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INTRODUCTION

R. Martin Reardon 
East Carolina University, USA

Jack Leonard
University of Massachusetts Boston (retired), USA

If we could first know where we are, and whither we are tending, we could 
better judge what to do, and how to do it. —Abraham Lincoln, Illinois 
Republican State Convention, Springfield, Illinois, June 16, 1858

  
In overviewing the recent Values and Beliefs survey in the United States con-
ducted by Gallup (May 1–23, 2024, https://news.gallup.com/poll/1681/ 
moral-issues.aspx), McCarthy (2024) noted that respondents were about 
equally likely to say that their views were conservative, moderate, or liberal on 
social issues (32%, 32%, and 33% respectively). McCarthy went on to point out 
that the current parity on social issues was the result of Republicans becom-
ing more conservative over this time span but at a slower rate than Democrats 
were becoming more liberal. Based on the survey data, McCarthy went one 
step further to assert that “the overall increase in liberal views on both social 
and economic issues is driven exclusively by Democrats” (para. 13). 

Embedded in McCarthy’s overview is the political analogue of Newton’s 
third law (for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction) with 
respect to economic issues. In 2010, 51% of Gallup respondents expressed 
conservative views (highest percentage since 1998) and as noted by  Zernicke 
(2010), some 139 fiscally conservative “Tea Party” candidates swept into 
congress in the mid-term election (the reaction) at a time when President 
Obama considerably boosted federal stimulus and healthcare funding to 
stimulate a weak economy (the action).

http://doi:10.1108/978-1-80592-459-320251031
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THE DIVIDE IN EDUCATION

Jones (2024) reported that division among the U.S. population regarding 
key values had reached a new high with “between 74% and 83% of key 
gender, age, race, political and educational subgroups” (para. 4) acknowl-
edging the current reality. It is small wonder that the prevailing political 
division has seeped into education. In the title of Langreo’s (2024) recent 
article, they characterized schools as becoming “political battlegrounds.” 
Hatfield’s (2023) synthesis of Pew Research Center data painted a picture 
of polarization among survey participants. There were deep divisions along 
political lines regarding the impact of schooling, the federal role in educa-
tion in general, the U.S. Department of Education in particular, the role 
of principals, and regarding what should be taught in school—particularly 
about slavery, religion, diversity, and social-emotional learning.

Wessman (2023, 9:39–13:02) utilized a graphic in discussing polarization 
and how individuals’ basic identities play a major role in engendering our 
current time of division. Wessman proposed, as a generalization, that in 
some undefined former time individual’s religious, political, geographic, 
racial, and educational identities (adapting Wessman’s example to high-
light these five) were largely unaligned (as shown on the left-hand side of 
Figure 1). In this hypothetical former time, there was undoubtedly some 
overlap of individuals’ identities (as indicated by the broken lines), but an 
individual’s educational background was largely independent of their other 
identities. Hence, an individual’s political perspective could be critiqued 
without immediately invoking their religious or racial identity. In more 
recent times, following Wessman’s characterization, much greater align-
ment has emerged (as shown on the right-hand side of Figure 1) and the 
overlap of identities has become much more pronounced and pervaded 
by individuals’ political identity. Consequently, debating educational issues 
has become fraught as divisions regarding educational issues insinuate divi-
sions regarding other identities so that schools become the political battle-
grounds that Langreo (2024) invoked.

RAISE THE BAR

At a time when identity alignment has underpinned polarization in educa-
tion, Cardona, then U.S. Secretary of Education, issued a “Raise the Bar: 
Lead the World” call to action from the U.S. Department of Education in a 
December 14, 2023, interview hosted by The Atlantic. Cardona took part in 
a convening of activists, policy makers, industry leaders, and pioneers who 
were working to close multiple equity divisions across multiple indicators. 
While Cardona’s focus was on the situation in the United States, the list of 
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goals on the  call-to-action webpage of the U.S. Department of Education 
resonate in international contexts in which dedicated educators are also 
keen to raise the bar and lead the world.

Such an ambitious call to action would be challenging during a time of 
consensus but our contemporary educational context both nationally and 
internationally is characterized by divisions of perspectives regarding the 
causes of and remedies for student achievement and discipline disparity, in 
addition to a raft of mental health and well-being issues. Further, there are 
unresolved concerns over who can teach what and to whom in the wake of 
legislative initiatives (e.g., “Parents’ Bill of Rights,” Granados, 2023). One 
could be excused for suggesting that, in the contemporary field of educa-
tion, we are uncertain about where we are and where we are going, but 
there is no shortage of ideas about what to do next.

We invited the authors whose work is showcased in this volume to share 
the ways in which their practice as educators has enshrined viable ideas 
about how to bridge divisions and facilitate learning, thereby contributing 
to healing a polarized world.

Figure 1. Overlapping identities and polarization. Note: Adapted from “Healing 
a Polarized World,” by Wessman (2023, 9:29–13:02) https://www.youtube.com/ 
watch?v=vnzmnXOf_zw
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LEARNING DESPITE THE DIVIDE

In Chapter 1, Park and colleagues open the first of two sections of this 
volume in which authors are focused on learners. They draw multiple 
 contrasts between freedom and unfreedom—the latter playing out in the 
internal versus external context—with respect to the utilization of academic 
resources across the divide between high school and college. They advocate 
for a role for educators at both levels as navigators who help students to not 
only find the river of support but also to drink from it to the most advanta-
geous extent.

In Chapter 2, focusing on one of the most divisive contemporary issues 
within the United States and in many other countries, Miller and col-
leagues share what they describe as a “foundational blueprint” for building 
 collaborative relationships with linguistically diverse refugees, asylum-seek-
ers, and immigrant families. One distinctive feature of their approach is 
the key role of cultural navigators who bring to the collaborative endeavor 
an appreciation for the culture, social norms, beliefs, and traditions of the 
newcomers.

From a Canadian perspective, Crandall and Easterling adopt a duoeth-
nographic approach in Chapter 3 and leverage the affordances of critical 
race theory and the concept of brave space to explore the possibilities of 
positively reshaping classroom realities to create equitable learning com-
munities. They highlight the pivotal role of school-university-community 
dialogue and research in attaining the multilingual and multicultural 
valuing of diverse knowledge that is the hallmark of an equitable learning 
environment.

The divide that Link and colleagues address in Chapter 4 is between the 
simple but unfair portrayal of a student’s educational attainment proffered 
by the single indicator under a conventional reporting protocol and a more 
comprehensive, easily understood, and fair portrayal of educational attain-
ment proffered by a multiple grades reporting protocol. Their collabora-
tive endeavor to initiate the change they sought resulted in the preservation 
of what was best in the old as they implemented the new.

In Chapter 5, Arrastía-Chisholm and colleagues chronicle an innovative 
approach to addressing the town-gown division. By bringing the academic 
expertise of their university students (the gown) to the town in which chil-
dren attending a Title I school live, they facilitated learning on the part of 
all participants: their students gained valuable insights into the intricacies 
of applied pedagogy and the “townies” benefited from the homework assis-
tance they needed.

Logwood and colleagues span K-12, afterschool programs, and teacher 
education environments in exploring the oppressive impact of the concept 
of professionalism in Chapter 7. They highlight the colonialist notions that 
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are inherent in the concept and how the imperative of conformity militates 
against the well-being of educators. Having drawn attention to the division, 
they propose recommendations for bridging it.

PRESERVICE TEACHERS

Bezen’s discussion of divisions related to the preparation of physics teach-
ers in Turkey opens the second section of this volume in which the primary 
focus is on preservice teachers. As Bezen points out, the students who are 
intending to be physics teachers are highly capable academically but are 
only incidentally exposed to the implementation of evidence-based prac-
tices in physics education—although they are aware of the learning ben-
efits of such practices. The preservice teachers’ openness to implementing 
evidence-based practices presents an opportunity to enhance the quality of 
physics education.

In Chapter 8, Boboc and colleagues draw attention to the critical need 
for augmenting the civic capacity of beginning teachers by engaging them 
with multi-stakeholder, collaborative, educational initiatives aimed at allevi-
ating social issues. From their perspective in an urban-serving midwestern 
research university, they point out that such initiatives are consistent with 
expectations incorporated in American Association of Colleges for Teacher 
Education documentation but acknowledge there are institutional hurdles 
to be overcome before the benefits they highlight across six vignettes can 
be reaped.

In a similar vein to Arrastía-Chisholm and colleagues, in Chapter 9, 
Mason and colleagues focus on the challenges and opportunities associ-
ated with a service-learning course for preservice teachers—including 
 integrating placement experiences with university courses, bridging the 
COVID-19 discontinuity, and encompassing emerging emphases on critical 
perspectives, and diversity, equity, and inclusion. The benefits that accrue 
to the preservice teachers will yield bountifully in their careers.

Vemic and colleagues rightly assign school-university partnerships the 
task of potentially bridging the divide between theory and practice in edu-
cation in Chapter 10—a task that is made more difficult in practice by 
power differentials among the partners and the relational dynamics among 
them. They highlight the casting of doctoral candidates in key roles across 
triads including classroom teachers and pre-service teachers and explore 
the complexities of epistemic authority inherent in decisions regarding the 
identification of students’ needs and how to address them.

Spruill brings this volume to a close by mapping the landscape 
of  partnerships between public schools and universities in Chapter 
11— particularly the landscape of sustainability. Advantages that accrue to 
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partners may be in relation to human capital resources by partially offset-
ting personnel shortages or in relation to financial support and educational 
resources more broadly. Spruill’s qualitative study drew on the perspectives 
of 23 partnership organizers to highlight how effective communication 
facilitated the endurance of the partnership with one school.
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CHAPTER 1
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ABSTRACT

Authored by a university-based researcher and practitioners in an urban 
high school, the chapter highlights youths’ perspectives on academic sup-
port systems in an Early College program through Sen’s concepts of freedom 
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and unfreedom and Nussbaum’s capabilities approach. Data from student 
questionnaires and focus group conversations suggest that students’ choices 
on whether or not to utilize academic supports are influenced by external 
and internal unfreedoms. Their internal unfreedoms were: (a) their sense of 
belonging/not belonging in a college-environment; (b) fear of judgment; 
(c) social anxiety; (d) cultural scripts for what it means to ask for help and 
who asks for help; and e) a lack of meaningful connections with college-based 
people and places. The chapter grapples with the divide between high school 
and college; and between equity-centric programs and what students actually 
need to have the freedom to achieve in such programs.

Keywords: Academic support services; capabilities approach; community-
engaged research; early college; student identity; university-school partner-
ships; urban youth

We begin our chapter with two vignettes, written by Kasandra and Amber, 
respectively.

KASANDRA

Synonyms for the term challenge include: problem, difficult task, test, trial, 
trouble, bother, obstacle… (Oxford Languages). The term often carries a 
negative connotation. I began to question when and how I use the word, 
challenge, when two students, Matt and Jonathan, approached me to dis-
cuss their Early College course. Matt and Jonathan (all names, including 
the name of the school, are pseudonyms) were friends, were taking the 
college-level course together, and shared similar concerns. The course was 
too challenging and the professor did not offer them any “breaks” such as 
extending deadlines or accepting revised coursework for a better grade. 
They were considering not taking the next course in the sequence the fol-
lowing semester. Both students were visibly upset, crying, and frustrated. I 
met with them a handful of times throughout the semester.

Matt and Jonathan are at the top of their class, earning mostly A’s their 
entire high school career. Yet they found themselves in a tough spot. 
I inquired about the steps they had already taken. I asked whether they 
had utilized existing academic support services, such as the college’s writ-
ing center, professor’s office hours, and peer support. Admittedly, they 
reported they had not tapped into any resources at the time. They said 
they tended to work with and bounce ideas off each other, but that was 
the extent of their help-seeking. When I asked why they hadn’t sought out 
other forms of support, they noted they didn’t believe they would benefit 
from it. We spoke about life after high school, how college can be chal-
lenging, and how they are capable of learning from and overcoming chal-
lenges. I mentioned that tapping into academic support is a good practice 
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