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IS THE TEAM ALL RIGHT?
DIVERSITY AND TEACHER EDUCATION

Gloria J. Ladson-Billings
University of Wisconsin–Madison

As an avid sports fan, I have sat through an
incredible number of athletic contests watching
the efforts of finely tuned athletes in competi-
tion. The athletes are supported by coaches,
equipment, facilities, and of course, their fans.
In high-profile sports such as football and bas-
ketball, the fans are encouraged by the enthusi-
asm and choreography of cheerleaders. As a
teenager, I remember a call and response cheer
that started with the cheerleaders yelling,
“What’s the matter with the team?” The fans
would respond with an enthusiastic, “Oh, the
team’s all right!” We yelled this response to
reassure our team that we were sticking by them
despite their being down at any particular point
in the contest. In this article, I am thinking aloud
about whether the team I know as teacher edu-
cation is, indeed, all right.

As I think about the challenges facing our
society, I recognize that one of the powerful
determiners of how we respond to challenges is
economic. In times of economic downturn, we
come to expect layoffs, job losses, reductions of
services, budget cuts, and criticisms. Teacher
education is not immune to these manifesta-
tions of economic uncertainty. During the past
decade, teacher education has confronted a
number of economically spurred challenges
including the closure of one major school of
education, the consolidation of several others
(with programs in human development, public
policy, liberal arts, or information sciences), and
increased competition from alternative certifi-
cation programs based in school districts,
online colleges, and state departments of educa-
tion. Along with these cutbacks and consolida-
tions have come criticisms about teacher educa-

tion. These criticisms focus on the perceived
lack of intellectual rigor and content knowledge
in certification programs (Kramer, 1991). I want
to suggest that the real problems facing teacher
education are the disconnections between and
among the students, families, and community
and teachers and teacher educators. These dis-
connections emanate from differences in race,
class, cultural background, and socioeconomic
status. In this article, I discuss the demographic
and cultural mismatch that makes it difficult for
teachers to be successful with K-12 students and
makes it difficult for teacher educators to be
successful with prospective teachers.

Much of the discussion surrounding the chal-
lenges of teacher education focuses on the exter-
nal attacks from politicians, federal bureau-
crats, and educational “entrepreneurs” who
have a vested interest in the dismantling (or at
least the severe curtailing) of teacher education
programs. However, this article is designed to
be an examination from within. As a member of
this community, I find a number of practices
within the field disturbing, and I will direct my
comments to the specific issue of diversity.
Unlike our external critics, I do not want to
destroy teacher education, I want to strengthen
it; and I do not believe this can happen until we
look honestly at what we are doing.

SURVEYING THE LANDSCAPE

Today’s schools are called on to serve a more
ethnically, linguistically, and culturally diverse
student population, representing about one
third of the school population. Less than 50% of
the school population in two states—California
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and Texas—is White. Students of color compose
at least half of the population in the largest 25
cities in the United States (Applied Research
Center, 2000). Population projections suggest
that our student population is increasing and
that the nation’s population of children age 18
and younger is approximately 70.2 million.
Higher birthrates and increasing immigration
in the Latino/Latina–Hispanic and Asian
Pacific Islander populations guarantee a rise in
the numbers of students of color.

At the same time that we are experiencing
increasing diversity among school-aged young-
sters, the nation’s teaching force is becoming
less ethnically and culturally diverse. Nation-
wide, about 88% of teachers are White and in
some areas, that figure soars as high as 99%
(Applied Research Center, 2000). A variety of
reasons—all plausible—have been offered as to
why fewer people of color are choosing teach-
ing as a career option. Some have argued that
because of increased opportunities, fewer peo-
ple of color opt to teach; that is, with accessibil-
ity to more lucrative professions such as law,
medicine, and business, teaching becomes a less
attractive choice. Others have argued that the
increased licensing and certification require-
ments make it harder for teaching to attract peo-
ple of color into the profession (Berlak, 1999).
The one argument that rarely surfaces is that the
dismal K-12 academic performance of students
of color effectively cuts them off from
postsecondary education opportunities.
Despite the decrease in the number of dropouts
nationally, the graduation rate remains flat and
an increasing number of students are complet-
ing high school in alternative ways (i.e., general
equivalency diploma and other high school
equivalency programs). So, if high school com-
pletion continues to be a barrier for students of
color, it is unlikely that we should expect to see
more students of color in college or university
preparing for teacher certification.

For those students of color who persist in
high school, we know that they are less likely to
have access to high quality curriculum. Those in
large urban schools are more likely to have
uncertified or unqualified teachers and less
likely to have access to advancement placement

or honors courses. Students of color are system-
atically denied the educational opportunities
that would lead to college and university
admission, and without admission to postsec-
ondary education, there is no possibility of
entering the teaching profession. This problem
is rarely taken up in the debates on recruiting
teachers of color. Typically schools, depart-
ments, and colleges of education lack a diverse
group of teacher education students because
they are located on campuses that have to con-
tend with a small number of students of color
because of the pipeline issue.

Our teacher education programs are filled
with White, middle-class, monolingual female
students who will have the responsibility of
teaching in school communities serving stu-
dents who are culturally, linguistically, ethni-
cally, racially, and economically different from
them. Our teacher education literature is replete
with this reality (see, e.g., Cochran-Smith, 1995;
Grant & Secada, 1990; Ladson-Billings, 1999;
Zeichner, 1992). However, much of the litera-
ture on diversity and teacher education is silent
on the cultural homogeneity of the teacher edu-
cation faculty. Teacher educators are over-
whelmingly White (Grant & Gillette, 1987), and
their positions as college- and university-level
faculty place them much further away from the
realities of urban classrooms and communities
serving students and families of color. Despite
verbal pronouncements about commitments to
equity and diversity, many teacher educators
never have to seriously act on these commit-
ments because they are rarely in situations that
make such a demand on them.

In the past year, I have been privy to three
instances on three different campuses where
faculty have actively blocked the hiring of a
“qualified”1 candidate of color. The candidates
were all graduates of highly regarded Research
I institutions. The candidates all came with
glowing recommendations from respected
scholars. The candidates all were attempting to
be hired onto faculties that badly need to diver-
sify their programs. The discouraging aspect of
this situation is that in each instance, the people
working hardest to ensure that the candidate
was not seriously considered were White
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females. The very people who were in solidarity
with people of color a few decades ago and are
now finding a place in the academy seem to be
working against inclusion of scholars of color.
There is a disconnect between what people
espouse and what they actually do. Thus, the
circle is unbroken—White teacher educators
prepare White teachers who teach children of
color who fail to achieve success in schools and
are unable to pursue postsecondary education
where they might become teachers.

IS IT REALLY AS SIMPLE AS CULTURE MATCH?

If the problems facing teacher education were
only about matching teachers’ and students’
cultural, racial, linguistic, and ethnic back-
grounds, we could find an almost mathematical
solution to student learning and school achieve-
ment. Indeed, if having teachers of color teach-
ing students of color fixed things, then Detroit
and Washington, D.C., would be the most
exemplary school districts in the nation for Afri-
can American students. But we know that is not
the case. The point of creating a more diverse
teaching force and a more diverse set of teacher
educators is to ensure that all students, includ-
ing White students, experience a more accurate
picture of what it means to live and work in a
multicultural and democratic society.

For some reason, teacher educators have had
limited success in promulgating diversity as a
value-added factor. Instead, much of our rheto-
ric, although having the veneer of diversity, is
actually an updated version of the 1960s and
1970s cultural deficit discourse. From their first
course in professional education—School and
Society or Introduction to Teaching—students
begin to hear about the “dangerous” and
“extraordinary challenges” of teaching “urban”
children. We draw close attention to student
lack—“high percentage of free lunch eligible,”
“at risk,” “single parents”—and pay little atten-
tion to student strengths—resilience, eagerness,
energy, and creativity. Just imagine if prospec-
tive teachers came into our programs and we
described the teacher education faculty in terms
of their lack—divorced, recovering alcoholic,
bankrupt, struggling parent, unreliable, lazy
scholar. To what degree would we expect stu-

dents with that kind of information about us to
trust that we would be capable of preparing
them to be successful teachers?

Although teacher education has improved in
its recruitment of White females into the field, it
has fallen short regarding scholars of color. The
percentage of students of color in doctoral
programs in education is less than 10%, and as
Ducharme & Kluender (1990) observed,

The overwhelming “maleness” of faculty is likely to
decrease, but the “whiteness” factor will continue to
grow. . . . Those concerned about the lack of correla-
tion between the makeup of teacher education fac-
ulty and the nation’s ethnic and racial makeup will
find no comfort in [the RATE] study. (p. 46)

The point of having a more diverse pool of
teacher educators is to demonstrate that our ac-
tions are consistent with our rhetoric. We claim
that having a diverse classroom makes for
richer and more complex perspectives, but as
Sleeter (2001) pointed out, we do our own work
in the “overwhelming presence of Whiteness”
(p. 101). We insist that prospective teachers
demonstrate that they can be successful with a
diverse group of students, and we demonstrate
no such success in our own professional lives.
We, for the most part, are teaching students
whose backgrounds are similar to our own, and
we work with colleagues who also have similar
backgrounds. I am impressed with Thompson’s
(2003) argument about the construction of
“good” White people in which she pointed out
that White professors “pride themselves on
‘getting’ race issues [and] congratulate them-
selves on being exceptional Whites” (p. 7).
Thompson further argued,

Like White students, White professors make self-
congratulatory assumptions about our antiracist
credentials. But because our own investments in
whiteness are far less visible to us, we often write
and talk as if racism and whiteness were problems
we could solve through pedagogy: they are our stu-
dents’ problems. Strictly speaking, we may not be-
lieve we are exempt—we may know better—but we
tend to act as if we believe it. (p. 10)

It is not unusual for White colleagues in teacher
education to proudly exclaim how their courses
and seminars include the “right” texts and the
right names. So enamored do they become of
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certain iconic scholars of color that they literally
forget the context in which they are extolling
them. One of the funnier experiences I have had
was with a colleague who told me how I needed
to read something by bell hooks because she so
powerfully explained the Black woman’s expe-
rience. As I stifled my laughter, I reminded my
colleague that I was a Black woman. I have
experienced it firsthand. Again, I quote Thomp-
son (2003) who asserted,

White academics who take up the texts (and lives
and projects) of people of color for progressive pur-
poses risk exploiting them for our own insufficiently
examined ends. . . . When White scholars strategi-
cally quote material by scholars of color to “support
an already-conceived idea,” we colonize the work of
the Other to enrich our writing and enhance our
authority. (p. 11)

The late poet and activist Audre Lorde (1984)
best expresses my frustration with my col-
leagues in teacher education in her open letter
to Mary Daly when she said, “The history of
White women who are unable to hear Black
women’s words, or to maintain dialogue with
us, is long and discouraging” (p. 66). In that
same letter, Lorde voiced her doubt that many
White women “ever really read the work of
Black women” (p. 68) and other women of color
but instead, “finger through [their work] for
quotations” (p. 68) that they think will “support
an already-conceived idea concerning some old
and distorted connection between us” (p. 68).

Unfortunately, most of my colleagues of color
across the nation have learned to live with rac-
ism and inequity within teacher education.
They have learned to take on the responsibility
of being the sole (or one of a few) advocate for
diversity in their teacher education programs.
Some of the challenges scholars of color in
teacher education learn to live with are “being
the diversity expert . . . except when it matters”
(Ladson-Billings, 2001, p. 6), being told we are
“not like the others . . . [we] just speak for them”
(Ladson-Billings, 2001, p. 7), and being told our
“work is too narrow . . . but really it’s too Black”
(Ladson-Billings, 2001, p. 9). Below is a brief
explanation of these challenges.

Teacher educators of color often are called on
to take leadership or sole responsibility for

teaching courses dealing with issues of equity
and diversity. Many times we are excited to
teach such courses, but we sometimes mistak-
enly assume that our work is a part of a larger
project of equity and diversity embraced by our
entire teacher education program. Instead, we
become the excuse our colleagues use for not
taking up these issues in their courses. In con-
junction with our course responsibilities in this
area, we also become the primary support sys-
tem for students of color and the face of diver-
sity for our institutions. These additional
responsibilities make it difficult for scholars of
color to accomplish the scholarship goals we set
for ourselves. The paradox of all of the institu-
tional push for scholars of color to be diversity
experts is that in the arena where expertise
really counts—research and scholarship—we
often are told that this work is not particularly
significant. Even in the programmatic realm,
our findings are not incorporated as part of
change strategies for teacher education. We can
systematically document the need for addi-
tional faculty of color while having to sit
through search committee meetings where
potential candidates of color are given little or
no consideration.

Scholars of color find themselves being
praised for their exceptionality yet are expected
to speak for all members of their group. Rarely
are we permitted to have individual opinions,
and we are never supposed to disagree. This
peculiar position reminds me of one of my Let-
ters and Sciences colleagues, who was being
wooed away from my university by Harvard.
When the chancellor got wind of this, she called
my colleague to her office and asked, “What
will it take to keep you?” Instead of the typical
requests for salary, course reductions, and grant
support, my colleague replied, “I want there to
be enough Black colleagues on this campus that
I don’t have to like them all!” From time to time I
have had my opinions challenged on the
“authority” of some other scholar of color, and I
have talked to other scholars of color who have
experienced the same thing. Lisa Delpit and I
laugh about the way, when people do not like
what one of us has to say, they invoke the name
of the other as if to negate our position. We are
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not interchangeable parts. We may share similar
commitments to equity and diversity but are
comfortable expressing very different perspec-
tives toward those commitments. My respect
and admiration for Carl Grant is without equal,
but we do disagree on some things and we resent
colleagues trying to use our disagreements
against us to further their own agendas.

Our colleagues often choose us because they
see us as somehow separate and apart from the
masses of people in our racial, ethnic, cultural,
and linguistic categories, but they want to make
us the “authentic” voices of those communities.
As scholars of color, we have as much (if not
more) to learn about contemporary communi-
ties of color. So much of our lives have been sub-
merged in Whiteness that we too risk losing
touch with what is happening in communities
of color. One of the purely scholarly reasons for
teacher education to work for more diverse
campus environments is to ensure that those of
us whose intellectual interests are in this area
have a reasonable work space. There is some-
thing very wrong with recruiting someone to a
campus for the cause of diversity and not con-
tinuing to push hard to create that diversity.

Finally, I have to address the issue of the
assessment of our work. Scholars of color have
the potential to blaze new epistemological and
methodological grounds. Their work may push
them to break down some old paradigms and
create new forms of knowledge. Unfortunately,
if the old guard serves as the arbiter of who gets
to stay in the academy, scholars of color can be
greatly constrained in their work. The notion
that our work is “too narrow” is a curious one.
In the case of African American elementary and
secondary education, we are talking about a
population universe of 12.2 million. If we look
at the experiences of African Americans in gen-
eral, we can draw from a universe of 38.2 mil-
lion. Our colleagues who do “poverty” work are
not seen as doing narrow work. A careful exam-
ination of the plight of African American learn-
ers holds promise for all students who are strug-
gling. I see my own work as akin to the work of a
medical researcher who is studying a single
virus, disease, or syndrome and who experi-
ences breakthroughs that benefit the work of

other researchers investigating other viruses,
diseases, or syndromes. The specificity of our
work does not mean it is narrow, and we need
the support of our White colleagues to make
sure we are not forced into doing work that
neither excites nor interests us.

WHAT’S THE MATTER WITH THE TEAM?

I began this article with a sports metaphor. I
invoked an old school cheer with the call and
response motif. I return to this metaphor as I
close. I see myself sitting in the stands with
many teacher educators—those of color as well
as committed White teacher educators. We are
looking with anticipation at the team we have
fielded. We are nervous because the clock is run-
ning out and we cannot seem to score. We know
that the referees and officials are not on our side.
They set up rigged and arcane rules that keep us
from reaching our true potential. From time to
time they change the rules and declare other
players eligible even though they lack the cre-
dentials we have. We know the opposing team
is gaining strength and seems to be able to score
at will. We are desperate for our cheerleaders to
rev us up to inspire our team. They yell with a
loud and clear voice, “What’s the matter with
the team?” and we respond, “The team’s all
White!”

NOTES
1. I place the term qualified in quotations because there often is a

blanket claim that we cannot hire candidates of color because we
cannot find any that are qualified.

2. This refers to the RATE study of teacher education.
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It’s Your World, I’m Just Trying to Explain It:
Understanding Our Epistemological and

Methodological Challenges

Gloria Ladson-Billings
University of Wisconsin–Madison

I presume that one of the reasons I have been invited to speak to the Quali-
tative Inquiry Special Interest Group is the fact that I contributed a chapter to
the second edition of the Handbook of Qualitative Research. But perhaps if the
program planners realized I came kicking and screaming into that assign-
ment, they may have thought twice about the invitation. When Norman
Denzin first approached me about contributing a chapter to the Handbook, my
first response was an unequivocal “no.” I explained to him that I had just
accepted the editorship of the American Educational Research Journal, I was a
member of my university’s athletic board, I was woefully late on several
major writing projects, and I was attempting to have some semblance of a life.
There just was no room in my schedule for another major writing task. But
Norman was wise in the way those who have endured the academy almost
always are. He suggested that I take a look at the current chapter he was ask-
ing me to replace and then get back to him. I went back and reread that chap-
ter, and although it was indeed a good chapter, I knew that there was some-
thing else I wanted to say. Thus, my ego led me into yet another challenge for
which I had no time.

But even the writing of that chapter, titled “Racialized Discourses and Eth-
nic Epistemologies,” takes on a different set of meanings in our current
sociopolitical context. The events of September 11, 2001, have colored almost
all public discourse in this country. There is no way to ignore it or minimize
the way it has shaped the material and symbolic world we inhabit. But this
shaping of our world is a perfect example of what this talk is about. First, let
me be clear: Nothing can excuse the horrific acts perpetrated against the peo-
ple in the World Trade Center, the Pentagon, and the three airplanes that were
hijacked and turned into weapons. But how we have shaped that event and
the subsequent public conversation are perfect examples of the epistemic
panic (Gordon, 1997) I tried to capture in the handbook chapter.

There are three epistemological themes that were made manifest as a
result of the attack. One theme is that of defining humanity. The second theme
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is that of defining importance, and the third theme is that of determining the
future. In this discussion, I will attempt to draw parallels between these
themes and the knowledge construction process that governs the academy.

From the very moment of the attack, the official rhetoric told us we were
dealing with madmen, lunatics, and evildoers. We also learned that there
were two choices available to us—either to be with “us” or to be with the “ter-
rorists,” and clearly, because the terrorists were “deranged” fanatics, the only
humanity available was that which was associated with the moral, civilized
“us.” Next, the images that accompanied the “them” were from a premodern
era. Without the trappings of the West—modern dress, daily conveniences,
and reason-governed institutions—configuring the “them” as other than
human was fairly simple. Such an us-them paradigm makes sense in a cold
war reality. However, in a new world configuration, such binaries are useless.
According to Huntingdon (1996) in his book, The Clash of Civilizations, affini-
ties are less related to nation-states and more related to cultural or
civilizational ties. Thus, the lack of humanity we have ascribed to those who
are half a world away is also mapped onto those who share their cultural
and/or religious ties. Americans of Muslim, Arab, and/or Middle Eastern
descent no longer can lay claim to the same humanity as those of us wrapped
in this new national “we.”

The creation of the inhuman “them” is a very old ontological strategy.
Indeed, my handbook chapter is about the way the Enlightenment thinkers
defined humanity—as those for whom knowledge was, first, scientific and,
second, absolutely knowable and truthful. The human is he (and he is deliber-
ate and definitive here) who understands that “natural science could be sum-
marized by its laws and employs an experimental method to seek truth”
(Ladson-Billings, 2000, p. 259). Thus, those who subscribed to an epistemol-
ogy that conjoined the seen and unseen, the flesh and the spirit, this world
and the next were either religious fanatics (if they were White) or primitive,
unevolved, and not yet human. Yet scholars such as Ani (1994) suggested that
if you “rob the universe of its richness, deny the significance of the symbolic,
simplify phenomena until it becomes mere object, [then] you have a know-
able quantity. Here begins and ends the European epistemological mode”
(p. 29).

Now it is important to be clear that there is nothing wrong with this mode
of thinking. What is wrong is the imposition of this mode on all people and
the dismissal of modes of thought that conflict with it as untrue, biased, ideo-
logical, and/or superstitious. The real challenge of this current era is to
understand as Geertz (1983) pointed out that all cultures are local—not uni-
versal and, as Pandian (1985) further elaborated, that the Judeo-Christian cul-
ture of the West is a local culture, not a universal, transcendent, supraculture
under which all others must be subordinated. However, the combination of
opportunity, economics, military might, and technology has afforded the
West unique and powerful influences in the world—first through the indus-
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trial age and the rapid manufacturing capabilities and next through the infor-
mation age where ideas, symbols, and whole cultural systems can be trans-
ported and inserted into other cultural systems in an instant. Scholar Sylvia
Wynter (1992) cited Eritrean ethnologist Asmarom Legesse in pointing out
that

as Westernized scholars, we invariably see the “models of the universe” native
to this specific “local culture” (even if one that is now secularized and global-
ized), as if they were models of an in-itself reality. So rather than being aware of
the fact that we too conceptualize and know our social reality through the pre-
scriptive categories of a “local” world view, we have come to believe that the
knowledge we have of our social reality is a supra-cultural rather than a culture-
specific order of knowledge. (pp. 8-9)

Today, we continue to grapple with a cultural logic locked in binaries. It
understands dichotomy and opposition and has little room for complexity. It
cannot hold two competing thoughts at once and imposes on us a “regime of
truth” that makes it impossible to confer humanity on anyone outside of its
system of thought and mode of behavior. Stanley Fish (2001), in his New York
Times editorial following the September 11th attacks, pointed out that like
Edward Said, we must reject “false universals.” He further asserted,

How many times have we heard these new mantras: “we have seen the face of
evil”; “these are irrational madmen”; “we are at war against international terror-
ism.” Each is at once inaccurate and unhelpful. We have not seen the face of evil;
we have seen the face of an enemy who comes at us with a full roster of griev-
ances, goals and strategies. If we reduce that enemy to “evil,” we conjure up a
shape-shifting demon, a wild-card moral anarchist beyond our comprehension
and therefore beyond the reach of any counterstrategies. (p. A-19)

Fish’s point is that without an understanding of the basic humanity of an
opponent, there is no opportunity for worthy confrontation and real resolu-
tion to our problems. Rather, we continue to chase ghost, always presuming
the Other to be without reason, rights, or rationale.

The second theme is one of determining importance. Over and over, peo-
ple in this country describe the world as pre–September 11th and post–
September 11th. Yes, this is a significant date, for now, but it takes history to
determine whether it will become a teleological fault line. For me, time and
chronology can be divided in an infinite number of combinations—pre–April
4, 1968 (assassination of Martin Luther King) and post–April 4, 1968; pre–
summer of 1963 and post–summer of 1963 (bombing of the little girls in the
Birmingham church); pre–summer of 1955 and post–summer of 1955 (mur-
der of Emmett Till). Each of these events made me feel less safe, less secure,
less able to lay claim to any notion of myself as American. But now I am learn-
ing that September 11th is the dividing line I must use if I am ever to claim
“real” citizenship. All other notions of what is or is not important become
subjugated to this new indicator that is reinscribed in every newspaper, every
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broadcast, and every popular media outlet. For instance, on December 20,
2001, we learned that the economy of Argentina was collapsing. There was
rioting and looting in the streets, and the president had announced his resig-
nation. On the CBS Nightly News that evening, Dan Rather devoted almost all
of his coverage to the 100-day “anniversary” of 9-11. We learned that Liberty
Island was reopening to the public (but not the Statue of Liberty itself), the
government had come up with a plan for compensating the victims of the
attacks, and the Pentagon was being rebuilt. The story about Argentina’s lit-
eral collapse was inserted on the 2-minute “world wrap” section of the news.
This is a glaring example of how our “local culture” creates significance and
insignificance. September 11th as a declared date of significance negates all
others in the same way 1066, 1492, 1776, and December 7, 1941, are supposed
to stand in high relief against all other dates, times, and places.

A friend and colleague, Hassimi Miaga, has developed a sociocultural
chronology we use with preservice students, in which he examined a series of
events that occurred at the same time. For example, in 1492, his chronology
states,

After 800 years of occupation by Africans, the edict of expulsion forced thou-
sands of African Muslims (Moors) and Jews to flee Spain. Sonni Ali Beer, the
great Malian conquerer, died. Columbus made his way to the Americas and the
Renaissance began in Europe.

All of these things were happening simultaneously, and their importance
was specific to the people who were directly affected. This is not meant to
minimize the arrival of Europeans in the Americas so much as it is to place it
in the context of a variety of human events. The dominance of European or
Western science and technologies has made Western worldviews the valued
worldviews. Again, my Malian friend shared with me that growing up in
Mali he sang a song that swore allegiance to “our ancestors the Gauls,” and
his school calendar included a Christmas holiday for a Muslim nation with
built-in snow days in a country that does not experience snow.

Thus, our penchant for fixing a point in time as the point in time for every-
one to reverence reflects our continued misunderstanding of the ways our
epistemological biases shape the realm of possibilities for everyone.

The third theme that has devolved from September 11th is that of deter-
mining the future. This theme is more interesting because it is imbedded in a
national narrative that we all realize is a persistent myth. In this narrative, we
say something like, “We’ll never be the same because of what happened to us
on September 11th.” Actually, that would be a comforting thought—that we
would never be the same. Unfortunately, this notion of a differently oriented
America is one that will not materialize. No sooner than the events of Septem-
ber 11th sank in, the nation took up a rhetoric about the need to place Ameri-
cans of Arab/Middle Eastern descent under strict surveillance and to restrict
their freedom. There have been a number of proposals aimed at curtailing
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civil liberties—military tribunals instead of civilian courts, restricting access
to presidential papers, coercion of national loyalty. These kinds of things
reflect not how we are different but rather how easily we retreat to old pat-
terns of behaviors and old discourses that almost always lead to bad results.
The same kinds of responses were apparent after Pearl Harbor. The difficult
issue is that we are more likely to be exactly like we were (and even more so, if
that is possible) because of September 11th. Before the attack, the very concept
of an American was being contested. It was a fluid concept that was being
made and remade in a myriad of ways. In some places, it included a variety of
language groups—English, Spanish, French Creole, Vietnamese, Hmong. In
other places, it included a variety of religious practices. In still other places, it
included race, class, gender, sexuality, and ability differences. However, it
was not a settled or definitive concept. Soon after September 11th, who and
what constituted an American became a fixed and rigid image. And that con-
cept has little room for dissent or challenge. I fear there will be a retreat to
nativist and parochial thinking about who we are and who or what the
“Other” is.

A local example of this narrow construction of “American” and “patriot”
came into play in Madison, Wisconsin—the place some call the last bastion of
communism in the western world. Well before the events of September 11th,
some state legislator inserted a rider into the upcoming state budget agree-
ment. This rider required all schools in the state to have students recite the
Pledge of Allegiance or sing the “National Anthem” every day. Typically,
such rulings would have little or no impact on Madison schools. However,
after September 11th the newspapers constantly reminded the public of the
new state requirement. When the pledge/anthem edict went into effect, sev-
eral parents from the elementary school with the most international student
body appealed to the school board about the coercive nature of the ruling.
Three of the five board members present at that meeting voted to have the dis-
trict play the “National Anthem” only. Their decision set off a firestorm.
Before long, Madison’s “anti-American,” radical, left-leaning sentiments
were made fodder for conservative voices throughout the country. Spe-
cifically, the decision was the topic of Rush Limbaugh’s radio program and
had city officials fearful that conferences and other business interests would
desert Madison. Before long, a recall effort was put into motion and a special
school board meeting was held at the largest high school auditorium. More
than 1,000 people showed up at the school board meeting. People stood up
singing the anthem and reciting the pledge. Although speakers were given
only 3 minutes to share their views, the school board meeting lasted until 3
a.m. Two of the school board members rescinded their votes. One stood firm.
Hate and vitriol spewed out of the mouths of the audience members. One
man, a local radio “shock jock,” told the newly elected Hmong member of the
board to “go back to Vietnam!”
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After some discussion, the recall proponents decided to just try to recall
the one board member who refused to change his vote because the other two
members would be standing for reelection in the spring anyway. In the mean-
time, one of the local newspapers (that generally supported the recall folks)
did a feature on the school board member. He was a former English teacher in
the district and devotes his free time to assisting non-English-speaking immi-
grants with acquiring English so that they can prepare for the citizenship
examination. In the article, he was quoted as saying that he would never
change his vote about the pledge because you could not coerce people to be
patriotic. “Patriotism is what you do, not what you say.”

The current end of this story is that the recall movement failed to garner
the 30,000-plus signatures, and the democratic process allows the duly
elected school board member to remain in office. But think about what this
has meant to the community. A school district that has an abysmal track
record educating Black and Latino students cannot get anyone to a board
meeting on the achievement needs of students of color, but not saying the
pledge brings people from miles around. The attack has not made us differ-
ent; it has made us predictably more like ourselves.

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR RESEARCH

The ability to define humanity, to determine significance or importance,
and to determine the future has an important impact on research and scholar-
ship. Not too long ago, a colleague attended a meeting where the president of
a major philanthropic foundation commented, “I don’t know why we keep
receiving all of these critical theory proposals. We’re not going to fund any of
them.” The attitude of the funder is shocking, not because the funder has pre-
determined what she or he will fund—foundations do that all the time—but
that it is the basis for this decision. This funder has mapped out the
epistemological landscape and decided what is worth knowing. I think we
could agree that if a funder decided that she or he was willing only to fund
mathematics- or science-related proposals, that is her or his privilege. We
might disagree with this strategy, but at least we could understand the
funder’s position on prioritizing what to fund. However, when a foundation
decides that an entire epistemological stance is illegitimate, it is not merely
stating a priority but rather determining what does and does not count as
knowledge.

In my own work, I have used critical race theory (CRT) to explicate new
epistemological perspectives on inequity and social injustice in education.
Although some might consider a “racial” theory an essentialized approach to
analysis and interpretation of social phenomena, CRT actually attempts to
make plain the racialized context of public and private spheres in our society.
It functions as a useful rubric for understanding the taken-for-granted privi-
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leges and inequities that are built into our society. It employs narratives and
counternarratives to add context and complexity to the micro-aggressions
people of color experience daily.

CRT asserts that racism is normal, not aberrant, in U.S. society, and
because it is so ingrained in our society, it looks ordinary and natural to peo-
ple in the culture. Indeed, my students who are most taken aback by racism
tend to be my international students because the racism seems so evident and
explicit. U.S. students of color have grown accustomed to the exclusions, the
surveillance, and the inequities.

CRT often takes the form of storytelling, “in which writers analyze the
myths, presuppositions, and received wisdoms that make up the common
culture about race” (Delgado, 1995, p. xiv). This means that CRT understands
that our social world is not fixed; rather, it is something we construct with
words, stories, and silences. But we need not cave into social arrangements
that are unjust; we can write against them.

CRT calls for deeply contextualized understandings of social phenomena.
Unlike the positivist tendency to strip down and sterilize social and cultural
issues into distinct component parts, critical race theorists insist on providing
a context to make sense of what transpires, to fully elaborate a story, and to
make evident complexity.

CRT is informed by a notion of “interest-convergence,” a concept devel-
oped by Derrick Bell. It argues that White elites will tolerate or encourage
racial advances for people of color only when they also promote White self-
interest. So, if you examine legislative and judicial changes such as affirma-
tive action or school desegregation, you can see that the ultimate payoff went
to Whites. In the case of affirmative action, the figures are clear that the big-
gest benefactors were White women, and because White women typically
live in White families, the benefits accrue to entire White communities. In the
case of school desegregation, the proliferation of magnet programs, school
desegregation workshops, courses, and so forth all created work opportuni-
ties that often went to Whites. Indeed, as Foster reports, the greatest casualties
of school desegregation were Black teachers and administrators.

Critical race theorists are willing to try out new forms of writing and
thought. Some are postmodernists; some use biography and autobiography,
stories, and counterstories. Others have been experimenting with humor, sat-
ire, and narrative analysis “to reveal the circular, self-serving nature of partic-
ular legal doctrines or rules” (Delgado, 1995, p. xiv).

CRT represents a space of both theoretical and epistemological liberation.
It offers an opportunity to challenge the taken-for-granted theories and con-
cepts that govern our disciplines and circumscribe our thinking. I would
never suggest that CRT is the only way to theorize the racialized subject. I
would never suggest that it is the only way to make sense of the ongoing ineq-
uity and social injustice that shape our society. Believe it or not, I might be the
first to say that if you are working with thousands of data points, you may
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want to quickly reach into your methodological tool kit for multiple regres-
sions or structural equation modeling. But I ask that you reach with full
knowledge of what those tools can and cannot do. I ask that you step back to
look on what epistemological ground you have planted your feet. I ask you to
recognize the “truths” your epistemology illuminates and what “truths” are
simultaneously occluded by it. I ask you to keep open the possibilities of lim-
itless thinking and innovation. I ask you to remember that in a society struc-
tured by dominance and subordination, it’s someone else’s world; we just try
to explain it.
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FIGHTING FOR OUR LIVES
PREPARING TEACHERS TO TEACH AFRICAN AMERICAN STUDENTS

Gloria Ladson-Billings
University of Wisconsin–Madison

The quest for quality education is a part of the ongoing struggle faced by African Americans. Few, if
any, teacher education programs design programs that expressly meet the needs of African Ameri-
can students. Although some teacher preparation programs are designed for “urban” education, the
significance of African American culture rarely is a feature of such programs. This article addresses
the uniqueness of the African American cultural experience and details a variety of pedagogical and
programmatic strategies that have been employed to assist teachers in better meeting the needs of
African American students.

During the 1970s, school desegregation in U.S.
northern cities became a national focal point. In
Boston, a contested court order had parents,
teachers, administrators, students, school com-
mittee members, and community members
struggling with school busing to achieve deseg-
regation. One African American parent, caught
on the documentary film footage of the award
winning civil rights series, “Eyes on the Prize”
(Hampton, 1986), exclaimed, “When we fight
about education, we’re fighting for our lives.”
This urgent perspective of “fighting for our
lives” informs the discussion about preparing
teachers to teach African American students ef-
fectively. This article addresses the dearth of lit-
erature about preparing teachers to teach Afri-
can American students, the attempts by schol-
ars to fill this void, and the need for ongoing
research in this area.

THE SILENCE OF THE LITERATURE

With very few exceptions, the literature does
not expressly address the preparation of teach-
ers to teach African American learners effec-
tively (Ladson-Billings, 1994b). Instead, refer-
ences to the educational needs of African
American students are folded into a discourse

of deprivation. Searches of the literature base
indicate that when one uses the descriptor,
“Black education,” one is directed to see, “cul-
turally deprived” and “culturally disadvan-
taged.” Thus, the educational research litera-
ture, when it considers African American
learners at all, has constructed all African
American children, regardless of economic or
social circumstance, within the deficit paradigm
(Bettleheim, 1965; Bloom, Davis, & Hess, 1965;
Ornstein & Viaro, 1968).

The literature is reflective of a generalized
perception that African American culture is not
a useful rubric for addressing the needs of Afri-
can American learners, and thus, that African
American culture is delegitimized in the class-
room. Rather than seeing African Americans as
possessing a distinctive culture, African Ameri-
can learners often are treated as if they are cor-
ruptions of White culture, participating in an
oppositional, counter-productive culture
(Ogbu, 1987). Schools and teachers treat the lan-
guage, prior knowledge, and values of African
Americans as aberrant and often presume that
the teacher’s job is to rid African American stu-
dents of any vestiges of their own culture.

I would argue that the educational literature
is silent on the issue of teaching African Ameri-
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can students because much of the educational
research has relied on generic models of peda-
gogy (Shulman, 1987) that position themselves
as “culture neutral” when they actually support
the learning of mainstream students. The
emphasis on a “one best system” (Tyack, 1974)
emerges from the 19th-century Americaniza-
tion model that was designed to merge all stu-
dents, regardless of ethnic and cultural origins,
into one ideal “American” model (Olneck,
1995). Of course, this Americanization process
considered only those immigrant and cultural
groups from Europe. Indigenous peoples and
people of African descent were not thought
educable and therefore not a part of the main-
stream educational discourse.

For many years, the education of African
American learners was left solely to the African
American community via state-supported seg-
regated schools (Anderson, 1988). And,
although not consistent with professed national
ideals of equity and justice, there is some evi-
dence to suggest that some segregated schools
did meet the educational needs of African
American students (Anderson, 1988; Siddle
Walker, 1996). Community access and involve-
ment, trust between teachers and parents, and
concern and caring for students were all hall-
marks of these schools where the needs of Afri-
can American students were paramount. Foster
(1990) indicates that African American teachers
in segregated schools felt more comfortable
introducing and discussing issues of race and
racism in their all-Black settings than in the inte-
grated schools in which they subsequently
taught. Furthermore, Foster suggests that effec-
tive teaching of African American students
almost always involves some recognition and
attention to the ways that race and racism con-
struct and constrict peoples’ lives.

With the increasing diversity of the school
population, more literature has emerged that
addresses the needs of non-White students from
the standpoint of language and culture (Banks,
1997). However, some of this literature has com-
pressed the experiences of all non-White groups
into a singular category of “other” without rec-
ognizing the particularity of African American

experience and culture. It is important for teach-
ers (current and prospective) to understand the
specific and unique qualities of the African
American cultural experience.

THE UNIQUENESS OF THE AFRICAN
AMERICAN CULTURAL EXPERIENCE

Two concepts I attempt to have my own
teacher education students grapple with are the
notions of “equivalent” and “analogous,”
because discussions of racism, discrimination,
inequality, and injustice sometimes degenerate
into a “hierarchy of oppression;” that is, dis-
cussants want to talk in terms of who has suf-
fered most. However, when we understand the
ways in which oppression has worked against
many groups of people based on their race, cul-
ture, class, gender, disability, and sexual orien-
tation, we must recognize that there may be
analogous experiences that are not necessarily
equivalent ones. Thus, the displacement and
forced removal of indigenous groups through-
out the Americas and the internment of Japa-
nese Americans during World War II are both
examples of oppression. However, they are not
equivalent experiences. Our understanding of
the commonalties of oppression cannot wash
out the particularities and specifics of each
experience.

The African American social and cultural
experience, like those of each cultural group, is
unique. African Americans are the only group
forcibly brought to the Americas for the
expressed purpose of labor exploitation
through racial slavery (Franklin & Moss, 1988).
As one of the earliest nonindigenous groups to
appear in the Americas, African Americans
have a history in this country that predates most
European Americans.1

The creation of a racial hierarchy with White
and Black as polar opposites has positioned all
people in American society (King, 1994) and rei-
fied “whiteness” in ways that suggest that the
closer one is able to align oneself to whiteness,
the more socially and culturally acceptable one
is perceived to be. Thus, when European Ameri-
cans of various ethnic groups assert, “My peo-
ple faced discrimination, and they made it. Why
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can’t Blacks pull themselves up like we did?”
they are ignoring the very different historical
trajectories from which these cultural groups
were launched and the very different symbol
system that has been created to reinscribe black-
ness and whiteness as fundamentally opposite
(Morrison, 1991).

The ideology of White supremacy (Allen,
1994) argued that African Americans were
genetically inferior and not fully human. Thus,
the expectation for educating them was (and
continues to be) low. Early efforts at state-
supported education for African Americans
was directed at training for manual labor and
domestic service (Anderson, 1988). Scholarly
arguments to the contrary (DuBois, 1903/1953;
Woodson, 1933) failed to make their way into
the mainstream literature. Thus, separate and
unequal education continued for many decades
past the Civil War.

As a group, African Americans have been
told systematically and consistently that they
are inferior, that they are incapable of high aca-
demic achievement. Their performance in
school has replicated this low expectation for
success. In addition to being told that they can-
not perform at high levels, African American
students often are taught by teachers who
would rather not teach them (Grant, 1989;
Haberman, 1989).

By the time the landmark Brown v. Board of
Education (1954) decision was rendered, many
African Americans were arguing from a posi-
tion of sameness (Tate, Ladson-Billings, &
Grant, 1993). That is, they were asserting that
African American and White children were
alike and deserved the same educational oppor-
tunities. This rhetoric of “equality means same-
ness” tended to ignore the distinctive qualities
of African American culture and suggested that
if schools were to make schooling experiences
identical for African Americans, we somehow
could achieve identical results.

However, because African American learners
do not begin at the same place as middle-class
White students either economically or socially,
and because what may be valued in African

American culture (Boykin & Tom, 1985) differs
from what may be valued in schools, applying
the same “remedy” may actually increase the
educational disparities. For example, in the case
of gender differences, we know that female stu-
dents do not perform as well as male students in
mathematics. A variety of reasons have been
posited to explain this differential. Some rea-
sons are related to females’ abilities in spatial
relations. Others (Gilligan, 1993; Houston, 1994)
examine the ways that male students dominate
classroom discussion and teacher time. Still,
others (Campbell, 1995; Willis, 1992) argue
about the way mathematics is organized and
presented. The way to improve female perform-
ance, however, is not merely to continue to give
female students more of the same, but rather to
reorganize mathematics education in some fun-
damental ways. For example, all-female mathe-
matics classes, integration across math areas
(algebra, geometry, trigonometry), and more
obvious and specific connections of math to eve-
ryday lives, are being employed to improve the
performance of female students (and students
of color) in school mathematics. Uncovering
optimal learning environments for female stu-
dents may mean deciding on very different
strategies for male versus female mathematics
learners. The same thing may be true in devel-
oping effective strategies for African American
learners. As we begin to learn more about suc-
cessful teaching for African American learners
(Hollins & Spencer, 1990; Ladson-Billings,
1994a), we are better able to address their needs
through curricular and pedagogical strategies.

STRATEGIES FOR IMPROVING THE
EDUCATION OF TEACHERS

Teacher preparation is culpable in the failure
of teachers to teach African American students
effectively. Most teachers report that their pre-
service preparation did little or nothing to pre-
pare them for today’s diverse classrooms
(Ladson-Billings, 1994b). Reviews of the litera-
ture on multicultural teacher education (Grant
& Secada, 1990; Ladson-Billings, 1995a, 1996;
Zeichner, 1992) indicate that most preservice
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approaches rely on individual courses and
diverse field experiences to satisfy legislative
and professional association calls for meeting
the needs of diverse students.

However, no single course or set of field expe-
riences is capable of preparing preservice stu-
dents to meet the needs of diverse learners.
Rather, a more systemic, comprehensive
approach is needed. Work that uses autobiogra-
phy, restructured field experiences, situated
pedagogies, and returning to the classrooms of
experts can each provide new opportunities for
improving teaching.

Autobiography

Jackson (1992) argues that autobiography
provides an opportunity for the “critical exami-
nation and experience of difference” (p. 4). She
further asserts that autobiography allows indi-
viduals to speak as subjects with their own
voices, “representing themselves and their sto-
ries from their own perspectives” (p. 3). This use
of one’s own story is also employed by Gomez
and Tabachnick (1992) as a way to get preservice
teachers to reflect on their practicum experi-
ences in diverse classrooms. Hollins (1990)
refers to “resocializing pre-service teachers in
ways that help them view themselves within a
culturally diverse society” (p. 202) through the
construction of personal/cultural autobiogra-
phies. Similar to this, King and Ladson-Billings
(1990) link critical education theory and multi-
cultural teacher education to help prospective
teachers “consciously re-experience their own
subjectivity when they recognize similar or dif-
ferent outlooks and experiences” (p. 26), both in
courses and field experiences.

Restructured Field Experiences

The practical aspects of learning to teach are
overwhelmingly valued by teachers as the most
important part of their preparation. Unfortu-
nately, many of these field experiences occur in
White middle-income communities that offer a
different set of challenges and opportunities
from those that teachers can expect to encounter

in the urban classrooms populated by African
American students. Thus, when new teachers
enter urban settings, they experience a mis-
match between what they expect based on their
preservice preparation and what they find in
urban schools.

Some teacher education programs require
that part of the field experience occur in a
“diverse” setting (Zeichner, 1993). However,
sometimes these “diversity requirements” are
seen by students as hurdles in the way of their
“real” student teaching (i.e., in middle income,
suburban schools). Spending limited time in
urban classrooms often serves to reinforce stu-
dents’ stereotypes and racist attitudes toward
African American students because they are not
accompanied with requisite understanding
about African American culture and cultural
practices.

Other programs stress “immersion” experi-
ences in diverse communities (Mahan, 1982;
Noordhoff & Kleinfeld, 1991), placing students
in community (as opposed to school) settings to
help them understand the daily lives of the chil-
dren in context. Moving away from the predict-
ability of the classroom with its rules, routines,
and rituals, prospective teachers may recognize
that limited access to goods and services, poor
health care facilities, uneven police and fire pro-
tection, and unsafe and dilapidated play-
grounds, all work against students’ willingness
to participate in school tasks.

At the same time, community experiences
also can help students to see the strengths that
reside in a culture. Self-governing bodies such
as churches, lodges, social clubs, and neighbor-
hood associations serve as purveyors of culture.
Students may learn that families use a variety of
child-rearing practices that may or may not map
neatly onto schooling practices. They may learn
of the role of “other mothers” (Collins, 1991)
who, although not blood relatives of particular
children, serve in a maternal capacity. Learning
to see students with strengths as opposed to see-
ing them solely as having needs may inform the
pedagogical practices of novice teachers in posi-
tive ways.
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Situated Pedagogies

The literature of educational anthropologists
has addressed culturally specific pedagogies
(e.g., see Au & Jordan, 1981; Cazden & Leggett,
1981; Mohatt & Erickson, 1981; Vogt, Jordan &
Tharp, 1987). This work has described teachers’
attempts to make the school and home experi-
ences of diverse learners more congruent. The
majority of this literature has dealt with small-
scale, encapsulated communities where cul-
tural practices are easily recognizable and not as
intertwined with other cultures.

Critical scholars have posited theoretical,
conceptual, and research possibilities for situ-
ated pedagogies that consider race, class, and
gender (e.g., see Ellsworth, 1989; hooks, 1989;
McLaren, 1989). By addressing the specifics of
particular diverse communities, this literature
avoids the platitudes and unsubstantiated gen-
eralities of generic pedagogical perspectives.
This work asks teacher educators to think more
carefully about the relationship of teacher
preparation to the communities in which they
are located and the school populations that their
graduates are likely to serve.

Returning to the
Classrooms of “Experts”

In my work on successful teachers for African
American students (Ladson-Billings, 1995b), I
began looking for common beliefs and practices
among such teachers. What I discovered were
three propositional notions about how they con-
ceived of their practice that form the basis of
what I term culturally relevant pedagogy
(Ladson-Billings, 1994a, 1995b). These proposi-
tions involve academic achievement, cultural
competence, and sociopolitical critique.

Academic achievement. In the classrooms I ob-
served, teaching and learning were exciting,
symbiotic events. Although teachers estab-
lished routines and rituals, the classrooms were
never dull. Students were regularly reminded
that they were expected to learn and that learn-
ing would be rigorous and challenging. Some of
the teachers taught from what might be consid-
ered a constructivist (Fennema, Carpenter,

Franke, & Carey, 1992) position (i.e., students’
own knowledge forms the basis of inquiry ei-
ther as part of the official curriculum or as it in-
teracts with the official curriculum). Standards
were high in these classrooms. Students were
expected to work hard, and they welcomed this
responsibility.

Cultural competence. In addition to promoting
learning and academic achievement, culturally
relevant teachers foster and support the devel-
opment of cultural competence. Cultural com-
petence refers to the ability to function
effectively in one’s culture of origin (Ladson-
Billings, 1995b). For African American students,
this means understanding those aspects of their
culture that facilitate their ability to communi-
cate and relate to other members of their cul-
tural group (Gay & Baber, 1987). Because of the
pervasive negative representations of Black cul-
ture (Merelman, 1995), students may unwit-
tingly ally themselves with schooling that
works to promote their disaffiliation and aliena-
tion from African American culture.

Cultural competence can be supported in the
classroom by acknowledging the legitimacy of
students’ home language and using it as a
bridge to American Edited English.2 It also is
supported through the use of curriculum con-
tent selections that reflect the full range of
humanity extant in students’ cultures.

Sociopolitical critique. Perhaps if teachers
could get students to achieve academically and
manifest cultural competence, they might be
more than satisfied with their pedagogical ef-
forts. However, culturally relevant teachers rec-
ognize that education and schooling do not
occur in a vacuum. The individual traits of
achievement and cultural competence must be
supported by sociopolitical critique that helps
students understand the ways that social struc-
tures and practices help reproduce inequities.
This aspect of culturally relevant teaching links
it closely with a critical pedagogy that argues for
students and teachers alike to participate in a
collective struggle (Boggs, 1974). Thus, students
must be challenged to ask questions about the
ways that whole groups of people are systemati-
cally excluded from social benefits.
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ANTIRACIST TEACHER EDUCATION:
A PROMISING PRACTICE

Autobiography, restructured field experi-
ences, situated pedagogies, and examining the
classrooms of experts all provide glimpses of
possibility for facilitating the pedagogy of
teachers who teach African American students.
However, each has the potential to fail to con-
front the major stumbling block in preparing
teachers for success with African American stu-
dents: racism.

Although many teacher education programs
include some form of multicultural education
(Grant & Secada, 1990; Ladson-Billings, 1995a),
confronting issues of racism in a deliberately
antiracist framework is less common (Cochran-
Smith, 1995; Kailin, 1994). Discussions of race
and racism are absent from educational dis-
course even when our conceptions of race are
more embedded and fixed than ever before.
Teacher educators who have attempted to bring
issues of race and racism to the forefront of their
preparation programs have been subjected to
resistance and harsh criticism from students
(Ahlquist, 1991; Tatum, 1994).

Lee (1985) states that the “aim of [anti-racist
education] is the eradication of racism in all its
various forms. Anti-racist education emerges
from an understanding that racism exists in
society and, therefore, the school, as an institu-
tion of society, is influenced by racism” (p. 8).
Thus, teacher education that embraces an anti-
racist perspective recognizes that prospective
teachers’ and “teachers’ sensibilities are shaped
by the same forces that mold us in the society at
large” (Kailin, 1994, p. 173). However, anti-
racist educators understand racism as learned
behavior and, as such, it can be unlearned.

Kailin’s (1994) approach to antiracist staff
development for teachers addresses two per-
spectives on racism: individual and institu-
tional. The individual aspect of her work
requires teachers to know and understand
themselves, a process also used by King and
Ladson-Billings (1990). Kailin employed strate-
gies for developing collective autobiography,
understanding teachers’ social backgrounds,
participating in multicultural and race aware-
ness exercises, examining teacher expectations

of student competency, and exploring the mani-
festation of individual racism in teacher-
student interactions and in school culture. At
the institutional level, Kailin’s approach
prompts teachers to examine the historical roots
of institutional racism in the United States as
well as the ways that texts and curricula and
schools as institutions support racism.

To prepare teachers to be successful with
African American students, teacher educators
must help prospective teachers recognize the
ways that race and racism structure the every-
day experiences of all Americans. More specifi-
cally, teachers must understand how race and
racism negatively impact African American
students and their ability to successfully negoti-
ate schools and classrooms. Some of the recom-
mendations for change in teacher education
that may lead us to more positive outcomes
include:

Reassessing admissions procedures. A good deal
of our struggle in teacher education resides at
the admission door. Haberman (1989) argues
that we will not get better teachers until we ad-
mit better people into the profession. Current
admission procedures continue to screen out
potentially excellent teacher candidates who
desire to teach in African American communi-
ties, while at the same time including many can-
didates who have no intention or desire to serve
those communities.

Reexamining course work. Dissatisfaction with
teacher education course work has been widely
expressed by both those within and outside of
the profession. One of the places where course
work is particularly weak is in its lack of atten-
tion to the perspectives and concerns of African
Americans. Many of the foundations and meth-
ods courses fail to mention African Americans
except as “problems.” Course work that ad-
dresses the legitimacy of African American cul-
ture and problematizes Whiteness can begin to
make preservice course work more meaningful
for those who teach African American students.

Restructuring field experiences. As previously
mentioned, field experiences tend to leave a
lasting impression on teachers. Restructuring
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these field experiences may help students to un-
derstand the complexities of communities and
cultures. Rather than having prospective teach-
ers dread going into African American commu-
nities, field experiences may play a role in
addressing the stereotypes and racist attitudes
that they may hold.

Recruiting and retaining African American
scholars. For too many prospective teachers,
their only encounter with African Americans is
as subordinates. Increasing the numbers of Afri-
can American faculty can help to disrupt some
of the preconceived notions that they may have
about the competencies and abilities of African
Americans. Certainly, African American faculty
can serve as a resource and counterbalance to
prevailing notions of African American com-
munities, for both adults and children.

Ultimately, the work of education in a democ-
racy is to provide opportunities for all citizens
to participate fully in the formation of the nation
and its ideals. These ideals can never be fully
realized if significant portions of our society are
excluded from high-quality education and the
opportunity to play public roles in the society.
African American students are suffering in our
schools at an alarming rate. They continue to
experience high drop-out, suspension, and
expulsion rates. Although possessing a high
school diploma is no guarantee of success in
U.S. society, not having one spells certain eco-
nomic and social failure. Thus, when we fight
about education, we indeed are fighting for our
lives.

NOTES
1. The European American slave trade was legally ended in

1848. The bulk of European immigration occurred in the 1890s.
Thus, most African Americans have historical roots in this coun-
try that predate those of most European Americans.

2. Rather than the term Standard English I use American Edited
English to refer to the particular formal language used in the
United States.
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In 1994 the legal scholarship movement, critical race theory (CRT), was introduced in education.
Since that time, a variety of scholars have taken up CRT as a way to analyze and critique educational
research and practice. In this brief summary the author addresses the themes of the articles found
in this issue and offers words of encouragement to a new generation of scholars who see CRT as a
valuable tool for making sense of persistent racial inequities in US schools.

The articles that comprise this issue come from a symposium held at the annual meet-
ing of the American Educational Research Association (AERA) in April 2004. The
title of the session was ‘And we are still not saved’. This title has two sources. One
source is critical race theory (CRT) legal scholar, Derrick Bell (1992), who used it in
the title of his book on the ‘elusive quest for racial justice’. The other source is its true
source—the Biblical passage from the prophet Jeremiah (Jer. 8: 20) who mourned for
his people’s lack of deliverance with the words, ‘The harvest is past, the summer is
ended, and we are not saved’. Bell used this scriptural passage because he felt it
appropriately described the plight of people of colour, particularly African-American
people, in this present age.

The session organizers amended the title to say, ‘And we are still not saved’ as an
indicator of the limited progress that we have made in educational equity since William
Tate and I raised the issue of critical race theory in education 10 years ago at AERA
and subsequently in a paper published in Teachers College Record (1995). It seems hard
to believe that a decade has gone by since the term ‘critical race theory’ was introduced
into educational scholarship and at the same time a very appropriate interval at which
to take stock of where we are.

The articles in this issue take different approaches to explain where we are and
where we need to go. Two articles address the state of the literature to this point.
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Another article offers an application of the theory and two represent extensions of
critical race theory concepts.

In her article, Yosso reasserts the significance of race in our social science
discourse and pushes us to move past black/white binaries. This work reminds me of
more complex renderings of race such as that in Howard Winant’s (2001) work
(particularly, The world is a ghetto: race and democracy since World War II) that articu-
lates the race-making project in modernity and provides an important historical and
international context in which to understand our present racial predicament. I find
Yosso’s CRT family tree intriguing but caution against the construction of such
lineages because of the possibility of unsubstantiated alliances or unintended omis-
sions. I am reminded that conversations about the critical theory project acknowl-
edge the work of the Frankfurt School but omit DuBois, who was an intellectual
contemporary of the members of the Frankfurt School who not only asked similar
questions but also was studying in Germany at the same moment these critical
formulations were emerging.

It is also important to investigate the genealogy of the black/white binaries. Some
of the demographic literature (Lee, 1993) indicate that in 1890, when question four
(‘what is your race?’) was first included in the census, there were almost 16 racial cate-
gories ranging from White to Black. There were categories for degrees of Blackness
such as ‘mulatto’, ‘quadroon’, and ‘octoroon’. Over the more than 100 year history
of the question on the census form the two stable categories have been Black and
White and while other groups may not have been able to take full advantage of the
privilege of whiteness, there are historical instances where they have been categorized
as such.

Asian Indians were phenotypically determined to be White. In the Lemon Grove
School District Incident, Mexican American parents won their suit against having
their children sent to a segregated school because they were categorized as White,
and for a short time the Cherokee Indians were considered White as they worked
hard to assimilate into US society. So the real issue is not necessarily the black/white
binary as much as it is the way everyone regardless of his/her declared racial and
ethnic identity is positioned in relation to Whiteness. Indeed, during his US Presi-
dential administration Bill Clinton’s class position made his grip on Whiteness quite
tenuous. Scholars like Vijay Prashad (2001) in his book, Everybody was Kung fu fight-
ing: Afro-Asian connections and the myth of cultural purity, challenge the hegemony of
White racial discourses and help us reorganize our discourses from ‘us versus them’
to a look at both symbolic and structural barriers that are constructed as a result of
White supremacist discourses.

In addition to tracing the lineage of CRT, Yosso also offers an articulation of
cultural capital that departs from tradition. I appreciate Yosso’s re-articulation of
Bourdieu’s (in Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990) notion of cultural capital to include the
notion of ‘funds of knowledge’ found in Moll’s (in Gonzales et al., 2004) and other
Latino scholars work and encourage them not be naïve about the way capital can be
deployed as a way to create hierarchy and inequity, i.e., the institutions of a capital-
ist and White supremacist society will happily allow you to have your new forms of
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capital as long as they do not infringe on their old established ones. More insidious,
they will appropriate your forms of capital and repackage them to produce their
forms. A great example of this is the Coca Cola commercial airing on US television
where a brown-skinned young man comes to his apartment and finds a plate with
empañadas and Coke, ostensibly from his mother. A few minutes later as he is
finishing the treat, his Black roommate arrives and finds a note in the kitchen to
Tito from Mom and is furious that his roommate ate his homemade treat. The
media in this instance is playing on our immediate tendency to separate categories
of Latino-ness from categories of Blackness as a ‘twist’ in the commercial—i.e., the
Black person could not be the Latino person.

The Dixson and Rousseau article is a review of the literature in critical race theory
that speaks directly to CRT in education. What I find particularly appealing about
this review is that it is genealogical and synthetic. Perhaps it is my graduate adviser
bias but I am pleased to see a review where the literature is in conversation with itself.
Too often, we merely see a litany of work in an area without any type of scholarly inte-
gration. This synthetic approach helps the reader understand how this project has
emerged over the last 10 years in education. Because the literature is relatively thin in
the field, Dixson and Rousseau have the opportunity to provide a more robust treat-
ment of what has happened over the past decade. Like Yosso, Dixson and Rousseau
present their review through a set of generally agreed upon features of CRT. Their
work is a more traditional search of the literature that indicates the field is still in its
infancy in education (perhaps because of my stern warning to folks in education to
proceed with caution). Their article does a good job of pulling at thematic strands and
highlights Crenshaw’s (1988) notion of restricted and expansive views of equality
(which is one of the more under developed themes of CRT in education). This is
particularly timely as we look at commemorations of landmark US legal decisions of
Brown vs Board of Education and Lau vs Nichols, that addressed school segregation and
bilingual education, respectively.

Dixson and Rousseau also pay attention to the storytelling aspect of CRT with their
opening vignette. I sometimes worry that scholars who are attracted to CRT focus on
storytelling to the exclusion of the central ideas such stories purport to illustrate. Thus
I clamour for richer, more detailed stories that place our stories in more robust and
powerful contexts. For example, Patricia Williams’ (1991) discussion of finding the
bill of sale for her enslaved great grandmother is a powerful story to set up the work
of students in a contracts law course. The point here is not the titillation of the story
but rather than way notions of contracts are not sterile or neutral. They are a part of
larger social contexts that can be used to exploit one person or group while simulta-
neously advantaging another.

Chapman’s article is an application of CRT that was probably easier to achieve since
she looked directly at the implementation of a legal ruling through a CRT lens. In an
earlier work Bell (1983) himself argued that if Brown were to be heard today, it would
be important not just for social science to weigh in on the deleterious effect of school
segregation, but also for educators to be an integral part of the conversation. Chapman
outlines just how intransigent the racial rhetoric is around school desegregation and
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takes us through the vicissitudes of the Rockford School desegregation fight. We see
desegregation from Brown to Milliken to Dowell in one school district and begin to
understand the degree to which Whites will go to avoid school desegregation.

In the Donnor article we have an extension of CRT with a new concept—educational
malpractice. This term is interesting because it raises a whole set of questions about
the professionalization of teaching. If teachers held similar professional status as
doctors, lawyers, architects or accountants they could be held libel for malpractice.
However, scholars of the profession, like Lortie, argue that teaching remains a semi-
profession and not amenable to the professional standards found in other fields.
Donnor suggests that what is happening to African-American football scholarship
student athletes constitutes educational malpractice, or perhaps a breach of contract.
This legal discourse works well with the CRT framework and indeed, if we consider
schools as institutions who promise certain knowledge and skills—literacy, numeracy,
civic competency, vocational preparation—then a kind of contract is set forth. In public
school settings the students are entitled to this knowledge and skill regardless of
personal and cultural resources. In the case of elite college athletes, the contract is even
more explicit. By virtue of NCAA rules, athletes are offered a tender in exchange for
their athletic services. The athlete promises to play by the rules, participate in practices
and team meetings, and perform competitively. The school promises to pay for tuition,
fees, books, meals during the season, athletic gear and medical insurance. However,
two regular practices—steering student athletes into easy courses that fail to yield a
degree or other marketable post competition skills and recruiting students who are
marginally prepared for college level courses—can be construed as malpractice. The
Donnor article looks at the roots of this process by calling forth the voices of athletes
and their understandings of how their pre-collegiate education failed to prepare them
to take advantage of the contractual offerings of the college or university.

While Donnor examines the implied contractual relationship between scholarship
athletes and colleges, I might push his implication to the pre-collegiate level to ask
what is the nature of the implied contract between citizens and their schools in demo-
cratic nations? Is there some minimal level of educational competency that public
support of schools should legally expect? How might we enforce these contracts?
What sanctions are available to citizens when schools fail to live up to their end of the
contract? What recompense should students who fail to receive an education reason-
ably expect?

The Duncan article is also an extension of CRT and represents a fresh cut on what
Tate and I originally proposed. In his use of allochronism and coevalness he incorpo-
rates the anthropological literature into the CRT race project in new and exciting
ways. In particular, he points to the allochronic discourses present in both historical
and contemporary education. In this way, Duncan provides a lens through which to
understand the role of time in the construction of educational inequity. While
Duncan points to the way school creates race for everyone, regardless of racial and
ethnic affiliation, I argue that race is one of those concepts that is already well estab-
lished before students even get to school. Duncan’s assertion is not rejected however
by my argument. Actually, Duncan demonstrates how schools take advantage of this
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pre-school establishment to complete its race-making project. The power of the
Duncan article lay in its intellectual daring and synchronic rendering of the economic,
social, cultural, political and educational moment in which Black students find them-
selves.

The articles that comprised this issue come from a symposium that states ‘we are
still not saved’, the paraphrase from the prophet Jeremiah, but I would point us
toward Pauline pronouncements that suggest ‘we have this treasure in earthen
vessels’ (2 Cor. 4: 7), that is, CRT is a theoretical treasure—a new scholarly covenant,
if you will, that we as scholars are still parsing and moving toward new exegesis. And
about that, somebody ought to say ‘Amen’.
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