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AFFIRMING THE DIGNITY AND
HUMANITY OF ALL PEOPLE
Antiracist educators put people, particularly students, at the center of instruction. The curriculum
champions the diverse and complex human experience. Antiracist schools recognize the value and
possibility in all students and ensure that no one feels unsafe, invisible, or unheard.

WHAT IS IT?
A classroom in which the
dignity and humanity of
all people are affirmed
is one where caring
relationships abound
and where all students,
regardless of their
background, feel valued,
included, and respected.
Students who feel that
their individual identity
and academic abilities
are affirmed experience
a sense of belonging
at school. Schools are
affirming places when
teachers genuinely
care about students,
recognize their potential,
and provide them
with positive support.
Classrooms are affirming
when the curriculum
reflects the larger human
experience and when
school policies welcome
all learners.

WHY IS IT IMPORTANT FOR STUDENTS
TO FEEL AFFIRMED?
Students who feel affirmed at school are more likely to feel that they
1
2
belong. While all human beings have an innate need to belong, this
sense of belonging is especially important for students. The more that
learners feel they belong in their school communities, the more likely
they are to experience positive psychological outcomes including life
3
4
5
satisfaction, positive affect, happiness, resilience, confidence, and
6
future aspirations.
School belonging is also tied to beneficial social outcomes, as students
who feel that they belong are less likely to experience rejection or
7
display misconduct. Finally, students’ sense of belonging at school is
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strongly related to improved academic outcomes
8
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10
including motivation, performance, persistence,
11
and retention. This sense of belonging is important
for all students and is especially critical for Black and
12
Brown students.
Without affirmation and a sense of belonging,
students are more likely to experience many
adverse outcomes. Students who report a low
sense of belonging are at an elevated risk for a host
of psychological and emotional issues including
13
14
increased risks of suicidal thoughts, depression,
15
16
anxiety, and emotional exhaustion. Lower levels of
school belonging are also associated with dropping

out of school, disciplinary trouble, lower academic
19
achievement, and reduced interest in school. A lower
sense of school belonging is also related to increased
levels of the stress hormone cortisol, causing a host of
poor physiological outcomes including slower wound
20
21
healing and elevated risk of cardiovascular disease.
17

18

When educators affirm learners, the benefits
extend far beyond improved sense of belonging.
22
For example, validation acts as a buffer against the
23
harmful effects of discrimination. This shows how
important affirming experiences are for all students,
particularly those from historically marginalized
communities. A study of 20,460 college students
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found that those who received validation from
faculty and staff experienced an increased sense of
24
belonging and fewer instances of discrimination.
Affirming all students is critical to their social,
psychological, and physiological well-being as well
as to their academic success.

HOW CAN WE ENSURE
THAT SCHOOLS ARE AFFIRMING
PLACES WHERE ALL STUDENTS
FEEL LIKE THEY BELONG?
Students can experience affirmation in various
contexts within the educational system at large.
These include relationships with teachers, curricula,
and schools.

THE TEACHER-STUDENT RELATIONSHIP
At the microlevel, the teacher-student relationship
has an especially significant impact on student
perceptions of affirmation and belonging. A study
of 193,057 adolescents from 41 countries showed
that the teacher-student relationship was twice
as important for sense of belonging than family
25
communication. Students feel a greater sense of
belonging and affirmation at school when they
perceive that their teacher authentically cares about
them and provides them with both interpersonal
26
and academic validation.

Teachers intentionally cultivate relationships
with their students and provide them with
interpersonal validation. Teachers affirm the
humanity of their students. They are interested in
students as people: teachers validate their students’
unique experiences, encourage them to express their
own views, and make them feel like they matter.
Teachers challenge students and provide
them with academic validation. Teachers who
demonstrate authentic care believe in their
students’ ability to learn, highlight their academic
strengths, and push them to do their best work.
Teachers help students with academic and
personal matters. Teachers genuinely want each
student to succeed. They help students overcome
both academic and personal challenges.
Teachers communicate with their students about
both school-related and non-school-related
matters. In addition to providing feedback about
students’ schoolwork and academic performance,
teachers who show authentic care also communicate
with students about non-school-related matters —
including students’ home lives and future aspirations.
Teachers spend both unstructured and structured
time with students. Students say that teachers
made them feel as though they belonged and
mattered when they spent time together at nonacademic school events (i.e., attending athletic
contests and other extracurricular events).
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THE CURRICULUM

SCHOOL POLICIES

What is taught greatly influences whether
students feel included and affirmed — whether
they feel as if they belong in school. Inclusive
curricula — including texts, literature, media, and
images — serve as both windows and mirrors
27
for students. “Window” experiences ensure that
students encounter the larger human experience,
not just that of one group. “Mirror” experiences
help students to see themselves reflected in the
class content, as if looking at a mirror. Teachers
who affirm the dignity and humanity of all people
ensure that course content is not based on a singlestory narrative. Instead, they ensure that multiple
perspectives and experiences are highlighted
— especially those of individuals outside of the
dominant social group. When the curriculum
features a diverse array of perspectives and
experiences, students not only learn about those
who are different than they are — they also feel
validated because content is relevant and relatable.

Curriculum is not enough to ensure validation and a
sense of belonging. School policies can substantially
impact whether a student feels affirmed and as
though they belong. Welcoming schools exhibit an
ongoing, active commitment to diversity, equity,
and inclusion; have antiracism, anti-discrimination,
anti-harassment, and anti-bullying policies in
place; and have ongoing programming for school
administrators, educators, and counselors to
provide them with knowledge and skills in culturally
28
responsive practices.
All students have the right to feel included,
respected, and affirmed. Educators, administrators,
and policymakers have both the responsibility and
the ability to ensure that teachers build caring
and validating relationships with students; that
the curriculum is affirming of all students in the
classroom, reflecting a diverse array of people and
experiences; and that school policies are welcoming,
inclusive, and equitable.
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praxis for a changing world (pp. 73-93). Bingley, UK: Emerald Publishing. Jacob, S. (2013). Creating safe and welcoming schools for
LGBT students: Ethical and legal issues. Journal of School Violence, 12( 1), 98-115.
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