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Grief Work

Abstract

Both the pandemic and the colonial project of schooling have created 
conditions for compounded grief to emerge, particularly for communi-
ties of color who face disproportionate economic instability and loss, 
and for educators of color impacted by pushout and demoralization. As 
teacher educators, we have yet to fully feel into the grief of these cir-
cumstances and reckon with our underlying responsibilities to ourselves, 
our students, and each other. Integrating personal narrative and peda-
gogical reflections alongside Resmaa Menakem’s (2017) distinction be-
tween dirty pain and clean pain, I explore our complicit hesitance to both 
grief and change in teacher education and the field as a whole. I unravel 
grief work as a necessary intervention in the field to move from a dis-
embodied ideology of schooling to an embodied praxis of education. 
Doing so allows both educators and students to make necessary chang-
es from within, with each other, and in our respective learning spaces.
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 It has been two years since my 
mother transitioned from this earth, her 
body taken over by leukemia. I remem-
ber the Zoom meeting where the doctors 
informed my dad, my brothers, and I that 
she had about a week left to live. Each 
box on the screen showed our different, 
yet collective shock: the empty glance of 
my middle brother’s tired, watery eyes; 
my eldest brother’s hesitant voice ask-
ing what next steps we needed to take; 
my uncontrollable tears and quickened 
breath; my dad’s whispered apology as he 
left his computer to mourn in the hidden 
hallway behind him.

 Having spent the first five months 
of the COVID-19 pandemic in isolation to 
protect my parents, we were then thrown 
together to quickly figure out Mom’s hos-
pice care. In that tender, tumultuous week, 
Mom embodied the kind of strength that 
fought for a dignified death at home, 
teaching us how to surrender to fear, 
helplessness, and endings. We learned 
the wholehearted satisfaction of pouring 
love into our mom, just as she had spent 
her entire life pouring love into us. We 
learned to embrace falling apart in front 
of each other, not in seclusion. Together, 
we humbly “learned the hard-won lesson 
that grief demands its due, and it will take 
by force what is not freely given” (Dev-
ich-Cyril, 2021, p. 69). In our reluctance 
to let go of our beloved mother, my dad’s 
52-year life partner, we opened ourselves 
up to grief, to uncertainty, and eventually, 
new possibilities.

 This grief work – the process of 
collectively surrendering to loss, allowing 
it to change us from within, and conse-
quently moving others to become more 
compassionate, more present, more free – 
is a particular labor we must engage in as 
critical educators, especially right now.
The ongoing pandemic and outpouring 
calls for racial, economic, gender, dis-
ability and climate justice have incited a 
rupture in our “normal” ways of being, 
relating, and teaching. Youth of color, who 
were already disproportionately suffer-
ing from disengagement and punitive 
policies in schools, are now increasingly 
impacted by economic instability and 
the loss of family members (Jones et al 
2021). Educators, especially educators 
of color, are considering leaving the field 
at unprecedented rates as they navigate 
the combined impacts of burnout, grief, 
and demoralization (Everett & Dunn, 2021; 
Steiner & Woo, 2021; Zamarro et al, 2021).
 
 Psychotherapist Francis Weller 
(2015) explains that grief is not just about 
losing something or someone; it also re-
gards the deep disappointment of what 
we expected yet did not receive. As a 
teacher educator, I think about the com-
plicated grief of students who enrolled 
in a credential program as the pandemic 
emerged and did not anticipate how the 
field of education would be deeply com-
plicated and transformed – especially as 
more schools call on novice educators 
to fill in amongst staff shortages, take on 
multiple teaching assignments, and
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respond to increasing mental health 
challenges with insufficient support.

 As teacher educators, we have yet 
to fully “acknowledge the rupture” (Roy, 
2020) of these circumstances, grieve 
what we may have lost, and reckon with 
our underlying responsibilities to our-
selves, our students, and each other. Even 
before the pandemic, there was already 
so much to grieve inside of schools: the 
ways in which the subtractive, colonial 
project of schooling denigrates the spirits, 
cultures, and identities of minoritized 
students, particularly for Black and 
indigenous youth (Love, 2019; Valenzuela, 
2005); the toxic conditions of schools 
that push out critical educators and 
educators of color (Navarro et al, 2020); 
the “tremendous toll that schooling takes 
on the body” of all whom are compelled 
to disappear and deny parts of themselves 
to survive, fit in, and succeed (Marie 
&Watson, 2020, p. 30).

 An integral part of grief work is 
negotiating both our resistance to change 
and building our capacity to be open to 
change. Across the field of education, we 
are witnessing and experiencing a deep 
resistance to change, evidenced by a dou-
bling-down on fascist, white supremacist, 
heteropatriarchal ideologies. As hard-
earned victories in ethnic studies and
anti-racist teaching become more institu-
tionalized, right-wing politicians continue 
to attack and dampen efforts towards 
racial justice in education. As inclusive 

practices and language for LGBTQI folks 
enters our mainstream workspaces and 
lexicons, a conservative agenda has arisen 
to try and eradicate the word “gay” and 
the humanity of gender-expansive peo-
ples in schools. An old, weakened world 
is dying, and its beneficiaries hold on to 
strategies of “avoidance, blame, and de-
nial” (Menakem, 2017, p. 20) to soften the 
blow of a new emerging world. I wonder 
how much different our world would be 
if we were taught earlier how to grieve, 
especially when we are faced with the 
necessity of letting go of our own power 
and privilege for the sake of others’ well-
ness. Grief has taught me that yes, letting 
go is hard, but that is also sometimes 
necessary.

 I am not exempt from such a hesi-
tance to change. As a teacher educator, 
I recently noticed a visceral reluctance 
to change within myself and across my 
college. After losing my mom, I took a 
semester-long leave to properly grieve. 
When I returned to teach, I could feel 
an unsettledness in my gut and a foggi-
ness in my brain as I tried to plan for the 
fast-approaching Fall 2021 semester. I did 
not feel ready to leave the cocoon of my 
home that had kept me safe from what 
felt like the impending doom of COVID-19. 
The first few weeks of the semester were 
virtual to help us transition back in-per-
son, and in that time numerous students 
vocalized their anxieties about returning 
– some were caring for immune-compro-
mised family members or young children
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1 Lara (2002) coined bodymindspirit as a critique against mind/body dualism in academia and beyond and a reclamation of wholeness for 
Chicana feminists and other women of color. I use the term pedagogies of bodymindspirit (Author, 2018) to highlight ways to engage the 
full humanity of our students and ourselves in our learning spaces.
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at home, some had lost several family 
members to COVID, others were scared 
of exposing their own students to illness, 
others were managing their own height-
ened stress as working-class students 
juggling financial and familial responsi-
bilities. Despite the top-down policy that 
we all return to in-person teaching, along 
with my fear of censure as an untenured 
professor, I decided to teach in-person for 
students who felt ready to return and si-
multaneously teach on Zoom for students 
who needed that accommodation. While 
students appreciated my hybrid accom-
modation, I was met with disapproval by 
some colleagues and received a
college-wide letter re-asserting the policy 
to teach exclusively in-person.

That same semester, I noticed a dif-
ferent hesitance to change in my teacher 
credential courses, where I struggled to 
connect ideologically with some students 
about the role of race. In a conversation 
after my English and History methods 
class, one student questioned my use of a 
cartoon about indigenous peoples in Los 
Angeles, likening the text to communist 
propaganda. I purposefully made time to 
listen to the student’s perspectives, em-
pathizing with his experiences, most of 
which were rooted in a desire for his Euro-
pean ancestry to be seen in school curric-
ulum. I attempted to help him understand 
that in his effort to humanize himself and 
his history, his deficit framings of others 
were harmful to Indigenous and marginal-
ized peoples and consequently to his

future students. While it was a frustrat-
ing, yet generative conversation, I am not 
sure how much the student shifted his 
perspectives. What was missing from our 
conversation was an acknowledgement of 
how my curricular choices made him feel 
(perhaps angry? anxious?) that connected 
to his longing to be seen. His attachment 
to whiteness and his unexamined feelings 
prevented him from envisioning a world 
where multiple peoples could belong.

I want to be clear that I am offering 
these two examples - not to shame any 
particular person or entity, but to instead 
bring curiosity to our collective and com-
plicit hesitance to change in education. 
Building upon Marie and Watson (2020) 
who summon us to slow down and mourn 
our attachment to schooling, I ask: When 
the waves of change approach us, how 
and why do we resist it? What can we 
learn inside of that hesitation, particularly 
as it is felt inside of our bodymindspirits1? 
How might being with our grief provide a 
bridge between reluctance and possibility?

Therapist and somatics scholar 
Resmaa Menakem’s (2017) distinction be-
tween dirty pain and clean pain2 can help 
unravel the necessary embodied skills to 
move from the dehumanizing habits of 
schooling to a humanizing praxis of edu-
cation. Like my process of ongoing grief 
and gratitude for my mother, I want to 
emphasize that this is not a prescription 
towards correctness, but an invitation to 
pause and listen, to let go of control, to 
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2 I uplift the work of Leora Wolf-Prusan and Oriana Ides of the School Crisis Recovery Renewal Project, who have facilitated powerful 
professional development with our teacher education department to learn about trauma-informed principles and practice collective 
grief work. Our discussion of the distinction between dirty and clean pain has largely inspired this essay.
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concede power when necessary, and 
to find our agency as we transition into 
what comes next. In other words, trans-
formative education requires building our 
willingness and capacity to grieve.

Moving in between dirty pain 
and clean pain

According to Menakem (2017), 
dirty pain is a highly systematized, un-
conscious response to untended wounds 
that often results in avoidance, blame, 
and denial. While these responses may 
seem convenient at the moment, they 
actually prolong suffering for ourselves 
and our relationships. Yet it is difficult to 
transform these habits because dirty pain 
is a systematic response, where we are 
physiologically and evolutionarily wired 
to protect ourselves from any perceived 
or real threat – it is not something we do 
“on purpose” or something we can talk 
our way out of, because it is our surviv-
al brain’s automatic strategy towards 
self-preservation. 

Menakem uses this concept to un-
pack how the belief systems of white su-
premacy become internalized into coping 
strategies that falsely perceive Blackness 
and anything in proximity to Blackness as 
a threat. Anything related to this supposed 
threat – the approaching of a Black body, 
the mention of race, for example – gets 
met with responses of “constricted bodies, 

frozen attitudes, and closed minds” (104). 
Hence, our role as teacher educators to 
work towards racial justice requires us 
to tend to the “emotional dimensions of 
critical consciousness raising—the idea 
that affects move us, and therefore, are 
at the root of the beliefs undergirding the 
shifts to blockages in our pedagogical 
practices” (Ohito, 2017, 193). If we are to 
shift deeply entrenched worldviews that 
protect whiteness and other systems of 
oppression, we must learn how to tend to 
the emotions underlying them.

To disrupt dirty pain in teacher 
education, therefore, requires us to ac-
knowledge the ways in which emotions 
– including grief, anger, and joy – are
largely denied, avoided, and invalidated in
the teaching profession. Several scholars
note that the dehumanization inherent to
schooling stems partly from an ideology
of disembodiment – the Cartesian notion
that insists thinking be attached from
feeling, which has rippled into other false
binaries that seek to separate the ped-
agogical from the political, the student
from the teacher, the professional from
the personal, and so on (Cariaga, 2018;
Bernal & Villalpando, 2002; Ohito, 2017).
Within education, grief takes on a partic-
ular kind of dirty pain called disenfran-
chised grief (Doka, 2002; Rowling, 2008;
Wolf-Prusan, 2021), where structural poli-
cies, practices, and internalized narratives
work in tandem to deny educators the
right and resources to mourn the many
losses experienced in schools. Through
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the lens of dirty pain and the work of 
radical feminists like Audre Lorde (2012) 
and Gloria Anzaldúa (2013), we know 
that emotions pose a threat to systems 
of oppression and are therefore a fertile 
resource for transformation. In Rebellious 
Mourning: The Collective Work of Grief, 
Milstein (2017) emphasizes that "we must 
disrupt the expectation that pain should 
be hidden away, buried, privatized – a lie 
manufactured so as to mask and uphold 
the social order that produces our many, 
unnecessary losses. When we instead 
open ourselves up to the bonds and 
losses of pain, we lessen what debilitates 
us…Crucially, we have a way, together, to 
undo deadening and deadly structures 
intent on destroying us" (p. 4).

To undo the disembodiment in-
herent to schooling and teacher educa-
tion, we must learn to listen to the needs 
underneath our enactments of dirty pain 
and our relative resistance to change. For 
example, underneath my reluctance to 
return to in-person teaching were deep-
held fears:

When I peel back the layers of my be-
haviors, anxieties, and internal questions, 
I can touch into a socially and self-con-
structed identity that has relied on a sem-
blance of control, perfection, and com-
petence in order to feel belonging in my 
family and survive the academy. When I 
read Malkia Devich-Cyril’s (2021) unflinch-
ing account of how they also lost their 
mother to cancer and their consequent 
resistance to grief, I realized that I was 
engaging in a similar form of dirty pain. 
My obsession with safety during the pan-
demic and getting work “right” was ac-
tually masking the guilt I had from losing 
my mom - because no matter how hard I 
worked, nor how much I cared, I could not 
save her. I could not control my mother’s 
disease, and so I tried finding that control 
in my teacher education work. Menakem’s 
conceptualization of dirty pain is helpful 
here, because it helps me understand how 
my fears of returning to teach in-person 
were shaped by the trauma of my moth-
er’s death, combined with the real threats 
of an ongoing pandemic, as well as the 
ways I have been socialized within my 
family and various institutions into an in-
dividualistic mentality of saviorism.

Grief, however, continues to teach 
me that habits of dirty pain - denial, 
avoidance, and blame, predicated upon 
the self and others – can trap us into cy-
cles of isolation and shame, foreclosing 
the possibility of meeting other important 
core needs, like connection, vulnerability, 

If I get sick, will I expose my 
family? If students get sick, 
am I responsible? What 
would that say about me as 
a mother and a professor?
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support, wholeness, and transformation. 
These needs became my core values as I 
approached a new semester, armed with 
both grief and clarity about how I want-
ed to move, learn, and be with students. 
With a commitment to embodied pres-
ence and the support of skilled therapists 
and beloved community, I learned to 
feel through the rupture of my mother’s 
death, in addition to my anger against 
the ongoing violence of academia, griev-
ing moments where I had lost faith and 
agency.

This, in turn, created space for me 
to find new possibilities in the liminal 
grief work of negotiating the contradic-
tions of agency and surrender. It was 
quite messy, unfamiliar territory for me 
to figure out how to offer hybrid options 
to students, as I worked through unpre-
dictable technological glitches along-
side students’ patience. This helped me 
unlearn my tendencies towards perfec-
tion and orderliness, giving permission 
for students to do the same. Although 
I could not promise complete safety 
amidst the pandemic, I could at least 
cultivate emotional safety by beginning 
every class with a Mindful Minute, using 
either breathing, movement, or reflection 
to tune into ourselves, nurture home in 
our bodies, and reclaim embodiment in 
our learning spaces. We also took time at 
the beginning and throughout the course 
to share our personal needs in order to 
care for one another and be successful 
together.

Grief has also humbled me to the 
impermanence of life and has conse-
quently challenged me to prioritize the 
essentials beyond teaching in the acade-
my: my wellness, sanity, family, and joy. I 
therefore learned to be clearer in my syl-
labus policies about my own boundaries 
around time and capacity, while remind-
ing students that they, too, get to be in 
their full humanity as they learn to devel-
op humanizing learning spaces of their 
own. I have long understood that dignity, 
belonging, and wholeness are important 
principles for teaching. Sitting with my 
own grief these past two years has helped 
me embody these principles from the in-
side out.

The internal, relational, and peda-
gogical processes I describe above rep-
resent ways that I have learned to move 
from dirty pain to what Menakem (2017) 
describes as clean pain, which

enables us to engage our integrity and 
tap into our body’s inherent resilience 
and coherence, in a way that dirty pain 
does not. Paradoxically, only by walk-
ing into our pain or discomfort – expe-
rience it, moving through it, and me-
tabolizing it – can we grow… The body 
can settle; more room for growth is 
created in its nervous system; and the 
self becomes freer and more capable, 
because it now has access to energy 
that was previously protected, bound, 
and constricted. When this happens, 
people’s lives often improve in other 
ways as well. (p. 20)
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When teacher educators can learn to 
be with their own grief and practice this 
process of clean pain for themselves and 
with their students, it improves the field 
of education into expansive possibilities 
“of becoming more fully human” together 
(Carter-Andrews et al, 2019, p. 10).

But the work of grief and clean pain 
in teacher education cannot happen in a 
vacuum - it requires a safe landing place 
for both students and educators to feel 
and be heard, ongoing critical reflection 
about the power dynamics that impact 
safety and expression, support from 
skilled mental health practitioners, and 
a redistribution of resources and time to 
develop such skills and structures. Grief 
work requires that we learn to discern the 
difference between safety and discomfort, 
which Carter-Andrews et al (2019) aptly 
describe here:

Nurturing a genuine, felt sense of safe-
ty also means that we absolutely do not 
require nor passively encourage educa-
tors or students to disclose their trauma 
stories in an attempt to practice clean 
pain. Without proper training, informed 
consent, and skilled mental health sup-
port, asking individuals to share narra-
tives of pain can actually cause more 
harm. Just as good educators take time 
to build community to set the stage for 
deeper learning, it is best to work first 
to cultivate the necessary conditions of 
safety, connection, and playfulness that 
can allow everyone to be in their bodies 
and with each other.

If the work of re-integrating embod-
iment and grief into teacher education 
sounds foreign and daunting, this is actu-
ally a good place to begin. Start with ask-
ing: what is it about grief, emotions, and/
or the body that makes us feel uncom-
fortable? How does that discomfort show 
up in our personal and pedagogical lives? 
What persons, places, items, or practices 
might help support us in exploring and 
being with that discomfort? From there, 
the hope is that we as educators and life-
long learners can eventually 

Students often equate safety with no 
disruption in the equilibrium of their 
emotions or the firmness of their val-
ues and belief system. Some of our 
students experience vulnerability, 
guilt, and even defensiveness in our 
classroom spaces, and we want them 
to understand that these are normal 
reactions to a disruption of their so-
cialization. But it does not mean that 
we allow for any personal attack. The 
courageous atmosphere in our class-
rooms is shaped by students’ ability 
to sit in those emotions and grapple 
with what triggers them and how they 
move beyond those emotions to useful 
action for change. (p. 10)

make meaning of the context of [our] 
own lives, the lives of [our] students, 
and the context and conditions of our 
school communities. The grief involved 
therein demands educators transform, 
to challenge and contend with our 
pedagogical practice, (Wolf-Prusan, 
2021.)
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as well as our institutional norms and 
values. Grief work in teacher education 
is not a seamless, linear movement from 
dirty pain to clean pain; rather, it requires  
in us an ongoing commitment to be with, 
and move through our pain, however it 
may emerge, and towards an openness 
to change for ourselves, each other, and 
our potential futures.

References

Cariaga, S. (2021). Beginning with the body: A unit on 
building and defining safety in unsafe schools. In The 
Education for Liberation Network & Critical Resistance 
Editorial Collective (Eds.), Lessons in Liberation: An Ab-
olition Toolkit for Educators (pp. 236-243). AK Press.

Cariaga, S (2020). “Now Let Us Shift” A Conocimien-
to Praxis with Students of Color in an English Class-
room.” In, M. Cantu-Sanchez, C. De Leon-Zepeda, & N. 
Cantu (Eds.), Teaching Gloria E. Anzaldua: Pedagogy 
and practice for our classrooms and communities 
(pp. 123-137) University of Arizona Press. https://doi.
org/10.2307/j.ctv1595m67 

Cariaga, S. (2018). Towards self-recovery: Cultivating 
love with young women of color through pedagogies 
of bodymind spirit. The Urban Review, 51(1), 101-122. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11256-018-0482-9

Anzaldúa, G. E. (2013). Now let us shift... the path of 
conocimiento... inner work, public acts. In This bridge 
we call home. In, G. Anzaldúa & A.L. Keating (Eds.), this 
bridge we call home radical visions for transformation 
(pp. 554-592). Routledge.

Bernal, D. D., & Villalpando, O. (2002). An apartheid 
of knowledge in academia: The struggle over the” 
legitimate” knowledge of faculty of color. Equity & 
Excellence in Education, 35(2), 169-180. https://doi.
org/10.1080/713845282 

Andrews, D. J. C., Brown, T., Castillo, B. M., Jackson, D., 
& Vellanki, V. (2019). Beyond damage-centered teacher 
education: Humanizing pedagogy for teacher educa-
tors and preservice teachers. Teachers College Record, 
121(6), 1-28. https://doi.org/10.1177/0161468119121006

Devich-Cyril, M. (2021). To give your hands to freedom, 
first give them to grief. In Brown, A. (Ed.), Holding 
change: The way of emergent strategy facilitation and 
meditation (pp. 64-79). AK Press.

Doka, K. (2002). Disenfranchised grief: New directions, 
challenges, and strategies for practice. Champaign, Illi-
nois: Research Company

Lara, I. (2002). Healing sueños for academia. In G. E. 
Anzaldúa & A. Keating (Eds.), This bridge we call home 
(pp. 433–438). New York: Routledge.

Lorde, A. (2012). Sister outsider: Essays and speeches. 
Crossing Press.

Love, B. L. (2019). We want to do more than survive: 
Abolitionist teaching and the pursuit of educational 
freedom. Beacon Press.

Marie, T., & Watson, K. (2020). Remembering an apoc-
alyptic education: Revealing life beneath the waves of 
black being.  Root Work Journal, 1(1), 14-48. https://
doi.org/10.47106/4rwj.11.02181931

Martinez, A. N., Valdez, C., & Cariaga, S. (2016). Solidar-
ity with the people: Organizing tdisrupt teacher alien-
ation. Equity & Excellence in Education, 49(3), 300-313. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/10665684.2016.1194104 

Menakem, R. (2021). My grandmother’s hands: Racial-
ized trauma and the pathway to mending our hearts 
and bodies. Penguin UK.

Milstein, C. (Ed.). (2017). Rebellious mourning: The col-
lective work of grief. Ak Press.

Navarro, O., Shah, J. K., Valdez, C., Dover, A. G., & Hen-
ning, N. (2020). Fighting on all fronts: The push, pull, 
and persistence of social justice educators and the 
move to reimagine teacher preparation. Teacher Edu-
cation Quarterly, 47(3), 9-31.

Ohito, E. O. (2017): Thinking through the flesh: a critical 
autoethnography of racial body politics in urban teacher 
education. Race Ethnicity and Education, 22 (2), 250-
268. https://doi.org/10.1080/13613324.2017.1294568

Ohito, E. O., & Oyler, C. (2017). Feeling our way toward 
inclusive counter-hegemonic pedagogies in teacher 
education. In L. Florian & N. Pantić (Eds.), Teacher 
education for the changing demographics of schooling 
(pp. 183-198). Springer, Cham.

Rowling, L (2008): Linking spirituality, school com-
munities, grief and wellbeing. International Journal of 
Children’s Spirituality, 13(3), 241-251.

Roy, A. (2020, April 3). The pandemic is a portal. The 
Financial Times. https://www.ft.com/content/108f5e8-
74eb-11ea-95fe-fcd274e920ca

Stovall, D. (2018). Are we ready for ‘school’ abolition?: 
Thoughts and practices of radical imaginary in education. 
Taboo: The Journal of Culture and Education, 17(1), 6. 

Grief Work

24 In Dialogue/ En Dialago V.1 I1



Valenzuela, A. (2005). Subtractive schooling, caring re-
lations, and social capital in the schooling of US-Mexi-
can youth. In, M. Fine & L. Weis (Eds.), Beyond silenced 
voices: Class, race, and gender in United States schools 
(pp. 83-94). State University of New York Press.

Weller, F. (2015). The wild edge of sorrow: Rituals of 
renewal and the sacred work of grief. North Atlantic 
Books.

Wolf-Prusan, L. (2021). Grief as the pathway to hope 
and hope as the pathway through grief in 
the teaching profession. In N. Sieben & S. Shelton (Eds.), 
Humanizing grief in higher education (pp. 135-141). 
Routledge.

Grief Work

25

A correction statement was issued regarding a 
grammatical error in the originally published version of 
this article. For the complete statement, visit: 
https://doi.org/10.46787/dialogue.v1i1.4037




