








John Brown’s body lies a-mouldering 
in the grave

While weep the sons of bondage whom 
he ventured all to save

But though he sleeps, his life was lost 
while struggling for the slave

His soul is marching on.

During the Civil War, Union soldiers 
popularized this version of the song, 
but Confederates used the same tune 
to insert pro-slavery lyrics. Julia Ward 
+owe, an aEolitionist, finall\ adaSted 
the tune to the lyrics of what is now 
known as the “Battle Hymn of the 
Republic,” with its familiar refrain, 
“Glory, glory, hallelujah, his truth is 
marching on!”

“The Star-Spangled Banner” and 
“Battle Hymn of the Republic” both 
show how the issue of enslavement 
weighed on the 19th-century national 
consciousness. Twentieth-century 
patriotic music embodies stories of 
our nation’s continuing struggle with 
racial and ethnic differences. Along 
with anti-Black racism, intense hatred 
of the “other” took many forms. 
,PPigrants ˌeeing (uroSe for the 
U.S., for example, often sought safety 
from discrimination by concealing 
their ethnic identities. In the 1890s, 
Israel Baline moved with his family 
to the U.S. after an antisemitic mob 
destroyed their home. He grew up in 
New York, and by his early 20s, he had 
replaced his Jewish birth name with 
“Irving Berlin.”

Berlin joined the ranks of patriotic 
songwriters with his release of “God 
Bless America,” the original version 
of which he penned in 1918 while 
serving in the military during World 
War I. It was singer Kate Smith, 
however, who popularized the modern 
version of “God Bless America” in 
1938 when she performed it live on 
her national broadcast. 

In the early 20th century, antebellum 
norms of racial inequality took on new 
forms, and anti-Black racism created 
new pathways to commercial success. 
Like many of her generation, Smith 
capitalized on this reality, with widely 

known performances of anti-Black 
tunes. Sadly, Smith was not unique in 
the practice of anti-Black expression 
in popular culture. Well into the 
middle of the century, American 
popular songs were replete with racial 
stereotypes – particularly in the U.S. 
Pinstrel tradition, the first forP of 
mass popular entertainment in the 
nation — in lyrics usually intended to 
be lighthearted and funny.

Bert Williams is perhaps the most well 
known of the African American artists 
who adapted these racist norms to 
their own use. Others included Bob 
Cole and John Rosamond Johnson 
(discussed later as co-creator of the 
song Ȥ/ift (Yer\ 9oice and 6ingȥ�� 
These Black artists, following the 
practice white minstrel performers 
used, blackened their own skin 
with burnt cork, widened their lips, 
and adapted the self-deprecating, 
caricatured conventions of minstrelsy 
to achieve commercial gain at a time 
when most doorways to prosperity 
were closed to African Americans.

“God Bless America” was the 
sentiment of a Jewish songwriter 
who, through deliberate assimilation, 
found refuge, access, opportunity 
and upward mobility that were not 
possible for him in his native Russia. 
The song resonated with people who 
had access to the American dream. 
This dream, however, was out of 
reach for many Americans of color. 
In 1938 — the same year that Berlin 
and 6Pith confirPed the Slace of 
“God Bless America” among the 
canon of patriotic songs — the Federal 
Housing Administration erected a 
barrier that would thwart economic 
opportunity for African Americans 
for generations to come. Its 1938 
Underwriting Manual sanctioned 
restrictive housing covenants 
favoring white homeownership. The 
federal government’s facilitation 
of redlined communities, together 
with its systematically race-based 
lending practices, prevented 
many African American people 
from homeownership and its 
attendant econoPic Eenefits� )roP 
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Reconstruction well into the 1960s, 
many African American people faced 
danger when attempting to exercise 
their right to vote, and they had no 
equal protection under the law. Those 
who dared to advance themselves and 
build their communities often faced 
violence and oppression as reactions 
to their efforts at self-uplift.

Woody Guthrie recognized the class 
disparities in the U.S., and his “This 
Land Is Your Land,” written in 1940 
and recorded in 1944, was said to have 
been in protest to Berlin’s “God Bless 
America.” According to anthropology 
professor and folklorist Nick Spitzer, 
the original title of Guthrie’s tune 
was “God Bless America for Me.” Its 
lyrics addressed class discrimination, 
hunger and poverty, and its refrain 
asserts that “this land was made for 
you and me.” Although Guthrie’s 
song underscored the plight of many 
Depression-era Americans, it was 
initially unclear that he considered 
Indigenous Americans, African 
Americans and other people of color 
to be rightful co-owners of the land 
in question. Evidence suggests that 
Guthrie’s views on race evolved 
over time. According to author Scott 
Borchert, Woody Guthrie “like many 
whites from the same background … 
was casually racist as a young man, 
and sometimes performed degrading 
minstrel songs during his early years 
on the radio.” Borchert explains that 
Guthrie’s sensitivity evolved to the 
point where he eventually became an 
outspoken opponent of bigotry.

Black people have held stubbornly 
to our nation’s frequently broken 
promises. This stalwart hope 
emerges in the lyrics of “Lift Every 
Voice and Sing,” also known as the 
“Black National Anthem.” John 
Rosamond Johnson (1873-1954) and 
James Weldon Johnson (1871-1938) 
composed the song in 1900 for 
children at the Jacksonville, Florida, 
school where the two brothers taught. 
For nearly 125 years, the song has 
resonated with Afro-descendant 
SeoSle who find its Pessage aligned 
with both the harsh reality of 
Blackness in the U.S. and a persistent 
hope in what our country can be:

Lift every voice and sing

Til earth and heaven ring

Ring with the harmony of Liberty.

Let our rejoicing rise,

High as the list’ning skies,

Let it resound loud as the rolling sea.

Sing a song full of the faith that the 
dark past has taught us.

Sing a song full of the hope that the 
present has brought us.

Facing the rising sun of our new 
day begun,

Let us march on till victory is won.

The ideals of liberty, freedom and 
bravery emerge as salient themes in 
the Black National Anthem just as 
they do in other patriotic songs.

We need to understand that patriotic 
songs are not simply celebrations of 
national greatness; they are products 
of a complex society constructed 
on a foundation of racial inequality. 
Music and other creative spheres 
are contested spaces where different 
experiences, beliefs, values and 
perspectives can clash and compete 
for prominence as narrative. 

The current wave of anti-DEI 
legislation in many states across the 
U.S. is grounded in the racist desire to 
view American people as a monolith, 
even though history bears out that 
the opposite is true. As this brief 

exploration shows, with “Lift Every 
Voice and Sing” as powerful evidence, 
American patriotism has never been 
one�si]e�fits�all� 

Educators and community leaders can 
facilitate dialogues across difference 
by using these songs to teach honest 
history. They should challenge young 
people to think critically about the 
narratives associated with these 
songs and help students realize 
their power to interrogate those 
narratives. Most importantly, they 
should help young people develop the 
enduring understanding that context, 
experience and perspective all shape 
the coPSle[, ˌuid and Pultifarious 
nature of American identity.

Teresa L. Reed, Ph.D. (she/her) is the dean of the School 
of Music at the University of Louisville.

We need to understand 
that patriotic songs 
are not simply 
celebrations of national 
greatness; they are 
products of a complex 
society constructed 
on a foundation of 
racial inequality.
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Protect 
LGBTQ+ 
Progress 
Toward 
Equality

Recognizing that LGBTQ+ 
equality is interconnected 
with the fundamental rights 
of all people is essential in 
strengthening our shared 
democracy.

By Tim Kennedy and Harry Chiu
Illustration by Sunny Paulk
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The LGBTQ+ equality movement 
in the United States has made 
extraordinary progress in the past 
few decades. While LGBTQ+ people 
have always existed, the freedom 
to live openly and equally, to have 
visible representation, is powerful and 
relatively new in our society. 

%ut that life�affirPing Srogress is 
at risk because of increasing threats 
from discriminatory anti-LGBTQ+ 
state laws and policies. LGBTQ+ 
equality was hard-won and is still 
fragile. And for LGBTQ+ people 
of color, the injustices of racism 
compound the harm, especially amid 
political efforts to control bodily 
autonomy, including reproductive 
rights and gender identity. 

LGBTQ+ people are family members, 
friends and colleagues who want the 

same rights to marry who we love, live 
freely without discrimination for who 
we are, raise our children in safety, 
and be a part of our communities 
and our nation. Our lives and rights 
to equality and dignity cannot be 
reduced to a culture war or political 
wedge issue to be exploited.

Hard-Won Gains in the 
Journey to Equality
An illustrative example of the road 
to change is “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” 
(DADT), the former federal policy that 
allowed LGBTQ+ individuals in the 
military only if they concealed their 
sexuality. The policy went into effect 
in 1994 and was touted by supporters 
as progress, replacing an outright ban 
on LGBTQ+ service members. As a 
compromise, DADT allowed LGBTQ+ 
people to serve in the military – as long 
as they remained silent and invisible. 

%\ the tiPe the law was officiall\ 
repealed in 2011 (and after the 
injustice of thousands of LGBTQ+ 
service members discharged over the 
17 years of DADT), requiring LGBTQ+ 
service members to hide in order to 
serve their country was considered a 
violation of equal rights and an affront 
to integrity. But the change in mindset 
didn’t evolve on its own; years of 
legal, advocacy and education efforts 
finall\ resulted in /*%74� SeoSle 
serving openly in our military. 

The trajectory of DADT has been 
repeated across multiple fronts. 
Marriage equality has gone from a 
distant dream a generation ago to 
the law of the land. Employment 
discrimination based on sexual 
orientation and gender identity has 
been outlawed. DADT’s repeal marked 
the beginning of a decade of enormous 

Fall 202457

LFJMag24_ProtectLGBTQProgress_695664.indd   57 9/24/24   4:�4 3M



legal gains for LGBTQ+ people. The 
Post significant recent Pilestone in 
the fight for /*%74� eTualit\ was 
the 8�6� 6uSrePe &ourtȢs decision 
in Obergefell v. Hodges in 2015, 
which legali]ed saPe�se[ Parriage 
nationwide and affirPed that the 
right to Parr\ is a fundaPental 
liEert\ that cannot Ee denied Eased 
on se[ual orientation� 7he Yictor\ 
was the culPination of decades of 
adYocac\ and legal Eattles, as well as a 
cultural PoYePent for acceStance and 
recognition of /*%74� relationshiSs�

$nother SiYotal PoPent was the 
6uSrePe &ourtȢs decision in Bostock 
v. Clayton County in ����, which 
ruled that 7itle 9,, of the &iYil 5ights 
$ct of ���� SrohiEits ePSlo\Pent 
discriPination Eased on se[ual 
orientation and gender identit\� 
%ostock e[tended crucial workSlace 
Srotections to /*%74� indiYiduals, 
ensuring that the\ could not Ee fired or 
otherwise discriPinated against in the 
workSlace Eecause of their identit\�

:hile these Pilestones concerned the 
rights of adults, for \oung SeoSle the\ 
signaled that /*%74� discriPination 
was unacceStaEle ȟ and SroYided hoSe 
for a future in which /*%74� SeoSleȢs 
rights would Ee uneTuiYocall\ 
resSected nationwide� 7hese 
adYancePents in eTualit\ haYe Eeen 
transforPatiYe� for Pan\ \oung 
SeoSle, what it feels like to grow uS 
Tueer has changed draPaticall\� 

Ȥ$s a %lack, Tueer Pan raised in 
the 6outh for the PaMorit\ of P\ 
life, Tueer YisiEilit\ has Eeen a 
life�sustaining force,ȥ sa\s 'aYid 
+odge, -(', training sSecialist at 
the 6outhern 3oYert\ /aw &enter� Ȥ,t 
takes courage to ȡEeȢ when one is at 
odds with the world around theP� ,n 
the decades since , reached adulthood, 
societ\ has e[Sanded reSresentation 
Pore Eroadl\ than , could haYe 
iPagined in P\ wildest dreaPs�ȥ

Pushbacks and Anti-LGBTQ+ 
Legislation
(Yen as a new generation shares in the 
gliPPers of hoSe froP the hard�won 
gains in eTualit\, those recent rights 
haYe coPe under attack� 7he 6uSrePe 
&ourtȢs ���� decision in Dobbs v. 
Jackson Women’s Health Organization,
which oYerturned Roe v. Wade and 
Planned Parenthood v. Casey, rolling 
Eack decades of woPenȢs rights to safe 
aEortion, rePinds us that /*%74� 
SeoSleȢs rights are not secure�

,n recent \ears, the SushEack against 
/*%74� eTualit\ and YisiEilit\ has 
intensified� 2ne of the Post notaEle 
e[aPSles is )loridaȢs 3arental 5ights 
in (ducation $ct, often referred to 
as the Ȥ'onȢt 6a\ *a\ȥ law� (nacted 
in ����, the law restricts discussions 
of se[ual orientation and gender 
identit\ in school classrooPs� &iYil 
rights actiYists Soint out that the 
law stigPati]es /*%74� \outh 
and faPilies and deSriYes theP of 
suSSort and Srotection while erasing 
LGBTQ+ representation from the 
educational enYironPent� 7he )lorida 
legislation has SroPSted siPilar 
Eills in other states, Sart of a Eroader 
discriPinator\ Sush against /*%74� 
inclusion in societ\�

7ransgender rights actiYist 1ikole 
3arker e[Slained the PotiYation for 
her work in )lorida in a ���� interYiew 
with /earning for -ustice� Ȥ*rowing 
uS, , alwa\s thought , would haYe 
to hide P\ identit\ foreYer� , knew 
this Mourne\ to liYing authenticall\ 
would Ee difficult, Eut , didnȢt know 
the loneliness, trauPa and oYert 
discriPination , would e[Serience� , 
choose to adYocate and use P\ Yoice 
for those who haYe Eeen silenced, 
those who feel the\ haYe no Sower, 

Eecause ,ȢYe Eeen there� ,n a world 
where we are constantl\ told we 
are eYer\thing Eut huPan, , want 
to Ee soPeone who will alwa\s 
unaSologeticall\ rePind SeoSle that 
transgender indiYiduals are huPan 
Eeings who deserYe dignit\ and 
resSect like eYer\one else�ȥ

'esSite research and Sleas froP 
adYocates that anti�/*%74� 
legislation endangers the Pental 
health and liYes of \oung SeoSle, 
Soliticall\ PotiYated anti�inclusion 
agendas continue to sSread, esSeciall\ 
targeting transgender \outh� 6eYeral 
states haYe Sassed laws restricting 
gender�affirPing care and reTuiring 
students to use EathrooPs and 
locker rooPs corresSonding to 
their se[ assigned at Eirth rather 
than their gender identit\� (fforts 
to Ean transgender students froP 
SarticiSating in sSorts teaPs 
aligned with their gender identit\ 
haYe Sroliferated ȟ and are widel\ 
critici]ed for discriPinating against 
and harPing trans \outh� 7he iPSact 
of these Peasures can Ee Srofound, 
creating an enYironPent of fear and 
e[clusion and erasing crucial /*%74� 
YisiEilit\ in coPPunities and schools�

%ut inclusiYit\ has incrediEle 
Sotential to Eenefit all \oung SeoSle, 
creating affirPing sSaces that 
celeErate our diYersit\� +odge urges 
us to ePErace that inclusiYit\, stating, 
Ȥ4ueer \outh, esSeciall\ Tueer \outh 
of color, deserYe to liYe in a world that 
loYes theP Eack enough to show theP 
SossiEilit\ Podels and giYes theP 
a sense that the\ can contriEute to 
societ\ in Sowerful wa\s as well�ȥ 

Protecting Equality Is Essential 
to Democracy
&oPPunit\ efforts that Euild the 
caSacit\ for dialogue and increase 
ciYic knowledge, skills and disSosition, 
esSeciall\ in the 'eeS 6outh, can 
SositiYel\ iPSact the PoYePent 
for eTualit\ and Mustice� 6Saces that 
encourage learning and understanding 
are essential for coPEating hate and 
strengthening dePocrac\� 

$ Yital Sart of strengthening 
dePocrac\ is ensuring all SeoSle 
share in fundaPental rights and 

Ȥ$s a %lack, Tueer Pan 
raised in the 6outh for 
the PaMorit\ of P\ life, 
Tueer YisiEilit\ has 
Eeen a life�sustaining 
force�ȥ
David Hodge
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equality so they can thrive. To marry, 
have families, serve our country, and 
experience dignity and equal treatment 
at work, school and in our communities 
are basic human rights that we should 
all advocate to ensure for ourselves, 
our neighbors and all people. 

Participation in democracy is a 
responsibility, whether we are 
advocates for change, candidates 
for office or Yoters in elections� ,n 
“Civics for Democracy,” Jalaya Liles 

LGBTQ+ Children in Public Schools
• Students have a right to express their 

gender as they wish. While students 
must follow gender-neutral dress 
codes – e.g., no profanity on T-shirts – 
they cannot be forced to comply with 
gender-specific guidelines. The same 
is true of hair length, makeup, prom 
attire, jewelry, footwear, etc. Guidelines 
based on a student’s sex assigned 
at birth violate a student’s rights to 
freedom from discrimination. As long 
as one student can wear an outfit 
without breaking rules, so can another.

• Students have a right to be free of 
harassment and to have harassment 
treated seriously. Public schools must 
treat harassment or bullying that 
targets LGBTQ+ students and students 
of LGBTQ+ families with the same 
seriousness they would use in a case 
of harassment against any other child. 
Students should report harassment 
or threats to a principal or counselor. 
This puts the school on notice that they 
can be held legally responsible for not 
protecting students.

• Students have a right to form Gay-
Straight or Gender and Sexuality 
Alliances (GSAs). If your school permits 
other student clubs, it should allow 
students to form and publicize a GSA.

• LGBTQ+ students have a right to 
attend proms, field trips and dances. 

Know Your Rights

Tim Kennedy (he/him) is a writer, editor and 
communications specialist with experience at Learning 
for Justice and the Southern Poverty Law Center (SPLC).

Harry Chiu (he/him) is the Lynn Walker Huntley Social 
Justice Fellow at the Southern Education Foundation and 
the Southern Poverty Law Center (SPLC).

Students cannot be denied equal 
access to school events or school 
learning opportunities because of their 
identity. Students also have the right 
to take a date of any gender to school 
dances as long as their date satisfies 
all attendance eligibility rules, such as 
age limits.

• LGBTQ+ students have a right to 
be “out.” Educators can always ask 
students to stop disruptive speech 
– in the classroom during a lecture, 
for instance. But schools cannot tell a 
student not to talk about their sexual 
orientation or gender identity while at 
school.

• Students have a right to express 
LGBTQ+ pride. If your school’s dress 
code allows students to wear T-shirts 
with slogans or pictures, it’s unlawful 
for your school to ask a student to 
not wear a shirt simply because it 
endorses LGBTQ+ pride or makes a 
statement about their LGBTQ+ identity.

• Some states and cities explicitly 
protect the right of transgender 
students to use restrooms and locker 
rooms consistent with their gender 
identity. Several courts have also ruled 
that excluding transgender boys and 
girls from using the same restrooms 
as other boys and girls violates federal 
law. This is an area that is changing a 
great deal right now. 

LGBTQ+ Educators
• Educators have a right to express their 

gender as they wish. Discipline and 
discrimination based on an educator’s 
sex assigned at birth violate their right 
to be free from discrimination based on 
sex. As long as one teacher can wear 
something without breaking rules, so 
can another. 

• Educators have a right to be free of 
employment discrimination based on 
their sexual orientation and/or gender 
identity. Public schools cannot subject 
educators to employment discipline 
or otherwise treat them di�erently 
because they disapprove of their 
sexual orientation or gender identity. 
Intentionally discriminating against 
educators or any other employees on 
these bases violates Title VII. 

• Educators have a right to be free of 
workplace harassment and to have 
such harassment treated seriously. 
Public schools must treat harassment 
that targets LGBTQ+ educators with 
the same seriousness they would use 
in a case of harassment against any 
other employee. Ignoring harassment 
and bullying is a violation of Title VII. 
Further, workplace harassment based 
on gender identity and/or sexual 
orientation is prohibited under Title 
VII, and public schools must respond 
promptly to such harassment if they 
are aware of it. 

Dunn, Learning for Justice’s director,  
emphasized our civic responsibility 
to our nation and to one another: 
“Each plea for democracy illustrates 
how, across generations, we have 
strived for representation. We push 
for it, challenge it and shape it. Civics 
is a collective action, practiced in 
community and centering the well-
being of the collective.”

And as we learn together in 
community and work to build a 

stronger democracy, recognizing 
that the rights of LGBTQ+ people are 
interconnected with human rights of all 
people is essential. 
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Justice & Action

Children 
Are a 
Rainforest 
of Potential
A conversation with 
Georgia educator Katie 
5inderle, who was fired 
for reading a children’s 
book about acceptance.

By Learning for Justice 
and Katie Rinderle

Katie Rinderle taught for over a 
decade in Cobb County, Georgia. 
,n ����, she was fired for reading the 
illustrated children’s book My Shadow 
Is Purple E\ 6cott 6tuart to her fifth�
grade class – a book her students had 
selected. Rinderle recently took time 
for a conversation with Learning for 
Justice to give us a glimpse into the 
heart of a committed educator.

Tell us what teaching means 
to you.
From a young age, I’ve believed 
in the power of education as a 
pathway to freedom in a world where 
injustice and inequity persist. When 
, first steSSed into the classrooP, , 
understood that being an educator 
Peant igniting a fire within each 
student. 

For over 10 years, my classroom has 
been a space where children discover 
their voices, become critical thinkers, 
grow in empathy and learn to actively 
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engage with society. This safe, 
student-centered space for learning 
has been the heart from where I teach. 

Being a teacher means getting to 
know each student, understanding 
their unique backgrounds and 
inspiring them to love learning and 
personal growth. I strongly believe 
in every student’s potential to make 
a positive impact on society. But it’s 
not a one-person show. Creating an 
environment where children thrive 
demands a collective approach 
within the classroom setting, and 
it is our greatest responsibility as 
educators to create welcoming spaces 
that amplify diverse voices and 
support the whole child physically, 
mentally, emotionally, socially and 
academically.

What values guide you 
as an educator?
My primary goal is to support and 
guide students toward success while 
being deeply aware of the societal 
challenges they face. I listen to their 
experiences with racism, homophobia, 
transphobia, xenophobia, bullying and 
other forms of discrimination. I want 
them to value each other and see how 

they can be agents of positive change.

Education is an ongoing journey 
of self-discovery. My role is to help 
students understand the world and 
their place in it, encouraging them 
to think independently and develop 
their own perspectives. Through 
engaging in dialogue with their 
peers, analyzing various resources, 
and questioning everything, 
including me, they experience the 
most powerful and authentic learning 
– the kind that transforms both 
students and teachers alike.

By honoring their identities and 
teaching from culturally sustaining 
and inclusive perspectives, we 
create a nurturing environment 
where students feel a deep sense 
of belonging and connection. This 
approach promotes overall well-being, 
builds empathy and understanding, 
addresses root causes of violence, and 
prevents social isolation and bullying.

When I look into my students’ 
eyes, I see their unique strengths 
and qualities – their creativity, 
imagination and intelligence. They 
are a rainforest of potential. I teach 

Katie Rinderle (she/her) is a Georgia-based educator 
and advocate for inclusive education that centers the 
well-being of all children. 

to provide a safe space where they are 
not just accepted but celebrated for 
everything that makes them special 
and unique, exactly the person they 
are meant to be.

In reflecting on recent events, 
what would you share with 
families and other educators?
I became an educator because 
I believe education can create 
meaningful change. To me, teaching 
is a verb, an act of love, justice and 
empowerment. 

Today’s education system can feel 
like a dystopian novel, but we must 
acknowledge reality with courage. We 
are in an era of transformation, a time 
of profound and necessary change. 
We must not only envision the type of 
learning experience we want for our 
children and families, but we must 
also actively question injustice and 
work for positive change to ensure 
every child has the opportunity to 
thrive.

Advocate for Inclusive Education
Inclusive education promotes 
schools that are a�irming and 
safe for all children, represents 
diverse identities in curricula 
and policies, and is intentional in 
creating equitable opportunities for 
all children to learn and thrive. The 
following recommendations can 
help you to advocate for inclusive 
education in your community.

• Build strong relationships with 
educators. Discuss with teachers 
and administrators the best ways to 
communicate. Let educators know you 
support inclusive practices.

• Advocate for young people and 
educators with administrators and 
district sta� and in your community. 
State your public support for inclusive 

learning to express solidarity with 
young people and educators.

• Show up and speak up at school board 
meetings. Support educators who are 
advocating for inclusive education at 
board meetings.

• Participate in parent and family 
organizations such as your school’s 
Parent Teacher Association (PTA). 
Identify and engage allies in the school 
and community. Work with educators 
to build coalitions and support 
students who are advocating for more 
inclusive schools.

• Support young people by encouraging 
school administrators and educators 
to honor students’ identities. 
Encourage symbols of equity and 

allyship throughout the school to 
create physical reminders that school 
should be an a­irming space for all 
students.

• Know your child’s rights and your 
rights as a parent with regard to 
schools and students’ education. 
Research some basic information on 
your rights.

• Contact your state legislators. The 
Intercultural Development Research 
Association’s (IDRA) guide “How To 
Meet With Your Elected O­icial” is a 
helpful starting point for preparing to 
talk to a legislator. 
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Story Corner

Fireflies
When 10-year-old Kaden wonders 
whether he’s gay, he turns to his 
older brother, who offers the love and 
acceptance all caring adults should 
give to a child.

By Deslin Chapman

Kaden sat on the back steps of the farmhouse. 
,n the growing dark, fireflies danced, and he 
remembered chasing them in the yard when he 
was little. A memory flashed in his mind of Dad, 
laughing as Kaden toddled after his older brothers, 
Zain and Adil, among the fireflies. 
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Tears stung Kaden’s eyes. What would Dad think? 
Dad had been a Marine, and he’d expect his boys to 
be honest and brave. But Kaden didn’t feel brave. He 
was 10 now, and he felt like he was getting to know 
himself. But was he strong enough to be himself? 
He had so many questions.

The fireflies blinked like stars, and Kaden imagined 
they were sending him a message in their patterns 
across the backyard: Talk to Zain. His oldest brother 
had just come home and was with Mom and Nani. 
He knew they were all worried about him.

Kaden had always shared everything with his 
brothers. But should I share this? Now? What if …? he 
wondered, and fears of rejection flooded his mind, 
making his stomach hurt. All the mean things he’d 
heard from other kids, all the hateful things some 
adults said; he heard them. He angrily wiped at the 
tears on his cheeks. You don’t have to say anything, 
he reminded himself. But keeping the truth inside 
made him feel so alone.

But what if …?

The back door shut quietly, and Kaden closed his 
eyes and took a deep breath.

“Hey, kiddo,” Zain said as he stepped down and 
sat beside Kaden. “Nani says you’ve been out here 
a while.” Zain looked up at the stars and waited a 
moment before asking, “Something you want to 
talk about?”

Kaden glanced at his brother. Zain had the same 
dark hair and strong face like Dad. At 22, he was 
everything Kaden wanted to be. Kaden looked down 
and bit his lip.

“You know, when it feels hard to talk, it helps to 
remember that if we say things, they can be more 
manageable,” Zain said in his gentle big-brother 
tone. “Anything you’re feeling is human; others 
have felt them. And you can talk about them.”

Kaden met his brother’s gaze and made his decision. 
He stepped down onto the grass, feeling braver 
among the fireflies. When he spoke, the words tum-
bled out in a rush. “We were watching TV, and Omar 
and Kevin were saying how they thought Kamala 
Khan was cute. You know, in Ms. Marvel. They were 
just, like, saying she was pretty. And … and …” He 
stumbled over his words, then took a breath. “And I 
thought she was pretty, I did. But I also thought the 
guy on the show, he … he was nice, too,” he finished 
in a whisper.

Zain nodded. “I think I know what you’re trying to 
say,” he said gently. “But tell me. For yourself.”

“I think I might like boys.” Kaden paused, then 
looked directly at his brother. “Am I gay? I think I 
might be,” he said.

Zain stood and walked over, then placed a hand on 
Kaden’s shoulder. “Thanks for trusting me. Who a 
person’s attracted to, their sexual orientation, is 
part of who they are. It’s all right to question. It’s 
OK to not have yourself all figured out right now. 
Take the time you need. And if you are gay, that’s all 
right. We’re here for you. You’re going to be OK.”

Kaden squinted, studying Zain. “You wouldn’t mind 
having a gay brother?” he asked.

“There’s nothing about you that could ever change 
us, you and me being brothers,” Zain answered. “I’ll 
always love you.” 

The weight of fear eased, and Kaden hugged Zain. 
“You think Mom and Adil will be OK too? And Nani?”

“You know Mom loves you ‘more than anything in 
the whole multiverse,’” Zain quoted their mom. And 
they both laughed. “And Adil and Nani are always 
on your side. We’ve got you, kiddo.” Then Zain grew 
serious. “What else are you wondering?” he asked.

And the last what if worry echoed in Kaden’s mind. 
“What would Dad think?” He asked his last fear in a 
whisper that seemed so loud. Dad had passed away 
a few years earlier, and Kaden was afraid his dad 
would have been disappointed.

Zain sat back down on the steps, and Kaden sat next 
to him. “I’m sorry you didn’t have as much time 
with Dad,” Zain said. Then he smiled. “Dad loved 
you, and he will always love you. You were little and 
didn’t get to know him. But he knew you. And he’d 
be proud of who you are; I sure am.”

Kaden leaned his head against his brother’s shoulder. 
“Thanks,” he said. They sat in silence for a moment, 
watching the fireflies.

Zain wrapped an arm around Kaden. “I wish the 
world was easier, that everyone would be accepting, 
and that you wouldn’t have to figure out who you 
can be open with,” Zain said, his voice full of caring. 
“But know that you are loved, you are not alone, and 
there will be people who accept you. Be yourself and 
be proud of who you are. I’m always here for you.”

Kaden nodded. And in the flickering of the fireflies, 
he imagined another message, this one from Dad: 
You are loved. 

Deslin Chapman (she/her) is the deputy director of 
Curriculum & Content at Learning for Justice.
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One World

Learning for Justice One World 
posters are also available online 
to print and display. Enjoy!

Amanda Gorman is an award-winning writer and activist and the youngest 
inaugural poet in U.S. history. She delivered her poem “The Hill We Climb” 
at the 2021 inauguration of President Joe Biden.
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Civics for Democracy

Civics literacy is crucial if our nation is to achieve an 
inclusive, multiracial democracy. The learning journeys and 
resources in this new series can help to develop the civic 
knowledge, skills and dispositions essential for responsible 
civic engagement – including the power of the vote.

“The vote is precious. It is almost sacred. 
It is the most powerful nonviolent tool we have 
in a democracy.” – John Lewis

Explore these resources at 

learningforjustice.org/
civics-for-democracy

New Resources
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LEARNING 
FOR JUSTICE

Subscribe now to 
Learning for Justice magazine!
We hope you’re enjoying this copy of Learning for Justice
magazine! If you’ve received a complimentary copy and would 
like future issues, be sure to subscribe—it’s always free!

Sign up for our 
newsletter!
Be the first to know about the latest news and resources 
from Learning for Justice when you sign up for our weekly 
newsletter. Be sure to create a free LFJ account to access 
our full collection of resources.

Sign up at learningforjustice.org

Learning from the 
Civil Rights Movement
The Civil Rights Movement is a story of people who believed 
they could bring about change. Learning from the movement 
gives us models and strategies for action in our communities 
and our nation to create a more just society. Our goal is not 
simply to learn about the Civil Rights Movement but to learn 
from the movement. 

The learning journeys and resources in this series can help us 
learn from our history and examine today’s justice issues to 
answer the questions: “How can I make a di� erence?” 
and “How can we make a di� erence together?”

Explore the resources at

learningforjustice.org/
learning-from-the-civil-rights-movement
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