
    Chapter 5   
 Issues in Critical Teacher Education: 
Insights from the Field       

     J. Amos   Hatch    and    Susan L.   Groenke   

      5.1  Introduction  

 As we began organizing our ideas for this book, we looked for an opportunity to 
include some contextual information about the current state of affairs in critical 
teacher education. We were in the process of identifying individuals we knew were 
doing critical pedagogical work in their teacher education programs and inviting 
them to submit abstracts for possible chapters in our book. But we realized that, to 
our knowledge, no one had undertaken a systematic effort to try and capture a sense 
of what issues confront teacher educators trying to utilize critical approaches in 
their work, or what those critical educators are doing in response to those issues. 
We decided to create and distribute an open-ended questionnaire designed to collect 
some information about their efforts from critical teacher educators. This chapter 
summarizes our findings from an analysis of responses to that questionnaire. 

 The questionnaire was simple in design, consisting of four open-ended prompts 
(called “Questions” in this report): (1) The major issues I confront as I “do” critical 
pedagogy at my institution are…; (2) Some ways I deal with these issues are…; (3) 
Some ways I encourage the development of critical pedagogical attitudes and skills 
in my teacher education students are…; and (4) The main critical texts (books, articles, 
chapters, other) that I have found useful with my teacher education students are…. 
We set up a Web-based data collection port that allowed us to distribute our questions 
via e-mail to everyone we could identify who had written or presented on topics 
related to critical pedagogy in teacher education and to post the questionnaire on the 
Listservs of organizations that include scholars doing critical work in education 
settings. In order to avoid institutional review board requirements for getting informed 
consent from each participant, data collection was anonymous. All responses were 
electronically submitted to a university-run server, and the data we received from 
server administrators were stripped of any identifying information. 

 In total, 65 participants submitted responses. We did a straightforward typologi-
cal analysis (Hatch,  2002) , parsing data by prompt for the first three questions, 
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searching for patterns and themes within each set of responses, hypothesizing gen-
eralizations that reflected patterns and themes, and then deductively checking to be 
sure generalizations were supported by the data. In this chapter, we report analyses 
of data from Questions 1 and 2 (issues and how they are addressed). Because of 
space limitations, we elected to leave Question 3 data for another day. We conclude 
the chapter with a bibliography generated from responses to the fourth question. 
Analytic generalizations are organized under Questions 1 and 2 in the following 
sections, and data excerpts are used to bring our participants’ voices to the descrip-
tions. Many of the excerpts displayed were selected because they support more than 
one of the generalizations presented across the chapter. 

 We believe the issues identified by our respondents, the approaches they use to 
encourage critical pedagogy development in the face of those issues, and the texts 
they recommend are instructive. As we completed and wrote up our analysis from 
the questionnaire and edited the chapters submitted for inclusion in this book, we 
saw close connections between our findings and the contextual influences described 
in Part I, and the stories of “small openings” in Part II. Knowing something about 
what those in the field are facing and doing is important, and hearing the voices of 
critical teacher educators on the front lines provides a contextualized backdrop for 
considering the ideas in this book.  

  5.2  Issues Confronting Teacher Educators 
Trying to “Do” Critical Pedagogy  

  5.2.1  Issues Related to Students 

 Our analysis revealed issues identified by critical teacher educators in three 
domains—issues related to students, colleagues, and expectations. In this section, 
we present analytic generalizations based on data generated in response to Question 
1 that fell under the theme of “issues related to students.” Our teacher educator 
respondents reported that their students often: (a) resisted the critical pedagogy 
their instructors were utilizing and trying to encourage; and (b) lacked experiential 
and background knowledge on which to scaffold critical understandings. 
Sub-generalizations within these organizers are presented below. 

  5.2.1.1  Teacher Education Students Often Resist Critical 
Pedagogical Approaches 

 Although it was not universally mentioned, a large majority of the critical teacher 
educators reported that their undergraduate teacher education students were reluc-
tant to accept the premises of critical pedagogy and sometimes resisted (actively 
and/or passively) the critical pedagogical theories and methods their instructors 
were trying to introduce. It is worth noting that several respondents said that their 
graduate students were more open to critical pedagogy than undergraduates, and 
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some explained this phenomenon based on undergraduate students’ lack of back-
ground knowledge and experience, and their desire for the “practical skills of teaching.” 
The words of one respondent reflect the sentiments of many: 

 I don’t have any real difficulty doing critical pedagogy with graduate students. I struggle, 
though, using these approaches with my undergraduate preservice teachers—they are not 
inclined to engage deeply with challenging content, they shy away from discussion of 
issues of race, class, and power, and they couch their resistance in terms of a pressing need 
for “practical” information.    

  5.2.1.2  Students Resist Challenges to Their Own Beliefs and Values 

 Critical teacher educators believe that one of the roadblocks that limit their 
students’ understanding and acceptance of critical perspectives is that the development of 
a critical consciousness involves a careful critique of one’s own life story in order to 
seek meaning and critically reflect on connections to others (Pongratz,  2005) . Engaging 
in such a critique is problematic for many students, as one respondent explained:

  When it comes to working with students, the major issues are getting them to acknowledge 
their own privilege. [They] are convinced of the existence of individual and institutional 
racisms but are mostly skeptical of a systemic racism. All view issues of class from a lens 
that accepts capitalism as a natural political economy without alternatives. All readily 
agree that a student-centered pedagogy is important, but very few show enthusiasm for the 
radical edge that comes from Freire’s problem-posing.    

  5.2.1.3  Students Demonstrate “Willful Ignorance” About Social 
Inequalities and Their Place in Perpetuating Injustice 

 Teacher educators in our study reported that their students had difficulty acknowl-
edging patterns of social injustice, even when confronted with clear evidence. 
One respondent characterized preservice teachers as “willfully ignorant” because, 
even in the face of direct experience, they “deny oppression in the community and 
even the pattern of oppression in the college.” Others noted that students resist 
questioning “current inequalities in education and how educators may unknowingly 
or unintentionally contribute,” and they seem to operate on a “series of stereotypical 
assumptions: critical pedagogy is anti-American; critical pedagogy is anti-practice; 
etc.” Sentiments like these illuminate the widespread belief among those respond-
ing to our questions that passive and active resistance from their students is a major 
issue for critical teacher educators.  

  5.2.1.4  Teacher Education Students Often Lack the Background Knowledge 
and Experience to Understand Critical Pedagogical Approaches 

 Another strong pattern under the theme of issues related to students was teacher 
educators’ perceptions that their students come to them with backgrounds that 
make it hard for the students to deal with the complexity of understanding critical 
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pedagogies. Teacher educators used the following descriptors to characterize their 
students: mostly white, female, conservative, churchgoing, middle-class, Anglo, 
privileged, and status quo in their perspectives. The literature confirms that the 
cadre of preservice teachers and the current teaching force are dominated by 
white, Anglo, middle-class females, while the students in schools are increasingly 
children of color who do not speak English as a first language and who do not 
come from backgrounds similar to their teachers (Chizhik,  2003 ; Hollins & 
Guzman,  2005 ; National Center for Children in Poverty,  2006) . These demograph-
ics are problematic for teacher educators across the board, but a lack of back-
ground knowledge and experience in diverse settings poses particular challenges 
for those attempting to introduce critical theory and critical pedagogy to their 
students. Some sub-generalizations from the data related to these perceived gaps 
are presented below.  

  5.2.1.5  Students Lack Foundational Knowledge on Which 
to Build Critical Understandings 

 Some of our participants pointed to their students’ limited understanding of what 
the teacher educators believed to be basic knowledge of educational history, theory, 
methods, and social foundations as roadblocks to exploring critical perspectives. 
The logic seems to be that teacher educators cannot expect their students to critique 
contemporary practices in education when those students do not have a grasp of the 
understandings upon which those practices are based. For example, as one respondent 
noted:

  The level of understanding that the students have of the basics of education is limited. It is 
difficult to expose them to controversies and critiques of pedagogy until they understand 
the principles behind some of the conflicts found within educational  pedagogy .    

  5.2.1.6 Students Have Never Learned to Think Critically 

 Another gap in preservice teachers’ learning identified by respondents had to do 
with the inability of the future teachers to do the mental processing necessary to 
engage in critical thought. As will be seen below, some explained this inability as 
a developmental problem related to youth and inexperience, while others saw it as 
more of a gap in student learning—that is, no one ever taught them to think criti-
cally. Our respondents complained that their students focused on single dimensions 
of schooling and were cognitively unable to pull back and consider other, more 
critical, points of view. One teacher educator explained:

  I work with a white student population that does not know how to look critically at the way 
schools work and the power that teachers have to transform lives through curriculum and 
instruction and self-reflection. They think multicultural education is solely content integra-
tion and distracts from goals of fairness and colorblindness.    
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  5.2.1.7 Students Avoid Complexity, Expecting Single “Right” Answers 

 Another common complaint was students’ expectation that the world be broken 
down into yes/no, black/white, and right/wrong binaries. Many of our respondents 
believed that the avoidance of complexity in favor of simple answers that applied 
directly to a narrow view of teaching was an important issue they faced as critical 
teacher educators. As one university instructor complained,

  My students get frustrated that there isn’t one “right” answer. They also are frustrated that 
I ask them to question everything. Some feel that they are given no “practical experience” 
for teaching.    

  5.2.1.8  Students Are Afraid to Openly Discuss Issues of Race 
and Social Justice 

 The data show that critical teacher educators rely on discussions to help their 
students learn about critical pedagogical approaches. This becomes problematic 
when those students are uncomfortable and avoid talking openly in group discussions. 
Respondents acknowledge the difficulty of discussing sensitive subjects (for them 
and their students), but they are frustrated by some of their students’ avoidance of 
open dialog. Examples from two participants follow:

  Students resist discussing critical issues and engaging in the difficult conversations 
around socially constructed categories of gender, race, ethnicity, class, sexual orienta-
tion, ability, etc.    

 Some think that the way to stop racism is to stop talking about it. They think it does not 
exist and that talking about it brings it into existence 

 When we asked critical teacher educators about the major issues they faced in 
doing their work, issues connected to students centered around the related phenom-
ena of student resistance and student background or knowledge deficits. From the 
perspectives of participants in this study, many of the preservice teachers with 
whom they work, at some level, lack the will and the ability to engage with the 
complexities and politically charged content of critical pedagogy. We will describe 
ways they deal with student issues below; but next is a description of issues related 
to working with colleagues.  

  5.2.2  Issues Related to Colleagues 

 Data supported several generalizations about critical teacher educators’ perspec-
tives on issues related to working with university colleagues. Overall, our respond-
ents found their colleagues to be lacking in understanding of critical pedagogical 
approaches and unsupportive of efforts to move in critical directions. Their percep-
tions related to issues with colleagues are outlined below. 
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  5.2.2.1  Teacher Education Colleagues Often Neither Understand nor 
Support Critical Pedagogical Approaches 

 Respondents had mixed views on institutional support where they work, and some-
times administrators at department, college, and university levels were more 
supportive of their critical endeavors than their immediate teacher education 
colleagues. Several noted difficulties negotiating relationships with senior colleagues 
when those colleagues had a hand in promotion and tenure and faculty evaluation 
procedures. As one junior faculty commented:

  There are no major issues at the administrative level. My department embraces critical 
pedagogy and encourages faculty to use it in the classroom. [I do have issues with] faculty 
evaluation procedures that don’t take into account the long processes that critical con-
sciousness raising engender.   

 Similar issues related to “expectations” from institutions and other sources are 
taken up in a later section. Next, sub-generalizations that characterize issues 
directly tied to colleagues are presented.  

  5.2.2.2  Colleagues Misunderstand or Misinterpret Critical Pedagogical 
Purposes and Practices 

 Many of our participants noted that some of their colleagues had shallow or dis-
torted views of critical pedagogy. The issues in this domain do not come from 
colleagues who are opposed to critical approaches for theoretical or political reasons; 
they result from a lack of understanding. As the quotes below demonstrate, this lack 
of understanding can make connecting with some colleagues difficult:

  Other professors who just don’t know what “it” is [are an issue].  

  Even though my institution is supportive of critical pedagogy, many of my colleagues are living 
within the hegemony of “nice” and “solution-oriented” so we have some odd conversations.    

  5.2.2.3 Colleagues Feel Threatened by Critical Pedagogy 

 Other teacher educators in our study noted collegial issues around dealing with 
those who do understand, but basically disagree with, or feel threatened by, critical 
approaches. Some reported that their faculty colleagues complained that students 
were not getting a balanced view of what it means to be a teacher from critical 
educators, arguing that the critical teacher educators were emphasizing social 
critique at the expense of teaching prospective teachers how to teach. Others, like 
the respondent below, noted that colleagues felt as though they were personally 
under attack when issues of inequality and injustice were brought to the table:

  Much of the critical pedagogy I do centers around issues of power and privilege in regards 
to diversity. Many of my colleagues (mostly white, well-educated people) seem to feel 
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threatened by anything that smacks of “diversity.” They don’t want to deal with it in their 
teacher education classes.    

  5.2.2.4  Colleagues Are Unwilling or Unable to Invest the Time and Effort 
Necessary to Implement Critical Pedagogical Approaches 

 Even colleagues who seem to understand and at least tacitly support critical peda-
gogy still generate issues for critical educators because of the time and energy it 
takes to include critical approaches in already packed teacher education programs. 
Many respondents feel disconnected and frustrated because their colleagues see 
critical work as low on the list of what needs to be addressed in the preparation of 
new teachers. For example, one participant reported:

  Lack of collegial support [is an issue]. There seems like so much that we need to cover with 
our undergraduate students to prepare them to teach in our state and to prepare them for the 
Praxis exams that the critical part seems to wait until the end or get pushed aside. Others 
are just trying to get everything in, and we don’t even have the time to talk collectively how 
to infuse critical pedagogy more.    

  5.2.2.5  Colleagues Do Not Believe Students Are Ready for Critical Pedagogy 

 That critical theoretical principles and critical pedagogical approaches are too complex 
for teacher preparation students to handle is a theme woven across the data. Here it takes 
form in colleagues’ perceptions that introducing critical concepts is either inappropriate 
or a waste of time because typical teacher education students are not cognitively or 
experientially sophisticated enough to get it. Critical teacher educators who disagree see 
this as an issue in their colleagues and not their students, for example:

  One [issue] is misunderstanding what critical pedagogy can be. People at my institution 
have a very narrow (and outdated) frame of reference for critical pedagogy. Also, most 
don’t think students are developmentally ready for critical work.   

 While not everyone responding to our survey noted that issues around colleagues 
were salient to their work as critical educators, most did include references to rela-
tionships and attitudes of colleagues as “issues” as they responded to Question 1. 
As the quotes in this section reveal, critical teacher educators’ colleagues frequently 
did not offer support for their critical coworkers because of a lack of understanding, 
opposition to critical approaches, inadequate time and energy, and differing con-
ceptions of student capabilities.   

  5.2.3 Issues Related to Expectations 

The third theme in our analysis of responses to Question 1 addressed respond-
ents’ identification of issues related to expectations associated with their 
work. These expectations emanated from many places, both inside and outside 
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their institutions. They were identified as issues because teacher educators in 
our study saw these expectations as roadblocks in the way of their critical 
efforts.

 Expectations from students, accrediting bodies, state governments, and educa-
tion systems in general were mentioned as impediments to the utilization of critical 
approaches and the encouragement of critical development within students. 
Overlapping with many of the issues in the first two sections above, the sub-gener-
alizations in this section show some of the perceived difficulties of doing critical 
pedagogy in contemporary teacher education contexts. 

  5.2.3.1  Teacher Educators Believe Their Students Expect 
to Be Trained to Teach, Not to Learn to Think Critically 

 Many questionnaire respondents noted that a major issue for them was their 
teacher education students’ expectation that they be taught how to teach. For the 
students, learning how to teach meant acquiring a set of skills that would enable 
them to manage their classrooms and efficiently convey curriculum content. It 
appears that many teacher education students see the activities associated with 
developing critical perspectives in themselves and their future students as not just 
unnecessary, but as getting in the way of learning the techniques they believe they 
will need to be successful in their future classrooms. In one teacher educator’s 
words:

  Many students are more concerned with classroom management and lesson plans than 
discussing social justice and how to challenge existing policies and curriculum. It is diffi-
cult for many to think that critiquing texts or the educational system is what a “good” 
teacher does.    

  5.2.3.2  Teacher Educators Believe the Focus on NCATE 
Expectations and State Standards Constrains Their 
Teaching of Critical Pedagogy 

 Part of the reason future teachers are so obsessed with the “technocratic 
rationality”(Giroux,  1983)  at the base of their resistance to critical pedagogies is the 
pervasive influence of that rationality on the expectations imposed on teacher edu-
cation institutions by external forces such as NCATE, INTASC, state departments 
of education, and other standards-setting bodies. Teacher education students are 
expected to demonstrate technical competencies, and their instructors are expected 
to ensure that those competencies are mastered. Along with the teacher educator 
below, our respondents identified the influence of these external expectations as a 
deterrent to implementing critical approaches:

  [I experience] resistance from students and colleagues who want to focus on preparation 
for teaching to standards. NCATE and associated professional associations do not value 
critical approaches to teaching and learning—and so shape and constrain what many think 
of as possible.    
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  5.2.3.3  Teacher Educators Believe Education Systems 
at All Levels Promote Technologies of Teaching 
and Discourage Critical Pedagogical Approaches 

 Participants in our study saw expectations to produce higher test scores via the 
application of a narrow set of teaching “technologies” at all levels of the current 
educational landscape as being an impediment to promoting critical pedagogy. 
The influence of standards-based accountability and associated scientifically 
based teaching materials and methods has had, our respondents believe, a pro-
found effect on teaching at all levels and limited the space for, and perceived 
efficacy of, critical approaches. The following quote summarizes the negative 
impact of expectations of students, standards-setting organizations, and the field 
at large on critical educators’ efforts to introduce critical perspectives to their 
students:

  Another issue I confront is the broader push of educational “systems” (including the uni-
versity) that encourage technicism in our profession. This push creates the expectation in 
some students that they are being “trained” to be a teacher, which sometimes manifests 
itself in a resistance to thinking critically about teaching and learning, curriculum, and 
social issues related to equity.      

  5.3 Ways Teacher Educators Deal with the Issues  

  5.3.1 Issues Related to Students 

 Even though respondents noted an array of issues related to students, col-
leagues, and expectations, no one said we should give up on efforts to bring 
critical pedagogy to teacher education. When they wrote about how they deal 
with the issues they face at their individual institutions, they used phrases like 
the following to signal their commitment to working through and around the 
impediments they perceived: “don’t give up,” “slowly but surely,” “step by 
step,” “it takes time,” “keep on regardless,” “do it anyway,” “forge on, chip 
away.” This spirit is expressed in their descriptions of how they handled issues 
related to students. 

  5.3.1.1  Critical Teacher Educators Employ a Variety 
of Strategies to Deal with Student Resistance and Lack 
of Background Knowledge 

 The data analysis related to ways critical educators respond to challenges posed by 
their preservice teacher education students revealed the set of sub-generalizations 
reported next. Some of their approaches are closely tied to the affective side of dealing 
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with difficult concepts and anxious feelings; others are more about ways to structure 
and implement instructional experiences. Even though the sub-generalizations are 
reported as distinct categories, it was clear in the data that teacher educators were 
trying complex combinations of approaches in their work. An excerpt from data in 
this domain shows some of this complexity: 

 People who are initially resistant to this process, often become quite engaged. It works best 
when I have a forum that can meet regularly. People need to trust that what they say is 
interesting and worth discussion. People also need to really learn how to listen and how to 
ask questions that help people articulate their thoughts rather than shutting them off. It 
takes time.    

  5.3.1.2  Critical Teacher Educators Avoid Confrontations and Build 
Relationships with Students 

 As the quote above captures, developing trusting relationships between students 
and their instructors and among the students themselves is seen a vital to facilitating 
the development of critical perspectives. Respondents in our study made many 
references to taking time to connect with students and creating safe settings in 
which difficult conversations can take place. Many explicitly said they avoid con-
frontations with students because they are counterproductive to the teacher educa-
tors’ critical aims. For example,

  [w]e have found that direct confrontation (stirring up white guilt with white privilege 
lectures, etc.) can be counterproductive and have tried to present data and analytic 
techniques so they can draw conclusions that they then own more strongly (a constructivist 
approach). We also have come to aim less at Halleluiah Choruses (students are good at 
giving you what you want, at least until they get the final grade) and more at “haunting” 
them after they get into their own classrooms and see clear examples of what we told them 
back in preservice teacher ed.    

  5.3.1.3  Critical Teacher Educators Infuse Critical Pedagogy with More 
Traditional Teaching Approaches 

 Several respondents stressed the need to integrate critical pedagogical 
approaches with the other content and instruction of their teacher education 
programs. They believed that isolating critical perspectives from other con-
tent and separating critical teaching approaches from other pedagogies 
encouraged students to see critical pedagogies as unrelated to “real” curricu-
lum and instruction. Like the teacher educator described below, they try to 
stress the interrelatedness and applicability of critical approaches to what 
good teachers do:

  I integrate critical perspectives into the course content, using critical pedagogies to teach 
the courses, positioning critical perspectives as knowledge needed to be effective teachers, 
to meet the kids’ needs, etc.    
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  5.3.1.4  Critical Teacher Educators Use Salient Examples to Demonstrate 
How Critical Pedagogy Can Benefit Preservice Teachers and the 
Students They Will Teach 

 Another theme under ways to respond to student resistance and lack of knowledge 
was to teach with concrete examples—rather than abstract theoretical constructs. 
Understanding critical theory is considered tough intellectual territory by many of the 
participants in this study, and developing critical pedagogies can be a daunting con-
ceptual challenge for many students. A solution suggested by our respondents was to 
bring the critical concepts to life by pointing out examples of injustice and identifying 
opportunities to challenge the hegemony of the status quo in the immediate surround-
ings. As a critical pedagogue in the field of reading education explained:

  I stress that the experiences of the people I am teaching about are those of a marginalized, 
oppressed community in this country and that education is political. I bring examples of 
this oppression into class and present examples of resistance. I attempt to help them see 
how critical literacy benefits not only the students, but also themselves and society.    

  5.3.1.5  Critical Teacher Educators Build Awareness Using 
Readings and Discussion 

 Space would not allow us to report analyses of data from Question 3 here, but read-
ings and discussions were the two most frequently mentioned ways to develop criti-
cal pedagogical attitudes and skills in teacher education students. These instructional 
approaches also emerged in this part of the analysis as ways to deal with issues 
related to students. Examples follow:

  We read texts that are very explicit in how to question the educational system and what they 
might do within their own classroom with their students. They need concrete examples to 
bridge the theory and practice.  

  [We do] LOTS of discussion, helping students (preservice teachers) see how critical peda-
gogy could be relevant to their lives as teachers, parents, members of society.    

  5.3.1.6  Critical Teacher Educators Teach Analytic Skills and Let Their 
Students Identify Their Own Issues 

 In response to their perceptions that students lack the capacities and willingness to 
confront the challenges of critical pedagogy, some of our respondents noted a con-
certed effort to provide experiences that promote the development of students’ critical 
and reflexive capabilities. A common strategy was to set up course experiences in 
ways that encourage students to identify for themselves the areas in which they 
want to concentrate and decide for themselves how they want to enrich their under-
standings and take action. As one critical teacher educator explains:
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  I present conceptual frameworks, background information, investigation processes, etc., but 
a lot of what we do comes from the students. Most students love that and dig into it.   

 The teacher educators in our study used several approaches to deal with the issues 
they see as blocking their attempts to “do” critical pedagogy. Our analysis revealed 
an array of approaches, but most included attention to both the affective and cogni-
tive aspects of developing a critical perspective. Many teacher educators explicitly 
avoided entering confrontational situations with their students and worked hard to 
implement instructional activities that were grounded in real-world experience and 
to which students could develop personal connections. The following excerpt cap-
tures many of the sentiments expressed in this part of the data set:

  I have them generate areas of concern in schools/schooling and use those to frame the 
course. I have them do the work—presentations etc—on the theorists so that they own the 
ideas as presenters and as the peers of the presenters. They make the connections for each 
other. I can give input too—teachable moments. I make sure we have lots of opportunity 
and support for the difficult discussions.     

  5.3.2 Issues Related to Colleagues 

 The data on respondents’ ways to deal with issues related to colleagues are not as 
rich as those supporting other domains in the analysis. Like all of the themes and 
generalizations reported in this chapter, there is considerable overlap. We have tried 
to reduce some of that overlap in this report, for example, by leaving descriptions 
of connecting with like-minded colleagues for the next section on issues related to 
dealing with expectations. 

  5.3.2.1  Critical Teacher Educators Address Issues Related to 
Colleagues Who Don’t Understand or Don’t Agree with Critical 
Approaches by Trying to Educate Colleagues and Working to 
Develop Relationships with Them 

 Helping colleagues understand critical pedagogies and trying to develop relation-
ships with colleagues are responses to issues that applied to dealing with both those 
colleagues who lacked information or had misunderstandings about critical 
approaches and those who seemed to understand but disagreed with the appropri-
ateness of teaching preservice teachers about critical theory and critical pedagogy. 
Sub-generalizations in each area follow.  

  5.3.2.2  Critical Teacher Educators Try to Educate Their Colleagues 
Who Don’t Understand or Support Critical Perspectives 

 Most respondents characterized their relations with colleagues who didn’t “get” or 
“buy into” principles of critical perspectives as nonconfrontational. They were 
more likely to try to educate their colleagues by offering indirect information and 
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modeling how to implement critical approaches than to lecture or get into argu-
ments. For example,

  I suggest books for them to read (I do not participate in conversion).  

  I work at educating the faculty and trying tactfully to demonstrate to them what critical 
pedagogy (and all the forms of critical theory) are all about.    

  5.3.2.3  Critical Teacher Educators Try to Develop Relationships with 
Colleagues Who Don’t Understand or Support Critical Perspectives 

 Critical educators in our study used relationship building as a strategy for attempting 
to influence teacher education colleagues who didn’t understand or support their 
efforts to do critical pedagogy. As will be seen in the section on dealing with issues 
related to expectations, keeping a low profile and not rocking the boat are strategies 
that often seem necessary in settings where colleagues and students may not under-
stand or may resist critical theoretical work. The example shows a common frame 
of mind in dealing with colleagues:

  [I work at] developing relationships with my peers, in order to show that I am not mean-
spirited. I also make sure I am very well informed on the latest research/theories.     

  5.3.3 Issues Related to Expectations 

 Although we did not have information about respondents’ identities, roles, or insti-
tutional affiliations, the data include enough imbedded information to make us 
confident that our study participants are at various stages of their careers and working 
at a variety of institutions. As is evident above, participants experienced constraints 
based on expectations emanating from sources ranging from students to policymak-
ers. In some cases, expectation issues were annoyances to be overcome; in others, 
they involved making decisions that had a direct impact on careers. The excerpt 
below gives a feel for the risk that some teacher educators face when they adopt 
critical stances in their teaching:

  As a junior faculty member, there is not much that I can do to complicate both how critical 
pedagogy is understood and how evaluations of teaching are conducted. Ironically, the 
hierarchical structures are overly prohibitive for these conversations and this work.   

  5.3.3.1  Critical Teacher Educators Utilize a Variety of 
Strategies for Dealing with Issues Related to Expectations 
from Inside and Beyond Their Institutions 

 When we asked respondents to identify issues they faced in their efforts to “do” criti-
cal pedagogy (in Question 1), they had a lot to say about expectations from sources 
close to them (students and colleagues) and sources from a distance (accreditation 
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systems and standards). The analysis reported here focuses on strategies those 
responding to our questionnaire used to deal with expectation issues at all levels.  

  5.3.3.2 Critical Teacher Educators Go Underground 

 Many of those responding made references to being subversive rather than openly 
resistant to dealing with expectations issues in their individual contexts. While not 
all of these responses were explicitly tied to the vulnerabilities associated with 
promotion and tenure requirements, there were indications across the data that 
tenure-seeking faculty sometimes felt they needed to be more circumspect in their 
efforts to do critical pedagogy. Some sample comments serve as examples:

  I quietly (sometimes) subvert the dominant discourse.  

  I use my imagination to see where I can fit critical pedagogy into my work while flying 
under the radar.  

  I just keep going ahead and not “advertising” what I do.    

  5.3.3.3  Critical Teacher Educators Seek and Maintain Support 
from Inside and Outside Their Institutions 

 Finding others who share a critical orientation and actively seeking to build and 
maintain connections with them is a common strategy among our respondents. 
Sometimes these supportive connections come from within their institutions; 
sometimes critical teacher educators reach out across institutional and disciplinary 
boundaries to find understanding and support:

  I work collaboratively with like-minded colleagues, some of whom share some of the same 
students. When students hear similar things across courses, it is harder to pass critical peda-
gogy off as my personal quirk.  

  I share information in appropriate venues, share readings as individuals are open, challenge 
my graduate students to insist on those types of discussions in their other classes, ignore 
the ignorance and network with others outside the institution for support.    

  5.3.3.4  Critical Teacher Educators Connect Their Critical Perspectives 
to Their Scholarship 

 It is interesting to us that making their critical pedagogical approaches an important 
part of their scholarship was the most widely cited element in this part of the analysis. 
In some ways, satisfying hierarchically imposed expectations for tenure and 
promotion by generating scholarly productivity around critical theoretical interests 
seems a bit subversive in and of itself. In any case, like the participant below, many 
critical teacher educators saw their scholarship as a way to connect their interests 
in promoting social justice to institutional expectations.
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  I try to do my research on the topic of these collaborations so that there is overlap for me 
in my work. I try to make my work and its positive effects visible at the university. I also 
try not to see tenure as validation for my work; rather I find the validation in the work itself 
and its influence on my students and their future teaching. I try to look for funding to sup-
port this type of work.    

  5.3.3.5  Critical Teacher Educators Are Proactive in Promoting Their 
Critical Agendas 

 Just as there are teacher educators who feel the need to “lay low” as they do their 
critical work, so there are those who are in settings where they feel safe openly 
promoting their critical agendas. A number of respondents were vocal in their 
proactive stance in relation to dealing with expectations issues at their institutions. 
Some appeared to act alone, while others described group efforts to advance critical 
issues. Two examples follow:

  I serve on committees in my school in order to work for change. I strive to continue to get 
diversity issues and issues of power and privilege into the curriculum across our College of 
Ed by working with department heads and instructors.  

  We do work on action plans that can be enacted within our respective environments. 
Although, there is often retaliation from administration for such action, and we are labeled 
as “trouble makers,” having a group of mentors who try to enact critical pedagogy and 
utilize the theoretical underpinnings for support helps our causes.   

 The data show a range of patterns in response to expectations that our participants 
see as problematic for implementing critical pedagogy in teacher education pro-
grams. It seems understandable that many teacher education faculty adopt a stance 
that keeps them “under the radar” as they do their critical work, while others are 
more proactive in their own settings. We see these varied responses as necessary 
adaptations to complex conditions that include the institutional constraints, where 
scholars are in their careers, and what personal and professional resources are 
available for support. This section demonstrates that critical teacher educators 
face expectations from many sources with strategies suited to a wide range of 
circumstances.    

  5.4  Summary  

 We set out to generate contextual information about the current state of affairs in 
critical teacher education. We designed an online survey to gather perspectives of 
higher education instructors who do critical pedagogy in their workplaces. In this 
chapter, we reported results of a typological analysis of responses from 65 anony-
mous critical teacher educators to questions about what they see as issues that 
impact their work and what they do in response to those issues. In addition, a bib-
liography was generated from a question that asked respondents to identify the 
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major critical texts they have found to be useful with teacher education students. 
We see the bibliography (included at the conclusion of this chapter) as particularly 
valuable because it highlights texts that critical teacher educators nominated as 
appropriate, not only for their own enlightenment, but for guiding the critical devel-
opment of  teacher education students.  

 To summarize the findings, our respondents named issues with students, col-
leagues, and expectations as impediments to their critical pedagogical efforts. They 
saw many of their teacher education students resisting critical theory and critical 
pedagogy, that is, unwilling to critique their own beliefs, values, and roles in per-
petuating social inequality. The teacher educators in the study also believed that 
many students lack the experiential and foundational knowledge necessary to 
understand critical pedagogical approaches, that students do not have the capacity 
to think critically, that they avoid complexity in favor of “right answers,” and that 
they are afraid to discuss issues of social justice. In terms of issues related to col-
leagues, respondents complained that their colleagues frequently neither under-
stood nor supported their efforts to implement critical approaches. Some colleagues 
who seemed to understand critical pedagogy felt threatened by it; others were 
unwilling to put in the time necessary to do critical work or believed that it would 
be a waste of effort because students were not ready for critical approaches. 
Expectations-related issues identified in the study were teacher educators’ perspec-
tives that students expected to be trained to teach, not to think critically. Respondents 
also believed that expectations emanating from standards promulgated at all levels 
of the education system constrained their efforts to teach critical pedagogy and their 
students’ efforts to implement critical approaches in the schools. 

 Our participants’ responses to the issues blocking their critical efforts were also 
organized by students, colleagues, and expectations. For dealing with student resist-
ance and lack of preparation, critical teacher educators used a variety of affective 
and cognitive strategies, including avoiding confrontations and building relation-
ships, infusing critical approaches with more traditional pedagogies, using salient 
examples, building awareness through readings and discussion, teaching analytic 
skills, and giving students responsibility for identifying and addressing their own 
issues. When colleagues did not understand or did not agree, our respondents 
worked to educate them about critical pedagogies and to seek relationships with 
them on which understandings could be built. For dealing with expectations from 
inside and outside their institutions, many study participants kept a low profile, 
preferring to be quietly subversive rather than confrontational in their critical 
efforts. Others were more proactive in promoting their critical agendas. Across the 
board, respondents dealt with expectations that constrained their critical work by 
seeking support from inside and outside their home institutions and by finding ways 
to connect their critical perspectives to their scholarly endeavors. 

 We have reported the findings just summarized as descriptions of what our 
respondents had to say about what it’s like to do critical pedagogy where they live 
and work. At this point, we have opted not to offer a nuanced interpretation or 
critique of the themes and generalizations reported. As we reflect on all the 
elements of the book in our concluding chapter, we will return to the findings in 
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this study and connect them to elements revealed in both the “contexts” and the 
“stories of small openings” chapters of this book. For now, critical teacher educators’ 
perspectives on issues they confront in relation to students, colleagues, and expecta-
tions and what they do in response to those issues serve as a practical backdrop for 
considering the contexts described above and the stories of practice to follow. 
We believe the voices of our study’s participants ring true in response to the con-
textual influences that impact contemporary efforts to encourage critical pedago-
gies in teacher education programs and echo many of the successes and failures 
embedded in the narratives of practice that follow.      
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