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“He often shares his personal story with his students and frames his teachable moments in ways that 
show students how their actions today are the foundational steps in a lifelong commitment to self-
betterment and education.  The passion that Hoang conveys in these moments is palpable and inspiring.  
His students have become first grade versions of him.” -Hoang Pham’s principal 

 
A TEACHER WHO NURTURES THE NEXT GENERATION OF COLLEGE-EDUCATED SOCIAL JUSTICE 
LEADERS… 
 
Hoang Pham envisions his first graders – and they see themselves – as future leaders who will join him in 
his quest to end educational inequity. His vision is for them “to be the change agents in our country, our 
world, their communities… to be the kids who are pushing for an organization like Teach For America not 
to exist anymore.”  
 
For Hoang, his great urgency around his students’ academic achievement, critical thinking, personal 
growth, and affirmation of their own identity are simply the obvious implications of the vision he shares 
with his students and families – namely, that his students will have the choice to attend and the skills and 
dispositions to succeed throughout college, eleven years from now, and then to change the world.    
 
Consequently, Hoang and his students set concrete, meaningful and ambitious interim goals that will 
help them achieve their long-term aspirations. Their class reading goal, for instance, would not just close 
the literacy gap for Hoang’s students, but put them half a grade level ahead.  
 
Both Hoang and his students know these ambitious 
goals are within reach.  Last year Hoang’s students 
made 1.6 years of growth as measured by the SAT-10 
reading assessment. This year, as of March, 90% of 
Hoang’s students are already a half-year ahead in 
reading. In math, his students are averaging above 90% 
on their assessments. 
 
While Hoang is counting on his students having a string 
of teachers throughout their experience at KIPP who will 
continue to stretch students’ expectations and 
achievement, he sees that opportunity not as a reason 
for complacency but as fuel for his urgency to achieve 
his students’ collective vision.  By continually raising his 
expectations, Hoang knows that his students will spend 
less time on remediation and more time on enrichment, 
and this will rapidly accelerate their path to becoming 
world-changers. 
 
Hoang’s passion and dedication spring from a very 
personal place.  As his students and their families know, 
Hoang himself grew up in a low-income community in 
Portland, Oregon, and attended school where not much 
was expected. According to Hoang, the person who 

 
 
Meet Hoang 
Hoang Pham teaches first graders at 
KIPP Empower Academy, a new KIPP 
school in South Central Los Angeles. 
Growing up in a neighborhood similar to 
that of his students, Hoang purposefully 
“brings the why” to his work. His vision 
for students encompasses remarkable 
academic results (combating the 
achievement gap before it begins), 
character growth and an emphasis on 
social justice. His classroom is equal 
parts culturally responsive instruction 
and joy. 



helped change his trajectory was his freshman English teacher, who became Hoang’s mentor throughout 
high school. “She was the one who told me I needed to apply to colleges and every scholarship I could get 
my hands on. She believed in me and that belief propelled me to want to pursue college.”  
 
When Hoang arrived at college and struggled with the transition, he began working with a writing teacher 
from the Office of Multicultural Academic Support. This teacher helped Hoang complete his freshman 
year, in large part by introducing him to the concept of social justice. (Later, after Hoang was admitted to 
Teach For America, he learned that his writing teacher was an alum.) Social justice became a motivating 
force for Hoang, and he now works to ensure similar motivations for his students as well.  
 
… UNITING STUDENTS AND FAMILIES THROUGH JOY, PRIDE, AND DEPICTIONS OF WHAT IS AT STAKE… 
 
Not only are Hoang’s students excelling academically, but they are becoming strong critical thinkers. 
Hoang’s students are encouraged to perceive and think seriously about the world around them.  Why are 
there so many liquor stores in our neighborhood?  Why do people celebrate and think differently about 
holidays like Cinco de Mayo, Columbus Day, and Juneteenth?  Why are black students like us 
underrepresented in college?   
 
Hoang’s students ask these questions due to both his overarching vision and his orientation to plan 
through a culturally responsive lens.  Students are committed to leaving their stamp on history and 
changing the world. They do this by first deeply knowing themselves and the obstacles they will need to 
overcome as African Americans living in a low income community.  Identity awareness, literacy, social 
studies, personal growth and understanding the pathways to opportunity are not separate entities in 
Hoang’s classroom. Hoang has tailored his entire literacy approach to be based on culturally relevant 
texts and the most critical questions facing the entire social justice movement. 
 
Hoang’s bookshelves are filled with books about and written by African American authors. On one 
morning, with students circled around him, Mr. Pham reads, “There were not many books about black 
kids on the shelf…”  Then he pauses and prompts his students to take a moment to think deeply. Hoang 
poses the question: “Stop, think. Why do you think there are not many books about people that look like 
[the author]?” The question launches this first grade classroom into what feels like a college seminar-
level discussion. A student proudly raises her hand to say, “I think there are not many books because 
there was segregation back then and black people didn’t have many rights.” More students chime in with 
their theories as to why there is a scarcity of books in the library that feature African American children. 
There is conviction in their tiny but powerful voices as they share their outrage about injustice and their 
understanding of the larger implications for our country if African Americans are not granted the same 
access to a quality education.  Then, with Hoang’s prompt of “How can you make your dreams a reality?” 
the reading lesson seamlessly transitions to a poetry writing session.  Later on, students are given an 
opportunity to participate in a “poetry slam” where they stand up one by one to recite their lyrical and 
insightful poems.  
 
Every decision that Hoang, his students and families make is profoundly routed in what is at stake for his 
students. When they’re asked, “Why do you work so hard?” students respond that “not that many black 
people go to college…” When asked what has been the most important thing that they have learned this 
year, a student responds, “The most important thing that I’ve learned this year is that you need to learn 
about black history so that if somebody asks you a question about black history, you can tell them.” 
Identity awareness coupled with many culturally relevant techniques make Hoang’s classroom a place 
where students are encouraged to embrace and feel empowered by who they are, and the opportunity to 
be whatever they desire in the future. 



…SHARING HIS ‘TRUE SELF’ AND BECOMING A BELOVED COMMUNITY MEMBER IN THE PROCESS 
 

When Hoang was first hired at KIPP Empower, his principal asked if he had any interests outside of 
school that could be shared as an enrichment opportunity with his students. As a professional 
breakdancer whose “dream was to be teaching and dancing at the same time – and better yet, to be… 
[teaching kids] the importance behind expressing yourself through various forms,” Hoang jumped at the 
opportunity.  
 
What started as a P.E. course morphed into something larger when Hoang and a colleague started 
“StepUP – BreakDOWN,” an after-school dance group that combines breakdancing and step. Students 
flocked to the activity. They learned complicated steps and practiced intensely, and were rewarded with 
an opportunity to perform at the KIPP School Summit in Orlando, FL, in front of an audience of 3,000 
people. To raise funds to fly 20 students and their chaperones to Florida, Hoang and his colleague went 
into accelerated fundraising mode. They hosted a school talent show that brought out 500 people from 
the community, and through this and other initiatives were ultimately able to raise $40K within only four 
months. (His students are now auditioning for America’s Got Talent!  Stay tuned...) 

 
When Hoang isn’t in his classroom or outside dancing with his kids, he can usually be found tutoring a 
student, attending a family celebration, or simply hanging out in the neighborhood.  Living in the same 
community as his students, he has become a local fixture, warmly greeting neighbors on his way to 
school each morning.  Every other Saturday he spends time at Kev’s Barber Shop, engaging the other 
patrons in intense discussions about education and social justice.  (And Hoang has successfully convinced 
Kev himself to send his son to KIPP Empower Academy next year.) 
 
Many parents testify to the impact Hoang’s had on their children – and by extension on their whole family. 
One parent remarks that, “He inspires me outside of the school environment on personal development 
for myself because he’s just so driven.” Another parent talks about the way that Hoang has set her child 
up to expect and advocate for excellent education over a lifetime: “Having a teacher around her that’s had 
such a positive impact – she will now know what to 
expect from teachers.” And yet another remarks 
on the way in which he relates to parents overall: 
“My relationship with Hoang is very professional, 
yet personal… the many conversations I’ve had 
with him regarding my goals for my son’s 
education and future… Mr. Hoang understands me. 
He understands where I’m coming from. Having 
open arms, allowing me to be open with him, has 
built our relationship, and I appreciate that. My 
son has no one but me. But [Hoang] lets me know 
that not only does [my son] have me, but he has 
him too.” 
 
With the depth of these relationships, Hoang has 
ensured that even at an early age, his students 
and their families can advocate for school to be a 
place that affirms their heritage, allows them to 
explore their many identities, and develops their 
ability to be powerful agents of change in the 
world. 

(Some of the) Insights We’re Gaining from 
Hoang’s Classroom 
 Emphasizing who we are as teachers and who 

students are as people profoundly matters. 
Cultural identity and a deep understanding of 
what is systemically and personally at stake is 
critical for parents and students to have 
ownership over their future trajectories. 

 Prioritizing accepting and being accepted by your 
students’ community and families requires 
humility, curiosity and intentionality.  

 Modeling personal passion and commitment to 
students helps to shape their own personal and 
academic interests.  

 Cultivating a classroom culture that truly 
embraces historical context, cultural customs, 
and traditions will foster a unique culture of 
achievement that facilitates personal identity 
development and pride. 


