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When 
Empathy Is 
Paramount
Meet Kelly Wickham Hurst, the 
guidance dean at Lincoln Magnet 
School, a tech-focused middle school 
in Springfield, Illinois. In her daily 
work, Hurst says, empathy and a will-
ingness to reflect on deeper issues 
affecting students are keys to con-
necting with them. 

What prompted your career transi-
tion from teaching to administration?
To be perfectly honest, it was because 
I was seeing our black and brown chil-
dren not taken care of at the admin-
istrative level in a way that I thought 
was equitable. I think I spent too many 
years being angry about it before I rec-
ognized it for what it was—and that 
was systemic racism. … I’ve worked in 
five different schools in this district, as 
well as a private school outside of our 
district. [Black and brown students] 
were given discipline instead of maybe 
some mental health care, getting a 
social worker involved, and I thought 
the only way for me to make a differ-
ence … was to be in the position where 
I would have to be in charge of that.

You’re one of two educators of color 
at Lincoln Magnet School. What is 
that experience like for you? 
I feel like an island floating out in this 
huge ocean, and I feel like I’m con-
stantly waving the white flag. There 
are many times when I go home 
extremely frustrated because of the 
way the system works. I recognize and 
acknowledge that I’m a part of the sys-
tem, but I’m trying to work from my 
position in making some change. I do 
it in a lot of different ways. 

For instance, we have a student of 
the month, and what I first noticed 
was, even though we’re only 45 per-
cent white, the number of students … 
nominated for student of the month 
was overwhelmingly white. And I 
thought that was problematic. [Some 
teachers] had to get to know me and 
understand what I was saying, where I 
was coming from. And then, I started 
talking to them about, “I’ve noticed 
that you pick students and they all 
happen to be white, middle-class kids, 
and I think that’s fine, but can we talk 
about why we have student of the 

month and why we honor students 
and why it’s important to look for 
diverse [students]?”

You’re the head of your school’s 
problem-solving team, which is for 
the students who are falling through 
the cracks. How do you support 
these students? 
I run some attendance and some fail-
ure lists on a pretty regular basis. … I 
will cross-reference [these] with: Does 
this student already have an IEP? Do 
they have a 504 plan in place? And, if 
I’m noticing something happening on 
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Down the Hall

Kelly Wickham Hurst puts empathy into action on a daily 
basis at Lincoln Magnet School .

Not all educators stand at the front of a class. 
In each issue, we interview an outstanding 

educator who works outside the classroom. 
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Lessons Learned
Our classroom resources 
are grade-specific and align 
to the four domains of the 
Teaching Tolerance Anti-bias 
Framework: Identity, Diversity, 
Justice and Action. Find them at 
tolerance.org/activities. 

Who Do They Think We 
Are?—Identity
(Middle and High School)
After watching an episode of 
America by the Numbers, stu-
dents discuss why advertisers 
are increasingly interested in 
Latino consumers. 

Every Family Is the Same. Every 
Family Is Different.—Diversity
(Elementary School)
Students reflect on how fami-
lies are unique and how their own 
families may be similar or differ-
ent from classmates’ families. 

The Freedom Riders—Justice
(Middle and High School)
This video-based activity intro-
duces students to the Freedom 
Riders and how they confronted 
deeply entrenched segregation.

Anti-Racism Activity:  
The Sneetches—Action
(Elementary School)
Students participate in a 
guided reading of Dr. Seuss’ 
The Sneetches and learn about 
the emotional impact of 
discrimination. 

the social front, is that something that 
we need to address?

I spend a lot of time going back to 
their elementary [school] and contact-
ing the problem-solving leader or the 
social worker in that building and find-
ing out what they did that worked with 
a kid. For many of them, it’s something 
as simple as they just need an adult in 
the building who cares about them. 
For others, I meet with some kids on 
a weekly basis about their grades to 
find out: “What is it that’s stopping you 
from getting better grades?” “Are you 
not understanding the material?” “Is 
this a matter of going home and having 
to take care of younger siblings?” “Does 
your parent work third shift …?” “In 
that case, you’re staying after school 
with me.” Part of the problem solving 
is taking away every single obstacle [to] 
getting a kid to be successful.

You say that empathy is paramount 
in your work. Why? 
Because I deal with human beings; 

because this is a peo-
ple job. And, I think that 
a lot of times we look at 
issues at school and just 
think that we can’t do 
any more. … I think that 
if you don’t pay atten-
tion to what outside fac-
tors are involved, then I 
think we’re missing a big, 
huge piece because all 
the research tells us that 
these outside factors are 
extremely important. I 
make it a mission of mine 
to get to know these kids 
and their families and 

what struggles their families have, and 
while I can’t fix them, I can at least 
communicate that to the teachers who 
are dealing with the kids in the class-
room on a regular basis. …

I don’t think everybody has to 
have the same struggles that I had to 
get here. I was homeless as a teen-
ager. I was pregnant as a teenager. … 
A lot of empathy that I bring into my 
job comes from the way I wish people 
would have treated me because I was 
completely cast aside. … My guidance 
counselor and my teachers treated 
me as [if ] I lost brain cells when I got 
pregnant and put me in these lower 
classes and lowered their expecta-
tions for me, and that’s not accept-
able. It wasn’t then and it’s not for me 
now to do that with these students.

DOWN THE HALL
Know an excellent administrator, librarian 

or counselor we should interview? Tell us all 
about them at editor@tolerance.org.
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In the U.S., 80 percent of Latino students and 74 percent of 
black students attend majority nonwhite schools, and 43 
percent of Latinos and 38 percent of blacks attend intensely 
segregated schools (those with >10 percent white students). 

—The Civil Rights Project 

Among science and engineering graduates, men are em-
ployed in a STEM occupation at twice the rate of women. 

—United States Census Bureau,
Disparities in STEM Employment by Sex, Race, and Hispanic Origin 

I recognize and acknowledge that I’m a 
part of the system, but I’m trying to work 
from my position in making some change.


