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Outrageous Love: Teaching Our 
Students of Color in a Broken World
SAnDRA DEL VALLE

“I have decided to love.” 

—Martin Luther King, Jr. 

THE PANDEMIC OF 2020 was a truth teller in many ways. It peeled 
away the cushion of soft excuses which have undermined the search for 

racial and ethnic equity in our country. It also set into bold relief, and then 
exacerbated, the inequities that have been baked into our educational system 
since the country’s founding. Our nation’s most marginalized students—usu-
ally Black, Brown or immigrant—receive, on the whole, a poorer education 
than their White counterparts as measured by available resources,1 and also 
academic outcomes.2 !en there are the “immeasurables,” as James Baldwin 
would say—the “evidence of things not seen.” !e fact that the parents of these 
Black, Brown or immigrant students held their children back from returning to 
schools, when they reopened, at twice the rate of White parents is part of that 
evidence. !ese parents had a strong sense that our public systems were not to 
be trusted, maybe even a sense that their children could just as well be educated 
at home.3 However we discuss it and try to measure it, the brokenness of the 
educational system is evident in the empty classrooms across urban America.4 

I lived and taught through the pandemic in New York City where I have 
been a public school teacher for over ten years. Almost all of my teaching expe-
rience has been teaching Black, Brown and immigrant students, who I will call 
students of color for purposes of e"ciency. I know that education for students 
of color is broken because I have seen that brokenness #rsthand. I also know 
that it doesn’t have to be this way. Although national and regional educational 
policies create and sustain poor education for students of color, teachers can, 
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classroom by classroom, play a pivotal role in transforming education for these 
students. 

My conviction in the power of teachers comes from my teaching practice 
as informed by my Buddhist practice. I found that Buddhism cracked me open 
so that I shed fear, aggression, doubt and emerged as a stronger, more gener-
ous, and ultimately more loving teacher. I also saw how this kind of teacher is 
essential for the proper education of our students of color. Emerging research is 
beginning to make the case that teaching in the context of a caring relationship 
is necessary for the proper education of Black students in particular,5 but I be-
lieve these #ndings apply just as forcefully to other oppressed student groups in 
the U.S. What I discuss in this essay is how teachers of students of color can use 
the Buddhist principle of up!ya, or skillful means, to shift their own mindsets 
and become the kind of teachers these students need and deserve.

!e Need for Both Love and Outrage
Many teachers, especially White teachers of Black students, harbor negative at-
titudes towards their students, and those attitudes negatively a$ect the learning 
experience.6 !ose biases, essentially mindsets, are amongst the most detrimen-
tal factors in the education of students of color, particularly Black students.7 
Regardless of pedagogical mastery, or the use of culturally relevant strategies or 
content, unless teachers of students of color change their mindsets, they will 
be unable to ful#ll their potential as teachers. !is shift must be a move to an 
outrageous love for their students. “!e transformative power of love,” says bell 
hooks “is the foundation of all meaningful social change.”8 !is love, Fromm 
posits, is about care, responsibility, a$ection, and knowledge.9 It is the basis of 
educational change as well, although it is never spoken about in pedagogical 
circles or teaching colleges. Although love may be transformational, it does 
have the tendency to embarrass with its unde#nable, and seemingly unteach-
able softness. 

Outrage also embarrasses. It conjures up the opposite of love: hard edges 
and uncrossable lines in the sand that can lead to loud voices. We don’t want 
anyone yelling, least of all in the classroom and the boardroom, places where 
inputs are measured and outputs are documented. To care deeply about our 
students of color necessarily means that a teacher must have a sense of outrage. 
In this society so deeply ingrained with institutional racism touching almost 
every part of our students’ lives, to love a Student of Color necessarily means 
that we are harboring some outrage at the world they must live in and through. 
!ere is nothing wrong here. In fact, to be outraged on behalf of our students 
because we love them is healthy and natural and can be e$ective. Ralph Ellison 
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tells us that learning can happen “[i]f you can show me how I can cling to that 
which is real to me, while teaching me a way into the larger society.”10 A teacher 
of students of color must feel and activate both of these emotional truths: our 
children deserve our love and we must be irreconcilably outraged by the lives 
they have been tasked with living. What is needed to help us through is the 
Buddhist concept of up%ya, or skillful means. Up%ya helps us move from emo-
tional meltdown to everyday teaching with love and outrage.

Up"ya and Self-Work 
Up%ya is a Sanskrit term which translates roughly to “expedient,” or “skillful, 
means.”11 It refers to choosing the most appropriate action for a particular cir-
cumstance. In Buddhist circles, it often refers to the actions used to help a prac-
titioner achieve enlightenment. !e method chosen to aid in transformation 
may not be an ultimate truth, but it is the best, most e$ective action to take 
after considering the time, place and person involved. !e Buddha said that he 
used “countless expedient means to guide living beings” to shed their attach-
ments and #nd freedom. He made “various kinds of distinctions” to “expound 
the teachings skillfully” including the use of “soft and gentle” words to “delight 
the hearts” of his listeners. Up%ya in action is a melding of both wisdom and 
compassion—the wisdom to know what to do, and the compassion to want to 
liberate others.

Up%ya is a very practical and discerning practice. We need to be both deep-
ly knowledgeable, in an intellectual way, and sharply intuitive about the cir-
cumstance we inhabit. In the context of education, teachers must know their 
classroom, the reality of the system they are part of, their pedagogic area, the 
emotional status of their students, and of the speci#c student facing them. It 
requires a great emotional maturity that is born from paying attention. At-
tention to ourselves in the very midst of teaching; attention to our students 
who are constantly communicating with us, even in their silence. !is kind 
of attention is born from practicing attention-giving, or deep mindfulness or 
meditation,12 and it occurs before the class bell even rings.13 When we enter 
the classroom only lightly holding our own fears and doubts, we are better able 
to pay attention to whatever situation arises as it is arising. For teachers of stu-
dents of color the importance of this kind of careful attention should be clear. 
When we are aware of what is arising for us as it is arising, we are better able 
to stop a possibly damaging reaction born of bias even before it is expressed. 

Attention, as cultivated through meditation, is a prerequisite for compas-
sionate action. Roshi Joan Halifax, a Zen teacher, says that if “attention is 
divided, dispersed, or distracted, the quality of balance required to be in the 
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presence of su$ering, or even to sense the general su$ering of the world—[is] 
not possible.”14 As teachers of students of color we want to be self-grounded 
so we can truly see, without overwhelming, the lives of our students as they 
really are. 

 Meditation and mindfulness practices developed especially for students 
are becoming quite popular.15 As with all things that become packaged for 
mass consumption, much can be watered down or lost. Living mindfully is be-
ginning to sound a bit like a feel-good, self-help exercise. In reality, the kind of 
meditation that changes minds and transforms educators—so that education 
can be transformed—is disconcerting. Jennings points out that mindfulness 
“helps us to be deeply re&ective. We can apply mindful awareness to deepen-
ing our re&ection on our emotional patterns and the scripts associated with 
them.”16 !is is no less than saying that deep mindfulness helps us check our 
biases, fears, and doubts at the door before they poison our classrooms. 

When we realize that up%ya—choosing the most appropriate intervention 
at the right time—looks a lot like wisdom, we realize just how much internal 
work is required. No one comes by wisdom lightly. Yet it is the most valuable 
work we can do, and I argue that it is the work that teachers must do especial-
ly if we teach students of color. We cannot pretend that the culture of White 
dominance in our country is not the air that we are breathing as well or that 
somehow teachers don’t “see” the color of our students. Rather than looking to 
change our students of color,17 we need to change ourselves. Deep mindfulness 
helps us do that.

Beyond helping us look at our own biases, deep mindfulness practices can 
grow the compassion and empathy that is essential for teaching students of 
color. Dorman found that integrating mindfulness practices into teacher edu-
cation courses helped the teaching candidates to develop social-emotional skills 
necessary for dealing with the stressors of 21st century teaching. In particular 
they developed an awareness of their habitual responses, were more capable 
of regulating their emotions, and were more likely to develop the empathy 
necessary to connect with others.18 !ese capacities align with some of the #ve 
dimensions of engaged teaching that Weaver and Wilding point to as pivotal 
for transforming the teaching and learning process, especially the cultivation of 
an open heart, developing emotional capacity, and being present.19 For teachers 
of students of color these are the #rst steps toward digging ourselves out of the 
debilitating mindsets that infect our teaching. 

In fact, Kang and Husband found that when a white teacher shows “care” 
for their Black students and an expectation of their success, they have the fruit-
ful, positive relationships which are integral to Black academic success.20 !is is 
the power of “mattering” to someone.21 Educator Bettina Love credits a Black 
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elementary school teacher, Mrs. Johnson, with helping her through school 
when her home life was falling apart because she knew that to Mrs. Johnson, 
she mattered. She writes: “Mrs. Johnson did not just love her students, she fun-
damentally believed that we mattered.”22 !is idea, that students feel that they 
matter to their teacher, is not something that can be taught, but it is something 
that can be unearthed from within every willing teacher. 

Up"ya and the Art of Teaching
For a long time now we’ve known that students choose not to learn from a 
teacher they feel disrespects them, their culture, or their values.23 !is form of 
identi#cation between student, learning, and teacher is particularly complex 
for students of color who often have a teacher who doesn't look like them, and 
who represents the dominant culture with all the negative connotations that 
often holds.24 Up%ya requires that I make my respect for my students of color 
absolutely clear. !ere must be little room for doubt that I am both outraged 
by what they have to live through, and that they won’t have to live with that 
kind of neglect or disrespect in my classroom.

Although I have no control over what happens in my school generally or 
in the huge educational system to which I belong, before each class begins—it 
doesn’t matter if I have three classes in a row—I sweep the room. !is is my 
small, initial appropriate action born of love. I clean o$ the desks quickly, 
rearrange what must be rearranged and then sweep. My students may come 
#ling in and catch me sweeping. I point out what I am doing and why: I am 
sweeping this &oor for you because I want this space to look clean and nice. 
Books are on the shelves, air is coming through the windows, shades keep out 
too much sun and the &oors are clean, the tissue box is full, the hand sanitizer 
is ready, my desk is somewhat neat, the work is up and ready to do. When a kid 
grumbles that “this school sucks” just because he is accustomed to saying that 
about everything else around him, I know, and he knows, that my classroom 
does not. His reality is shaken just a bit. He is less sure that everything is awful 
because this 20’ x 20’ classroom is not. 

To be skillful, as up%ya requires, means realizing our place as teachers 
in helping students heal. If my students of color are to learn, they must be 
opened; they must be touched, respected and loved, not just tolerated. Bettina 
Love insists that for students of color to be truly “well” there “must be an inner 
life that refuses to be treated less than human.”25 Teachers help students live 
this refusal by recognizing it as legitimate, necessary, and even revolutionary. 
bell hooks reminds us that “emotional healing is a process that can take place 
in any setting where we are genuinely cared for, where problems and di"culties 
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can be talked about and solutions found.”26 !e classroom can be that healing 
space where teachers both see their students' lives as they are and share their 
own vision of those students’ potential.

I learned this most sharply from Jordan, a 16-year-old who came to our 
school in her junior year. She is physically big and loud with a brash, con#dent 
exterior. It was apparent to me that she had su$ered in life, that she had expe-
rienced painful losses that had cut her emotionally. !e exterior was just a way 
to cover up deep pain. !ere is an edge of wisdom and weariness to certain stu-
dents who have experienced too much too soon, and she had it. Jordan chose as 
her boyfriend a football playing, overly con#dent, but academically struggling 
student. I saw how much she needed him just by the way she looked up at him 
and tried to keep up with his pace as he strode down the hallways. He was all 
the certainty that she needed.

!e ability to recognize this and not just to see Jordan as a living stereotype 
of some “loud, Black girl,” is a form of up%ya. !is recognition is a product of 
two essential Buddhist practices: paying deep attention to myself before I enter 
the classroom so that I can see my students as they truly are, and paying that 
same deep attention to my students in the moment because they matter to me. 
!is is up%ya working in the classroom.

It became clear early in our relationship that Jordan’s experience in her 
prior school was very negative. I didn’t know the details, but it seemed like she 
was constantly being suspended for minor infractions. I quickly learned what 
she needed from me: a deep appreciation for her mind—believing in her more 
than she believed in herself—and explicit appreciation for her. By watching 
and listening to her, really paying attention, I learned what the most skillful ac-
tions would be for her. I learned that I couldn’t leave her guessing. I couldn’t be 
vague. She had to know that I valued her place in the classroom and, of course, 
that place had to be signi#cant and obvious. So, when she was absent and then 
later showed up, I didn’t just let that pass. I told her that I missed her. When 
there was a time to share our writing with the class, I said out loud: “Jordan, 
you're such a good writer, can you share #rst?” Even when we argued, which we 
did, we came back to each other with respect and sincerity because I explicitly 
told her that I valued her, missed her, and wanted her to be a leader of others. 

Many of my students come to high school with negative middle or even 
elementary school experiences that they have to contend with before they can 
allow themselves the vulnerability to learn in a classroom. !ey have learned 
that if they are vulnerable, if they make mistakes, which are essential to learn-
ing, they will be labeled as “special” or “struggling.” Calls will be made; diag-
nostic tests will be ordered. 
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One student, a sweet, ninth-grade Black girl I’ll call Robyn, made self-dep-
recating remarks about herself from the #rst day of class. She said she felt she 
had to “warn” me about herself. She was not smart, she explained, something 
was wrong with her brain cells; don’t expect too much, she insisted. I laughed 
the #rst few times she said this, she had to be joking. She was clearly smart 
as well as funny. But when she came to me alone one day and told me how 
much she had worked on an assignment for my class, I beamed back at her and 
thanked her for taking our work so seriously. She repeated that she didn’t think 
she was smart. I asked what put that in her head. Some bad middle school 
experience? No, elementary school, she said. “!at’s what they said about me 
over and over,” she told me. I gave her my most appraising, clinical look—I 
wanted her to take my “diagnosis” seriously—and I told her that I saw a very 
smart, funny girl in front of me and there was nothing inferior about her brain. 
Up%ya demanded that I stop what I was doing, and for teachers there is always 
something to be done, and give Robyn all of my attention at that moment. 
Up%ya demands that I used words which re&ect my knowledge of her, and that 
I back this up with a consistent &ow of feedback. !is package of responses—
embodied, verbal, emotional, written—is up%ya. 

I had been paying attention to Robyn since the beginning of the year in the 
same way that I pay attention to all my students. !e quality of doing this in 
a way that students see so that they know they matter is up%ya. !is does not 
have to be long conversation, nor does it require that I wait for a student to 
reach out. It can be noticing that a dark mood has descended and just rubbing 
a shoulder. It might be making a"rmative and helpful remarks in the margins 
of an essay. Remarks that show “I am listening to you. I am noticing where 
you are going in your work. I see your growth. I see where you need to go.” 
!ere are myriad opportunities in the lives of teachers for this attention to be 
manifested. Strategies that my students have shown me they require for learn-
ing include accepting late work, allowing for revision and re-writes to increase 
their grade, and a consistent embrace of second chances. !is means that my 
students don’t see me as some punishing judge, but as an ally. Someone who 
sees that their worst day, or poorest work product, is not all that they can be 
and that I will let them try again every day. It most likely will mean more work 
for me in the sense that I will have to grade one student’s work more than once. 
When you are in a trusting relationship with students, though, the extra work 
is #ne; in fact most of the time, it doesn’t feel like “work” at all. 

Most importantly, it isn't good enough if we stop at noticing what our 
students need but keep it to ourselves out of fear of embarrassment or as a sign 
of vulnerability. Up%ya requires action. What makes the action skillful in a 
particular context is the attention we have been paying. 
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Up"ya and Claiming the Power of Teachers
Up%ya also demands that we realize that as teachers, we are powerful. In a 
world that wants to disempower teachers in many di$erent ways, I want to 
call out the unquestionable authority teachers hold in their space. Up%ya asks 
us to accept the responsibility of being the pivotal person in the classroom. 
As tempting as it is to blame students, parents, administrators, and systems, 
what happens in a classroom is a special dynamic, and teachers should not shy 
away from claiming their power and taking responsibility. Teaching with up%ya 
means realizing that everything I do carries real consequences in the view of a 
student. What I say is important.27 I am signi#cant even on the days when I 
just want to be a cog in a wheel. I am responsible always and accountable every 
day to my students, and to myself.

Although I am a high school English teacher, my job is not just to teach 
English. My job is to help my students of color believe that they matter. Un-
derstanding and accepting this, as a challenge, rather than as fate, that our 
students of color are bombarded every day with negative imagery about them-
selves is up%ya. Teachers need to cast students’ negative mindset into doubt. 
!ey must call it out, criticize it, and help their students criticize it too. Be-
lieving that the larger society is yours comes with self-esteem, a “necessity” for 
Black students, says hooks.28 

 In my former life as a civil rights lawyer, I heard one of the most heartbreak-
ing testimonials from the principal of an elementary school #lled with students 
of color. She told us that when these children came to school at #ve years old, 
they were #lled with enthusiasm and hope, and a vision of themselves as great 
schoolchildren. !ey envisioned themselves as astronauts and engineers and 
doctors and nurses. By the time they got to high school, the educational system 
had beaten them down. !ey had been branded as struggling or problematic as 
“special ed” or “remedial.” !ey lacked a visionary self-esteem that made them 
believe all the promises of education as true. At 15 or 16, they were not so sure 
of themselves. Not sure that education was their “thing.” Not sure even what 
had happened, but that something had been lost, or stolen. By high school, 
many just wanted to get through, or drop out and drop into the streets where 
things made more sense. In the streets, work, reward, punishment, and ability 
more clearly align and make sense. 

When we practice up%ya we can help our students see themselves as they 
really are because we are seeing them that way too.29 What that means is that 
we are helping them to see their innate perfection. !e #rst thing my students 
need to know is that this world is their world. !ey must be reminded that they 
belong here, have rights here and that they will be cared for here. Many begin 
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their days with the belief, mostly unstated, that the greater society doesn’t really 
care about them, and that if they are part of something—a school, a communi-
ty—that it must not be worth very much. !ey cannot believe that the spaces 
where they dwell can hold these truths simultaneously: the reality of their lives 
and also be a valuable, special, worthwhile place. Up%ya helps me open their 
eyes to that truth. 

!is means that I use the word love many times a day. I tell my students 
that I’m happy to be in class with them and that I’m happy to bounce out of 
my bed on Monday morning. I lay it on thick, even. I have to because I know, 
and am I outraged, that when they leave my space, they will be disregarded. 
My love needs to carry them through that. Realizing this and voicing love is 
up%ya, because it is what my students need and where they need to hear it, and 
I am a person they need to hear it from. Some of my students may be gang 
members but if I want them to learn from me, they need to be given the “gift 
of recognizing their humanity;30 this is why I come to school in the morning. 

“Disregard is violent and denies our inherent Buddha nature,” said Vanessa 
Zuisei Goddard, a Zen teacher preaching from her dharma seat one Sunday 
in Brooklyn. It shuts down and shuts out. It is nefarious in its stealth, but it 
is real. Imagine negotiating a world in which you are purposely, consistently, 
constantly, and deeply disregarded. !at is the world my students operate in. 
It is what they breathe and what their parents breathe and what seems to be 
not just normal, but right, earned, and expected. !ey will express it in funny 
ways, with a touch of bitter humor, or no humor at all, or might not express it 
at all. But what it might look and sound like is “what do you expect, they’re all 
Black people here?” “Didn’t you notice I’m Black? I don’t read.” “I know I’m 
back in the ghetto when it’s dirty again.” When I hear these words, I breathe in 
deeply. I want to feel again just what it felt like to be a child and to understand 
the world in this way. I can remember it because as a Puerto Rican child living 
in New York City, it’s close to my reality. 

 Not all teachers can understand in this way because they didn’t have sim-
ilar experiences. Still, if a teacher pauses and lets the words marinate inside 
of them before responding, the words will be fuller and the response less rote 
and therefore more meaningful. In order to be e$ective, to show real up%ya, 
teachers need to acknowledge the reality in which their students of color live.31 
!ey have to show that they are privy to this and that they want and expect 
excellence from their students of color anyway, and that they know that they 
can achieve it.32 A pat, cursory response that does not have the heft of reality 
behind it is meaningless and students see through it. 

When teachers have done the self-work that allows them to see their stu-
dents as they are, indistinguishable in perfection from the teachers themselves, 
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they can enter into a real learning partnership. Hammond calls for a partnership 
that validates and a"rms students’ abilities and power to learn while demand-
ing that they use that power to overcome their own barriers and challenges.33 In 
order to get to this authentic partnership, rooted in outrageous love, teachers 
must do this “inside-out” work. !e groundwork that Hammond insists must 
be done is nothing less than what teachers, and all adults, really must do—take 
full responsibility for our lives. It happens that when we are teachers, the work 
of accountability and responsibility cannot be put o$ and cannot be dismissed 
as merely “a good idea.” It is essential. 

When we are well-rooted and come from a healthy place of love and out-
rage, partnering with our students in their education comes naturally. Love 
does not want to dominate, punish, or shame. Love is creative and generous. 
Our students need their teachers to share power. Teacher outrage over the ways 
in which the world wants to make them powerless can move teachers to do the 
opposite: empower them in the very classroom where the teacher is supposed 
to be the locus of control. Creatively losing control can look di$erent ways 
depending upon the classroom and the teacher, but it should always begin with 
love. Love means prioritizing students’ voice, students’ choice, culturally rele-
vant texts, topics or pedagogies, and most importantly, the insistent and tireless 
expectation of excellence. !at expectation of excellence, when viewed through 
the lens of love, means that the teacher really sees their students, stands in their 
shoes, expects great things of them, and then shows them over and over again 
how to be excellent.

I learned the real meaning of “insistent” and “tireless” during my Pan-
demic years of teaching. Classes were held over Zoom, so I was teaching to 
a row of black boxes with names day after day. Some days it was #ne, other 
days mind-numbing, it rarely got to the exhilarating stage that so many “real” 
classes reach. I was in front of my computer “giving feedback” electronically 
which can be as deadening as it sounds. But whenever I felt the tug of despair, I 
remembered that there was a 15- or 16-year-old on the other side of that com-
puter, reading my words. I knew it because they responded. If I took o$ points 
for something, my phone glowed at all times of the night: “Miss… What can I 
do to get those points back?” “Miss… Can you help me brainstorm a topic for 
the project?” !ey were there on the other side of what felt like a void. We were 
in relationship, as strange and one-dimensional as it felt, and we were feeling 
our way back towards each other.
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