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Reflection, Racial Competence, and
Critical Pedagogy: how do we prepare
pre-service teachers to pose tough
questions?
H. RICHARD MILNER
Box 330, GPC, Department of Teaching and Learning, Peabody College of Vanderbilt
University, Nashville, TN 37203, USA (e-mail: rich.milner@vanderbilt.edu/email)

ABSTRACT In this article, the author argues that pre-service teachers may need to reflect
about race and pursue racial competence as they are prepared to teach in multiracial
schools. The question is how do teacher educators prepare pre-service teachers to pose tough
questions about issues of race? Several matters are considered in the discussion, such as
teacher reflection, race reflection, and some complexities of race in the teaching and learning
process. The author concludes the article with an extensive discussion of critical pedagogy.
In particular, the author advances two possible teaching methods (critically engaged
dialogue, and race reflective journaling) that teacher educators may find useful as they
attempt to facilitate reflections on race and assist pre-service teachers in pursuing racial
competence through posing tough questions. In the final section, the author shares a chart
that he developed and suggests that the chart be used in critically engaged dialogue and race
reflective journaling as pre-service teachers pursue racial competence. Finally, the author
encourages teacher educators to continue developing instructional methods and tools that
allow pre-service teachers to pose tough questions about issues of race.

I have come to know race as a sealed dwelling with windows but no doors.
One can look out but never leave. (Randall Robinson, 1998)

In this article, I discuss the importance of pre-service teacher reflection regarding
race with the goal that pre-service teachers became pursuant of racial competence1.
I am not suggesting that one ever really becomes competent, as racial awareness and
sensitivity are not destinations that pre-service teachers happen to locate through
specific activities. Rather, I am suggesting that pre-service teachers enhance their
racial awareness and sensitivity when they pursue a level of racial competence—an
enhanced level of understanding where race is concerned that may be integral to
pre-service teachers’ learning in their work. Indeed, teacher learning has been seen
as an essential component of teachers’ effectiveness in the classroom with students

ISSN 1361-3324 print; 1470-109X online/03/020193-16  2003 Taylor & Francis Ltd
DOI: 10.1080/1361332032000076472



194 H. R. Milner

(Richardson & Placier, 2001; McCutcheon, 2002; Milner, 2003). And teacher
educators may need to develop and to implement tools that assist pre-service
teachers in the task of reflecting about race in pursuit of racial competence. The
question is how do teacher educators prepare pre-service teachers to pose tough
questions about issues of race? My goal in this article is to share a chart that I
developed to assist teacher educators in facilitating pre-service teacher reflection
about race. Clearly, I am not suggesting that this tool will be a ‘cure’ to remedy poor
pedagogical practice, but rather, it is an heuristic2 to catalyze honest personal and
public reflection about a difficult topic. In addition, I attempt to convey the idea that
teacher educators must continue producing tools and methods of instruction that
may direct pre-service teachers toward tough questions that may not be contem-
plated otherwise.

As an African American faculty member in a teacher education program in the
USA, I have found that issues of race have not readily been central in many
pre-service teachers’ thinking about the teaching and learning process. In light of
this void, it is my intent in this article to provide a possible tool to assist and to
facilitate greater discussions between teacher educators and pre-service teachers on
matters of race and education. I have purposely chosen to focus on pre-service
teachers in this article. Teacher educators should also engage in similar reflections
about race. It is beyond the scope of this article, however, to adequately address the
breadth of both groups. I focus primarily on pre-service teachers because they will
have direct interactions with students of color in pre-kindergarten–12 classrooms. As
I will elaborate, students of color desperately need more racially aware, racially
sensitive, and racially ‘competent’ teachers in classrooms across the USA. It is not
my intent to suggest that teacher educators hold a superior body of knowledge over
pre-service teachers where race is concerned. I am arguing that pre-service teachers
need to pose tough questions in order to pursue racial competence so that they may
become more effective teachers with students of color.

This is not to suggest that there is a ‘one size fits all’ method to address pre-service
teacher reflection; attention, however, should be dedicated to racial reflections if we
are going to even think about more effectively preparing pre-service teachers to teach
in racially diverse contexts (at a particular school, during a particular time, in a
particular community, among particular students). West (1993) stressed that we (as
people with multiple roles and positions) cannot work for freedom on behalf of
others until we are free ourselves. Pre-service teachers may need to reflect on their
racial identities to work towards liberating themselves from confines (biases, preju-
dices, shortcomings) that may prevent them from reflecting on these issues other-
wise. Pre-service teachers may need to pursue a level of racial competence that
addresses their own racial identity issues—matters that may prevent or may stifle
their growth or that of their students. Teacher educators seem to play an important
role in this process of development. It seems that as we prepare pre-service teachers
to teach students from racially diverse groups, pre-service teachers must become
aware of their own and others’ racial selves and how race influences education-
related decisions in the classrooms.

Several issues will be discussed to achieve the goals of this article—to share and
to stress the need for a race reflection chart, and to stress the urgency among other
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teacher educators to develop tools and methods that allow pre-service teachers to
confront issues of race throughout teacher education courses. I begin this discussion
with a brief look at reflection in the teaching and learning process. Broadly, I point
out some major implications of teacher reflection to provide a foundation for the
purposes of this article. I then define race reflection, using the previous section on
teacher reflection (generally speaking) as a foundation for teacher reflection sur-
rounding issues of race. In the next two sections, I discuss the complex nature of
race in the teaching and learning process. Indeed, the idea of race involves a plethora
of issues, some of which I discuss to provide a context for race reflection. I conclude
the article with an extensive discussion of critical pedagogy. I advance two possible
teaching methods (critically engaged dialogue, and race reflective journaling) that
teacher educators may find useful as they attempt to facilitate reflections on race. I
also share a chart that I developed in this final section of the article and suggest that
the chart be used in critically engaged dialogue, and race reflective journaling. My
goal in the final section is to offer a discussion about how teacher educators and
pre-service teachers might use these methods of instruction through critical peda-
gogy to achieve their goals in pursuit of racial competence.

Reflection in Teaching and Learning

There is a growing conceptual and empirical body of literature focusing on teacher
reflections in teaching and learning (e.g. McMahon, 1997; Roskos et al., 2001).
Schön’s (1983, 1987) work is insightful and is arguably classic, as pre-service
teachers were challenged to become ‘reflective practitioners.’ He posited that teach-
ers, like other professionals such as doctors, clergy, architects, engineers, and
lawyers, were thinkers and some of their most effective decisions were reflected upon
through practical rather than technically or linearly prescribed formulas. One reason
Schön’s work was so thought-provoking is that prior to it, teachers’ decision-making
was often conceived of as being guided by intuition or feelings rather than through
analytical thought.

Freire (1998) encourages simultaneous reflection on self and the world to uncover
inconspicuous phenomena. He contends that:

authentic reflection considers neither abstract man nor the world without
people, but people in their relations with the world. In these relations,
consciousness and world are simultaneous: consciousness neither precedes
the world nor follows it. (p. 62)

When race reflection occurs, pre-service teachers begin to reflect authentically
on past experiences beyond the walls of the classroom to address the idiosync-
rasies that prevail in classrooms. Generality, in this sense, is unacceptable. Thus,
because we live in a multiracial world and experience the struggles and triumphs
of it, education and emancipation must consider both struggles and triumphs
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because pre-service teachers’ worldly racial experiences shape who they are and will
become in the classroom.

In Freire’s (1998) words, ‘As women and men [and teachers], simultaneously
reflecting on themselves and the world, increase the scope of their perceptions, they
begin to [re]direct their observations towards previously inconspicuous phenomena’
(p. 63). In short, the world is made up of racial beings—individuals reap the
benefits, privileges, as well as hardships of it, often as a consequence of their racial
heritage. Race is such a significant dimension of all human beings’ experiences,
especially racially marginalized individuals’ daily activities, that it seems inconceiv-
able that teacher educators even consider preparing pre-service teachers to reflect
without explicit dialogue (Gay & Howard, 2000), strategies, and techniques that
address race.

Defining Race Reflection

With a discussion of race reflection in teaching and learning established, this section
expands and builds on some of the aforementioned ideas to define and to discuss
what I am calling race reflections.

Race reflection can be seen as a way to uncover inconspicuous phenomena; it can
be a process to understand hidden values, biases, and beliefs about race that were
not to the fore in a teacher’s thinking prior to conscious attempts to think about
race. Race reflection is an inquiry-based process, an intellectual activity that is
sometimes a consequence of social dynamics—those experiences in society that
shape our thinking and thus our reality. Race reflection can be seen as a process of
totality, one where individuals deliberate about racial matters concerning them-
selves, as well as social practices and behaviors of others. Race reflection does not
necessarily involve a destination and neither should it follow linear form; rather,
reflection on race concerns conscious, effortful thinking that invites pre-service
teachers to continually and persistently (re)flect on themselves with their racial
identities at the center in order to better understand and attend to others’ racial
identities, issues, and experiences. Race reflection in the teaching and learning
process entails simultaneous consideration—a form of double thinking that does not
neglect the particulars of the larger society in communion with that of the school
context. Race reflection may be conceived as a process that naturally occurs,
particularly where experienced teachers are concerned. However, many pre-service
teachers may not yet have developed the skills and repertoire of knowledge to
effectively reflect about race.

In short, race reflection is not a simplistic process; the demographic structure in
the USA is complex, and transforming teacher thinking is also complex: addressing
issues of race in teacher education programs involves a myriad of strategies and
approaches that may consider the complexity of race for pre-service teachers across
racial groups. Because of the complexities of race the language used throughout this
article may raise some tensions.
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Complexities of Race in Teaching and Learning

The USA is a multiracial society; it is projected that by the year 2020, 48% of the
nation’s school-age children in grades 1–12 will be students of color (Pallas et al.,
1989). While the nation’s student populations are becoming more diverse, its
teachers remain largely White (Banks & Banks, 2000). Gay and Howard (2000)
remind us that:

… 86% of all elementary and secondary teachers are [White] European
Americans. The number of African American teachers has declined from a
high of 12% in 1970 to 7% in 1998. The number of Latino and Asian
Pacific Islander American teachers is increasing slightly, but the percent-
ages are still very small (approximately 5% and 1% respectively). Native
Americans comprise less than 1% of the national teaching force. (pp. 1–2)

Because the racial orientations of students are more varied today than ever before
and teachers are overwhelmingly White, we (as teacher educators) must develop
tools to assist pre-service teachers (both White European Americans and teachers of
color) in this task of reflecting about race. Some White European American teachers
are aware of racial issues in the USA and in teaching and learning. Others of them
often are not aware of issues related to race, and attempting to address both groups
of teachers (those who are and are not racially aware) is indeed complex. White
European American teachers who are not racially aware need to engage in activities
such as race reflections. Pre-service teachers of color also should engage in race
reflections. Where issues of race consciousness and identity are concerned, I support
Tatum’s (2001) position:

In a race-conscious society, the development of a positive sense of racial/
ethnic identity not based on assumed superiority or inferiority is an import-
ant task for both white people and people of color. The development of this
positive identity is a lifelong process that often requires unlearning the
misinformation and stereotypes we have internalized not only about others,
but also about ourselves. (p. 53) (emphasis added)

The complexities surrounding race in the USA often leave teachers entering class-
rooms cross-racially incompetent; that is, they have never had significant experiences
with students from different racial backgrounds (Burke-Spero, 1999; Milner &
Woolfolk Hoy, 2003). Consequently, these teachers often lack the competencies to
address the needs of students from different racial backgrounds. For instance, many
teachers have never themselves attended schools with individuals of a different race,
or lived in cross-racial neighborhoods, and their understanding of racially diverse
students may be vague (Ford, 1996; Milner & Woolfolk Hoy, 2003). In light of this
lack of exposure and understanding, teachers may rely on stereotypical conceptions
of racially diverse students—perceptions that they may have extracted from
television programming, media coverage, or even family biases that still prevail in
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teachers’ thinking about racially diverse groups (Milner, 2002). Unfortunately, these
stereotypical beliefs may force teachers to teach and to think about their racially
diverse students through deficit models—whether consciously or unconsciously
(Milner, 2002; Milner & Woolfolk Hoy, 2003). Because teachers may rely on
stereotypical beliefs or overly simplistic notions of difference about racially diverse
students, and because of the complex nature of the demographics in the USA,
reflection on race is not an easy, simplistic process but is quite complex. In addition,
race in teaching and learning is an important topic. I have come to understand that
race is an overwhelming, important issue in education, and I shift the discussion
now to address race in the teaching and learning process.

Race in the Teaching and Learning Process

Race is not a new area of inquiry and/or conceptualization in the teaching and
learning process (Bell, 1992; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Ford, 1996; Scheurich
& Young, 1997). Decades ago, Woodson (1933) wrote about the realities of social
inequality and used race as a structural framework to address inequalities prevalent
in education. Foundationally, DuBois (1903) used race as a sociological base to
assess inequality. He posited that the problem of the twentieth century was that of
the color line. Presently, when we think about education generally, and the teaching
and learning process specifically, it is difficult to ignore racial factors when academic
measures are tabulated or when proficiency scores are quantified—providing evi-
dence of standard deviations and negative correlations among the ratios of Blacks-
to-Whites or Hispanics-to-Whites or Latino(a)s-to-Whites (Jackson & Davis, 2000).
Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) discuss such variances among students’ academic
performance in this way:

Although both class and gender can and do intersect race, as stand-alone
variables they do not explain all of the educational achievement differences
apparent between Whites and students of color. Indeed, there is some
evidence to suggest that even when we hold constant for class, middle-class
African-American students do not achieve at the same level as their White
counterparts. (p. 51)

Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) argued that race was the most important variable
in these achievement differences. Moreover, Steele (1997) asserted that virtually
every academic achievement measure shows African American students trailing their
White European American counterparts. These differences are consistent at every
level of schooling (pre-kindergarten–12), and the predictors are not merely results of
socio-economic status.

Little is known about teachers’ racial influences in the teaching and learning
process, particularly when we consider curriculum decision-making. Broadly speak-
ing, theorists and researchers have come to conceive of race as an endemic dimen-
sion of life—it has been seen as a state of being that is so ingrained in our society
and people’s thinking that it cannot be ignored (e.g. Ladson-Billings, 1998; Parker,
1998). In fact, through multiple studies that substantiated the importance of race,
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researchers and theorists have borrowed methodological and theoretical frameworks
from other disciplines to address salient issues of race in education as well as the
teaching and learning process (e.g. critical race theory from law). There are multiple
perspectives that place race at the core of policy and curriculum (Ladson-Billings,
1998), teaching approaches with African American students (Gay, 2000), research
epistemology and methodology with Chicano/a students (Pizarro, 1998), and minor-
ities (especially Latino/a students) in special education (Artiles & McClafferty,
1998). We have come to understand that race (really still) matters (West, 1993) in
the world and thus in the teaching and learning process.

Race is too complex and significant in teaching and learning to skim the surface
of its potency in our work with pre-service teachers. With this in mind, there needs
to be a convergence between the manners in which we think about reflection and the
ways that we conceptualize race in courses in our teacher education programs. The
following section attempts to extend our thinking about race and reflection in a
complementary, convergent manner. I discuss critical pedagogy and pre-service
teachers with the goal of providing insight into instructional methods teacher
educators may employ in their courses.

Critical Pedagogy and Pre-service Teachers

In light of my argument that pre-service teachers should be encouraged and directed
to reflect about race, there are likely some inconsistencies embedded in the overall
goal of critical pedagogy and what I propose as integral to pre-service teachers’
reflections. This section attempts to provide instructional examples, rationales, and
methods of how teacher educators might address race reflections with pre-service
teachers. Specifically, I am suggesting that through critical pedagogy, teacher educa-
tors may develop teaching activities to assist pre-service teachers in addressing issues
of race.

Critical pedagogy has been defined as a form of instruction, which rejects
oppression, combats injustice, gives voice to marginalized people, fights the main-
taining of the status quo; and critical pedagogy encourages instruction that promotes
radical action in the classroom and beyond. Critical pedagogy promotes complete-
ness that is achieved through a reflective search for wholeness—one that allows for
what bell hooks (1994) links to healing. When teachers make their pedagogy critical,
extending good interactive teaching and learning beyond the classroom and into the
real world, all involved may pursue liberation in particular facets of their experi-
ences. Until the pursuit of liberation is achieved, individuals are fragmented in
pursuit of clarity, understanding, and emancipation. This liberation is not outside of
man, and it is not created or accomplished through some external force. Rather, it
begins with mental understandings and alterations. Consequently, the pursuit of
emancipation is the precursor to holism and completeness and thus to liberatory
education and critical pedagogy. When individuals begin to think and to reflect
differently, they could live their lives differently, their actions and behaviors may be
different—even better—and they may help others do the same. Freire (1998) writes:
‘Freedom is not an ideal located outside of man; nor is it an idea, which becomes
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myth. It is rather the indispensable condition for the quest for human completion’
(p. 29).

Critical pedagogy points out that the pursuit of freedom comes by conquest not
by gift. Clearly, Freire (1998) contends that it is not possible for educators or other
individuals who understand oppression to somehow pass along emancipation to or
for the oppressed by their authoritative speech, for example. Rejecting what I have
come to call an osmosis approach, Freire asserts that the pursuit of emancipation
might be achieved, instead, by the problem-posing concept of education. Accord-
ingly, hooks (1994) reminds us that ‘The engaged voice must never be fixed and
absolute but always changing, always evolving in dialogue with a world beyond itself’
(p. 11). Through critical pedagogy, the teacher helps the oppressed become vigilant
towards the eradication of the powers that dictate future oppression. As a result, the
teacher is not the only, or the main, arbiter of knowledge, instruction, and intellec-
tual wisdom.

The idea of critical pedagogy in teacher education programs is not novel. In fact,
for at least a decade, teacher educators have employed its tenets in the education of
pre-service teachers and in-service teachers alike. Its efficiency, however, has been
questioned. For instance, Ellsworth (1989) found in her review of the literature on
critical pedagogy that theory and research provided ‘repressive,’ ‘abstract,’ and
‘utopian’ ideologies, which were difficult to transfer into classrooms. In essence,
Ellsworth criticizes the philosophical orientation of critical pedagogical theory—edu-
cational discourse that leaves teacher educators without substantive practical knowl-
edge to implement in the educational experiences of pre-service teachers. In
contrast, other teacher educators have found critical pedagogy effective in their work
(e.g. hooks, 1994; Dillard, 1996; Wink, 2000).

Authentic Perspectives on Critical Pedagogy

One of the criticisms with critical pedagogy is the lack of authentic, structured,
dimensions that guide its origins. Below are several practical strategies that teacher
educators may stress in their courses where critical pedagogy is concerned. These
strategies could move the philosophical orientation of critical pedagogy in teacher
education programs to practical, more authentic strategies in pre-kindergarten–12
classrooms. Pre-service teachers may:

• authentically reflect. This reflection should lead to self and social understanding
through focusing on self, other human beings (e.g. the oppressed, the affluent),
and power structures;

• keep pedagogy connected to the students. In this sense, pre-service teachers should
learn the life worlds of their students and should help them understand their own
racial capital;

• reflect on practical and pedagogical power structures. Pre-service teachers should
demystify their power by participating in the tasks that they ask of their students
and be models, not perpetuators, of power structures;

• encourage critical thinking among students; thus, they are transforming the world and
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being political. To encourage liberatory experiences, pre-service teachers should
create critical questions through the posing of tough questions and allow their
students to critically question as well.

Implementing Critical Pedagogy in Teacher Education

I am advancing two activities through critical pedagogy that may promote race
reflections in courses: pre-service teachers’ critically engaged dialogue around race,
and pre-service teachers’ race reflective journaling. Indeed, teacher educators can
provide guiding questions around race through these two activities.

Critically Engaged Dialogue

I am expanding what Gay and Howard (2000) refer to as dialogue around race. In
addition, I am building on hooks’s (1994) notion of engagement to include what I
am calling critically engaged dialogue among pre-service teachers. Gay and Howard
stressed the necessity for dialogue around issues of race, and hooks (1994) extended
the notion of critical pedagogy to emphasize what she conceptualized as ‘engaged
pedagogy’—an approach to teaching and learning that recognizes the politics in-
volved in education, and seeks to enhance instruction by reciprocal and authentic
methods of connecting learning communities. Engaged pedagogy allows teachers
and students to connect to each other and the lessons by acknowledging their
differences, discussing individual life experiences, and ultimately working together
towards freedom. Pre-service teachers’ class dialogue may be facilitated through this
idea of engaged pedagogy. Pre-service teachers become engaged through a type of
interactive process that allows both the pre-service teachers and the teacher educa-
tors to be involved in dialogue around race, and all involved learn from the process,
resulting in critically engaged dialogue.

hooks (1994) stressed that pedagogy as a practice of freedom recognizes the
authority of experience and the importance of voice (or what I am calling critically
engaged dialogue) as central components in teaching and learning. As a teacher
educator, hooks (1994) writes:

As a teacher, I recognize that students … enter classrooms within institu-
tions where their voices have been neither heard nor welcomed, whether
these students discuss facts—those that any of us might know—or personal
experience. My pedagogy has been shaped to respond to this reality. If I do
not wish to see these students use the ‘authority of experience’ as a means
of asserting voice, I can circumvent this possible misuse of power by
bringing to the classroom pedagogical strategies that affirm their presence,
their right to speak, in multiple ways on diverse topics. (p. 84)

Critically engaged dialogues about race can be an insightful way to have pre-service
teachers consider their perspectives. This race reflection may be best discussed and
addressed through what hooks calls the authority of voice wherein teacher educators
allow pre-service teachers to use specific personal experiences and examples to
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substantiate their points. This means that in order to address issues of race,
pre-service teachers are not forced to rely solely on scholarly literature, for instance,
in order to make their points and for their points to be valued. Instead, pre-service
teachers are allowed to reflect upon their own experiences as ‘valid,’ and appropriate
indicators of race in their dialogue.

Similarly, when discussing the spoken word and reflection, Freire (1998) writes:

Within the word we find two dimensions, reflection and action, in such
radical interaction that if one is sacrificed—even in part—the other imme-
diately suffers. There is no true word that is not at the same time praxis.
Thus to speak a true word is to transform the world … it becomes an
empty word, one which cannot denounce the world, for denunciation is
impossible without a commitment to transform, and there is no transform-
ation without action. (p. 68)

Through critically engaged dialogue, when pre-service teachers reflect, think, and
speak, they take positions on often-controversial issues, and they have an oppor-
tunity to transform others’ thinking simply through that spoken word or what may
be perceived as a form of pedagogy. Because dialogue, discourse, and voice are
powerful, it is imperative for pre-service teachers to reflect before speaking. This
reflection may concern oppressed people who may be neglected or ignored in the
discussion—but the main component of this reflection is on the ‘self.’ When
pre-service teachers speak truth, others may be challenged, even offended, and all
are being educated by the lack of knowledge people in the world display, allowing
for deeper understanding of their experiences in the world. Pre-service teachers need
to be equipped for debate and made comfortable with their positions, and teacher
educators should set the atmosphere of their classrooms as comfortable and support-
ive of pre-service teachers’ positions. When comfortable environments are estab-
lished, pre-service teachers’ personal and professional practices develop patterns that
allow them to do exceptional work with their students because they live and speak
in a world similar to that of the classroom.

Clearly, critically engaged dialogue through critical pedagogy (or teaching) does
not necessarily have to occur in the classroom. Instead, this dialogue as a form of
action may occur in other contexts, such as the teachers’ lounge, a faculty meeting,
or teacher–parent conferences. These settings might elicit a voice for justice on
behalf of those who might not necessarily be able to speak for themselves due to
their current situations or the fact that they are simply left out of the conversation.
This notion of speaking invokes enactment and activism. The act of speaking has a
transformative dimension in which people respond to nonsense and requires a form
of radicalism that may be frowned upon by others. In short, teacher educators can
provide avenues for discussion around race in their courses that transform pre-ser-
vice teachers’ thinking, and dialogue in other facets of their work (not only in the
classroom).

In sum, an instructional method to address race reflection among pre-service
teachers is critically engaged dialogue. As hooks (1994) explains, ‘Any classroom
that employs a holistic model of learning will also be a place where teachers grow
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and are empowered by the process’ (p. 21). Therefore, critically engaged dialogue is
one that is not separate from the reality of the world; it involves discussion that
negotiates and balances the power of the teacher educator over the pre-service
teacher and provides space for all individuals in the educative process to learn. When
using critically engaged discussions, all are constantly reflecting and becoming more
cognizant of who they are and why they believe what they do. They are in tune with
the reality that race matters in individuals’ daily experiences (West, 1993; McCall,
1997) and should thus be a part of their reflections, discussions, as well as their
pedagogical approaches, even if they do not have the same experiences as others. As
a result, critically engaged dialogue promotes instruction that is racially appropriate
and seeks to understand and to address the repercussion of the many ‘isms’ (e.g.
racism, sexism, and classism) that individuals contend with both inside of and
beyond the walls of the school.

Race Reflective Journaling

In addition to critically engaged dialogue, a second method of critical pedagogy that
may facilitate race reflection is journaling. Dillard (1994; 1996) discusses her role as
a teacher educator and her position of authority in the process of learning about both
her students and herself through reciprocal journal writing—all individuals—teach-
ers and students alike—are engaged in writing and responding. Through journaling,
open dialogues in the form of writing between students and the teacher provide
avenues for student and teacher engagement, reflection, and enlightenment. The
journaling allows for constant learning among all involved, improving their under-
standing of themselves and others through reflections that address their positions
and rationales in the world.

What I am proposing is that teacher educators use guiding questions concerning
race to form race reflective journaling. Race reflective journaling may be a more
appropriate approach then critically engaged dialogue, as discussed previously.
Clearly, pre-service teachers may feel more comfortable attending to issues of race
through journaling as opposed to open dialogue among their peers in courses. Race
reflective journaling may allow pre-service teachers to attend to issues of race that
they have not in the past. Pre-service teachers who have not previously been engaged
in thinking about race may find this method more appropriate.

In race reflective journaling, the role of the teacher educator might be asking the
right questions or helping students locate answers to questions and areas of interest,
resulting in a teacher–student interaction that is dynamic, minimizing the power of
the teacher because knowledge and expertise are negotiated. Through what Freire
calls ‘problem-posing’ education, individuals develop their own power to perceive
‘critically the way they exist in the world with which and in which they find
themselves; they come to see the world not as a static reality, but as a reality of
process, in transformation’ (p. 64). Stressing self-perception, problem-posing edu-
cation bases its philosophy on creativity and stimulates true reflection and action
upon reality.

Similarly, pre-service teachers and teacher educators may need to develop prob-
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lem-posing questions around race in their work through personal self-reflections.
Problem-posing education allows teachers to decide what is needed in their lives and
thus work to make them more complete, filling the voids of fragmentation. As Freire
(1998) stresses, pedagogy of the oppressed is a pedagogy that must be forged with
(not for) the oppressed (whether individuals or peoples) in the struggle to (re)gain,
(re)capture, and (re)flect upon their emancipated place in the classroom and in the
society.

While pursuing racial competence through race reflective journaling, pre-service
teachers may strive to become complete human beings in combination with the
world rather than fragmented, disconnected beings (Macedo, 1993). With this
commitment comes the awareness of privilege (see McIntosh, 1990) or the lack
thereof (see McCall, 1997) because of realities within and beyond a teacher’s
control. White European American teachers may become cognizant of the fact that
they may have advantages over their students and other human beings in the world
simply because of their race. Marginalized groups may become aware that they may
believe stereotypes about themselves and others that are consequences of race.

This awareness of privilege or lack thereof is not lingered upon but instead used
as a foundation to equip teacher educators and pre-service teachers with the
knowledge to deal with the particulars of their situation and to work hard(er) to
overcome problems. Once they know and understand oppression and key contribu-
tors to it, pre-service teachers may work toward liberation through their expertise
and develop tactics to deal with those things that are out of their control (skin color)
and change those things that are (for example, their thinking, their pedagogy, biases,
misunderstandings, prejudices). Moreover, they may decide that through broader
knowledge and new awareness from race reflective journaling they will conduct more
racially aware and balanced classrooms. Rather, they may do their work in pursuit
of helping others, themselves, and ultimately the world because, in a sense, they are
doing the work that makes a difference, and they become content with this.

A Critically Reflective Chart about Race

In light of the criticisms of the utility of critical pedagogy, teacher educators should
make race in reflection overt in their classrooms with pre-service teachers. This is
especially the case if we believe that critical reflection through critical pedagogy is an
appropriate approach to prepare pre-service teachers to reflect on race. In other
words, it is no longer sufficient to require, to encourage, and to provide avenues for
teacher reflection in a general sense. Rather, teacher educators may need to orches-
trate reflection in ways that explicitly stress and encourage pre-service teachers to
think about race through reflection. Table I illustrates the type of overt reflections
that teacher educators may find useful in preparing pre-service teachers to reflect on
race in their courses. The chart can be used in both critically engaged dialogue, and
in race reflective journaling.

I developed this chart with the goal of helping my pre-service teachers think about
race. While I am yet to implement it in a full class of students, I have encouraged
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some of my White European American students and students of color to use this
chart as a guide to pursue racial competence. Inevitably, the students find the
questions on the chart challenging, yet invigorating. The pre-service teachers often
reported that they had never thought about such questions or that they had never
thought about race in such a way. Accordingly, I am arguing that this exercise has
the potential to help teacher educators, practitioners, and researchers think deeper
about these matters. I plan to implement the chart in my courses in the future with
more students. The results of it have the potential to be telling as we work to
understand issues of resistance, apathy, awareness, and change among pre-service
teachers. Readers of this article may in a like manner find the chart useful and
essential in helping pre-service teachers reflect about race. In fact, I encourage
teacher educators to implement this tool in their courses and to chart the range of
responses. The data should be instrumental in how we think about race in the
teaching and learning process.

In sum, this chart is designed to support pre-service teachers’ reflections on race
in an overt, explicit manner. With reflective questions as outlined in Table I,
pre-service teachers are challenged to pose the tough questions that may have been
dismissed or ignored in pre-service teacher reflection through critical pedagogy in
the past. The very core of these questions may contradict what we (who advocate
meaning-making, student-centered approaches) hope to accomplish in our classes
with pre-service teachers. The very directness of these questions may seem inconsist-
ent with how we think instruction ought to be facilitated in classrooms that employ
critical pedagogy. In many ways, the table does not follow the pedagogical scheme
that we have come to know and respect regarding critical pedagogy. There is
‘directness’ (a more teacher-centered approach) to the questions outlined in the
chart for pre-service teachers rather than students being allowed to formulate, to
develop, and to address questions that they develop themselves. However, the chart
provides students the opportunity to critically reflect (which is a dimension of critical
pedagogy), and the chart also allows pre-service teachers to ask questions that they
may not select and deliberate upon otherwise. The structure of the chart may
especially be crucial for White European American pre-service teachers who may
find race secondary, not central, or insignificant to their work in classrooms.
Moreover, non-White European American pre-service teachers, although more
likely inclined to reflect about race in their work, may dismiss the conscious,
deliberate depth that is essential to transform and/or affect their teaching. However,
the very nature of the chart may propose power issues and may seem to contradict
what we have conceived as critical pedagogy. If this were the case, critical pedagogy
needs to be expanded to address racial issues.

This chart is not to suggest that teacher educators have not provided structure for
reflection using critical pedagogy as a frame in the past. What I propose is that more
specific questions are asked (as in this case with reflecting about issues of race).
Teacher educators may need to move beyond the general to the more specific areas
of reflection if we are serious about improving the quality of education and teaching
and learning among racially marginalized students in the USA.
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Notes

[1] I am defining this pursuit of racial competence as teachers’ deep deliberative search to
understand their own and other individuals’ racial backgrounds, racial heritage, and
consequences of race that cause oppression and privilege. The pursuit of racial competence
involves an amalgamation of racial awareness, racial sensitivity, and racial consciousness
that may assist pre-service teachers in uncovering hidden beliefs, biases, prejudices, and
values that may cause them to (mis)understand their own and others’ racial existences in
education and thus the world.

[2] The American Heritage Dictionary (1991) defines heuristic (as an adjective) as ’constituting
an educational method in which learning takes place through discoveries that result from
investigations made by the student.’

References

ARTILES, A.J. & MCCLAFFERTY, K. (1998) Learning to teach culturally diverse learners: charting
change in pre-service teacher thinking about effective teaching, Elementary School Journal,
98, pp. 189–220.

BANKS, J.A. & BANKS, C.A.M. (2000) Multicultural education: issues & perspectives, 4th edn (New
York, Wiley).

BELL, D. (1992) Faces at the Bottom of the Well: the permanence of racism (New York, Basic Books).
BERUBE, M.S. (Ed.) (1991) The American Heritage Dictionary, 2nd edn (Boston, MA, Houghton

Mifflin).
BURKE-SPERO, R. (1999) Toward a model of ‘CIVITAS’ through an ethic of care: a qualitative

study of pre-service teachers’ perceptions about learning to teach diverse student popula-
tions, unpublished dissertation, Ohio State University, Columbus.

DILLARD, C.B. (1994) Beyond supply and demand: critical pedagogy, ethnicity, and empower-
ment in recruiting teachers of color, Journal of Teacher Education, 4(45), pp. 9–17.

DILLARD, C.B. (1996) Engaging pedagogy: writing and reflection in multicultural teacher edu-
cation, Teacher Education, 8, pp. 13–21.

DUBOIS, W.E.B. (1903) The Souls of Black Folks (New York, Fawcett).
ELLSWORTH, E. (1989) Why doesn’t this feel empowering? Working through the repressive myths

of critical pedagogy, Harvard Educational Review, 59, pp. 297–324.
FORD, D.Y. (1996) Reversing Underachievement among Gifted Black Students: promising practices and

programs (New York, Teachers College Press).
FREIRE, P. (1998) Pedagogy of the Oppressed (New York, Continuum).
GAY, G. (2000) Culturally, Responsive Teaching: theory, research, and practice (New York, Teachers

College Press).
GAY, G. & HOWARD, T. (2000) Multicultural teacher education for the 21st century, The Teacher

Educator, 36, pp. 1–16.
HOOKS, B. (1994) Teaching to Transgress: education as the practice of freedom (New York, Routledge).
JACKSON, A.W. & DAVIS, G.A. (2000) Turning Points 2000: educating adolescents in the 21st century.

A report of Carnegie Corporation of New York (New York, Teacher College Press).
LADSON-BILLINGS, G. (1998) Just what is critical race theory and what’s it doing in a nice field

like education? Qualitative Studies in Education, 11, pp. 7–24.
LADSON-BILLINGS, G. & TATE, B. (1995) Toward a critical race theory of education, Teachers

College Record, 97, pp. 47–67.
MACEDO, D.P. (1993) Literacy for stupidification: the pedagogy of big lies, Harvard Educational

Review, 63, pp. 183–206.
MCCALL, N. (1997) What’s Going On? (New York, Vintage Books).
MCCUTCHEON, G. (2002) Developing the Curriculum (Troy, NY, Educators’ Press International).
MCINTOSH, P. (1990) White privilege: unpacking the invisible knapsack, Independent School,

90(49), pp. 31–36.



208 H. R. Milner

MCMAHON, S.I. (1997) Using documented written and oral dialogue to understand and challenge
pre-service teachers’ reflections, Teaching and Teacher Education, 13, pp. 199–213.

MILNER, H.R. (2002) Affective and social issues among high-achieving African American stu-
dents: recommendations for teachers and teacher education, Action in Teacher Education, 24,
pp. 81–89.

MILNER, H.R. (2003) A case study of an African American English teacher’s cultural comprehen-
sive knowledge and (self) reflective planning, Journal of Curriculum and Supervision, 18, pp.
175–196.

MILNER, H.R. & WOOLFOLK HOY, A. (2003) A case study of an African American teacher’s
self-efficacy, stereotype threat, and persistence, Teaching and Teacher Education, 19, 263–
276.

PALEY, V.G. (2000) White Teacher (Cambridge, MA, Harvard University Press).
PALLAS, A.M., NATRIELLO, G. & MCDILL, E.L. (1989) The changing nature of the disadvantaged

population: current dimensions and future trends, Educational Researcher, 18, pp. 16–22.
PARKER, L. (1998) ‘Race is … race ain’t’: an exploration of the utility of critical race theory in

qualitative research in education, Qualitative Studies in Education, 11, pp. 43–55.
PIZARRO, M. (1998) ‘Chicana/o power!’ Epistemology and methodology for social justice and

empowerment in Chicana/o communities, Qualitative Studies in Education, 11, pp. 57–80.
RICHARDSON, V. & PLACIER, P. (2001) Teacher change, in: V. RICHARDSON (Ed.) Handbook of

Research on Teaching, pp. 905–950 (Washington, DC, American Educational Research
Association).

ROBINSON, R. (1998) Founder and president, Trans Africa, formed to influence US policies
toward Africa and the Caribbean.

ROSKOS, K., VUKELICH, C. & RISKO, V. J. (2001) Reflection and learning to teach reading: a
critical review of literacy and general teacher education studies, Journal of Literacy Research,
33, pp. 595–635.

SCHEURICH, J.J. & YOUNG, M.D. (1997) Coloring epistemologies: are our research epistemologies
racially biased? Educational Researcher, 26(4), pp. 4–16.

SCHON, D. (1983) The Reflective Practitioner: how professionals think in action (New York, Basic
Books).

SCHON, D. (1987) Educating the Reflective Practitioner: toward a new design for teaching and learning
in the profession (San Francisco, CA, Jossey–Bass).

STEELE, C.M. (1997) A threat in the air: how stereotypes shape intellectual identity and
performance, American Psychologist, 52, pp. 613–629.

TATUM, B.D. (2001) Professional development: an important partner in antiracist teacher
education, in: S. H. KING & L. A. CASTENELL (Eds) Racism and Racial Inequality: implications
for teacher education, pp. 51–58 (Washington: AACTE Publications).

WEST, C. (1993) Race Matters (Boston, MA, Beacon Press).
WINK, J. (2000) Critical Pedagogy: notes from the real world, 2nd edn (New York, Longman).
WOODSON, C.G. (1933) The Mis-education of the Negro (Washington, DC, Associated Publishers).
ZEICHNER, K. & LISTON, D. (1996) Reflective teaching: an introduction (Mahwah, NJ, Lawrence

Erlbaum).


