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 A Critical Pedagogy of Race in Teacher 
Education: Response and Responsibility       

     Jill Ewing   Flynn   ,    Timothy J.   Lensmire,    and    Cynthia   Lewis   

      6.1 Introduction  

 We teach in a land-grant university located in an urban setting, but it is not an 
urban university. Rather than reflecting the cultural and linguistic diversity of 
the metropolitan area and schools, students who attend the university and 
enroll in our courses for preservice teachers are predominantly white. This 
context creates a specific set of challenges related to our work as critical edu-
cators. We have found that a critical pedagogy of race with white preservice 
teachers needs to position them as “responsible” without necessarily position-
ing them to feel “guilty.” While the challenges of doing this work are com-
plex, in this chapter we share texts and pedagogies we have used to constructively 
address them. 

 Our chapter focuses on issues that locate the lived and constructed nature of race 
at the center of any enactment of critical pedagogy. We have been tested in our 
efforts to help students understand and work to counteract the institutional, systemic 
nature of white privilege. Some of our preservice teachers rely on color-blind 
discourse, often for complex reasons. Others see race as a problem to be solved 
rather than something they themselves are implicated in or embody. And still other 
preservice teachers struggle to translate their intellectual knowledge of racism into 
concrete classroom practices. 

 Tim is an associate professor of Culture and Teaching and Literacy Education, 
teaching classes of preservice as well as practicing elementary and secondary 
teachers. Cynthia is a professor of Literacy Education, teaching classes in the post-
baccalaureate English Education program that prepares students for secondary 
English teaching. When we began this chapter, Jill, a Ph.D. student, served as the 
student teaching coordinator for English Education and taught several courses in 
the program as well. 
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 In this chapter, Cynthia and Jill examine the complex dilemmas that arose—for 
them and for their students—when they attempted to enact a critical pedagogy of 
race with white preservice teachers. Next, Tim shares a narrative account of how 
one class took up issues of race and white privilege in a meaningful way. We end 
by considering how the pedagogy enacted by Tim and his students may provide 
ideas and inspiration for other teacher educators to address race and privilege 
productively with white teachers.  

  6.2 Difficult Discussions and Transitions  

 It is often hard for white people to talk about race and whiteness. Research 
has documented the difficulty people have talking about race, especially peo-
ple from white, middle-class backgrounds like most of our preservice teach-
ers. The literature on teacher education students’ examination of their own 
cultural privilege (Florio-Ruane,  2001 ; Gaine,  2001 ; Huerta & Flemmer, 
 2005 ; Cross,  2005 ; LeCompte & McCray,  2002 ; Solomon et al.,  2005 ; Allard 
& Santoro,  2006 ; Gay & Kirkland,  2003 ; Milner,  2006)  shows that white pre-
service teachers frequently use the discourses of color blindness, meritocracy, 
and individualism to defend their views and avoid acknowledging white privi-
lege. LeCompte and McCray  (2002)  observe that “white teachers are unable 
to ‘see’ themselves as raced or as having a culture. Subsequently, they may 
struggle with the notion that their Whiteness affords them privilege and power 
and threatens oppression for their students of color” (p. 26). Socialized into 
the normalization of whiteness, white students “resist seeing White as a race 
or the relevance of race to teaching or to their own lives” (Greene & Abt-Perkins, 
 2003 , p. 20). 

 It is important to recognize that this phenomenon is not due simply to the 
individual and privileged resistance of white people. It is admittedly difficult 
for white preservice teachers to recognize the racism inherent in institutions 
such as schools when they have enjoyed invisible privileges and not been 
invited to question institutional racismthemselves (LeCompte & McCray, 
 2002) . Instead, many whites see racism as a series of individual acts or choices 
(McIntosh,  1990 ; Greene & Abt-Perkins,  2003) . Unfortunately, though, defin-
ing racism “as an individual, ethical act shuts down discussions about racism—
especially among White people or in mixed-race groups—because people do 
not want to be put in the position of being judged. White researchers/teachers 
then avoid this work” (Greene & Abt-Perkins,  2003 , p. 7). This avoidance 
occurs across settings, such as K–12 classrooms (Beach et al.,  2008) , preservice 
teacher education (LeCompte & McCray,  2002) , and professional learning 
communities (Lewis et al.,  2001) . 

 One of Cynthia’s experiences teaching a methods course for preservice teachers 
helped her to understand how her pedagogy may have been implicated in some of 
her students’ resistance to critical discussions about race. 
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  6.2.1 Cynthia’s Story 

 One of my English Education students, Sarah (all student names are pseudonyms), 
objected to an assignment that asked her to describe the demographics of the stu-
dents she would be student teaching in order to plan lessons with them in mind. 
I wanted my teacher education students to carefully consider the context of the 
classroom they would be entering—including race, ethnicity, social class, and 
gender—as they selected texts and planned lessons. Sarah expressed discomfort 
that the only way she would be able to determine the ethnic or cultural background 
of several students would be by asking them directly and, perhaps due to her anxi-
ety, misinterpreted the assignment to be requiring this level of imposition. 

 Beyond not wanting to talk to students about their racial identities, Sarah 
believed that noting students’ races would signal to them that she cared about this 
socially determined descriptor rather than their worth as individuals. She claimed 
that she wanted the students to know that she saw them as more than just their race, 
and she even cited course readings over several semesters—Thandeka  (1999) , 
Heath  (1982) , and Delpit  (1995) —to justify her color-blind approach. 

 Many students like Sarah, a white, middle-class woman, have little practice talking 
about race—so little that she seeks to avoid any mention of it with her future 
students. As critical teacher educators, we must be careful how we engage with 
students like Sarah. Sarah’s objection had come via e-mail, and I now believe that 
my reply shut down further communication. I responded by letting Sarah know she 
had misinterpreted the readings if she thought these articles argued that she should 
not talk about race with her students, and I offered to sit with Sarah to further discuss 
the readings. However, the tone of my e-mail perhaps communicated another 
message—one that attempted to regulate Sarah’s discourse and beliefs, trying to patrol 
her response, rather than creating a truly dialogical space to talk about the construct of 
race. For even as Sarah seemed to want to avoid explicit talk about race, she also 
expressed a belief that should be affirmed and that could be built upon in future explo-
rations of race—that our students are deserving of our respect as individuals. 

 In a way, Sarah’s objection to the assignment might have been a way of rejecting 
white privilege. Her anxiety over acknowledging race may well have been rooted 
in discomfort with the act of Othering that she saw in my request to describe the 
racial/ethnic makeup of the class, an act that from her perspective white people are 
unjustly allowed to perform from their normalized position. By  not  acknowledging 
race, her message to me made clear, she saw herself as connecting to the humanity 
of her students. This is the seduction of white privilege and the complicated web of 
relations it sets up. 

 As is often the case in our busy lives in universities, the semester was soon over 
and Sarah and I did not engage in conversation about this assignment and the issues 
it raised for them. Instead, Sarah’s next e-mail reply thanked me and confirmed that 
she now understood the assignment. 

 Sometimes, our preservice teachers imagine that they themselves do not embody 
white privilege, that race and racial injustice are simple problems to be solved in order 
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to help others. Some of Jill’s students struggled to see the complexity of racial injus-
tice. Here she discusses two students who experienced this struggle in different ways.  

  6.2.2 Jill’s Story 

 During one of my methods courses, Amanda frequently verbalized her commitment 
to urban teaching. Having volunteered in New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina, 
having done international community service work, and having substitute taught in 
city schools, Amanda imagined herself in a diverse classroom in the future and 
seemed to embrace the role of the white savior teacher so often portrayed in popular 
media. Given her work with and for people of color, she believed that she already 
knew what there was to know about race and difference. She insisted that all she 
needed to do was to listen, to be helpful, to care. As Beach et al.  (2008)  point out, 
attitudes such as these sometimes function to negate “any implication that Whites 
are directly or indirectly responsible for economic inequality related to institutional 
racism” and instead focus on the idea “that everyone is the same, assuming that 
racial conflicts and inequality would be solved if everyone just got along better” 
(p. 11). Amanda thus embodied a different version of color-blind philosophy. 

 Other preservice teachers embrace open, frank discussions of race and racism in 
their methods courses, perhaps imagining their future teaching selves enacting 
liberatory pedagogy. For many students like these, however, thoughtful considera-
tion of course materials is not enough; translating their intellectual knowledge of 
white privilege and institutional racism—and the need to critically interrogate 
issues of social injustice—into classroom teaching practices proves daunting. 
Nicholas, for example, student taught at an urban middle school with a predomi-
nantly African-American student body. As someone who engaged thoughtfully in 
class discussions of race throughout the English Education program, he seemed to 
be a strong candidate for teaching a racially diverse student population. In addition, 
his mother taught in a city school, he had previously worked for a nonprofit organi-
zation that advocated for American Indian students, and, as a gay man, he understood 
firsthand some of the effects of marginalization. 

 Issues of race were salient right from the start of Nicholas’ student teaching 
experience. Even before assuming responsibility for classes, he participated in a 
team meeting in which the sixth-grade teachers reviewed the list of failing students: 
who was failing multiple subjects, who would need to repeat sixth grade as a result. 
Virtually the entire list (and it was tragically long) were black boys. (It was not 
clear what the team meant to do with this information, though at least they had 
made note of the racial disparity.) 

 His students’ low achievement was of concern to Nicholas. Although I was not a 
constant presence in his classroom, from my observations as well as his own reports 
on his students, there were at least three or four boys in each class who appeared to 
be actively resisting Nicholas, his lessons, and school in general. He had made some 
attempts to connect personally with these students, but his success proved limited. 
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 I suspect that some students perceived Nicholas as something of an intruder, 
after taking many months to build a trusting relationship with their talented and 
caring regular teacher, who then gave over the class to her student teacher. Still, 
even as Nicholas was intellectually aware of the need for culturally relevant peda-
gogy and of some of the ways he embodied white privilege, he was not able to 
connect what he knew about institutional racism or larger societal forces to what he 
viewed as the defiant, inappropriate behavior of these boys. Many times he 
expressed frustration over his students’ “lack of respect.” He remarked that he sus-
pected most of them “can do whatever they want at home,” and then have trouble 
adjusting to school as a result. Unfortunately, Nicholas seemed to move fairly 
quickly to a stereotyped, default interpretation of the actions of these young black 
boys. In other words, even someone with intellectual knowledge of racism and the 
desire to work for social justice needs help and direction in making sense of class-
room experiences and translating these experiences into meaningful work with 
students in school. 

 These are some of the challenges we face as critical teacher educators. As Lewis 
et al.  (2001)  point out, “if teachers and students do not learn to interrogate white 
privilege and power, then there is little hope for educational reform” (p. 319), 
reform that is vital for addressing the needs of our students and our society. For 
white teachers, examining their own racial identity and coming to understand the 
institutional racism in American society are paramount. We take this challenge 
seriously, and we are striving to find productive ways to do this work with our 
preservice teachers.   

  6.3 Conversations About Difference  

 In the next section, Tim narrates an account of an ongoing event in one of his 
language arts methods courses. Like all descriptions and stories, there is much to 
discuss, and much that we will not be able to take up in detail here. We share this 
account as an example of how we might help students feel  responsible  for 
addressing institutional racism and for confronting white privilege, without disab-
ling this work by positioning them as  guilty . The texts used—and the ways 
students took ownership of learning about and from them—helped preservice 
teachers start sorting through the relevance of race, racism, and whiteness to their 
work in schools. 

  6.3.1 Tim’s Story 

 In the first session of my language arts methods course for preservice elementary 
education teachers, I asked them to talk with me about what they had learned in 
relation to schooling and diversity, in relation to how race, gender, sexuality, and 
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social class play out in classrooms. What topics and issues had they taken up in 
foundations and other courses? What did they feel they had had the chance to 
explore in some depth? What had not been addressed well? 

 Perhaps because I approached it in terms of opportunities to learn, rather than 
asking them about their own competency/knowledge or lack of it, they talked with 
me in what seemed to be fairly direct and open ways. They felt that they hadn’t 
learned much; that at best, they were introduced to the notion of cultural differences 
or mismatches in classrooms. And even this introduction to the idea of cultural 
differences was cursory, with a few examples given and not much else. As we 
talked, the students expressed some frustration with not having the chance to learn 
more. They were worried about their ability to succeed in the practicum placements 
that accompanied this class, worried about what would happen in their student 
teaching the following semester. They knew that they would be working in schools 
and classrooms with highly diverse student populations. 

 I was somewhat taken aback by what they told me. I hadn’t had tremendous 
confidence in our teacher education program’s success at supporting our future 
teachers in thinking and working through questions of difference, but the dearth of 
opportunities and the fact that these students seemed quite aware of, and worried 
about, this lack jolted me. I hadn’t planned on making changes in my class on the 
basis of this conversation—I had thought of it more in terms of knowing my 
students better and making subtle shifts in emphasis at different points in the 
semester. But now this didn’t seem enough. 

 I felt stuck. I had plenty to teach in this methods course, which was the primary 
opportunity for them to learn about teaching language arts, as well as a significant 
part of their education in children’s literature. To be sure, my course was already 
driven by progressive and critical approaches to literacy instruction, but it felt like 
what I was trying to do would be undermined by my students’ lack of opportunities 
to explore identity and difference. 

 In the time between the first and second class, I decided that in each class session 
throughout the rest of the semester we would have “conversations about difference.” 
The following are my notes for introducing these conversations to my students:

  •  Too often in this country, difference (cultural, racial, social class, sexuality, etc.) 
is imagined and defined as deficit or inferiority—this plays itself out in myriad 
sorts of ways, including what happens in schools and classrooms.  

 •  If we are truly to be committed to teaching the children in front of us, we need 
to get smarter about how difference plays out and the consequences of difference 
for us and our students.  

 •  From here on out, for each session, we are going to take 20–30 minutes to have 
a conversation about difference—of course, our conversations about writing and 
literature should be permeated by this, but we will set aside some time each ses-
sion to do this.  

 •  The conversation will be started by two of you each session—as a pair, you’ll 
read an article or chapter, and then write a one-page single-spaced text for us 
(bring enough copies for yourselves and everyone else, including Tim).  
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 •  About two thirds of the page will be a close tracing/summary of the argument, 
along with discussion of key concepts and ideas.  

 •  About one third of the page will be your response to this piece, which could 
include what you found most interesting/compelling, questions you had about 
the piece that you would like to discuss with classmates, ways that ideas in the 
piece might play out in your own teaching, etc.  

 •  We’ll experiment with how best to start and engage in the conversation—next 
time, we’ll begin with having everyone read the one-page text first, and then 
begin asking questions about the piece and going from there.  

 •  Start with chapter from Lisa Delpit’s (1995)  Other Peoples’ Children .  
 •  Need two volunteers—you will do this writing in place of assigned writing 

everyone else does (but the reading is extra).    

 In launching these “conversations about difference,” a major concern was how to 
do (add) something serious without being unfair to the students—they already had 
a heavy workload in the class. These conversations added reading, but only for the 
people who volunteered for any given session (often, the writing they did as volun-
teers substituted for other assigned writing). 

 The readings that became the focus of the conversations included fairly popular 
pieces (e.g., McIntosh  [1990]  and Sleeter  [1993] ), but I also wanted to give students 
access to work that might help them understand race and whiteness in society and 
schools from historical perspectives (including Lipsitz’s [1995] writing on the 
“possessive investment in whiteness”and Grande’s [2004] historical account of 
Indian education); from anthropological and feminist perspectives (including 
excerpts from John Langston Gwaltney’s [1980]  Drylongso  and Goodman and 
Kelly’s [1988] article on issues confronting profeminst male teachers in elementary 
schools); and psychoanalytic perspectives (Thandeka’s [1999] account of white 
racial identity development as involving, in family and society, the abuse by white 
authority of its own white children and youth). 

 Students took up their reading and summarizing of arguments seriously. In any 
given conversation, two students were positioned as “temporary experts” on their 
article or chapter. This expert status was signaled both in the routine of the conversations 
(their one-page text was read, first, in silence by the rest of the class, and then they 
called on classmates and responded to questions about their text) and signaled by 
room arrangement (the pair was seated together at a table in front of the class). The 
pairs were usually anxious that their written text captured the argument and 
explained key concepts (they would often ask me to read and respond to their texts 
before the session, even though I had not suggested this or made it a requirement) 
and they clearly wanted to be able to answer their classmates’ questions. One of 
the effects of this was that they seemed to become invested in the argument of a 
particular piece in a way that they might not in a traditional student role. I tended 
to stand back, observe, but would occasionally participate in the conversation to ask 
questions or to try to help explain difficult concepts or ideas. 

 I know that other professors sometimes ask students to lead discussions of 
articles and chapters, so I think it important to note a few differences here that 
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might help us understand the particular energy and seriousness with which my 
students pursued this work. First, these conversations about difference resulted 
from a discussion in which the students themselves identified a lack in their own 
education—these conversations were my attempt to respond to a problem they 
identified. Second, only the students leading the discussion, the temporary experts, 
had read, had access to, the article or chapter under discussion. This happened 
because I didn’t want to overload students with extra reading, but one of the effects 
of this was that students could only get access to certain arguments and concepts 
through the students leading the discussion. That is, the rest of the class was 
dependent on the one-page texts and responses to questions provided by the tempo-
rary experts. Third, none of this work was graded by me, except in the most abstract 
sense that I made it an ungraded requirement that everyone act as a temporary 
expert at least once during the course. My sense is that their work on this was driven 
by their own interests in learning about difference, as well as by their desires to look 
smart and competent in front of their peers and me and to be helpful to others. 

 At least two stories in relation to these conversations are worth relating. The first 
happened during the conversation on Peter Murrell’s (1993) piece on Afrocentric 
immersion schools, which includes the claim that white teachers fear black male 
students. Some students agreed with this claim; others disagreed. The class was 
doing a good job of sorting through various perceptions and emotions they associ-
ated with working with students of color. Then Phyllis told the class that she didn’t 
know what to do. She had been attacked by a black man, and now she panicked and 
began shaking whenever she was physically close to a black male. She explained 
that she understood that her response involved stereotyping—she understood that 
there was no logic, no justice, in her body responding the way that it did. But 
despite the work she was doing to overcome her fears, this is how she responded. 
She was crying and the class was quiet. 

 There was a stillness in the room that seemed, to me, to be born of thoughtfulness, 
contemplation. Eventually, I thanked Phyllis for her courage in sharing her experi-
ences with us and reminded the class that race and racism were not just intellectual/
cognitive or historical or institutional. They are also inside our bodies, organize our 
insides, are part of our hearts. 

 The second story happened right at the end of the semester, and while it didn’t 
occur during one of our conversations on difference, I know that the conversations 
played a role. 

 In this course, in addition to readings I assigned, I also had small groups pick 
books that they wanted to read in order to extend, fill in gaps, talk back to, my 
official curriculum. One small group chose to read Gary Howard’s (1999) book on 
white racial identity and teaching. Their work included identifying an excerpt from 
the book for all of us to read, leading an hour-long session in the class about the 
book, and writing a group paper about what they learned. 

 When this group finished their hour-long session with us, I complimented their 
work and said that they had represented well Howard’s ideas about what sort of 
action white people need to take in response to our white supremacist society. I also 
noted that other writers and activists had different ideas. I mentioned two. 
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 First, the Reverend Thandeka  (1999) , who suggests that white people need to start 
their work engaging in some sort of individual or group therapy to uncover and work 
through the shame that is at the core of white racial identity. And second, the Race 
Traitors (e.g., see Ignatiev & Garvey,  1996) , who think that at any and every moment 
white people need to deny and contest white privilege (and their classification as 
white), especially in relation to authority figures—with the classic example being that 
when a police officer pulls you over (if you are a white person) and is about to let you 
off with a warning, you say something like, “You must think I’m white.” 

 It is the final day of the course and we have just finished. One of my students, 
JB, comes up to me and says that her final paper will be late. As I begin to say that 
that’s all right, that we can negotiate a new due date, she asks me if she can tell me 
why it will be late. I say sure. 

 She says that she didn’t finish it because she was feeling a little unsettled, and 
that she was feeling a little unsettled because yesterday, after her work in her practicum, 
she was driving home in her car when she was pulled over by a police officer. He 
told her that one of her signal lights was out, that she should get it fixed, and that 
he’d let her off with a warning. JB told me that she was feeling good—her semester 
was ending well and she had had a good day with her practicum students. She told 
the police officer, “You must think that I’m white.” 

 He pulled her out of the car, gave her two sobriety tests, and then gave her two 
tickets (I don’t know what violation he made up for the second one). I looked at JB 
in wonder and asked her if she would like to tell the class her story. She did, and as 
she finished, half the class looked at her (as I did) with wonder, trying to figure out 
how she had the guts to do that, and the other half was already whooping and hollering, 
fists in the air, yelling, “We’ll help you pay for your tickets!” And they did.   

  6.4 Dialogic Discourse to Responsible Action  

 As Kress  (1993)  has argued, signs are not arbitrary but motivated. This means, of 
course, that signs are produced through structures of power. And the fact that signs 
are motivated and produced through structures of power means that their boundaries 
are enforced, as Kress suggests, more or less rigidly. Given these conditions, loca-
ting the spaces in which the meaning of signs is somewhat fluid is important to 
understanding the ways that learning occurs through interaction (Lewis,  2004) . 
Perhaps Tim’s pedagogy worked to make the sign more fluid. When signs such as 
“race” and “whiteness” are not tightly patrolled or regulated (as they were with 
Sarah), students are able to discuss them in a dialogic way that leads to critical 
learning. 

 We are conceptualizing learning, here, as appropriating and reconstructing the 
discourses within one’s social world. This process, as Deborah Hicks  (1996)  
suggests, represents a rearticulation rather than a recapitulation of existing dis-
courses. (This is, of course, a Bakhtinian notion, but Hicks nicely connects her 
theory of language to a theory of learning.) Fixed, stable discourses are most likely 
to be interrupted when more dialogic conversations occur, conversations that 



94 J.E. Flynn et al. 

include multiple voices and social meanings. There was something about the read-
ings and the way that Tim’s students entered into dialogue that helped interrupt 
fixed discourses about race and difference. We believe that Tim’s students felt 
comfortable enough to be tentative, exploratory, and intertextual in their conversa-
tions. If agency is “the making and remaking of selves, identities, activities, and 
relationships within structures of power” (Moje & Lewis,  2007) , then the agency 
that clearly developed for JB and others in the classroom derives from their 
dialogism. 

 In the end, dialogism cannot be made or forced to happen, but we can work to 
create conditions in which it is more likely to occur. On the first day of his class, 
Tim declares that, to the extent that he can influence how the group talks together, 
he will use his influence to facilitate a “conversation” discourse rather than the 
“debate” discourse traditionally valued and practiced in schools. He lists the dif-
ference on the board (see Table  6.1 ).   

 Talking through these two ways to conceive of, and participate in, classroom 
talk, Tim encourages students to break out of the individualistic, competitive norms 
and discourses of traditional classrooms to create a more communal, critical space, 
where conversations serve to facilitate both enjoyment (pleasure) and learning. 
Productive dialogic discourse, then, is one of the essential elements of a critical 
pedagogy of race with white students. 

 In addition, it is vital that this critical pedagogy of race positions white stu-
dents as responsible without necessarily positioning them to feel guilty. While 
white students sometimes manifest resistance to discussing race, their opposi-
tion does not always stem from negative intentions. Trainor’s (2005) study of 
college sophomores’ responses to literature points out that while white students 
do often rely on discourses of individualism and color blindness, at times these 
rationales grow from the desire to see positive change in the world. Discussing 
Ralph Ellison’s short story “Battle Royal,” Trainor’s students wanted to see 
both themselves and the story’s characters as “strong and powerful agents oper-
ating within a stable, predictable community” (p. 153). Students strove to view 
their social worlds as orderly and logical, expressing a “desire to get past racism” 
(p. 161). 

 Thus, Trainor  (2005)  points out, it is important to acknowledge that White 
students’ reliance on particular discourses does not always reveal merely a motiva-
tion for “self-interest, power, or gain” (p. 163). She advocates that teachers “help 
students honor their deeply held commitments to ideals like community and 
strength, while simultaneously finding ways to move beyond the White talk that 

  Table 6.1    Conversation discourse versus debate    

 Conversation  Debate 

 Other  Partner  Opponent 
 Task  Look for new understandings  Identify weaknesses 
 Goal  Learn/pleasure  Win 
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expresses them, creating new rhetorics and new ways of understanding in the proc-
ess” (p. 163). This is an argument against a lot of antiracist work that focuses on 
white privilege in a way that calls out resistance. To suggest the alternative—in 
both form and content, Tim’s students’ conversations about difference helped 
students to begin exploring their implication in a racist society, without engende-
ring resistance or paralysis that would shut down talk and possible action. Lipsitz 
 (1995)  is particularly effective in facilitating this standpoint. 

 Lipsitz  (1995)  documents how there has been a historical investment, in federal 
policy and in more local practices, in whiteness, and that this investment has 
contributed to racial inequality. However, most Americans—and most of our pre-
service teachers, including Amanda and Nicholas—are unaware of the policies and 
programs that created this possessive investment in whiteness, which raises impor-
tant questions about the ways in which we attempt to enact antiracist pedagogy. 
As Lipsitz puts it:

  Because they are ignorant of even the recent history of the possessive investment in 
whiteness—generated by slavery and segregation but augmented by social democratic 
reform—Americans produce largely cultural explanations for structural societal prob-
lems. The increased possessive investment in whiteness generated by the dis-investment 
in American’s cities, factories, and schools since the 1970s disguises the general problems 
posed to our society by de-industrialization, economic restructuring, and neoconservative 
attacks on the welfare state as  racial  problems. It fuels a discourse that demonizes people 
of color for being victimized by these changes, while hiding the privileges of whiteness 
by attributing them to family values, fatherhood, and foresight—rather than to favoritism. 
(p. 379)   

 While we seek to have preservice teachers understand the institutional aspects of 
racism, we need to make sure that our pedagogies and texts do not end up reverting 
to the personal. For example, McIntosh  (1990)  intends to expose the larger societal 
forces that are indeed invisible to whites, privileges due only to their skin color. 
Yet her examples often cause us to see white privilege from an individual stance, 
as they focus on her personal experiences as a white woman. This popular arti-
cle—often treated as though it is an antidote to white privilege and taught in many 
teacher education courses—is effective because it personalizes structural 
inequity. 

 However, because it is about personal experiences, the personal is often what 
students take from the piece. In so doing, they sometimes note situations that are 
complicated by social class and other inequities as proof that the examples are not 
necessarily about white privilege, but about other forms of privilege. The article 
does not help students to understand specific societal investments in whiteness over 
time, as does Lipsitz’s (1995) article. 

 Lipsitz  (1995)  reminds us that we need to consider not only the individual, and 
not only the cultural, but the societal. He observes that “studies of culture too far 
removed from studies of social structure leave us with inadequate explanations for 
understanding racism and inadequate remedies for combating it” (p. 371). Reading 
Lipsitz’s article, as Tim’s preservice teachers did, can educate students about and 
make them aware of historical events and the effects of policies that have devastat-
ing effects on communities of color. This piece serves to provide students with 
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access to a historical and institutional account of racial inequality and even an 
account of why white people might default to racial/cultural explanations for 
inequality. Students do not have to feel guilty that policy was set up this way, but 
they are responsible for their understanding of it—as well as for determining what 
they will do about it. 

 A question that remains is what we expect our preservice teachers to do with 
their knowledge of white privilege and institutional racism, assuming that we are 
able to mitigate their guilt without absolving responsibility. As a result of his 
student teaching experience, Nicholas questioned his commitment to urban teach-
ing. Frustrated and disheartened, he began to wonder if teaching in a setting more 
congruent with his own cultural background would be more productive for him. 
He despaired of fully understanding the multiple racial, ethnic, cultural back-
grounds of the students who would learn with him in a classroom located in our 
university’s metropolitan area. 

 Jill tried to tell him that the conversation the sixth-grade team had about the 
racial makeup of retained students was a start. The ability to talk about race and 
culture with other teachers—and taking the initiative to do so—was a beginning. 
She shared with him some of the practices and beliefs of the culturally responsive 
teachers she has studied in her dissertation research. She reminded him of the work 
he read by Linda Christensen  (2000)  in his literature methods course, of examples 
of units and lesson plans and student writing that focused on social justice teaching 
in the urban English classroom. She told him that if small groups of teachers and 
students didn’t start working together to address some of these problems, they 
would persist. 

 But was this enough? Maybe more models of this kind of work, of classroom 
teachers successfully embodying critical, antiracist pedagogy are needed for pre-
service teachers to make sense of these ideas and practice liberatory teaching in 
their own classrooms. And teachers need to find allies—like JB’s classmates—who 
can support them in their work, who will tell them they did the right thing, who will 
help them pay the fines when they violate racial barriers. 

 They need, too, the kind of dialogic conversations that occurred in Tim’s class. 
Whereas dialogic discussions are characterized in educational research as consis-
ting of open-ended questions with teachers and students building on each others’ 
turns, we are using dialogic in the Bakhtinian sense. Dialogic conversations involve 
addressing and answering previous and future utterances across time and space. 
There has to be an awareness of other utterances and social meanings in order for 
a conversation to be dialogic. 

 Tim allowed various forms of antiracist work to speak to, and collide with, each 
other, which then helped JB to situate herself within this complex array of possibili-
ties. When teacher education students become teachers, they need to find ways to 
sustain dialogic conversations that challenge and inspire them to be responsible, to 
learn about and teach the ways that inequitable structures are historically perpetu-
ated, and to think through the complex ways that this knowledge will affect their 
practice.      
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