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Rural educational justice demands reconstructing educational structures, including
teacher preparation programs. With federal funding from a Teacher Quality
Partnership grant, we rebuilt a Master of Arts in Teaching pathway program from
the ground up, using a co-teaching residency model and a core framework of rural
educational justice practices. With goals of establishing a healthy racial climate,
building the racial literacy and culturally responsive teaching capacity of the
teaching resident and mentor teacher teams, and fostering rural humanizing
community spaces designed to cultivate genius, joy, love, intellect, and criticality
(Muhammad, 2023), the first two years of the five-year grant are the subject of this
theory-to-practice analysis. Utilizing a school-university-community collaboration
approach, we identified, placed, supported, and mentored teacher residents in a
place-conscious approach to the rural, racialized communities and contexts in
which they teach. The purpose of this article is three-fold: (a) to contextualize the
educational inequities and opportunities that exist in the rural Southeast Black
Belt, (b) to present our rural educational justice teacher education framework,
curriculum, and processes to members of the field of rural education, and (c) to
share emerging themes from our experiences creating a teacher education
program for rural educational justice. What we offer is not yet an exemplar.
However, it provides theoretical foundations, an ambitious curricular framework for
rural teacher education, and an analysis of lessons learned.
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rural educational justice

The paradigms of neoliberalism, racial capitalism, and globalization have
negatively impacted schools in the southeastern U.S. Black Belt. This history has left our
rural public schools underfunded and Black genius within them undervalued. Traditional
teacher education to support our rural schools, often decontextualized, ahistorical,
practice-oriented, and including only additive (rather than centralized) components of
culturally responsive pedagogy, has failed to respond to these educational crises - as
evidenced by ongoing educational debts and disparities (Owens, 2019; Swain & Baker,
2021; The Education Trust, 2022). Instead, community-based teacher residencies
grounded in historically responsive literacy and place-based social foundations offer a
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new path to meet the demands of rural educational justice (REJ), which Corbett (2017)
outlines as “recognitional (domination, disrespect, and marginalization of groups) and
associational (the extent to which individuals and groups are involved in decisions that
affect their lives) [problems]” (p. 1-2) in addition to redistribution of resources within a
spatial educational frame.

Disparate education in the rural southern Black Belt is operationalized through
“space, place, and power collide[ing] with the historical antecedents of settler colonialism
and white supremacy” (Swain & Baker, 2021, p. 17). The Black Belt refers to counties
stretching across southern states, with dark, fertile soil formerly tilled by enslaved souls
on plantations and since then has been home to a majority Black population. Current
reports of Black Belt locales (e.g., Owens, 2019; The Education Trust, 2022) detail the
historical and present-day systemic exclusion of and discrimination against Black
students, such as having fewer opportunities than their peers (e.g., AP courses or high-
speed internet access; Owens, 2019) and having less qualified teachers (e.g., less
experienced or not credentialed in their field; Owens, 2019; The Education Trust, 2022).
This has historically been a political issue, with white politicians divesting Black children
and the rural sector from appropriate, equitable educational experiences (Anderson,
1988; Biddle et al., 2017; Fultz, 2004).

While many laud the historic Brown v. Board of Education landmark case as a
breakthrough for equality, the effect was political shifts in southern states’ laws. This
included abolishing several states’ public education requirements, compulsory
attendance regulations, and modification of tenure laws (Fultz, 2004). As a result, Black
teachers and principals were dismissed from the workforce in alarming numbers
(Fenwick, 2022; Fultz, 2004). To this day, Black teachers have not returned to the pre-
Brown numbers, nor are teachers’ racial and ethnic identities representative of the student
populations they serve. In NC, 25% of students are Black, with Black teachers only 15%
of the educators. In contrast, 48% of students are White, with White teachers comprising
77% of the workforce (The Education Trust, 2022). With these needs in mind, a focus on
reimagining and restructuring schools emerges.

Over fifty years ago, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. spoke about reimagining from just
such an unjust society for the enhancement and promotion of everyone's dignity, stating
that he was “convinced that if we are to get on the right side of the world revolution, we
as a nation must undergo a radical revolution of values. We must rapidly begin the shift
from a thing-oriented society to a person-oriented society” (King, 1967, 42:12). This
person-oriented shift requires a stronger focus on students and a shift in educators’
understanding of themselves: racially, culturally, and in the contexts of power and place.
bell hooks (1994) offers a vision of repair in teaching and learning spaces by teaching to
transgress obstacles and boundaries as well as against systems of oppression. Teachers
must engage both their own and their students’” mind and body wholeness and create
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spaces of possibility where teachers and students grow and are empowered in
educational pursuits toward freedom (hooks, 1994). Such teaching requires teachers to
work and live within the disparities evidenced in the Black Belt and see the genius, hope,
and possibility for freedom that lives there.

However, where, and how do we prepare teachers to heed hooks’s call? Housing
teacher education within nearby university settings (although commonplace for much of
the last century) risks entangling transgressive education with the negotiations between
the roles of academic disciplines and professional practice (Labaree, 2008). On the other
hand, recent teacher education programs that have subverted university preparation
(e.g., Teach for America) have abstained from commitments to the democratic education
underpinnings of public education or engagement with community assets and resources
(Zimmerman, 2018). These issues are compounded in rural settings, where recruitment
and retention contribute to a professional educator shortage (Biddle & Azano, 2016; Tran
et al., 2020).

Democratic rural education should be of attention for teacher preparation
universities and policymakers alike in North Carolina as it is consistently ranked as a
highest-priority state with rural students much more likely, as compared to their peers in
other states, to “live in a household with an income below the poverty line, attend a racially
diverse school located in a community where many families live below the federal poverty
line, and have moved residences within the last 12 months” (Showalter et al., 2023, p.
22). While there are oft-cited challenges to rural teaching (e.g., pay, fewer resources,
taking on multiple roles, and personal and professional isolation; Biddle & Azano, 2016;
Owens, 2019; Tran et al., 2020), rurality is steeped in assets. Rural districts may have
more teacher autonomy, lower class sizes, richer school culture, and community
camaraderie (Tran et al., 2020). Within the rural community setting, there may be more
small-town engagement indicative of the rural lifestyle, which also comes with a lower
cost of living among a natural, less-polluted environment than urban locales. Tran et al.
(2020) also noted in their literature review that rural areas have less crime than urban
locales and that teachers are seen as having higher status in these typically friendly
communities. This asset-based view of rurality is important to convey in teacher education
programs.

In addition to location, the approach to teacher education matters. Educator
preparation programs must align the focus of their coursework with their educational and
democratic commitments. Increasingly popular high-leverage practices and ambitious
teaching frameworks (e.g., Ball & Forzani, 2011; Lampert, 2010) focus teacher education
on decontextualized practices as tools for engaging students in high-level academic
pursuits. However, as education historians and foundations scholars alike have noted,
the practice-based turn to teacher education must be deepened by work in socio-historical
foundations of education that is contextualized through a place-conscious approach and
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an adjustment of the location of expertise in teacher education (Zeichner, 2015; Zeichner
et al., 2015) to truly account for the “macro socio-historical forces that push and pull
teaching, learning, and schooling” (Bowman & Gottesman, 2017, p. 233). Importantly,
place-conscious approaches need to center the needs and assets of the community.
Teacher education programs should dialogue with community and school district
members to engage in equitable partnerships to support teacher education that aims to
repair educational injustice (Zeichner, 2019). In particular, the needs of rural educational
systems, each singularly unique in their community needs and assets but often
geographically distant from universities, can only be understood in research-practice
partnerships that offer site-specific and mutually sustaining collaboration. Teacher
residencies offer a third-space avenue for such collaboration (Coffman & Patterson,
2014). Whereas a growing body of scholarship has been documented on partnership style
teacher residency partnerships that focus on urban areas (Berry et al., 2008; Hackett et
al., 2021; Klein et al., 2013), there are less models focused in rural areas, and even less
scholarship to understand the unique opportunities and obstacles that are afforded in rural
school-university-community partner residencies.

REJ demands a reconstruction of educational structures, including teacher
preparation programs (e.g., increasing enrollment of teacher candidates of color and
improving the quality of programs regarding racial bias and cultural responsivity; The
Education Trust, 2022). With federal funding from the Teacher Quality Partnership grant,
our team is working toward that goal by rebuilding a teacher education program that seeks
to transform rural schools from systems of inequity to humanizing community spaces
cultivating genius, joy, love, intellect, and criticality (Muhammad, 2020, 2023). We have
centralized Muhammad’s Historically Responsive Literacy Framework in our vision of
effective teaching and teacher education curriculum. Utilizing a school-university-
community collaboration (Reardon & Leonard, 2022), we have identified, placed,
supported, and mentored teacher residents in a place-conscious approach to the rural,
racialized communities and contexts in which they teach. The purpose of this theory-to-
practice paper is three-fold: (a) to contextualize the educational inequities and
opportunities that exist in the rural Southeast Black Belt, (b) to present our REJ teacher
education framework, curriculum, and processes to members of the field of rural
education, and (c) to share emerging themes from our experiences creating a teacher
education program for REJ. What we offer is not yet an exemplar. However, it provides
theoretical foundations, an ambitious curricular framework for rural teacher education,
and an analysis of lessons learned.

Positionality of Authors
We crafted this manuscript on behalf of the grant team; our written work represents
the substantial collaboration and sustained effort behind a collective vision of rural
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educational justice. The grant team is led by the PI, who also serves as the Director of
REI, and the Teacher Residency Co-Pls. The core grant team also includes School
Leadership Co-Pls, College of Arts and Sciences faculty, teaching faculty for the Teacher
Residency and School Leadership facets, support staff, members of East Carolina
University (ECU) Support Services from the research and educator preparation offices,
and LEA Superintendents. We represent a Teacher Residency Co-Pl (Gallagher) and a
member of the teaching faculty (Novak), both white, in the teacher residency program.
We acknowledge that we see the work through our lenses as we engage in the reflective
work of crafting the story of our edPIRATE thus far. Our racial identities undoubtedly limit
our reflection on the complex racial justice goals our work seeks to further.

Literature Review

The Where — Rural Education in the Black Belt
While it has always referred to a geographic region of the South, the term Black
Belt has had multiple origins as early as 1901, as explained by Booker T. Washington:
The term was first used to designate a part of the country which was distinguished
by the colour of the soil. The part of the country possessing this thick, dark, and
naturally [sic] rich soil was, of course, the part of the South where the slaves were
most profitable, and consequently, they were taken there in the largest numbers.
Later, and especially since the war, the term seems to be used wholly in a political
sense — that is, to designate the counties where the black people outnumber the
whites. (as cited by Tullos, 2004, para 5)
Rural Black Belt communities today reflect divergent characteristics of place, with higher
rates of unemployment, poverty, food and health apartheid, and lower than average
educational achievement scores, while at the same time boasting a rich cultural heritage
of civil rights movements: all but two of the Black Belt counties have at least one marker
on the N.C. Civil Rights Trail (N.C. African American Heritage Commission, n.d.), literary
tradition (e.g., W. E. B. DuBois’s 1903 work, Souls of Black Folk; Richard Wright's Black
Boy; Tullos, 2004), and educational innovations, with North Carolina establishing the most
Black-community-led Rosenwald schools than any other state (Anderson, 1988;
Hanchett, 1988).

Rural Educational Spaces

The field of rural education, intrinsically connected to life within the Black Belt
although not often the focus of academic study, is as deep as the roots of public education
itself. The historical development of rural communities cannot be separated from the
educational institutions that many rural communities became centered around. Since the
idea of public schools started and expanded across the nation, rural people have worked
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together “to run their schools, to build schoolhouses, to hire teachers, and to collect taxes”
(Kaestle, 1983, p. 185). However, this did not mean educational access was always
equally afforded to all members of rural communities. Rural schools, particularly in the
South, were often the most reluctant to integrate and open access to all members of the
community (i.e., Cotton, 1972). And yet, even within this troubled history, tremendous
promise and possibility remains situated and ripe for cultivation within rural education.

Today, rural schools are often the most integrated educational spaces in the
country. According to Orfield and Frankenberg (2008), “the only areas where levels of
intense segregation have declined since the early 1990s for black and Latino students
are in rural areas and smaller towns” (p. 2). And despite data indicative of rural schooling
deficits, such as the lack of access to technology, college-level coursework and diverse
extracurriculars (Croft & Moore, 2019), many practitioners and scholars alike celebrate
and find value in the meaningful cultural wealth innate to rural spaces and schooling, such
as rural resourcefulness, rural ingenuity, rural familism, and rural community unity (Crumb
et al.,, 2023). To center rural cultural wealth in classrooms, valuing those funds of
knowledge needs to be cultivated through rural teacher preparation. The reality is that
within larger contexts of teacher shortage (Fischer et al., 2022), coupled with the
underlying racism found in teacher education (Kohli et al., 2022), rural districts are facing
staffing crises that demand context-specific strategies to address them (Oyen &
Schweinle, 2020). One promising pathway that naturally incorporates cultural capital,
rural community unity, and local cultural understanding is the homegrown or Grow Your
Own (GYO) program (ldahor, 2022; Valenzuela, 2017)

Homegrown Educators

Homegrown and GYO programs may be used synonymously, though programs
vary in their specific definitions. These programs are efforts on the part of districts and/or
universities (and/or partnerships between the two) to pursue community-based
individuals who are representative of the diversity of the district—-who understand the
community context, the cultural lives of the children, the local political landscape, and so
on—and make a purposeful investment in these individuals (Carver-Thomas, 2018; Idahor,
2022; Valenzuela, 2017). This investment leads to the individuals’ teaching licensure and
typically involves a repayment-based district contract. Assistance can be financial (e.g.,
tuition or reimbursement, stipends), time and effort related (e.g., work release), and
involves mentorships, job shadowing, affinity groups, and other structures designed to
support the individuals’ and program’s success (Bland & Smith, 2023; Carver-Thomas,
2018). For some programs, the recruitment effort may be limited to employees within their
districts (e.g., supporting classified personnel to complete their Bachelor of Arts degree
with licensure, which is more typical of GYO programs) while others may involve open
recruitment (i.e., edPIRATE).
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Districts, universities, and research-practice partnerships can benefit from
“‘equitable approaches and critical perspectives that combine the powerful role of
‘homegrown’ teachers, culturally relevant curriculum and social justice pedagogy in
addressing achievement and opportunity gaps, especially for the nation’s woefully
underserved” (Valenzuela, 2017, p. 1), particularly homegrown pathways that recruit
teachers whose racial and ethnic identity mirror the students in the district. These
programs, in similar ways to all teacher education, must be explicit in providing a healthy
racial climate. Seeking a diverse student group alone will not replace the whitewashed
curriculum and pervasive systemic racism found in teacher education policies and
programs (Kohli, 2022; Souto-Manning & Emdin, 2020).

The How — Co-Teaching Residency Model for Teacher Education

One university-based teacher preparatory strategy that can be coupled witha GYO
approach, the teacher residency model, is gaining traction throughout teacher education
programs, many with positive results. They have been found to improve the quality of new
teachers (Azar, Casciano, et al., 2020; Azar et al., 2021; Educators for Excellence, 2018;
Rockman et al., 2018), increase retention (Barnes et al., 2007; Rosenberg & Miles, 2017,
National Center for Teacher Residencies [NCTR], 2017), and positively impact student
achievement (Azar, Casciano, et al., 2020; Azar et al., 2021; Lindsey & Hart, 2017; ).
Teacher residencies are also a proven approach to increasing diversity in teacher
pathways (Azar, Hines et al., 2020; Rowland et al., 2023).

In general, teacher residencies are characterized by partnerships between teacher
preparation institutes and LEAs, year-long student teaching internships, ongoing
feedback and coaching with an experienced mentor teacher, and rigorous coursework
aligned with the experiential aspects of the internship (National Education Association,
2024; NCTR, 2023). NCTR replaced standards in teacher residencies with levers:
“‘partnering and designing for equity; training site recruitment, selection, and support;
mentor recruitment, selection, and support; resident recruitment and selection; residency
leadership; residency year experience; financial sustainability; and graduate support”
(NCTR, 2023, para. 3—-10; updated from the 2021 iteration). These interconnected levers
are used as benchmarks in consultation for the successful implementation of both new
and existing residency programs.

Another key element of teacher residencies, critical to developing equity-focused
teacher practice in democratic education, is building communities of practice for
beginning teachers (Grossman et al., 2001). This develops open dialogue around equity
and social justice issues, establishes relational trust, and builds leadership capacity in the
teacher resident (Grossman et al.,, 2001; Ronfeldt et al., 2015; Tschida et al., 2024).
Within this community of practice, Tschida et al. (2024) note, “Although practicing
teachers serve as mentors to their student teachers, the duality of the relationship
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acknowledges that student teachers also contribute to the knowledge and growth of their
mentor teachers” (p. 11). This is particularly relevant in co-teaching models, which are
often utilized in teacher residencies to help novice teachers develop their pedagogical
skills or create classroom communities (Bacharach et al., 2010; Goodnough et al., 2009;
Roth & Tobin, 2005; Ruys et al., 2010; Tschida et al., 2024; Weinberg et al., 2019).

Within a teacher education paradigm that centers equity, includes the essential
elements of pedagogy, and prioritizes relationships and classroom community, the
structure of co-teaching has the potential to embrace all of the above (Tschida et al.,
2024). While co-teaching should automatically incorporate co-planning, Cayton & Grady
(2024) delve specifically into the benefits of co-planning as equity support during rural
internship experiences, identifying the benefits and concerns of six models of co-planning,
akin to the co-teaching strategies, along with a corresponding equity checklist for teacher
residents’ and mentor teachers’ use. Considerations for co-planning and co-teaching
responsibilities are important, in terms of a gradual release of responsibility model, as the
resident teacher should assume more of the day-to-day classroom duties over time
(Cayton & Grady, 2024; NCTR, 2023).

For What Purpose — Culturally Responsive Pedagogy and Educational Justice in
Rural Spaces

The needs of rural schools in the Black Belt go beyond merely filling positions with
gualified teacher candidates; newly minted educators should be prepared to enact
equitable change in rural communities. Author, activist, and educator bell hooks lamented
the post-Brown loss of Black educators in her own educational journey in rural
Appalachia, remarking that Black teachers understood her, taught her, loved her, unlike
any other teacher (1994). In racially segregated schools, with students and teachers who
were culturally relevant, responsive, and equity-minded, hooks described “education as
a practice of freedom” (p. 3); once she attended integrated schools, education was no
longer a “messianic zeal to transform our minds and beings” but “knowledge was
suddenly about information only. It had no relation to how one lived, behaved. It was no
longer connected to antiracist struggle” (p. 3). hooks's zest for learning was shut down,
as obedience, not enthusiasm, was the expectation; “too much eagerness to learn could
easily be seen as a threat to white authority” (p. 3). In much of her work, hooks issued a
clarion call for authentically engaged pedagogy, liberatory teaching, and building a
multicultural community grounded in democratic education (hooks, 1994, 2003); this is
the need for culturally responsive pedagogy and rural educational justice (REJ).

Culturally Responsive Pedagogy and Healthy Racial Climate
Culturally responsive pedagogy, a field often explored in urban spaces (Sirrakos
& Emdin, 2017), offers concepts, strategies, and goals that are just as relevant in rural
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educational spaces. Cultural responsivity is an emancipatory approach to pedagogy
based on students’ individuality (e.g., cultural strengths) and how the educator develops
relationships with the students, adjusting materials in a critically responsive manner
(Sleeter, 2011; based on a synthesis of definitions by Geneva Gay and Gloria Ladson-
Billings). Rigorous explorations of culturally responsive pedagogy tell us that: “Today’s
Black children need Black pedagogy, curricula, and educators who understand, care for,
believe in, and are willing to nurture them as the optimal possibility in reversing the current
crisis of Black education” (Wright, 2023, p. 2). At the very foundation, teacher residents
should value the genius that exists in the Black Belt by acknowledging and centering
cultural and historical literacy practices (Muhammed, 2020, 2023).

REJ practitioners must begin by developing racial literacy, such as through an
archaeology of self (Sealy-Ruiz, 2021). Educators need an understanding of the potential
and life-altering effect of their—as well as systematic and others’-biases and attitudes on
outcomes for Black learners (Picower, 2009; Sealey-Ruiz, 2011, 2021; Wright et al.,
2023). Sealey-Ruiz states that “racial literacy asks that teachers take action against
injustice in their school settings once they recognize it. Racial literacy requires familiarity
with unconscious bias, unintentional racism, microaggressions, and structural racism”
(2011, p.118). Purposefully engaging in reflecting on and promoting racial literacy is an
essential component of the behavioral dimension of a healthy racial climate in teacher
education programs (Kohli et al., 2022). In addition, a healthy racial climate involves the
historical dimension (by first acknowledging and then addressing the ongoing legacies of
racism in the teacher education programs and local districts and communities); the
operational and structural dimension (by understanding the teacher education program’s
commitment to racial justice—and adherence thereto—through the policies and structures,
e.g., recruitment and retention, curriculum, and internship placement); the compositional
dimension (in which there is a proportional representation, or critical mass, of same-race
minoritized teacher candidates as well as faculty, mentor teachers, university
supervisors); and the psychological dimension (through which the emotional toll of
existing in a predominantly white space, likely in both their coursework and internship
placements, is recognized through open and empathetic dialogue, and support services
are offered freely and without judgement; Kohli et al., 2022). Once educators dig deep
into this reflective archaeological site of self-understanding (Sealy-Ruiz, 2021) within a
healthy racial climate (Kohli et al., 2022), the work of REJ comes into play.

Rural Educational Justice (REJ)

Gorski (2013) commented on the word salad that can be made when talking about
diversity, inclusion, equity, and justice initiatives, committing to several actions to
differentiate and ground social justice work. “Put justice before peace: Racial justice,
rather than racial harmony or awareness, is the inverse of racial injustice. Social justice
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is the inverse of social injustice. So the results of my social justice work should be less
injustice” (Gorski, 2013, para. 12). Thus, REJ must come before harmony or peace and
is the inverse of rural educational injustice. It is the recognition of disrespect, domination,
oppression, and/or marginalization of groups (Corbett, 2017) that causes disharmony and
disrupts neighborly peace (Gorski, 2013). Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez from
New York declared, “Justice is about making sure that being polite is not the same thing
as being quiet. In fact, oftentimes, the most righteous thing you can do is shake the table”
(2019, 1:45).

Gorski’'s second point is crucial in justice work: it is action-oriented. Awareness and
recognition are important steps, but “not, in and of itself, social justice . . . These are the
sorts of activities that prepare us for social justice. But they also can be distractions from
social justice if they don’t point toward action for social change” (Gorski, 2013, para 13).
Teacher residents, mentors, and the community can become catalysts leading political
and cultural decisions for systemic and societal (e.g., working to change policy and
redistribution of resources): rural educational justice (Corbett, 2017; Gorski, 2013). While
the work can begin with culturally relevant practices, REJ also requires dismantling
inequities beginning in the teacher resident’s spheres of influence.

In Praxis: The edPIRATE Teacher Residency Program

Project edPIRATE is a K-8 Master of Arts in Teaching (MAT) residency program
with the goal of cultivating high-quality teachers to meet the needs of our Local Education
Agency (LEA) partners. The program includes a one-year teacher residency with a living
stipend ($41,000), graduate classes taught online (reducing the financial impact for
students), and extended support for teachers after graduation (induction model). This
rural educator pathway is based on research-based best practices for recruiting and
retaining educators of color (Rowland et al., 2023), remaining open to all in recruitment.

Context

North Carolina has the country's second-highest number of rural students:
568,161; roughly 40% of its overall percentage of public school students is spread
geographically across the state in 78 out of 100 N.C. rural counties (US Census Bureau,
2023). Additionally, North Carolina has a student population that is poorer and more
diverse than most other states (Showalter et al., 2023). East Carolina University (ECU),
located in Greenville, North Carolina, is one of 17 constituent institutions of the University
of North Carolina (UNC) system. With a mission of regional transformation, ECU is a
leading producer of teachers and administrators in the state’s rural eastern region,
averaging 700 program completers annually across all licensure areas.

ECU boasts nine undergraduate colleges, including the College of Education
(COE), a graduate school, and four professional schools. While the Rural Education
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Institute (REI) has many interdisciplinary projects, it is housed in the COE. Established
over 30 years ago with funding from the N.C. legislature to focus on the advancement of
education in rural eastern North Carolina, REI has been a major catalyst of improvement
in the region. Through edPIRATE, REI is maintaining its focus on collaborative
partnerships oriented toward teacher education while developing its research program at
a national level, collaborating with community stakeholders toward positive
transformation in families and schools through grant-funded projects. edPIRATE'’s
outcomes align with REI’'s mission and specific goals of improving educational outcomes
for schools, students, and communities through collaboration.

All four edPIRATE partner districts are in eastern North Carolina but west of the
more prosperous coastal counties. All are counties designated as Tier 1 — most
economically distressed by the N.C. Department of Commerce. Our needs assessment
found that child poverty (ages 5 to 17) in 2020 ranged from 23.5% to 36.4% in our LEAS
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2022; Table 1 provides data from our partner LEAs as submitted
in the grant application).

Table 1
Partner LEA Data
District Child RLIS/ Locale Proficient Proficient ELL Students
Poverty %?> SRSA3? Code* Math %° ELA %5 Count(%)’
ECPPS! 24.1% RLIS RF:41 9.9% 28.1% 216(4%)
GCS 27.9% RLIS RD:42 17.6% 30.1% 363(13.3%)
LCS 23.5% N/A RF:41 18.6% 27.3% 455(5.5%)
WCS 36.4% RLIS RF:41 26.3% 24.3% 43(4.1%)
STATE 17.0% N/A N/A 40.0% 46.0% 131,247(9.6%)

Note. IECCPS is Pasquotank County Schools in SAIPE database. ?SAIPE, US Census
Bureau, 2022. 3DOE, 2022. 4 NCES, 2022. SNCDPI, 2021, SNCDPI, 2021, “ NCDPI,
2022b.

Moreover, as documented in Table 2, our partner districts need (a) highly qualified
teachers who meet the requirements for full state licensure, (b) structures and support
that sustain a new teacher pathway, and (c) structures and support for educator retention.
Teacher turnover (i.e., attrition in North Carolina) ranged from 8.7% to 15.7% in LEAS in
2022 compared to an 8.2% state average; each of the districts reported more than 10%
of teachers with emergency, provisional or temporary licensure in 2022 (with one LEA at
28%) compared to 6.3% in North Carolina as a whole. All LEAs reported difficulty in
recruiting and retaining qualified teachers and principals. Moreover, all the LEAs report a
need to hire more teachers of color to represent the diversity of their student population
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better.
Table 2
Indications of Need for Professionally Trained Teachers in Partner LEAS
District Teacher Percentage of Teachers with Percentage of Initially
attrition rate!  Emergency, Provisional, or Licensed Teachers?®
Temporary Licensure?
ECPPS 12.3% 12% 21%
GCS 14.5% 15% 25%
LCS 8.70% 11% 9%
WCS 15.7% 28% 26%
STATE 8.20% 6.3%* 19%°

Note. ! LEA self-report, 2022. 2 LEA self-report, 2022. 3 LEA self-report, 2022. 4 NCDPI,
2022c. >NCDPI, 2022c.

Vision, Mission, and Vision of Effective Teaching

Centering all this work is our vision, mission, and vision of effective teaching (VET).
The vision of the edPIRATE program is rural school classrooms and rural teacher
education programs that are humanizing, asset-based, and equity-oriented. The mission
of edPIRATE is to equip educators for this vision and utilize the power of collaboration
between ECU educator preparation and community partners to reimagine and grow REJ.
Therefore, our VET in this REJ MAT includes the following: (a) Rural educators engage
themselves and their students in important questions of democracy and justice, (b) Rural
educators effectively utilize practices that engage, elevate, and expand the wealth of rural
communities resources and literacy tools to empower themselves and others (e.qg., rural
resourcefulness, rural ingenuity, rural familism, rural community and rural unity; Crumb et
al., 2023), (c) Rural educators effectively integrate students’ funds of knowledge and
disciplinary inquiry and literacy practices, and (d) Rural educators recognize school is a
hub and home of the community. While a vision of what effective teaching for REJ looks
like was imperative to understand what we were working toward, it was also necessary
to formulate the building blocks—the regular teaching practices designed for and
implemented within rural Black Belt schools—that would enable teacher residents to build
toward this vision. These became our Rural Educational Justice (REJ) practices, which
are explicated below.

Core REJ Practices
Elmore (2002) famously stated, "Only a change in practice produces a genuine
change in norms and values. Or, to put it more crudely, grab people by their practice and
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their hearts and minds will follow” (p. 3). At its core, this project focuses on the pre-service
preparation of teachers and future leaders who will strengthen and support rural
educational justice (REJ). Our curriculum framework, developed by the faculty involved
in the project, is driven by 11 REJ practices in their work. By intentionally spiraling them
throughout the courses, our goal is for teacher residents and, by proxy, their mentor co-
teachers to embody the REJ practices in their daily teaching. These practices are
intended to be innately place-conscious and context-dependent in application, which
differs from other practice-centered approaches. Table 3 presents each practice, a brief
description of the foundational commitment, and what it looks like in action.
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Table 3

Rural Educational Justice (REJ) Practices

Project edPIRATE

REJ Foundational Commitments How it Looks in Action
Practice
1 Active The exploration of justice-oriented Teacher residents must first explore their identities, histories and
Self- educational frameworks and experiences and engage in active self-reflection. This draws on the work
Reflection  philosophies (e.g., Freire, Gorski, of Dr. Yolanda Sealey Ruiz’'s archaeology of self, where she focuses on
on Justice- Love, Muhammad) that address the importance of deep self-excavation, exploring the beliefs, biases and
Oriented historically oppressive practices ideas that shape how we engage in this work (Sealey-Ruiz, 2021). This
Educational that have harmed marginalized self-reflection includes racial literacy development which teacher
Philosophy communities, must also seek to residents practice to interrupt racism, develop an awareness of history
+ provide  antiracist, anti-bias, that shapes the world today, reflect on their identities, understand the
Commitme justice-oriented, approaches to limits of their views, and be profoundly committed to their communities.
nts teaching and actively call Having engaged in self-excavation in the context of their community
participants to collective school, teacher residents are situated to recognize and nurture their
commitments and action. students' identities.
2 Asset- Asset-based relationships are The social and cultural capital that students bring into the classroom is
Based relationships built on honoring, valued and used as a foundation for learning. Teacher residents
Relationshi validating and celebrating the integrate this information into coursework, sharing examples and
ps with strengths of students, their engaging in collectivity with their peers in this learning process. Key to
Students, families, and our communities this work is for the teacher residents—and by proxy the mentors in the co-
Families, (Nieto, 2013, Minor, 2023). teaching model—to actively recognize and dismantle the existing deficit
and ideologies that might already exist in their practices and schools. Further,
Communitie teacher residents take the asset-based lessons created in the
S coursework into their residency experience to teach.
3 Humanizing and democratic Faculty model how to facilitate a democratic culture. Together, the
Humanizing classroom cultures and routines individuals are engaged in shared understandings of the norms and
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Democratic
Classroom
Culture and
Routines

are grounded in the value and
autonomy of individuals (Parker,
2022; Shalaby, 2017).

expectations required of them to share space, be vulnerable with one
another, engage in learning together and make decisions together.
Teacher residents practice the democratic culture as modeled by faculty.
Instead of focusing on rewards and punishments of behavior, community
norms are maintained by continual commitments to each other as
humans and relationships developed through a community of care.

4 Student-
Centered
Authentic
Assessmen
t that
Values
Collaboratio
n,

Creativity,
Curiosity,
Flexibility,
and
Complexity

Assessment is any way teachers
understand their students and
then use that information to make
decisions. It can be thought of in
three broad ways: assessment of
learning, assessment for learning,
and assessment as learning
(Harapnuik, 2020). The ideal
assessment for REJ is equitable
assessment that values student
voice (Milner, 2018).

Teacher residents are actively involved in the process of goal setting;
products are authentic and meaningful, and time in class is spent in
collaborative groups with activities that challenge individuals at
appropriate levels of depth and complexity. Teacher residents apply the
assessment principles taught in each methods course to their co-
teaching experiences, remaining flexible and responsive to student
needs, modeling this so that students can engage in similar flexibility and
responsibility with their peers. Teacher residents and students remain
open-minded and curious, asking and responding to questions that push
each other's creative and critical thinking in the content.

5 Planning
and
Enacting
Justice-
Oriented
Inquiry
Curriculum
in the

Social-justice inquiry practices
have students take an active role
in learning by asking questions
that challenge or disrupt inequity,
stereotypes, oppression,
discrimination, etc. Students take
ownership for their learning,
seeking out information,

Through inquiry-based practices, teacher residents will plan curriculum
that center questions important to students, their communities, and
justice. Their inquiries allow teacher residents to develop and improve
their disciplinary (History, Math, Science) inquiry and literacy practices
and engage with multimodal disciplinary resources. Inquiries might focus
on interdisciplinary questions about providing educational opportunities,
excellence, access, and advancement for historically marginalized and
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Content evaluating their sources, and underserved populations in rural communities. Once planned, teacher
Areas collecting data to answer these residents will use the curriculum in their practicum experience.

guestions in a way that promotes

agency and critical thinking

(Conrad & Gallagher, 2023;

Conrad et al.,, 2024; Borden,

2022).
6 Planning UDL meets the diverse Teacher residents will plan lessons using varying sources of
and educational needs of all students, engagement (affective networks), representation (recognition networks),
Enacting including those with and action/expression (strategic networks), providing all students with
Universal exceptionalities, in the rural the necessary resources to encourage their talents and strengths to
Design for classroom. Building with UDL, to emerge and develop agency for social change (Borden, 2022; CAST,
Learning begin all classroom activities with 2024). UDL framework will be integrated across disciplines and consider
and equitable access for all learners, exceptional children, multilingual learners, gifted and talented students,
creating is the ideal way to create spaces and any/all students without district-provided labels that may benefit from
Justice- that can be justice-oriented both in individual accommodations or modifications. By using UDL, teacher
Oriented process of learning and cultivating residents are continuously reflecting, designing and adapting classroom
Spaces spaces to meet justice-oriented environment, instruction and resources to meet justice-oriented goals.

civic goals (Westheimer & Kahne,

2004) that benefit rural

communities.
7 Arts integration is the purposeful Authentic arts integration is more than adding arts-based activities to
Integrating  inclusion of visual arts, music, curriculum and/or assessment. Integrating arts purposefully into the
Arts into the drama and movement (The Vision curriculum requires an entire approach to teaching that values self-
Curriculum  Board, 2024). By integrating the expression, inspiration, imagination and creativity. Teacher residents will

arts, educators can increase
achievement, teaching and

leave room for these affective, subjective, and highly personalized goals
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assessing content more equitably
(Long, 2022; The Vision Board,
2024).

and opportunities at the forefront of curricular goals, to be included in
learning opportunities and assessed along with disciplinary standards.

8
Intellectual
and
Humanizing
Engageme
nt, Pacing,
and
Questioning

The social constructivist theory of
teaching and learning is built on
the idea that knowledge is
constructed through discourse
(Vygotsky, 1978). How questions
are structured, of whom they are
asked, and how often they are
directed to different individuals
requires deep reflection and
practice—this reflection may point
out unconscious biases.

For teacher residents, this can look like a myriad of social interactions.
Discourse opportunities should provide students (both teacher residents
in class with faculty, and students who have teacher residents as
educators) avenues to share their initial thinking and changes in their
thinking in deep and meaningful ways. This should go beyond call and
response guess what’s in my head teacher questioning and include
higher order thinking questions and multiple forms of expression for
students to participate in knowledge making. Teacher residents should
always keep the humanity of students at the forefront in their mind as
students are social beings in a socially complex classroom environment,
and they should adapt the pacing and creation of their questioning to
reflect the needs of their students in the knowledge construction process.

9 Choosing
and
Utilizing
High
Quality
Resources
that
Support
Culturally
Responsive
Pedagogy

High quality resources that
support  culturally  responsive
pedagogy are resources that
serve to provide access to
information that is important to
students and helps them discover
and engage in the world around
them while learning content
knowledge in meaningful ways.
High quality resources show
multiple  perspectives, disrupt
deficit perspectives, challenge the

High quality resources not only provide content knowledge, but they also
show that teacher residents have an awareness of the students they
serve; along with content knowledge, these resources validate and affirm
the lives, experiences, and identities of students. The questions provided
below are provided to assist teacher residents in selecting high quality
resources that support culturally responsive teaching.
e Who is represented in the text/resource, and how are they
represented?
e Who is silenced or minimized in the text/resource and how?
e How can this text challenge incomplete or harmful dominant
narratives about different identities?
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status quo, help to amplify voices
that are often silenced and help
our students view the world
through mirrors and windows
(Bishop, 1990).

e Does the writer treat their subject with complexity and nuance and
avoid stereotypes?

¢ In what ways can this text help to develop a positive social identity
for my students?

e What does this text not do or include that | will have to supplement
with another text? What counternarratives will my students need
after this text? (Ebarvia, 2023)

10 Mindfulness is “the awareness In a mindful approach to teaching, teacher residents establish a
Integrating that emerges through paying classroom community with opportunities to ground teachers and
Mindfulness attention, on purpose, in the students alike in the present moment, to reflect on their activity with
and Social present moment, and non- purpose, and to treat themselves kindly in their full humanity.
Emotional  judgmentally to the unfolding of Mindfulness cannot be separated from social emotional learning
Learning experience moment by moment” opportunities and goals in which students and teachers take time to build
(Kabat-Zinn, 2003, p. 145). knowledge and practices about their emotions and social skills such as
Democratic classroom empathy, self-awareness and relationship building. Without taking time
environments incorporate to reflect and foster understanding around the process, students (and
mindfulness and awareness of the teacher residents) may not have the context to make mindfulness
whole child. meaningful.
11 Teacher All students, families, and Teacher residents do not improve any teacher leadership skills in a
Leadership community members must be vacuum. They must also be aware of the ecological systems
through invited and welcomed in the (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006) within which they are teaching and
Advocacy process of building equitable and within which their students are learning. A deep awareness of their place
for Rural supportive schools (IDRA, 2022). and space provides an apt understanding for teacher residents to utilize
Educational Teacher leadership skills have the best strategies and avenues to enact their own agency. While every
Justice for been defined generally by the field context may not provide the most conducive environment to implement
Children, to include cultivating a REJ practices, schools and communities rely on teacher residents to
Families, collaborative  culture, utilizing advocate on behalf of children and their communities to make the
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and research to enhance practice and changes that are necessary to pursue justice. Each skill demands
Communitie student learning, and boosting nuanced, context-specific application when used in pursuit of REJ.
S family and community

engagement, among  others

(National Education Association,

2020).
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Processes

The edPIRATE program has now graduated our first two residents. Our process
to get to this stage of our program development, including the development of our team
and grant-writing process, the creation of our framework including the REJ practices
explicated above and the bureaucratic processes necessary to pave the path for the
curricular changes and the administrative support needed to graduate our first cohort
could all be described with innumerable adjectives: from the positive, to the improbable,
to the frustrating, to the hopeful. While we cannot explain all the various components of
our process within this article, we think several key points of our process may be helpful
to other rural teacher resident programs trying to do similar work.

Support from the National Center for Teacher Residency (NCTR)

After being awarded the Teacher Quality Partnership (TQP) grant that would see
the edPIRATE teacher residency program into fruition, our team engaged with support
provided by the National Center for Teacher Residency (NCTR). We attended online
trainings as well as in-person workshops and even hosted members of the NCTR team
on our campus for individual team support. NCTR’s almost 20 years of evidence-based
practice in teacher residency informed much of our processes (see Azar, Casciano et al.,
2020; Azar et al., 2021; Azar, Hines et al., 2020; NCTR 2017, 2023).

Recruitment to Placement

We engaged in various activities to recruit potential teacher residents, support
them through the application process, get them on contract, and place them in the district
partner school where they would complete their residency. We relied heavily on districts
and local advertisements in the first year. We put flyers in local coffee shops and libraries
throughout the target counties, ensured that each school had a supply for their staff,
family, and friends, and spent a great deal of time going to in-town recruitment events in
the first year, such as science nights, with the hope of passing the word through the
community. We held online information sessions (providing an application fee waiver to
attendees) and ran a social media campaign on X (formerly Twitter), Facebook, and
Instagram. In our second year, we continued with these methods but also spent time
recruiting at our university as well, sending emails to graduating seniors in a variety of
departments, attending a graduate ‘bash’ that offered recruitment tables, and having an
edPIRATE representative dropping in to personally speak to a myriad of courses that had
graduating seniors in different departments, such as world languages, psychology, and
sociology. For the third year, we plan to purchase billboards served in the local areas and
media advertisements.

After their application to the program, qualified applicants were interviewed by
three members of the teacher residence team. Approved candidates were accepted into
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the program but still needed to meet the requirements for ECU graduate school
admission. After all new resident teachers were accepted, the Associate Director of
Teacher Residency (ADTR) provided a group online orientation, discussing logistical
information (e.g., graduate school requirements, upper division requirements, internship
applications), engaging in community building and relational trust activities, and giving an
introduction to the REJ practices, historically responsive literacy framework (Muhummad,
2020, 2023), and self-excavation through the archaeology of self (Sealey-Ruiz, 2020).

The contract is an important facet of edPIRATE; ideally, this is provided at
orientation. The contracts outline their commitment to four days a week at their residency,
requirements for licensure, and the obligation to serve as a teacher for three years in their
assigned district. Also stipulated is if residents do not meet the contract obligations, they
must repay the living allowance ($41,000) that they have received up to that point,
provided in three payments during the year (July, December, April). If teacher residents
do not serve all years of their three-year district commitment, their repayment obligation
is prorated.

Both last year (for year one) and for the current (year two) cohort, we invite new
teacher residents to choose their preferred partner LEAs and request grade levels for
residency placement. The ADTR works directly with district staff, mostly HR directors but
also administrators, to secure placements in high-need schools. Unlike typical
placements through the Office of Clinical Experiences at ECU, if teacher residents are
already employed by their LEA of choice and they request the same placement,
edPIRATE will work to find them a residency position in their existing school if possible,
assuming their MAT program for licensure is commensurate with this placement. This
honors our commitment to the values of rurality and place.

Coursework

Residency co-teaching placements (for previous and future cohorts) are for a full
year; teacher residents are in their schools for four days per week for 3/4 of the school
year. The co-teaching model offers frequent opportunities for modeling planning (using
any co-planning strategy) and teaching (using one teach-one observe or one teach-one
assist co-teaching strategies, as well as chances to engage in practicum teaching (using
station or alternative/differentiated co-teaching strategies). Teacher residents engage in
self-reflection as part of their coursework and receive structured feedback from their
mentor teachers, course faculty, and a university supervisor. In the second semester,
teacher residents remain at four days per week while completing the edTPA, which is
required for N.C. licensure. Later in the second semester, teacher residents begin to
gradually assume more teaching responsibilities from their co-teachers as they are
required to teach all subjects full-time for two weeks as part of their internship
requirements.
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Teacher residents have one day per week in which they do not go to their residency
site so that it can be fully allocated for their graduate studies (in addition to evenings and
weekends). The REJ practices discussed earlier are intentionally woven throughout the
30 credit hours of graduate courses (see Table 4). Teacher residents take courses over
four semesters: Summer, Fall, Spring, and Summer. Summer sessions are five weeks,
and in the fall and spring semesters, one course (internship) is a 15-week course while
their other courses are taken as 8-week sessions, consecutively. Between coursework
and the co-teaching opportunities in their placements, teacher residents can engage in
lower-stake, supportive aspects of teaching practice in the first semester before taking on
the reality of full-time classroom responsibilities in the second semester.

The MAT is organized into cohort design; teacher residents move through the
courses as a group, coached by the ADTR, a university supervisor, and supportive
teaching faculty. Courses have literacy-embedded (including the five essential
components of reading instruction as defined by legislation) and an equity focus, with a
throughline concentration on multilingual and exceptional children's education.
Coursework is aligned with the N.C. Standard Course of Study Courses as well as
iINTASC standards and accreditation standards. Table 4 provides the year 2 schedule for
the elementary MAT. The edPIRATE grant identifies ECU COE faculty as teaching
faculty; we also have additional ECU full-time and adjunct faculty who teach the courses.
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Elementary REJ MAT Courses

Project edPIRATE

Course Title &
REJ Practices

Course Description

Course Objectives

First Summer

Democratic
Education in the
Rural South (K-
12)

Examines historical and
contemporary policies
and practices of public
education within a rural

Critically reflect on and explore personal experiences, values, and
beliefs to examine the relationship between self, schools, and society
(especially as it relates to our local contexts of education).

Explain the ways traditional schooling has

impacted local

southern  context to demographics and created and sustained educational inequities.
REJ: 1,2, 10,11 develop place-based Analyze historical and contemporary patterns of controversies and
praxis. trends in education and the relationship to political and economic power in
rural eastern North Carolina.
Develop shared language of the characteristics of democratic
education and articulate a vision for REJ in eastern North Carolina.
Universal Applies the Universal Through the UDL framework, students will:
Design for Design for Learning (UDL) Utilize UDL to plan and teach inclusive instruction within a justice-
Learning to framework to meet the oriented space.
Support diverse educational Develop authentic integration of the arts, mindfulness, and social
Inclusive Rural needs of students, emotional learning into curriculum.
Classrooms (K- including those  with Apply REJ practices that engage, elevate, and expand the wealth of
12) exceptionalities, in the rural community resources to meet the needs of exceptional learners
rural classroom. through the UDL framework providing whole class and intensive

REJ: 4,6, 7, 10

Emphasis is on providing
flexible, holistic, and
inclusive learning
opportunities to remove

interventions.

Analyze the historical and current theories and trends in assessment
to determine an appropriate assessment model for an equitable and racially
just classroom environment within the rural educational system.
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barriers, using authentic
assessment, and
teaching effectively in
REJ to develop strategic,

Develop student-centered authentic assessments that value
collaboration, creativity, curiosity, flexibility, and complexity for racially
literate and equitable classroom learning and assessment.

Apply self-excavation and learning theories to schooling

resourceful, and experiences.
motivated learners.
Fall
Introduction to Foundational literacy Apply the concepts of literacy and developmental stages of reading
K-5 Literacy course that teaches and or writing.
Instruction  for methods for literacy Implement multiple ways to teach reading in elementary grades
Rural instruction in grades K-6 through a justice oriented, inquiry lens.
Educational with a focus on culturally Implement various authentic, student-centered literacy assessments
Justice responsive instruction, to inform instruction through collaboration, creativity, curiosity, and
REJ, and meeting the flexibility.

REJ: 4,5,7,8,9

diverse needs of students.

Analyze various reading strategies in literacy instruction.

Evaluate appropriate methods and materials used in the teaching of
reading in the elementary grades.

Utilize high quality and diverse resources that support culturally
responsive and academic language as well as racial literacy.

Design inclusive reading instruction to meet the individual needs of
elementary-aged students, including advanced readers and readers who
may not yet be meeting grade-level expectations

Responsive
Community-
Based Rural
Classrooms (K-
12)

Supports teacher
candidates’ development
of asset-based
dispositions toward
students and

Use self-excavation theory as a tool:

Reflect on one’s identity and self as teacher within the rural space.

Reflect critically on and analyze personal experiences, values, and
beliefs to examine the relationship between self, schools, and society and
to clarify one’s aspirations as a teacher.
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communities. Application

Apply humanizing pedagogy and democratic classroom culture and

REJ: 2, 3, 10 through strategies to routines through relationships where everyone is valued and has
integrate community in autonomy.
the classroom and Analyze the community and cultural assets of a student and
classroom in the community population constructively using asset mapping.
community, emphasizing Build asset-based relationships with students, families, and
curriculum of care. communities.
Introduces and provides Integrate mindfulness and social emotional learning.
application of core Design classrooms that support meaningful learning for all students
practices for multilingual with particular emphasis on scaffolding and support for multilingual
learners through learners.
humanizing pedagogy.
Rural Supervised teaching Identify asset-based relationships with students, families, and
Educational internship in appropriate  communities.
Justice subject and level Develop humanizing democratic classroom culture and routines
Internship | classroom. Emphasis on through relationships where everyone is valued and has autonomy.
asset-based relationships Apply mindfulness and social emotional learning.
REJ: 2, 3, 4, 4, with students, families, Select high-quality and diverse resources that support culturally
6,7, 10 and communities. responsive and academic language and racial literacy.
Enact student centered justice-oriented inquiry curriculum in the
content areas.
Spring
K-6 Science Implement research- Reflect on themselves as science learners and consider how race,
Instruction  for based practices to teach ethnicity, rurality and other factors and experiences have influenced their
Rural science in elementary science identity.
Educational grades through a justice- Align instruction with state and national science standards.
Justice oriented, inquiry, and

Theory & Practice in Rural Education, (14)1 | 45



Novak & Gallagher

Project edPIRATE

REJ: 4,5,7,8,9

place-conscious
approach.

Engage in science and engineering practices to promote wonder and
to develop understandings of the natural and constructed world.

Implement research-based practices to teach science in elementary
grades through a justice oriented, inquiry lens with a place-conscious
approach to teaching and learning.

Employ a place-conscious approach to science instruction focused
on students’ and rural communities' assets to meet the individual needs of
elementary-aged diverse learners.

Engage in inquiry-based science lessons that promote humanizing
democratic classroom culture and routines.

Implement authentic, student-centered science assessments that
inform instruction and value collaboration, creativity, curiosity, and
flexibility.

Collaborate with peers in the planning and evaluation of science
lessons to develop communication and teacher leadership skills.

Utilize high quality and diverse resources that support culturally
responsive academic language as well as racial and scientific literacy.

K-6
Mathematics
Instruction
Rural
Educational
Justice

for

REJ: 4,5,7,8,9

Implement research-
based practices to teach
mathematics in
elementary grades
through a justice-oriented,
inquiry and place-
conscious approach.

Analyze key mathematics concepts in grades K-6 mathematics with
a particular focus on whole number operations, properties of numbers, and
rational number concepts.

Explain how the Standards for Mathematical Practice can provide
more equitable ways for students to engage in mathematical learning and
to develop their self-identity as learners and doers of mathematics.

Apply the Effective Mathematics Teaching Practices to plan and
implement lessons that are student-centered and provide opportunities to
engage in justice-oriented inquiry.
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Analyze mathematical tasks for level of cognitive demand and for
the ways they can support justice-oriented inquiry and culturally responsive
language.

Apply the five recognized practices for facilitating rich, equitable
mathematical discourse.

Assess available teaching resources for their mathematical and
pedagogical accuracy as well as for the ways that they support culturally
responsive teaching practices, academic language, and racial literacy.

Develop strategies for creating formative and summative, student-
centered, authentic mathematical assessments that value collaboration,
creativity, curiosity, flexibility, and complexity.

Rural Advanced supervised Develop student-centered authentic assessment that value
Educational teaching internship in collaboration, creativity, curiosity, flexibility, and complexity in racial literate
Justice appropriate subject and and equitable classroom learning and assessment.
Internship Il level classroom. Enact student centered justice-oriented inquiry curriculum in the
Emphasis on asset-based content areas.
REJ:5,7,8,9 relationships with Implement Universal Design for Learning and justice-oriented
students, families, and spaces.
communities. Utilize intellectual and humanizing engagement, pacing, and
questioning.
Final Summer
K-6 Social Provides pre-service Reflect on their identity in relation to the social sciences and
Studies & teachers the opportunity democratic education - considering how race, ethnicity, rurality and other
Literacy to learn how to factors and experiences have and will influence their work as a social
Integration  for meaningfully, effectively, studies teacher.
Rural and efficiently integrate Critically analyze standards, curriculum, and teaching resources to

social studies and literacy

reflect a REJ vision.
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Apply social science disciplinary literacy in rural educational spaces.

Design place-based curriculum that integrates literacy and social
studies standards and is focused on students’ and rural communities’
assets.

Implement research-based strategies to teach social studies in
elementary grades through a justice-oriented inquiry lens with a place-
conscious approach to teaching and learning.

Plan inquiry-based instructional practices, routines, and talk moves
that promote humanizing democratic classroom culture and routines.

Implement authentic, student-centered social studies assessments
that inform instruction and value collaboration, creativity, curiosity,
flexibility.

Utilize high quality and diverse resources that support culturally
responsive academic language as well as racial and civic literacy.

Educational through a justice-oriented,
Justice inquiry, and place-
conscious approach
REJ: 4,5,7,8,9 specific to rural learning
spaces.
Community Summer enrichment
Based program at school sites.
Practicum Emphasis on asset-based
relationships with
REJ: 2, 3, 10,11 students, families, and
communities.

Implement teacher leadership strategies that advocate for children,
families, and communities through a REJ lens.

Develop asset-based relationships with students, families, and
communities.

Design humanizing democratic classroom/camp environments
where everyone is valued and has autonomy.

Integrate music, art, drama, creative writing, and dance into camp
activities.

Apply mindfulness and social emotional learning strategies to
inclusive daily practices.

Engage in place-based community teaching and learning.

REJ Practices (see Table 1 for descriptions)
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1 Active Self-Reflection on Justice-Oriented Educational Philosophy + Commitments; 2 Asset-Based Relationships with
Students, Families, and Communities; 3 Humanizing Democratic Classroom Culture and Routines; 4 Student-Centered
Authentic Assessment that Values Collaboration, Creativity, Curiosity, Flexibility, and Complexity; 5 Planning and Enacting
Justice-Oriented Inquiry Curriculum in the Content Areas; 6 Planning and Enacting Universal Design for Learning and
Creating Justice-Oriented Spaces; 7 Integrating Arts into the Curriculum; 8 Intellectual and Humanizing Engagement,
Pacing, and Questioning; 9 Choosing and Utilizing High Quality Resources that Support Culturally Responsive Pedagogy;
10 Integrating Mindfulness and Social Emotional Learning; 11 Teacher Leadership through Advocacy for Rural Educational
Justice for Children, Families, and Communities
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Learning Exchanges

Each summer, our first year and second year teacher residents as well as grant
members, district partners, and community guests, engage in a summer community
learning exchange (Guajardo et al., 2015). We carry the energy of the learning exchange
forward throughout the year for our teacher residents. As teacher residents have one day
per week that they are not in their residency placements, one of these days per month is
reserved for monthly Learning Exchanges (LE). These monthly meetings are ongoing
extensions of the celebratory start of the program held in the summer.

The initial LE is a multi-day event that introduces the tenets of the program, builds
community, and establishes a groundwork of rural educational justice (REJ). While the
teacher residents are the focus, mentor teachers, and administrators from the partner
districts are also included in this community engagement event. Part celebration, part
orientation, part institute, the initial LE is information-laden, community-oriented, and
equity-embedded. It sets the tone for the mission and vision of the upcoming year.

Subsequent monthly LEs are generally in person, but they may be moved online
based on weather or schedules. These half-day sessions are led by the ADTR and grant
Pl. Teaching faculty may attend, and various consultants might be invited, depending on
the agenda or needs of the teacher residents. For example, one month might have a
focus on the edTPA, required for licensure in NC, as grant funds are utilized to secure an
edTPA consultant from November—February for the teacher residents (high touchpoint
months). In the first year of the grant, the science course instructor met with teacher
residents on Wednesdays to model science experimentation and use of lab materials (a
challenge in an online environment). These LEs were further opportunities to engage in
relationship building and community trust and ensure a healthy racial climate in the
teacher education program.

Discussion

In every educational endeavor, there are opportunities that further cultivate the
project's goals, tensions that restrict, change, or circumvent progress, and barriers that
may prevent actors from meeting certain goals. Reflecting on these moments and
learning from them is an essential component of the evaluation process. Moreover, when
working in equity and justice spheres, keeping an open dialogue about fears and hopes,
just and unjust, serves to ground us. In her 2003 book Building Community, bell hooks
wrote, “Dominator culture has tried to keep us all afraid, to make us choose safety instead
of risk, sameness instead of diversity” (p. 196). But it is in silence that we lose; hooks
continued, “Moving through that fear, finding out what connects us, reveling in our
differences; this is the process that brings us closer, that gives us a world of shared
values, of meaningful community” (hooks, 2003, p. 196). In this discussion section, we
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present an analysis of learnings in the first two years of the edPIRATE grant, positioned
first as opportunities and then as tensions and barriers.

Opportunities

In evaluating the translation of theory to practice, we identified several aspects in
which the program was operationalized efficiently, the teacher residents excelled, or the
grant team members exhibited strengths or expanded their knowledge base. In the
context of this analysis, these aspects are identified as opportunities because they are
areas that cultivated expansion and growth toward our robust justice-oriented goals. The
following section will discuss opportunities in curriculum, recruitment and retention, and
collaboration and collectivity.

Curriculum

During the curriculum dreaming phase (year one, before teacher residents arrived
and the course creation and teaching journey began), core grant leaders and teaching
faculty met frequently across the year for several hours at a time. While the core grant
leaders established a curriculum dreaming framework, the teaching faculty on the grant
brought rural and content expertise (Muhammad, 2020, 2023; Sealy-Ruiz, 2021; Wright,
2023) and were invited to contribute to vertical planning around how and why core REJ
practices were embedded in each course. Faculty worked collectively to create objectives
in alignment with the REJ practices; university, state, and national accreditation
standards; and research-based best practices in multilingual and exceptional children
education as the program was designed to embed these concepts in each course (CAST,
2024; Conrad & Gallagher, 2023; Nieto, 2013; Milner, 2018; Minor, 2023; Parker, 2022;
Sealey-Ruiz, 2021; Shalaby, 2017). This process was iterative, requiring open dialogue,
reflection, stepping away—and putting ego away—and then coming back together for more
discussion (hooks, 2003).

Another growth opportunity was a partnership with the Educational Leadership
program. Faculty in the department created educational leadership micro-credentialing
(ELD-MC) to support mentor teachers and school leaders in partner districts, offered for
free as part of the grant. The ELD-MCs included Evidence-Based Observations for
Equitable Academic Discourse and Authentic Community Engagement in two courses,
Part I: Foundations and Part 2: Application. The success of the micro-credentials (Militello
etal., 2021; Tredway et al., 2021) led to branching out beyond the COE to other members
of the grant advisory board in the College of Arts and Sciences. By year two, the
Psychology faculty collaborated with the Educational Leadership faculty, creating two
additional ELD-MCs: Trauma-Informed Strategies in Schools and Alternate Interaction
Strategies to De-Escalate Challenging Behaviors. These short but effective training
modules increased district buy-in and appreciation for the partnership with REI.

Theory & Practice in Rural Education, (14)1 | 51



Novak & Gallagher Project edPIRATE

Recruitment and Retention

Recruitment was both a challenge and an opportunity; we will share some growth
points in our recruitment efforts in this section and discuss tensions and barriers in the
next section. As we shared in the process section above, since we spent considerable
time on the ground in the districts for recruitment, this process strengthened our working
relationships with the districts beyond the central office level (NCTR, 2023). We got to
know the leadership and faculty of the schools on a more personal level, and our team
spent countless hours in the communities (Crumb et al., 2023). We also grew as a team
and attended these events together, whether online information sessions or staffing a
booth in a middle school gymnasium; we heard how our peers presented the program,
picked up tips, and often learned something new about the program and each other
(Boggs, 1998).

Collaboration and Collectivity

While it is a theme seen in both curriculum and recruitment/retention, the
opportunity for collaboration and collectivity is also a category of its own. The learning
and growth the grant team experienced through collaboration and collectivity cannot be
understated (Boggs, 1998). In addition to quarterly meetings as a full grant advisory team,
the core grant team met regularly (sometimes several times a week, sometimes bi-weekly
or monthly — depending on issues that had arisen), and teaching faculty met regularly, as
described in the curriculum section, as did the Educational Leadership team. The
meetings often involved team building and working together not just on grant work but on
advancing our knowledge in racial equity, teacher residencies, the communities where
we were doing our work, and more (Crumb et al., 2023; hooks, 2003; Picower, 2009).

We took retreats and immersed ourselves in work and one another, always staying
in rural spaces to better understand our place and context (hooks, 1994, 2003; Oyen &
Schweinle, 2020; Valenzuela, 2017). Members of the grant faculty read, shared, and
discussed rural, racial literacy, and social justice books and articles, attended
conferences together—as presenters and/or attendees—and brought understandings and
implications back to the team. We regularly reserved time and space for dreaming,
particularly in the new curriculum we were building for teacher residents (Boggs, 1998;
Crumb et al., 2023; Love, 2019; NCTR, 2023).

Tensions & Barriers

A positive effect of democratic education is “a commitment to ‘radical openness,’
the will to explore different perspectives and change one’s mind as new information is
presented” (hooks, 2003, p. 48). It is in this spirit of democratic education and radical
openness that we explore the tensions and barriers that we experienced in the first two
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years of the edPIRATE program organized in three categories: political climate,
recruitment and retention, and curriculum.

Political Climate

In North Carolina, the current political climate around anti-Diversity, Equity, and
Inclusion (DEI) legislation created barriers and tension through legislation such as the
Parents’ Bill of Rights (colloquially known as ‘Don’t Say Gay’ Bill, S.B. 49, 2023),
Nondiscrimination and Dignity in State Work Act (shortened to the Compelled Speech
Act, S.B. 364, 2023) and the proposed Equality in Education Act (referred to as the Anti-
CRT BiIll, H.B. 187, 2023). Governor Roy Cooper and the white, conservative majority
N.C vetoed both S.B. 49 and 364. Congress voted to override the veto; H.B. 187 passed
the House and has been stalled in its second reading in the Senate since March 2023.

One example of how this political climate created tension was when we
experienced misinformation from local school districts about the contents of the Parents’
Bill of Rights. Teachers indicated that due to this legislation, they were required by district
policy to send home permission slips prior to read-alouds of any diverse texts; the
legislation does not comment on racial or ethnic diversity or family structure, merely that
“‘Instruction on gender identity, sexual activity, or sexuality shall not be included in the
curriculum provided in grades kindergarten through fourth grade” (S.B. 49, 2023, p. 8).
This reinforced the overwhelming whiteness of education (Picower, 2009).

Another legislative hurdle was the outcome of the Students for Fair Admissions,
Inc. v. University of North Carolina, which held that the admissions programs at the
University of North Carolina violated the 14" Amendment, Equal Protection Clause. As a
result, ECU’s Office of Research, Economic Development, and Engagement (REDE)
shared new policies that could negatively impact our recruitment goals to increase racial
diversity amongst rural teachers through this teacher residency pathway (Rowland et al.,
2023). As our grant aimed to diversify the workforce, but recruitment remained open to
all, edPIRATE was within the letter of the new law. However, any recruitment efforts going
forward to protected class organizations would be under scrutiny.

While the polarized reaction to anti-DEI legislation (Zerquera, 2023) did not overtly
influence those of us individually teaching in the edPIRATE program, as a team, it did
create stress points as we worked to fulfill our mission and vision in this new context. We
were apprehensive of how much the REJ practices might create tension and/or barriers
for our teacher residents, mentor teachers, and administrators who were strongly invested
in the homegrown pathway program (NCTR, 2023). Moreover, we questioned if new
policies based on legislation might disrupt the recruitment of future cohorts, and impact
the forward movement of our induction process, set to begin this year with our first round
of graduates finishing their final courses as we write this manuscript.
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Recruitment and Retention

We faced challenges in our first year with recruiting and retaining students. Our
first living allowance was set at $25,000. However, through careful budget adjustments,
the grant Pl raised the living allowance to $41,000, which substantially offset the cost of
living for teacher residents to pursue this full-time residency model degree. In our first
year, we did not extend our recruitment efforts as far (or as close to home), nor did we
have as broad of a staff. These factors impacted recruitment (Bland & Smith, 2023). We
also had several students who were not able to continue with the program as it progressed
for financial and/or family reasons or goodness-of-fit (e.g., online learning, justice focus).

As described in the Opportunities section, we expanded our recruitment methods
substantially in the second year. This has more than doubled our starting enrollment for
the second cohort, who will begin engaging in the REJ curriculum starting in summer
2024, while the first cohort finishes and begins their first full year teaching and receiving
edPIRATE induction support.

Curriculum

The REJ curriculum was an additional hurdle. A hallmark of university education is
academic freedom. However, we are still bound by the constraints of the university
catalog and the curriculum set forth in it. Curriculum dreaming takes time and effort, which
was exerted during the first year of the grant. The university curriculum and catalog
change process takes time and effort, and will not be complete until the close of the
second year for the elementary courses. During this curriculum writing process, we
integrated REJ and asset-based rurality (Crumb et al., 2023) into an existing framework
of co-teaching (Tschida et al., 2023); Figure 1 demonstrates how these concepts work
together. As we taught the first cohort, we simultaneously worked through this process
while still teaching the old courses—using the tenets of academic freedom to adjust the
content and materials to the rural and democratic foundational needs (e.g., Crumb et al.,
2023; Ebarvia, 2023; hooks, 2003; Moll et al., 1992) of REJ, but with the challenge of
being in a liminal space.

Figure 1
REJ Co-Teaching Model
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While this barrier has been removed for the elementary curriculum, in this
upcoming year of the grant (2024-2025), we will make the same catalog adjustments to
the secondary (middle grades) curriculum. As edPIRATE faculty, we will practice the
balancing act more. The second cohort will experience the first year of the full edPIRATE
elementary curriculum, with aligned objectives representing the catalog description; the
program that will live on, ensuring sustainability even after the grant TQP grant ends
(NCTR, 2023).

Next Steps — Induction and Synergy with School Leadership

As we reflect on the discussion of opportunities, tensions, and barriers, part of
these cogitations are the next steps in this grant work. While typically, articles project
future directions, this section discusses the near future. It is less ideology of what could
be done as we describe plans that were part of the original grant submission that are still
in the process of development.

The grant was written in collaboration with our Educational Leadership Department
with the idea that the edPIRATE programs would create synergistic movement toward
REJ throughout and between spaces of teacher education, leadership preparation, district
administration, and district teachers. While the Educational Leadership team has been
successful in producing, launching, and facilitating micro-credentials and is continuously
forging relationships with district administration, we are not yet sure if we have capitalized
on the potential synergy our teacher education/educational leadership partnership could
cultivate. The summer LE is one process where we have started this work.
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Additionally, we do not think we have formulated regular enough processes with
the mentor teachers to engage them and cultivate energy around the potential of the REJ
practices. By the time of the publication of this article, we will have hosted a Beginning
Teacher Summit for all Beginning Teachers in partner LEAS, along with Mentor Teachers
and teacher residents, focused on bringing the REJ practices to full capacity in
classrooms. We also have brainstormed ideas for a micro-credential specifically created
for Mentor Teachers on coaching teaching residents, with the REJ practices embedded.

Lastly, an additional benchmark of our program's success—our graduates’
induction from beginning teacher to professional licensure at the conclusion of their
commitment to the district— is a process that we need to fully flesh out. North Carolina
has new teacher support and induction process. We intend to create a support system
that coincides with the district process to meet state requirements while also focusing our
graduates’ attention on further cultivating REJ practices in their classroom. This will
require continued mentoring and professional learning that includes the edPIRATE
Educational Leadership arm, district/school leaders, and potentially the
creation/facilitation of additional micro-credentials.

Conclusion

If we were to tease out a theme from the tensions and barriers presented above,
it would be vision and mission versus pragmatism: that is, what we wanted to accomplish
— what we freedom-dreamed (Love, 2019) as the grant was written and in year one — vs.
the realistic political reality that we found ourselves working within. We deeply felt bell
hooks’s words, “Working as an academic within institutional structures designed to
contain ideas, to repress imaginations and indoctrinate the mind, | have consistently felt
extremely frustrated. More often than not, the demands of academics were at odds with
intellectual life” (2003, p. 186). Yet hooks continued, and in this praxis piece, we share
our practices and pitfalls as an act of reflective processing, looking back and moving
forward. Education as the practice of freedom, teaching to transgress, is how minds and
hearts open; it is in the dialogue that change happens (hooks, 2003).

Have we advanced the goal of REJ in our small segment of the rural Black Belt?
Have we increased the racial literacy and cultural and historical literacy practices of our
teacher residents entering rural classrooms? Have we, ourselves as teacher educators,
cultivated more depth and expansion in our purpose to collaborate with, serve, and
transform rural educational spaces in the Black Belt? Of these three questions, only the
third and final one can be answered thus far in the undoubted affirmative. In a small
amount of irony, our edPIRATE story so far reminds us of a simple but powerful quote
from an activist who spent most of her life/work in urban spaces. Grace Lee Boggs wrote,
“In order to change/transform the world, they must change/transform themselves” (1998,
p. 153), not as an excuse to focus ourselves completely inward but to help us understand
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that revolution and change must take place both within ourselves and in our institutions.
To us, this also means that the changes we seek to happen in rural classrooms must be
observable in our own relationships and practice. At this stage in our journey, we can only
be sure that we have begun one side of Boggs’s call.

Our collective dreaming, our bureaucratic diligence, and our pervasive
collaboration have undoubtedly transformed ourselves, individually and collectively, and
our institution through the tangible changes we have made to a teacher education
program. Moreover, to further connect to Boggs’s work, which activated change both for
and through community, we know that we have cultivated tremendous community
amongst our edPIRATE team. Time, future empirical research, and further district
collaboration might serve to let us know the broader impacts of the edPIRATE program
beyond this. We hope to follow up with these impacts in future contributions to rural
education literature.
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