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Abstract

Black women have a legacy of excellence as teachers, administrators, colleagues,
and community members in the field of English language education. However, their
expertise, perspectives, and voices continue to be underappreciated, under-researched,
and therefore, too often unheard. Furthermore, given the ongoing impact of racism as a
systemic force shaping U.S. society and the world, due to the global reach of U.S. culture
and economy, Black women’s personal and professional lives are necessarily affected.
More specifically, Black women are regularly stereotyped and regarded as intellectually,
professionally, and aesthetically inferior to their White and male counterparts. Therefore,
this dissertation highlights the experiences of Black women teachers of English to
speakers of other languages as counternarratives that can “shatter complacency, challenge
the dominant discourse on race, and further the struggle for racial reform” (Solérzano and
Yosso, 2002, p. 32). Researchers have published important work on the experiences of
teachers of color who are Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL),
and of Black women in education, but there is scant literature specifically centering the
experiences of Black women in TESOL. Therefore, this dissertation attends to the
following research questions: How do race, gender, and racism impact the personal and

professional lives of Black women educators in TESOL? How can their counternarratives
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enrich the existing literature that examines relationships among race, gender, and racism
for women of color, generally, and Black women educators, specifically? My research is
grounded in Critical Race Theory and Black Feminist Epistemology—intellectual
traditions that definitively center Black and Black women ways of knowing and coming
to know and understand the world, and that are unapologetically oriented toward racial
equity and justice for all people. Critical race methodology guided my process of
collecting, analyzing, and representing data. I conducted conversational interviews and
Internet research during the data collection phase; I spoke with seven women over the
course of five months and gathered writings from popular media sources, including
Internet blogs, news articles, social media sites, and message boards. I use arts based
methods and composite counterstory to analyze and represent the wisdom and experience
that my participants shared. Findings indicate that: (a) Black women in TESOL
experience gendered racism as a normal aspect of their professional and personal lives,
domestically and abroad; (b) Black women in TESOL are highly qualified educators
committed to professional excellence; and (c) Black women in TESOL enthusiastically
engage in cross cultural work, travel, and lifestyles despite the challenges gendered

racism presents.
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Chapter 1: Can I Teach Here?
Black Women, Racism, and English Language Education
It's quite challenging at first to be a black woman teaching ESL.1
1t sucks, but the prejudice exists.2
They assume that there’s no way a black person could handle all the discrimination.

Ultimately I decided I'll pass on their advice and come anyway.3

The above quotes are drawn from an Internet search using the phrase, “Black
woman ESL teacher.” Black women (and other people of color) frequently ask a version
of the following question on TESOL (Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages)
and ESL (English as a Second Language) message boards: [ am a Black woman. Can |
teach here? These teachers express concern that their Black womanhood may act as a
barrier to employment, workplace respect, and social acceptance. For example, one
teacher asks, “What is teaching like in Seoul for an African American woman?” (Trina,
n.d.). On another board, a “Black woman ESL teacher with family” questions, “Does race
really matter if you are qualified?” (Greenearth, 2009). Their questions suggest that Black

women are cognizant of how their racial and gender identities may work against them

! http://www.proteacher.net/discussions/showthread.php?t=83039

? http://www.goabroad.com/articles/teach-abroad/5-tips-for-teaching-english-abroad-as-a-person-of-color
? http://www.goabroad.com/articles/teach-abroad/5-tips-for-teaching-english-abroad-as-a-person-of-color
? http://theblackeslteacher.blogspot.com/2006/1 1/how-it-all-happened.html
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despite their qualifications and credentials. They know that employers and students may
presume that Black women are incompetent, and treat them accordingly. This is a
concern for Black women in TESOL, internationally and at home.

For example, on a Proteacher.net discussion board, one woman writes, “Are there
any black ESL Teachers that will be willing to speak to me about the graduate level
program and answer any questions I have in general about ESL? Thanks” (javy83, 2008).
A White member (presumably, based on the profile picture and subsequent responses)
responds by asking why only a Black teacher can offer advice. This member thinks
‘Javy83’ “might get a better response if you open it up to all ESL teachers” (ccteacher,
2008). Another member joins the discussion stating, “I am a black ESL teacher. I would
be more than willing to answer any questions that you have. It's quite challenging at first
to be a black woman teaching ESL. Once the parents figure out that you actually know
what you're doing, everything becomes alot easier” (lenarmc, 2008). “Lenarmc” directs
the remainder of her post to ‘ccteacher,” concluding, “It appears that javy83 wants an
African American perspective. Can you give her one?” (lenarmc, 2008).

This tension highlights Black women’s awareness of racism in English language
education, and White women’s oftentimes swiftness in attempting to discipline Black
women for centering race as a primary factor in their professional lives. This typical
colorblind response seeks to silence Black people from speaking about and against racism
and its role in oppression. It therefore supports a majoritarian narrative that denies the
existence of racism and thereby sustains it. However, race, gender, and racism do shape

the professional and social landscape of English language education despite its alleged
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reputation as a beacon of diversity. My dissertation research centers Black women
educators’ voices as counternarratives to all others that seek to dismiss, trivialize, and/or
misconstrue our4 knowledges and experiences.

Counternarratives are stories that challenge the majoritarian stories of dominant
groups—stories that sustain racial oppression—and members of oppressed groups share
counternarratives as a way of “destroying mindset—the bundle of presuppositions,
received wisdoms, and shared understandings . . . [which make] current social
arrangements seem fair and natural” (Delgado, 1989, p. 2413). I agree with Richard
Delgado (1989) that for oppressed groups, such stories can serve “as means of psychic
self-preservation [and] as means of lessening their own subordination” (p. 2436). Given
the value of counternarratives in both challenging majoritarian stories and enriching the
lives of people oppressed by racial inequality, Black women educators’ voices are
necessary and should be amplified.

Therefore, in this dissertation research study, I address the following research
questions: (1) How do race, gender, and racism impact the personal and professional lives
of Black women educators in TESOL? (2) How can their counternarratives enrich the
existing literature that examines relationships among race, gender, and racism for women
of color, generally, and Black women educators, specifically? Addressing these questions
is important because: (a) Too many people still believe that Black women live in a post
racial, colorblind society, where those who work hard get ahead and enjoy just rewards—

and this simply isn’t true; (b) Black women educators are beautiful, astute, compassionate

41 identify as a Black woman and therefore use first person plural pronouns to make apparent my
membership in the community about which I am writing.
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people and we have much to offer in and outside the profession. Our counternarratives
can show the world who we really are, and improve conditions in our professional lives;
(c) I am committed personally and professionally to social justice, which Lee Anne Bell
(2013) defines as “a process and a goal . . . [that requires] full and equal participation of
all groups in a society that is mutually shaped to meet their needs” (p.21); and finally (d)
Black women continue to work hard to gain equal access to the many wonders this world
has to offer, and we seek equity, freedom, and joy for ourselves, our students, and other
oppressed people.

The remainder of this chapter provides insight into why this topic is important to
me, my coming of age in a “genderized, sexualized, wholly racialized” society (Morrison,
1993, p. 4), and my approach to the research. First, I show that gendered racism begins
when Black women are Black girls, which allows me to reflect on my own coming to
racial consciousness as a Black girl and young Black woman. I end the chapter by
positioning myself along the continuum of Black scholarship and activism in education,
and situating this dissertation in critical race theory. In Chapter 2, I establish that Black
women have a centuries-long legacy of commitment to education and community
uplift—a legacy built despite the master narrative of deviance that historically positioned
Black women as intellectually, morally, and physically inferior. I then turn to the ongoing
impact of gendered racism in the lives of Black women educators, with a concluding
focus on the TESOL context.

In Chapter 3, I explain how I deployed critical race methodology to conduct this

dissertation research. Solorzano and Yosso (2002) define critical race methodology as “a
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theoretically grounded approach to research that foregrounds race and racism in all
aspects of the research process” with intentional focus on the experiences of students of
color. It should challenge “the traditional research paradigms, texts, and theories” (p. 24)
used to study and represent students of color and reframe their voices as valuable and
necessary. Drawing on interdisciplinary knowledge, critical race methodology must offer
“a liberatory or transformative solution to racial, gender and class subordination” (p. 24).
Fundamentally, critical race methodology is research undertaken by scholars and
practitioners and guided by the principles of critical race theory, and for the purposes of
challenging and transforming racial oppression in education. Although Solérzano and
Yosso’s conceptualization of critical race methodology focuses on students of color, I
center on Black teachers whose professional lives are grossly impacted by “the complex
intersections of racism, sexism, and the politics of conservatism” (Davis, 1993, p. xii).
Critical race methodology, then, is an appropriate means of gathering and analyzing data
by and about Black teachers of English language learners.

At the crux of the fourth chapter, which serves as the data/findings chapter, is a
composite counterstory. A counterstory refers to a particular type of counternarrative—
one written in the context of qualitative research that is theoretically grounded in Critical
Race Theory and methodologically attuned to critical race methodology (Solérzano &
Yosso, 2002; Vaught, 2011). Solérzano and Yosso (2002) define the counterstory as a
“tool for exposing, analyzing, and challenging the majoritarian stories of racial privilege
[in ways that] further the struggle for racial reform [and] strengthen traditions of social,

political, and cultural survival and resistance” (p. 32). Critical race counterstories can
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take several forms, including personal stories (of the writer), other people’s stories
(related by the writer), or composite stories (cultivated through research) (Solérzano &
Yosso, 2002, pp. 32-33). The composite counterstory seeks to emphasize elements of
CRT and experiential realities of people of color, and is informed by a cross-section of
sources (empirical data, lived experiences, narratives, etc.). I constructed a composite
counterstory based on my analysis of the counternarratives of Black women educators,
and it addresses my first research question: How do race, gender, and racism impact the
personal and professional lives of Black women educators in TESOL? More specifically,
I use dialogue, poetry, and essay formats to recount the collective experiences of Black
women teachers of English language learners in order to “challenge the perceived
wisdom” of dominant society and “transform established belief systems” (Solérzano and
Yosso, 2002, p.36), particularly those that define the field of TESOL.

In the final chapter, I return to my second research question: How can their
counternarratives enrich the existing literature that examines the relationships among
race, gender, and racism for women of color generally, and Black women educators,
specifically?, in order to consider the larger implications of the dissertation research
study. Critical race research should contribute to the struggle to eradicate racial inequality
and to the process of radical reform in society, so implications are especially important. I
believe counterstories—and other scholarship grounded in a commitment to justice—
have the potential to alter the way society at large characterizes, regards, and engages
with Black communities. Accounts that celebrate Black identities, thought, knowledge,

and experiences, and those that highlight the mechanisms of institutional, legal racism,
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and inequity can render illogical the stereotypes that dehumanize and marginalize Black
people. They can also invalidate liberal discourses of equality and meritocracy, and add
to the documented history of resistance. I offer implications for theory, method, and
praxis, with a focus on the potential impact of this research on the lived experiences and
material realities (e.g. hire, promotion, pay, access to opportunity in teaching and
research, quality of life) of Black women in education, including educators, researchers,
and students.
The Legacy of Gendered Racism Against Black Women

Despite being undervalued, underrepresented, underpaid, and underestimated,
Black women forge ahead as educators, administrators, and adventurers in the field of
English language education. Anyone who questions the significance of this resilience in
the face of gendered racism has somehow missed the centuries of abuse visited upon
Black people in the United States in general, and Black American women in particular.
For example, in November of 2016, Pamela Taylor, then-director of a federally funded
charitable organization in Clay, West Virginia, tweeted, “It will be so refreshing to have a
classy, beautiful, dignified first lady in the White House. I'm tired of seeing a Ape in
heels.” The city’s mayor, Beverly Whaling, also a White woman, rejoined, “just made my
day Pam.”5 Taylor’s comparison of the African American First Lady of the United States
(FLOTUS) Mrs. Michelle Obama to her White European successor, Melania Trump, is
representative of the vicious dichotomy of White-as-good and Black-as-evil that Black

women continue to face centuries after the institution of white supremacy as a system of

5 http://www.bbc.com/news/election-us-2016-37985967
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oppression. Despite Mrs. Obama’s elite educational credentials, and her extensive,
important work in areas of health and education before and during her time as a very
fashion-forward FLOTUS, her worth was called into question throughout her husband’s
tenure as the President of the United States of America.6

This racially motivated abuse starts when Black women are Black girls, and too
often, schools are hotbeds of violence and discrimination. Studies indicate that implicit
bias contributes to Black girls being more frequently disciplined than our white female
peers, and largely for abstract offenses such as having attitude or being uncooperative
(Crenshaw, Ocen, & Nanda, 2015; Anderson, 2016). However, Black girls are often the
victims of racially motivated violence in schools after having shown no verbal or
physical aggression at all. Take for instance 12-year-old K.P., whose White male
classmates tied a rope around her neck so that an attached swing dragged her across the
ground, giving her a severe rope burn (Texas, 2016). The boys and the school denied any
racial undertones of the violent incident, but K.P. and her parents sued the school for
what they believed to be racially motivated bullying.7 In another example, a South
Carolina high school student is shown in a 2015 video sitting quietly at her desk, refusing
to leave the classroom before a White male security officer grabbed her by the neck,
flipped her backwards in her desk, and dragged her across the classroom floor.8 She was

arrested and charged with disturbing the peace, despite the support she received in

% http://time.com/4573554/michelle-obama-racism-first-lady

7 http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/texas-girl-rope-burn lawsuit us_5762db56e4b09c¢926cfe762d
¥ http://www.nytimes.com/2015/10/27/us/officers-classroom-fight-with-student-is-caught-on-video.html
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challenging the charges from other Black female students and justice-conscious members
of the larger community.

In addition to the threat of physical assault, Black girls are regularly sent the
message that our naturally born bodies transgress codes of civil decency. In recent years,
a nine year old from Texas, a twelve year old from Florida, Black girls at a charter school
in Ohio, and Black girls attending schools in the Bahamas and in South Africa, were all
told, through either written or unofficial dress code policies, that their natural hair was
unacceptable in a learning environment.9 In each of the aforementioned examples, Black
girls, their parents, and community supporters successfully defended the girls’ right to
learn wearing their natural hair—but harm to our psychological, educational, and
emotional well-being is always done in the moment of racial discrimination and
exclusion.

A third area of concern for Black girls who grow up to become Black women is
having our intellectual capacities called into question. In a 2016 incident, a Georgia high
school student recorded her teacher calling her “the dumbest student I’ve ever met” in
response to a question the student asked about his lesson. While recording the lecture on
an iPad used to support her limited vision, she captured her teacher further admonishing,

“You know what your purpose is going to be? To have sex and have children because

’See: http://www.9news.com/news/education/school-district-tells-black-9-year-old-to-change-her-
hair/166547570; http://www.msnbc.com/the-last-word-94;
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/06/25/ohio-school-afro-puff-horizon-science-
academy_n_3498954.html; http://thegrio.com/2016/02/22/high-school-students-threatened-with-
suspension-for-wearing-natural-hair/; http://www.npr.org/sections/goatsandsoda/2016/09/06/492417635/a-
ban-on-black-hairstyles-raises-deeper-issues-about-race
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you ain’t ever gonna be smart.”10 This distressing example calls up stereotypes about
intellectual inferiority as well as deviant Black female sexuality and motherhood. I
should note that in this example, the offender was a Black male teacher, a fact that
highlights the embeddedness of racial stereotypes across racial boundaries and
emphasizes rather than contradicts the reality that Black girls and women are too often
under attack just for being who we are. Moreover, the impact of these stereotypes is not
isolated to egregious, overt offenses as exemplified above, but contributes to a national
trend of low expectations, hyper-discipline, and the invisibility of Black girls in school
(Womack, 2013; Gershensen, et al, 2016).

Unfortunately, some of my own earliest school memories are moments of racial
animus or insensitivity from White students and teachers. There was the time when I was
in first grade, attending a predominantly White elementary school in a suburb outside of
Columbus, OH. On recess one cold, blustery afternoon, I approached several White
female classmates one after another, in search of a playmate, and every person turned her
back to me. I scanned the playground for a friendly face, somewhere to go, and noticed a
group of girls playing in the sandbox doing cheers. I ran to the sandbox and asked to join
but they, too, scoffed at me and ran away. When I close my eyes now, I see my child self,
standing, alone, in a sandbox, crying. This school was the place I learned that Black isn’t
beautiful, or even tolerable, to everyone, and I felt an isolation that, while unmatched in
degree, has been normalized as | have matured into an adult in the United States of

America.

' http://www.ajc.com/news/dumb-teacher-resigns-amid-controversial-
comments/8Yplz98RTBueD9SeJOh1yL/
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In the third grade, my White female teacher reported to my mother her concern
that I was only choosing to read books that featured Black characters. These were the
years of Roll of Thunder Hear My Cry, by Mildred D. Taylor, Zeely by Virginia
Hamilton, and Honey I Love, by Eloise Greenfield. I loved these Black girl stories, and
was outraged that my otherwise dedicated and caring teacher would take issue with my
choices. I’ve always imagined my mother “going off” on the teacher—after-all, wasn’t it
my mom, a Kindergarten teacher, who introduced me to the enchanting world of Black
literature? Although my mother and I get a good laugh from that early indication of my
yearning to be steeped in Black stories, the question I’ve always wanted to ask that
teacher, Why are you threatened by my love for the Black experience,? nags at me still.

And yet, those coming of age experiences with racism, and the literature, songs,
movies, and discussions about Black life that I was steeped in as I was growing up in the
U.S. Midwest, prepared me to deftly navigate the world as a young Black woman. In high
school, I attended an elite, private, predominantly White, girls’ school. I was an active
member of the Black Awareness Club, and the programs we put on for our schoolmates
always amplified stories of Black people in America. We performed For Colored Girls by
Ntozake Shange, hosted a Kwanzaa dinner each December, and wrote and performed a
play about the Black experience with racism from slavery through the 20th century. I was
in high school the year that OJ Simpson was found not guilty of murdering his White ex-
wife, a decision that sparked days of frank discussions on race and racism in the United
States. Spending so much time as a Black girl growing in consciousness in a

predominantly White environment left me with no doubt that there is a sharp disconnect
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between the White imagination on race in America and the Black experience of it. Coates
(2015) captures this disconnect when he explains that White people’s world is a
“gorgeous” dream that “smells like peppermint but tastes like strawberry shortcake” (p.
11), while Black people have to find a way to “live free in this black body” (p. 12).

Nevertheless, the school culture was also very supportive of Black students’ need
to have the time, resources, and opportunities to nurture each other and ourselves as
Black girls—and all students were encouraged to embody our motto, Forte et Gratum
(strength and grace). Therefore, my schooling experience also fortified my resolve to call
out racism and sexism and to speak my truth about how racism shapes my life as a Black
woman. My undergraduate college years were marked by a developing passion for Black
literature and art, and for my own creative voice. I co-founded an Afro-centric poetry
group on campus where we celebrated Blackness, talked a lot about racism and global
anti-Blackness, and supported each other emotionally, academically, and socially.

By the time I entered the workforce and the “real world” as a young adult, I
understood that the stereotype of Black people in the United States as uncivilized,
undereducated, and unkind was deeply and widely entrenched (Baldwin, 1963; Coates,
2015; Davis, 1983; Roberts, 1997; Walker, 1830). I was also well versed in the histories
of Black excellence across time, in all walks of life, from science, architecture, and arts,
to sports, education, and social justice advocacy. Frankly, I felt empowered to navigate a
society wherein [ was “not expected to aspire to excellence [but to] make peace with
mediocrity” (Baldwin, 1963, p. 7). Shortly after graduating, I began teaching English

language classes to adults from places like Somalia, Iraq, and Mexico at a community
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college. Though I had not previously considered the teaching profession, I was drawn to a
teaching position because it involved working with people from around the world, and I
thought my love of literature and writing would translate well to teaching people how to
use the English language to navigate a new culture. It was an exciting time—generally
speaking, the students exuded nervous excitement, were demonstratively respectful, and
were fully engaging.

However, I was sometimes confronted with comments reflecting racial
stereotypes from my students, leaving me disappointed, but never surprised.

“Before we came here, everyone told us to stay away from Black people. They

said Black people are dangerous. We didn’t think they could be good like you.

You are very nice. You are a good teacher.”
My presence as a Black American woman in the position of English teacher challenged
some students’ ideas of what it can mean to be Black in the United States (i.e. civilized,
intelligent, and personable). Too many of my former students, pleased with my relaxed
but purposeful teaching style and my knowledge of the English language, and comforted
by the care I show to students (Valenzuela, 2005), have been surprised to learn that [ am
“only” Black. The implication is that my “good” character is the gift of any number of
racial heritages, but not the Black American one I embrace.

I use the term “Black” in this case to refer to people whose ancestral lineage
traces back to Africans captured by European imperialists and shipped as slaves to the
conquered Indigenous territory that would become the United States of America. I

embrace this particular shared identity with Black American women since, as Patricia
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Hill Collins (2000) explains, “The vast majority of African- American women were
brought to the United States to work as slaves in a situation of oppression . . . [and] the
convergence of race, class, and gender oppression characteristic of U.S. slavery shaped
all subsequent relationships” (p. 4). Similarly, Andrea Smith (2013) contends that the
“logic of slavery” is a central pillar of white supremacy, a system that operates differently
for different communities of color. According to Smith, the slavery logic deems Black
people as “inherently slaveable” and at “the very bottom of the racial hierarchy,” and,
therefore can encourage other people of color to take comfort in distinguishing
themselves from both Black people and Blackness (pp. 87-88).

My point, however, is not to oversimplify the dynamics of race—I agree with
Ladson- Billings’ (1998) statement, “our notions of race (and its use) are so complex that
even when it fails to “make sense” we continue to employ and deploy it” (p. 9). Still, the
focus of my dissertation research is not in teasing out the complexities of what it means
to be a Black American woman, but in better understanding some of the lived
experiences born out of identifying and being identified and positioned as such.
Therefore, I want to be clear that while I recognize the value in theorizing the concept of
race, since I believe such analyses can help us better understand and therefore work
against racial oppression, I also recognize the ongoing importance of race as a defining
feature of identity since, according to Crenshaw (1988), “History has shown that the most
valuable political asset of the Black community has been its ability to assert a collective

identity and to name its collective political reality” (p. 1336).
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In this dissertation study, I focus specifically on the experiences of women who
identify as Black American and who have experience teaching English language courses
either to: (a) People who are immigrants, refugees, or visitors to the United States; or (b)
People of other nations learning English outside of the United States. I illuminate some of
the ways that Black women teachers experience race and gendered-racism in TESOL
contexts. In my dissertation, Black women educators’ narratives challenge majoritarian
stories (or master narratives), which are scripted according to the “bundle of
presuppositions, perceived wisdoms, and shared cultural understandings” of persons in
the dominant White race (Delgado & Stefancic, 1993, p. 462), and often accepted by
people of color (Solérzano & Yosso, 2002, p. 28). Master narratives “make current social
arrangements [of racial inequality] seem fair and natural” (Delgado, 1989, p. 2413).
However, the women I connected with in my research adamantly rejected the “current
social arrangements,” particularly in the United States, that routinely shortchange and
disenfranchise Black women—despite our demonstrated prowess across all sectors of
society.

According to Delgado and Stefancic (2012), a ubiquitous story within the master
narrative on race in the United States places racial oppression in a shameful colonial past
that has been overcome due to the hard work of racially harmonious groups who fought
for new laws that protect everyone’s rights. The redeemed, colorblind society is a neutral
one based on merit, where people at the bottom have not taken advantage of the
opportunity America offers to the hard working. A related story in this master narrative

centers on the inferiority of the Black race. Broadly speaking, this myth casts Black
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people as culturally deviant in ways that make us responsible for our still-subordinate
status in U.S. society. Black women in particular are characterized as intellectually
deficient, morally corrupt, and aesthetically unappealing, or as exceptionally transcending
this purported norm (Crenshaw, 2011; Davis, 1983; Roberts, 1997).

Collins (2000) suggests, “these controlling images are designed to make racism,
sexism, poverty, and other forms of social injustice appear to be natural, normal, and
inevitable parts of everyday life” (p. 69). Despite the characterization of the U.S. as a
colorblind society where all people are valued and treated equally in the above master
narrative, oppositional stories from oppressed groups call attention to the ongoing impact
of systemic racism in our daily lives, and the legacies of resistance and achievement in
spite of it. What follows is one such oppositional account.

“That Spirit of Independence”: Black Intellectuals on Freedom
“At the point that she determined to resist her oppression, she was triumphant.”
(Bell, 1992a, p. xii)

I am a Black woman in the United States who was raised to declare and to believe
that “I’m Black and I’m proud.” From this declaration and the lessons that accompanied
it grew a commitment to fighting against racism, inequity, and inequality in my life and
in the lives of others, and an interest in how Black people have historically fought for the
freedom to live and to learn. My quest for knowledge ultimately brought me to western
academia, where I have come to know specialized ways of talking about race, education,
and social justice. For me, critical race theory and Black Feminist Thought have offered
the most meaningful entry into the Black intellectual tradition. Thus, in what follows I

offer an interpretation of the academic philosophies that brought me to where I am today,
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as a Black woman scholar, educator, and activist in a still-White academy, seeking justice
for Black people in education and society.

In 1831, Maria W. Stewart published a political pamphlet in Boston, MA. Her
text is one of the earliest published by a Black woman in America (Richardson, 1987),
and in it she makes a moral case for the Black community to engage in social justice
activism. Stewart wrote, “I now possess that spirit of independence that, were I called
upon, would willingly sacrifice my life for the cause of God and my brethren. All the
nations of the earth are crying out for liberty and equality. . . shall Afric’s sons be silent
any longer?” (p. 29). Later she continues, “Sue for your rights and privileges. Know the
reason that you cannot attain them. Weary them with your importunities. You can but die
if you make the attempt; and we shall certainly die if you do not” (p. 38). Stewart, who
had spent her childhood “bound out” (p. 28) as a servant to a White family, nevertheless
learned to read “the word and the world” (Freire, 1987). In the above excerpt from her
longer treatise, she critiques the U.S. system of white supremacy and calls for activism—
two themes that remain central to Black intellectual thought on race and liberation
(Austin, 2006; DuBois, 1940; Giddings, 1984).

During the time of Stewart’s writing, many Black people in the United States
were enslaved; others, like Stewart, lived under conditions of partial, tenuous freedom,
given their exclusion from full and equal participation in society, and the dominant
ideology of white supremacy that denied Black humanity (Walker, 1830; Stewart, 1831).
Consider, for example, that John Calhoun (1837), who was Vice President of the United

States when Stewart published her text, believed that the relationship between Black
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slaves and White slave masters was “instead of an evil, a good, a positive good, [since]
there never has yet existed a wealthy and civilized society in which one portion did not . .
. live upon the labor of the other (“Slavery a positive good,” para. 6). Calhoun’s words
highlight the commonly held belief that the good life for White people in the United
States was dependent upon the exploited labor of Black people. However, slavery,
disenfranchisement, and exclusion from educational and economic opportunities
notwithstanding, Black people, like Stewart, rejected their debased social status and
resisted racial oppression in many ways.

One important means of resistance was in how Black people developed a
discourse around race, equity, and justice. As early as the 1830s, several Black leaders
(e.g. David Walker, Maria Stewart, and Denmark Vesey) had emerged, and they
understood that the key motivating factor in legal, political, and cultural developments in
the United States was the commitment to white supremacist ideology and wealth
acquisition. Furthermore, Black people’s lived reality made excruciatingly clear that the
degradation of African descended and Indigenous peoples was the fundamental
component to building a nation that guaranteed societal and economic power to
stakeholders in the system of white supremacy. Although a detailed history of white
supremacist ideology in scientific, religious, legal, and social arenas in the western world
is beyond the scope of this study, a few examples of the guiding principles that shaped
the institutionalization of white supremacist racism are necessary. Take for example the

sentiments of David Hume (1748/1854), an eighteenth century philosopher who insisted
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upon the inferiority of non-white, non-western people. Hume argued that, by nature,
Whites are the most civilized people in the world. He wrote:

I am apt to suspect the Negroes to be naturally inferior to the Whites. There never

was a civilized nation of any other complexion than white, nor even any

individual eminent either in action or speculation. On the other hand, the most
rude and barbarous of the Whites . . . have something still eminent about them, in

their valor, form of government, or some other particular. (p. 228)

Similarly, U.S. President Thomas Jefferson (1801) was convinced of the partiality
of Black people’s humanity. He believed that “blacks . . . are inferior to the whites in the
endowments of both body and mind” (p. 150). Given his influential role as a political
founder of the U.S. as an independent nation, it is not surprising that white supremacist
ideology was embedded into the constitution. I agree with David Walker (1830) who
asked, “Do you believe that the assertions of such a man, will pass away into oblivion
unobserved by this people and the world? If you do you are much mistaken” (p. 26). On
this same point, Tate (1997) writes:

The framers of the constitution laid the legal groundwork for a White-Black

binary opposition by a) counting Blacks as three-fifths a person, b) delaying for

20 years the effective date for outlawing the slave trade and c) obligating the

government to uphold fugitive slaves laws and to use its troops to end Black

insurrections and violence. (p. 201)

Unarguably, the idea that Black people were inferior to White people was a definitive
factor in the development of U.S. government and culture. Moreover, even though White
males were the officially empowered founders and philosophers of the nation, White
women, on the whole, supported white supremacy. In her essay on racism and feminism,

bell hooks (1981) contends, “white women reformers in the 1830s . . . attacked slavery,

not racism [and] they remained committed to white racist supremacy despite their
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antislavery work™ (p. 125). hooks argues that White women benefitted from the
subordinated status of Black people, and that this relative power within the otherwise
patriarchal society mitigated their potential solidarity with Black women. Therefore,
throughout the 18th and 19th centuries, and well into the 20th, Black people in the United
States were excluded, often by law, from the civil rights that White people in America
enjoyed. When laws did not forbid Black people from full participation in free living,
social custom assured the tenuous nature of Black liberty in the United States.

Still, Black people like Maria W. Stewart, David Walker, and others—such as
Sojourner Truth, W.E.B. Dubois, and Ida B. Wells--lobbied on behalf of Black people
and in favor of freedom, equity, and equality. During the first half of the 20th century,
Black people continued advocating for equity and justice. For example, Mary McLeod
Bethune founded a school (Daytona Literary and Industrial Training School for Negro
Girls, now Bethune Cookman University), Ida B. Wells published news articles (Free
Speech), and Billie Holiday sang ballads (Strange Fruit), all working toward the same
goal: that the hierarchy of White over Black people and everyone else (Delgado, 1989) be
destroyed, because all people deserve freedom from oppression, freedom to thrive.
Particularly in the realm of education, scholar-activists like W.E.B. Dubois (1909) and
Carter G. Woodson (1933) insisted that education for Black people in the United States is
an invaluable, non-negotiable component to equity and freedom. The continuum of Black
scholarship and activism, then, has been fortified through years of struggle; however, it is
neither one-dimensional nor static. Black intellectual activism is multifaceted, and adjusts

alongside changes in how white supremacy functions in society.
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An example of the tradition of Black scholarship that came to occupy “a space in
the canon of recognized intellectual movements that few other race-oriented formations
have achieved” (Crenshaw, 2011, p. 1257) is critical race theory (CRT). It offers a lens
and a language by which to examine how structural inequality oppresses Black people
and other marginalized groups, particularly in the post-Civil Rights era (Delgado &
Stefancic, 1993; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). At its core are the analysis of how law
and policy institutionalize, maintain, and otherwise support white supremacist racism,
and a call to social justice action to destroy it (Delgado & Stefancic, 1993). In the next
section, I situate CRT in the larger trajectory of intellectual activism focused on
educational equity for Black people in the United States.

A Multicultural Education for Black Students

According to Banks (1993), the field of multicultural education is intended to
“reform the school and other educational institutions so that students from diverse racial,
ethnic, and social class groups will experience educational equality” (p. 3). Banks
suggests that the multicultural education movement, which took shape during the 1970s,
must be understood in light of its historical connection to the ethnic studies movement,
which was pioneered by Black American intellectuals like Carter G. Woodson and
W_.E.B. Dubois during the late 19th and early 20th centuries. During this period, Black
people were still denied the same resources and opportunities to learn afforded to their
White counterparts based on the longstanding national position that Black people were
not equal citizens in the eyes of the law. Du Bois (1909) wrote, “America is not another

word for Opportunity to all” (p. 143). Thus, the ethnic studies movement was part of a
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larger struggle for equitable and rigorous education for Black people that would promote
Black history, knowledge, and perspectives.

In contrast to the ethnic studies movement, led by Black intellectuals concerned
with Black history, culture, and community empowerment, predominantly White liberals
developed the field of intercultural education in the 1940s, which “promoted a weak form
of diversity and the notion that “we are different but the same” (Banks, 1993, p. 16).
Banks argues that both the ethnic studies and the intercultural education movements
influenced the field of multicultural education as it emerged in the post civil rights era,
but that the founding scholars of multicultural education were most directly inspired by
the early ethnic studies leaders. With this history in mind, the importance of centering
racial justice in multicultural education theory and practice becomes clear.

However, Banks and others (Gaye, 2004; Kinloch, 2010; Nieto, 2010;) are critical
of the brand of multicultural education that, like the intercultural education movement,
promotes racial harmony and celebration of diverse cultures without consideration of
racial justice, or systematic inclusion of cultural diversity, in education. In one such
critique, Gloria Ladson-Billings and William Tate (1995) propose that race was under-
theorized in education studies, and that critical race theory offers a framework through
which to critically examine how racism shapes education for Black students. Their
analysis emphasized two major points: (a) How the “property rights of whiteness” works
to ensure inequality for Black students in schools; and (b) The need to challenge the
reliance on “liberal ideology that offers no radical change in the current order” in

multicultural education (p. 62). Several scholars, (including Harper, 2009; Milner, 2008;
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Roberts, Bell, & Murphy, 2008; and Williams & Portman, 2014) have since taken up
Ladson-Billings and Tate’s proposal to deploy CRT in examining the structural inequities
that Black people face in education. However, because the origins of the movement
remain crucial to understanding its utility in education studies, the following review of
Critical Race Theory centers on its origins in legal theory, while including examples of
its application in the educational arena.
Theoretical Foundations: Critical Race Theory

My approach to research is grounded in critical race theory (CRT), because it felt
right to me when I began formal academic training in education scholarship. I have stuck
with it—or it with me—because the idea that the “race card” is always already in play
resonates with me, and the call to social justice in research inspires me. Critical race
theory is an activist-oriented intellectual tradition focused on the pervasiveness of white
supremacist racism in law, policy, and practice throughout every fabric of the United
States (Bell, 1973; Crenshaw, 1988; Delgado & Stefancic, 1993). Dramatic changes to
law during the Civil Rights Movement of the 1950s and 1960s, such as Brown vs. Board
of Education (1954) and the Civil Rights Act (1964), promised equality for all people
across the areas of education, economics, housing, and the workforce. By the 1970s,
however, widespread dissatisfaction with the still subordinate status of Black Americans
and other racially marginalized groups in the United States mounted (Newton, Hilliard, &
Weise, 2002). Alongside the social movements unfolding in neighborhoods across the
nation, students and faculty on college and university campuses engaged in social action

and scholarly endeavors that critiqued racism and that became canonized as critical race
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theory (Delgado, 2009; Crenshaw, 2011). Though many roots and routes (Gilroy, 1993)
constitute the historical origins of CRT, Kimberlé Crenshaw’s (2011) “sociocultural
narrative” of CRT offers one important account of its formation.

According to Crenshaw (2011), the racial climate and student activism at Harvard
Law School in the 1980’s exemplified both the lack of progress in equity for the Black
citizenry following celebrated victories of the Civil Rights Movement, and the resilience
of Black persons fighting for justice. Following on the heels of Derrick Bell’s departure
from Harvard University’s Law School in 1982, and the consequential loss of the
Constitutional Law and Minority Issues course, young Black law students there protested
the absence of Black law faculty. They also protested the lack of courses centered on
race, and lobbied in vain for the reinstatement of the class and the appointment of
additional Black faculty. Ultimately, Harvard instituted an “Alternative Course,” which
“reflected—as well as helped to create—the sense that it was meaningful to build an
oppositional community of left scholars of color within the mainstream legal academy”
(Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller, & Thomas, 1995, p. xxii.) During this same period, students
of color across the country demanded racial justice at their respective institutions
(Delgado, 2009).

Alongside their battles against systemic racism in academic institutions, some
scholars of color (Matsuda, 1987; Cook, 1995; Crenshaw, 1988) also critiqued the
predominantly White cadre of Critical Legal Studies (CLS) scholars for their failure to
incorporate race as a primary unit of analysis in law (Crenshaw, 2011). The CLS

movement “challenged liberalism from the Left, denying that law is neutral, that every
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case has a single answer, and that rights are of importance” (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012,
p. 155). However, although CLS was useful in its critique of the neutrality of law, in its
interrogation of power, and in its support, in some cases, of Black student activism,
racism was not a central topic in the field. Race-conscious scholars (such as Neil
Gotanda, Kimberlé¢ Crenshaw, Richard Delgado, and bell hooks) challenged this
oversight during the 1986 ‘Sounds of Silence’ Critical Legal Studies conference; they
publicly discussed race and interrogated racism within and outside of CLS (Crenshaw,
2011). Matsuda’s (1987) “minority critique” articulates the dissatisfaction of many
scholars of color who were critical of the CLS field. While she acknowledges the
attractiveness of the CLS position that “legal ideals are manipulable and that law serves
to legitimate existing maldistributions of wealth and power” (p. 327), she suggests that
the experiences of people of color lend invaluable insight into the development of critical
legal theory.

According to Crenshaw (2011), scholars of color who found themselves both
within and outside of the CLS movement built a community in “speakeasy” spaces,
where they sought to “discuss and sometimes vent about the politics and dialogues taking
place on the public stage” (p. 1298). Their scholarship emphasized the role of racism and
sexism in the foundations of American jurisprudence, and uncovered how liberal
discourse and associated policies maintain white privilege and power by way of, rather
than despite, its ideals of equality, meritocracy, and rights (Bell, 1980; Crenshaw, 1988;
Delgado, 1984; Matsuda, 1987). In 1989, Kimberl¢ Crenshaw, Neil Gotanda, and

Stephanie Phillips invited scholars to a convent near Madison, Wisconsin, to develop
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CRT as an academic field and social movement (Crenshaw,et al., 1995, p. xxvii). That
meeting marked a key moment in the development of a discipline fundamentally
concerned with “studying and transforming the relationships among race, racism, and
power” (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012, p. 3).

Some of the central tenets include: the normalcy of racism and the
intersectionality of identities and forms of oppression, the concept of interest
convergence, the critique of liberalism, the construction and use of counterstories, and the
call to action (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). The aforementioned tenets are interrelated,
and although not exhaustive, are representative of a complex, interdisciplinary, and
expanding field. For example, beyond education studies, the core themes of CRT have
been applied in other areas such as LatCrit and TribalCrit (Castagano & Lee, 2007;
Brayboy, 2005; Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). My review, however, highlights critical race
scholarship in education. According to Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995), critical race
analyses in education remain important because “race is still [the most] significant factor
in determining [educational] inequity in the United States” (p. 58).

Defining Tenets of CRT

Normalcy of racism

Race, according to Lee (1995), is a construct “always defined by its social
context, and never solely by its content” (p. 447). A person’s race can change according
to factors as diverse as Supreme Court decisions, census forms, or the perception of

others one encounters in public spaces. It is therefore important, in discussions of race
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and racism, to clearly define race. Castafieda and Zuiiga’s (2013) conception of race is
useful:

Race is a sociopolitical, not a biological construct, one that is created and

reinforced by social and institutional norms and practices, as well as individual

attitudes and behaviors. . . . [It] emerged historically in the United States to justify
the dominance of peoples defined as “white” (colonists/settlers) over other

peoples defined as racially different or inferior. (p. 58)

In other words, race is the “child of racism” (Coates, 2015, p. 7), and, in turn, is
part of the “cultural heritage” of the United States of America (Lawrence, 1995, p. 237).
Critical race conceptions of racism emphasize the intersection of race and power in both
producing and maintaining oppression. Wellman’s definition of racism as “culturally
sanctioned beliefs which, regardless of the intentions involved, defend the advantages
Whites have because of the subordinated positions of racial minorities” (cited in Ladson-
Billings & Tate, 1995, p. 55) gets to this notion of power and the exclusive right of White
people to call on it. However, Coates’ (2015) statement that racism is “the need to ascribe
bone-deep features to people and then humiliate, reduce, and destroy them” (p. 7) hits at
the felt experience of racism.

Taken together, these definitions highlight how racism is institutionalized and
therefore often unseen, but also experienced in ways that regularly hurt (and often kill) its
victims. It follows, then, that, racism is normal—*“an integral, permanent, and
indestructible component of this society” (Bell, 1992a, p. ix). Its ubiquity manifests in the

cultural fabric of daily life through social customs, institutional policies, media

representations, consumer products, and political, business, and education leaders, that
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privilege, praise, and reflect White people, and exclude, devalue, or demonize Black and
other people of color (Lawrence, 1995a; Lipsitz, 1998; Mclntosh, 1990). Because of this
entrenchment, “a large part of the behavior that produces racial discrimination is
influenced by unconscious racial motivation” (Lawrence, 1995a, p. 237).

Furthermore, the inevitability of racism results from, rather than in spite of,
cultural and constitutional discourses of “liberty and justice for all” (Bell, 1992b;
Crenshaw, 1988). In fact, the superiority of White identity established in the constitution
was predicated upon explicit dehumanization of Black people; the nation’s political
founders never intended for Black people in the United States to enjoy the freedoms
guaranteed to White people (Tate, 1997). On the contrary, as Cheryl Harris (1993)
explains, “white identity became the basis of racialized privilege that was ratified and
legitimated in law as a type of status property [which evolved in the post-Civil Rights
era] through the law’s ratification of the settled expectations of relative white privilege as
a legitimate and natural baseline” (p. 1714). In other words, because white privilege wa