
Children at THE CROSSROADS of change

The Defining US documentary series focuses on how education, both traditional 

and non-traditional, can play a pivotal role in developing pathways and solutions 

on the social issues that make us most human: race, gender, identity, mental health 

and more. Our film guides bring critical reflection, deeper discussion, meaningful 

connections and tangible action centered around the topics that are Defining US.

BRING “DEFINING US”
TO YOUR COMMUNITY
This flagship documentary takes audiences inside 

the nation’s largest school systems to help viewers 

better understand each other and themselves in 

complex and divided times. Through the passionate, 

credible voices of educators and the inspirational, 

persuasive stories of students, we learn why and 

how open, constructive conversations about race 

and other social issues are the lifeblood of our 

identity and fundamental to our humanity as both 

individuals and a nation. 

https://definingus.org/product/defining-us-screenings-and-events/


What experiences have you had that connect to this topic? 

What do you hope to learn from watching this film?

BEFORE YOU LISTEN

Problem: What we fear?

How does the history of education play out in today’s classrooms and educational institutions? 

●What fear prevents us from having constructive conversations about race and racism

What are the dangers of not talking about race, as it relates to educating students in our changing w

What are some ways fear may be weaponized to prevent progress? Wh

AS YOU LISTEN

Pain: What do we feel?  

Why is listening to others’ stories and having opportunities to tell our own stories critical in education?
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critical reflection questions

Critical Reflection 
Questions

Use these recommended discussion questions and 

suggestions for engagement to dive deeper into the 

topics of this film. This guide offers individuals, groups 

and organizations the opportunity to individually and 

collectively reflect, connect and commit to action 

around the issues that define us and create more 

equitable education systems for youth. As preparation 

for the discussion, please first access our Constructive 

Conversations Guide located in your 

Take Action Portal

https://takeactionportal.org


The Purpose: Why should we change

What is the purpose of schools, in our changing socie

●How can we use funding, increased resources and access to level the pla

Why is examining one’s own belief system a key factor in recognizing and disman

What are the pivotal roles of leaders, teachers and schools in creating positive change?

The Power: Who can they become

How can we support and empower youth to thrive

What examples did you see of interaction and relationships that affirm youth identity in this or

previous section

How can school become the center of the community? What investmen

How can educators create classroom and school cultures that cultivate relationships and a sense of

belonging for students?

The Potential: What do we see? 

Why do schools play a significant role in showing all students their potential? 

How can schools utilize social and emotional learning to create more equitable outcomes for students 

of color? 

●What relevant connections do you make between relationships, hope and creating change

What did you learn from the youth stories in this section? What types of high leverage programs or

investments are creating the greatest impact?

How have stories been used to disempower communities of color? 

What emotions arise when listening to the stories in this section of the film? 

Why is examining our emotions and beliefs important in building self-awareness around our own impact 

on issues of race, class and identity? 

The Promise: Who will we become?

In this final segment, “critical love” is described as a love that leads to the liberation of people’

souls. How do you make sense of this in your own space? How can education be a vehicle for libera

through love

What promises do educators need to make for real and lasting change to occur within themselv

their organizations?

What about this film resonated with you? 

What questions or ideas would you like to explore further? 

What conversations will you have or immediate actions will you take to create change in our own sphere 

of influence?

AFTERWARD
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Experiences to Promote Critical Self-Reflection

Nigerian writer and activist 

Chimamanda Ngazi Adichie 

highlights the need to listen to the 

stories of others.

Watch her TED Talk. Re-watch one 

or all of the powerful  expert and 

youth stories highlighted in the 

film. Then reflect and connect with 

others around the problem, pain, 

power, purpose and promise of 

each story. 

Reflect and discuss: Where do you 

see your own identity in this story? 

What aspects of this story offer new 

perspective?

Reflect on The Stories in the Film

THE DANGER OF A SINGLE STORY
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Experiences that Elevate the Learning  

The following experiences are intended for use with leaders, educators, parents, and  those working in 

educational organizations. The purpose is to promote critical reflection, connection and commitment 

toward action. They are intended for use and adaptation based on the individuals, group dynamics and 

organizational context for learning.

https://www.ted.com/talks/chimamanda_ngozi_adichie_the_danger_of_a_single_story?language=en
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Stories for critical self-reflection

What will you take away? 

on Peer Connections  on The American Experience on Caring Adult Relationships 

Moyagabi Drame & Roberto Lebron bennett lieberman David Kirkland, Ph.D. 

on Leadership Programs on Scholarship and Activism on The Power of the Mind 

Angel Diaz Sikirat Mustapha Darion Allen

https://cdn.jwplayer.com/players/tdGyATXS-0sToywaM.html
https://cdn.jwplayer.com/players/1IhGS5r7-0sToywaM.html
https://cdn.jwplayer.com/players/O87qJtpd-0sToywaM.html
https://cdn.jwplayer.com/players/reoxFwyt-0sToywaM.html
https://cdn.jwplayer.com/players/fRXxHHSv-0sToywaM.html
https://cdn.jwplayer.com/players/3Emo24nn-0sToywaM.html
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Experiences to Promote Building Deeper Connections 
between Individuals and the Learning  

Connecting with the Themes in 
this Film  

Throughout the film, there were 

questions posed for each theme. 

Use these suggestions for each of 

these themes and corresponding 

questions to have critical 

conversations with colleagues 

around the intersection of race, class 

and education. 
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THE PROBLEM: 
Why are we afraid? 

Facilitate a critical conversation about “The Problem” theme of this film. Use the  Constructivist 

Listening Dyad Protocol and choose one or two questions from the Critical Reflection 

Questions portion of this guide under “The Problem” to open a dialogue. After the discussion, 

participants should consider the personal or professional connections they have to this issue. 

THE PAIN: How do we feel?
This film illustrates the power of individuals telling their own stories and taking the time to listen

to the stories of others. Ask participants to recall and share stories from their own lives. Begin by offering 

a few moments of reflective writing. Participants can consider specific experiences in their youth that have 

defined them, or what they wish others would see at first glance. In partners or groups of three, allow 

participants 3-5 minutes of uninterrupted storytelling. After each person shares their story, listeners can offer 

reflections and connections between their own stories and what they heard.

THE POTENTIAL: What do we see? 
See the potential among the individuals in your organization by using the Wagon Wheels Protocol for partner 

dialogue. Use the following discussion questions:  

What is one challenge you have overcome that defines you? Who in your life has seen your greatest 

potential? What currently gives your purpose? What do you wish you had the power to change now? What do 

you aspire to in the future?  

Close the discussion with a whole-group discussion of the commonalities and differences of experiences in 

your group. Consider how this conversation might help create a better understanding of the diverse identities 

within the organization.

THE PURPOSE: Why should we change?  
Experts say that teachers must do the work of recognizing and dismantling racial inequity. Begin this work 

with your teachers by first viewing the film. Then divide the group into six teams. Have teams, on chart paper, 

collectively answer the questions from the section “The Purpose.” Allow participants to post the charts in six 

different areas of the room. Participants rotate in groups, viewing the other charts in a gallery walk format. 

Teams can make connections using symbols, add ideas or simply reflect on the learning.

https://www.nsrfharmony.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/dyad.pdf
https://www.nsrfharmony.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/dyad.pdf
https://www.nsrfharmony.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/WagonWheelBrainstorming.pdf
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THE POWER and the Promise: 
Who can they become? Who will we become?  

After watching the film and using the learning experiences in this guide, gather in small groups and reflect on 

the learning. As a team, divide a piece of chart paper in half. On one side create a brain scatter of the ideas, 

concepts and new knowledge your group has acquired. On the other side, write ways you want to continue 

the learning process, thinking of ways to continue the conversation with your personal networks and within 

your organization. 

Experiences to Promote 
Taking Action 

Host a Roundtable or Panel After Viewing  

Make the topic relevant to your context by hosting a viewing of 

the film and add a roundtable discussion or expert panel following 

the film screening. Enlist leaders from your organization or local 

experts in the field to discuss the topics of the film. Use the critical  

reflection questions in this guide or develop your own questions. 

Check out this resource for tips on moderating the discussion. 

Harvard Business Review: 

How to Moderate a Panel Like a Pro

https://hbr.org/2013/05/how-to-moderate-a-panel-like-a


Finding Your Locus of Responsibility  

Tackling issues related to race, identity and education 

can feel overwhelming. Instead of focusing on the greater 

issues, narrow your focus to the things you can influence. 

In small groups, challenge participants to think of their 

own locus of control and generate ideas for things that 

they can change as individuals and as teams to support 

more equitable solutions for students. Perhaps it is having 

critical conversations with those who have opposing 

ideas, creating a common understanding around equity, 

auditing classrooms for diverse learning materials, or 

challenging yourself to continue learning and reflecting 

on the topic. No action is too small as long as it is in the 

direction of growth. Encourage staff to choose one step 

they will take within their own locus of responsibility.

Sources: Harvard Business Review, 2022; National School Reform Initiative 
2022; TED Global, 2009 
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Creating a Vision for Racial Equity  

This film illustrates many ways in which leaders, teachers, students and 

organizations are working together toward creating more equitable practices, 

prioritizing social-emotional wellbeing and placing an essential focus on 

relationships to create spaces of belonging and hope for students. Central 

to this work is creating a unified vision for equity. As a whole school or 

organization, as a leadership team or professional learning community, 

create a mission and vision toward racial equity. Consider what it looks, feels 

and sounds like in a space that prioritizes equity. What beliefs, assumptions, 

and practices will need to be addressed? What are some first steps your 

organization can take to ensure this vision is fulfilled?  
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Deepening the Learning and Expanding 
the Conversation

Listen and Learn through Defining US Educator, 
Advocate and Youth Voice Podcasts

Dive deeper into this topic by listening and learning from discussion with leading 

education experts and advocates featured in this film. Use the podcast notes and 

deeper podcast guides (available as part of our Take Action Portal membership) to 

cultivate broader understanding of the work being done to create more racially 

equitable and culturally responsive programs and practices in schools that focus 

on improving students’ social and emotional well-being. Learn how to adapt 

successful solutions in schools to create positive change in your home and 

community. Direct links to three podcasts are featured below so you can get 

started!

Darion Allen
On the Importance of Being a Flowing River

Yolanda Sealey-Ruiz Ph.D.
The Critical Nature of Us

Paul Forbes
How Cultivating Courageous Conversations 

Inspired the Film’s Beginnings

Want more? Click below!

https://definingus.org/product/do-something-platform-for-adults/
https://open.spotify.com/episode/1Kv5BT2E99hWSF6xIg4z6C
https://open.spotify.com/episode/1vbCR1iwGkuulbZaN4CbYx
https://open.spotify.com/episode/47nobCn93SoSEvI7aN2gIz
https://open.spotify.com/episode/47nobCn93SoSEvI7aN2gIz
https://definingus.org/category/blog/
https://definingus.org/about/podcast/


The Urban Assembly School for Applied Math and Science 

Central Park East High School 

King Drew Magnet High School 

My Brother’s Keeper Initiative, NYCDOE

My Brother’s Keeper Initiative, State of New York 

Umoja Program

Defining US Take Action Portal

●CWK-TV and other resources for support

CASEL

Yale Center for Emotional Intelligence

Yale School of Medicine Child Study Center
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Secondary Schools and Programs 
Highlighted in this Documentary 

Additional Programs and SUPPORTs to explore

Schools/Organizations 

follow  us

https://www.amsbronx.org
https://www.centralparkeasths.org
https://www.kingdrew.net
https://nycmbk.org
http://www.nysed.gov/mbk
https://www.amsbronx.org/niaumoja-1
https://takeactionportal.org
https://definingus.org/shop/
https://casel.org
https://ycei.org
https://medicine.yale.edu/childstudy/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/definingus
https://twitter.com/DefiningUs
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCKMjWyUdY6I_WNqTir3cbSg
https://www.facebook.com/definingusofficial
https://www.instagram.com/definingusofficial/
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