
Teacher of Year focuses on racial equity in education 
 

 
 
Princess Jones, 2018 Delaware Teacher of the Year Virginia Forcucci, and Monchelle Waters (l-r) 
discuss race following a screening of the Black Panther movie. (Photo courtesy of Phillip Moore 
Photos and the Cape Gazette).  

 

Editor's Note: This guest post is from Jinni Forcucci, a Sussex Technical High 

School English language arts teacher and State Teacher of the Year. 

 

As Delaware’s 2018 Teacher of the Year, I have an opportunity to advocate for 

students and educators in ways I could have never dreamed. Discussing 

educational initiatives and issues with leaders in our state and across the nation 

is quite the honor, especially when people are not only listening, but offering 

assistance. Honestly, since receiving this remarkable opportunity several months 

ago, not one person with whom I’ve collaborated has said no to any of my 

requests. Seriously, not one.  

 

So, when deciding which educational issue most required my attention, I chose 

to focus on a matter that has inspired my advocacy since beginning my career 21 

years ago. Racial Equity. 



 

A curriculum that promotes diversity and courageous conversation has always 

been the beating heart of my classroom. Teaching composition, literature and 

creative writing to motivated and empathetic high schoolers allows me to hear 

the stories of learners who’ve struggled to find equality, who demand equity, who 

search for educators who will elevate and challenge, rather than limit and 

stereotype.  

 

Even though my intentions have been sincere, not all students have equally 

benefitted. What I realized many years ago is that I was, and I continue to limit 

students simply because of my physical appearance. As a white, 46 year-old 

educator, I have learned that student comfort is directly related to my race, to the 

implicit biases that exist in classrooms in our nation. This uncomfortable 

realization was sparked by one of my African American seniors in a creative 

writing class I teach. 

 

Navigating students through a discussion regarding racial profiling, my creative 

writers and I were listening to one of my learners who had just shared his 

negative experiences with law enforcement in a first-person narrative. Students 

were weighing in, sharing perspectives, engaging in a way that made me proud. 

And then Ashley’s hand went up.  

 

She noted that she appreciated what I was trying to do, that she knew it was 

important to have discussions that unveiled the hidden and not so hidden racism 

in our communities and in our schools. She also told me something else. She 

said, “You know, Mrs. Forcucci, I love you, but I’ll never trust you the way I trust a 

brown person.”  At first I was hurt, deeply hurt. Then, I considered that statement 

from Ashley’s perspective instead of my own. What must this 17 year-old have 

experienced to distrust white people? How must it feel to sit in classrooms for all 

those years wondering if the person leading her had her best interests at heart? 



So, here’s the question I had to ask myself, right? How do teachers who look like 

me motivate students who do not? 

 

I needed to understand, I needed to learn how my whiteness impacted the 

learning of my students of color. Let me pause for a moment here to emphasize 

the complexity of race issues in our schools. It would be irresponsible to suggest 

that I have absolute solutions. What I have are experiences that have helped me 

recognize my growth and my need for more. While my search for understanding 

began almost two decades ago, I know that I’m still looking for clarity, I’m still 

growing, I’m still hoping to better serve my students.  

 

After attending off-campus workshops that demanded vulnerability and inspired 

introspection, after co-organizing a diversity training at Sussex Tech, I realized 

that others in our profession were also working toward awareness and equity. I 

also learned that many were not. At one point, I was told, after a student hung a 

whites only sign over a water fountain that we didn’t have a race issue at our 

school. I was told, after inviting a Naval Academy graduate whose work in 

advocating for diversity was unparalleled, but who also happened to be gay and 

Latino, that I was promoting a perverse agenda.  

 

There was a disconnect. There still is. Just because schools are comfortable for 

you or for me, or for a number of children, doesn’t mean they’re comfortable for 

everyone. Multiple perspectives must be considered. And one perspective is not 

more right that the other just because it’s more widely represented by the 

masses. 

 

Two weeks ago, I teamed up with Pathways to Success, a program that works to 

consistently, authentically, and respectfully empower students. We took about 

200 learners, from three Sussex County districts, to see Black Panther and then 

gathered for lunch and conversation. The focus of our discussion was equity. We 

asked the kids what they needed to find peace, comfort, success. After a few 

http://www.capegazette.com/article/pathways-success-engages-students/153763


uncomfortable moments, when I wasn’t sure whether the students were going to 

take the dialogue seriously, they started to open up. Their answers varied. They 

discussed familial disconnect, teacher apathy, absent representation in 

leadership, internal struggles. But, the overwhelming constant in their collective 

responses was the need to be heard, to be validated, to be included. They need 

to know that we’re listening. 

 

But listening is not enough. We also need to act. These students, who were 

vulnerable and honest, deserve a response from the adults who shape our 

schools.  

 

I’m currently organizing the next step in our movement toward equity.  

Collaborating with the Pathways to Success coordinators at Seaford, Cape 

Henlopen and Sussex Tech, we’re encouraging students to write narratives that 

exemplify and address their needs. Students will also compile a list of questions 

they have for teacher leaders, administrators and policymakers that center on 

equity issues. After verbally sharing their narratives, our writers will have an 

opportunity to hear from the adults who are responsible for providing equitable 

education for ALL learners. 

 

Ideally, all participants will walk away from the day’s discussions with a better 

understanding of each other. An understanding that will lead to awareness, 

empathy, co-existence, change.  

 

I’ve learned this year that if leadership doesn’t make me uncomfortable, then I’m 

doing something wrong. It’s time that teachers who look like me experience this 

discomfort too, the discomfort necessary for personal growth, so that our 

students, ALL of our students can find comfort in the growth we will then be 

prepared to encourage.  

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZZsxbKiXsCE

