be diversity consultants or 
instructors, creating opportunities to contribute to social justice education. Drawing from 
implementation science, this paper describes a model of collaboration between university-based 
psychologists and high-school educators in providing a social justice course to high school students. Our 
education model enabled a multi-layered collaborative network that maximized the contributions of 
collaborators (i.e., Students, High School Teachers, Consultants, and Mentor) and enabled sustainability 
within the high school. 
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Introduction 
Social justice education aims to promote knowledge of social inequities and resistance to oppression, 
contributing to the development of civic engagement. There has been increasing attention within both 
the K-12 and higher-education settings to providing opportunities for students to have exposure to 
social justice topics (Thomann & Suyemoto, 2017; Watts & Flanagan, 2007; Zaff, Malanchuk, & Eccles, 
2008). However, despite increased interest and the existence of some examples (Carlisle, Jackson, & 
George, 2006; Kraft, 2007; Portman & Portman, 2002), designing, implementing, and sustaining social 
justice education initiatives may be challenging in K-12 settings due to limited resources, training, and 
institutional support.  
 
In this context, psychologists are often invited as outside instructors or consultants to offer social justice 
courses and to provide training. This practice offers psychologists opportunities to contribute to training 
beyond the academy and the profession, create impact within the community, and utilize their expertise 
and group facilitation skills. Providing training to K-12 students is essential, given research suggesting 
that early exposure to diversity topics, especially before entering higher education, could be beneficial 
for developing perspective-taking skills such as empathy, and understanding structural oppression 
(Thomann & Suyemoto, 2017).  While the practice of psychologists serving as consultants or instructors 
to teach high school courses may be a useful short-term measure, it is not necessarily sustainable, due 
to cost and time constraints within schools.  Hence these opportunities require psychologists to consider 
the potential for a social justice educational model that continues to be sustainable at the high school, 
even after the psychologists must exit the system (Tauriac, Kim, Sariñana, Tawa, & Kahn, 2013). 
 
This paper describes a sustainable social justice education model that involves collaboration between 
university-based psychologists and high school educators. We draw our overall approach from previous 
research in implementation science (Halle, Metz, & Martinez-Beck, 2013; McDonald, Eyster, Nightingale, 
& Bovbjerg, 2013; Metz & Bartley, 2013) and, this model is a multi-layered collaboration among multiple 
constituencies: high school students, high school teachers, consultants, and a mentor to the 
consultants.1 Collaboration, if developed correctly, creates a ripple effect with lasting impact; 
sustainability becomes possible, and opportunities emerge to move students and teachers from agents 
of change in the classroom to becoming agents of change in their communities without relying on 
outside consultants (e.g., Delp, Brown, & Domenzain, 2005). This paper aims: 1) to provide a best-
practice model through which psychologists and educators collaboratively create a ripple effect in 
teaching about social justice, and 2) to present tools for other university-based and K-12 educators for a 
sustainable training model. 
 
Conceptualizing Social Justice 
Social justice has received more attention in recent years in the fields of education and psychology. 
However, conceptualizing it has posed challenges because of the breadth of its meaning and usage in 
different contexts (Shriberg & Fenning, 2009). Social justice involves distributive, procedural, and 
relational justice, and should occur at multiple ecological levels. That is, resources should be distributed 
and processed equitably (Reason & Davis, 2005; Shriberg & Fenning, 2009); decisions are made in an 
equitable manner (Reason & Davis, 2005); and individuals should be treated with respect and dignity 

                                                 
1 From here on, we capitalize Students, High School Teachers, Consultants, and Mentor because they are identifiers for specific 
roles in this particular intervention. Capitalization makes it clear that we are referencing the role in relation to this intervention 
and not just the experience overall.  For example, when we say “High School Teachers” we are not referring to all high school 
teachers, but to the role of High School Teacher in this intervention, and in relation to other roles.   
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(Prilleltensky, 2012).  Hence, social justice can be conceptualized as both the content and process of 
equity. These sub-dimensions of social justice are particularly relevant to consider when creating a social 
justice education curriculum, as they need to be reflected in the content and process of such courses. 
 
Social Justice Education in High Schools  
Both K-12 and post-secondary educators have noted the need to engage in social justice education in 
the K-12 school systems, as early exposure may be particularly meaningful in developing social justice 
consciousness (Dover, 2009; Thomann & Suyemoto, 2017; Watts & Flanagan, 2007; Zaff, Malanchuk, & 
Eccles, 2008).  Broido (2000), in her phenomenological study with college students, identified six factors 
that contributed to development of social justice allies. They include: precollege attitudes; acquiring 
information - usually through structured college courses; meaning-making about social justice through 
discussions, self-reflection, and perspective taking; gaining confidence and empowerment; skills 
development; and other serendipitous opportunities, such as being recruited to participate in projects 
related to social justice. Precollege attitudes are particularly remarkable because students who had 
open and accepting attitudes toward diverse viewpoints toward others before college were poised to 
develop as social justice allies in college. While most participants in Broido’s (2000) study reported 
having grown up in predominantly White contexts and did not yet develop theoretical or systemic 
understanding of oppression, they maintained an attitude that valued the importance of egalitarianism 
and equity for all people before entering college. Additional research has found that being introduced to 
social justice education prior to college could foster positive youth development, civic engagement, 
facilitate understanding, and promote action among allies and advocates (Suyemoto, Day, & Schwartz, 
2015; Thomann & Suyemoto, 2017; Watts & Flanagan, 2007; Zaff, Malanchuk, & Eccles, 2008).    

 
High school age could be a particularly significant moment for learning about social justice, as 
adolescents develop cognitive, emotional, and relational abilities. Abstract concepts examined in a social 
justice course may provide sociocognitive conflicts for adolescents and a context for promoting formal-
operational thinking, as adolescents grapple with contradictions, alternatives, or multiple ideas 
(Bearison & Dorval, 2002). Furthermore, adolescents’ increasing abilities for emotional and social 
perspective taking, and thinking about self and others in multi-layered ways may promote critical 
examination of relational concepts. They may impact racial and ethnic identities, personal and group 
memberships, and inter-group relations (Charmaraman & Grossman, 2010; Choudhury, Blakemore, & 
Charman, 2006; French, Seidman, Allen, & Aber, 2006; Phinney & Alipuria, 1990; Thomann & Suyemoto, 
2017; van den Bos, van Dijik, Westernberg, Rombouts, & Crone, 2011). Furthermore, social justice 
education may help students gain skills in problem-solving and self-agency (Welton, Harris, La Londe, & 
Moyer, 2015). 
 
Turning Challenges into Opportunities: Collaboration between Psychologists and High School 
Educators 
While community-based social justice training programs for adolescents have had a positive impact for 
youth (e.g., Suyemoto, Day, & Schwartz, 2015), implementing social justice education in the high school 
setting is a challenging endeavor. Educators and administrators often face the following obstacles: 1) 
few models of social justice education within secondary school settings; 2) challenges in implementing 
the courses, given the limited internal resources and training, particularly around psychological 
reactions and group processes in relation to teaching social justice courses; and 3) challenges to 
sustainability within the school, after departure of the Consultants (Dover, 2009; Picower, 2012; Roach 
& Elliott, 2009).    
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 Models of social justice education.  First, there are limited available models of social justice 
education in the secondary schools (Dover, 2009). If social justice education is included in the curricula, 
it is often embedded in different content areas, such as social studies, history, science, or language arts. 
Unlike counselor or teacher training in higher education, there have been relatively few examples of 
innovative curricula and pedagogical approaches that are specifically set-apart as social justice 
education, either working directly with students or through teacher training (Kraft, 2007; Portman & 
Portman, 2002; Welton et al., 2015). Welton et al. (2015) described a case study of a semester-long 
social justice education elective course at a high school with 32 racially diverse students, ranging from 
the first year to juniors, who were recruited by the principal of the school. The course was taught by a 
teacher who identified as White and Jewish, and the research team observed classes and analyzed the 
course content and dynamics. They found that the social justice course had a positive impact in 
increasing awareness of multicultural group dynamics; connecting identity to power and privilege; 
gaining understanding about racial politics through participatory action research; mastering content on 
race, power, and privilege; and developing a common language for social justice. 
 
Other than the few examples of high school social justice designated courses, most of the existing 
models of social justice education focus on working with younger children (Carlisle et al., 2006; Kraft, 
2007; Portman & Portman, 2002). For instance, through the examples of two small public schools in San 
Francisco (a K-8 school and a middle school), Kraft (2007) explained that social justice education focused 
on developing critical thinking, adopting culturally relevant teaching practices, and creating school-wide 
values around social justice. Portman and Portman (2002) illustrated that an 8-week school-based 
structured psychoeducational group (Empowering Students for Social Justice; ES2J) in an upper 
elementary and a middle school helped increase students’ awareness and knowledge about social 
justice and advocacy skills.  
 
Previous research studies also illustrate that an effective teacher training on social justice topics could 
be accomplished through the collaboration between university-based professionals and local schools 
(Blumer & Tatum, 1999; Carlisle et al., 2006; Gill & Chalmers, 2007). Carlisle, Jackson, and George 
(2006), through collaboration between an elementary school and a university, delineated core values for 
social justice education in schools, including inclusion and equity, high expectations, reciprocal 
community relationships, system-wide approaches, and direct social justice education and intervention. 
Gill and Chalmers (2007) described a two-year endeavor to develop and implement a teacher education 
program illustrating collaboration between the University of British Columbia’s Faculty of Education and 
the Vancouver School Board. This program sought to address the cultural diversity of the specific schools 
and to train teachers to critically examine and challenge the status quo through addressing questions 
relating to identity, belonging, human rights, inclusion, diversity and social responsibility personally and 
in their classrooms and schools. The existent examples of social justice education suggest that positive 
collaboration between university-K-12 educators is possible; yet, there remains a gap in the literature 
regarding how psychologists could actively engage in this collaboration (e.g., managing group dynamics, 
working with challenging emotions).    
 
 Course implementation: resources and training. The second challenge for implementing social 
justice education in the secondary schools involves possible limitations of internal resources within high 
schools, particularly curricular and pedagogical preparation for teaching social justice content and 
process (Picower, 2012). A significant aspect of social justice education involves working with 
challenging emotions, such as guilt, anger, defensiveness, frustration, and sadness, and managing group 
dynamics in light of these emotions (Bishop, 2002; Goodman, 2011). Effectively working with effect 
through recognizing and managing these emotions by normalizing and exploring them is a crucial aspect 
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of social justice education (Reason, Scales, & Roosa Millar, 2005). In practice, many K-12 educators 
report that they are not well trained in the pedagogical approaches and management of challenging 
emotional- and group-processes involving social justice education (Philpott & Dagenais, 2012). The 
collaboration described here between psychologists and high school educators. Psychologists were 
invited to be Consultants because of their expertise and experience working with individual- and group- 
processes and with knowledge of affect management. High school educators had familiarity with the 
students and school context. This collaboration may be a particularly good fit for implementing a social 
justice curriculum. 
 

Sustainability.  Finally, the third challenge for implementing social justice education is 
sustainability (Hurtado, Milem, Clayton-Pederson, & Allen, 1998; Thompson, Hardee, & Lane, 2011). 
While inviting consultants to teach the social justice courses in the secondary school's aids with 
implementation, this practice is frequently not sustainable, as the consultants must exit the system 
when funding is ceased. Capacity building within the school system, therefore, is critical (Roach & Elliott, 
2009). The second and third challenges listed here highlight a need for a model of social justice 
education between the K-12 educators and psychology Consultants, which is genuinely collaborative, 
layered, and capacity-building. One of the primary goals should be to have the educational model 
remain in the schools, by providing training opportunities and helping to strengthen the educators’ roles 
within the school in delivering social justice education.  
 
Laying the Ground Work: Context at the Cambridge School of Weston (CSW) 
We describe teaching a social justice course at the Cambridge School of Weston, a private high school, 
as an example of a collaborative social justice education model. CSW is a progressive, coed, day and 
boarding, independent high school in Weston, Massachusetts.  At the time of the consultation, the 
school had 325 students and 50 full-time faculty (26% faculty of color). The student body included both 
international students (10%) and domestic students from the following racial groups: Asian (3%), White 
(74%), Black (5%), and Latino/Latina (3%). CSW’s stated mission emphasized innovation, collaboration, 
community contributions, and civic engagement (http://www.csw.org/page/about/mission/) and the 
importance of diversity and multiculturalism (http://www.csw.org/page/about/board/diversity). 
 
This work at the CSW could be described within the framework of implementation science. 
Implementation science has five stages: exploration, installation, initial implementation, full 
implementation, expansion and scale-up (Halle et al., 2013; McDonald et al., 2013; Metz & Bartley, 
2013). As described below, the CSW has started extensive work for the exploration stage, and the 
psychologists were invited to focus on installation and initial implementation of the social justice 
education at the school. Therefore, this manuscript focuses specifically on the collaborative work in the 
first three stages. The full implementation is currently on-going at the CSW, without the active 
involvement of the psychologists, as creating a sustainable model without the ongoing help of the 
outside consultants was the goal of the school. 
 
Exploration: Assessment of Community Goals 
The exploration stage focuses on assessing goodness of fit between the potential program to be offered 
and the needs of the community, including needed requirements for the program and potential barriers 
(Metz & Bartley, 2012). With the recognition on the significance of teaching about diversity and social 
responsibility, the CSW conducted self-assessments related to campus climate and diversity-related, 
increased inter-racial group dialogues in light of racial tension, and invited outside speakers. CSW, then, 
involved its members in an internal discussion about offering a social justice course within the school. At 
that time, the CSW teachers’ curricular and pedagogical expertise did not yet include social justice 
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education. Hence, psychology Consultants (co-authors GSK, VDK, & JT) from local universities were 
invited to meet with the CSW community to discuss the development of the course, structure, and 
goals, and to plan for co-teach the course. Three primary goals emerged to: 1)  offer a social justice 
course with a focus on race, 2) empower students to become student leaders for civic engagement and 
develop student-focused initiatives to address racial and other tensions among the student body, and 3) 
embed the course into the CSW curriculum in a way that was sustainable. 
 
Installation: Social Justice Course Aims and Content Planning 
The second step of the implementation is the installation stage, in which resources are acquired, 
implementation is planned out, and staff and the organizations are prepared for the next stage (Metz & 
Bartley, 2012). The psychology Consultants, through the discussions with the administrators at CSW, 
designed the “Alliance Building Leadership Exchange” (ABLE) course as a full-year course that meets bi-
monthly. CSW and the consultants agreed that the enrollment for the course should be open to 
students (sophomores to seniors) who submitted an essay about their interest in taking the course. Also, 
during this time, the CSW administration solicited volunteers for two teachers to serve as teacher 
liaisons who would work with the Consultants and informed the school community about the ABLE 
course. 
 
This social justice education model had the following overall teaching aims: 1) creating opportunities to 
critically analyze issues related to equity, with a particular attention to race and racism; 2) helping 
students explore their privileges and marginalizations through self-reflection, focusing on identity 
development; 3) aiding students to develop empathy toward others and ally identities (Ayvazian, 1995) 
through peer collaborations and discussions, and 4) empowering students to take action and build 
leadership skills, by creating opportunities for individual and community action through the course 
content. The course was designed to pay particular attention to developmental processes in cognitive, 
interpersonal, and intrapersonal domains, and involved adjusting self-interests to collective interests 
(Edwards, 2007; Goodman, 2011; Waters, 2010).    
 
The process of the social justice education model was also closely aligned with the philosophies of 
transformative education (Banks, 1996; Suyemoto, Tawa, Kim, Lambe, Nguyen, & AhnAllen, 2009). 
Transformative education focuses on problematizing complex social variables, such as race, culture, 
class, and other areas of privileges and power; questioning of epistemology and social norms; including 
marginalized perspectives in course content; and personalizing knowledge. Transformative education 
explores interpersonal, and systemic manifestations of hierarchies of oppression and power and 
privilege (Suyemoto et al., 2009), and this exploration contributes to the recognition of personal 
responsibility.    
 
The Consultants recognized that pedagogical approach to social justice education is different from 
traditional pedagogy. With the traditional pedagogy, instructors tend to focus on relaying the course 
content uni-directionally. Within social justice education context, however, there is an emphasis toward 
multi-directional learning and sharing of power in the classroom context, and attention is paid to the 
whole personhood of students, and equal attention to both the content and the process (Hoffman-Kipp, 
2013). Social justice educators grapple with balancing the emotional and cognitive aspects of students’ 
learning; and acknowledging and supporting the individual students’ experience of oppression and 
privilege, while illustrating the systemic issues through power analysis. They attend to the group 
dynamics in the classroom, use experiential learning and reflection as teaching tools, and build skills. 
They value changes in awareness, personal growth, and change as outcomes of learning process 
(Adams, Bell, Goodman, & Joshi , 2016; Bishop, 2002). Thus, the Consultants designed the course to be 
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co-taught as a team, with topics, discussions, and assignments to capture both content learning and 
experiential activities.  For an overview of the thematic course content and major assignments, please 
see Table 1 on the next page. 
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Table 1. Overview of the Personnel, Goals, and Activities 
Who Goals Activities 

Students:  
CSW juniors and seniors, who applied to take a 
course in social justice 

 Develop knowledge about oppression, privilege, 
inequity 

 Develop skills to act for social justice and to 
become agents of change 

 Attend ABLE class 

 Project/presentation/leader for others 

 Provide feedback about the experience to 
consultants, CSW faculty, CSW Board 

High School Teachers: 
Full-time permanent CSW faculty familiar with 
the school, students, administration. Highly 
interested in diversity and social justice. Plan 
to teach the course regularly in the future and 
train/consult/assist other CSW faculty who will 
eventually teach the course.  

 Develop content knowledge necessary to teach a 
course 

 Develop an understanding of psychological 
processes of resistance, empathy, socialization 
for bias that play out in this kind of classroom 

 Develop psychologically related skills and thinking 
to contribute to classroom management skills. 
 

 Attend/observe an ABLE class 

 Meet twice monthly with Consulting Instructors 
to discuss XX 

 Regular email and conference call with 
Consulting Instructors to update the response to 
class, CSW environment, and community, 
holistic student experience or concerns, class-
specific student experiences. 

 Check-in with students as needed  

 Meet regularly with the head of school 

 Facilitate presentations about XX to the faculty 
of CSW 
 

Consultants 
Three university-based who were either a 
clinical psychologist or a psychologist-in-
training. Trained together at a program 
emphasizing social justice and issues of race, 
culture, and diversity. Had experience to teach 
social justice related content at the University 
level. High School Teachers.  
 

 Develop and implement a social justice 
curriculum for the year-long course 

 Actively communicate and provide scaffolding to 
the High School Teachers for replication of the 
course 

 Review the process of teaching practice among 
the Consulting Instructors and share 

 Plan and design each class discussions, activities, 
and continue to modify in consultation with the 
Mentor and High School Teachers. 

 Co-teach the 1-year course at CSW for 2 hours, 
every other week (21 sessions). 

 Meet regularly (on a weekly to bi-weekly basis) 
among the Co-Instructors to plan the 
curriculum, discuss pedagogical approaches, and 
to engage in process discussions after each 
class. 

 Meet twice/month with the High School 
Teachers to discuss the pedagogical process, 
challenges, and brainstorm next steps 
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 Provide information to the CSW administration 
and the Board about the course 

Mentor 
Mentor to the consultants; University faculty 
with research and teaching expertise in 
diversity, expertise in teaching for diversity, 
and curriculum development 

 Mentor curriculum development process 

 Mentor and supervise Consultants’ experiences, 
review previous classes, discuss pedagogical 
strategies, develop/modify curriculum in 
response to class dynamics, and encourage 
attention to process dynamics at multiple levels: 
among the students; between Constant 
Instructors and students; among the Constant 
Instructors; and among the Constant Instructors, 
the TLs and CSW administrative community. 

 Provide psychological lens for understanding 
intrapsychic and interpersonal progress and 
barriers to developing as allies and advocates 

 Provide initial/sample curriculum and 
review/provide feedback on changes and 
tailoring 

 Meet monthly with CIs for supervision 

 Provide support as needed via email and phone 

School Administration 
CSW full-time administrators, including and led 
by the Head of the school, Dean of faculty, and 
Dean of students. Involved in the in 
discussions with CSW faculty and staff, and the 
CSW Diversity Committee.  

 Build on the recommendation of the Diversity 
Committee to increase social justice focus in the 
school 

 Actively support running a social justice course in 
preparation for developing a social justice 
curriculum 

 Place the course in the academic schedule 

 Create spaces for further communication and 
inform the school community about the course 
and its importance 

 Communicated their support for short- and 
long-term offering of social justice curriculum 
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Initial Implementation of the Social Justice Education: Focusing on Collaboration 
The initial implementation process is a crucial stage in which “the new program model or initiative is put 
into practice,” with a focus on continuous improvement and problem solving (Metz & Bartley, 2012, p. 
12). The psychology Consultants focused on collaboration as a critical element of the initial 
implementation and worked with the aim of exiting the system, as CSW wanted to work on full-
implementation stage independently without the Consultants’ assistance. This model, as overviewed in 
Figure 1, requires collaborations across multiple members of the network, with a goal of creating a 
ripple effect across the entire school community. As noted by the bidirectional arrows, interactions 
occurred across and between multiple constituencies, and the relationships were bi-lateral.  Table 2 
provides specific details on the people and activities in the collaborative education model, and below, 
we describe the collaboration at each level.   
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Table 2. Alliance Building Leadership Exchange (ABLE): Course Overview 
Content & Discussion Themes* Assignments 

Introductions Journal 

Exploring Differences overview – race, ethnicity, gender, 
nationality, identity 

Journal 

Political Dimensions & Power – Stereotypes discussion Implicit associations task 

Exploring Ethnicity Journal 

Exploring Race and Racism Journal 

Exploring Intersecting Oppressions – Social Class & Sexual 
Orientation 

A day in someone else’s flip-flops: Exercise in 
empathy 

Immersion project & Group Empowerment Projects 
Brainstorm 

Journal 

Exploring Identities Journal 

Exploring Power and privilege Immersion Project: visiting a racial or 
cultural/religious community group in which one is 
not a member of 

Being Allies Present/lead group empowerment  
projects in the school community 

Reflections – Where do you go from here? Journal 

 
Collaboration among Consultants and Mentor. The first layer of the partnership is between the 

Consultants (co-authors GSK, VDK, JT), and the Mentor (co-author KLS), in designing and planning the 
course, having process reflections during the year, and trouble-shooting, as needed.  Three Consultants, 
each of whom came from different racial and ethnic backgrounds, had experience in teaching and 
working with adolescents. However, they were early in their teaching career (two graduate students and 
one early career professional), and more importantly, they had never co-taught before. They sought 
regular consultations (through biweekly to monthly meetings) from their Mentor, who had experience 
with co-teaching collaborations of White teachers and teachers of color. This teaching consultation was 
significant in the collaboration model that created a ripple effect. The Mentor provided opportunities 
for exposure to alternate perspectives, insight and increased awareness, and opened new dialogues 
among the Consultants. The Consultants then shared process and content with the High School Teachers 
and incorporated this evolved content and experiential knowledge into their teaching, affecting 
Students, and in turn School Administrators who were actively involved in the school dynamics.   
Some of the specific foci of the collaboration included developing a course curriculum that built on the 
foundational course contents and yet remained flexible and paid attention to the relational process, and 
discussing process aspects of the in-class dynamics and the experiences of co-teaching. First, the Mentor 
helped to facilitate awareness of complex dynamics in the classroom by asking questions and providing 
an opportunity for the Consultants to reflect and purposefully use relational and emotional processes in 
the classroom. For example, the Consultants shared with the Mentor their observations that some 
students in the course struggled with their privilege and seemed to distance themselves from other 
students who were perceived as more privileged. Students explicitly and implicitly communicated that 
guilt was an “empty” or “useless” emotion. Through consultation with the Mentor, the Consultants 
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named these dynamics and devised strategies to attend to and shift this dynamic in the classroom by 
engaging in class discussions on this topic.    
 
Finally, the Mentor facilitated self-reflection and discussions about the interpersonal relationships 
among the Consultants, particularly around different areas of privilege. In this process, the Consultants 
realized that their awareness about different areas of privilege was mostly private; that is, they were 
mindful of them, but there was no prior explicit discussion about different privileges amongst the co-
teachers. The Mentor helped the Consultants to explicitly share how these privileged statuses interacted 
and affected the co-teaching. The Mentor encouraged the Consultants to use these reflections as 
teaching tools, to model cross-cultural alliances, and to promote change in the classroom. For example, 
they discussed how the Consultants could give or take away conversational space by making choices as 
simple as deciding who would be taking the lead on a topic or even whether or not to speak. Through 
sharing their observations, they learned that it might not be as effective for a person in marginalized 
social status to speak about that status (e.g., a racial minority immigrant Consultant leading a discussion 
on racism and immigration), because this may communicate that such issues only mattered to the 
marginalized. Instead, the Consultants agreed that those in the more privileged spaces would lead 
discussions on this area of privilege (e.g., White privilege, straight, CIS gender privilege), with the 
pedagogical goal of modeling that the pursuit of social justice is a matter that should be important for 
everyone. 

 
Collaboration among the Consultants through co-teaching. The second layer of collaboration 

was focused among the three psychology Consultants, who actively chose to co-teach the ABLE course. 
Co-teaching offered opportunities to deepen the CSW students’ understandings of the course content, 
and it provided opportunities to model ally processes within the teaching collaboration. The Consultants 
differed from each other in race, ethnicity, gender, immigration status, and sexual orientations.  In 
addition to preparing for the specific schedules, activities, and tasks for each module, co-teaching of a 
social justice course needed an extensive effort put into process-oriented discussions and conversations 
about how the course materials related to the co-teachers. Quickly, the Consultants, with the guidance 
of the Mentor, realized the need for regular meetings to explore, discuss, and better understand their 
own and each other’s lived experiences, mainly around shared or different areas of privilege.  They 
recognized that the choices they were making (and modeling) in co-teaching were inevitably shaped by 
their experiences of intersecting power and privilege and how these dynamics were active within their 
relationships with each other. For example, JT explored what it meant to be the only man teaching with 
two women, and how identifying as a male teacher brought ascribed credibility as a teacher. At the 
same time, he also explored how being a multiracial person may place him in a place of less privilege, 
given the ways in which multiracial heritages have been marginalized in a U.S. racial context. GSK, the 
Asian American female Consultant, who was privileged in terms of educational status and sexual 
orientation, wondered about the ways in which her privileges might impact the co-teaching relationship. 
Simultaneously, she considered how her first-generation immigrant and minority status had challenged 
her educational experiences, in receiving racism and lacking support from certain professors. VDK, the 
White European American female Consultant explored how being White has privileged her, and how her 
sexuality has marginalized her simultaneously. Given these intersecting social statuses, the three 
Consultants engaged in continued and deliberate discussions that led to a relational power analysis 
among the co-teachers, in the context of the larger systems.    
 
Second, through discussions and reflections, the Consultants examined the co-teaching dynamics and 
choices and brainstormed how to improve their co-teaching. At one point, Consultants were surprised to 
notice that they were each concerned about taking up too much space and potentially taking the voice 
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from others, mainly because of areas in which they each had privilege.  However, because of this 
concern, Consultants were hesitant to take the lead, because they each worried about others’ reactions, 
hence missing opportunities in class.  Through explicit discussions on this issue, the Consultants decided 
on mutual decision-making choices about who would take the lead, how to be empathically listening, 
and aid in various parts of the curriculum. Similarly, these deliberate co-teaching choices served as 
collaborative ways that demonstrated to our students how to be allies for each other. When 
appropriate, the Consultants also explicitly shared their thought process with the students in the course, 
to model their collaboration to students (e.g., why a straight-identified Consultant was starting a 
discussion on LGBTQ+ issues). 
 

Collaboration between Consultants and High School Teachers.  In addition to the collaboration 
among the Consultants, two High School Teachers served as the liaisons between the course and the 
CSW. The High School Teachers were experienced teachers at the school, who volunteered for the role 
because they were interested in learning about teaching a social justice course with the hopes of 
potentially teaching the class or modifying its format in the future. The High School Teachers served as a 
bridge between the instructors—who were still outsiders to the CSW setting—and the CSW 
administration, attending all class meetings, following up with students, and meeting regularly with the 
Consultants. The High School Teachers’ presence created continuity for the Students between class 
sessions and helped to provide support and structure to Students outside of the classroom. Because the 
Consultants were not full-time faculty at the high school and had limited availability and presence on 
campus, the High School Teachers and Students could check in with each other as needed.  In some 
ways, the Consultants were in the role of traditional consultants with the school (e.g., providing expert 
services and guidance). At the same time, the High School Teachers were also in the role of consultants 
to the Consultants, and they helped the Consultants to understand the culture of the school, and the 
school to apply the expertise of the Consultants. 
 
At the organizational level, the presence of the High School Teachers was integral to the success of the 
social justice education endeavor. The High School Teachers regularly communicated with the 
administrators and faculty regarding the progress and prospects of the course. The High School Teachers 
helped the Consultants coordinate a presentation to the faculty and the members of the board that 
included a description of the course, their teaching goals, and students’ descriptions of their learning 
process in the course. This presentation empowered the participating students and provided an 
opportunity for the faculty to understand the impact of the social justice education course and the 
importance of its future. Finally, the role of the High School Teachers was crucial in enabling future 
internal sustainability. During the course, the High School Teachers self-assessed and reflected on the 
possibility of teaching a social justice course in the future without the consultants. Hence, they 
benefited from being apprentice teachers in this curricular and pedagogical area as they observed the 
class in the process. 
 

Collaboration with Students, and among Students. Finally, this collaborative social justice 
education model involves students as part of the collaboration network. Here, Students are viewed as 
collaborators who not only learn about social justice topics in a class setting but also inform each other 
in the class and peers outside of the class, about social justice topics, hence creating the ripple effects of 
the social justice content and process across the school community.  Fostering Students as collaborators 
are challenging, as it may require an epistemological shift by the institution and the students themselves 
to understand students as valuable collaborators.  Also, regardless of the specific role of student 
collaborators (e.g., as student representatives, workshop facilitators, TA’s), placing such responsibility 
on students if they are not developmentally ready can be emotionally overwhelming and potentially 
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disruptive to students’ academic growth. These issues underscore the importance of a model of a 
collaborative network within the social justice education model. Without the High School Teachers’ close 
and daily contact with Students, the Consultants would have been more concerned about the possible 
risks of utilizing students as collaborators.    
 
While instructors should be thoughtful about students’ roles in learning and teaching, when successful, 
Students can be important collaborators in social justice education and this experience can be 
empowering. Student collaborators have a unique understanding of and access to their peers’ 
perspectives. They maintain an in-group status as students, and this positionality may enable them to 
build positive relationships and emerge with ideas for collaborative social justice action that speak to 
their peers. 
 
The ABLE course assignments were designed intentionally to foster collaboration and leadership skills; 
for example, one assignment involved group outreach projects that were implemented within the CSW 
community. Students self-selected and designed year-long group projects, under the mentorship of the 
Consultants and the High School Teachers. Students pursued various projects, including creating a 
newsletter on intersections of identities; a workshop on internalized racism; a workshop on raising class 
awareness; a survey on religion/religious attitudes. Another group created a social mapping project that 
invited students to map out social and racial aspects of friendships on campus and then facilitated a 
lunchtime “mix-in” where students, who commonly sat together with racial and ethnic in-groups were 
assigned lunch seats that maximized the racial diversity at each table. The ABLE course fostered 
leadership in social justice issues, enabling students to become visible leaders within the community. 
 
Students are also essential collaborators in their roles as representatives. The High School Teachers 
organized a presentation to the faculty related to decisions about sustaining the initiatives and invited 
the Consultants as well as student representatives. Students not only described the value of the course 
in the meeting but also took their initiative to “brief” the Consultants on the general climate among 
faculty regarding the prospect of the ABLE course becoming institutionalized. Feedback from many of 
the faculty present at the meeting emphasized that the students’ voices were influential and 
contributed to garnering faculty support.     
 
Impact of Collaborative Social Justice Education: Full Implementation and Beyond 
Three specific impacts of the ABLE course emerged. First, the course had an impact on student learning 
and empowerment. As illustrated in the below excerpts from the final course evaluations, provided here 
with student permissions, students reflected on “how they see themselves and others, and the world.” 
Here, a few sample quotations from students ranging in different grade levels are presented. Many 
students reported their desire to start conversations about issues related to social justice and wanting to 
pursue and create more opportunities in and out of the high school community: 
 

This course pushed me…to start working with the school around social justice issues. Hopefully, 
next year I will be on the diversity committee, and I will be able to take part in more of the 
things we do school-wide about these topics. I feel like I am now equipped with the information 
I need to… [make] change happen in our school and other places. (female sophomore student’s 
final reflection) 
  
I have started to apply some of the concepts I have learned in ABLE toward some of my 
interests.  For example, I added a racial (transit racism) aspect to my transportation project [for 
another class]. (male senior student’s final reflection). 



Journal for Social Action in Counseling and Psychology                                                  
Volume 9, Number 2, Winter 2017       Toward a Ripple Effect- Kim 126 
 

© 2017  Journal for Social Action in Counseling and Psychology ISSN 2159-8142 
 

I see my future role in continuing to start conversation.  Being the seeds of change.  Knowing 
that even when people say ignorant comments, it is my job not to get angry but instead to 
educate.…. I see myself being an ally.  I know that this is the type of work I want to do for the 
rest of my life, in friend groups, in peer groups, in whatever community I am a part of.  I was 
given both emotional and academic support to know that it is possible to start conversations 
and groups wherever I go.  I learned that others feel the same need to talk and share and think 
together about these issues.  I think a lot about the power of a safe space.  I am excited at the 
thought that all of us in ABLE can make these spaces elsewhere. (female junior student’s final 
reflection) 
 
I am so much more interested in these [social justice] issues and want to continue doing alliance 
work in college.  I plan to attend an orientation program at school about 
racism/classism/sexism, etc. (female senior student’s final reflection). 

 
The second positive impact of the collaboration was a series of teacher workshops. Again, the High 
School Teachers had an essential role in discussing the impact of the course on the high school 
community. The year following the ABLE course, the teachers and administration designated specific 
times for diversity training in their professional development series and asked the Consultants to teach a 
short-term course to the teachers. Two of the three Consultants returned on three occasions and co-
taught similar content to the teachers, creating further opportunities to explore issues related to 
diversity among teachers and administrators. The training modules for teachers captured similar themes 
to the student course, including exploring meanings of various social identities and being an ally to 
others. 
 
The third impact of the collaboration involves the start of the full implementation and the systems-level 
policy changes. Two years following the initial implementation of the ABLE course, the two High School 
Teachers further developed and modified the ABLE course and integrated the content into the 
curriculum in English and History. Since this time, CSW offers a similar course to ABLE, now called 
“Alliance Building across Cultural Divisions (ABCD).” CSW has also created a Social Justice graduation 
requirement, which could be met by taking at least 12 courses that reflect on different perspectives on 
the multicultural world, being the first independent school to institute such a requirement 
(https://www.csw.org/page/Academics/Social-Justice-Requirement).    
 
The initial implementation of the social justice education model has successfully led to the full 
implementation of the course. The Consultants have exited the system, but through collaboration, the 
High School Teachers developed skills in teaching social justice courses and could move the teaching “in-
house” and decreased outside consultation needs and the financial impact.  Consultants may become 
Mentors in the next offering of the course; in-house Consultants may consider having Students who 
have completed the course as Teaching Assistants (TAs) in the following year, who will be role models 
for current students, working as liaisons and consultants between the faculty and the student body. 
Therefore, the model does not depend on few individuals who are the sole experts, but that it creates a 
ripple effect in disseminating knowledge and process required for teaching and learning about social 
justice education. 
 
Thinking about Big Pictures: Limitations and Implications 
While this multi-layered collaborative consultation model for social justice education has been 
successful, its success has a few contexts in which it may pose challenges in its generalizability to other 
settings. One limitation to generalizability is that this model was utilized at a school, which had been 
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preparing and self-assessing for some years, with an increased number of people in the community 
hoping for a social justice curriculum. The readiness of the school, and especially the support of 
administration and faculty were extremely crucial to starting a social justice education course. Because 
this work may take a few years to become a regular part of the curricula, sustained commitment and 
support from different constituencies within the school, and especially those of the administration, is 
vital. A thoughtful assessment of institutional readiness and commitment may be needed in other 
contexts in beginning collaboration such as the model presented in this paper.   
 
Another important factor to note is that as an independent private school, CSW was both relatively well 
resourced and had designated resources toward social justice education because of its mission. Also, the 
current political climate and polarizing political attitudes could serve as a barrier to offering social justice 
courses such as this one. Some may perceive exploration of social justice issues as a topic that should 
not belong in the high school education. 

 
Finally, in the challenging economic climate, funding may be a limitation for institutions seeking to begin 
a collaborative consultation or to incorporate courses with team-teaching and collaborative 
participation at multiple levels. One way to enable collaborative social justice education might be 
collaboration in research and teaching. Consultants may be willing to teach at reduced fees if they may 
simultaneously conduct educational research to further their academic careers. Such research could also 
be valuable to the school for gathering data on the needs of their students and impacts of innovative 
programs, and for increasing funding opportunities through grants based on empirical data. Another 
potential model of collaboration for universities and K-12 schools may involve active and systemic 
collaboration involving participation and supervision of graduate students seeking teaching careers. As 
adopted in our experience at CSW, where Consultants split the pay of a single course, it may be possible 
to create a training model in which graduate students co-teach courses at reduced fees for each in 
return for valuable supervised teaching opportunities such as those described here.  A further 
consideration for active collaboration between psychologists and K-12 school systems would be crucial 
for psychologists to contribute more actively to the communities outside of the higher education or 
consulting rooms while utilizing the unique skill sets and training as psychologists. 
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