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The Radicalism behind the Center for Black

Educator Development

By Mika Hackner

Summary

he Center for Black

I Educator Development

(CBED) is a non-profit
focused on increasing the
number of black teachers in
Pennsylvania and across the
United States. The organization
has received millions of dollars
in donor funds, grants from the
Philadelphia Board of Education
and various school districts.
The founder of the organization
was on Governor Josh Shapiro’s
education committee transition
team and has worked closely
with both Philadelphia and
Pennsylvania legislators.

CBED advocates a radical “anti-

racism” agenda - its vision is

that black students will only

be taught by black teachers.

It wants K-12 education to

be focused on a damaging

and divisive anti-racism, DEI agenda. The organization
explicitly states that education is a “political act” and that
educators should be “educator- activists.”'

The founder of CBED is Sharif El-Mekki whose parents
were members of the Black Panther Party and were part
of a cohort that went to Iran by the invitation of the
Ayatollah Khomeini. EI-Mekki’s mother thought positively
about the Ayatollah and El-Mekki himself carried out his
middle school education in Iran before returning there

as an adult. He speaks positively about his experiences

in Iran under the Ayatollah’s regime while being highly
critical of the United States, which he sees as racist and
anti-intellectual.

El-Mekki, as a member of the Institution for Higher
Education Educator Diversity Consortium®, is involved
with developing the ‘anti-racist’ guidelines to be adopted
by all Pennsylvania school districts.® The guidelines

are currently the subject of a lawsuit by various school
districts, teachers and parents.
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The organization holds
an annual Black Men in
Education Conference.
This year the speakers
include Angela Davis
and Abeer Ramdan-
Shinnawi, who runs
‘Altair Consulting’, an
educational consulting
firm helping with
curriculum development,
‘affinity spaces’ and other
areas of ‘professional
development.” Shinnawi
also holds extreme
views about the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict.

She has posted on her
company’s instagram

in apparent support of
Hamas’ attack on October
7th.

Why is an organization
whose founder has a radical background and whose
organizational vision and mission is explicitly
segregationist given a seat at the table to determine the
educational direction of Pennsylvania? Why has this
organization received millions of dollars from the likes of
the Zuckerberg foundation? And why has it received public
funding?

1._https://thecenterblacked.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/CBED21-A2E-Re-
tention-Toolkit-012.pdf

2. https://www.paeddiversity.org/about

3.https:/[www.education.pa.gov/Documents/ Teachers-Administrators/Certifi-
cation%20Preparation%20Programs/EFramework%20Guidelines%20and %20
Rubrics/Culturally-Relevant%20and%20Sustaining%20Education%20Pro-
gram%20Framework%20Guidelines.pdf

4.https://thomas-more-society-images.s3.us-east-2.amazonaws.com/4.17.23-Peti-
tion-for-Review-submitted-TS-w.o.-attachments.pdf;

https://www.cbsnews.com/pittsburgh/news/pennsylvania-school-districts-law-
suit-new-state-education-guidelines/
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Supporting Materials

Center for Black Educator Development advocates segregation

The Center for Black Educator Development (CBED) began in 2019. CBED was formed to increase the

number of black teachers in classrooms.

In its short life - from 2019 to 2023, the Center for Black Educator Development, under its founder Sharif

El-Mekki, has established itself as an influential non-profit in Pennsylvania and a key player in educational
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reforms in Pennsylvania school districts.' For the quarterly period ending March 31st 2022, CBED had already
received $153,560 from the Philadelphia School district.” The Philadelphia School District is the largest in
Pennsylvania, and eighth largest in the United States. El-Mekki even served on Governor Josh Shapiro’s

transition team.> CBED is also increasing its influence outside of Pennsylvanizt.4

1

https://www.stateboard.education.pa.gov/Documents/Current%20Initiatives/MasterPlanHigherEducation/P
a0 0, 0, 0, H 0, H
;https://www.pahouse.com/young/InTheNews/NewsRelease/?id=134222
ttgs /IWwww. youtube com/watch?v= ZGLZxPOgGH X

wind= =014&chpt=15K;
https://www.stateboard.education.pa.gov/Documents/About%20the%20Board/Meeting%20Minutes/2020

%20Meeting%20Minutes/SBE%20Minutes%201-8-2020.pdf;
ttQS'//WWW researchforaction.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/RFA-Final_Report-Evaluation_of the Aspi
g to Educate Philadelphia_Pilot.pdf;

O&b|IIBody S&blIITyQ—B&blller OOQQ&QI’] 1120;
https://www.senatorhughes.com/senator-hughes-fellow-lawmakers-leaders-and-education-advocates-disc
uss-solutions-to-pennsylvanias-teacher-shortage-crisis/;
https://www.senatorhughes.com/standing-up-for-new-and-existing-teachers/;
https://senatorlindseywilliams.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/BEF C-Testimony-September-14-2023-Fin

ng-to- accelerate the school-district-of-philadelphia/;
https://philasd.novusagenda.com/agendapublic/CoverSheet.aspx?ltemID=6135&MeetinglD=337;

&doctvpe—Aqenda

https://www.philasd.org/budget/wp-content/uploads/sites/96/2022/05/FY22-Q3-QSMR-w-ADA.pdf
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https://www.philasd.org/budget/wp-content/uploads/sites/96/2022/05/FY22-Q3-QSMR-w-ADA.pdf
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CEBD has raked in millions of dollars from donor grants and funding from the city of Philadelphia.
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CBED works closely both with the City of Philadelphia Board of Education and the State of Pennsylvania State

of Education.®

® Funding data from Quidnunc.ai
Shttps://www.philasd.org/schoolboard/2024/05/30/board-of-education-makes-strides-in-its-first-action-meet
ing-to-accelerate-the-school-district-of-philadelphia/;
hitps://philasd.novusagenda.com/agendapublic/CoverSheet.aspx?ltemID=6135&MeetinglD=337;

https://philasd.novusagenda.com/agendapublic/CoverSheet.aspx?ltemID=4702&MeetinglD=263
https://phil .nov nda.com n lic/MeetingView. x?MeetinglD=284&MinutesMeeti

https://www.philasd.org/budget/wp-content/uploads/sites/96/2022/05/FY22-Q3-QSMR-w-ADA. pdf
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Increasing the number of black school teachers in our classrooms, particularly male school teachers, sounds like
a worthy cause - however CBED’s agenda is extreme. And it is not hidden. Rather, it is presented as the selling

point of the organization.

The Center for Black Education Development wants black students to be taught by black teachers only. In other

words, they advocate segregation in the service of “anti-racism.” They want all teachers to be experts in

“anti-racism” and they want their educators to be “educator-activists.””

" https://thecenterblacked.org/
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BED beli hat the role of th her i litical activi

In the “Respecting Educator-Activists of Color: The Anti-Racist Guide to Teacher Retention” developed by the
CBED with the apparent support of the Pennsylvania Department of Education to help school districts retain

black teachers- CBED defines educator-activists as the following:

An educator-activist is one “whose viewpoints and teachings are based on the understanding that educational

» 8

justice and racial justice are intertwined (p.16).

8 https://thecenterblacked.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/CBED21-A2E-Retention-Toolkit-012.pdf
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Educator-Activism is further defined -

“EDUCATION ACTIVISM A practiced commitment to liberating education from the racism inherent in
America’s institutions, including our schools, that continue to deny educational equity and prescribe

compromised learning and academic outcomes for Black students and, as a result, compromise the humanity of

all (p.16).”

“Our goal in preparing this guide is to help you retain educators of color, especially educator-activists-of-color
who believe: that teaching can be a form of activism, every lesson plan is a political document, and every
classroom interaction a political statement. Educators who understand their role as freedom seekers and fighters

fueled by their love for each and every one of their students (p.16).” *°

The guide tells districts to seek black teachers with a particular political ideological bent and provides them with

a checklist for hiring teachers (pp.16- 17):"

9

https://thecenterblacked.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/CBED21-A2E-Retention-Toolkit-012.pdf
1% hitps://thecenterblacked.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/CBED21-A2E-Retention-Toolkit-012.pdf

" https://thecenterblacked.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/CBED21-A2E-Retention-Toolkit-012.pdf
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In CBED’s 2022 report on its Pilot Teaching Academy program, the organization said the following:

“We seek to develop in our students a greater interest in pursuing teaching as an act of social justice and servant

leadership(p.2).”*
CBED talks about having a model of “educational justice” which includes(pp.7-8):"’

A Liberating Educational Philosophy

“Embodiment of the highest levels of excellence not limited by norms set by white standards that stigmatize

marginalized children as perpetually behind.”

The Black Experience, Front and Centered

“Pedagogical explorations, ideological frameworks and documented practice of educational thinkers and writers

throughout the African diaspora. The language, philosophy and theories which helped people of African

12 hitps://thecenterblacked.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/CBED-22-TeachingAcademy-005.pdf

'3 https://thecenterblacked.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/CBED-22-TeachingAcademy-005.pdf
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descent organize their educational systems, while adapting or learning from these systems to improve and enrich
our current reality. Literature and programming that values and explores the cultural experiences and the

intellectual inheritance of participants while exposing them to the larger world as conscious change agents.”

The Practice of Communal Learning

“Shared growth over individual advancement.”

® Engage in quality scholarship, writing and research to be able to critically review educational theories,

practices, institutions, systems and policies.

e Form aliberatory educational philosophy and practice grounded in Black pedagogy to co-create ideal

educational environments for Black students and fellow professionals.

®  Broaden civic awareness and strengthen a dedication to social change, liberation and activism.

An lturally-Power m nci

e Reflecting on One’s Cultural Lens and Individual Cultural Identity

® Recognizing and Redressing Bias in the System in/Adjacent to our Educational System

e Drawing on Students’ Culture to Inform Curriculum and Instruction

® Bringing Real-World Issues into the Classroom, Ensuring a Global Context and Interconnectedness of
Curriculum

e Modeling High Expectations for All Students

® Promoting and Embracing Student Differences

e Collaborating with Families and the Local Community Communicating with Humility and in
Linguistically and Culturally Responsive Ways Respecting,

e Embracing and Incorporating the Integrity of Students’ Cultural Knowledge

e Understanding the Tenets/Nuance of Micro-Aggression(s) and Their Impact on Diverse Learners

4 hitps://thecenterblacked.ora/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/CBED-22-TeachingAcademy-005.pdf
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The CBED developed its own curriculum “LeCount-Catto curriculum” which is based on black pedagogy and
historical frameworks and helps students make the connection between teaching and activism.

Activist-Educators at CBED talk about the curriculum on EdPost podcast, below are quotes from the podcast:

The curriculum drives the idea of “communal learning ...this idea that’s counter to rampant individualism and
the spirit of capitalism that permeates the learning process where it’s like about your individual merit and your

. . . 1
individual success.”"

The curriculum is “grounded in rules to be present within the space of like understanding the current context
which in this case is education - how did education really come to be what it is right now, what are the factors
that led to that and what are the like the roots of how education became what we are currently look at. But then
thinking beyond that, being present throughout like the history of time and space, not to be all mystical, but like
going back to fundamentally the process that people of African descent engaged when they were thinking about
what it looks like to pass on knowledge before there even had to be consideration of liberation. We were free to
do what we self-determined ourselves to do , what was that education process like, what were the objectives,
how do we start to look back at the values that were held in that space and the way that people operate when
they are free and think about what can be reiterated in the present so that we can practice freedom as
self-determined human beings today but also use whatever tools necessary in order to engage with the current
oppressive reality and resist that so we do a whole lot um throughout the curriculum. The curriculum itself is
two years long the reiteration with every unit in every lesson is based on those principles and that idea what does
it mean to really be a liberated human being in this current context what does it feel like to be able to really stand
on the historical processes that our ancestors have established for us and our elders have trained us in and then

how do we use that in order to create a better reality.”l(’

“The curriculum is designed to help folks uh understand what to avoid what to embrace what to learn and what
to unlearn in order to be a liberatory educator - you know these are things that i feel like i like that in many cases
we kind of as particularly as like africans in america um we tend to fall into education like we happen to come
across the right people the right institutions the right realizations to be like hey you know what this is probably
something i want to do or we have the right privileges um but many of us aren't afforded that and i think it's
about expanding and being intentional about expanding that privilege right by creating a curriculum that does

those things...”17

5 hitps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r4MTkOmOQOcoY

16 hitps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r4MTkOmOQOcoY

7 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r4AMTkOmOcoY
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“...made me think of some of the students that we currently have in liberation academy and thinking about that
that unlearning process and that identification like once they have that awareness it's like oh oh no like this is
oppressive you are oppressing me you are in my way like you are not here to help me and they're not like um that
light coming on is like a it's bittersweet you know because you are thankful that the students that you have and
care about are now equipped to be to face what's going on around them but also it's that realization of like i i've
been harmed you know like there were people in my space around me who did not mean my highest good in the
space that is supposed to be for my highest development and that that's rough but what they are encouraged to
do beyond that is start to act like no we can't that's not going to happen to my my little cousin or it's not going

to happen to the grade after me like now we need to like mobilize in order to do something different.”"®

“... providing an alternative to this western context that we are surrounded by is crucial.” ’

Extremists at Black Men in Education Conference

This year’s Black Men in Education Conference will host Angela Davis as well as Abeer Ramdan-Shinnawi.

Shinnawi also presented at last year’s conference.

18 hitps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r4MTkOmOQOcoY

19 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r4MTkOmOcoY

Jewish Institute for Liberal Values | JILV.ORG | INFO@JILV.ORG | TW&FB: @JILVORG | YT: JAVORG 15


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r4MTkOmOcoY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r4MTkOmOcoY

The speakers at last year’s conference included: the Superintendent of the School District of Philadelphia, PA

State Senator Vincent Hughes and Pennsylvania Secretary of Education Dr. Khalid Mumin.
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El-Mekki, Iran and anti-Americanism

Why is El-Mekki and the CBED comfortable with inviting radicals to talk at their conference? Perhaps because

they share similar ideological viewpoints?

El-Mekki’s schooling from Pre-K on was heavily influenced by the Black Panthers. His Pre-K was a masjid
associated with the Black Panther Party. His elementary school was Nidhamu Sasa® - a ‘freedom’ school based

on the Black Panther mold where black students were taught by black teachers only (exactly the program that

2 https://nnpa.org/essal/tag/nidhamu-sasa/
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CBED advocates). EI-Mekki talks proudly and positively about his family’s connections to the Black Panther
Party.21

He went to middle school in Iran and talks glowingly about that time™.
His mother, Aisha El-Mekki, spoke positively about Ayatollah Khomeini and post-revolutionary [ran:

“During the Islamic Revolution in Iran, Sister Aisha was intrigued by the integrity, spirituality, and fighting
spirit of the leader of the movement, the late Imam Khomeini. With her husband and her best friend, meetings
were established to discuss Islam and the situation in Iran. They conversed with Iranians to learn more about the
revolution. Eventually, Sister Aisha and Brother Yahya decided to move overseas to Tehran, joining her lifelong
friend (since 4th grade), Mama Shakurah, already living there. Sister Aisha said she moved there for several
reasons. She wanted her children to witness a country united in its efforts to make a change. She wanted them to
experience living in a Muslim country. And, she wanted a safe environment to raise her black boys. She loved
that Imam Khomeini continuously stood up to the bully without any fear. He called out the oppression of
America and other superpowers. When the revolution happened, Iran seized the U.S. Embassy and took the
conspiring spies working there as hostages. Yet, Imam Khomeini ordered the release of all of the
African-Americans and women. He stated that they had suffered enough oppression at the hands of the United
States. Sister Aisha was amazed that across the world there were people of faith and a leader who could deeply
comprehend the plight and struggle of African-Americans. She would visit Imam Khomeini with her dear friend
Sister Shakurah and her son Mikyeil. As she told the story, she was so vehemently overwhelmed at that moment

that she found herself frozen and clinging to a pillar. Eventually, security had to help her to leave.””

21

https://beckmanaward.mj.unc.edu/previous-projects/each-one-teach-one/
2 https://thephiladelphiacitizen.org/immigrant-refugee-education-americar;
https://www.bridgespan.org/dreaming-in-color-sharif-el-mekki;
https://beckmanaward.mj.unc.edu/previous-projects/each-one-teach-one/
2 https://phillymuslimfreedomfund.org/bio_mama_aisha.pdf
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Sharif El-Mekki talks about his love for Iran in an interview with the “dreaming in color” podcast.

“Islam didn't separate itself from politics because creating poverty is a political decision. Denying people
education is a political decision. Deciding who gets to eat, who has access, equity, all of that are political
decisions. And so how can you be led by faith and say, "I'm going to do good work, but I'm going to ignore all
the conditions that created the conditions for me to have to do this good work."” It was combined.... And being
in Iran and getting to see even education, how they approach education. And even seeing, I understand why you
look today and pound for pound and per capita, Iran produces more engineers and doctors, scientists, than
many other countries. To be that small, but there's such an emphasis on education and understanding...Being in
a country where a lot of youth have a decision to make. I would say there are other options, but main three
options, join the military, go to college, or be a teacher. It's looked at at that level of service to the country to go
to a village where they may not even have running water. They may be farmers in these super rural areas, but

going there, and this is your kind of Iran Corps instead of AmeriCorps. You go and you're teaching a villager.”24

By the same token, in the same podcast EI-Mekki is highly critical of the United States:

“And so when we think about that in this anti-CRT hysteria, which is really anti-intellectualism, which is
synonymous for America anyway. This is America. We're anti-Black and anti-intellectual. We can't burn you at
the stake, so we're going to burn your school down. We're going to burn your pedagogical frameworks down.

We're going to burn your books. It's other ways to burn things.””

2 hitps://www.bridgespan.org/dreaming-in-color-sharif-el-mekki
2 https://www.bridgespan.org/dreaming-in-color-sharif-el-mekki
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“And so we have to be not only super vigilant about it and finding ways to resist. And we can't rely on our
oppressors to give a thumbs up and endorse what we know is liberatory pedagogical frameworks, liberatory

teaching, liberatory content. Because every teacher, even Black and beyond, if they're worth their salt, they

should constantly be interrogating the curricula Lo

“Yeah. Listen, what did Malcolm say? Everywhere is the Deep South if it's south of the Canadian border. So act

»27

accordingly.

As an adult, when principal of the Anna Howard Shaw Middle School, EI-Mekki mentioned his travels to Iran
as an adult as part of a successful grant application to the NASA Explorers School program.” The grant
proposal included this piece of information: Mr. EI-Mekki is a visionary instructional leader that ensures
the program remains viable and relative and the NASA goals remain in sight, providing fidelity to the
team. He has traveled to Iran to study and establish a partnership with a middle school to do a
comparative analysis on how higher science and mathematics concepts are taught at the middle school
level in Iran as opposed to the United States. Mr. El Mekki will identify and combat trends in the
school that interfere with our stated objectives and chart the course for what must be done to enable

students to achieve full participation in all areas of STEM.”

% hitps://www.bridgespan.org/dreaming-in-color-sharif-el-mekki
27 hitps://www.bridgespan.org/dreaming-in-color-sharif-el-mekki

2 hitps://www.bizjournals.com/philadelphia/stories/2004/06/07/daily15.html;
https://web.archive.org/web/20061229081356/https://www.wcu3einstitute.org/Default.aspx?tabid=238

2 hitps://web.archive.org/web/20061229081356/https://www.wcu3einstitute.org/Default.aspx?tabid=238
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El-Mekki has contributed to articles for Louis Farrakhan’s “Final Call” publication.30

He also frequently quotes Paulo Friere - author of “Pedagogy of the Oppressed” which advocates that teachers

use their classrooms to awaken the political consciousness of their students.™

3 https //www finalcalldigital. com/artlcles/what did- 2020 mean for-black-people-;
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Summary

The Shapiro administration as well as the Philadelphia District School Board and other districts throughout
Pennsylvania and the United States, as well as private donors, have embraced an organization which advocates a

radical, Black Panther’s- style approach to education.

The founder of CBED, Sharif EI-Mekki, comes from a family embedded in the Black Panther Party, with ties to
Iran, sympathies for the Ayatollah Khomeini, and who has applied that outlook to the “anti-racist” pedagogy he
is pushing in Pennsylvania and beyond. No wonder that the flagship conference which is meant to encourage

black men to enter education would include radicals like Abeer Ramdan-Shinnawi.

Why is the Shapiro administration prepared to work with this group? Why is the City of Philadelphia willing to
allow this dangerous ideology to spread to its youth?

Mika Hackner
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