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Open the Door 
to a Safe Learning 
Environment
The first word counselor Torrye Reeves teaches her stu-
dents each year is “advocate,” a role she fills for both stu-
dents and staff. The educator who nominated Reeves calls 
her a “powerhouse” and says she “works tirelessly every day 
to make sure students are learning in a safe environment.” 
Reeves says her goals, like fostering cultural awareness and 

respect, hinge on good com-
munication accomplished 
through regular classroom 
visits and an open-door pol-
icy for her office.

Why did you become 
a counselor?
When grading a 3rd grade 
writing assignment, I came 
across a paper that read, 
“Ten years from now I will be 
living in my Section 8 home, 
collecting my weekly food 
stamps and hanging out in 
the club with my friends.” I 
realized this child was only 

speaking of what she knew, 
and that it was up to me to 
show her the world had so 
much more to offer. I saw 
that I could better serve stu-
dents as a school counselor. 
Thus began my journey.

How do you feel the role of 
a counselor has changed in 
the past 20 years?
While great things have 
occurred over the past 20 
years, many negative things 
have also taken place. School 
counselors are recognized and 
held accountable as profes-
sionals in the mental health 
field. Along with that has 
come a great deal of responsi-
bility. Many school counselors 
are faced with administrative 
duties and are being pulled 
away from what counts the 
most—working with students.

How would you rate your 
school’s efforts toward 
diversity? What is the 
counselor’s role in sup-
porting that diversity?
I believe our school is on the 
right track in recognizing and 
appreciating the diversity of 
our population, but we haven’t 
tested our limits. I conduct an 
activity with my students in 
which I stand at the front of 
the class with another adult. 
I ask the students to iden-
tify differences between us. 
Their immediate answers 
are often about race or hair 
length—physical attributes. 
I point out that appearances 
can be deceiving. Sometimes 
students are unaware of my 
Native American heritage. It 
gives the class an opportu-
nity to talk about less appar-
ent diversity. 
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What drives your commitment to 
anti-bullying programs?
Our school has relatively few bullying 
problems, and I am enthusiastic about 
keeping it that way. I believe that all stu-
dents should be able to learn in a safe 
and healthy environment. Students 
must see from their own point of view 
in order to truly learn from a situation 
or moment, so I conduct anti-bullying 
activities with students in their individ-
ual classrooms to address ethnic, racial 
and religious diversity.

How do you help students and staff 
become more understanding and 
respectful of differences in cul-
ture, religion, ethnicity and sex-
ual orientation?
Constant reminders and open commu-
nication are key in raising a community 
of culturally aware and respectful stu-
dents. I give teachers a 3R Card (Relax, 
Relate and Release) students can use 
to come see me when they need to cool 
down, get away from an issue or just talk. 
I also visit every classroom in my school 
at least once a month. It’s refreshing to 
see how many of the students and teach-
ers learn from one another when we cre-
ate an open and loving space. 

What is the single greatest challenge at 
your school? How are you addressing it?
I believe the single greatest challenge in 
schools today is raising self-sufficient 
kids who are able to problem-solve and 
make wise decisions. I focus on giving 

students the skills to use in times of dif-
ficulty and encourage them to follow 
through when a problem arises.

What’s the best way to keep parents 
involved in educating their children?
Communication, communication, 
communication! Keeping parents 
involved as active participants in their 
child’s academic and social/emotional 
lives is best. Our school has an eBlast 
and a Twitter page, and I send out quar-
terly bulletins about my classroom vis-
its. Parents can also find helpful infor-
mation on my web page.

What are your favorite books on 
social justice issues?
I absolutely love, love, love Patricia 
Polacco and Jacqueline Woodson. To 
name a couple: The Junkyard Wonders 
(Polacco) and The Other Side (Woodson).

We’ve heard you engage your stu-
dents in creative ways. What’s the 
craziest stunt you’ve pulled?
This year for National Red Ribbon 
Week I transformed myself into Rock 
Star Ruby—the Red Ribbon Week Diva. 
Students are still trying to figure out if 
I am Rock Star Ruby. Of course, I will 
never tell.

down the hall
Know an excellent administrator, librarian  

or counselor we should interview?  
Email us at editor@tolerance.org and put  

“Down the Hall” in the subject line.
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1 million—The number of youth who start high school 
every year, but don’t make it to graduation.
—National Public Radio

did you know?
did you know?

“Students and 
teachers learn 

from one another 
when we create 

an open and 
loving space.”

Lessons Learned
Each week we post lessons to 
help you teach social justice. 
Activities are grade-specific and 
address a range of issues. Here 
are five of the most-visited in 
recent months. Find them at 
tolerance.org/activities.

Different Colors of Beauty: 
Looking Closely at Ourselves 
(Early Grades)
Students explore skin color 
through self-portraits.

Different Colors of Beauty: 
Looking at Race and Racial 
Identity Through Critical 
Literacy in Children’s Books 
(Early Grades)
Students develop an under-
standing of racial stereotypes by 
looking critically at literature.

Immigration Myths 
(Middle and High School)
Students deconstruct common 
myths about immigrants and 
the process of immigration in 
21st century America and then 
share their new knowledge.

Family Tapestry: My Family Rocks!
(Early Grades)
Students explore the defini-
tion of family, examine different 
types of family structures and 
consider what makes their own 
families unique through fun 
activities like a scavenger hunt 
and family portrait.

Issues of Poverty: What is Poverty?
(Middle and High School)
Students compare the govern-
ment definition of poverty with 
the actual cost of living in their 
own communities. They come 
to see that someone can work 
fulltime and still live in poverty.


