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Abstract 

 

Practice What You Teach: An Exploration of the Importance of Critical Reflection in the 

Implementation of Theory-based Social Justice Education 

 

Katherine Chesham McKay, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

Supervisor: Melissa Wetzel 

 

In an effort to match the structure of this paper to its content, a commitment of linking theory and 

practice, I use a framework that is a hybrid of theories rooted in practice.  Freire’s (1970) theory of 

liberation through social justice education, Bourdieu’s (1977) theory of cultural, economic and 

symbolic capital, Bhabha’s (1994) and Gutiérrez’s (2008) work around hybridization and Third 

Space, and my own understanding of critical reflection each contribute to my attempt to address the 

following questions: What does it mean to link theory and practice in social justice education?  What 

do models from research tell us about how to link theory and practice?  What implications does this 

research have for educators and students of privilege?   

 

In order to address these questions I 1. Discuss the theory as I have to come to understand it over the 

last three years 2. Analyze instances of teachers’ attempts to merge theory and practice, and 3. 

Develop the curriculum for a professional development opportunity, putting into practice the theories 

I develop over the course of this paper. 
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Preface 

As I approach the end of this Masters program I find myself, as one would hope, 

in a different place than I did at the program’s start.  In terms of both educational theory 

and teaching practice, I have undergone significant transformation due, in large part, to 

critical reflection of my place in society as a white, middle class woman.  The 

opportunity to engage with professors, classmates, colleagues, and my students in 

focused reflection about my identity and potential agency has led to my commitment to 

social justice education.   

In my ten years experience as a teacher I have taught in a variety of settings.  My 

first two years teaching were in an affluent Fairfax County Public School in the suburbs 

of Washington, DC.  The next three years, I taught in the elite private American 

International School of Buenos Aires, Argentina.  Upon returning to the United States, I 

worked for four years as a bilingual teacher and one year providing support and social 

services to parents in Austin’s urban Title I schools.  In the public charter school where I 

teach today, both the student and teacher populations are predominantly white and middle 

class.  My understanding of social justice education and the theories that support such 

pedagogy has been constantly re-evaluated through the lens of the context of my 

teaching.  I can particularly relate to Connie E. North’s (2009) statement in the 

conclusion of her book, Teaching for Social Justice? Voices from the Front Lines.   “If 

nothing else, this book reveals the extent to which institutional context matters in the 

struggle for social justice” (p. 162).  The contrast between the institutional contexts of the 

affluent schools of my first five years teaching and that of the Title I urban schools I 
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encountered over the last five years was a slap in the face that has left its mark.  I stepped 

into a bilingual classroom of recent Mexican immigrants thinking that I had something to 

teach and realized all too quickly just how much I had to learn.  I was not only ignorant to 

the inequities that exist in our educational system but also about the funds of knowledge 

(Moll, Gonzalez, & Amanti, 2005) and inspiring stories of the students our system is 

currently failing. 

During my participation in the Summer Institute with The Heart of Texas Writing 

Project (HTWP), I was challenged for the first time to look critically at my teaching 

practice.  My new affiliation with HTWP provided me with the professional community 

that I needed to become a more honest and reflective educator.  I thank Dr. Randy Bomer 

for bringing social justice and critical teaching practices to the Heart of Texas Writing 

Project.  Otherwise, our writing would hold little purpose other than to perpetuate the 

current educational systems about which we complain.  My involvement with HTWP led 

me to become involved with the National Writing Project as an author, editor, presenter, 

and in leadership roles.  I thank the educators I have been lucky to work with on the 

national level such as Paul Oh and Christine Kane for acknowledging and supporting my 

attempts to be honest about my white privilege and how that privilege impacts my 

teaching practice and my students.   

My involvement in the National Writing Project at the local and national levels 

gave me a hint at what I would learn from studies towards a Masters in Curriculum and 

Instruction at the University of Texas at Austin.  My first summer of classes included 

three that have stuck with me: Literacy and Culture with Dr. Melissa Wetzel, Teaching 
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Culture with Dr. Zena Moore and BiLiteracy and New Literacy Studies with Dr. Maria 

Franquiz.  I thank my professors for their commitment to critical pedagogies.  I thank Dr. 

Melissa Wetzel, especially, for her patience and guidance of my reflection, my creation 

of curriculum, and my writing around my learning.  You help me to understand that 

which I do not understand. 

In these classes, I had to talk about white guilt and engage in dialogue about my 

own cultural, economic and linguistic capital.  I began to develop the vocabulary to 

pinpoint what I had been missing in that first year in Texas Title I schools.  I also thank 

Chuy for asking me questions that caused me to reflect on my white privilege before I 

had even heard of the term. 

Though I have (with resistance and for reasons of self-preservation only) re-

entered the bubble of education of privileged students, I am determined that all I have 

learned is applicable and essential in even the whitest classroom.  May this paper help me 

to see how to determine how social justice will look in this next context. 

Throughout this Masters Program I have done what I could to make each 

assignment, paper, and project, relate to what I was teaching at the time.  I believe that 

due to the immediate application of my knowledge, I have developed a stronger 

understanding of theory than if I had not simultaneously been experiencing the daily ins 

and outs of the life of a teacher.  I have often grown frustrated at the disconnect that I feel 

between the ideologies of the university where I study and the realities of the elementary 

schools where I work.  I see now that what has been ripping at my conscious during these 

years has been a chasm between theory and reality.  
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I hope that this paper, this finale to my program of study, can be a merging of the 

ideal and the real. I hope that it can identify ways to take action that supports theory and 

to develop theory through experience with action regardless of the institutional context. 
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Introduction 
Formally, my professors and colleagues were the first to challenge me to enter 

into difficult dialogue around issues of white privilege and cultural and economic capital 

(Bourdieu, 1977).  However, when I look back on my teaching practice before I began to 

reflect on my privilege, I realize that my first class of Mexican American students in 

Texas forced me to engage in courageous conversations about race (Singleton, 2006) 

more than a year before I had heard of Paulo Freire or Pierre Bourdieu.  

 

 

 

His question managed to both awaken and silence the group. Wide eyes gaped at me. Suddenly, I began to 
understand. Was it me against them? Was I a part of the they in Chuy's question? How was I, a middle class 
white woman from the suburbs of Washington, DC, to teach a pride in the Alamo and eventual victory over 
the Mexican militia to a class of recent Mexican American immigrants? 
Finally I answered Chuy. "I don't know, Chuy," I said, unable to find a better response.  
We moved on. And we continued to move on that year, but I am sure that we did not move forward.  
Excerpt from Building Culturally Responsive Units of Study: From Texas to Mexico and Back, 
http://www.nwp.org/cs/public/print/resource/2929 

 

 

Vignette 1: Me Against Them? 

Figure 1 
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One day when I was modeling writing, I referred to my aunt, who was part of the memory about which I 
was writing.  When I said, "aunt" I made the mistake of pronouncing it not as "ant" but instead as "ahnt." 
The laughter was immediate, like milk comes out your nose and sprays out your pursed lips, immediate. 
They knew they weren't supposed to 'lahf' at the teacher, but there was no helping it.  
"That's what rich white people say," one of my students explained to me, sympathetically.  It was like 
coming out of the closet.  The fact that I was the rich white woman in the room was something we had all 
known since the first day of school, it just wasn't something we'd talked about.   
When they saw that I wasn't offended, that I laughed, we entered into a sort of question and answer.  
 "Are you rich?"  
How do you answer a question like that?  I knew that their question was not referring to a 'richness in friends 
and a full life.' 
"Some people would say so." 
"How many rooms are in your house?"  They did not mean how many bedrooms, but how many rooms. 
"We rent a house with a kitchen, a living room, a family room, two bedrooms, and one bathroom." 
"Who is we? Do you live with your family?" 
"No, I live with a friend." 
"What!? Only two people? Where does your family live?" 
"My sisters and brother live in California and my parents live in Washington, DC." 
"Like near President Bush?" 
"Pretty close." 
Chuy always knew to ask the question that the rest were too unsure to ask.  Unsure, because they weren't 
sure they wanted to know the answer.  "Ms. O'Brien, where do the rich kids go to school?"  His question 
assumed that rich kids lived in Austin but that they were not present in this room.   
Another tough one.  I spoke a bit about public schools, private schools, attendance zones, etc.  Then I talked 
a little bit about what 'rich' means to me. 

 

I wish I could step back into 2006 and face Chuy as a 4th grader once again. I would 

rewrite my awkward responses to Chuy’s questions and be prepared to initiate the kind of 

dialogue that Freire (1970) teaches is the route to liberation.  By that time in the year 

Chuy’s questions would not have shocked anyone in the room.  We would be struggling 

together to develop a Third Space (Gutiérrez, 2008) a hybrid space that values multiple 

"funds of knowledge" (Moll, Gonzalez, & Amati, 2005) or what each of us brings from 

our own experience, and where our cultures and languages would hold equal capital 

(Bourdieu, 1977).  I would resist the banking model of education (Freire, 1970).  The 

students would not be looking only to me, the sage on the stage, for the answers, but to 

Vignette 2: “Ahnt” 
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each other and to the resources at hand to solve problems and come to conclusions.  And 

these big, challenging questions would not only ignite deep dialogue but also lead to 

projects of action, students and teacher working as agents of change in an oppressive 

world. 

Behind the scenes of a dynamic classroom of liberated students and teacher would 

be an equally invigorated community of educators, coming together from varying 

institutional contexts to troubleshoot and dialogue, share and give ideas, commiserate 

about the obstacles and plan a way to overcome them.  For, as Bhabha (1994) 

complicates, theory and action must coexist: “It exists side by side with it—the one as an 

enabling part of the other—like the recto and verso of a sheet of paper, to use a common 

semiotic analogy in the uncommon context of politics” (p. 32).   

Bhabha’s (1994) point is essential to explain my own.  The theory means nothing 

without the action and the action is faulty, possibly even more dangerous than inaction, 

without the theory.  The more I have learned and revised my practice as a teacher while 

simultaneously engaging in dialogue around theory at the university, the more I see the 

importance of those communities that fall somewhere in between.  Those communities 

like the Heart of Texas Writing Project, the National Writing Project, Austin Social 

Justice Teacher Inquiry Group, and study groups and workshops that come from their 

work, are where the merging happens.  Those teachers who read the dense theory and 

then break it down with other teachers are the ones who are able to truly implement social 

justice curriculum.  Otherwise, the details get in the way.  The challenges that come with 

the institution, the structure that is in place to favor the powerful, the details that seem too 
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small to consider, halt the work that truly makes change if we let that chasm between 

theory and practice seem more like an insignificant crack in the plan that can wait to be 

patched. 

In this paper, through exploration of theory, my own experiences and articles on 

practical application of teaching for social justice, I think about the question, What does it 

mean to link theory and practice in social justice education?   Furthermore, in the interest 

of continuing to put theory into practice in my current teaching context, I ask, What do 

models from research tell us about how to link theory and practice?  What implications 

does this research have for educators and students of privilege?   In response to this 

second question I develop the curriculum for a professional development opportunity for 

teachers to get together to engage in critical reflection which, I argue, is an essential 

component to social justice teaching with privileged students. 
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The Theory 

What Is 
“To hold this tension between what is, and the hardness of it and the darkness of it and 
on the other hand what we know to be possible because we’ve seen examples of it.” 
(Palmer, 2009) 
 

Parker Palmer (2009), author, educator, and activist, speaks of the tragic gap, the 

distance between what is and what we know to be possible.  It is in this space where real 

work and progress happens (Mosley, 2011).  If we are paralyzed by the idea that we have 

no control over what is or by what Palmer (2009) calls “corrosive cynicism”, then we are 

unable to be agents of change in our worlds. If we are too caught up in what could be, or 

“irrelevant idealism” we also disengage from the place where moving forward happens.  

As a part of a larger system, one oftentimes becomes a cog in the wheel of that system, 

that larger machine, especially if he or she remains unaware of the larger goals or 

ultimate motivations for the machine’s work.  It is only in the space between corrosive 

cynicism and irrelevant idealism where change can occur. 

I believe that the majority of those who choose education as their profession have 

the desire to do the work that moves us forward as a just society.   Many teachers say that 

they chose their career path because they want to change the world, to educate students 

for a better future, or to make the world a better place.  Rarely does one meet a teacher 

who does not truly believe that he or she is ‘there for the kids.’  However, in order to 

enter that tragic gap about which Palmer (2009) speaks, there is work to be done.  

Teachers who have reflected on what could be may not have first taken time to deeply 
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reflect on what currently ‘is’ in our society in order to more clearly articulate their visions 

of what could be.   

In his book, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Paulo Freire (1970) takes a close look at 

what is.  He references the oppression that exists in our society and speaks to the myths 

that plague marginalized populations, or the oppressed.  Myths of true freedom and of 

equal opportunity regardless of race, class, culture, ethnicity or gender, serve to justify 

and perpetuate the system as it is, to maintain the status quo (Freire, p. 139).  

Manipulation of the system is in the interest of those benefitting from their current 

positions of privilege and power.  Myths of equal opportunity sensationalize the system 

and blame the oppressed for their lack of access to resources.  Furthermore, these myths 

glorify the path to these positions of power that have been, presumably, earned through 

hard work and motivation.   

Chuy’s question, “Where do the rich kids go to school?” brought to the surface of 

our classroom Palmer’s (2009) “what is” and the myths to which Freire (1970) refers.  

With an honest and fearless question, Chuy, whose parents came to the United States for 

una vida mejor, a better life, unearthed what we all see but, oftentimes, choose not to say.  

Chuy and his classmates, who anxiously awaited my response, witness the myth of the 

American dream every day.  Chuy’s question implies that privileged students go to 

school in a place where the underprivileged kids do not.  He perhaps wonders, What does 

a better life look like? 

A closer look at the institutional context of the school where Chuy attended is 

evidence of the fact that these students were not separated based on class alone.  At 
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Chuy’s elementary school, bilingual education has been implemented in such a way that 

it is offered only to those students whose home language is Spanish.  Furthermore, 

though labeled ‘bilingual’, the program does not have a goal of maintaining the child’s 

native language.  The deficit model of thinking (Moll, Gonzalez, & Amanti, 2005) is at 

the root of this transitional model of bilingual education that has a goal not to develop 

students’ bilingualism but to use students’ knowledge of their native language in order to 

transition them more quickly into English Only classrooms.   

Students who entered my bilingual fourth grade classroom had not yet shown an 

acceptable proficiency of English as measured by state standardized assessments.  So, 

they were segregated from their peers who had shown proficiency in the language that 

holds power in our society.  Chuy’s question shows that he saw that students of privilege 

attend other schools.  Chuy and his classmates, by mere placement in my classroom, are 

examples of how their cultural, and therefore linguistic, capital was not valued in our 

school.  The racial segregation that is a consequence of the separation of English and 

Spanish speakers is obvious to the eyes of any visitor to the campus. 

Pierre Bourdieu (1977) explains that certain cultures are valued, or are given 

capital, in certain contexts.  In the context of western civilization and, more and more, 

across the world, the culture of white, middle class English speakers holds value.  Those 

families whose home culture gives capital to languages or practices that do not match 

those of the people in power become marginalized in society.  In a system designed to 

maintain the valuing of certain cultures, languages and beliefs more than others, those 
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who do not belong to the mainstream or majority are, in Freire’s (1970) terms, the 

oppressed.   

As Freire (1970) points out, our educational system is a part, or a microcosm, of 

the system that seeks to maintain the power of the colonizers, or the oppressors and, 

therefore, the oppression of those who are marginalized based on race, culture, gender, 

language and ethnicity.   

There we sat, a white middle class teacher, who shares the cultural capital of those 

in power, and students who share the economic and linguistic capital of the oppressed.  

Here I stood before my students, a white woman who says ‘ahnt’, la maestra, who holds 

power in the classroom.  They knew then, as well as I do now, the cultural and symbolic 

capital that I hold in our society.  Our classroom dynamics were a direct reflection of the 

tensions that existed outside our classroom walls as President George W. Bush supported 

the construction of a fence along the border of their native land. 

Teachers, like me, may enter the field of education with a hope to liberate their 

students, to teach them what they need to know to be successful, to send them on their 

way with the ‘world at their fingertips’, but Freire (1970) argues that this liberation is 

impossible under the circumstances of the majority of classrooms.  First, because of the 

very nature of oppression, the oppressed cannot be liberated by their oppressors.  I, a 

white middle class woman, am a part of the system of oppression.  When I sat there, 

bewildered by Chuy’s pointed questions, I saw my students as ‘others’ in need of my 

help.  My deficit thinking, my ignorance about their funds of knowledge (Moll, 
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Gonzalez, & Amanti, 2005), maintained my position of power in the classroom.  As 

Freire articulates, 

“Only power that springs from the weakness of the oppressed will be sufficiently 
strong to free both.  Any attempt to “soften” the power of the oppressor in 
deference to the weakness of the oppressed almost always manifests itself in the 
form of false generosity” (Freire, p. 44). 
 

The intention of good will with which I entered that classroom was an intention that 

perpetuated dependence and helplessness.   

Secondly, the very structure for teaching that is prevalent in the majority of 

classrooms makes impossible this liberation.  Freire (1970) describes traditional teaching 

as a banking model of education where the students and teacher view the teacher as the 

holder of the information that the students need.  The students come to the teacher empty 

vessels, in need of salvation, of liberation.  We organize our classrooms in the very way 

that oppresses students and gives power to the teacher, the holder and owner of the 

knowledge. We pose the questions, the students answer, and we evaluate their response.  

We control the dynamics and maintain positions of power from deciding the way the 

curriculum will be addressed down to how and when students will interact or participate. 

These power dynamics are compounded by the increasing homogeneity of the 

teaching population and the diversity of the student population.   

“In short, U.S. schools will continue to become learning spaces where an 
increasingly homogeneous teaching population (mostly White, female, and 
middle class) will come into contact with an increasingly heterogeneous student 
population (primarily students of color, and from low-income backgrounds)” 
(Howard, p. 198). 
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How, then, in this large and overwhelming system, can a teacher hope to be truly 

effective in throwing a wrench in the wheel?  When we see that the system for which we 

are preparing our students is a system in which discrimination and manipulation are 

prevalent, what do we do? How do we contribute to true change?  How can white 

educators and educators of students of privilege, like me, engage in dialogue and true 

social action that disrupts the status quo? 
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Conscientização 
 

“We may have to force the limits of the social as we know it to rediscover a sense of 
political and personal agency through the unthought within the civic and the psychic 
realms.  This may be no place to end but it may be a place to begin” (Bhabha, p. 93) 
 

Freire (1970) states that we often “confuse freedom with the maintenance of the 

staus quo; so that if conscientização threatens to place that staus quo in question, it 

thereby seems to constitute a threat to freedom itself” (p. 36).  He speaks of 

conscientização, which, to me, is his word for a political enlightenment, the realization of 

the contradictions existing in the politics of society and the commitment to take action to 

make true change (p. 35).  In the context of schools, social justice teaching can be a 

means of fighting the status quo and making change to the oppressive systems that are in 

place in society.  However, the answer is more complicated than putting a packaged 

curriculum in place.  Real change takes hard work including constant reflection and 

revision of practices.   

If we aim to design an educational experience that gives value to students’ 

economic, cultural, and symbolic capital (Bourdieu, 1977) and liberates an increasingly 

diverse student population, then we must 1. fight the pervasive deficit perspective by 

valuing students’ families’ funds of knowledge, 2. critically reflect on the context and 

power dynamics of the learning space, and 3. create an environment that fosters dialogue 

and social action.  

  



16 
 

During the next school year, I decided to create a unit on immigration that would address why immigrant 
groups have come to Texas. In the process we would come to understand some of the traits that define 
culture, and use our research and experience to advance students' oral expression. 
 
I also set the goal of engaging my students in discussions about what the word "immigration" means and 
what it has meant. We would consider the word in the context of change and resistance to change, and the 
merging of cultures that has affected millions of immigrants. We set out to consider that while the words 
"immigration" and "immigrant" are socially charged today, they are at the root of our nation's history and 
are a source of pride in our nation, not words that should evoke feelings of shame or fear. 

The first day we began this unit I asked, "What does 'immigration' mean?" 

Wide eyes. Wait time.  

"¡La migra, la migra! ¡Migración! ¡Immigración! They come to your house and they take you away." 

"To jail."  

"Or back to Mexico." 

"My uncle . . . " 

"My brother . . . " 

"Everyone runs and hides . . . " 

The students' excited reaction was rooted in their understanding of the word "immigration" or colloquially, 
"la migra," which evoked fear of incarceration or deportation. I listened to their comments, let the near 
pandemonium die down, and took out my grandfather's memoir, Along the Way. 

"My grandfather was an immigrant," I shared. I read about my grandfather's emigration from Switzerland 
when he was 9 years old, just their age. They listened to anecdotes about his experiences as a victim of 
discrimination, and accounts of his family's strategies to adapt to a new country, language, and culture. 

In the weeks that followed I read aloud many biographies, memoirs, and fictional stories of immigrants of all 
ethnicities. We worked together to develop our definition of an immigrant: someone who moves to a new 
country to live. In this way, we began to disconnect the term "immigration" from words like "without 
papers" or "illegal" or "unwanted.” 

Excerpt from Building Culturally Responsive Units of Study: From Texas to Mexico and Back, 
http://www.nwp.org/cs/public/print/resource/2929 

  

Vignette 3: La Migra 
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Fighting a Deficit Perspective 

The summer before I designed the immigration unit (Vignette 3: La Migra), I 

participated in the Heart of Texas Writing Project Summer Institute.  There, Dr. Randy 

Bomer introduced me to Moll, Gonzalez and Amanti’s (2005) book, Funds of 

Knowledge: Theorizing Practices in Households, Communities, and Classrooms.  The 

authors of this work have identified the common problem of a deficit model: the common 

view that certain households (often working class, low socioeconomic households) are 

“poor,” not only in terms of economics, but also in terms of quality of experiences for the 

child and are perceived as “disorganized socially and deficient intellectually” (Moll, 

Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992, p. 134).  Furthermore, their “analysis of funds of 

knowledge represents a positive (and [they] argue realistic) view of households as 

containing ample cultural and cognitive resources with great potential utility for 

classroom instruction” (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, p. 134).   

A deficit perspective was prevalent throughout the school and community where I 

worked with Chuy.  The combination of the current political climate and the deficit 

model of bilingual education that was being implemented had students believing that 

their home culture and language were reasons to feel shame.  The year after I had Chuy in 

my class, I worked to design curriculum that would both meet the standards and address 

relevant current events that were affecting our learning space (Vignette 3: La Migra).  I 

truly was not sure how to begin talking with students about such sensitive and timely 

issues of injustice.  When I realize that I do not have the right words or experiences to 
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broach a certain topic, I often find that children’s books can be a great segue into 

meaningful discussion. 

 

In guided reading, silent reading, read alouds, and shared readings we read about 

immigrants and immigration.  We began to create a shared document (Figure 2) about the 

information we gathered through these readings.  When students began to see famous 

names added to this chart on immigration, they slowly began to see their home cultures 

and language as having value. 

Andres was the first student to voice his connection to the immigrants listed on our chart.  Under our 
definition of immigration and next to names like "Selma Hayack" and "Arnold Schwarzenegger," Andres 
wrote, "Andres H. immigrated to Mexico and then back to the U.S.A."  The class sat for a moment, 
reflecting quietly.  Some students wouldn't look at Andres, they just stared at the butcher paper. Then one 
student said to me, "We should put your grandfather on there." At that time, no other students volunteered 
to add their own names to the list.  

Excerpt from Building Culturally Responsive Units of Study: From Texas to Mexico and Back, 
http://www.nwp.org/cs/public/print/resource/2929 

 

 

Figure 2 

Vignette 4: Claiming Identity 
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Critical Reflection 

 “The leaders do bear the responsibility for coordination and, at times, direction—but 
leaders who deny praxis to the oppressed thereby invalidate their own praxis” (Freire, p. 
126).   
 

As Freire (1970) points out, teachers must look carefully at their own place in the 

equation of social justice education.  The power dynamics in the classroom, compounded 

by the influence of the structures of oppression of marginalized populations in society, 

can easily hinder the ability to reach the goals of social justice education.  We must plan 

for learning opportunities in which students take active part in the solving of problems 

and take ownership of their learning. 

The year after Chuy had pummeled me with questions for which I had no answer, 

I began to look critically at how the power dynamics and context of the classroom were 

keeping us from truly building knowledge around the curriculum.  As I looked at the 

fourth grade state standards, I reflected critically about the current political context that 

was impacting our learning space.  I was determined to be prepared for questions like 

those Chuy had hurled in my direction the previous year.  Though I had not yet begun to 

critically reflect on my own white privilege, this time I did think about how I was going 

to use an additive approach to teaching about Texas history, debunking beliefs of 

deficiency and valuing the funds of knowledge that my students’ families could bring to 

the topic.   

Furthermore, our use of a variety of texts and our own experiences as resources 

for information on the topic at hand, helped us to combat the tendency for our room to 

reflect the banking model of education (Freire, 1970) that perpetuate the power dynamics 
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of an oppressive society.  When students came together, each an expert on his or her own 

relevant experience or on the text he or she had read, I was able to share with my students 

the role of learner.  As Freire (1970) states,  

“the important thing, from the point of view of liberation education, is for the 
people to come to feel like masters of their thinking by discussing the thinking 
and views of the world explicitly or implicitly manifest in their own suggestions 
and those of their comrades” (p. 124). 

 
Huddling on the floor around the chart paper, sharing the marker, we pooled our 

knowledge and built on each other’s contributions.  Students took control of their 

learning and also began to see each other’s experiences as valuable within not only the 

context of our classroom, but also the context of a shared community of immigrants. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



21 
 

Creating the Space for Dialogue 

The creation and maintenance of a dynamic classroom is essential to the work of social 

justice education.  I do not mean ‘dynamic’ in terms of simple intensity or excitement, 

but in its activity and work toward change.  A dynamic classroom, as I see it, is 

constantly grappling with both the conflicting and complementary identities and 

negotiating the understanding of cultures that each individual owns.  Gutiérrez’s (2008) 

idea of Third Space is a hybrid space that values multiple "funds of knowledge" (Moll, 

Gonzalez, & Amati, 2005) and is dynamic in itself.  Gutiérrez (2008) helps us to 

understand the work behind this space where social justice education can happen.  In her 

earliest definition, Gutiérrez described the Third Space as where “the formal and 

informal, the official and unofficial spaces of the learning environment—intersect, 

creating the potential for authentic interaction and a shift in the social organization of 

learning and what counts as knowledge” (p. 152).  She refers to this space where 

students’ and teachers’ funds of knowledge and cultures can intersect to build new 

meaning and make change.   
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The text that eventually served as a bridge between our impersonal discussions about immigrants and the 
personal writing of our own experiences came from a district-adopted anthology. The text presented 
information about the experiences of 9- and 10-year-olds who had immigrated to the United States from 
various countries. My students were fascinated to read about these real kids who could have been their 
classmates. As they read, some students began to say, "Yeah, me too!" 

And then someone said, "Maestra, we could do a chart like this." And so our unit stretched into our writing 
block. Students interviewed each other and wrote about their experiences as immigrants. Students who 
lacked confidence in their spelling and writing in English relied on our mentor text. We took digital pictures 
to create our own “In Our Own Words” chart. 

When we posted our work in the hallway, we noticed a fourth-grader from a monolingual English classroom 
taking the time to read each entry. "My grandfather emigrated here from Mexico," she said.  

Having piqued one reader's interest, the students decided to type up their stories and send copies of our 
work to our fifth grade pen pals in California. The choice of an authentic audience for our writing added a 
dimension to the unit that motivated the students to share stories that, before, they had purposefully kept 
silent. 

Excerpt from Building Culturally Responsive Units of Study: From Texas to Mexico and Back, 
http://www.nwp.org/cs/public/print/resource/2929 

In the context of the immigration unit, students engaged in conversations, reading, 

and writing around the topic of immigration. They brought their knowledge from books 

and from their own experiences speaking, many times, both on and off ‘the record’.  The 

topic of our conversations was so closely linked with their lived daily experiences, that 

the work we did during those weeks brought a warmth to the room that is only present 

when change is happening.   

When students read the “In Our Own Words” piece (Vignette 5: In Our Own 

Words), they begin to take ownership of their identities as immigrants or children of 

immigrants.  If I had been in complete control of where that lesson was going, I would 

not have been able to elicit the excitement that their initiation of the idea to write their 

“own words” elicited.  In a Third Space where students and teacher share control of the 

direction of the learning, students’ motivation and authentic connection to the curriculum 

Vignette 5: In Our Own Words 
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is enhanced.  Furthermore, in this Third Space students could embrace their in-

betweeness, or their own identities as Americans and as immigrants when they read about 

other students who had, as well.  I could sense their realization that their hybrid identities 

were not only acceptable but also common and to be celebrated, even published.  When 

little Gabriela suggested they hang that chart in the hallway, her eagerness to have her 

story told was palpable and I stepped aside while the students took over. 

 

 

As Gutiérrez’s (2008) conceptualization of Third Space has grown and evolved, 

she speaks of a ‘Collective Third Space’ that also uses  

“hybrid language practices [that] link the past to the present and future 
(particularly in reported speech about home and community) to build community 
and extend the means by which students can engage and make meaning” (p. 153). 
 

Figure 3 
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 Creating a space where marginalized cultures hold value and where curriculum “fuses 

social, critical, and sociocultural theory with the local, the historical, the present, and the 

future” (Gutiérrez, 2008) is more complicated than simply weaving students’ knowledge 

and life circumstances into the curriculum.  I am beginning to develop my understanding 

of how hybridity and liminality are key components to creating this space that works 

toward change. 

In his work, The Location of Culture, Homi K. Bhabha (1994) uses the metaphor 

of a stairwell to explain the idea of liminal space, “in-between the designations of 

identity, becomes the process of symbolic interaction, the connective tissue” (p. 5). 

Through this liminal space we can connect the “historical present” (Bhabha, p. 18) to the 

future, the change we hope to see; we can stand in the tragic gap (Palmer, 2009) that 

moves us forward. By creating a Collective Third Space (Gutiérrez, 2008) we can nurture 

the in-betweenness that is necessary to negotiate the diverse identities, perspectives, and 

contexts that impact our shared present.   

When I think about the culmination of the publication of students’ stories as 

immigrants in the hallway, on display for the ‘English only’ class across the hall, I come 

to understand the context of a Collective Third Space (Gutiérrez, 2008) and the 

importance of this space where teachers and students come to own their multiple 

identities and see how those identities can, and do, co-exist. 

Like Gutiérrez’s (2008) theory of Third Space, my own understanding of my 

place as a teacher for social justice has evolved as I have engaged in reflection and 

analysis of my practice and classroom contexts.  The year after the immigration unit, I 
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took a position at another Title I urban school in Texas.  While, like Chuy’s school, the 

student population was primarily Latino, my new campus also served 16% African 

Americans and a few white and Native American students.  As I entered this new context, 

I took with me what I had learned from and with my previous students.  I also continued 

to engage in conversations around the theory of social justice through my graduate 

studies and participation in teacher inquiry groups through the National Writing Project 

and Austin Social Justice Teacher Inquiry Group.  While I engaged in an Independent 

Study around social justice with Dr. Melissa Wetzel, I listened closely to my students’ 

informal conversations at recess, dismissal, and at lunch to see where we might go with 

the fourth grade curriculum this year. 

“She doesn’t even speak English.” 

“I guess we’ll let the white kid play today.” 

“I better give this broom to a girl. Sweeping is a woman’s job.” 

“Do I have to be in a group with him?” 

Whether my fourth grade students’ comments were said with a giggle and a nudge or a roll of the eyes, I 
heard them. I saw them. We all felt them. I guess I could have responded with a “Let’s not be cliquey, boys 
and girls,” or a teacherly, “Now, now. Let’s be nice.” We could have continued to avoid the awkward, but 
we chose to confront the parasitic -isms that were draining the life out of our shared space. 

Excerpt from Lights, Camera, Social Action!, http://digitalis.nwp.org/resource/781 

When these new students pushed me to face sensitive issues, I was more prepared than I 

had been when Chuy had stumped me two years prior.  I now had the support of 

reflective communities of educators and my professor’s guidance through theory.  Having 

learned to listen for the tensions between identities, language, and struggles to grapple 

with difficult topics, I was now better prepared to take on less of a position of power in 

Vignette 6: Parasitic -Isms 
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my classroom and more one of facilitator.  As Freire (1970) points out, “The leaders do 

bear the responsibility for coordination and, at times, direction—but leaders who deny 

praxis to the oppressed thereby invalidate their own praxis” (p. 126).  Like we had in the 

immigration unit, I chose texts and questioning carefully as we read, discussed, and 

contributed to a shared understanding of our historical present.   

Now that I reflect, I can hear a theme of screams that was threaded throughout this undertaking. We heard 
squeals of laughter when we first began to use the word ‘sexism’ to describe the scenario that Melanie later 
portrayed in an iMovie. We learned to shush shouts and actions of racism, without calling the culprit, as a 
whole person, a racist. As we delved deeper into uncomfortable topics that have plagued our past, and 
continue to eat away at freedom in our nation, it became okay to interject, “That has happened to me!” or 
even (more quietly), “I am guilty, too.” 

While "white only" signs and segregation were easy for us to point a finger at in hindsight, we needed to 
take a closer look at some of the more subtle micro-aggressions (Solorzano, Ceja, & Yosso, 2000) that are 
not as simply identified today. Through in-depth study, we could see how these acts of discrimination are 
intricately woven into our society. How could we share knowledge of some of the roots of today’s problems 
and also call an audience to action to help us to move into a more equal future? Could we motivate the 
masses, as had the leaders of yesterday and today. 

 Excerpt from Lights, Camera, Social Action!, http://digitalis.nwp.org/resource/781 

This time, however, I was ready to focus more on the future. Now that we had identified 

these problems and had developed a shared vocabulary of how to talk about them, how 

could we make change?  How could we engage in a project of social action?  Together, 

we came up with the idea to produce iMovies that would portray the history of 

discrimination in our country and student written scenes showing ways that we can 

combat discrimination of the present. 

 

 

Vignette 7: I am guilty, too 
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In deciding upon a format for presentation, we reflected on our strengths as authors and our interests as 
readers. We had worked on sequencing, on using dialogue effectively, and on creating storyboards to plan. 
At first we thought we would write scripts and act them out on video. But when it came time to cast parts 
we had to ask, Does a female or a black student have to play the victim? 

Unsurprisingly, Jeff Kinney had influenced my students as readers, drawing them to the simple lines of 
characters with complex personalities and dilemmas. Just about every member of our class was, at the time, 
obsessed with sketching Kinney-like comics. Could we draw the movie like a comic? Some asked, What if I’m not a 
good cartoonist? But we all knew that our words would be what truly held our meaningful messages. Choosing 
the technology for presentation would be tricky. We wanted to reach a wide audience and to hold their 
attention at a level that could educate and motivate change. How could we get our cartoons onto a screen? 
How could we make our voices not merely heard, but truly listened to? 

Excerpt from Lights, Camera, Social Action!, http://digitalis.nwp.org/resource/781  

 

While I would like to believe that the students’ work had an impact on their peers, it is 

through my newly developing understanding of Freire’s (1970) work around dialogue 

that I see that it was not the end project, not this ‘social action project’ that moved us 

toward the change we want to see in the world.  Instead, our dialogues around 

discrimination are what moved us forward. 

Freire (1970) explains how ‘dialogue’ is different from mere conversation.  

Dialogue involves a commitment to both reflection and action. Without action, words are 

“idle chatter” and without reflection there can be no transformation which requires action 

(Freire, p. 87).  Over the course of the anti-discrimination unit (Vignettes 6-8) students 

studied the civil rights movement and identified accounts of racism, sexism, and classism 

in the history of our country.  Through this work, students were beginning to “name” the 

world as it was (Freire, p. 88).  “Once named,” Freire (1970) says, “the world in its turn 

reappears to the namers as a problem and requires of them a new naming.  Human beings 

are not built in silence, but in word, in work, in action-reflection” (p. 88).   

Vignette 8: Lights, Camera, Social 
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When this group of fourth graders entered my classroom, boldly bringing with 

them their lived experiences of racism and classism, students were already naming the 

injustices with which they were acutely familiar. They often said, “That’s wrong” or 

“That ain’t right” when they witnessed these actions that we later named ‘isms.’  We 

studied the history of discrimination in our country and connected it to the current events 

that engulfed the country as the first African American president campaigned and was 

elected.  We learned how naming these injustices could help us to confront them and to 

make change.  It was the dialogue and the writing of the imovies, the creation of agents 

of change in their comics that gave the students, themselves, agency. 

 

 

  

Figure 4 
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Institutional Context Matters 
 

 “The starting point for organizing the program content of education or political action 
must be the present, existential, concrete situation, reflecting the aspirations of the 
people.  Utilizing certain basic contradictions, we must pose this existential, concrete, 
present situation to the people as a problem which challenges them and requires a 
response—not just at the intellectual level, but at the level of action” (Freire, pp. 95-96). 

 

The students who engaged in the anti-discrimination unit walked into that 

classroom ready to hash out some issues—whether it was easy or not, whether it was 

politically correct or not.  They had seen injustice and whether they knew it or not, they 

were ready to make change.  While I did have to constantly reflect on my position of 

power in the classroom and my white privilege, I did not have to dig for the “present, 

existential, concrete” situation as Freire (1970) describes it.   

However, today I find myself in a different institutional context than that of the 

schools where Chuy and Melanie attended.  Today, most of my students are white and 

Christian with heterosexual, educated, middle income parents.  I teach students who share 

my economic, cultural, and symbolic capital (Bourdieu, 1977).  Our language, culture, 

and home literacy practices mirror those of the majority of teachers and administrators 

and the curriculum of our school.    Where are the authentic opportunities for social 

justice among those who benefit from the power dynamics in society? How do I engage 

in social justice education with privileged students? 

In order to answer this question, I look at a few studies on social justice education 

with privileged students.  In her article, Peeling the Onion: Teaching Critical Literacy 

with Students of Privilege, Abigail Foss describes her student population that closely 
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mirrors the makeup of my own: “most of the learners I teach are monolingual English 

speakers of Christian background.  They come from predominantly middle- to upper-

class homes and live insulated lives” (p. 394).   I relate to Foss’ words as she points out 

that she and her students share positions of privilege and juxtaposes the makeup of her 

classroom and those like the classrooms in which I previously taught: a teacher of 

privilege with students who have been “disenfranchised because of their racial or other 

identities” (p. 394).  She quotes educators and writers such as Sonia Nieto, Linda 

Christensen, and Christine Sleeter who have spoken to the importance of teaching for 

social justice with all students, including students of privilege.   

In my first five years teaching in classes with students of privilege, my focus was 

on approaching content in an engaging way for students.  I often felt that I was putting on 

a show or creating activities that would maintain students’ focus and motivation through 

entertainment or projects.  While I enjoyed the diversity that the international classrooms 

in the suburbs of DC and in Buenos Aires included, I did not delve into important issues 

of justice. 

Once I stepped into the Title I schools of Texas it was social justice teaching and 

diving into sensitive units of study that gave me the strength to work for five years in the 

stifling institutional context of ‘high stakes’ that frustrates so many teachers today.  I saw 

how hungry students are for a safe space to engage in honest dialogue around injustice.  

These units that unveiled our “historical present” (Bhabha, 1994) and brought us to stand 

in the tragic gap (Palmer, 2009) provided, from within students, intrinsic motivation to 

read, write, discuss, and problem-solve.  I needed not do a song and dance or feel 
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responsible for teaching the content.  I could listen to their quejasi about the world in 

which we live and guide them to the texts and forums that would also help us to cover 

curriculum content.  Most importantly, I could see students becoming agents in their 

worlds and making change.  

Change is hard work.  Through my graduate studies and the challenging 

conversations in which I have worked to face and understand white privilege, I have 

come to see that no one should sit silent or be exempt from that hard work.  Each of us 

has the responsibility to work to expose the structural systems that maintain the status 

quo of oppression.  

 

In previous sections of this paper, I broke down components of teaching for social 

justice as I came to understand them as a teacher of privilege with disenfranchised 

students.  Creating a framework for continuing this work in another context, Foss writes 

about the concepts that encouraged powerful reflection in her classroom of privileged 

students.  She identifies the importance of examining school as an institution, identifying 

Figure 5 
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individuals’ positions, developing and understanding that experiences are socially 

constructed, and looking carefully at the privilege that “permeates our lives” (p. 395).   

Foss guides her students to take critical looks at school as an institution, privilege, 

and identity as they appear in texts read in class. The development of critical literacy 

skills scaffolds students to begin to reflect on issues of privilege and identity.  With 

careful questioning and guidance, Foss is able to engage in dialogue with her students 

around issues of injustice.   However, she sees her students failing to make the 

connection between the privilege of literary characters and their own.  

Foss pushes further with more personal texts and statements, asking students to 

write and talk about their own identities, carefully identifying specific examples of daily 

privilege.  Foss sees that recognizing our own white privilege is the key step in joining in 

the struggle forward.  She sees that unless students begin to make those connections, 

begin to unveil the inequities in our societal structures and their own place in that system, 

students are not truly engaging in social justice education.  When we stop with students 

identifying the racism or classism of a literary character placed in another context, we 

allow students to see racism and classism as exclusive to that context. We allow them to 

believe that discrimination is no longer a part of our country’s makeup.  Creating the 

space where students of privilege can connect these concepts to their own lives is an 

essential component to social justice education with privileged students. 

Like Foss, Tina and Karen Gourd write about a project in which they aimed to 

engage students of privilege in transformative educational experiences (Gourd, p. 403).  

In their article, Enacting Democracy: Using Forum Theatre to Confront Bullying, Gourd 
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& Gourd emphasize that “educators’ work is both unique and immense in scope” (p. 403) 

and that one cannot hope to have significant impact with pedagogy, theory, and a 

commitment to change alone.  Action is another key component that Gourd and Gourd 

identify.   

Gourd and Gourd’s article is rich with pedagogy, theory, commitment and action.  

In their study, based largely in Paulo Freire’s theory, they use drama based pedagogy and 

the more general problem of ‘bullying’ to frame their students’ work around combating 

injustice.  Students who participated in this project acted and re-enacted situations that 

unearthed power dynamics and engaged in many discussions that felt uncomfortable or 

caused students to “wiggle in their seats” as Foss put it in her own article.  Gourd and 

Gourd analyze the opportunities that their project gave students to recognize their agency 

and potential to make change.  They identify several critical moments when students 

could witness a re-enactment and 

name the power dynamics, see the 

maintenance of the status quo, and 

recognize that different decisions can 

cause different results.   

However, upon critical 

analysis of their work, Gourd and 

Gourd realized that the end result of 

their collaborative work with students 

Figure 6 
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was off the mark.  They recognized that though they were teaching for democracy, they 

did not push students to recognize the connection to social justice.  Students did not take 

that step beyond through which Abigail Foss guided her students.  They reflect that the 

development of democratic skills does not equate to empowerment or the development of 

agency for change. 

My heart sinks with the disappointment that the researchers must have felt when 

they realized that the hard work in which students had engaged had not been enough to 

reach the goals of the project.  For example, they found that students did not meet the 

goal, “to consider alternative possibilities that reflect a more just reality” (Gourd, p. 417).  

While they could recognize injustices after the fact, they were still unable to identify a 

proactive alternative that could have avoided the original conflict.  Furthermore, they 

note that “the experience may have increased an inability to re-conceive equity as an 

achievable ideal” (p. 416).  Increased the inability?  Could it be that a lesson plan 

carefully constructed by researchers and teachers, with goals of developing “an 

understanding of democratic ideas of interconnected being, thirst for justice, and practical 

judgment” could have actually resulted in students’ feeling less empowered to make 

change?   

As critical and reflective educators, Gourd and Gourd identify the possible 

missing components of their work and speculate what adjustments to the project may 

have helped them to meet their goals. “Perhaps explicit connections between their 

immediate social experiences and social injustices—democratic knowledge—could have 

helped them to more effectively conceive of resolutions grounded in social justice” (p. 
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416).  It is just those explicit connections to social injustices that make not only students, 

but also teachers, wiggle in their seats.  I squirmed and cleared my throat when Chuy 

asked me, “Is that why they don’t want us here now?”   

I paused and took a deep breath when he pointed to a photo of the Chismos 

Mountains in our guided reading text and asked, “Are those the mountains my mom 

crossed to get here?”  I wished for someone else to give me the words to answer the 

questions, “Are you rich?” or “How many rooms are in your house?” 

But, no matter how uncomfortable or difficult to broach those topics are, it is the 

honest dialogue around “present, existential, concrete” (Freire, 1970) situations that is 

vital if our goals are, in fact, to “make the world a better place.”   

It is precisely the goal of making the world, or more specifically, South Africa, a 

“better place” that brought South African policy makers to require educators to address 

“forms of social justice education by focusing on classroom pedagogies and educational 

practices to combat different forms of oppression such as racism and sexism” (Francis, p. 

299).  While these are noble goals, they are ambitious and call for careful planning and 

reflective practice.   

Dennis Francis and Andre le Roux, authors of the article Teaching for Social 

Justice Education: Intersection Between Identity, Critical agency, and Social Justice 

Education, recognized that with these new laws in place, effective revisions to curriculum 

for teacher education programs would be essential.  Francis and Le Roux’s study took a 

close look at how eight white pre-service teachers were prepared for teaching for social 

justice. 
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Francis and Le Roux built a framework by deconstructing ideas of identity, 

critical agency, and social justice education.  As I read, I saw how their look at eight 

white women and their work in a teacher education program was an analysis of teaching 

for social justice with students of privilege. 

Francis and Le Roux recognize that teachers’ identities have an impact on their 

potential as effective social justice educators.  In alignment with Bhabha’s (1994) idea of 

hybridity and the importance of creating a safe in-between space where diverse identities 

can merge, Francis and Le Roux make the important point that: “How a teacher’s 

professional identity is constructed is subsequently linked to the interconnections 

between personal identity, social identity, context and the roles teachers play in schools” 

(p. 300). 

In terms of agency, Francis and Le Roux talk of the “dynamic and dialectical 

nature of the interaction between individual and social context, and the active role of the 

individual in the process of identity construction and teaching for social justice” (p. 301).  

As Freire suggests in his presentation of the idea of a banking model of education, in 

order for individuals to develop agency, they must be active learners and participants in 

solving problems.  Therefore, teachers themselves need to take active roles in their 

developing understanding of how to teach for social justice in a variety of contexts.   

Furthermore, Francis and Le Roux, like Abigail Foss, refer to Sonia Neito’s belief 

that both the disenfranchised and the privileged need to be involved in social justice 

education.  Therefore, they entered their work with the belief that “white pre-service 

teachers need to be part of the solution to bringing about social change in South African 
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education” (p. 301).  If we believe that classrooms of a variety of institutional contexts 

and student populations have the potential to be effective spaces for social justice 

education, then it is imperative that white teachers be a part of social justice teacher 

education.   

Through the course of their study, Francis and Le Roux interviewed eight white, 

female, fourth year pre-service teachers and organized their data around themes of 

identity, agency, and social justice education and anti-oppressive education.  They found 

that the teacher education program was not meeting its goals.  “All eight participants are 

oblivious to how they experience white privilege and the currency this carries within 

South Africa” (p. 309) they state.  While pre-service teachers did see themselves as 

agents of change due to their future part in schools, which they view as responsible for 

bringing about social change, they were not able to articulate how they, themselves, 

would have the authority to effect change (p. 310).  Judging by the excerpts of interviews 

that Francis and Le Roux conducted, social justice teaching was taught in isolation from 

other teacher education classes and the pre-service teachers interviewed did not take 

active roles in their learning.  They “felt that their training was too theoretical and not 

practical enough” (p. 308).  Teachers seemed to believe that their role in social justice 

education was as good citizens who were taking on the role to teach the illiterate, 

marginalized populations to read and write.  Access to education would liberate these 

‘poor people.’    

In their discussion and implications, Francis and Le Roux are critical of the 

teacher preparation programs that obviously do not prepare teachers for their national 
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goals of teaching for social justice education.  In their final statements they reiterate the 

need for privileged players, such as white pre-service teachers, in social justice education, 

to reflect critically on their privilege and their part in the structures of oppression in 

society.  “The implication is that teacher education must help students to engage and 

understand their own identity development and formation and provide the learning space 

to work with the range of emotions and feelings of indignation that evolve from an 

exposure to internalized oppression” (p. 309).   This discussion is relevant to my own 

questions of how white educators can work as teachers for social justice in that it 

reiterates the importance of a Third Space for teachers to engage in identity work and to 

form a sense of agency.  In addition, Francis and Le Roux’s discussion touches briefly on 

another idea that has been weighing on my own mind as I have worked on this report.   

 In the context of this study, when the discussion about social justice education 

pertained to gender, “some participants come across as being trapped in accepting 

stereotypical and oppressive roles as “nurturers” and “caregivers” (p. 309).   While 

reading Francis and Le Roux’s (2011) article, I could not help but think about the 

potential dangers in calling on a primarily white group of educators to “advocate for 

social justice, human rights and inclusivity” (p. 299).  As Freire (1970) points out, the 

oppressed cannot be liberated by their oppressors.  White educators, who are a part of the 

system of oppression, work to maintain the status quo when they assume that the future 

of the racial ‘other’ is in their own hands.   

So I begin to think, then, of the most crucial component of social justice education 

as being critical reflection and understanding of privilege and white power when white 
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teachers and students of privilege are involved.   As we can see in the work of Foss, 

Gourd and Gourd, and Francis and Le Roux, attention to teaching pedagogy, theory, and 

commitment to change are insufficient means to meet the goals of social justice 

education.  As Gourd and Gourd noted, “Clearly awareness of the issues and dispositions 

toward change were insufficient” (p. 416).    

Furthermore, I argue that critical reflection of positions of privilege and power are 

of such importance to social justice education among privileged populations that without 

it, the creation of a Third Space or the “awareness of the issues” (Gutiérrez, 2008) is 

utterly impossible.   In addition, action toward developing ‘dispositions toward change’ 

among privileged populations without first coming to understand where that privilege 

originates can be more detrimental than even inaction.  When privileged populations 

position themselves as agents of change before they have taken a critical look at their part 

in structures of oppression, they are maintaining and, I would argue, actually 

strengthening the status quo.   

When we, privileged educators, enter a classroom with a hope to ‘help those 

struggling families’ or to prepare privileged students to help ‘make the world a better 

place’ without being prepared for honest and courageous conversations that lead to an 

understanding of privilege, we have the opposite effect and make true change impossible.  

As Gourd and Gourd noted, when we fail to make the connection between problems 

posed and our part in those problems, we risk increasing students’ inability to see 

themselves as agents of change. 
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But if I were to end with words like “increasing students’ inability” (Gourd, 2011) 

I would be allowing the “what is” of this investigation to trump the “what could be.”  

And so it is with great care that I plan for action that can help me to apply what I learned 

in the institutional contexts of my classrooms over my last five years’ work with 

disenfranchised students to my current work with privileged students. It is with the above 

theory and studies in mind that I plan for the first step in implementing social justice 

teaching in this new context.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  



41 
 

The Plan 
“Theory can help teachers develop democratic ideals and strengthen their pedagogical 
thinking; however, understanding theory and committing to change is only a start.  
Educators must also design opportunities for transformative educational experiences 
through careful selection of content, materials, and processes that reflect democratic 
ideals, such as inclusion of multiple and diverse perspectives; self-governance; equitable 
educational, social, and political opportunities; and actions that contribute to a rich, 
vibrant community.” (Gourd, p. 403) 
 

As we saw in Francis and Le Roux’s work with pre-service teachers, if teachers 

aim to engage in social justice education with their students, they must practice what they 

hope to teach.  Teachers themselves must take on active roles in dialogue around the 

pervasive deficit perspective and students’ funds of knowledge, critical reflection on the 

context and power dynamics of the learning space, and creating an environment that 

fosters dialogue and social action.  In addition, teachers of privilege and of students of 

privilege must engage in personal reflection about how privilege works within oppressive 

structures.  In order for teachers of privilege to “design opportunities for transformative 

educational experiences” (Gourd, p. 403), they must engage in the concepts that Foss 

outlines: examining school as an institution, identifying individuals’ positions, 

developing and understanding that experiences are socially constructed, and looking 

carefully at the privilege that “permeates our lives” (p. 395).   

As I previously stated in this paper’s preface, over the past several years I have 

undergone significant transformation due, in large part, to critical reflection of my place 

in society as a white, middle class woman.  The opportunity to engage with professors, 

classmates, colleagues, and my students in focused reflection about my identity and 

potential agency has led to my commitment to social justice education.  However, as we 
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have seen, theory, pedagogy, and commitment to change without critical reflection are 

insufficient preparation to design units of instruction that truly move students’ thinking 

and understanding forward.  Critical reflection of one institutional context may not delve 

into the intricacies and dynamics that exist in another context. 

 In Connie North’s (2009) work in a study group around social justice with five 

teachers from various institutional contexts, she calls attention to two teachers’ distinct 

classroom situations which she recognizes are like “apples and oranges” (p. 162).  

Margaret teaches a disenfranchised population while Paul teaches students of privilege.  

North states that  

“the physical layout of their classrooms, socioeconomic and cultural backgrounds 
of the students, school missions and histories, curricula, and teacher-student 
interactions differ dramatically.  Accordingly, Paul’s and Margaret’s approaches 
to teaching for social justice, if they are to be effective with the specific groups of 
students they teach, must differ as well” (p. 162). 
   

Therefore, if I hope to engage students in this new context in social justice education, so 

must I re-engage in the critical reflection and dialogue that I hope to facilitate in my 

classroom with this new group of students. 

 Such reflection cannot be a solitary act.  In order to initiate an inquiry group that 

can support teachers of privilege and of students of privilege in planning for social justice 

teaching opportunities for their students, I learn from the inquiry groups in which I 

engaged over the past several years as well as Connie North’s example in Teaching for 

Social Justice? Voices from the Front Lines.  I use these experiences to guide my plan in 

terms of participants, scheduling of meetings, guiding texts and setting goals.   I am in the 

initial stages of planning for Teaching for Social Justice in all Educational Contexts 
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Guiding Questions to Plan an Inquiry Group 
 

o What will your inquiry group focus on? 
o What will your role be in the inquiry group? 
o Who will your participants be and how will you recruit them? 
o What will the format of your meetings be like? (time, place, agenda) 
o When will your group start? 
o What resources will you utilize? 
o How will your group identify shared goals? 
o What obstacles might you face in regard to recruitment, available space, working around 

teacher’s schedules, finding resources (common texts)? 

Inquiry Group for the Spring semester of 2012.  The following discussion is meant not 

only to show my thinking process as I prepare for this professional development 

experience, but also to serve as a resource for the development of other potential inquiry 

groups. 

When I think back on the professional development opportunities that had the 

greatest impact on my plans to teach for social justice over the past few years, I think of 

the various inquiry groups in which I have participated.  One such group led another 

Heart of Texas Writing Project Teacher Consultant and I to engage in writing and 

reflection around our experience.  Since our inquiry group, Literacies of English 

Language Learners Inquiry Group had been funded by a National Writing Project mini-

grant, Melody Patterson Zoch, my co-facilitator, and I were invited to attend a National 

Writing Project Resource Development Retreat in Lake Tahoe, Nevada.  There, we spent 

four days writing and creating a resource reflecting on what we had learned over the 

course of the inquiry group.  

 One component of this documentation was the list of Guiding Questions to Plan 

an Inquiry Group (Figure 7).  I use these guiding questions and my experience as 

participant in other such groups in order to plan for potential inquiry groups in the future. 

Figure 7 
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The first inquiry group in which I participated was for writing teachers of English 

Language Learners.  Dr. Randy Bomer facilitated the group.   His wife, Katherine Bomer, 

who was beginning to work on her book, Hidden Gems (2010), participated as well.  We 

used the framework of looking at student writing samples with an additive perspective.  

Together, we read Katherine Davies Samway’s book, When English Language Learners 

Write (2006) and looked for the ‘gems’ in our own students’ writing.   

Connie North points out that her study group “calls for standards that stimulate 

rather than deflate efforts to educate for social justice” (p. 157).  In alignment with 

Katherine Bomer’s concept of “Hidden Gems” and North’s commitment to stimulation of 

efforts to education for social justice, I plan for my future inquiry group, Teaching for 

Social Justice in all Educational Contexts, to use as its framework an additive 

perspective.   

The Literacies of English Language Learners Inquiry Group with the Bomers was 

comprised of 4th through 8th grade teachers of writing, including a few participants who 

were enrolled in graduate school classes in Curriculum and Instruction at the University 

of Texas at Austin or were Heart of Texas Writing Project Teacher Consultants.  North 

(2009) also observed that participants who come from various schools feel more at ease 

to discuss their daily experiences at work (p. 164).  In addition, having participants from 

a variety of schools diversifies the institutional contexts about which we will problem 

solve.  Hearing about others’ perspectives helps us to see our own context through a new 

lens.   
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Additionally, having several teachers present who have already begun their 

journey of critical reflection and combating the deficit perspective ensures that 

conversations include a healthy tension between the realities of our teaching contexts and 

the ideologies behind our teaching goals.   This range of perspectives also creates a 

dynamic that makes for a safe space for teachers to make difficult realizations and 

commit to transformation. 

As a part of a study group for 4th-8th grade teachers of English Language Learners, I read the book When 
English Language Learners Write by Katharine Davies Samway.  As we read together and looked with new eyes 
at student writing, one participant, a few months into the study group shared an ‘ah-ha!’ moment.   Her 
eyes glistening with emotion, she shared, “It never occurred to me that the memories I ask my students to 
write about took place in a language other than English.  Their experiences at home, the same experiences I 
ask them to write about, are happening in Spanish.” 

Another inquiry group that will impact my decisions in planning for future groups 

is the Austin Social Justice Teacher Inquiry Group (ASJTIG).  When I worked with Dr. 

Melissa Wetzel in an independent study during which I designed the anti-discrimination 

unit, Dr. Wetzel introduced me to theory and practical application of that theory that 

guided my thinking around teaching for social justice with disenfranchised students.  In 

addition, I presented my work in progress with the Austin Social Justice Teacher Inquiry 

Group.  This local inquiry group, founded and facilitated by Dr. Melissa Wetzel and 

Melody Patterson Zoch, meets on a monthly basis in a variety of school settings and 

seeks to build a community of active, responsive, and knowledgeable teachers.  I have 

seen both the benefits of meeting in a regular meeting location and in coming together in 

different settings each month.  Meeting in a routine space can create a sense of stability 

and familiarity with a group but also risks making the one hosting the meeting seem in 

Vignette 9: When ELLs 
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control of the agenda.  In the context of ASJTIG, meeting in a new school context each 

month offers fresh perspective and a clear look inside a colleague’s teaching life.   

ASJTIG is an amazing resource in that it has been a space to meet and network 

with incredible teachers in the Austin area and hear about the social justice work they are 

trying out in their classrooms.  The feedback I received from one ASJTIG member had a 

significant impact on the anti-discrimination unit’s end project.  ASJTIG has its own, 

private social networking site on www.ning.com where members can blog, share 

resources and upcoming events, and give each other feedback on ideas presented during 

group meetings.  Online spaces are tricky to develop but, with shared responsibility for 

upkeep, can be spaces for teachers to provide valuable feedback as Cameron did for my 

anti-discrimination unit (Vignette 10: The Critical Masses).   

Cameron, another member of the group used the Ning space to send me a 

message after he had visited my classroom.  We had never met before and we have not 

spoken since, but his words had a significant impact on the project and my thinking 

around empowering students to develop agency. 
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I wanted to share with you a small vignette that I thought was one of the more poignant moments of my 
student teaching civil rights unit… I found it very problematic that, by grade 3, my kiddos had reduced the 
Civil Rights Movement, social struggle, and even in ways, blackness, to the figures Martin Luther King and 
Rosa Parks. I had a great deal of trouble in the early week and a half of the unit to get the students to 
recognize the idea that the Movement wouldn't have mobilized had there been an absence of 
 critical mass. It seemed that, over the few years of their exposure to the Movement, the nameless people 
who were the catalysts of action that demanded and saw change had been lost in the shadow of  
the figureheads of the Movement. I understand why this is. The deification of MLK and Parks is seen in our 
calendars, media, literature, etc...As a clarification, I have the utmost respect for these two monumental 
heroes of social justice. However, to reduce an entire movement to a handful of people  
suggests to kids that it takes a hero to create such change. I see this as terribly disempowering… We were 
sitting in class one day having a discussion. I could barely hear myself think with all the "MLKs" and "Rosa 
Parks" flying all over the classroom. Anyway, I got a little frustrated with their incessance. I 
 posed to them a question which stopped all of us in our tracks. I asked simply, "What would have happened 
if MLK gave his Dream speech before an empty Lincoln Memorial?" 
After a moment, I really drove home the idea that it took people like "me and you" to really put the "umph" 
in the Movement. Over the next week or so, I found some internet resources through which these unnamed 
actors expressed their personal stories. Through these and lots of discussion about strength in numbers, I 
think the students were, for the moment at least, empowered as political actors. I really think two things 
happen here. One, kiddos can redefine "heroism" to include "normal people doing extraordinary things," a 
statement which I really love. Additionally, it empowers kiddos by allowing students to place themselves in 
a political and social realm, which I think is really important. All that said, I was really impressed with your 
study of the Movement, especially linking it with the election. The more I thought about it that evening, the 
more I liked the idea of also linking the past and present with the future. Thanks again for having us. Cheers. 

Cameron’s feedback is relevant to my current goal of developing a professional 

development space for several reasons.  First, Cameron’s message helped me to better 

understand the concept of student agency and how our presentation of historical events 

affects student agency.  His feedback came at a time when I was searching for ideas 

about where to go next with our study and led to key conversations in my classroom as 

students wrote comics in which they positioned themselves as agents of change.   

Second, his sharing of his own teaching experience gave me an example of how 

theory can be put to practice with students of a similar age to my own students.  Third, I 

have wondered why Cameron chose to write this message to me over our online space 

rather than bring up his thoughts while we met as an inquiry group in my classroom.  

Vignette 10: The Critical Masses 
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Maybe he was sensitive to putting me on the spot in front of the group.  Or, he could have 

known that a written message would have a more lasting impact on my thinking. Perhaps 

it simply took him time to put his thoughts together.  Whatever the reason, the online 

space that we shared between meetings provided the opportunity for important 

communication and dialogue that could have otherwise gone unsaid.  Online networking 

spaces are valuable tools for inquiry groups in that they provide a space for the sharing of 

ideas and communication across institutional contexts between meetings and even after 

inquiry groups meetings have ended.  In the creation of inquiry groups, digital tools have 

great potential in creating hybrid, safe spaces between busy teachers from a variety of 

classrooms all over the city, state, nation, or world.  

Lastly, Cameron’s message shows that when teachers come together to discuss 

issues of social justice, the conversations linger and ignite further thought, connections 

and reflection.  As is also true when we engage in social justice education with our 

students, teachers are motivated by problem posing and a collaborative effort to teach for 

liberation and equal opportunity. 

 Last summer, I worked with another Heart of Texas Writing Project Teacher 

Consultant to provide professional development in the area of writing to ten primary 

school teachers.  We covered components to writers’ workshop during the afternoons and 

worked with students in summer school classrooms each morning.  My colleague and I 

framed the time we spent with participants in terms of discussions about “The Why” and 

“The How” of writers’ workshop.  More recently, while I was in the middle of reading 

Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970), I participated in a Heart of Texas 
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Writing Project Workshop Day on Writer’s Workshop.  I began to see “The Why” as the 

theory and “The How” as the intricacies of the spaces and content of our planning 

learning opportunities for students. 

 Likewise, I see that in planning for professional development opportunities we 

must think together about why we are meeting and how the subtleties of the logistics and 

organization can determine whether or not we are truly able to fulfill the “whys” of our 

plan. 

One of the biggest challenges to organizing teacher inquiry groups is to maintain 

momentum and teacher investment.  If we commit to having teachers come from a 

variety of schools, the challenge of scheduling meeting places and times arises.  I have 

found that personal and direct invitations go a long way in making participants feel that 

their voice is an asset in the inquiry group setting.  The meeting agendas should remain 

simple and focused enough that participants feel that this group is a space for true 

dialogue and problem solving together.  Teachers who are willing to be a part of an 

inquiry group on their own time have already identified an interest in learning more and 

improving their practice.  The continued motivation will come from a shared ownership 

in the direction that the group takes and the empowerment and agency that they feel when 

the dynamics are conducive to developing and celebrating diverse and unique identities. 

In an effort to resist the banking model of education (Freire, 1970), the group 

organizer should guide participants to take active roles in setting the group’s goals, 

meeting agendas, and in choosing texts that will help us to reach those goals.  One aspect 

of planning for a flexible and individualized inquiry group is the careful choice of reading 
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selections. Choosing initial texts and guiding questions can help groups to come to an 

agreed upon understanding of what future readings will look like in the context of our 

meetings.  The selection of materials and content can be gathered in advance and at the 

organizer’s fingertips in order that it be responsive in nature and grow from the group’s 

collaborative discussions.  For example, I have several National Writing Project 

colleagues who have designed similar inquiry groups and have found Singleton and 

Linton’s Courageous Conversations About Race: A Field Guide for Achieving Equity in 

Schools to be a helpful guide in the initial process of talking about sensitive issues related 

to race and education.  In addition, as I found in the immigration unit (Vignettes 6-8), 

children’s books can be strong segues into talking about difficult topics and can also 

introduce teachers to new material to use with their students.  Like North points out, it is 

important to “set up an educational environment that was flexible enough to allow each 

group member to pursue her and his individual interests” (p. 164). 
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 As I have discussed throughout the context of this report, I believe that there must 

be a merging of theory and action for social justice education to meet its goals of making 

true change.  Furthermore, my experiences in graduate school, in the National Writing 

Project, in inquiry groups, and in classrooms, has brought me to the conclusion that 

participation in inquiry groups, spaces where teachers have the opportunity to practice 

what they teach: to take a critical look at their identities and potential agency, is an 

indispensable component to planning for social justice. 

  

Figure 8: Bibliography for Inquiry Groups 
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Conclusion 
I once had the honor of speaking to the pre-service teachers and professors of the 

education department at Wake Forest University.  I had just received an award for 

Excellence in Teaching and the young, future teachers who came to hear me speak had 

ready my bio and had seen video footage of my teaching Chuy’s class.  I thought for sure 

my fourth graders that year had prepared me to face any question a college senior could 

throw at me.  However, one pre-service teacher asked me, “Why do you move from 

school to school?  Is it a part of a plan?”   

Like Chuy’s preguntas always had the tendency to do, this curious question 

caught me a bit off guard.  I smiled and was honest.  “No, not a part of a plan.  I just 

move around a lot, I guess.”  But, of course, I have thought back and reflected on that 

moment.  In 11 years in education, I have taught in 5 different schools in 3 different 

cities.  I have taught in public, private, and public charter schools with privileged students 

and in Title I schools with disenfranchised students.  Why do I move from one 

institutional context to the next?   

 Well, that question could be answered with a list of easy answers.  But, there’s 

something about being a teacher who has engaged in critical practice that makes those 

easy answers less and less appealing.  After all, it’s the honest and difficult conversations 

that move us forward in the tragic gap (Palmer, 2009).   

 I think that I have moved from school to school in search of the connection 

between the why’s (the theory) and the how’s (the practice) of teaching.  Although my 

own original goals of educating for a better future were as naively based as those of any 
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first year teacher, I did enter my first classroom with a purpose.  Quickly, though, those 

first few years became more about how to teach than why I teach.  I learned the logistics, 

the management, the pedagogy, the system—but I did not take a critical look at its 

structure. 

When I moved to Argentina I began to remember why I had become a teacher. I 

learned new languages and was immersed in a new culture.  I was able to work in English 

and be immersed in Spanish.  I studied Spanish with a tutor regularly, working toward 

my goal of becoming bilingual and bi-literate.   

While I enjoyed the benefits of living abroad, I could not overlook the extent to 

which my privilege was highlighted.  Expatriates (expat) teachers, living temporarily or 

permanently in Argentina but originally from other countries, are hired from the United 

States, Australia, New Zealand, and Europe to teach at the American International 

School.  Families, who live in Argentina due to employment in international companies, 

embassies, or in the military, send their children to the school where I taught in Buenos 

Aires.   Expat teachers teach students in an English immersion setting while Argentine 

teachers teach students reading, writing, and Social Studies in Spanish.   

Not all expat teachers make efforts to learn Spanish.  My diligence in my 

language studies and willingness to speak in Spanish helped me to forge strong 

friendships with many of the Argentine teachers.  Marcela had the most positive energy I 

have ever seen in a kindergarten teacher.  Gabi will forever be my mentor in innovative 

curriculum planning and creative project based learning.  The Argentine teachers spoke 

multiple languages and had Masters and PhD degrees.  Before Argentina’s economic 
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crisis in 2001, some had developed careers as professors or in medical professions.  They 

had come to work at the international school because, there, they could make a better 

salary than anywhere else.   

However, their salaries were a third of what I made.  My salary was in dollars and 

theirs was in pesos. I had a Bachelor of Arts and a meager 2 years experience teaching.  

But the private school saw my native English, my American accent, and my United States 

teaching certificate as worth endless benefits including rent, annual flights home, utilities, 

a stipend for food, and a salary comparable to what I would make in the states but worth 

4 times that in Argentina.   

The exchange rate was 4 pesos to $1. I had a maid who earned 5 dollars for a 

day’s work in my 4 bedroom apartment.  For fulfilling the same responsibilities, my 

Argentine co-workers made a third of my salary with none of the added benefits.  

Furthermore, my co-workers were not offered contracts and were regularly let go without 

reason.   

My students and their families enjoyed the privileges that I did: living in a host 

country where we were not subject to its shortfalls and reading the news about our home 

countries which we could visit on long vacations.  After three years, I began to feel like a 

babysitter of spoiled students.  I was ready to go home and feel a responsibility for both 

the positive and negative consequences of my home country.  I was ready to come home 

and to ‘give back.’ 

 When I returned to the states I interviewed at one school.  Before my appointment 

with the principal, I read about the student population: “99% Hispanic, 95% 
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economically disadvantaged.”  I told her, “This is where I want to teach.”  I entered 

Chuy’s classroom wanting to remember why I started teaching and he was eager to show 

me.   

 I have learned from each of the institutional contexts of which I have been a part.  

I have seen how much we all have to learn and how much we all know.  When we can 

bring those funds of knowledge (Moll L. , Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992) into our 

learning space, we take the first step to seeing who we each are: a hybrid of identities 

(Bhabha, 1994), each one contributing to our understanding of the world around us.  As 

we learn beside and from our students and resist the temptation to maintain controlling, 

or banking (Freire, 1970), classroom structures, we begin to feel this Third Space 

(Gutiérrez, 2008) emerge where motivation is no teacher’s song and dance but an 

opportunity to solve real problems collaboratively, using the seldom-tapped resources 

that we bring with us wherever we go.   

 Finally, I move from school to school because I am searching for the role that a 

white educator from a privilege background can fill in a struggle to move forward.  I am 

looking for the institutional context where a group of educators comes together and reads 

and reflects about how the idea and the real can come together in our classrooms.  As I 

learn from each context, I develop my own “historical present” (Bhabha, 1994) and bring 

it with me, always remembering how the classrooms of years before can help me to make 

sense of the classroom of today. 

 I am searching for the ideal context and, along the way, I am engaging in the 

spaces, the relationships and the dialogue that I hope will lead to our liberation. 
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