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Forward 
Kevin Kumashiro  
Conference Organizer, 10th International Conference on Education and Social Justice 
Author, Surrendered: Why Progressives are Losing the Biggest Battles in Education 
 

    As this Special Issue goes to press, I cannot 
help but to think back to December 2020.  
Schools, universities, and society at large were 
rushing to “return to normal” even as long-
standing inequities (in education, in healthcare, in 
wealth, etc.) were being illuminated and 
exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Educational battles were already raging over 
mask mandates, campus reopenings, learning 
accommodations, and funding (to name a few), 
setting the stage for the parallel battles that 
would emerge full-force in the coming months, 
including over vaccine and testing mandates, 
personnel shortages, high-stakes standardized 
testing, and privatization initiatives. The Trump 
Administration’s inflammatory rhetoric and 
executive order to promote a narrow image of 
patriotism by censoring the teaching of truths 
about the United States’ complicated history on 
race, gender, colonialism, and other troubling 
topics would prove to be the opening volley in 
waves of copy-cat legislation and policies in states 
and school districts around the country in 2021 
and 2022. We are again seeing waves of anti-
trans legislation, book bannings, and attacks on 
schools boards, school leaders, and educators. As 
has happened many times in our nation’s history, 
schools served as sites of deeply divisive 
ideological struggles that catalyze partisan 
movement building and voter mobilization, then 
and now. 
    In the midst of all this, 500 educators and 
educational scholars from around the world 
gathered online for the 10th International 
Conference on Education and Social Justice, held 
December 4-6, 2020. Centered on the theme, 
“critical conversations for movement building,” 
the conference aimed to create opportunities to 
share and gather feedback on works-in-progress--
scholarship, curriculum, programs, initiatives—

and to learn from others, apply or extend or 
build on, or simply find inspiration, with the 
hopes of sharing research and resources to build 
networks and other collectives for advancing 
equity and justice in education. From this 
conference emerged the three articles in this 
Special Issue. All three articles highlight themes 
that have increased in significance over the past 
year, from Guzman, Neddeau, & Dell’Angelo’s 
article on disrupting white supremacy in 
curriculum by teaching truths about Native 
Americans; to McClure, Fitts, & Martinez’s 
article that looks beyond the school walls to 
highlight the role of popular education and public 
pedagogy in engaging and supporting Latinx 
immigrant and multilingual families; to Murdock-
Perriera’s article on how to engage the youngest 
of our students in troubling conversations about 
language, race, and power. They offer us timely 
analyses of the moment we are in, and showcase 
ways to move forward in classrooms and beyond. 
    As the conference organizer, I know that I and 
many conference participants are grateful for the 
vision and leadership of guest editors Kerry Soo 
Von Esch & Michelle Bryan in producing this 
Special Issue, which is a brilliant intervention in 
educational research and intersectional racial 
justice. We owe much gratitude to the 
contributors and prospective contributors; the 
collaborators who made their projects possible; 
the conference participants who deepened their 
analyses; the co-editors and reviewers of this 
Special Issue, whose vision and labor brought 
together these articles into a fruitful whole; the 
editors of Professing Education and the leaders of 
the Society of Professors of Education for their 
partnership; and to you, the readers, who are 
invited to engage with the ideas in these articles 
as we collectively build a stronger movement for 
equity and justice in education.. 
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Introduction to Special Issue 
Featuring the 10th International Conference on Education and Social Justice 

 
Dr. Kerry Soo Von Esch    Dr. Michelle Bryan 
College of Education       College of Education and Office of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion  
Seattle University       University of South Carolina 
Seattle, WA, USA       Columbia, SC, USA 

 
This special issue of Professing Education is 

being published at a particularly challenging time 
for those in education. As the COVID-19 
pandemic enters its third year, educators 
continue to struggle with how to provide safe and 
healthy educational spaces for learning amidst 
conflicting pressures from parents, 
administrators, and society. Alongside the 
pandemic, especially in the United States, 
conservative politicians have stepped up their 
backlash against the recent resurgence of racial 
justice reckoning on multiple political and 
cultural fronts (e.g. Gross, 2022; Saul, 2021; 
Schwartz, Harris, & Pendharkar, 2022).  

Education has become a key target for this 
backlash as conservatives attack schools for 
teaching about race and racism, incorrectly using 
and weaponizing the term “critical race theory.1” 
They argue for banning the teaching of “critical 
race theory” in schools. As of the writing of this 
introduction, 36 states have introduced 
legislation to restrict the teaching of critical race 
theory, racism, and sexism, 14 of which have 
passed these restrictions into law or restrictions 
(Schwartz, Harris, & Pendharkar, 2022). In 
addition, many educators, administrators, and 

                                                       
1 In their seminal piece on critical race 

methodology, Solorzano & Yosso (2002) define 
critical race theory in education is a framework or 
set of basic insights, perspectives, methods, and 
pedagogy that seeks to identify, analyze, and 
transform those structural and cultural aspects of 
education that maintain subordinate and dominant 
racial positions in and out of the classroom” (p. 25) 
Consequently, critical race scholars in education 

professors have faced physical threats or threats 
of firing as a result of their work in teaching 
about race, racism, and anti-racism (e.g. Gross, 
2022). The persistent and aggressive nature of 
White supremacy continues to operate through 
the narratives of “freedom” or “parental rights” in 
educational decisions regarding their (and 
others’) children (e.g. Saul, 2021).  

It comes as no surprise, then, that this 
moment calls for a simultaneous response to this 
rampant push-back, misrepresentation, and 
mischaracterization of the vital work engaged by 
critical scholars and educators. Our response 
must seek to amplify the voices of students, 
educators, and families as a strategic means of 
countering this tide. Though not explicitly 
informed by critical race theory (CRT), 
collectively the articles in this special issue 
remind us of the important work done by 
counterstorytelling (Delgado, 1989; Solorzano & 
Yosso, 2002) – one of CRT’s most important 
analytical tools. 

Delgado (1989) framed counter-storytelling 
as a particular method of telling the stories of 
those whose lives are lived on the margins of 
society. Most often shared by brown and black 

frame CRT as both an epistemological and 
methodological framework or tool that assists in 
the analysis of the experiences of historically 
marginalized and underrepresented groups 
throughout the K-20 pipeline. Thus, in their work, 
scholars focus on questions such as: What role do 
schools, school processes, and school structures 
play in the maintenance of racial, ethnic, and 
gender subordination? (Ledesma & Calderon, 
Lynn, 1999). 
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folks, their stories reveal lived experiences that 
run counter to the dominant stories or discourses 
operating in society. Dominant stories, or 
majoritarian stories, are message or cultural 
narratives that obscures or ignores the role of 
race and power.  As Solórzano & Yosso (2002) 
note, they are stories that “carry layers of 
assumptions that persons in positions of racialized 
privilege bring with them to discussions of race, 
sexism, classism, and other forms of 
subordination” (p.28). Importantly, the articles in 
this issue offer us insight into both dominant and 
counter-narratives operating in three different 
educational settings. Through their work, these 
authors reveal a vital commitment they share 
with critical race scholars – a commitment to 
pushing back against the dominant stories and 
doing so in ways that are accessible to a broader 
audience. 

The issue begins with an examination and 
critique of pervasive colonizing, anti-Native 
narratives in the current U.S. political and 
educational landscapes, and the resultant 
injustices that Native peoples continue to face. In 
their paper, Dismantling Colonizer Logics in the Post-
Trump Hellscape in K-12 Education, Guzman, 
Neddeau, and Dell’Angelo, draw on Coloma’s 
(2020) decolonizing urban education framework, 
TribalCrit, and critical race theory to analyze 
how current dominant political and school-based 
narratives legitimize some voices while 
eliminating or subjugating Native voices. The 
authors focus on three areas of action in elevating 
Native voices in the teaching and learning of 
history: (1) work with students to examine, 
acknowledge, and question the power and 
perspectives that come from a particular 
historical narrative or event to better understand 
the historical injustices that need to be addressed 
when studying or teaching history; (2) drawing 
more specifically on TribalCrit and critical race 
theory, work with students to learn and engage 
with counterstorytelling to center Native 
perspectives and stories in teaching of US history 
and historical events; and (3) collaborate with 
and/or hire Native scholars and teachers from 
tribal Nations to critique and correct teaching 

materials, practices, and narratives “when they 
are incomplete or contribute to the erasure of 
Native people.” 

Murdock-Perreira continues the thread of 
counterstorytelling in her article “I’m ready for this 
conversation…I think”: Courageous conversations 
about language, race, and power in elementary 
classrooms. In this study, the author examines how 
two teachers approached holding “courageous 
conversations” (Singleton, 2022) about language, 
power, and race with their elementary school 
students and, in the case of one of the teachers, 
what these conversations looked like in practice. 
Murdock-Perreira shows how courageous 
conversations elevated the voices of racially and 
culturally diverse multilingual students by 
creating spaces that centered the students’ 
narratives of their own experiences and 
contributed to a sense of linguistic belonging. 
The author also examines the complex 
relationship between an antiracist, social justice 
orientation and realizing that view through 
instructional practice. Both teachers in the study 
articulated an urgent need to hold courageous 
conversations with their young students. Yet both 
also named gaps in their own skills, knowledge, 
and vision, resulting in the teachers’ hesitation to 
put their existing knowledge, understanding, and 
beliefs of linguistic and racial justice into practice 
by continuing to hold courageous conversations. 
Murdock-Perreira emphasizes the need to not 
only develop anti-racist, justice-oriented 
teachers, but foster the skills and knowledge 
necessary to put these orientations into practice.  

In the final article in this special issue, La Voz 
Inmigrante: Engaging Latinx Families Through 
Popular Education, McClure, Fitts, and Martinez 
focus on the power of counterstorytelling to 
empower Latinx immigrant students and families 
to challenge oppression through “La Voz 
Inmigrante,” a collaborative and participatory 
workshop that brought together Latinx 
immigrant families to share their experiences and 
connect with each other. The authors based their 
work with families in the workshop on “popular 
education”, a Freirian approach that recognizes 
and helps people most affected by injustice draw 
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on the knowledge, skills, and experiences they 
already possess as sources of knowledge and 
curricula to problem-solve and challenge injustice 
(e.g. Delgado Bernal, 2001; Freire, 1970). 
McClure, Fitts, and Martinez emphasize the 
intergenerational and cultural practices of the 
families as forms of community cultural 
knowledge (Yosso, 2005) that strengthen ethnic 
and cultural identity, and position families and 
students as knowledgeable and powerful 
participants in their own education and 
liberation. The authors advocate for learning 
from popular education approaches and tools to 
learn from the various ways that families and 
communities support the learning and care of 
their children to build more just communities and 
schools.  

As we confront the challenges posed by the 
dual pandemics of covid-19 and racial injustice 
and continue to work towards justice in 
education, we look to the narratives and 
experiences of students, families, and 
communities not only to understand what, how, 
and where injustices occur, but as sources of 
knowledge in how to challenge those injustices. 
The articles in this special issue show the promise 

and potential of different approaches and tools in 
finding pathways to educational justice. They 
challenge us to work alongside and with students, 
families, and communities, as we collectively 
seek out ways to move towards educational 
justice. 

 
Producing a special issue in the middle of a 

global pandemic has been a monumental feat. 
The articles in this special issue all began as 
presentations at the 10th International Conference 
on Education and Social Justice, November 2020, 
organized and hosted by Dr. Kevin Kumashiro. 
We are exceedingly grateful to Dr. Kumashiro, 
the organizers of the conference, authors in this 
special issue, anonymous external reviewers, 
consulting editors for this special issue, and the 
editors and staff of Professing Education for their 
patience, flexibility, and their amazing work.  

 
We hope this short and powerful Special Issue 

of Professing Education serves as an inspiration so 
that we may continue to co-imagine and co-
create a more just and humane world. 
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Dismantling Colonizer Logics in the Post-Trump Hellscape in K-12 Education 

Jocelyne Guzman    Browning M. Neddeau   Tabitha Dell’Angelo 
The College of New Jersey   California State University, Chico  The College of New Jersey 
guzmaj11@tcnj.edu     bmneddeau@csuchico.edu    dellange@tcnj.edu 
 

 
Introduction 

In his essay on Decolonizing Urban Education, 
Coloma (2020) examines ways in which we 
might approach decolonization as it relates to 
“representation, structure, and affect.” His essay 
is organized around several questions. In our 
paper, we look closely at one recent executive 
action through the lens of three of Coloma’s 
questions: 1) What regimes of truth govern the 
legibility of certain statements and 
understandings, marking some as legitimate while 
others not, in urban schools and communities? 2) 
Who gets to be included, and who gets to be 
excluded? How does their inclusion or exclusion 
reveal dominant logics and rationalities in urban 
education? And, 3) How do emotions produce 
labor rendered to particular individuals and 
collectives, thereby creating relations of affect 
and subjectivity? 

The following narrative dismantles systemic 
racism and challenges historical 
misrepresentations of tribal sovereignty. In this 
regard, it is important to note that the authors 
arrived at a moment in their critical discussions to 
define an important keyword: Indigenous. The 
term Indigenous, in general, can mean someone 
or something that comes from a particular place, 
their homeland. For example, a plant can be 
indigenous to a certain area. Our paper disrupts a 
counternarrative in Eurocentric curriculum; 
however, we intentionally wanted to focus our 
work on Indigenous issues in the present-day 
United States of America [henceforth referred to 
as present-day U.S.]. Furthermore, we wanted to 
be deliberate with honoring the nations that exist 
within the present-day U.S. constructed borders 
(using the term “borders” loosely as the concept 
does not respect territories that are considered 
border crossers, reaching across two countries' 

borders). These nations that exist within the 
present-day U.S. are sovereign tribal nations. To 
underscore this particular framing, our paper 
refers to the Indigenous peoples of the present-
day U.S. as Native Americans (“Natives”). We 
believe this specificity helps others understand 
the Indigenous population discussed as Indigenous 
peoples live throughout the world. New Zealand, 
for instance, has Indigenous people. If this paper 
was about the Indigenous people of New 
Zealand, specifically the Indigenous Polynesian 
people of the mainland, then we would most 
certainly use the place-based and respectful term 
Māori.   

The map on the next page (Figure 1) 
illustrates how tribal homelands are not defined 
by the constructed borders of present-day 
countries. The Tohono O’odham peoples, for 
example, have a homeland that traverses the 
present-day U.S. and Mexico. At the same time, 
the map indicates the constructed territory of the 
Tohono O’odham peoples. The constructed 
territory, known as reservations and rancherias in 
the present-day U.S., is a federal government 
design, not one that extends beyond the 
constructed borders of the present-day U.S. 
Thus, the reservation and rancheria designations 
stop at the present-day U.S. and Mexico border. 
It is important to note that the reservations, 
rancherias, and borders do not define where 
Native peoples reside. Native peoples reside in 
communities throughout the world, including 
potentially in your neighborhood. It would be 
inaccurate to believe that all citizens of any 
particular tribe are limited to living in designated 
homelands or reservations and rancherias. 

mailto:guzmaj11@tcnj.edu
mailto:bmneddeau@csuchico.edu
mailto:dellange@tcnj.edu
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Figure 1 
Homelands and Reservations at the present-day U.S. and Mexico Border 
 

 
 

 
The lasting impact of colonization on Native 

people is undeniable. Native people have lost 
their language and culture in myriad ways. 
Boarding schools and forced assimilation 
contribute to real intergenerational trauma for 
which we continue to see the result. This paper 
looks at a particular piece of trauma in our 
current day United States. However, it is just one 
segment of the continuing chain of events that 
contribute to the devaluing and erasure of Native 
people.  

Personal Perspective 
This project began as a thought, and evolved 

during a research seminar on Whiteness. As a 
professor-student pair focusing on urban 
education and history, we, Guzman and 
Dell’Angelo, understood the importance and 
value of the connection between the two 
disciplines. We came across Coloma’s essay and 
believed he emphasized a lot of ideas we valued, 
and used his essay as a framework for our paper. 
Some aspects include social justice, decolonizing 
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urban education, highlighting Native voices often 
disregarded in curriculum, and emotions and 
affect. This work became very important to the 
both of us as we went on our journey of 
researching, learning, and teaching each other. In 
the midst of this work, we realized we were 
participating in the very problem we were trying 
to address. We were writing about and speaking 
for Native people without including Native 
voices. In 2000, James Charlton wrote a book 
called Nothing About Us, Without Us as a rallying 
cry for the disabilities rights movement. This 
phrase has since been used by many groups whose 
voices have been silenced. Realizing this huge gap 
in our work, we reached out to Native scholar 
Neddeau who aptly pointed out the many 
problems with the story we were telling and 
how, while it might have been well intentioned, 
it was contributing to the problematic narrative 
about Native people and the erasure of Native 
people. From that point, the three of us engaged 
in critical conversations about terminology, 
history, and theory to better tell the story we 
wanted. 

We believe this work holds value to history 
education and addresses ways we can decolonize 
the curriculum and be conscious of working 
towards social justice for our students of diverse 
backgrounds. We hope to continue to do our part 
in addressing these issues when it comes to our 
current and future classrooms.  
Regimes of Truth 

Brayboy’s (2005) Tribal Critical Race Theory 
(TribalCrit) reminds us that present-day U.S. 
policies about Native peoples are innately 
imperialist and grounded in White supremacy. 
Critical race theorists (Delgado & Stefancic, 
2001; Crenshaw, 2011; Bonilla-Silva, 2015) 
agree that such discrimination is woven into the 
fabric of the present-day U.S. This deeply seeded 
settler-colonial mindset is evolving so that it can 

                                                       
2About 76 percent of public-school teachers were 

female and 24 percent were male in 2017–18, with a 
lower percentage of male teachers at the elementary 
school level (11 percent) than at the secondary school 

maintain and erode power for particular groups 
over time. In this paper, we will discuss the ways 
in which the former administration of the United 
States enabled whiteness ideology and supported 
it’s evolution for the purpose of maintaining 
power. At the time of this writing, a new 
president has been elected. This new president 
has already reversed a number of executive 
orders and proclamations, including rescinding 
the Trump administration’s 1776 Commission. 
Biden’s reversal directs agencies to “review their 
actions to ensure racial equity.” However, even 
before these ideas were committed to paper and 
distributed to the country as official documents, 
they were being taught, at least implicitly, to our 
children. Even after any proclamation or 
executive order hits the shredder, those who 
believe in its veracity may still have power over 
our curriculum and classrooms.  

Even the most equity-minded teacher 
education students can be vulnerable to reverting 
to the teaching practices they experienced in their 
own K-12 education rather than the approaches 
they learn about, believe in, and even implement 
as pre-service teachers. The pull of one’s lived 
experience is strong. Given that a large majority 
of teachers are White (NCES, 2020)2, a group for 
whom traditional American public schooling 
works, the tendency to fall back on the known 
and the comfortable, has the potential to recreate 
the cycle of inequity that has existed for so long. 
We must ask ourselves, “If we know there is 
inequity, why does it still exist?”  

Our approach to teaching about Native 
peoples is among the many examples of how 
teachers continue to recreate problematic 
practices. Despite the many efforts made by 
individuals to produce and publish materials that 
tell a true story about the people whose 
homeland we currently live on, a watered-down 
and whitewashed version of the history persists in 

level (36 percent).  In the 2017-2018 school year, 
79% of teachers identified as White, 7% Black, 9% 
Hispanic, 2% Asian, and 1% American 
Indian/Alaskan Native. 
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textbooks and common classroom narratives. 
Loewen (2010) outlines several reasons why the 
teaching of accurate history is important, both 
pedagogically and ideologically. He suggests that 
we should teach so our students are “clear eyed, 
not wide eyed” (pg. 27) in how they learn about 
American history. He contends that the dominant 
narrative of American exceptionalism is 
problematic on multiple levels, including that it 
not only fosters ignorance in the form of 
ethnocentrism, but that it is also just plain bad 
history. He provides examples from history texts 
where authors leave out any part of our history 
that challenges the idea of American 
exceptionalism. From a pedagogical standpoint, 
Loewen (2010) argues that our history texts do 
not only remove the parts of history that are truly 
interesting, memorable, and from which we can 
deeply learn. To be sure, there is a great deal of 
power in a good story. Good stories have 
conflict. In fact, cognitive science tells us that 
stories have a privileged status in our psyche 
(Willingham, 2004). Hence, leaving out the 
conflicts, the missteps, the juicy bits -- creates 
dry and unmemorable history. As if the mediocre 
teaching of our history were not bad enough, 
President Trump decided he wanted to double 
down on a particular faulty narrative by 
publishing his Proclamation on Columbus Day. As of 
this writing, this particular proclamation is not on 
Biden’s reversal list. One might wonder if even 
the most progressive leaders fail to see the impact 
of letting such a problematic document stand. In 
this paper, we will discuss this proclamation and 
how it fits into the persistent and problematic 
history taught in American public schools. We 
believe that the approach needed to heal our 
country is grounded in acknowledging that unjust 
distribution of access and opportunity has been 
ingrained in our teaching and learning for 
decades.  

                                                       
3 Federal Register: The Daily Journal of the 

United States Government 
https://tinyurl.com/y6zqqwae 

The Proclamation on Columbus Day, 
2020 

Presidential proclamations generally serve one 
of two purposes: announcements of policy and 
announcements of ceremonial events. While 
proclamations themselves do not hold specific 
legal power, they are an official statement that 
reflects the position of the president, and by 
extension, our country. Moreover, these 
documents are published in the Federal Register3, 
the White House website, and other 
governmental publications. The Proclamation on 
Columbus Day falls into the category of ceremonial 
announcements. Several presidents, including Bill 
Clinton, George W. Bush, Barack Obama, and 
Donald Trump issued proclamations about 
Columbus Day. Each example reflects both the 
zeitgeist of the moment and the philosophy of 
each president. 

In fact, the Proclamation on Columbus Day in 
2012 looked very different from the one 
published in 2020. Consider this section,  

“When the explorers laid anchor in the 
Bahamas, they met Indigenous peoples who had 
inhabited the Western hemisphere for millennia. 
As we reflect on the tragic burdens tribal 
communities bore in the years that followed, let 
us commemorate the many contributions they 
have made to the American experience, and let us 
continue to strengthen the ties that bind us 
today.” 

Obama (2012) writes that this day is one in 
which reflection on the “tragic burdens of tribal 
communities” must be considered. Later in this 
proclamation, he notes, “...Christopher 
Columbus also inspired generations of Italian 
immigrants to follow in his footsteps. Today, we 
take time to celebrate the innumerable 
contributions that generations of Italian 
Americans have made to our country.”4 In this 
recognition of how Italian Americans revere 
Columbus, some might argue that Obama centers 
Whiteness and still does not take ownership of 

4 It is important to note that this comment is 
disputed. Different communities "claim" Columbus 
and took issue with this when it was publicized.  

https://tinyurl.com/y6zqqwae
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the continued injustices suffered by Native 
peoples. However, his proclamation in 2012 
hardly warrants the hard turn that Trump takes in 
his most recent proclamation. Trump writes,  

“...in recent years, radical activists have 
sought to undermine Christopher Columbus’s 
legacy.  These extremists seek to replace 
discussion of his vast contributions with talk of 
failings, his discoveries with atrocities, and his 
achievements with transgressions. Rather than 
learn from our history, this radical ideology and 
its adherents seek to revise it, deprive it of any 
splendor, and mark it as inherently sinister.  They 
seek to squash any dissent from their 
orthodoxy.  We must not give in to these tactics 
or consent to such a bleak view of our 
history.  We must teach future generations about 
our storied heritage, starting with the protection 
of monuments to our intrepid heroes like 
Columbus.”   

To be sure, this rhetoric is a reaction to 
societal pressures to acknowledge and highlight 
the counterstory of Native people. From the 
perspective of TribalCrit and CRT, these 
counterstories are essential in recognizing the 
experiences of marginalized communities, in this 
case Native communities (Brayboy, 2005; 
Martinez, 2013). Learning and engaging with 
these stories is the only way we can create the 
space to show that these communities have 
legitimate knowledge of their own history that 
needs to be preserved and learned so that we may 
uncover the truth rather than continue to 
normalize incomplete and oppressive histories 
that seek to erase any critical lens.  

It is only through a willingness to engage in 
critical reflection that change is even possible. 
This constant interrogation and critical reflexivity 
are necessary as one of the responses to an unjust 
world (Benade, 2016). Yet, that is not enough. 
As Gorski (2014) describes in his equity literacy 
framework, practitioners need the ability to 
engage with inequities in a comprehensive 
manner. This includes the ability to recognize, 
respond to, and redress biases, inequities, and 
oppressive ideologies. Further, there is a need to 
cultivate and sustain more equitable and anti-

oppressive ideologies and cultures. This five-part 
framework is not the norm. However, anything 
less will not pose a threat to injustice and 
therefore not make a serious step toward justice 
for marginalized populations.  

Native scholars (King, 2005; Vizenor 2009), 
remind us that truths are held in survivance 
stories. We understand the world through these 
stories. Brayboy (2005) emphasized that stories 
are valid points of data. In short, Native 
survivance stories, those which situate Native 
presence over extinction, are essential if we 
strive to seek understanding of the world. The 
removal, disregard, or silencing of Native voices 
and survivance stories, perpetuate a narrative that 
is neither complete nor accurate. Vizenor (2009) 
claimed that “survivance is an active resistance 
and repudiation of dominance, obtrusive themes 
of tragedy, nihilism, and victimry” (p. 88). 

We contend that abiding by the regimes of 
truth that prioritize the dominant narratives that 
serve to erase the lived experience of Native 
peoples, harm all of us. These half-truths and 
incomplete stories serve to reproduce power 
structures that perpetuate structural racism 
(Giroux, 2012). Alternatively, accepting and 
welcoming the counterstory that prompts action 
in relation to injustices of our past, frees all of 
us.  
Dominant Logics Revealed 

The questions that Coloma (2020) asks are 
extremely important when discussing curriculum 
across all contexts. Who is usually included in the 
curriculum? In the majority of the cases, White 
people are highlighted throughout the course of 
the United States’ history. Why is this the case? 
Whites, from the beginning, have had this 
colonial and imperialist mindset. They have 
viewed themselves as the majority (and 
superiority) among other people of ethnic and 
racial backgrounds. Native, Black, Latinx, Asian, 
and other marginalized groups tend to be 
forgotten and left to be invisible when the history 
taught pertains to them as well. The majority of 
students in urban schools are a part of the diverse 
set of marginalized groups. Their ancestral 
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narratives are usually disregarded, and they are 
taught they are the “bad ones” in history, which 
creates a false perception of self in these students. 
This exclusion indicates a long and 
impressionable view on history that is in relation 
to a nationalistic and American exceptional 
narrative that many in the present-day U.S. strive 
to preserve. 

The common phrase used is that usually 
“history is written by the victors.” This means 
that the history we learn in textbooks, although it 
can be easily pliable, is written by those who 
“won” (Loewen, 2010). The history taught in 
classrooms tends not to have other narratives of 
the same events. Not everyone tells the story the 
same, so who knows if the history being taught by 
the White, usually male, narrative can hold one 
hundred percent truth. 

By being taught, or by teaching, about 
historical events from the different narratives 
involved, we are eliminating the “single story” of 
the event (Adichie, 2016), meaning many are 
taught history through one lens, helping to create 
false perceptions on the people involved, mainly 
the “others.” As educators, we must acknowledge 
and make clear to our students that these 
histories coincide with each other. It is not about 
obtaining absolute truths but viewing history 
through the lenses of multiple truths. Each 
perspective and narrative adds to the 
understanding of history and focusing on only one 
prevents students from making comprehensive 
connections. When we discuss “narratives,” we 
must elevate the equation in the context of 
history: narrative = power + perspective (Gold, 
2016). By acknowledging the power and 
perspective that comes from the narrative, we are 
able to understand and incorporate the historical 
injustices that need to be addressed when 
studying or teaching history. Students are then 
able to question or make comprehensive thoughts 
about the narrative of the historical event. By 
including and introducing different narratives to a 
period of history, through primary sources 
and/or oral narratives, students are able to 
compare and also understand these narratives 
exist simultaneously in time. This allows them to 

be critical of history and have open discussions of 
what happened in the past, what is currently 
happening in the present, and what will happen in 
the future. 

Another aspect of curricula that is extremely 
crucial is language. Language truly does hold 
power and has the ability to narrate perspectives 
in a certain way. Although there have been a 
number of forced relocations of many Native 
American tribes, this example will focus on the 
Indian Removal Act usually taught across the 
present-day U.S. in multiple grade levels. A very 
conservative and nationalistic way to discuss the 
Trail of Tears (Indian Removal Act), is for authors 
or teachers to frame the narrative that President 
Andrew Jackson wanted the extra land for the 
new settlers and the ability to expand the nation, 
under the belief of “Manifest Destiny.” The 
Native Americans posed a threat to this 
expansion, and under new law, they had to 
relocate further west. This was not actually the 
case. Native Americans from multiple tribes were 
forced from their ancestral lands so the federal 
government could expand the country for its own 
gain. Andrew Jackson displaced over 100,000 
Native Americans and forced them to settle in a 
designated and concise area known as the “Indian 
Country” (modern day Oklahoma), where other 
Native tribes were already residing and native to 
these lands. This is what happened, and those 
who have a nationalistic view of history could 
teach about this event like how it was stated in 
the beginning. Historical events can be framed in 
a particular way by the language chosen to discuss 
it; making language crucial in history curriculum. 

Terminology also plays a large role in 
curriculum and can shape the narrative taught. 
When it comes to discussing Native American 
history, many people tend to group all Native 
tribes together. Students then go on to generalize 
all Native Americans, even though there are 
more than five hundred tribes across the present-
day U.S., all with different aspects to their 
cultures. This is why it is important when 
speaking about a specific tribe and its history, we 
name them. This also pertains to tribes more 
commonly mentioned in history textbooks. With 
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this, students only know a few names of tribes, 
making it easier for them to generalize all Native 
tribes and/or to assume the history of one 
pertains to another when it may not. They are all 
not the same. They each have their own cultures, 
origins, and identities, etc. Terminology, which 
is a part of language, helps frame the narrative of 
the historical topic. This is why using proper and 
correct terminology is vital when teaching 
history, especially when it pertains to groups of 
different race, ethnicity, and citizens of sovereign 
nations.  

The dominant narrative tends to overshadow 
the other various narratives that help shape 
history. Native, Black, Latinx, Asian, and other 
marginalized groups’ voices are seen as 
insignificant, while they actually add reality to 
historical events. Educators, especially White 
ones, who teach in urban areas disregard their 
students’ identities, which are mainly students 
from marginalized groups. They continue to 
reinforce the “nationalistic” and “American 
exceptional” perspective that the 45th president 
of the United States aimed to maintain. 
Narratives, language, and terminology are vital in 
history curriculum and shapes the ways our 
students understand and perceive historical 
periods. 

Emotions, Affect, and Subjectivity 
Coloma (2020) begins the discussion about 

affect and decolonization by pointing out 
that focusing attention on important, yet 
complex, areas of concern can bring up a range of 
emotions, including anger, frustration, and 
feelings of defeat. We have an intimate 
understanding of this reality. Guzman and 
Dell’Angelo worked together as student and 
professor in an introductory class focused on 
urban education. In that class, we studied the 
social and political influences on children and 
families in historically marginalized school 
districts. Weekly sessions where we dissected and 
faced the vast inequalities and inequities often left 
us feeling overwhelmed. Of course, then the 
question was, “If we know there is inequity, now 
what? What will we do about it?” Then, in the 
construction of this paper we realized that we 

were contributing to inequity with respect to 
Native peoples.  

Shining a light on parts of our past that do not 
fit into the typical narrative can feel 
uncomfortable, even threatening. Educators 
working toward social justice often face 
resistance from those whose instinct is to 
maintain a false narrative. The long list of 
executive actions by the 45th president of the 
United States is a clear illustration of this. Rather 
than face our history and learn from it, there are 
many who seek to capitalize on fear and 
ignorance as a way to maintain the status quo and 
promote propaganda over truth. A direct 
counterpoint to this approach is the Facing History 
and Ourselves [FHO] curriculum. This model 
addresses “racism, antisemitism, and prejudice at 
pivotal moments in history” as they support 
students in both understanding these historical 
moments and making connections to the present 
day and their own lives. FHO reports that the 
experience in this curricular model supports 
students’ ability to understand and confront 
issues, such as bias and bullying in their own 
lives.  

However, a model like FHO would likely be 
considered as a social threat to many. Educators 
who take a critical stance -- questioning and 
highlighting the ways in which structural racism 
has created cumulative disparities for many 
citizens -- are considered a threat to peace. One 
of the ways we maintain peace is instructing those 
who are oppressed to simply “deal with it” or bid 
their time until we, as a society, are “ready.” As 
Gorski (2019) points out, waiting for everyone to 
be “ready” is one of a few “equity detours.'' That 
is -- ways in which we delay progress with 
justifications that may sound reasonable but 
ultimately serve to maintain injustice and 
inequity. Moreover, while we wait for folx who 
may never be ready, the burden increases for 
those experiencing oppression. Faculty of color 
often find themselves with additional 
responsibilities, committee work, student 
mentoring, etc. In the case of Native scholars, 
this may be even more profound as they 
represent less than one percent of all full-time 
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faculty in degree granting postsecondary 
institutions (NCES, 2020). Hence, the cultural 
taxation (Padilla, 1994) on faculty who represent 
marginalized groups is substantial.  

 In Coloma’s (2020) essay on decolonizing 
urban education, he highlights Ahmed’s (2010) 
concept of the “killjoy.” Ahmed (2010) explains 
that the “killjoy is the one who comes between 
bodies that would be, or should be, in 
agreement.” Hence, when an educator introduces 
an idea that conflicts with the dominant narrative, 
they are considered the radical or the “killjoy.” 
To be sure, when Neddeau offered an honest 
critique of the first draft of this paper, they were 
acting as a “killjoy.” The paper claimed to be 
addressing inequity, yet was on the path to being 
another example of how the dominant colonized 
discourse of Native people was still promoted.  
Neddeau’s critique allowed us to see what we 
were missing. Ahmed says we need to “unlearn 
what we have learned not to notice” (pg. 581). 
Once we see the injustice, we cannot unsee it. 
Moreover, we cannot pretend not to see it for 
the purpose of avoiding bad feelings. However, it 
seems that is what we often do -- despite decades 
of Native Americans asking us to not use 
stereotypical symbols and denigrating team 
names, we argued we were honoring Native 
peoples. Despite actual Native people telling us 
they were not honored by this but instead 
insulted by it, we maintained our insistence that 
our intention mattered more than their reality. 
Columbus Day is no different. In 2019, 
Washington D.C. (the same district that at that 
point still refused to get rid of the offensive 
football team name) officially changed Columbus 
Day to Indigenous Peoples Day. In fact, quite a 
few cities across the country followed suit. There 
was a recognition that the tradition of Columbus 
Day conjures up violence and oppression at the 
hands of the colonizers from Europe. Moreover, 
the impact of that violence is still felt today. And, 
perhaps the most stark example, is the American 
celebration of Thanksgiving and our tradition of 
using Thanksgiving as a place in the curriculum to 
teach about Native peoples in ways that reinforce 
stereotypes and a whitewashing of history.  

Among the disconnects in the teaching of our 
history is the pervasive schema of Native 
Americans as being from long ago. While 
teachers may claim to care or express empathy 
for the brutal history of Native people in the 
present-day U.S., this care is inauthentic. Matias 
and Zembylas (2014) discuss how this problem 
occurs when the “object of compassion exists 
primarily within an imaginary realm that 
sentimentalizes the other'' (pg. 321). The result 
may be performative expressions of care without 
any action to redress the problematic discourse 
taught. Instead, students experience a 
“sentimental framing of other’s suffering” (Matias 
& Zembylas, 2014, pg. 322).  

In each of these examples (team names, 
Columbus Day, Thanksgiving) those who wish to 
set the record straight, to point out the 
misinformation, to dare to suggest a reframing 
run the very real risk of being a “killjoy.” 
Notwithstanding, we suggest that those who take 
this stance are acting out of love, not out of 
malice. Although the current framing, illustrated 
by documents like the Proclamation on Columbus 
Day, suggests that we seek to ignore the 
contributions of the victor, we contend we are 
showing radical love for those who suffered, and 
continue to suffer. We show this love by 
confronting the injustices suffered by those who 
have been marginalized and continue to be 
marginalized.  
Conclusion 

In our writing we only focus on one of the 
many topics that needs to be addressed relating to 
Native American voices in education, especially 
in history curriculum, in the present-day U.S. 
This work is certainly not done. There is still a 
lot more work to do to uplift Native voices and 
narratives, reconstruct history curriculum in K-
12, and to move away from a nationalistic 
mindset that targets Native Americans.Moreover, 
even as scholars committed to social justice, we 
find ourselves in the position of contributing to 
injustices. As we shared toward the beginning of 
this paper, we had quite a bit of time and effort 
investing in a paper that we would have likely 
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gotten published and would have been just 
another reinforcement of problematic views 
related to Native American people. We were 
able to sidestep this problem because there was a 
confluence of critical work happening -- 
participation in a seminar interrogating 
Whiteness, engagement in critical discourse, 
being lucky enough to know a Native scholar. 
Precisely because we were engaged in the work 
of critical self-reflection and critical analysis of 
systems of oppression, we were able to see our 
mistake as we were making it. Moreover, it was 
mere providence that we had a personal 
connection with one of the few Native Scholars in 
our field. The stars seemed to align for us and our 
hope is that our story will create more awareness 
for other teacher scholars as they navigate telling 
complex intersectional stories -- particularly 
those of marginalized groups whose voices are 
often silenced or unacknowledged. 

During the writing of this paper, the United 
States elected a new president who issued several 
executive orders to promote equity. One of them 
was to rescind a report issued by the former 
administration. That report, the 1776 
Commission Report5, was issued just a day before 
the beginning of the new administration. It is 
likely that those who published the report knew 
that it would immediately be rescinded. 
However, they still rolled it out. That act in itself 
is indication of the insidious and ever-present 
nature of white supremacy. The [1776] report 
claims to be grounded in a history that is 
“accurate, honest, unifying, inspiring, and 
ennobling” (pg. 1).  There are myriad problems 
with this document including misrepresentation 
of quotes by leaders like Frederick Douglass, 
characterizing progressivism as akin to fascism 
and communism, and including not even one 
citation. But, perhaps its worst offense is that it 
entirely fails to even mention Native Americans. 
It seems that the commission was so focused on 
its response to the 1619 Project6 that although 

                                                       
5https://f.hubspotusercontent10.net/hubfs/397762/The%2

0President%E2%80%99s%20Advisory%201776%20Commission
%20-%20Final%20Report.pdf 

they framed the Commission’s work as a way to 
“enable a rising generation to understand the 
history and principles of the founding of the 
United States…” (pg. 1), they completely 
ignored the veritable dehumanization, 
dislocation, and genocide of hundreds of tribal 
nations representing millions of Native peoples.  

Given our inquiry, we would like to conclude 
our paper with a call to action by way of 
suggestions/recommendations for our practice. 
● Include Native scholars in all work that 

represents or impacts Native people. This 
includes not only authors of papers, 
presentations, and texts but also editors and 
reviewers of those media.  

● Create focused practices aimed at recruiting 
and hiring teachers from tribal Nations. 

● Engage in honest critique about teaching 
materials and practices and correct the 
narratives when they are incomplete or 
contribute to the erasure of Native people.  

● Intentionally honor the seven generations 
before and after our time in the work we do. 

● See Natives -- and all individuals -- as not 
only consumers of culture, but builders of it 
in an ever-changing world. 

● Ask for permission before assuming that 
stories we hear are ours to share. 

 
These suggestions/recommendations can be 

used by current and future teachers to 
continuously include Native voices to their 
history lessons and their own work. By 
incorporating these, we can be actively changing 
the view on history and dismantling the American 
exceptionalism and colonizer logics.  
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Introduction 
Talking with young children about power, 

race, and language is both incredibly difficult and 
extremely necessary (e.g., Gay, 2010; Nieto, 
2018; Yamauchi et al., 2020). The conversations 
teachers have with students surrounding their 
language and language use, especially in 
relationship to their race and culture, can impact 
how students see themselves and the world (e.g., 
Martínez, 2010). In teacher-student interactions, 
“dominant codes” or “codes of power” (Delpit, 
2006; Martínez, 2010; Morrell, 2008)—the 
ways in which White and wealthy people use 
language—have traditionally been highly valued 
in schools (e.g., Heath, 1983) and continue to be 
today (Nieto, 2018). Teachers can, and often do, 
communicate this valuing of dominant codes to 
their students through implicit and explicit 
means. Yet teachers also have opportunities to 
value and demonstrate care for nondominant 
languages—and the cultures to which they 
belong—in their classrooms (e.g., D'Angelo & 
Sensoy, 2018; Nieto, 2018). How teachers 
frame, enact, and follow up and through with 
conversations about language, race, and power 
with their students is a critical way in which they 
may demonstrate value for students’ multiple 
languages and cultures. Evidence from this study, 
which considers instantiating discussions about 
race, language, and power with young children in 
classrooms, demonstrates that such conversations 
are powerful and memorable. The study 
examines teachers’ perspectives on these 
discussions, what actually happens during such 
necessary conversations, and missed 
opportunities.  

Framing Courageous Conversations in 
Elementary Settings 

What do these conversations look like and 
how are they connected to teachers valuing 
student language use? In considering classroom 
conversation practice, this study centers on the 
education of students who speak “nondominant” 
(Gutiérrez et al., 2009) language varieties at 
home, and who face vastly lower school 
performance than their dominant language 
speaking peers (August et al., 2009). Students 
who speak nondominant varieties are owed an 
education debt by our schools and districts 
(Ladson-Billings, 2006). In this study, 
nondominant language varieties include those of 
Spanish, Mandarin, Tagalog, Tongan, Hawaiian 
and Peruvian native languages as well as African 
American English. For students who use and are 
most comfortable using nondominant varieties, 
the process of learning and discussing dominant 
(e.g., White, wealthy) English in school 
influences students’ “linguistic belonging”—their 
sense of being valued, included, and recognized 
in positive ways based on their own and their 
teachers’ attitudes about the ways they use and 
understand language (Murdock-Perriera, 2019). 
Elementary teachers have the capacity to enhance 
students’ senses of linguistic belonging in their 
choices around leading courageous conversations. 

Many teachers, as they approach courageous 
conversations with students who use 
nondominant varieties, perceive a dilemma 
(Murdock-Perriera, 2019). Practically, these 
teachers want to value and respect students’ 
home languages and give students access to power 
through providing instruction on using dominant 
varieties. Teachers are interested in helping 
students come to understand at a metacognitive 
level how language, race, and power interact 
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(e.g., Smitherman et al. 2003) and to be critical 
of systems of oppression shaping these 
interactions. As one teacher in my study 
described, they want students to know how to 
“play the game” and also how to “change the 
rules.” Some teachers express interest in helping 
students learn how to dismantle our country’s 
power and language relationships from within—
to enable students to fight for a shift away from a 
system in which White and wealthy ways of using 
language are considered most powerful and 
toward one in which multilingualism is prized in 
and beyond schools (Murdock-Perriera, 2019). 
Teachers facing this aforementioned dilemma, 
and interested in empowering students, have 
recently sought to enact courageous or “critical” 
conversations in their classrooms (Learning for 
Justice, 2021). Recent efforts to increase 
discussion around race, power, and language for 
children have appeared widely in online media 
directed at parents and teachers (e.g., 
EmbraceRace, 2020; National Public Radio, 
2019). While researchers and teachers alike 
frequently identify such conversations as 
“difficult” or even “necessary,” Singleton (2015) 
identifies such talk, specifically about race, as both 
difficult and necessary, identifying these 
conversations as “courageous”. Courageous 
conversations are both much-needed, and 
challenging for teachers to enact (e.g., DiAngelo 
& Sensoy, 2018; Singleton, 2015). 

Indeed, researcher-practitioners have called 
for teachers to help students develop “critical 
consciousness” (Gay, 2010): to question the 
current system and relationships among language, 
power, and race. Several bodies of research find 
positive effects of teachers leading such 
conversations with children as young as fourth 
grade (e.g., Gutíerrez, 2008; Martínez, 2013; 
Nieto, 2002; Nieto, 2018; Singleton, 2015). Yet 
just how to enact such critical consciousness with 
elementary schoolers remains underexplored 
(Palmer, 2009). In considering how teachers 
approach courageous conversations about 
language, researchers have suggested generally 
(e.g., Valdés, 2014) and particularly with regard 
to African American English (e.g., Labov, 2008; 

Smitherman, 1995), that teaching models should 
recognize and affirm multiple varieties. 
Researchers further emphasize that teachers must 
highlight that students’ home varieties, and the 
contexts that surround them, are worthy of 
learning in school (Valdés, 2005). In the face of 
any courageous conversation, teachers need also 
consider the raciolinguistic (e.g., Flores & Rosa, 
2015) power structures that underlie the 
domination of dominant English and the 
subordination of nondominant varieties (e.g., 
Silverstein, 1996; Valdés, 2014). How can 
teachers help young elementary students 
consider, recognize, and fight for equity as they 
navigate the complex relationships among 
language, race and power?  

Smitherman and colleagues (2003) offer an 
exploration of how teachers enact their beliefs 
about both dominant English and nondominant 
varieties in the classroom, proposing counter-
narratives that explode out ideas of race, power, 
and violence in history in relationship to language 
and linguistic hegemony. Such approaches suggest 
that for teachers of older children, an 
examination of language, race, and power is 
possible through classroom discussions and 
explicitness surrounding not only language use, 
but also language history. Yet exactly what any of 
these models might look like in elementary 
classrooms is still not fully understood. The 
Cultural Modeling (e.g., Lee, 1995, 2000, 2007) 
and Funds of Knowledge (e.g., González et al., 
2005; Moll et al., 1992) approaches pose 
dynamic views of culture that are characterized 
by critical awareness, connecting home and 
school. González (2005), Moll (1992), and their 
colleagues invite teachers to ask themselves 
questions about their assumptions regarding the 
home cultures, practices, and language uses of 
their students from nondominant backgrounds. 
Gutiérrez and colleagues (2009) propose that 
“cultural modeling” (p. 234), which privileges 
nondominant language use in spaces where it has 
been repeatedly devalued, can lead to school-
family interactions that may expand students’ 
approaches and activities and support learning 
more thoroughly. Again, the complexity of such 
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approaches makes their use in elementary settings 
under-researched. 

Researchers suggest that perhaps the key for 
approaching this work in elementary settings may 
lie in teacher work and awareness. Palmer (2009) 
demonstrated the power of teachers’ holding 
critical awareness of the hegemonic qualities of 
linguistic power dynamics and in counteracting 
these hegemonies’ negative impact on student 
equity; when teachers recognized language and 
power dynamics as unjust, they were able to 
counteract the negative effects of such language 
hegemonies for students who used nondominant 
varieties. Palmer argues that teachers confronting 
the dominance of English with students head-on 
can “tip the balance toward more positive… 
impacts” (p. 199). Palmer and colleagues (2014) 
further explore the significance of not only 
recognizing students’ language use, but of 
recognizing power dynamics in the support of 
bilingual identity construction. Yet as research on 
critical pedagogy examining structures of racism 
and linguistic discrimination proliferates for older 
students, both research and practical support are 
needed for teachers of younger students (Palmer, 
2014; Yamauchi et al., 2020). 
The Current Study 

This study examines courageous conversations 
about language and power and students’ linguistic 
belonging in two elementary classrooms, looking 
at teachers’ plans and approaches in relationship 
to their students’ responses. I asked the following 
research questions: (1) How did teachers envision 
discussions about language and power with their 
students? (2) What did these conversations look 
like in practice? (3) How did such conversations 
influence students’ linguistic belonging? 
People, Data, and Methodology 
Positionality Statement 

Several elements of my positionality as a 
researcher, scholar, and person were pertinent to 
this research. First, I viewed everything that 
happened in these teachers’ classrooms through a 
lens of critical pedagogy; I was continually 
interested in critical conversation. This critical 
stance, the heart of my own research and 

pedagogical approaches, was not necessarily 
inherent in my participants’ beliefs, common 
practices, or pedagogical philosophies—they, 
after all, were focused on managing their first 
year of teaching as well as on understanding 
students’ behavior and social dynamics in their 
classrooms. My own centering of critical 
approaches is described and explained in this 
statement. 

As a White woman who had once been a first-
year teacher in New York City schools, I 
identified closely with both teacher participants’ 
experiences. I, too, once faced the challenge of 
leading necessary conversations about race, class, 
language, and power with my very diverse 
kindergarten—and later second- and third-
grade—students. My teacher participants shared 
their fears and worries openly with me, and I 
shared past classroom experiences with them. In 
this way, I was an insider to my participants’ 
experiences. 

My positionality as a member of a multiracial, 
multicultural family and the parent of a mixed-
race-identifying child was extremely significant to 
this work. My partner is Guyanese American—
my ancestors literally slaughtered his just three 
generations ago. Our openness about race, 
racism, and White supremacy and our antiracist 
work in our relationship and with our child is at 
the core of my personhood. This means that I 
both have a vested interest in calling out racism 
and in engaging in anti-racist work, and that I am 
accustomed to making mistakes and confronting 
my White privilege. Conversations about racism 
and language domination form a significant part 
of my daily life. In some ways, my personal 
practices around such “courageous conversations” 
separated me from my participants, who were 
not necessarily compelled to consider racism as 
frequently, and for whom talking about these 
topics almost certainly required more courage 
than it did for me; in others, my experiences 
assisted me in providing them with resources and 
thoughts on this topic. In both cases, my critical 
lens developed as the result of my higher 
education perspective, my research background, 
and my personal dedication to critical approaches 
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made me an outsider to my participants’ 
experiences. 

Finally, having both researched critical 
conversations during my graduate study and 
engaged in such conversations for six years in my 
classroom practice, as well as studying and 
teaching dialogic pedagogy throughout my 
Doctoral work, I had expertise in critical and 
courageous conversations. Because of the 
differences in positionality among students and 
teachers, I do not consider myself an expert on 
any teacher’s experience with courageous 
conversations, but I did have practice engaging in 
such conversations with young children 
repeatedly and habitually, as well as coaching 
teacher candidates in these conversations, and this 
experience was a part of my role, particularly in 
Connie’s classroom.  
People  

The research for this study took place in the 
classrooms of two first-year teachers. First-year 
teachers on the whole represent seven to ten 
percent of the teaching workforce (U.S. Dept. of 
Education, 2018), and Students of Color and 
low-income students—also the most likely to 
speak nondominant varieties—are even more 
likely to encounter novice teachers (Clotfelter et 
al., 2005). My teachers and their students 
represented a typical trope in the contemporary 
American education landscape: the teachers 
identified as coming from dominant linguistic and 
cultural backgrounds, while their students 
primarily identified as belonging to nondominant 
linguistic and cultural groups.  

Connie taught second grade (ages 6-8) in a 
racially and socioeconomically diverse 
neighborhood in the suburban San Francisco Bay 
Area. Her students came from many cultural 
backgrounds, including Samoan, Jamaican, 
Mexican, and Central American. The students 
used nondominant varieties including varieties of 
Spanish, Samoan, Peruvian, Korean, Hawaiian, 
Creole (Cajun Creole) and Tagalog. While 
Connie was born in China, and spoke both 
Chinese and English, she moved to the United 
States as a young child, and she identified as a 

user of dominant English. She spoke at length 
about identifying herself as Asian American, rather 
than Asian, as thinking in English, and as 
identifying herself as an English speaker. I only 
witnessed courageous conversations in Connie’s 
classroom, so the instantiation and linguistic 
belonging sections below focus solely on her 
classroom.  

Ava taught fourth grade (ages 7-9) in a 
different racially and socioeconomically diverse 
neighborhood in the urban Bay Area. The 
students in her classroom, too, came from many 
cultural backgrounds, including Central 
American, Mexican, African American, 
Mandarin, and Korean. Nondominant languages 
and varieties used and self-identified by students 
included varieties of Spanish, African American 
English, Korean, Chinese and Persian. Ava 
identified as White and grew up using only 
dominant English, or “White, upper-middle class 
English.” Since I did not witness courageous 
conversations in Ava’s classroom, she is only 
featured in the missed opportunities section of 
the discussion and findings. More details about 
my choices around which data to include in the 
study are detailed in the introduction to the 
findings section. 
Recorded observations  

I engaged in an ongoing relationship for one 
school year during which I iteratively observed in 
both teachers’ classrooms, interviewed them, and 
conducted interviews with their students. The 
recorded observations totaled approximately 400 
hours of class time. In both classrooms, I 
observed reading and writing instruction as well 
as English Language Instruction (a time when 
students were grouped according to standardized 
assessments determining dominant English 
“proficiency”) and Shared Reading (generally 
interactive read-alouds to and with students). I 
recorded full-class sessions on multiple devices 
simultaneously from different locations in the 
classroom so as to have access to all student and 
teacher comments when transcribing. I recorded 
groups of eight or fewer on a single device in a 
single location.   
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Teacher and student interviews 
I gathered information about teachers’ beliefs 

and plans through formal interviews and informal 
one-on-one conversations with both teachers and 
students. 
Formal Teacher Interviews  

In addition to two formal interviews with each 
teacher prior to the start of data collection, I 
formally interviewed teachers four times each, 
with each interview lasting between 60 and 140 
minutes. During formal interviews, I asked 
teachers about their plans for courageous 
conversations, their ideas about student language 
and belonging, their thoughts about their 
students, and their challenges and triumphs, 
among many other topics. Questions were 
developed based on my ongoing and developing 
relationships with both teachers as I engaged 
them in more peer-to-peer interactions 
throughout the research. Additionally, formal 
interviews were informed by critical approaches 
to pedagogy cited in this research: the work of 
Palmer and Singleton in particular, as well as by 
my ongoing studies of critical pedagogy through 
reading teaching blogs and websites, such as 
Learning for Justice (then called Teaching 
Tolerance). All formal interviews were recorded 
on a single device. 
Formal Student Interviews  

Formally interviewing students was 
challenging, as I had made a commitment not to 
detract from instructional time or to interview 
students during unstructured times (e.g., recess). 
I only interviewed each student formally one or 
two times. I asked students about a particular 
happy memory from the year, as well as a time 
when they believed their teacher was proud of 
them and a time when their teacher was 
disappointed in them. After asking some general 
questions, I also asked students a language-
specific question: to tell me about a time when 
they felt their teacher celebrated their home 
language or languages, or celebrated the way they 
spoke or wrote. Finally, I asked students to talk 
with me about their teachers, classmates, and 
experiences in school. The questions I asked 
students were general, yet they allowed me to 

dig deeper into understanding how and whether 
teachers took courageous and critical approaches 
in conversations, and teachers’ approaches to 
linguistic belonging, because in sharing about 
moments of language celebration and pride, 
students included information about these critical 
conversations and linguistic approaches. The 
interviews ranged from 5 to 60 minutes and were 
all recorded on a single device. 
Informal Teacher Interviews 

Informal conversations with teachers totaled 
20 hours between both teachers. My 
conversations were driven by my growing 
understanding of these classrooms. I didn’t ask 
about a topic unless it had emerged as relevant in 
classroom interactions, thus later protocols reveal 
my growing understanding of themes that 
eventually became the findings of this 
manuscript. I recorded every interaction I had in 
the classroom by hitting audio-record on my 
phone’s screen, thus all informal teacher 
interviews were recorded in the same manner as 
formal interviews. 
Informal Student Interviews 

One-on-one conversations were frequent and 
occurred throughout the course of the study. 
Students often sought me out during transition 
and small-group times, as well as during free 
play, choice time, and recess. They told me 
things they loved about their classrooms and 
teachers, as well as stories from their families. 
One student in Connie’s class spent hours 
describing Hawai’ian and Samoan dance 
traditions in her family and her participation in 
traditional Hula ceremonies; another shared with 
me her cousins’ tradition of referring to one 
another as siblings. Students told me when they 
felt special or honored, when they were worried 
or afraid, and when they needed help. Students 
knew that I was interested in language, and they 
told me stories about and in their languages of 
comfort. All these informal conversations guided 
my understandings of student linguistic 
belonging. As with teacher informal interviews, I 
recorded all student informal interviews on a 
single device. 
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The Participant-Observer Approach  
My positionality—described above—was key 

to my role as a participant-observer in this 
research. I designed my interviews with teachers 
in the hopes that they would serve them in their 
classroom practice first and provide me with 
information as a researcher second. I intended 
these interviews as moments for them to make 
explicit their decision-making and to strategize 
with me about ways to improve the experiences 
of their students, including engaging in antiracist 
work, through asking questions about their 
practices, their goals, and their plans. I invited 
them to think aloud about their approaches and 
experiences with particular students and 
challenges in their classroom practice. We 
discussed dilemmas they encountered in terms of 
their plans, differences between their plans and 
their practices, and areas of uncertainty in their 
pedagogical approaches. This was a moment of 
collective thought, and I definitely encouraged 
teachers in leading the conversations that are the 
subject of this work. I considered myself a 
colleague of my participants, and thus, as we 
established relationships and our closeness grew, 
we shared thoughts and ideas with one another 
openly and freely.  

Through interviewing Connie repeatedly 
about her decision-making and thoughts 
regarding students’ language, I likely influenced 
the choices she made in the classroom about 
interacting with students. For instance, Connie 
stated: “We wouldn’t have for sure had some of 
these talks if you didn’t talk to me about these 
ideas and help me see that I could do it or that I 
needed to do it.” The critical conversations in 
Connie’s class may very well have not been part 
of typical classrooms at this age and grade—they 
might not have taken place had I not been 
present. The participant-observer role (e.g., 
Bronfenbrenner, 1995) allowed me to work 
collectively with Connie in building reasoning, 
justification, and space for such conversations. 
Connie had other influences around critical 
conversations as well; she received resources in 
the form of children’s literature and “starter 
questions” around critical conversations (though 

they were not framed as such) from a curriculum 
resource manager for her district, which she also 
stated were a driving force in her choice to 
engage in critical conversations.  

Ava, on the other hand, received some 
encouragement around courageous conversations 
from me, though we spent far less time discussing 
them. As stated above, interviews were intended 
to serve teachers. For Ava, this meant discussing 
disciplinary and counseling approaches for her 
students, framing and re-framing student 
behavior and work from an asset-based approach, 
and more basic survival approaches to her 
classroom (what to do when one of her students 
threw a chair and supplies all over the 
classroom). Additionally, Ava did not receive the 
same kinds of district resources around these 
conversations as Connie; her school- and district-
level curricular guidance was more focused on 
student socio-emotional learning and on positive 
disciplinary approaches. Like Connie, Ava shared 
that my presence was important in changing her 
classroom practice, but in different ways, and not 
around courageous conversations. She told me 
“It’s a good thing you were there when he was 
screaming like that; I wouldn’t have known what 
to do when I started crying.” The differences in 
resources around critical conversations in Ava’s 
and Connie’s classrooms are further explored in 
the resources section of the findings below. 
Transcription and Analysis 

Every day after collecting data, I re-listened 
and took voice-recorded notes. This was part of a 
process of interpretive phenomenological analysis 
(Smith et al., 2009), in which I used participants’ 
own words, thoughts, and actions rather than 
attempting to superimpose my interpretations on 
the data. For instance, I noted once, “This idea of 
how to have these conversations keeps coming up 
as point of contention, of worry, and of fear.” As 
the idea of conversations emerged more and 
more throughout the data, it became a primary 
theme of my work. Using the term “courageous” 
to describe such conversations matched these 
teachers experiences with such conversations; 
both Connie and Ava described the courage 
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needed to engage in these critical ways with their 
students.  

I developed a series of criteria informed by 
research in ethnographic transcription (Bucholtz, 
2000, 2007) as I chose which teacher data to 
transcribe. I recognized that I had spent many 
hours in these classrooms, and that not all data 
was relevant to the particular theme of 
courageous conversations; for instance, at no 
time did I witness an explanation for a writing 
assignment that constituted a courageous 
conversation. Informed by ethnographic 
transcription norms (Green et al., 1997; Ochs, 
1979), I chose to transcribe for 
representativeness. Data I chose to transcribe 
from interviews with teachers needed to include 
mention of conversations with children and 
contain at least two of the following subject-
specific words or derivatives: language, race, 
power, oppression, marginalization, dominance. 
As an example, derivatives of race would include 
racism, racist, race, or racial. Approximately 
twenty hours of teacher interviews met these 
criteria, and I transcribed this data in full.  
Two conversations that Connie led with her 
students during the times I was present dealt with 
topics of language and power, and therefore 
qualified as courageous conversations. I 
transcribed both of these. Finally, I listened to all 
the data in which I spoke with students—both 
formal interviews and informal conversations. I 
listened to conversations I had recorded with 
students during the days on which the two 
conversations took place in Connie’s class. I 
transcribed comments Connie’s students made 
about these conversations and references to them 
from future days. For other parts of my research, 
I transcribed any comments students made about 
feeling a sense of belonging, feeling special, or 
feeling included in classrooms, and those that 
were relevant to these two courageous 
conversations in Connie’s class were included in 
analyses for this study. Some simple comparisons 
in the findings section below illustrate student-
described belonging in relationship to these 
conversations. 

I analyzed all the transcribed data according to 
three primary themes, using classroom discourse 
analysis (e.g., Cazden, 2001; Erickson, 2004; 
Palmer et al., 2014) in examining specific 
student-teacher interactions from both the 
perspectives of the student and the teacher. I 
determined thematic categories based on 
recurring patterns within each of the 
transcription areas (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009; 
Seidman, 2013). The three themes, which align 
with each findings section, are detailed in the 
charts on the next page. 

As I analyzed the conversations and 
interviews, I developed sub-points based on 
repeated recurrences in the transcripts (Corbin et 
al., 2014). I analyzed how and when teachers 
considered instantiating courageous 
conversations; what stood in their way; and the 
content of these conversations. I considered what 
the conversations looked like, what teachers and 
students discussed, and what was left unsaid. I 
considered student linguistic belonging in 
relationship to the conversations that occurred. I 
then considered missed opportunities: What 
barriers prevented courageous conversations 
from happening? Why didn’t they happen in 
particular moments that teachers later identified 
as moments when they might have held these 
conversations?  
Member Checks 

I used member checks (Lincoln & Guba, 
1985) to verify coding for the interviews and 
results and to hold myself accountable to 
teachers, to recognize their best interests, and to 
write about them in ways I thought they 
themselves would use to characterize their 
teaching. Additionally, I understand teachers as 
the experts of their own practice, and member 
checks enabled me to determine whether I had 
identified and described patterns in their 
thoughts, feelings, and  
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Table 1:  
Themes for analysis 

Coding 
Category 
 

Teacher interview 
qualifications 

Student interview 
qualifications 

Observation qualifications 

 
Instantiating 
conversations 

Teachers talked 
about how to start or 
how to lead 
conversations about 
language, race, and 
power. 

 
Include mention of 

conversations with 
children and contain at 
least two of the 
following subject-
specific words or 
derivatives: language, 
race, power, 
oppression, 
marginalization, 
dominance 

NA Conversation involving a 
teacher and at least 1 student 
about language, race, or power 
(as noted above, these only 
occurred in Connie’s 
classroom).  

Linguistic 
Belonging 

Teachers talked 
about affirming, 
respecting, or valuing 
students’ language use 
in relationship to 
conversations about 
language, race, and 
power. 

Student discussed a 
conversation about 
language, race, or power 
and talked about their own 
feelings of belonging and 
their language use. 

Conversation involving a 
teacher and at least 1 student 
about language, race, or power 
in some combination and in 
which a teacher talked 
explicitly about student 
language use. 

Missed 
opportunities 

Teachers talked 
about missing the 
chance to talk about 
race, language, or 
power, individually or 
in relationship to one 
another. 

NA NA 

 
 
ideas, as well as to clarify any potential 
misinterpretations in my understanding of their 
interactions with students. Yet member checks 
also came with potential limitations. It was 
impossible to take an objective view of these two 

teachers, as member checks—and my general 
strategies of classroom involvement—led me to 
develop close and ongoing relationships with 
them. 
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Findings and Discussion 
Resources around Courageous 
Conversations  

Multiple researchers (Lee et al., 2006; 
Martínez, 2013) suggest that teachers might 
“collectively reframe” nondominant varieties as 
important and intelligent. Attempts to 
accomplish critical re-framing and transformative 
dialogue around students’ language use 
(Martínez, 2013; Nieto, 2002, 2018) were part 
of both teachers plans but were only instantiated 
in Connie’s classroom during my observations. 
For this reason, the first two sections of the 
findings, on dialogism within courageous 
conversations, and instantiating courageous 
conversations, focus solely on Connie’s 
classroom, while the final section on missed 
opportunities features interview data from both 
Connie and Ava. Eliminating Ava’s data 
completely from the study would mean an 
incomplete picture of when, how, and why 
teachers did not engage in conversations. Leaving 
out this data would constitute missing key 
findings around critical practice. 

In discussing the participant-observer 
approach above, I noted differences in the 
resources available to each teacher around 
courageous conversations. The first resource was 
time. Connie simply had more time for 
courageous conversations than Ava. In 
observations for other parts of this study, I noted 
that Ava spent almost twice as many talk-turns as 
Connie on issues related to behavior (e.g., 
reminding students to listen, asking students for 
attention, talking with students about kindness 
and sharing). Additionally, time devoted to 
planning for courageous conversations was not 
equal in the two classrooms. Much of Connie’s 
mathematics and literacy curriculum were guided 
by coaches who assisted in preparing specific 
lessons, leaving a larger portion of her planning 
time for courageous conversations, while Ava 
spent a larger portion of her planning time on 
math and literacy. Connie also received more 
resources in the form of encouragement from 
outside professionals, such as her mentor, and in 

terms of the provision of book lists and 
conversation starters related to critical thinking 
from district curriculum specialists. The fact that 
Connie was able to instantiate courageous 
conversations during the time I observed, while 
Ava was not, is no doubt explained in part by 
these differences; further explanation around why 
conversations didn’t occur—in both 
classrooms—are provided in the missed 
opportunities section below. 
The Dialogic Approach  

Notably, the two courageous conversations in 
Connie’s classroom shared features that were 
distinct from Connie’s other conversations with 
her students. When Connie led these 
conversations, she welcomed student ideas more 
than during other instruction. There were fewer 
prescribed right and wrong answers and Connie 
gave students more space and time to speak. 
These conversations were dialogic (e.g., Boyd & 
Markarian, 2015; Nystrand et al., 1997). For the 
purposes of this work, dialogic instruction is 
instruction that (1) privileges and centers on 
student thinking and ideas (Aukerman & Schult, 
2016) and (2) does not highlight “correct” 
answers or push students toward particular 
interpretations. Dialogic instruction offers 
students opportunities to share their opinions 
without judgement, and makes space for 
honoring student voices and experiences, 
approaches that hold promise for enhancing 
student belonging. Yet dialogic approaches are 
uncommon in classrooms (Applebee et al., 2003) 
and teachers are challenged by teaching 
dialogically (Billings & Fitzgerald, 2002; 
Christoph & Nystrand, 2001). The teachers in 
this study had been exposed to dialogic 
instruction in their teacher education program 
and had practiced leading at least one dialogic 
conversation with a small group, suggesting 
potential reasoning for such an approach, 
especially when it came to discussing topics that 
required courage. 

Connie described the importance of using 
dialogic instruction when social justice was part 
of her curriculum. She mentioned her desire to 
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hear about the multiple opinions of her students 
on issues related to social justice. She also 
imagined affirming these multiple perspectives 
and ideas: “They will raise their hand and share 
what they think or just a random opinion and 
that’s fine. I’ll just say ok. When we’ve had 
lessons for social studies like Martin Luther King 
and Rosa Parks there’s lots of opinions and lots of 
things that the kids think.”   
Instantiating Conversations and 
Linguistic Belonging 
The two conversations below illustrate a space in 
which Connie opened up discussion about 
students’ views of their language use and history. 
The conversations were defined by the “variation 
and contradiction that characterize students’ 
language ideologies” (Martínez, 2013, p. 280)—
the varied and complex ways in which students 
view their own language use. Connie never 
reached a point of critical analysis of dominant 
English with her students. Nevertheless, students 
who identified as using nondominant varieties 
mentioned such discussions repeatedly as they 
shared times during which they felt they belonged 
in their classrooms.  
Conversation 1: Language, Race and Power 
with the Text A Different Pond  

 Connie: [reading] “A kid at my school said 
my dad’s English sounds like a thick dirty 
 river, but I think it sounds like gentle 
rain.” Kailani, you have a connection?   
 Kailani: My dad used to speak Samoan and 
people didn’t really get his English. 
 Connie: It reminds you of your dad 
because of that. Juliana?  
 Juliana: I have a same thing as Kailani, but 
my dad still doesn’t know how to speak 
English. 
 Connie: What language does he speak?  
 Juliana: His manager is trying to teach him 
to speak English. 
 Connie: But what language does he speak 
at home? 
 Juliana: He’s trying to learn English. 
 Connie: But he speaks another language, 
right? What language does he speak at home?  
 Juliana: Spanish. 

 Connie: José? 
 José: It’s like my grandpa because he was 
born in Mexico a few years ago so he usually 
knows a few words of English but when he 
says it we can’t always get it. 
 Luke: My grandma came here she did not 
speak English and some people made fun of 
her and then she started working on her 
English. 
 Connie: What do you guys think about 
maybe people who maybe English is not their 
first  language and maybe their English 
sounds a little bit different from ours or from 
their  teachers or from people who maybe are 
born here…Kailani?  
 Kailani: I think that that’s kind of mean 
because people are trying their best to try to 
 speak English and that’s just not... that’s 
just not supporting them and that’s not 
making  them want to speak English. 
 Luke: They’re just making them feel bad. 
 Junior: That’s kind of like my grandma 
because people always make fun of my 
grandma. 
 Connie: And that’s not very nice, right? 
That would probably make them feel bad? 
 Kaitlin?  
 Kaitlin: I think it’s mean because if it 
sounds weird then they’re learning. 
 Connie: Yeah, and that’s called an accent 
can you guys say accent? 
 Children: Accent. 
 Connie: That means like when they speak 
English because English was not their first 
language when they’re trying to speak 
English, it kind of has a similar sounding to 
whatever language they used to speak. And 
really that just tells you what their first 
 language is and it tells you that they’re 
learning but it doesn’t make them any less of a 
person or that’s not a reason to make fun of 
them.  

 
Using dialogic approaches, Connie welcomed 

students’ voices, ideas, and experiences, and, 
through doing so, helped her students come to 
understand the emotions people might 
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experience as they faced linguistic discrimination. 
Connie prompted her students to share stories 
related to their language use, and many of them 
did. She pressed her students to name and 
recognize languages other than English (Spanish) 
as important. Furthermore, she suggested to her 
students that linguistic discrimination could be 
hurtful, and offered an alternative approach—
recognizing first language use and understanding 
an accent as a marker of multilingualism. 

Connie presented her students with a right 
and wrong way to approach discussing language 
use with nondominant language speakers (“that’s 
not very nice”), and she taught students 
vocabulary surrounding language use (“that’s 
called an accent”). While Connie recognized the 
importance of celebrating that nondominant 
language users were learning to use English, she 
didn’t suggest celebrating or honoring 
nondominant language users’ own varieties. This 
practice of honoring native language is a 
necessary element of a courageous conversation 
(Martínez, 2013; Balinbin Santos & Fujii, 2020, 
Palmer, 2009).  

Connie also chose not to disclose to her 
students her own reasoning about linguistic 
discrimination, thoughts she discussed extensively 
with me during interviews, such as when she said 
“It’s not fair that students have to use just one 
kind of English in class and that only one way of 
writing things is right, but that is how it is in 
school and I want to talk with them more about 
it.” She did not discuss with her students any of 
the history behind linguistic discrimination, nor 
did she suggest celebrating (rather than simply 
accepting) multilingualism, an approach that is an 
important part of such conversations in affirming 
student identity and language use (e.g., Palmer, 
2014). Connie’s hesitation around addressing 
beliefs related to race and power in critical 
conversation with students is common among 
teachers (e.g., Balinbin Santos & Fujii, 2020), 
and collective movements that provide rehearsals 
and protocols around such conversations may be 
necessary to promote the instantiation of 
discussions of power in relationship to race and 
language (Balinbin Santos et al., 2021; Murdock-

Perriera, 2021; Balinbin Santos & Fujii, 2020; 
Yamauchi et al., 2020). 

Connie and her students agreed that actively 
making fun of a person for their nondominant 
English use was wrong, but they didn’t consider 
together why dominant English was valued, why 
teasing might occur, or the roots of stereotypes 
about language use. They didn’t develop a critical 
consciousness (Bartolomé, 2004) to question 
structures of power around language (Cummins, 
2000). Similarly, while Connie emphasized an 
asset-based approach to multilingualism, leading 
Juliana to recognize her father’s competence in 
Spanish, she didn’t discuss why it was so 
important to her that Juliana name the language 
in which her father was already competent, and 
missed a chance to, “build a more sophisticated 
notion of language acquisition” (Cummins, 2000, 
p. 540). 

In this first conversation, Connie relied on the 
text itself, and was unable to engage in a full 
exploration of linguistic discrimination, raising 
further questions about how literature might be 
used and how teachers might move beyond 
books, which are a popular entry point among 
teachers for such conversations (e.g., Short, 
2012; Yates, 2019). A second conversation 
below, followed by notes from interviews with 
students, provides further context into what 
courageous conversations looked and felt like in 
Connie’s classroom:   
Conversation 2: Language and Hawaiian 
Culture and Heritage 

 Connie: And then we’re gonna talk about 
Mount Waiʻaleʻale. Can you say it: Wai-lay-a-
 lay- a?  
 Students: Mount Wai lay-a lay-a lay-a lay-
a… 
 Connie: We’re actually gonna say it 
correctly because if you don’t say it correctly 
it’s  actually it’s not very polite because this 
mountain is in Hawaii…Yes, Kailani? 
 Kailani: Waiʻale is my Hawaiian name. 
 Connie: Yeah!  
 Kailani: But just Waiʻale, not the extra 
lay-a. 
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 Connie: Yeah, just one of them. 
 Student: That’s in Hawaii?  
 Kailani: Yeah. 
 [Connie discussed other topics, including a 
geography lesson on identifying mountain 
ranges. She then showed students images of 
mountain ranges, identified them for students, 
and then had them read the names aloud in 
chorus.] 
 Students: Rocky Mountains. Sierra 
Nevada. Appalachian Mountains. Mount 
Wailea lea  lea.  
 Connie: Listen. Mount Waiʻaleʻale. 
 Students: Mount Waiʻaleʻale. 
 Connie: Okay, I’m gonna give you all one 
picture… 
 Student: Lay-a, lay-a  
 Connie: How many “lay-a’s” are there?  
 Student: Two!  
 Connie: Okay, Waiʻaleʻale. Like the letter 
“y” and then two “lay-a’s”  
 Berni: Not like lay-a, lay-a, lay-a, lay-a, 
lay-a 
 Connie: Yeah, that’s right. Because doing 
it like that that’s actually making fun of the 
 name of the mountain or Kailani’s name. 
That’s her name. So that would be like 
making  fun of her. 
 Kailani: And the culture. 
 Connie: And her culture, the culture. 
Right. And we don’t want to do that.  
 
Connie recognized Kailani’s connection to her 

name and language use enthusiastically, and she 
required that her students learned to correctly 
pronounce Mount Waiʻaleʻale, emphasizing the 
importance of getting it “right” multiple times. 
She reasoned with her students about why they 
should avoid mispronouncing the word 
Waiʻaleʻale (“Because doing it like that, that’s 
actually making fun of the name of the mountain 
or Kailani’s name”) and helped her students to 
explicitly link language use to personhood 
(“That’s her name. So that would be like making 
fun of her”). When Connie and I spoke later, 
however, she was frustrated with her work 

during this conversation. She wanted her students 
to learn about Hawaiian language and culture, not 
just “tell them what to do.” Again, Connie 
struggled with a moment of recognizing and 
engaging in a critically conscious approach 
(Bartolomé, 2004), one which training and 
practice could have guided her to enact (Balinbin 
Santos & Fujii, 2020; Yamauchi et al., 2020). 

Furthermore, Connie recognized that she had 
not adequately guided the students to connect 
language and culture. Kailani herself brought up 
connections between language and culture (“and 
the culture”) and Connie agreed (“and her 
culture, the culture. Right”), but Connie wished 
she had talked to students “about how culture was 
related to language”. She wanted to help her 
students recognize that making fun of a particular 
word in another language was a form of racism. 
Here once again, Connie did not fully reach a 
point of critical consciousness with her students. 

Yet students in Connie’s classroom who used 
nondominant varieties remembered both 
conversations about language and power and 
referenced them during interviews. Whereas 
during a selected sample of other whole-class 
conversations (those not related to issues of 
language, race and power), 20-40% of student 
comments included personal connections, during 
conversations pertaining to language, race and 
power, 50-80% of comments from students 
included personal connections. In analyzing all 
formal interviews with students, 40% of students 
in Connie’s class remembered these 
conversations positively. Importantly, 80% of 
students who spoke nondominant varieties at 
home mentioned these two specific conversations 
in interviews at least three weeks after the 
conversations had taken place. Students described 
these conversations in formal interviews as times 
during which they “felt special” (Kaitlin), 
“belonged” (Kailani) or “felt like [my teacher] 
liked me” (Kailani). The significance of these 
conversations in student memories indicated their 
importance in terms of students’ linguistic 
belonging in the classroom. 

While it is impossible to draw broad and 
general conclusions from a few conversations and 
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a single classroom of students, the findings 
suggest that courageous conversations about the 
relationships among race, language, and power 
may hold untapped potential for linguistic 
belonging of students who use nondominant 
varieties and languages. Students’ memories of, 
enthusiasm around, and positive feelings about 
these specific conversations speak to the potential 
of engaging critically and courageously as ways to 
affirm student identity and language use. 

Researchers call for teacher awareness in 
critically examining the power relationships 
inherent within multilingual classrooms (e.g., 
Bartolomé, 2004), and recommend that teachers 
engage in critical discussion with their students in 
confronting inequity related to language and 
language hierarchies (e.g., Nieto, 2002). The 
practices in Connie’s classroom and student 
responses to these conversations demonstrate the 
importance and potential of these conversations. 

Considering multilingualism through studying 
languages other than English (Lucas & Grinberg, 
2008) and moving beyond linguistic features to 
“consider students’ identities, to interrogate 
structures of power” (Cummins, 2000, p. 540) 
are keys in celebrating and honoring students’ 
linguistic belonging. Connie strove to accomplish 
both of these critical standpoints, but was unable 
to fully enact either. What this engagement 
should and could like in elementary school, how 
it takes place or doesn’t, and how to start such 
conversations with young children remain 
primary questions of this work, as examined 
below.  
Missed Opportunities 

The teachers in this study demonstrated 
complex and challenging relationships as they 
considered discussing language, race, power, and 
the interaction of structural oppression, 
especially racism, with their students. While they 
expressed the importance of highlighting these 
topics with urgency, they felt they lacked the 
knowledge to lead conversations effectively and 
the knowledge to instantiate these conversations 
in the first place, a feeling shared among many 
teacher candidates (e.g., Agiro, 2020). Connie 

and Ava hesitated to put the knowledge, 
understanding, and beliefs they did have into 
practice with regard to challenging the status quo 
and illustrating histories of racial violence and 
linguistic hegemony associated with dominant 
English. Such hesitation around courageous 
conversations is common among teachers, and 
demonstrates a point of necessity on the part of 
researchers and teacher education programs to 
act (Yamauchi, 2020; Balinbin Santos & Fujii, 
2020). 

Both teachers described internal conflicts in 
terms of seeing English as “dominating” or 
“damaging” vs. seeing it as “normal” or 
“professional.” On multiple occasions, Connie 
emphasized students’ writing and speaking 
needing to be “professional,” specifically in 
contrast to allowing them to write and speak in 
languages other than English, revealing an 
implied belief that only English writing and 
speaking could be professional. Similarly, Ava, in 
the exchange below, highlights the importance of 
using dominant English patterns with a student 
who uses African American English patterns in 
her writing: 

Jackie: And then I’m’a say that she’s gonna get 
it. So I’m gonna write “gonna get it” 
Ava: Gonna isn’t actually a word. We actually 
use a professional way of saying it, which  is 
‘going to’. Do you know how to write ‘going 
to”?   

In fact, both teachers presented views of 
dominant English as normative to their students 
in individual writing conferences and small 
reading groups. Below, Connie emphasizes an 
English reading of a word over a Spanish one: 

Bertie, reading: “Then, we will go to the 
estore.” 
Connie: That word is said like “store.” “Then, 
we will go to the store.” 

 
Yet when I asked teachers directly if they 

believed English should be dominant or the norm 
in schools, both teachers discussed their interest 
in resisting dominant English as a norm (Connie: I 
want kids to speak and write in any language), in 
questioning the power associated with it (Ava: I 
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want them to see it’s not right that we always 
make them do things in English), and even 
mentioned structural racism, genocide, and 
diaspora in relation to the domination of White 
and wealthy English in United States classrooms 
(see longer quotation from Ava below). In short, 
teachers’ beliefs about dominant English, and 
their enacted classroom practice with regard to 
dominant English, were at odds with one 
another, again a pattern commonly identified in 
research and practice around courageous 
conversations (Singleton, 2015). Both teachers 
felt conflicted about teaching students to use 
dominant English and preparing them for a status 
quo that privileged dominant ways of using 
English, a founded concern often shared by 
Parents of Color (Palmer, 2014). This is further 
described in the quotation from my interview 
with Connie below. 

Teachers’ conflicting views and practices were 
compounded by contradictions in their thinking 
about whether or not elementary students would 
be able to understand conversations about 
language, race, and power; contradictions that 
often fail to recognize the lived experiences of 
Students of Color, especially among teachers 
from dominant backgrounds (Martínez, 2013; 
Flores & Rosa, 2015). In the interview below, as 
Connie questions how she could facilitate such a 
conversation, she contradicts her previous 
assertion that students would be ready for it (“Or 
would they get it, you know?”), and misses a 
crucial opportunity in which she could lead a 
conversation, one that might be recognized with 
training and guidance in this area (Yamauchi et 
al., 2020). Below, Connie describes challenges 
related to her students’ understanding of the 
relationship between language and power:  

 LMP: Being explicit with kids about the 
relationship with language and power. Do you 
imagine doing that?  
 Connie: Yeah, for sure and it’s one of the 
things I’m thinking about. When do I have 
that conversation with students? Especially 
because they are old enough to really 
understand  or begin to understand what 
power is. They probably have noticed places 

where they speak x language and places where 
they speak y language, and at school there’s 
generally one language that is spoken and one 
way of talking in particular. And I think, yeah, 
I would love to talk explicitly with kids. 
There are a lot of things I would like to talk 
explicitly about, just make very clear. But I 
don’t know when that would happen. Or 
 really how. Or would they get it, you 
know? 

 
Connie expressed the desire to have 

conversations about language, culture, and power 
with her students (“I would love to talk explicitly 
with kids”). She even noted that her students 
would likely be ready for such conversations in 
some capacity (“Especially because they are old 
enough to really understand or begin to 
understand what power is … at school there’s 
generally one language that is spoken and one 
way of talking in particular”). Yet Connie didn’t 
describe exactly what the content of such 
conversations would be (“There are a lot of things 
I would like to talk explicitly about, just make 
very clear”), and, most importantly, the reality of 
leading such a conversation eluded her (“But I 
don’t know when that would happen. Or really 
how”).  

Both teachers discussed not reaching their 
goals in terms of helping students “question the 
system”. Moments when teachers might have 
brought up their concerns about dominant 
English characterized both teachers’ practices, 
including times students brought up such topics 
themselves (as in the example above with Kailani 
mentioning culture) and even more frequently 
times when teachers identified dominant English 
as “standard”, “readable”, or “professional” (in 
writing conferences analyzed for other parts of 
this work) without revealing to students their 
own sense of questioning and uncertainty related 
to this domination.  

While I didn’t witness a courageous 
conversation in Ava’s classroom, she mentioned 
such conversations as important, discussing her 
work surrounding Black Lives Matter on a day 
prior to the start of my observations: “We 
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brainstormed a list of reasons why Black lives 
matter... It was like, ‘Yes, we believe in this 
classroom Black lives matter so let’s list some 
reasons why.’” Yet for Ava, as for many teachers 
(Singleton, 2015; Balinbin Santos & Fujii, 2020), 
the complications of such conversations made 
leading them difficult. In fact, Ava didn’t 
recognize the potential problems with asking her 
students to justify why their own lives mattered. 
Below, Ava discusses an example from her 
student teaching: 

There’s a little girl in my Kinder class…I was 
teaching in a school where the kids were super 
affluent or were super not. The kids that were 
not were predominantly Latino  English 
learners and she fell into that category. I was 
chatting with kids and we were  speaking a 
little bit of Spanish…This girl was like, ‘Oh I 
don’t speak Spanish.’ Her  English is with an 
accent and she speaks Spanish with her mom. I 
was like, ‘Oh, what makes you say that.’ And 
she said, ‘No, I don’t speak Spanish, Spanish is 
bad.’ …It’s  awful. It broke my heart. Kids 
are getting some really insane messages from 
our leaders in this country about what it 
means to be an American, what is valued, 
what is not accepted and language is a huge 
part of that. One of the easiest ways to tell 
whether or not someone is a ‘real American’ 
is the language that you hear them speaking. 
 
Ava was upset about the messages children 

receive about language in and out of school (“It’s 
awful. It broke my heart.”), as well as noting 
structural roots of these messages. Yet she didn’t 
know how to address the language ideology 
expressed by the student or how she might 
address this topic in her classroom; after Ava 
shared this example with me, I asked her what 
she might do if this happened in her classroom 
today and she replied: “That is a really big 
question for me.”  

Big questions and uncertainty around 
courageous conversations characterized both 
teachers’ practices. Ava expressed her awareness 
of, and concern with, the role of racism and the 
relationship of race and power with regard to 

language, as well as her desire to take action 
against raciolinguistic discrimination. During my 
time in her classroom, however, she did not 
initiate conversation of these topics with her 
students. She expressed uncertainty about exactly 
what she would say and what such conversations 
would look like: 

 LMP: What kinds of things would you say?  
 Ava: I feel like I would probably say 
something like, ‘What do you notice about 
the way that I speak and is it similar to the 
way you speak or is it different? Do I sound 
like other grown-ups, other teachers, other 
people you know?” and use that as a jumping 
off point.  So, ‘The way you talk might not be 
the same way that I talk and there’s this thing 
called the language of power, it’s standard 
English, it’s my job to make sure you are as 
well versed and capable of that as possible but 
it’s a made-up thing that no one in  particular 
decided was the official way things are but it is 
the way things are right now…Has anyone 
ever told you there’s only one way to talk in 
school?’ And just see  what they have to say. 
 
Ava was interested in problematizing a single 

right way to use language (“it’s a made-up 
thing”), in asking students about their experiences 
and listening to their responses (“Has anyone ever 
told you there’s only one way to talk in school?”). 
Yet contrary to her self-described beliefs about 
institutional racism in relation to English in 
schools, Ava did not imagine discussing structural 
racism in relationship to language, in fact she 
suggested being dishonest with students about the 
origins of dominant English in schools (“it’s a 
made-up thing that no one in particular decided 
was the official way things are”). Even in her 
imagined conversation, she was unable to call out 
or recognize the role of racism and the centering 
of Whiteness and wealth in the domination of 
English in schools. 

The logistics of how such a conversation 
would happen, contradictions in her own 
perspective, and concerns about how to explain 
concepts like dominant English prevented Ava 
from putting her plans for a conversation like this 
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into action; Ava told me she was never able to 
have the conversation she described above with 
her students. The interview with Ava below 
characterizes this uncertainty: 

 LMP: Do you see it as possible to do 
both—to prepare students for the world as it 
is and  to allow them to envision what sounds 
like maybe your ideal?  
 Ava: Yes and no because—this is the 
paradigm of stuff: we are being prepared to 
teach kids the world as it is with a vision of 
what we want it to be. But I’m also like at 
what point are we gonna say f- it we’re gonna 
do what we want and stick to our guns and 
stop sticking to the status—that’s really what 
you’re doing you’re sticking to the status quo 
if you’re preparing kids for the status quo. But 
also I’m not gonna screw kids over because  
I’m also a pessimist and I don’t think things 
are gonna change that quickly, especially right 
now. I change my mind all the time.  
Ava was not sure it was even possible to have 

such discussions with students (“Yes and no”; “I 
change my mind all the time”). Furthermore, she 
felt pulled in multiple directions, and without 
guidance in this regard, she resorted to inaction, 
like many of her colleagues (e.g., Singleton, 
2015). Ava indicated that teaching students how 
to use exclusively dominant English meant 
preparing them to perpetuate a world in which 
dominant English maintained a powerful position 
(“that’s really what you’re doing you’re sticking 
to the status quo if you’re preparing kids for the 
status quo”), a world that accepted ongoing 
racism and linguistic discrimination as the 
“norm”. Ava also recognized that avoiding 
teaching dominant English altogether could 
“screw kids over”. Most importantly, a world in 
which Ava both questioned dominant English and 
taught students to access this code of power 
seemed impossible, unseeable, unimaginable to 
her. 

If given the opportunity to further question 
their own practices, teachers might have taken 
advantage of moments when conversations could 
have taken hold (Yamauchi et al., 2020). They 
could have questioned with students who decides 

what is “professional” and suggested, or even 
insisted, that languages other than English be 
considered both normal and professional in the 
spaces of their classrooms. They might have taken 
this questioning one step further to recognize and 
problematize the fact that White and wealthy 
ways of using language are viewed as normative 
in our classrooms, and they might have discussed 
why dominant English is privileged in relationship 
to patterns of structural racism, racial violence, 
and genocide in our national and world history—
patterns that were examined elsewhere in their 
curricula solely in relation to racism.  

Such “missed connections” were not just 
missed by teachers. As I noted teachers 
prompting their students to speak “professionally” 
or to write “like a published book,” I frequently 
found myself thinking something was missing; 
later I recognized moments like these as times 
when teachers might have spoken about how 
linguistic discrimination mirrored racist 
discrimination. These moments were 
opportunities for teachers to make ties to their 
already-existing antiracist curricula, such as Ava’s 
unit in which her students crated Black Lives 
Matter signs and hung them around the school. 
All of us with dominant background 
characteristics need to see, hear, and seek to 
understand and bring forward nondominant 
narratives, and those who teach teachers and 
childcare professionals must urgently question 
our own pedagogical approaches, seeking to 
identify and act on moments for connection and 
discussion, moments to dismantle power. We 
must consider how to present linguistic 
discrimination in relationship to each of our social 
identities, and our intersectional identities—and 
this work is complicated and delicate, especially 
with young children. Without examining our 
own dominant characteristics and training—
Whiteness, English-use—and celebrating our 
students’ nondominant ones, teachers and 
teacher educators alike will not be able to 
substantiate these vital conversations. 
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Significance 
Courageous conversations merit further 

exploration as we consider their role in 
enhancing student linguistic belonging and in 
pushing back against a centuries-long history of 
racial violence and oppression related to language 
(Palmer, 2014). Further research in this area 
could connect current approaches to helping 
teachers have such conversations (e.g., Balinbin 
Santos et al., 2021; Andrews, 2019) with studies 
of student linguistic belonging to determine 
whether such conversations could positively 
impact the linguistic belonging of students using 
nondominant varieties.  

Considering the direct effects of courageous 
conversations requires practical work in teacher 
education: training teachers in understanding 
their own perspectives on these issues, as well as 
encouraging teachers to take critical stances and 
recognize moments of missed connection. 

Teachers need more time dedicated not only 
to developing antiracist stances toward their 
students, but most significantly to putting these 

beliefs into practice; teachers need to consider 
and rehearse exactly how to start, phrase, and 
continue such conversations with their students, 
to think about when such conversations might be 
relevant, and what they would look like based on 
individual teacher and student characteristics 
(Murdock-Perriera, 2021; Balinbin Santos et al., 
2021) 

Recognizing the need for resources around 
conversations about language and power is 
essential. In seeking to enhance linguistic 
belonging, and the schooling experience, of 
students who use nondominant varieties, we 
must move toward specific support for programs 
in teacher education and professional 
development that model courageous 
conversations. These conversations are vital as we 
consider the lives of our youngest learners in our 
multilingual schools. 
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Introduction 
Veronica, an immigrant from Mexico in her 

early 30s, searched intently through the piles of 
magazines scattered across the table, looking for 
the perfect image for her timeline. She settled on 
a striking photo of a female pop singer in a power 
suit, commanding the front of the stage with a 
large backing band supporting her. She glued the 
photo onto the far end of her timeline, 
representing her future goal of becoming a 
professional singer. A few tables away, the 
Ramirez family worked together on the “past” 
section of their timeline, sharing fond memories 
of extended family gatherings while Ali, a 14-
year-old second generation immigrant, chose 
images of cupcakes to represent her future goal of 
becoming a pastry chef. Through envisioning 
significant events and goals past, present and 
future, participants in La Voz Inmigrante 
workshop were able to build up a mutual 
understanding of the ways their cultural practices 
have helped sustain themselves and their families 
through the many challenges they have faced. 
Sharing both hardships and goals, participants 
recognized and supported one another’s identities 
and voices.  

This scene is from La Voz Inmigrante, a 
workshop that brought Latinx immigrant families 
in our community together to share experiences 
and make connections. The workshop was 
grounded in principles of popular education that 
recognize that people’s lives and experiences are 
important and powerful sources of knowledge 
and curricula for solving problems. As COVID-
19 transfers much of the responsibility of public 
schools onto families, we believe it is more  
 

important than ever to understand and affirm the 
various ways that families support their young 
learners. Immigrant parents bring with them 
approaches to education that are 
intergenerational and make use of cultural 
practices (e.g., family stories, dichos, language, 
cooking, and dance) to strengthen ethnic and 
cultural identity. These approaches are also key 
features of popular education. The purpose of 
this manuscript is not to present academic 
research findings, per se, but rather to share an 
example of some of the methods we used to enact 
popular education with Latinx families in our 
community. A critical goal of ours was to help 
participants build connections and capacity with 
one another, and also to facilitate our own 
learning as we strive to model democratic and 
equity-focused pedagogies. As academics and 
teacher educators, it is important that we include 
the experiences of the families we serve in our 
approaches to knowledge-building. In this piece, 
we ask, how can educators learn from these 
practices and help build stronger and more just 
communities and schools?  
Popular Education in Latinx 
Communities 

Popular education is an inquiry-based 
approach to teaching and learning that was 
developed and promulgated by Freire (1970), 
Horton (1990), and Chicana and Black feminist 
scholars including hooks (1994) and Delgado 
Bernal (2001). The Highlander Research and 
Education Center describes popular education as 
“a process that combines people’s experiences to 
develop collective analysis and strategies for 
action for positive social change” (Highlander 
Research and Education Center, n.d., 

Greg McClure Shanan Fitts                         Liliana Martinez 
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Methodologies section, para. 1). Further, 
educators taking this approach recognize that it is 
the people who are most affected by injustice 
who have the knowledge, skills, and experience 
needed to confront those injustices. The popular 
education process begins by naming one’s 
personal experiences and collectivizing these 
experiences to draw out themes related to the 
distribution of power, such as access to education 
or control over one’s own body or economic 
resources. The goal of this process is to awaken in 
people the realization that they have a right to 
participate in and transform their communities, 
what Freire called conscientização, or critical 
consciousness (Freire, 1973). Within Latinx 
communities, the tools of popular education have 
been utilized by community organizers (National 
Network for Immigrant and Refugee Rights, 
2005; Volkmer, 2018), in community-based, 
participatory research (Dyrness, 2011; Sahay, 
Thatcher, Núñez, & Lightfoot, 2016; Streng, 
Rhodes, Ayala, Eng, Arceo, & Phipps, 2004), as 
well as within more intimate spaces within the 
home (Delgado Bernal, 2001; Villenas, 2005). 
While some of this work has occurred within K-
12 schooling contexts (Gutstein, 2007; Irizarry, 
2011), educators who take on these approaches 
may face marginalization, pushback, or outright 
censure. For example, in his work as a middle-
school math teacher in Chicago Public Schools, 
Gutstein (2007) engaged his students, all of 
whom were Latinx, in learning about 
mathematics so that they would be able read their 
world and investigate and interrogate injustice (p. 
443). Gutstein’s students conducted analyses of 
land development and gentrification in their 
neighborhoods, and developed arguments 
couched in data and research. Gutstein also 
brought his students to city meetings so they 
could listen to community members discuss the 
benefits and consequences of proposed 
development. But while Gutstein’s students 
responded positively to the real-world problems 
and projects they engaged with, he was asked to 
leave by an administrator who did not support 
this focus. Although Gutstein’s students and their 
parents spoke up on his behalf, and it was the 

administrator who eventually left, his story 
provides a clear example of the challenges faced 
by public school educators who engage their 
students in agentic, problem-posing education.  

In Project Fuerte, which was a participatory 
action research project conducted with high 
school students in Connecticut, Irizarry (2011) 
skirted some of the criticisms faced by Gutstein 
by offering his course voluntarily and as an 
elective. However, he faced many other 
challenges, including working with Latinx 
students who were not academically prepared to 
take a course focused on critical inquiry after 
years of being treated “as disposable, unworthy of 
investment, and incapable of original thought and 
higher-order thinking” (p. 10). Irizarry shares 
that his students lacked knowledge of their own 
histories as Latinx people and questioned their 
own educability. However, the students who 
participated in his class had the opportunity, over 
the course of two years, to learn about their 
histories, and develop research questions and 
projects. They collected and analyzed data in 
their communities, wrote academic manuscripts, 
and developed curricula that teachers could use 
to improve education for Latinx youth. Irizarry 
argues that the benefits and rewards of engaging 
youth in inquiry-based social justice education 
outweigh the many challenges.  

Gutstein and Irizarry provide positive 
examples of the ways that the principles of 
popular education can be applied in middle and 
high school contexts, but one benefit of 
conducting popular education in community-
based settings is that such spaces allow for 
intergenerational learning and advocacy to take 
root. If popular education seeks the 
transformation of our communities, then creating 
spaces for people who have less access to schools, 
colleges, or universities is important. In the 
current project, we aim to develop workshops 
and events that bring together Latinx community 
members from a wide range of ages and 
backgrounds to share experiences, learn some 
new skills, and develop language and tools for 
advocating for themselves and their families in 
those areas that they identify as important. 
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Before we move on to discuss our methods 
and share some findings from the pilot workshop 
that we describe here, we want to make our own 
positionality clear. Two of the authors, Greg and 
Shanan, are White, European-American, teacher 
educators who work at a large state university 
which is located in a rural and politically 
conservative town. We both speak English as our 
first language and have learned Spanish during 
adulthood; our relative bilingualism has always 
been seen as an asset and a source of pride. 
Liliana is an elementary school teacher who 
identifies as a bilingual Mexican-American. She 
grew up in a rural small town and learned English 
as a second language by attending a monolingual 
elementary school. As a beginning teacher who 
seeks to enact culturally sustaining pedagogies in 
her classroom, Liliana provided valuable feedback 
on the content, and helped with editing and 
translating the manuscript into Spanish. Greg and 
Shanan have achieved tenure, and therefore have 
the privilege to be able to express our beliefs and 
“talk back” to authority figures if we observe 
injustice (hooks, 1989). We want to 
acknowledge that, for immigrants and people of 
color oppression is not just an idea or a word, “it 
is about pain—the pain of hunger, the pain of 
overwork, the pain of loneliness, the pain of loss, 
the pain of isolation, the pain of exile—spiritual 
and physical” (hooks, 1989, p. 4). As we work to 
create spaces for people to share experiences, we 
are aware that we are asking them to share their 
pain as well as their joy and hopes. We state this 
to temper what may read to some as an overly 
optimistic mindset vis-à-vis the value of this 
work.   
Popular education in the context of 
Hightown 

Hightown is a small rural university town 
with a long-standing presence of Latinx laborers 
who have propped up the area’s Christmas tree, 
construction, and hospitality industries. Over the 
past 20 years the Latinx population has shifted 
from mostly single, male migrant laborers with 
H2A work visas to include more families who put 
down roots and call the area home. It is critical to 

highlight that many families in this area are 
mixed-status, and their employment and 
educational opportunities are mediated by 
documentation. While the Latinx community still 
represents less than 10% of the region’s 
population, the presence of more families has 
resulted in a significant increase in the numbers of 
immigrant and bilingual students in the school 
district. Recently, there have been more efforts 
to engage the Latinx community in school and 
community initiatives and events. 

We have been involved in ethnographic 
research and community-based organizations in 
the Latinx community since 2011 when we 
conducted a two-year project to investigate the 
incorporation of Latinx immigrants in our rural 
southern region. Since the conclusion of our 
research project, we have maintained our 
involvement with Latinx immigrant families in 
various ways. We have created and implemented 
summer programming for youth, assisted with 
after-school family involvement programs, and 
volunteered with the local immigrant justice 
committee. Through our ethnographic research, 
we learned about the centrality of confianza and 
social networks for the survivance of Latinx 
immigrants in our region (Fitts & McClure, 
2015). The concept of confianza implies a union 
of trust and confidence— confidence in oneself 
and others (Dyrness, 2011). In the La Voz 
Inmigrante workshop, we wanted to create a 
space of confianza within which families could 
share their experiences and strategies for thriving 
in our rural southern town.  

To help us plan and facilitate the workshop, 
we collaborated with Beth Romero, an 
immigrant from Mexico who has lived in 
Hightown for more than 15 years. Beth is a 
community organizer and has strong connections 
to many Latinx families in our area. We first met 
Beth in 2011 when we were seeking interview 
participants for our investigation into how Latinx 
families came to call this region home. One of 
our university colleagues introduced us to Beth 
because she was a recognized leader in the local 
Latinx community. Among her contributions, she 
has facilitated community dialogues related to 
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policing, helped to spearhead a project to provide 
people with access to identification cards, 
organized fundraisers to support a family 
reunification program called Palomas Mensajeras 
de Michoacán, and started a folklorico dance 
troupe. Beth met with us in advance to plan 
workshop activities, scheduled the space for the 
workshop, helped recruit participants, and 
helped facilitate our activities. Our workshop was 
held on a Saturday during the summer of 2019 in 
the lower level of the Catholic church in town. 
All activities were conducted in Spanish. There 
were fifteen participants from four different 
families: seven adults, five children, and three 
facilitators. None of the participants was a recent 
arrival to the US; in fact, most have been in the 
area for more than ten years. All of the adults are 
active members of our local community and we 
have built relationships with them over time and 
in a variety of capacities. 

To develop the workshop, we looked to 
curricula from the Highlander Center (2018), the 
Center for Participatory Change (Volkmer, 
2018), and the National Network of Immigrant 
and Refugee Rights (Cho, Paz y Puente, Louie, & 
Khoka, 2005). These organizations’ popular 
education curricula centralize several key design 
principles: lived experience, critical thinking, 
active participation, multiple modes of learning, 
exploration of intersectional identities and 
oppression, and the development of people’s 
capacities for self-expression and advocacy. In 
what follows, we illustrate how we attempted to 
realize these design principles in the context of 
one workshop, and what we learned from our 
participants along the way. In keeping with 
language justice and multilingual modes of 
learning, we have left some participant comments 
in the language in which they were shared. We 
argue that working towards equity and liberation 
requires those with dominant identities to give up 
power so that others may claim it. The Center 
for Participatory Change’s Language Justice 
Curriculum introduces the idea of language 
justice this way: 

Language justice is not just about being able to 
speak in our chosen language. 

It's the radical assertion that one needn't exile 
any aspect of their cultural and language 
inheritance in order to be heard. (Baena in 
Volkmer, 2018, p. 5) 
While we have translated most material for 

our readers, we hope that opting not to translate 
a few participant comments allows their words, 
sentiments, and identities more space and power.  

The first and possibly most important feature 
of popular education is the significance of lived 
experience for exploring and solving problems. 
To experiment with an embodied exploration of 
oppression and power in our lives, we opened 
the workshop with an interactive game called 
House, Inhabitant, and Tempest (Cahnmann-
Taylor & Souto-Manning, 2010, pp. 50-51). In 
this game, participants break up into groups of 
three. Two people join hands to make a roof and 
a house while the third person stands under the 
roof as the inhabitant. The facilitator calls out 
“house,” “inhabitant,” or “tempest,” to indicate 
who has to move. When inhabitant is called, the 
inhabitants must move to a new house. If house is 
called, the people who are houses have to find a 
new partner and new inhabitant. If tempest is 
called, everyone is up-ended and must move and 
find a new group with whom they create a new 
house and inhabitant. This game got everyone 
moving and laughing, and also led to important 
reflections when we sat down to debrief. Two of 
the fathers in our group, Luis and Tomás, shared 
that the game reflects some of the challenges they 
faced when first coming to the U.S.—not 
knowing where you are going to live, or needing 
to move abruptly when your landlord raises your 
rent or asks you to leave. We observed that 
during gameplay, some of the houses were too 
small for the inhabitant, like when Tomás had to 
move into a house formed by two of the children. 
Luis shared that when he and his family arrived in 
North Carolina, they had to stay in one room. 
“That is how we live our lives, always running, 
but always protecting our children,” explained 
Sandra. House, Inhabitant and Tempest opened 
up conversations about what it is like to be an 
immigrant and created space for participants to 
begin discussing some of their challenges with 
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one another, a process that highlighted shared 
experiences among the group. 

This activity served as a warm-up, a bridge 
between doing and feeling in the body, and then 
discussing and sharing experiences that could be 
difficult or challenging. Teachers often have some 
level of understanding of the challenges that 
students and families navigate, but that 
knowledge is usually second-hand and shaped by 
larger public discourses about immigration and 
immigrants (Chavez, 2013). Participating in 
activities like House, Inhabitant, and Tempest 
alongside students and their families provides 
teachers an opportunity to understand migration 
in more complex and nuanced ways. This can be 
especially true regarding some of the physical and 
economic realities like the ones shared by Luis 
and Tomás in our activity. Such activities, 
conducted in community spaces, help to shift the 
power dynamics and allow teachers to see their 
students’ and families’ experiences as powerful 
assets and sources of knowledge and strength. 
Participating and processing this together can be a 
humanizing, empathy building, and educative 
experience.  

To transition from this active game into our 
central activity, creating a timeline of our lives, 
Beth introduced her timeline, which depicted her 
children, her flags (Mexican and U.S.), her 
church, and a photo of a graduation. Beth shared 
her future goal, “My goal is that my children 
graduate from college... and, why not me too?” 
She then led us in a guided meditation: “Close 
your eyes and breathe. Think and reflect on two 
events, whether good or bad, that have been 
most important in your lives, past, present, and 
future.” She went on, “First, think about your 
past. What events have most influenced you? 
Which people? Picture yourself in that place or 
with that person…” Beth continued with 
meditation and reflection questions to help us 
visualize people, places or things that were 
influential for each of us, whether difficult or 
rewarding. After everyone had had several 
minutes to sit and think quietly, we distributed 
magazines, collage paper, markers and glue, and 

everyone dug in and got to work… including the 
teenagers. 

While the tools and time we had available to 
develop our timelines were limited, the 
conversation that grew out of sharing them was 
rich and layered. Participants' conversation 
ranged from nostalgia for simpler times in small 
pueblos, to pride in accomplishments and self. 
Mari and Tomás reflected on how even as poor as 
they had been coming up, everyone always took 
care of one another. “We may only have the one 
bowl of beans, but it will feed everyone,” Tomás 
explained while others nodded in agreement. 
Luis explained that while he may not have had 
many opportunities for education, his children’s 
success in school was paramount. “I am always 
asking them, ‘Qué te pesa más, una pala o una 
pluma?’” As parents shared important 
experiences from their past, their children, and 
the facilitators, listened attentively. This was a 
powerful informal educational experience, one 
that highlighted the deep trust in community and 
family to care for the collective. The 
contributions of Latinx immigrant parents are 
often overlooked by teachers and researchers. 
But, although parents’ involvement may be 
constrained by language or documentation status, 
their stories, advice, sacrifices, and perseverance 
are forms of support and involvement that are 
meaningful to their children (Cuevas, 2019, 
Delgado-Gaitan, 1994, López, 2001). 

Multimodal and multilingual activities such as 
this timeline activity could be used in family 
engagement nights, teacher professional 
development, or as a home-school connection 
activity to help teachers learn more about the life 
experiences, knowledge, skills and goals of 
Latinx families. Throughout the conversation, the 
sheltering and educative space of the family and 
extended family came through loud and clear, 
and we are grateful that we were present to 
listen. Other teachers and teacher educators 
could develop similar activities to learn about the 
funds of knowledge of the families in their 
classroom communities (Allen, 2007). 

While many of the parents’ stories of struggle 
highlighted their perseverance and resilience, 
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participants also expressed pain, sadness and 
frustration as a result of the everyday racism and 
anti-immigrant, anti-Spanish sentiment they faced 
on a regular basis. Beth explained that at her job 
at a locally-owned gardening center, where she 
has worked for years, she routinely encounters 
clients who refuse her assistance because she is 
Mexican or because “they can’t understand her 
English.” Further, although she has seniority and 
often acts as the manager at her work, people 
assume that she is there to clean up or do only 
manual labor. “People see me as someone they 
can order around, rather than as someone who 
can give orders,” she explained. Other 
participants nodded in agreement as Beth shared 
these experiences, confirming previous findings 
from this community documenting how 
dominant discourses in Hightown seek to 
constrict and limit who Latinx immigrants can be 
or become (Fitts & McClure, 2015b). 

As parents shared some of their struggles here 
in the U.S., some of the teenagers also spoke up. 
As the conversation turned to facing the daily 
indignities of people seeing you as an outsider or 
as “the help,” Lourdes spoke up, translanguaging 
between Spanish and English. “Mis raíces son de 
México. We were watching a Mexican dance at 
school, and one of the kids said it was boring. I 
said, That's my culture and that offends me.” This 
setting provided space for workshop participants 
to share their personal experiences of struggle, 
resistance, and pain. As they shared, participants 
acknowledged and confirmed each other’s 
experiences, helping to collectivize their reality 
and to see their lives as having power, relevance, 
and connection. Further, the intergenerational 
context allowed all present—event the 
children—to take on the role of teacher; indeed, 
we were all teacher-learners together. 
Cultural Organizing 

Another important observation from this 
workshop is the centrality of cultural organizing 
as a method of parents teaching and engaging 
with their children. Cultural organizing is a 
strategy of popular education that uses “art and 
culture to promote progressive policies with 

marginalized communities” (Highlander, n.d.). In 
cultural organizing, a community’s art, songs, 
games, cooking and sharing food, and dance are 
leveraged as sources of strength and tools for 
education.  

For the group we worked with last June, this 
means learning your languages, learning about 
the food, dances and religious practices of your 
home community, and maintaining pride in self. 
During the workshop, participants expressed a 
range of emotions and experiences around 
cultural heritage. One family lamented the 
consequences that arise from not knowing family 
indigenous languages, such as maintaining 
connections with abuelos and other family 
members.  Others expressed pride in regional 
and indigenous identities and motivations to 
preserve Spanish as a family language. Questions 
of language and identity are central to student 
experiences in public schools, and family efforts 
to maintain their native tongues are often 
challenged by the hegemony of English in US 
public schools and public spaces. In North 
Carolina, for example, while we have seen a 
dramatic increase in the numbers of bilingual 
programs in the past decade (North Carolina 
Department of Public Instruction, n.d.), most of 
these programs are two-way immersion programs 
that were developed to serve English-dominant 
Anglo children and the vast majority of teaching 
and learning occurs in English only. Community 
forums like the one we created in La Voz 
Inmigrante provide opportunities for teachers to 
experience and come to value the strength and 
importance of multilingual learning spaces. 
Importantly, in recent years, language justice has 
also emerged as a key component of popular 
education. Groups like the Highlander Center 
and the Center for Participatory Change have 
developed curricula in this area in an effort “to 
create multilingual movement spaces, build 
analysis, and develop and deepen relationships” 
(Center for Participatory Change, 2018, 
Interpreter training section, para. 1).  

On a basic level, cultural organizing is a means 
of preserving and strengthening traditions. Our 
participants’ cultural organizing practices served 
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as important ways for them to connect with their 
children, spend time together, and share and 
practice their culture in a context that is 
overwhelmingly Eurocentric, white, and 
monolingual English. These were often intimate 
experiences centered around family relations and 
language practices. The motivations behind these 
practices extended beyond parents and children 
towards strengthening awareness and connections 
with generational knowledge via abuelos, elders, 
and ancestors.  

One highlight of the afternoon came as we 
prepared to break for lunch. Beth’s dance group, 
Las Rosas y los Claveles, which included many of 
the youth in attendance, performed several 
dances traditional to northern Mexico. Beth 
formed the dance group a few years earlier to 
teach youth in our community these dances and 
to help them maintain knowledge and pride in 
their cultural roots. During their performance, 
additional friends and family members who were 
busy readying the church upstairs for an 
upcoming quinceañera joined us and stayed 
throughout lunch. It was a clear example of an 
intergenerational educational space. Popular 
education, and cultural organizing in particular, 
has long used the arts as a way to help people 
sustain their energy and express their identities. 
They have played key roles for communities that 
have been relegated to the margins or shut out of 
economic, political, and educational 
opportunities. For the Freedom Singers who 
faced water cannons and angry armed white 
supremacists in the 1960s, hymns were used to 
steel the nerves and build resolve in the face of 
violence. For striking mine workers in 
Appalachia, labor songs and role plays helped 
communities find solidarity as they fought against 
an exploitative and unjust economic system. For 
our participants here, who consistently feel in 
danger of being exposed for being undocumented 
or for speaking a language other than English in 
public, cultural organizing and the arts provide a 
mode of maintaining connections with their 
children, building community, and speaking out 
against dominant cultural narratives. In addition 
to the intimate family spaces where cultural 

practices are preserved and valued, participants 
engaged in more public actions like participating 
in local parades where their language and culture 
were visible and audible in striking ways. In this 
way, cultural organizing serves simultaneously as 
a means of healing and an act of resistance. These 
are bold actions that not only speak back against 
the assimilating forces of dominant cultures, but 
they also help to maintain and cultivate pride and 
appreciation for shared experiences as migrants, 
and cultural and linguistic border crossers. The 
dance performances by Las Rosas y los Claveles 
were not simply entertainment during a break. 
They represented an ongoing exchange between 
parents and children who are constantly 
negotiating cultural and linguistic shifts across 
home, school, and community. While the dances 
are a clear example of intergenerational 
education for cultural pride and maintenance, 
they also name their heritage via action and claim 
a space in our community. They served to 
reaffirm the value and knowledge tied up in 
cultural traditions, an important element in 
helping participants see value in their own lives 
and experiences. 
Conclusions 

At the time of this writing, the U.S. is still in 
the grips of a global pandemic that is 
disproportionately affecting underrepresented 
communities (Centers for Disease Control & 
Prevention, 2021). Political divisions are as wide 
as they have ever been, and calls for equity and 
justice have emerged in city streets throughout 
the nation. Public schools are not safe spaces 
shielded from these realities. Oftentimes schools 
are overly focused on academic learning goals and 
objectives and there is little space for people to 
express their concerns in ways that are authentic 
and move relationships forward. Educators trying 
to create more equitable public schools by 
learning about and valuing their students’ lived 
experiences and cultural knowledge have much 
to learn from the popular education approaches 
discussed here. These practices emphasize 
community cultural knowledge (Yosso, 2005) 
and position parents and students as valuable 
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participants with both knowledge and power. 
When this work is collaborative and 
participatory, families and educators have the 
opportunity to understand one another more 
clearly and be more likely to work collectively to 
solve problems. We find hope in emerging 
approaches like culturally sustaining pedagogies 
(Paris & Alim, 2017) that seek to leverage artistic 
and other non-verbal modes of expression. These 
modes can provide students and families 
opportunities to be seen and heard as they are 
given the chance to contribute to the narrative of 
who they are or might become. Doing so can 
nurture and sustain oneself and help contribute to 
collective work on behalf of the community.  

La Voz Inmigrante provided space for 
immigrant families to come together, share life 
experiences, and express important aspects of 
their social and cultural identities. In doing so, 
they reflected on the comforts and joys of home 
and family, and recounted familiar cultural 
practices that were important to them. They also 
heard one another’s struggles and challenges and 
found strength and solidarity in knowing that 
they were not alone. As facilitators we learned 
that for our participants, extended family and the 
social networks formed in the immigrant 
community are sheltering spaces and sites of 
resistance. These kinds of spaces are important 
because they offer individuals a respite from the 
controlling and limiting images of who 
immigrants are and what they can achieve 
(Dyrness, 2011). As teacher educators, we 
recognize that these discourses and images often 
find their way into schools and classrooms. They 
also provide an opportunity for educators to 
connect with Latinx families in authentic ways 
and to possibly reimagine family engagement 
from a different cultural lens.  

As the day was winding down, we were 
inspired and motivated by what we had shared 
and accomplished together. To close the 
workshop, we engaged in a group dialogue to 
debrief the experience. Highlights from 
participants reaffirmed our belief in the value of 
popular education. Participants appreciated being 
able to listen and share with one another and to 

create community. They expressed a strong 
desire to build on the confianza y respeto shared 
during the workshop, and were particularly 
interested in involving more members from the 
community, especially the youth. Participants 
enjoyed the integration of games and art, and 
wanted to expand those elements in subsequent 
meetings. This closing group dialogue not only 
provided feedback on what worked/didn’t work, 
it reminded us that family engagement is 
multidimensional, multilingual, and multimodal 
and needs to provide space for people to share 
their emotions as well as their ideas. As a final 
activity we collaboratively wrote an acrostic 
poem, an idea we borrowed from the BRIDGE 
curriculum (2005). Using the word “picoso” as 
the foundation for the poem, the group wrote the 
following to describe their experience from 
workshop: 
           Pueblos con pasión 
               e Identidad 
               y Cultura 
mantiendo Orgullo 
         en la Sociedad 
      con amOr  
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Figures and Sidebars 
We would like to include some brief information and links to regional and national resources that 

supported our work and could be helpful to others learning more about popular education. Here are four 
that were central to our work

National Network for Immigrant & 
Refugee Rights, https://www.nnirr.org/drupal/bridge; 
We used their BRIDGE (Building a Race and 
Immigration Dialogue in the Global Economy) 
curriculum as a resource.  
 
Highlander Research and Education 
Center https://www.highlandercenter.org/ Founded in 
the 1930s, Highlander is a national leader in  
popular education and facilitating grassroots 
community activism. 

Teachers Act Up https://teachersactup.com/ 
Blog by scholARTist Misha Cahnmann-Taylor 
that focuses on the use of theatre, poetry, and the 
arts in working across languages 
 
 
Center for Participatory Change, 
https://www.cpcwnc.org/ 
Regional organization that supports capacity 
building and leadership development among 
minoritized groups.  

 
 
 
Figure 1 
Example timeline from the workshop7 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                       
7 All images shared with permission of participants. 

https://www.nnirr.org/drupal/bridge
http://www.nnirr.org/%7Ennirrorg/drupal/shop/curriculum
http://www.nnirr.org/%7Ennirrorg/drupal/shop/curriculum
https://www.highlandercenter.org/
https://teachersactup.com/
https://www.cpcwnc.org/
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Figure 2 
Dancers from Las Rosas y los Claveles (3 photos)8  

 
 

 

                                                       
8 All images shared with permission of participants. 
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