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THE IMPLICATIONS OF WHITE TEACHER IDENTITY
Abstract
I am convinced that there is an urgent need for transformative work among white teachers
in North America in general, and in southern Ontario specifically, that engages them in a
critical understanding of their racial identity. This dissertation research project undertakes
a possible way to invite teachers into such dialogue. Using critical participatory action
research (CPAR) as a methodology, this project focused on developing race
consciousness among six white teachers from an independent school in southern Ontario.
I led these teachers in a series of workshops that attempted to guide them through an
understanding of their white identity in order to observe the possibility of increasing their
“race cognizance” (Frankenberg, 1993). I explain the findings by uncovering and
analyzing narrative themes that emerged from the data. Throughout this work, I have
attempted to honour the words of W.E.B. DuBois (1903), who claimed long ago that “the
hands of none of us are clean if we bend not our energies to righting these great wrongs.”
The great wrongs he spoke—the wrongs of racism, of white supremacy, of dismissing the
import of racial justice work—though long ago, are ongoing, shifting and being
perpetuated most notably in places where our youth are being nurtured. The urgency of
the work of challenging the complicity and lack of awareness among white teachers is
work that I have taken up in this project.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
The following dissertation aims to offer a possibility for engaging white1 teachers
in an exploration of their racial identity and its implications for their teaching practice.
First, I explain the need for equity education for teachers, and the unique and contextual
approaches needed for white teachers, in particular. Next, I underscore the need for this
education to engage teachers in an interrogation of their white racial identity. Using
critical race, critical whiteness, and anti-racism theories, I explain the theoretical lenses
used in the study. I explain what led to a critical participatory action research (CPAR)
project that focuses on developing race consciousness among white teachers. Then, I
explain the design of the study, and how I elicited the voices of six white teachers from
an independent school in southern Ontario, who each chose to be involved in a series of
workshops that guided them through an understanding of their white identity in order to
observe the possibility of increasing their race cognizance (Frankenberg, 1993). I explain
the findings by uncovering the narrative themes that emerged from the data; then, I
analyze the narrative themes while answering my research questions. Finally, I conclude
with several insights and recommendations for further study.
Sharing pieces of my personal journey from a high school teacher to a doctoral
student, I include throughout this study the ways in which I continue to problematize my
own capacity for agency as a white woman and as a mother to a racialized child.
Throughout these pages, I integrate a story-telling approach, a method utilized in
narrative inquiry (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990), by telling stories from my own life in

Though some scholars choose to capitalize the word white when referring to the dominant racial group, I
will use lowercase for this word throughout this dissertation. Doing this, I follow the lead of Cheryl Matias
(2014) who strategically does not capitalize racially-dominant groups, “In an attempt to combat the white
supremacy in language” (p. 3).
1
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order to lend depth and nuance to my own self-knowledge, but also to help explain how I
made sense of my past experiences – which inform this study. Stories not only lead to
self-knowledge and the ability to understand various social encounters (Fresko, 2008),
but they also help us make sense of the present (Watson, 2009). Connelly and Clandinin
(1990) describe narrative inquiry as supporting the, “view that education is the
construction and reconstruction of personal and social stories; teachers and learners are
storytellers and characters in their own and other’s stories” (p. 2). Similarly, my own
personal story and developing consciousness about racial issues are what compel me to
discover and uncover how other teachers tell their stories of recognizing themselves as
part of a racist society.
Social, Cultural, and Political Contexts for the Present Inquiry
After only five years in this country, I have been constantly taken aback by
vehement denials that there are any problems with race here in Canada, and am confused
over the determinism to maintain the country’s image as a ‘nice, white country’ that
tolerates its immigrants as long as they ‘behave.’ Granted, I have arrived at this harsh
conclusion after years of hearing mostly anecdotal incidents; however, the statistics of
Canada’s inequitable treatment toward its racialized populations is daunting at best (Han
& Cheng, 2011; Henry, Rees, & Tator, 2010; Jang et. al. 2013; Ryan, Pollock, &
Antonelli, 2009; Tait, 1999), and seems to support my opinion that Canada is a land of
pretense.
Here, where the official Multicultural Policy of Canada was adopted in 1971,
citizens take pride in being the first country in the world to adopt such a bold policy that
affirms the value and dignity of all Canadians, regardless of their race, ethnic origins,
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language, or religious affiliation (Government of Canada, 2012). In 1988, The Canadian
Multiculturalism Act turned this policy into law by enforcing the two official languages,
ensuring equal treatment and protection for all individuals, and recognising the cultural
and racial diversity of Canadian society (Egbo, 2009; Henry, Rees, & Tator, 2010). This
policy and Act were created in an attempt to address the reality of ethnic pluralism in
Canada (Roberts & Clifton, 1990).
However, this laudable and esteemed policy is also suspected to have been
politically motivated, representing merely a myth rather than a reality (Egbo, 2009;
Henry, Rees, & Tator, 2010). Many Canadians applaud the policy, while claiming that
they are not racist (Gérin-Lajoie, 2008). For example, Henry, Rees, and Tator (2010)
claim that those verbal denials of racism, fueled by the policy, serve to,
cast an illusory spell that has allowed Canadians to ignore the harsh reality of a
society divided by colour and ethnicity. Canada suffers from historical amnesia.
Its citizens and institutions function in a state of collective denial. Canadians have
obliterated from their collective memory the racist laws, policies, and practices
that have shaped their major social, cultural, political, and economic institutions
for three hundred years. (p. xxii)
Similarly, Bedard (2000) asserts that Canadian multiculturalism still renders racial
minorities invisible: “Multiculturalism is a trope to satiate non-White peoples while
relieving White anxiety and guilt about their colonial and imperial past” (p. 48). This
discord among Canadians about the meaning, prevalence, and authenticity of this crucial
piece of policy and legislation illuminates the vehement denials of racism that I allude to
earlier in this section. Turning an ideal into law, it appears, does not affect ideology. This
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ideology is the very thing that will be addressed here in this study, and particularly, how
it manifests in white teachers in Ontario.
Defining Whiteness
White. This research project explores what this word implies in relation to
identity and, in particular, a teacher’s racial identity. I begin by acknowledging the
strangeness of the term. What does white mean when applied to a teacher’s racial
identity? When it names them? When it implies a legacy of power, colonialism, and
oppression? What does this word mean when it describes a teacher? Why does it matter?
I was a high school teacher for many years. I never considered my white skin to
be at all related to the obvious achievement gap between my white students and my
students of colour, an outcome most commonly measured by students’ scores and
performance on tests. This gap was clearly visible to me, but has also been proven by an
abundance of research in recent decades (Kober, 2001; Lee, 2002). I considered myself
neutral, and in my more noble moments, even altruistic. I had chosen to focus my career
on ‘helping’ my students of colour to succeed, and never detected my white identity to be
at all problematic in my ability to do this. The critical incidents that prompted my
awareness were both personal and professional. This dissertation, therefore, is very much
about something I have been working out in my own life throughout the past several
years. Just as Frankeberg (1993) describes the development of an understanding of race,
racism, and whiteness as race cognizance, my own race cognizance developed over the
past several years.
There is no uncomplicated definition of the word white. It is ironic as much as it
is complex. The inherent irony comes from the historic resistance to using the term as an
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identifier. Using white as a race signifier runs the risk of reinforcing, “uncomplicated,
simplistic understandings of race” (Tanner, 2016, p. 183), or identifying an intentional
community, like the Klu Klux Klan (KKK). White people prefer to see themselves as
individuals, and not as members of a culture (Mahoney, 1997), and moreover, as
individuals whose identities are fluid and constantly shifting (Chadderton, 2012). White is
undoubtedly a problematic identifier which can, “alienate and stigmatize” people from
engaging in topics related to racial justice (Bobo, 2001, p. 268). Even the scholars
disagree about defining this word: Ellsworth (1997) asserts that attempting to define
whiteness is even part of the problem of racism, whereas Dei (1996) claims that the real
problem is racism, not the definitions.
With awareness of the complexity of the word white, I forge ahead like many
scholars before me and attempt to articulate a meaningful dissertation that hinges on this
term with its debated implications. However, for the purpose of clarity, I will begin by
defining this term and other related terms that are used throughout the study. These are
definitions that I have chosen based on my years of researching this topic. They are
intended to be understood as fluid, not fixed. I offer them as a guide to orient this
dissertation research project, and deem them important enough to be crucial components,
rather than appendix items.
White
The term white signifies a light skin tone that imparts benefits because of a system
that is structured around racial differences (Matias, 2014b). Ladson-Billings (2001)
claims that being white is about much more than biology: it is about, “choosing a system
of privilege and power” (p. 81).
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Whiteness
With origins in the, “physical and psychic violence of the enslavement, genocide
and exploitation of peoples of color around the world” (Owen, 2007, p. 207), whiteness is
an arbitrary construct that signifies an unnamed and largely invisible social reality –
invisible to whites, yet highly visible to non-whites. A category that functions both
systemically and individually, whiteness is, “an evolving, socially constructed system of
conscious/unconscious, intentional/accidental, explicit/implicit privilege associated with
those who manifest certain characteristics labeled White, characteristics that evolve
within a racialized society” (Laughter, 2011, p. 44).
White Privilege
White privilege refers to an institutional set of benefits granted to those whose
skin tone matches those who hold power positions; it reflects the unearned advantages of
being white in a racially stratified society, and has been characterized as an expression of
institutional power that is largely unacknowledged by most white individuals (Kendall,
2006; Neville, Worthington, & Spanierman, 2001).
White Supremacy
White supremacy refers to an overarching, persistent system of white Western
racial domination which manifests globally. This system of domination relies on the
exploitation of people of colour, while locating whites in a structural position of
superiority and advantage – offering both material and psychological benefits – and
people of colour in a subordinate position of disadvantage (Allen, 2001; Carbrera, 2014;
hooks, 1989; Owen, 2007).
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People of Colour
People of colour is an umbrella term that refers to many racial groups including,
but not limited to, Black, Asian, Indigenous, and Latinx, all of whom are exposed, in
different ways, to institutional and cultural racism (Cullen, 2008).
Race
As Wijeyesinghe, Griffin, and Love (1997) define it, race is,
A social construct that artificially divides people into distinct groups based on
characteristics such as physical appearance – particularly color – but also
ancestral heritage, cultural affiliation, cultural history, ethnic classification, and
the social, economic, and political needs of a society at a given period of time. (p.
88)
Racism
Racism is defined as a belief in superior or inferior characteristics or abilities
based on the pigment of one’s skin tone. The difference between racism as an individual
pathology and racism as a systemic problem is often misunderstood. For this reason,
Young (2011), identifies four personae of racism, which she delineates as, “the conscious
perpetrators, the unconscious perpetrators, the deceived perpetrators/activists, and the
enlightened perpetrators/activists” (p. 1433).
Racialized
According to Galabuzi (2006), the term racialized, “denotes that process of
imposition, the social construction of the category, and the attendant experience of
oppression as opposed to the seemingly neutral use of the terms ‘visible minorities’ or
‘racial minorities’ which have the effect of masking oppression” (p. xvi). Recognizing
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that race is a social construct, the Ontario Human Rights Commission (OHRC) describes
people as being a “racialized person” or “racialized group” instead of the more outdated
and inaccurate terms like “racial minority,” “visible minority,” or “person of colour,” or
“non-white.”
Anti-Racism
Anti-racism is both a theory that invites a deep analysis of the domination and
normativity of whiteness in North America (Dei, 2000; Henry et al., 2010), and also an
approach to teaching. Dei (2000) defines anti-racism as, “an action-oriented, educational
and political strategy for institutional and systemic change that addresses the issues of
racism and the interlocking systems of social oppression (sexism, classism, heterosexism,
and ableism)” (p. 13).
Anti-Oppressive Education
Anti-oppressive education describes a form of education that works against
various forms of oppression. Kumashiro (2000) describes its purpose this way:
Educators and students need to examine not only how some groups and identities
are othered, that is, marginalized, denigrated, violated in society, but also how
some groups are favored, normalized, privileged, as well as how this dual process
is legitimized and maintained by social structures and competing ideologies. (p.
35)
This research sought to understand what a white identity implies for a small group
of high school teachers at an independent school in southern Ontario. Using CPAR
(Kemmis, McTaggart, & Nixon, 2015), this study sought to uncover the complexities
involved in coming to an understanding of a white identity. Ultimately, this project
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sought to transform personal identities and compel white teachers to grapple with issues
related to racial justice and to inspire them to create safe and inclusive spaces in their
classrooms and in their institution.
Problem Statement
Recognizing the need to address racism in Ontario schools, The Ontario Ministry
of Education (OME), under the leadership of Kathleen Wynne, created Ontario’s Equity
and Inclusion Strategy in 2009 to establish, “a framework to help the education
community identify and address discriminatory biases and systemic barriers to student
achievement and well-being, honour diversity, and affirm respect for all in our schools”
(OME, 2009b, p. 1). The Equity and Inclusion Strategy begins by justifying the need for
action in Ontario. It cites a 2005 court case which claims that, “racial prejudice against
visible minorities is so notorious and indisputable that its existence needs to be treated as
a social fact” (OME, 2009, p. 7).
Prior to the Wynne administration, educational policy related to equity had varied
in name and focus. Prior to 1995, Ontario had some of the most progressive policies in all
of Canada related to diversity, equity, and social justice, spanning all the way back to the
1940s (Joshee, 2004; Joshee & Johnson, 2005). All of these progressive policies – except
Policy/Program Memorandum No. 119 (PPM 119),2 which remained in place, but not
enforced (Joshee, 2007) – were abolished under the Progressive-Conservative
government of the Harris administration which took power in 1995 (Joshee, 2007).
The current achievement data for racialized children in Canada indicates that
Indigenous and racialized students are poorly served: they are under-represented in

2

PPM 119 refers to a policy on developing and implementing equity and inclusive education policies in
Ontario schools, which was recently revised in 2013.
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university-bound programs, and over-represented in less challenging courses (Ryan,
Pollock, & Antonelli, 2009; Tait, 1999). Graduation rates of First Nations people living
on reserves is well below the population as a whole (Bird, 2008), and English Language
learners (ELL), which includes 25% of Ontario students, have low success rates and high
deferral rates for the Ontario Secondary School Literacy Test (OSSLT) (Han & Cheng,
2011; Jang et al., 2013). By 2031, it is predicted that 35% of Canada’s population under
15 years of age will belong to a visible minority group (Malenfant, Lebel, & Martel,
2010), and the dropout rate of Black youth is disproportionately high, often three times
higher than white youth (Dei, Mazzuca, McIsaac, & Zine, 1997; OME, 1995).
According to Ontario’s Bill 13, also known as the Accepting Schools Act (2012),
teachers in publicly funded schools are mandated to provide safe and positive
environments for all children to achieve their highest potential, “regardless of race,
ancestry, place of origin, colour, ethnic origin, citizenship, creed, sex, sexual orientation,
gender identity, gender expression, age, marital status, family status or disability” (An
Act to Amend the Education Act, 2012). Yet, the funding to educate teachers about how
to best do this is a mystery. Each board is responsible for providing education about
equitable strategies for its teachers, as per PPM 119, yet the funding to carry out these
goals is lumped in with other initiatives and is left to each board’s discretion (GérinLajoie, 2008). Many boards have designated Equity Officers who oversee the equity
training of teachers within the boards, yet some boards do not; some boards have simply
lumped the role of equity in with literacy and numeracy, allowing one person to oversee
all of the equity learning for entire school boards, and many of the 73 boards contain well
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over 100 schools (Ontario College of Teachers, 2016). A study called Equity Policy
Analysis: Ontario School Districts is currently underway (Cooper, 2015).
The province has recognized the challenges ahead of them. In 2009,
Professionally Speaking devoted an article to the issue of equity and inclusion. In it, the
author names the challenge: “Achieving equitable and inclusive education in such a
diverse province is indeed a challenge. The infrastructure for equity and inclusion has
been fragmentary – of 72 boards only 43 have any kind of equity policy in place”
(Lushington, 2009, para 95). Partly in response to this challenge, Additional Qualification
(AQ) courses that focus on inclusive classrooms were added by the Ontario College of
Teachers (OCT) in 2009 (OCT, 2016). Previously, these courses focused on some of the
varying dominating discourses that have prevailed in Canada for the past several decades.
Terms that have risen and fallen in popularity – like diversity, multiculturalism, and
identity – and others have been peppered in these course titles, indicating a slight change
in focus (Joshee, 2007). These days, more and more school boards are prioritizing
discussions and workshops with an equity and inclusion focus. For example, after glaring
issues of racial disparity at a high school in the Durham region (Szekely, 2016), on April
27 and 28, 2015, the Durham Elementary School Administrators’ annual conference was
held with a decided focus on racial equity.
In 2017, shortly after the research for the present study was collected, the OME
released a new plan called Ontario’s Education Equity Action Plan. In this ambitious
document, the OME reaffirmed its commitment to eliminating inequities in the
educational system, and outlined several goals. Among many detailed goals stated in the
3-year action plan are a development of identity-based data collection, and a call for
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enhanced diversity in hiring and promotion of teachers and administrators (Ontario’s
Education Equity Action Plan, 2017).
Since the collection of the data used for this study, another notable event that is
likely to impact the province’s aggressive steps toward achieving equity is the election of
a Progressive Conservative government in 2018. The effects of this new administration
are yet to be felt; however, it is worth noting here that this recent change of
administration will likely impact the funding of equity-related endeavors. Though the
research site used for this study is an independent school, and not directly affected by the
same policies and funding decisions that affect publicly funded schools, they have
similarly struggled in recent years in growing to become more inclusive and equitable to
best serve the changing demographics of Canada, as will be explained in subsequent
chapters. In Ontario, independent schools operate as businesses or non-profit
organizations independent of the OME, yet they must be in accordance with the legal
requirements established by the Education Act (OME, 2018).
Ontario School Boards’ Hiring Practices in Relation to Race
If we take into consideration the disturbing data in Ontario that reveals how the
hiring of racialized teachers has not kept pace with the increasingly racialized student
population (Kodama, 2015; Ryan et al., 2009), it appears that the lack of policy that
would necessitate the need for racialized teachers greatly affected hiring practices in the
past several decades. The Ontario Employment Equity Act (1993) was repealed by the
Conservative government of Mike Harris which came to power in 1995 (Public Service
Alliance of Canada, n.d.). According to the 2006 census, 9.5% of the teacher population
in Ontario is made up of visible minority teachers, whereas 22.8 % of the population in
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Ontario are visible minorities (Ryan, et al., 2009). Research has proven that having
racialized teachers is advantageous for schools for many reasons (OME, 1995; Ryan et
al., 2009; Solomon, 1997), yet without a policy in place to mandate equitable hiring
practices, Ontario has slipped further and further away from a teaching force that matches
its population, thus perpetuating, “coercive power relations” (Cummins, 2009, p. 261)
between white teachers (dominant group) and their students of colour (subordinate group)
and reproducing the social norms of a white-dominated country (Cummins, 2009; Matias,
2014b; Picower, 2009).
In fact, there has been an increasing dominance of white women in the teaching
profession (Feistritzer, 2011). White women are poignant in this power dynamic, as they
are considered not only biological reproducers, but also social reproducers of white
racism while modelling complicity within racist systems (Frankenberg, 1993; Leonardo,
2009). Contributing to this problem is the fact that white teachers act to silence critical
discourse about race. Dei (2000) also confirms this: “academic discussions on race are
often avoided, negated, or erased in schools” (p. 30). As mentioned, Ontario’s Education
Equity Action Plan (2017) addresses this issue in a call for increased recruitment efforts
by education faculties and an increased presence of racialized and Indigenous teachers in
schools; yet, how this plan will be held to account remains in question.
Many scholars claim the necessity of interrogating and exposing whiteness as a
privileged identity that is disguised as ‘normal’ (Allen, 2002; Delgado & Stefancic,
2012). Since there is an abundance of white teachers in Ontario, this seems to be a worthy
consideration for addressing inequities. Without the critical deconstruction of whiteness
as a powerful system of dominance, troubling biases and deep systemic inequities will
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likely remain unaddressed (Dei, 2000). Acknowledging this troubling reality, Ontario’s
Premier, Kathleen Wynne, in her announcement of the Anti-Racism Directorate in 2016,
introduced the reason for its creation while addressing this issue: “We know in our hearts
that deeply entrenched biases are still at work, disadvantaging entire communities”
(Ontario Government Office of the Premiere, 2016). Michael Coteau, the Minister
responsible for the Anti-Racism Directorate, admitted that people are uncomfortable
talking about race, but that these kinds of conversations are important. Coteau said:
I feel as though what we’re seeing happening across the province and the
country . . . there’s a shift that’s taking place, and I think Ontario needs to really
position itself as a place that doesn’t tolerate any form of discrimination or
racism. (Armstrong, 2016)
Doing this difficult work in schools is also a shared need. As John Cartwright, President
of the Toronto and York Region Labour Council, stated in regard to equity work in
education, “Obviously, if you’re going to address issues of race and racism, you got to
start with people as they’re young growing up and what attitudes are shaped there”
(Armstrong, 2016).
Similarly, Kurt Lewin (1946), often thought of as the founder of action research
(AR), also expressed the need to interrogate dominant identities as he noted over 50 years
ago:
In recent years we have started to realize that so-called minority problems are in
fact majority problems, that the Negro problem is the problem of the white, that
the Jewish problem is the problem of the non-Jew, and so on. (p. 44)
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Over 65 years have passed since Lewin made this pronouncement, and still, those who
have been disenfranchised and marginalized have been the focus of attention, which
ultimately has allowed the, “dynamics that facilitate and protect privilege, materially and
psychologically” to thrive and remain in place, appearing both, “natural and deserved”
(Stoudt, Fine, & Fox, 2012, p. 179).
Few options exist for teachers to engage in a pedagogy of resistance to subtle,
white hegemony – the deeply embedded ideas, structures, and actions understood by the
majority of people as natural, good, and normal (Gramsci, 1978). Teachers have a choice
to make about how they will navigate the hegemony around them: whether or not they
will perpetuate it or work against it (Cummins, 2009; Kumashiro, 2000). However, wellintentioned teachers who do not sense that they are personally implicated in the ongoing
and, in many cases, worsening problem of systemic racism, are too often unaware of the
options they have (Applebaum, 2010; Picower, 2009). White teachers, in particular, who
do not possess, “insider knowledge” of racialized oppression, or race cognizance
(Frankenberg, 1993), about how systemic racial oppression functions in schooling
systems, are unprepared to critique the normalization of whiteness (Frankenberg, 1993;
Mogadime, 2011).
Research Purpose
In this dissertation project, I chose to examine white teachers’ racial identities by
not only exposing the myths and misunderstandings that prevent white teachers from
engaging in the topic of race, or viewing race as a taboo topic (Tatum, 2002), but also to
explore how teachers can begin to recognize and critique white dominance in their
schools. In this project, I explore how a teacher’s ideology – or the, “sets of values,
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beliefs, myths, explanations, and justifications that appear self-evidently true and morally
desirable” (Brookfield, 2000. p. 129) to them – is affected by an understanding of his or
her own racial identity, and their lack of exposure to critical discourse about race. I argue
that a white teacher’s racial identity needs to be addressed in order to change the cultures
in our schools. Especially with the racial makeup of our teaching force here in Ontario,
whiteness – a socially constructed form of racial identity privilege (Case, 2012) – needs
to be interrogated as a problematic identity marker that is hidden, unaddressed, and, if left
unchallenged, guilty of perpetuating systemic racism (Allen, 2004; De Lissovoy &
Brown, 2013; Giroux, 1997; Leonardo, 2009; Matias, 2014a). Other scholars and activists
have called upon whites to study and work among themselves in order to have the
greatest impact on dismantling racism (European-American Collaborative Challenging
Whiteness, 2012; Katz, 1978). Hitchcock (2002) has also stated that anti-racist whites
need to, “develop ethical clarity, recognize racism, create strategies for change, plan
tactics, and live personal lifestyles affirming new values” (p. 155).
In this project, I continue the work of my supervisor, who has been researching
for years how white teachers negotiate their whiteness in diverse educational contexts
(Mogadime, 2008, 2011, 2012). However, my subjectivity as a white woman doing this
work requires serious reflexivity about my blind spots and my own deep investments in
white supremacy, especially those that I am yet unaware of and those which I am unable
to interrogate. From this unique standpoint, I contend that policies, strategies, and laws
will not promote racial justice in our schools unless a teacher’s ideology about the
superiority of whiteness is critiqued and replaced with critical humility about matters of
race. Critical humility is defined by the European-American Collaborative Challenging
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Whiteness (2012) as, “the practice of remaining open to the fact that our knowledge is
partial and evolving while at the same time being committed to speaking up and taking
action in the world based on our current knowledge, however imperfect” (p. 2).
Therefore, the epistemic privilege and authority that white teachers hold – at, perhaps, an
unconscious level – dearly (Allen, 2004; Allen & Rissotta, 1999; Matias, 2014b;
Thompson, 2003) must be replaced with epistemic uncertainty (Applebaum, 2010) and
tentativeness (Thompson, 2003).
Research Questions
Case (2012), Stoudt, Fine, and Fox (2012), and Thompson and Neville (1999)
each note the gap that exists in the literature of the process involved in unlearning white
privilege and dominance. It is with this gap in mind that I ask my research questions:
i)

Do white, high school teachers in an independent school think about their
beliefs, values, and assumptions related to race, power, and privilege? If so,
how? If not, why not?

ii)

How can planned professional development workshops support white
teachers’ racial awareness and critical consciousness about race as an
indicator of social difference, privilege, and complicity?

iii) Does the CPAR process empower participants to rethink and work toward
transforming systems of power (practice architectures: the conditions that
support their practices) in their school?
In a series of planned professional development workshops, I facilitated dialogue,
provided materials to provoke thought and discussion, and interrogated pre-existing
notions in order to support teachers through the critical thinking process. Just as Freire
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(1970) hoped for the, “profound rebirth” (p. 61) of the oppressor in his or her
understanding of oppressive structures, the workshops sought to assist transforming the
oppressor identity. Allen and Rossatto (2009) call for such a transforming of the
oppressor to be a more central focus, arguing that it is the dominant, oppressor identity
that needs to be interrogated and ultimately transformed. Mezirow (1978) describes the
neglected and crucial dimension of adult education development of critiquing how we are
complicit in our own history, and continue to relive it without challenging the roles we
play. Being a white teacher in a system that privileges whiteness is a point in need of
critique. My project elicits white teacher voices in their navigation of these tensions and
their exploration into critical awareness of race.
Personal Grounding
The first 15 years of my post-undergraduate career were spent as a high school
English teacher in a variety of high school classrooms throughout the United States.
Those invaluable years of daily witnessing significant differences between my white
students and my student of colour provided a solid background for this research. I had
numerous discussions among colleagues and students which made evident the racism that
exists in schools today. Stories I was entrusted with from several students over the years
propel me in this work. From Sikh students who shared intimate and frightening stories
about their oppression in mostly white schools, to Black female students who taught me
how challenging it is for them to be surrounded by white standards of beauty, to Latinx
students who shared their devastation of not being valued, and resigned themselves to the
sidelines of life: the many examples of marginalization were devastating. I confess that

THE IMPLICATIONS OF WHITE TEACHER IDENTITY

19

then, I listened to them very differently than I would now; I did not yet, at that time, have
a critical understanding of my white identity.
Many of my years as a teacher were spent in private faith-based schools;
therefore, these are institutions with which I am well-acquainted. I have an intimate
knowledge of independent institutions that is likely only gained through having been
soaked in them for all of my formative years as a student and many years as a teacher, as
well. It is likely for this reason that I was entrusted to conduct workshops with an
independent faith-based school. The ingrained notions of people of faith can be
problematic if they are not complicated with a deep understanding of their enmeshed
relationship to colonialism.
Finally, my recent experience leading workshops about white privilege, white
identity, anti-racism, and anti-oppression in several schools around southern Ontario gave
me a grounding for understanding the field of professional development. I have been
privileged the past few years to have had many conversations with teachers, Equity
Officers, Principals, and parents here in southern Ontario about their struggles dealing
with racism in schools. I am convinced that there is an urgent need for deep,
transformative work among white teachers in southern Ontario. This research project
sought to help provide an answer to this need.
Theoretical Framework
Several theories have led me to my dissertation topic. Here, I will briefly explain
how each has separately contributed to my thinking, my ideas, and my dissertation. Ellis,
Adams, and Bochner (2010) refer to the theoretical positioning of a researcher as a
researcher’s motives, presuppositions, and personal history. The theories that follow will
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delineate my motives and presuppositions, while also adding clarity to my personal
experiences in the classroom, and my former obliviousness to race.
Critical Race Theory
Emerging out of critical theory, critical race theory (CRT) has been a foundational
theory not only to aid me in understanding my past experiences, but also to create a
theoretical foundation for my research (Bell, 1995; Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Gillborn,
2005; Ladson-Billings, 1998; Mills, 1994). CRT’s value of counter-narratives that
critique commonly accepted myths is useful in helping to understand and challenge
oppression. However, one of the main tenants of CRT seeks to expose the inner
workings of white supremacy. This line of inquiry has come to be known as whitenessfocused CRT, with some new scholars advocating for a critical theory of whiteness. Owen
(2007) calls for a unifying theory for pragmatic reasons, claiming that it would be
liberatory as it aims to disrupt and dismantle the system of white racial oppression.
Critical Whiteness Studies
Inquiry into whiteness began long ago with W. E. B. Du Bois (1903), James
Baldwin (1965), and Ralph Ellison (1952), and then continued with examinations and
analyses of white identity as privileged and normalized with work by Black feminist
scholars like bell hooks (1982). It gained traction with white scholars including Peggy
McIntosh (1988), and those who investigated the social construction of whiteness with
scholars and theorists like David Roediger (1999), Ruth Frankenberg (1993), Alice
McIntyre (1997), Brie Picower (2009), Janet Helms (1991), and Kincheloe et al., (2000).
It then continued with scholars who called for a much deeper interrogation of the system
of white supremacy, one that exposes, examines, and disrupts oppressive domination,
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with work by Ricky Lee Allen (2002), Zeus Leonardo (2009), George Lipsitz (2006), and
Cheryl Matias (2014). The evolution of this line of inquiry and scholarship is explained
in much more depth in the literature review.
Though CRT and whiteness studies are the two main contributing theories to my
work, there are other theories that provide useful layers to my positionality, my research
angle, and my chosen project. The following section will outline how anti-racism, antioppression, and feminist theories have also informed my research question and my
theoretical foundation.
Anti-Racism Theory
Anti-racism theory is, by definition, a stronger approach to navigating differences
than multicultural education (Dei, 2000). Anti-racism theories address the reality of
racism and systemic inequities, including inappropriate representation and inequity, while
interrogating the causes. In this way, anti-racism theory invites a deep analysis of the
domination and normativity of whiteness in North America (Dei, 2000; Henry et al.,
2010). Anti-racism challenges power and its rationale, while demanding that race be at
the forefront of the discussion, and that race take precedence over class, gender, and other
oppressions that function systemically. Dei (2000) argues this because historically, “other
oppressions have been privileged and allowed to replace racism in the public discourse
on social justice” (p. 20). In this re-centering of race, Dei (2000) also contends that
marginalized voices should be privileged because they enrich and strengthen critical race
studies by adding, “experiential accounts to race knowledge production” (p. 36).
The component of anti-racism theory that is germane and crucial to my study is
the attention to the rupturing of whiteness. Just as Fine et al. (1997) explain how
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whiteness promotes race-based hierarchies, a key point of anti-racist theory is to think
through this complexity of the category of whiteness in a way that does not avoid racial
injustice and deep systemic inequities (Dei, 2000). Confronting the dominance and
hegemony of whiteness through the pursuit of critical thinking skills that challenge the
status quo is part of inclusive anti-racist educational practice (Dei, 2000).
Further relating to my specific research, anti-racist theory advocates for deep
transformative work at the individual level first (Dei, 2000). To expose the commonsense notions of, “whiteness as best” is to expose the intricate ways whiteness has
become the, “wallpaper” of everyday interactions (Grant, 2014, p. 22). I contend that
teachers must begin here, in this personal, reflective space that first interrogates our own
role in oppressive systems, on our journey to anti-racism practice. Skipping or rushing
through one’s personal contribution to systemic racism would be remiss. As Applebaum
(2004) contends, we cannot benefit from a system that privileges us without contributing
to it in some capacity.
Anti-oppression theories have also offered insight into my theoretical framework.
Kumashiro (2000) explains oppression, like many do, as ‘othering’ or abuse to all groups
that are perceived as being outside the confines of ‘normal.’ He accuses schools of too
often failing to work against various forms of oppression, and rather, functioning as
places that breed complicity, all the while calling it ‘common sense’ or ‘normalcy.’ His
theory advocates for the examination of structural forces that privilege certain groups and
marginalize others, especially interrogating the “dual process” (Kumashiro, 2000, p. 36)
that legitimates and maintains these social structures. This process involves looking
deeply at how the favoured, normalized, and privileges groups are functioning in this
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process. As most of the teaching force in North America is made up of individuals who
have dominant identities – which is certainly seen in the over-representation of
whiteness, as stated earlier – this favoured identity is within reproach in an analysis of
alleviating oppression.
Allen and Rossatto (2009) advocate for a refinement of critical pedagogy to deal
more explicitly with students from privileged/oppressor groups; they critique it as failing
to address power and privilege in classrooms. As they addressed the reality of the current
teaching force, they noticed that those who are white or middle or upper class, “are some
of the most privileged humans to have ever lived in the history of humankind. Yet many
of them believe that they are just ‘normal’ humans or, amazingly enough, victims of
‘reverse discrimination’” (Allen & Rossatto, 2009, p. 165). They also contend that for
members of an oppressor group to gain a problematized understanding of their oppressor
identity, it cannot happen without a, “significant emotional or cognitive experience”
(Allen & Rossatto, 2009, p. 175). For a member of an oppressor group, troubling or
problematizing an understanding of one’s identity can help develop race cognizance
(Frankenberg, 1993), where teachers become conscious of the privileges inherent in their
racial identity.
Mothering Theories
Another theory that has influenced the direction of my research comes out of my
position as a mother of a racialized child. In my child’s few short years, I have witnessed
and heard the details they have recounted of racist encounters they have already suffered
through, and through these, I have received a glimpse – albeit, very partial – into the
entirely different reality that non-white children have to navigate. While developing my
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growing identity as a researcher, it has been through the experience of raising a racialized
child that my race cognizance has mostly developed. Through my child’s experiences, I
have been invited to a different perspective – one that is outside the status quo. I have
started to gain an outsider’s awareness into an issue that I was previously ignorant of
(Frankenberg, 1993; Mogadime, 2012). I contend that if it were not for this intimate
experience of having to confront racial discrimination through my child’s experiences, I
could have easily gone on ignoring the realities of a racist country, effecting every system
we have to negotiate. Through several racist incidents in my child’s short life, layers of
reality have been exposed to me that I had never noticed before. My critical
consciousness about race has emerged, and I have started to gain insider knowledge
(Mogadime, 2012). Through mothering, race was no longer a social construction that I
could ignore. This exploration into race, racism, and the implication of whiteness have
become a personal matter of life and death. My child’s dignity, humanity, and value in
Canadian society are at stake, along with all of the other many racialized children in
Ontario.
Feminists have long theorized about motherhood. Collins (1990) describes the
motherwork of mothers of colour who focus on the survival, identity, and empowerment
of their children, whereas white feminist scholars like Sarah Ruddick (1989) describe
mothering as nurturing, social training, and preservative love. This stark contrast of the
difference in priorities between white women and racialized women, noticed by Bailey
(1994), offer tremendous insight into the new territory I have entered as a parent. As
Collins (1990) explains, “physical survival is assumed for children who are white and
middle-class” (p. 49). Once my racialized child entered the social world – through school,
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for instance – my maternal goals shifted drastically. A different fear about how he was
being treated, disrespected, diminished, and tormented by not only his peers, but by
ignorant – though ‘well-meaning’ staff members – and even Principals, was alarming. I
did not have a social support group to walk me through this, to teach me how to do this
aspect of mothering. I longed for instruction, advice, or for someone to tell me I was not
crazy. More important, I longed for support to do the motherwork of helping my child
develop a meaningful racial identity in a culture where his history, culture, and customs
are devalued (Collins, 1990).
A problematic assumption with white, middle-class women theorizing about
mothering that Collins (1990) notices is that these women, “enjoy the racial privilege that
allows them to see themselves primarily as individuals in search of personal autonomy,
instead of members of racial ethnic groups struggling for power” (p. 48). Golden (1996),
a scholar, literary activist, teacher, and mother, in her personal account of the challenges
of raising a black son in today’s world, recognises this difference in mothering, and
challenges white mothers:
Any progressive, concerned white mother must strive to raise her son to resist and
reject the legacy of his father. White mothers must raise their sons to welcome the
necessary sharing of power, resources, and the world. White boys have to be
taught to care whether my son lives or dies. (p. 17)
As Collins (1990) explains the creation of the term motherwork, she calls upon
the elimination of the rigid distinctions between private and public, and between family
and work. Collins (1990) claims that, “Racial ethnic women’s mothering and work
experience occur at the boundaries demarking these dualities” (p. 48). Similar to this, my
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thinking about mothering has shifted into my thinking about scholarship, teaching,
equity, and so much more of my ‘public’ life. My motherwork has informed the direction
of this dissertation, and compels me more than anything else to work to build a world
with schools in which my children, and everyone’s children, will be equally valued and
treated with inherent dignity – regardless of their skin colour.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
The literature reviewed for this dissertation includes the two central topics that my
research explores. The first is a focus on literature about the topic of whiteness, covering
both its historical development as a line of inquiry and recent studies that have focused
on it in the field of education. The second is a focus on literature about transformative
learning. The organization of this literature review complements the conceptual
framework used to inform this study. Throughout this review, I have heeded what Hart
(1998) advises:
a dissertation literature review should clearly articulate what research needs be
done in a field and why it is important, articulate the practical significance of the
research, synthesize prior research to gain a new perspective on it, and critically
analyze the research methods used. (p. 27)
Whiteness Studies
I took up an intense study of whiteness, white people, whiteliness (Yancy, 2015),
white privilege, white supremacy, critical whiteness studies, white critical studies, and
critical white studies; this plethora of nomenclature signifies a continually shifting field
of inquiry and study. In order to grasp the historical aspects of how the topic of whiteness
has been interrogated, I began by reading books from 100 years ago, then read many
edited collections by some of the leading scholars throughout the past century. Finally, I
ended up focusing on scholarship from the past 20 years, and research done in the past
decade with teachers.
Ironically, whiteness has been virtually invisible (to white people) for centuries to
the advantage of those who benefit from it. Unlike racial minorities, white people have
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been, “systemically linked with racial domination and unearned privilege” (Case, 2012,
p. 79). Historically, whites were not named as such: only the ‘racial Other’ was named
for the purpose of establishing power and retaining a ‘normal’ status, thereby making
anyone else abnormal (Montgomery, 2008). It was not until the European Enlightenment
that, “the dominant impulse of whiteness took shape” as a, “privileged construction of a
transcendental white, male, rational subject who operated at the recesses of power while
at the same time giving every indication that he escaped the confines of time and space”
(Kincheloe et al., 2000, p. 5). Colonialism and white racism grew together, as people of
colour were colonized, exploited, and treated as commodities (Kincheloe et al., 2000).
The cultural, economic, political, and educational implications of whiteness are
inseparable from its deeply embedded presence in each fabric of life.
There have been three distinguishable waves of scholarship that have focused on
critically assessing whiteness. Providing a theoretical foundation for critical white
studies, W. E. B. DuBois (1903) ushered in the first wave. Among other things, DuBois
(1903) criticized Booker T. Washington of permanently legislating the Black man to a
position of inferiority:
His doctrine has tended to make the whites, North and South, shift the burden of
the Negro problem to the Negro’s shoulders and stand aside as critical and rather
pessimistic spectators; when in fact the burden belongs to the nation, and the
hands of none of us are clean if we bend not our energies to righting these great
wrongs. (p. 41)
James Baldwin (1963) also addresses this same needed shift almost a half century later in
The Fire Next Time:
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Therefore, a vast amount of the energy that goes into what we call the Negro
problem is produced by the white man’s profound desire not to be judged by those
who are not white, not to be seen as he is, and at the same time a vast amount of
the white anguish is rooted in the white man’s equally profound need to be seen
as he is, to be released from the tyranny of his mirror. (p. 109)
Both of these men noted the ironically displaced burden of the problem of race. They
both note a reality where white people have not taken responsibility for dealing with a
world divided by race.
Another Black scholar, Ralph Ellison (1952), who wrote about the invisible man
syndrome that implicates whites of ignoring racial issues and people of colour, writes, “I
am invisible, understand, because people refuse to see me” (p. 3). Cabrera (2014)
connects Ellison’s feelings of invisibility to the privileges that were explored further in
the next wave of whiteness: “The same invisibility that Ellison highlighted, not only
systematically oppressed blacks, but also privileged whites. Fifty years ago, Ellison was
judged first and foremost based upon the color of his skin, and his racial identity
overshadowed his humanity” (p. 30).
It is important to note that before white scholars began accepting whiteness as an
issue worthy of a valid form of inquiry, countless people of colour had examined and
analyzed whiteness, confirming the invisibility of whiteness to whites themselves (Owen,
2007; Thompson, 2003). Beyond DuBois and Baldwin, Langston Hughes, Richard
Wright, Toni Morrison, Franz Fanon, St. Clair Drake, Horace Cayton, Ella Baker, E.
Franklin Frazier, Paul Willis, and many more thinkers made crucial contributions to this
line of inquiry (Akom, 2008; Berchini, 2014; Twine & Gallagher, 2008). Twine and
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Gallager (2008) note that, “These scholars were the Cassandras of their time; providing
detailed, accurate accounts of racial inequality that would went unheeded, disregarded or
ignored” (p. 10). Similarly, Fordham (1996) argues that these crucial contributions have
been “Blacked out” (as cited in Akom, 2008, p. 251) of history.
The second wave of scholars continued with examinations and analyses of white
identity as privileged and normalized with work by Black feminist scholars like bell
hooks (1982), and then with white scholars who investigated the social construction of
whiteness with scholars and theorists like David Roediger (1999), Ruth Frankenberg
(1993), Alice McIntyre (1997), Brie Picower (2009), Janet Helms (1991), and Kincheloe
et al. (2000). Among the white scholars who were publishing at this time was the oftcited Peggy McIntosh (1988), with her piece on the 50 privileges associated with white
skin – a piece that is still used today in many University classrooms. There were many
other scholars who saw a few brief years in the late 1980s and early 1990s of much work
about whiteness being published, but it disappeared almost as quickly as it began (Allen,
2004). These scholars focused on interrogating and naming the aspects of normative
white discourses that are oppressive (Rogriguez, 1998). While looking at these
normative, or privileged aspects of whiteness, people began to see that a white body, like
an able-body, indeed carries certain privileges, like a bank account that is always
replenished (Matias, 2013; McIntosh, 1988). Yet, it also challenged people to realize that
others, particularly students of colour, do not have the privilege of teachers that look like
they do (Allen & Rossatto, 2009). These white scholars in this wave were concerned
with, “the pathology of racist individuals rather than the structural forces that produced
racist social systems” (Twine & Gallagher, 2008, p. 10).
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During this second wave, as Whiteness was gaining much attention as a field of
inquiry, scholar and activist bell hooks (1989) pushed the conversation beyond privilege:
As I write, I try to remember when the word racism ceased to be the term which
best expressed for me the exploitation of black people and other people of color in
this society and when I began to understand that the most useful term was white
supremacy. (p. 112)
Similarly, the most recent wave comes from scholars who are also pushing beyond
understanding and acknowledging mere privilege to analyzing systemic racism using a
deeper probe into the structure of white supremacy as the root of privilege, and
ultimately, racism. This third wave of whiteness studies, “focuses primarily on examining
and exposing the often invisible or masked power relations within existing racial
hierarchies” (Twine & Gallagher, 2008, p. 5). This recent wave of scholarship calls for a
much deeper interrogation of the system of white supremacy – one that exposes,
examines, and disrupts oppressive domination, with work by Ricky Lee Allen (2002),
Zeus Leonardo (2009), George Lipsitz (2006), and Cheryl Matias (2014). This third
wave, “is an attempt to make the privileges associated with whiteness ‘conscious’ by
illustrating how white advantages are maintained through various ideological narratives”
(Twine & Gallagher, 2008, p. 9).
Merely studying white privilege is not enough, these scholars contend, because it
ignores the history of domination (Leonardo, 2004). As Leonardo (2004) asserts,
Whites enjoy privileges largely because they have created a system of domination
under which they can thrive as a group . . . the enactment is quite simple: set up a
system that benefits the group, mystify the system, remove the agents of actions
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from discourse and when interrogated about it, stifle the discussion with inane
comments about the ‘reality’ of the charges being made. (p. 148)
This current wave of study offers the challenge that it is the oppressor who needs to be
transformed in an oppressive relationship (Allen & Rossato, 2009). While the oppressed
learn early in their lives that they are not ‘normal’ against the standard of Whiteness,
white people have not been challenged to unlearn the purposeful misunderstandings of
themselves and to begin to survey themselves in order to, what Mills (1994) says, “realize
the depth of the psychological dysfunction that goes into maintaining a hegemonic
oppressor identity” (as cited in Allen & Rossatto, 2009, p. 176).
Over 100 years have passed since Du Bois claimed that his country was divided
by “the color line” (1982, p. 54) and the burden is still being carried mostly by people of
colour. Twine and Gallagher (2008) allude to Du Bois’ oft-cited line in this assessment:
“White hegemony continues to shape the color line” (p. 10). Leading scholars in the area
of critical whiteness make bold claims about this reality, insisting that white supremacy is
the foundation of North America – the premise upon which the United States and Canada
were founded: by white people for white people (Mills, 1994). Critical whiteness studies
tell the stories of how Whiteness was, “historically, politically, and socially created
through historical events, court cases, and suburbanization” (Matias, 2013, p. 70). In this
story is an accusation that white people have chosen to re-write history as, “people who
imagine that history flatters them (as it does, indeed, since they wrote it) are impaled on
their history like a butterfly on a pin and become incapable of seeing or changing
themselves, or the world” (Baldwin, 2000, as cited in Allen, 2004, p. 125). These claims
serve to explain how we seem to live in a world where no one is personally racist, yet
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racism is thriving (Leonardo, 2004). Exploring the history of whiteness can help explain
the belief white people have in a system that elevates them, and how white people have
learned an, “assumed superiority, an entitlement to privilege, and a dominant belief in our
view of the world” (Suchet, 2007, p. 870).
These scholars call for a “rupturing of whiteness” (Dei, 2000, p. 28). They claim
this is crucial to further subversion of Eurocentrism because, “whiteness promotes a
cultural practice of race-based hierarchies . . . it is a power base defining normal. Notions
of meritocracy, excellence, ethical neutrality and rugged individualism are rationalized in
the understandings of Whiteness” (p. 9).
The challenge to this “rupturing” is the depth with which whiteness is ingrained in
our institutions. In schools, in particular, scholars have uncovered this, “depth of
determinativeness of racism” and its “complex collaboration with capitalism, and its
crucial construction of schooling as a racial system” which, “has had the effect, in part, of
challenging an easy faith that genuine anti-racist solidarity is within our grasp, and that it
is capable of posing a challenge to white supremacy” (Ladson-Billings, 2004; Leonardo,
2009; as cited in De Lissovoy & Brown, 2013, p. 540). This depth of determination is
described by some scholars as an investment. Allen (2004) asserts that, “those of the
primary oppressor group, which in the case of race are whites, are highly invested in a
mentality and an ethics geared towards the daily process of dehumanising people of
color” (p. 124).
These scholars who write about, study, and measure this “rupturing” of whiteness
offer cautions about what often happens when whiteness is interrupted (cautions),
suggestions about who should do the work of rupturing (agency), explore what often

THE IMPLICATIONS OF WHITE TEACHER IDENTITY

34

happens as a result of rupturing (negative reactions), and what could happen if rupturing
is done falsely (saviours). They also recommend how to go about the process of rupturing
(recommendations), and finally, they offer what hope there is in doing this work (hope).
In the following subsections, I capture highlights from each of these themes from relevant
waves of scholarship.
Cautions
One of the most surprising themes that emerged in the literature review was
related to the cautions of the dangers involved in the work of addressing or interrogating
whiteness. Scholars heed that whites who choose to study in this field will experience
personal difficulties as they confront the determinativeness of their own investments in
racist structures (De Lissovoy & Brown, 2013; Leonardo, 2004; Levine-Rasky, 2011).
They suggest that the ensuing crisis that a white person can face when wrestling with
these issues can be intense and debilitating. White students often resist their own
implication, and even when they do choose to study further, it is likely troubling and
uncomfortable (Allen, 2004; Leonardo, 2004; Lund & Carr, 2010). It should not be
surprising, then, that so many choose to remain quietly on the sidelines.
If white teachers choose to get serious about accepting the challenge of their
position of racial dominance, this caution is offered by Ladson-Billings (2009):
If we are serious about solving these problems in schools and classrooms, we
have to be serious about intense study and careful rethinking of race and
education . . . we will have to take bold and sometimes unpopular positions . . .
we may be vilified for these stands . . . we will have to adopt a position of
consistently swimming against the current . . . I fear we (educational researchers)
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my never assume the liminal position because of its dangers, its discomfort, and
because we insist on thinking of ourselves as permanent residents in a nice field
like education. (p 22)
As a challenge – or perhaps, a warning – to white women who desire to be in
authentic dialogue with women of colour, Lugones and Spelman (1983) offer this:
You need to become unintrusive, unimportant, patient to the point of tears, while
at the same time open to learning any possible lessons. You will have to come to
terms with the sense of alienation, of not belonging, of having your world
thoroughly disrupted, having it criticised and scrutinised from the point of view
of those who have been harmed by it, having important concepts central to it
dismissed, being viewed with mistrust, being seen as of no consequence except as
an object of mistrust. (p. 580)
These noted cautions align with the assessments from previous scholars such as Freire
(1970) and Memmi (1965), whose work around the relationship between the colonizer
and the colonized, or the oppressed and the oppressor, also claim the difficulty and
unlikely acceptance of this kind of work.
Agency
A white person who is enlightened about the implication of their skin colour sits
in a precarious position of re-centering themselves as change agents. Apple (1998)
describes the potential of whites to do this, as if they say: “but enough about you, let’s
talk about me” (p. xi). He continues with this warning: “We must be on our guard to
ensure that a focus on whiteness doesn’t become one more excuse to re-center dominant
voices and to ignore the voices and testimony of those groups of people whose dreams,
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hopes, lives, and very bodies are shattered by current relations of exploitation and
domination” (p. xi). The arrogance, the control, the seeming ability to change things all
have the likelihood of emerging for the white person if they are convicted of their
responsibility in racist systems (Ahmed, 2004; Levine-Rasky, 2011). Chris Mayo (2004)
writes that, “Privilege . . . gives whites a way to not know that does not even fully
recognize the extent to which they do not know that race matters or that their agency is
closely connected with their status” (p. 309). To make the dialogue all about white people
can become narcissistic; yet, to ignore it is to perpetuate the myth of meritocracy and
ignore the hegemonic reign of whiteness. To ignore is to be complicit in the continual
atrocity. Scholars contend that the motivation of a white person who does this work can
range from self-interest, to obligation, to sympathy (Lugone & Spelman, 1983).
What, then, is a white person to do? Asking this question, even, reveals the depth
of the agency a white person feels compelled to offer. Similar to what Freire (1970)
advises, a “profound rebirth” (p. 61) is needed for the oppressor to work for the humanity
of the oppressed. What is called for from white people approaching racism is to remain in
the discomfort of knowledge, to be caught in this liminal space and not run and hide, and
to give up seeing themselves as ‘normal’ (Helms, 1991). In this vulnerability, whites need
to tread carefully, as Ladson-Billings (1998) warns, “we may have to defend a radical
approach to democracy that seriously undermines the privilege of those who have so
skillfully carved that privilege into the foundation of the nation” (p. 22).
Negative Reactions
The next area the researchers explore is the common negative reactions that white
people often display when challenged to face their privilege. To be confronted with your

THE IMPLICATIONS OF WHITE TEACHER IDENTITY

37

possible implication as a guilty party in the perpetuation of anything, much less racism,
undoubtedly causes an emotional response. One of the responses that was addressed by
most of the research I encountered in this exploration discussed the emotional reaction of
guilt. In fact, many scholars contend that whites rely on stereotypes to relieve us of our
guilt and justify our harboured feelings (Ellsworth, 1989; Lensmire, 2010). Similarly,
Derrick Bell (1995) claims that the popularity of the highly controversial and criticized
book The Bell Curve – which suggests that Black people score, on average, 15 points
below white people on I.Q. tests – was due to its ability to comfort whites who already
harboured thoughts of black inferiority, therefore justifying policies in place that
perpetuated the marginalization of people of colour. The findings in the book verified
whites’ deeply held – yet inaccurate – suspicions (Gillborn, 2010; Giroux, 1997;
Scheurich & Young, 1997). Still, others approach guilt as debilitating, as it can cause
whites to wallow in confusion and shame instead of doing anything that might promote
systemic change (Lensmire, 2010). The newest wave of whiteness scholars asserts that,
yes, guilt is real, it must be confronted, and it is even necessary, but we must not stop
there (Leonardo, 2004). There is not enough time for, “Whites to take a long, bourgeois
journey of white self-discovery” (Kincheloe & Steinberg, 2000 as cited in Allen, 2004, p.
133).
A strategy used to avoid negative feelings, according to scholars, is to ignore and
uncheck whiteness, which, “downplays the necessity of keeping alive a subversive
memory of critique and resistance by precisely evading the role of history in the
production and meaning of whiteness” (Rodriguez, 1998, p. 45). When a white person
chooses to ignore the impact or importance of their whiteness, they become complicit in
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the system of perpetuation (Applebaum, 2010). The problem with complicity and denial
is that it is often done so under the guise of goodness. Barbara Applebaum (2010) writes,
“white people can reproduce and maintain racist practices even when, and especially
when, they believe themselves to be morally good” (p. 3).
Many white people will resist learning about whiteness, denying its existence
while clinging to their virtuous goodness (Applebaum, 2010). In this denial comes a
dismissal, as white people,
tend not to hesitate to dismiss and rebuff the knowledge of those who have been
victims of systemic racial injustice rather than engaging with them, inquiring for
more information and having the humility to acknowledge what they do not
know. (Applebaum, 2010, p. 39)
This work of unearthing complicity and thereby dismantling white supremacy is a
challenge to a white person to give up the daily fight to preserve the status quo, and
instead, be willing to confront the immorality and dehumanisation of white supremacy.
Saviours
I recall encountering this notion of a white saviour in movie theatres while
watching films like The Freedom Writers, The Blind Side, Dangerous Minds, The Help,
and many others, in which I witnessed innocent white women coming to the rescue of
one or more persons of colour, though I had not understood what I was seeing. Therefore,
after years of watching and listening to this same narrative of white people somehow
saving children of colour, it should not be surprising that white teachers like myself often
enter schools with this deeply ingrained belief. Many scholars concur: “We should not be
surprised that white educators working in urban communities act out roles as ‘white
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knights,’ whose mission is to rescue people of color from oppression” (McIntyre, 1997;
Titone, 1998, as cited in Allen, 2004, p. 128). According to Vera and Gordon (2003),
these white educators are even thought of as heroes for doing so:
As innocent, well-intentioned White women enter urban schools, ridden with
gangs, promiscuity, and drugs, they themselves become victims of the illness of
urbanity that plagues People of Color and in doing so, they become White
martyrs/messiahs for taking on the risk of contaminating their inherent purity. (p.
xx)
Indeed, as a white teacher in urban schools, I was guilty of this behaviour and was
rewarded for it with advancement opportunities, leadership positions, and even a trip to
the White House. Much of the recent scholarship in critical whiteness in education
critiques this notion that many teachers are guilty of, including myself, calling it a trope
of the white female saviour teacher (Brown, 2013). Teachers who view their work as
‘rescuing’ or, “redeeming the social and educational concerns of Black students” have
been well-challenged in scholarship (DeLissavoy & Brown, 2013, p. 554), yet this
attitude of benevolence remains very entrenched in current teacher candidates (Matias,
2013). Matias and Mackey (2016) reify this challenge, and accuse teachers who act this
role of white saviour of, “hoping to liberate urban students of color without realizing their
own racial culpability in maintaining whiteness as (perhaps unwitting) subscribers to
white savior mentality” (p. 35).
Though this saviour mentality is often defended as altruistic, coming from a place
of love or benevolence (Matias & Liou, 2014), Allen (2004) asserts that it is not
uncommon for whites to harbour disdain or pity for a person of colour, rather than love.
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When this pity for the racialized other is coupled with the fear, shame, and confusion that
whites are taught to have toward people of colour (Chapman, 2001; Lensmire, 2010;
Memmi, 1965) the result should not be shocking: “White guilt and misguided generosity
only serve to create an environment where people of color must pledge allegiance to the
meritocracy myth” (Allen, 2004, p. 128).
Recommendations
Scholars have varied recommendations for white people who choose to engage in
the rupturing, whether as a researcher, a student, a teacher, or just a citizen – all of them
quite challenging, and none very easy. Allen (2004) asks that whites look deep into their
own souls and face the horror of all that they have learned prior; it is a weighty challenge
(Allen, 2004). In this challenge to whites is the task of interrupting the daily discourses of
whiteness, including colour-blindness (Bonilla-Silva, 2010), reverse racism (Giroux,
1997; James, 2007; Picower, 2009), multiculturalism (Allen & Rossatto, 2009;
Montgomery, 2008; Sleeter, 1995), neoliberalism (Brown, 2013; DeLissavoy & Brown,
2013) and others. To do this, whites must be prepared to defend the un-reality of the
master narratives that plague North America.
One of the first things white people are advised to do by this vast collection of
scholars who have studied this for decades in the posture of critical humility (EuropeanAmerican Collaborative Challenging Whiteness) is learn the history of domination,
including the multiple ways that white supremacy was – and continues to be – established
(Allen, 2004; Leonardo, 2004). Tim Wise (2005), an American anti-racism activist and
writer, famously captures the depth of ignorance white people have about racism:
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“[People of Color] have forgotten more about [racism] since breakfast than I will likely
ever know” (p. 10).
White people are also advised to pull away from their deep attachments as they
de-invest from an identity of power and domination (Bedard, 2000); this involves a deep
surrender (Suchet, 2007). In this surrender, whites will struggle. As white people look
into their soul, we are invited to be ambushed, and to develop a sense of thankfulness, not
fear (Applebaum, 2010). But, as we learn and become empowered with new knowledge,
we are asked to, “bear witness to negativity” (Apple, 2011, p. 229) and not let people in
power ‘get away with’ lies (Apple, 2011). Some scholars are calling for a new critical
pedagogy that contributes to the transformation of the white identity, and seeks to abolish
white supremacy while challenging a deeper engagement and thought about how whites
perpetuate racism (Allen, 2004; De Lissovoy & Brown, 2013).
While learning about history, it is crucial that white people earn the trust of
people of colour, according to Allen (2004), so that we can seek from whom to learn. A
related point of caution in these proceedings is given: our study and search must be
condoned. Allen (2004) writes that, “No matter how radical whites may claim to be, we
are nevertheless complicitous with white supremacy if race-radical people of colour do
not condone our efforts” (p. 131).
Hope
A common descriptor in the literature for the white person who chooses to do this
work is one of ally or white ally. This word can be problematic for some. Some scholars
dislike the use of this word because it hints at heroics (Matias, 2014). In this case, a
person cannot call herself or himself an ally, as it would be akin to calling oneself a hero.
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Rather, Freire (1970) defined ally formation as the delicate relationship between the
oppressor and the oppressed as being in solidarity.
In reality, whites are typically not in solidarity with people of colour (Rodriguez,
1998). For a white person to enter into authentic solidarity requires a violent
determination and a strict reflexivity with regard to the, “basic epistemological distortions
grounding the understanding they generally inhabit” (De Lissovoy & Brown, 2013, p.
546). Simply entering into discourse about racial issues between whites and people of
colour is difficult, and it often avoids of issues of supremacy (Leonardo, 2004).
Whites are advised to share the burden of race, “so forcibly placed upon people
of color” (Matias, 2013, p. 311) by actively engaging in debunking the white
epistemology of ignorance. Matias (2013) also calls for society to redistribute the burden
of race. Some scholars question whether authentic racial solidarity is even within our
grasp (De Lissovoy & Brown, 2013), yet others demand for more than a performative
discourse and public admissions (Ahmed, 2004; Allen, 2004). Allen (2004) claims that,
the best a white person can be is an anti-racist racist. As white anti-racist, racists,
reborn whites work against white supremacy by working with race-radical people
of color and remembering that we will always have blindspots to our own
whiteness. (p. 130)
The ontological and epistemological implications of whiteness are what are truly
at stake here and need to be addressed. As Scheurich and Young (1997) explain,
Epistemologies, along with their related ontologies, arise out of the social history
of a particular social group. Different social groups, races, cultures, societies, or
civilizations evolve different epistemologies, each of which reflects the social
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history of that group, race, culture, society, or civilization; that is, no
epistemology is context-free. (p. 8)
Ideological discussions do not aid us in affecting the structure of white
supremacy; rather, the literature calls for an unearthing of the epistemological privilege
and arrogance that Whites hold dearly (Allen, 2004; Matias, 2013; Thompson, 2003).
Allen and Rissotta (2009) ask for white people to unlearn their epistemic authority and
stop claiming the epistemology of ignorance and naiveté that suits us – for when we deny
its existence, we are not responsible for doing anything about it (Kincheloe et al., 2000;
Levine-Rasky, 2011; Matias, 2013). This dethroning of whiteness is a most challenging
task: to step down from an imagined place of power cannot be done unless one admits
that it has indeed been fabricated. Epistemic privilege must be given to racialized others
(Levine, 2011); people of colour are the only ones who are able to see how whiteness
operates (Allen, 2001; Mills, 1994). They are outside of the proverbial fish bowl, and
they have much to teach us (DuBois, 1903). Therefore, an epistemology of humility, not
arrogance, is necessary. It is with this posture that we can venture towards a pedagogy of
uncertainty (Applebaum, 2010) and tentativeness (Thompson, 2003) as we face the
horror within.
Transformative Learning
Because my research project investigated ways that white teachers can interrogate
their dominant identity, I also chose to incorporate transformational learning in this
review. Due to the aforementioned epistemological shift that is needed for white teachers,
transformational learning can function to invite a critical understanding of race, including
an interrogation of deeply held ideologies – the, “sets of values, beliefs, myths,
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explanations, and justifications that appear self-evidently true and morally desirable”
(Brookfield, 2000. p. 129).
Transformative learning theory, often credited to Jack Mezirow, has the aim of
helping individuals, “challenge the current assumptions on which they act, and if they
find them wanting, change them” (Christie et al., 2015, p. 11). According to Mezirow,
(1978) transformative learning involves an adult undergoing a restructuring of the way
they look at themselves and their relationships. This restructuring usually occurs due to a
triggering event that causes disorientation. Followed by self-examination and critical
assessment, a shared recognition with others and affirmation in a community, this can
lead to a new perspective if one becomes critically aware of and committed to adapting it.
Owing much to critical theorists, transformative learning emphasizes personal
transformation that is often difficult because it challenges deeply ingrained assumptions
about the world encompassed in each individual’s world view (Christie et al., 2015).
Mezirow (1978) claims that the tremendous disillusionment required for adults to shift
their thinking on matters can only happen when adults take on the perspective of others,
“who have a more critical awareness of the psychocultural assumptions which shape our
histories and experience” (p. 109). This perspective taking can help to challenge a white
person’s ethnocentrism – an example of a “habit of mind” – which is defined as, “the
predisposition to regard others outside one’s own group as inferior” (Mezirow, 1997, p.
2). According to Mezirow, habits of mind are durable, and in order to be transformed,
they need to be critically reflected upon.
Delgado (1989) claims that sharing personal stories can help people overcome
ethnocentrism and rupture a limited view of the world. Allen and Rossatto (2009)

THE IMPLICATIONS OF WHITE TEACHER IDENTITY

45

challenge white people to share our own stories, or transformations, in coming to
understand our privileges. Relating story-telling as an opportunity to assist white teachers
specifically, McVee (2004) states that, “Individuals can be transformed by stories and . . .
stories can be a means for teachers to express beliefs about theory, practice, and
curriculum” (p. 881). Similarly, Elbaz-Luwisch (2001) advises that, “we need to pay
attention to our own stories as teachers [and teacher educators] if we are to be able to
attend to the stories of pupils. This is the case at all levels of education” (p. 133).
Especially in light of the determination of white supremacy, as I have come to
understand it, and the depth that white people will go to maintain their privileges, I am
aware that I am swimming against a strong current doing this work. Most adults have
well-developed frames of reference (Mezirow, 1997) and will not quickly or easily
surrender their prior understandings. As Christie et al. (2015) iterate,
We defend our social roles with the armor of our strongest emotions, for it is often
through these roles that we have acquired our very concept of ourselves and
achieved our greatest satisfactions. Usually a dilemma must generate pressure and
anxiety to effect a change in perspective. (p. 105)
According to Kegan (1982), adults cannot be forced into change, but can only be
invited to see inequities in a way they perhaps had not considered. For adults to learn,
emotional, spiritual, and personal aspects need to be encompassed (Brookfield, 1995).
Creating a safe, supportive space that involves trust and rapport is vital in order for any
transformation to take place (Kegan, 1982). Illeris (2008) describes how adult learning
requires a previous scheme to be broken down (unlearned) so that something new can be
learned; he describes it as a demanding and sometimes painful process. Mezirow’s (1978)
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assertion echoes the painful process of learning: “We do not make transformative
changes in the way we learn as long as what we learn fits comfortably in our existing
frames of reference” (p. 4).
Kegan and Laskow (2001) claim that the real reason people will not change is
because they have competing commitments. For people to acknowledge these
commitments, they are asked to, “call into question beliefs that they’ve long held close,
perhaps since childhood” (p. 88). This process of, “unearthing and challenging innermost
assumptions” (p. 89) must be done with sensitivity and understanding, Kegan and
Laskow (2001) claim. These competing commitments are often accepted as ‘reality’ and
can, “create a disarming and deluding sense of certainty” (p. 90). This insight provided
from Kegan and Laskow (2001) helps explain why leading people to understand
themselves to be in the role of an oppressor is so challenging and seemingly impossible.
Learning itself is such a complex notion. Simply to learn at a cognitive level
while denying attitudes, motivation, and interests is futile. A learner’s incentive to learn
is crucial to consider (Illeris, 2008). When it comes to understanding the insidiousness of
white supremacy, this is not in a white person’s best interest; it is a counter-interest that
seems to work against the very privileges we have long enjoyed.
In recent years, so much of teacher learning offered in professional development
(PD) opportunities has focused on the technical aspects of teaching, and it lacks a critical
investigation into the ideologies of teachers (Darling-Hammond, Andree, Richardson, &
Orphanos, 2009; Fullan & Miles, 1992; Mruczek, 2014; Wei, et al., 2009). Mzurek
(2014) claims that, “While learning new strategies is important, teachers must participate
in critical investigations of the beliefs and assumptions that inform practices at all levels
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of the school system if sustainable change related to achievement is to occur” (p. 12).
Mruczek (2014) claims that very few opportunities for teachers to learn about whiteness
exist. According to Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1992) and others (Meier, 2002), collective
inquiry between teachers offers them the opportunity to identify biases they hold toward
certain groups of students, while also identifying structural inequities present in the
school system.
Recent Studies in the Area of Whiteness and Teacher Learning
A well-known dissertation study done by McIntyre (1997) used a participatory
action research (PAR) project to deconstruct whiteness. In this study, she involved 13
undergraduate women and together, they examined what it meant to them to be white.
Several important findings emerged from this study, including the importance of dialogue
among teachers to help them understand themselves as part of a racial group, and the
need for teachers to challenge classroom inequities through a critical examination of their
own teaching practices (McIntrye, 1997). However, the dearth of studies in this realm
attests to this line of inquiry as a continued place of resistance.
Though there is much research regarding whiteness and teacher candidates, the
need for this kind of research with practicing teachers remains urgent. As Lensmire
(2012) states,
One reason for pursuing the idea of whiteness was not because white teachers
have not been the objects, subjects, and participants in educational research . . .
The problem is that we do not yet have a body of compelling research that studies
teachers as white, racialized beings. In this specific manner, race has long been
ignored. (p. 8)
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In this case, the term racialized indicates the verb, a person who is the target, but as a
recipient of privilege, not marginalization. White teachers have long been able to claim
that they are not racist, and therefore, they have not felt that they need to participate in
conversations about racism, or interrogate their dominance as white teachers. Cullen
(2008) concurs while stating that there is a lack of literature applying PAR in service of
the conscientization (Freire, 1970) of members of dominant groups – men, heterosexuals,
those with economic privilege, and whites. He claims that his research project
demonstrates that PAR is practical and effective in that regard; it assigns white people a
role and a responsibility in race relations.
I conducted a search for qualitative research studies that interrogated white high
school teachers’ racial identities, and particularly, searched for studies that focused on the
professional development of white teachers. I conducted this review for studies similar to
McIntyre (1997) had done in recent years. I used ProQuest and EBSCO, Education
Search, and ERIC in my search. I used the search terms white privilege, education,
participatory action research, and white teachers. I did not find any studies with the
specific focus that I used in this current project; however, I found several similar studies,
many of which were conducted by people like myself, who were grateful to have
stumbled upon whiteness as a way to make sense of their prior experiences (Berchini,
2014; Boucher, 2016; Koster, 2005; Mruzcek, 2016).
Most of the recent studies about white teachers’ racial identity focus on preservice teachers, elementary teachers, or University instructors; I chose not to read those,
as I wanted to focus on experienced, practicing high school teachers. The few studies I
found that focused on high school teachers included research in their classrooms as well,
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not solely professional development. The other studies I examined were ethnographies
that did not delve into a professional learning environment or provoke thought, nor did
the researcher involve themselves in the learning process; rather, they immersed
themselves in the settings and collected data from multiple sources using multiple
methods. One of the recent studies I read shared the same frustration I had in finding
relevant studies to examine: Koster (2005) admits that few studies have challenged
veteran teachers to, “voluntarily work together to challenge racism in themselves and
their students” (p. iv).
The only PAR studies I found were focused on different demographics: one on
elementary teachers (Koster, 2005), one on students in a graduate preparation program
(Cullen, 2008), and the other on student conceptions of whiteness (Tanner, 2016). These
will be discussed further in a few pages. The studies I did choose to read include critical
ethnographies, ethnographic case studies, critical inquiries, an arts-based qualitative
research study, and an analytical autoethnography. Next, I will share some of the
common themes from these studies.
The few things every study did was acknowledge critical race theory (CRT),
critical whiteness studies, or anti-racism theories as theoretical frameworks that
contributed to their own understanding of whiteness, and also helped them understand
their data. Many of the studies admit how defining and describing whiteness was
problematic both for themselves and for the participants of the study. Each paper offers a
carefully chosen way to define whiteness, even while admitting that doing such has the
potential to reify categories that, “alienate and stigmatize” (Bobo, 2001) and that
whiteness is, “constantly shifting.” Researchers admit that using the term white and
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writing the term white created trepidation (Tanner, 2016), though they all agree that
naming whiteness as a socially constructed category matters. Boucher (2016) advises
that, “It is important for researchers to acknowledge that while group identities are real,
while historical inequity is real, while racism is real, the racialized concepts that ground
these notions are socially constructed and not based on any determinable differences” (p.
89).
Most of the studies also examine how difficult it is for white teachers to discuss
race and address their whiteness as a problematic identity. Some blame and examine the
prevailing ideology of colorblindness (Modica, 2015), while others note the lack of
resiliency that white teachers have in talking about race (Modica, 2015). Nieto (2004)
describes racism as a bad word that is hardly mentioned in schools. Similarly, Boucher
(2016) confers with Milner (2010) to express how difficult it is for teachers to interrogate
their white identity. Boucher (2016), while examining the possibility of white allies
discovered that, “solidarity is difficult to build in multiracial classrooms and is a deeper
concept than many theorists have acknowledged” (p. 90). Boucher (2016) also cites
Milner (2010) as another who recognizes this challenge of helping teachers, “make the
connections between their whiteness and their classroom practice,” calling it a, “difficult
task” (p. 46). Mruczek (2014) acknowledges what a difficult journey it was for her
teacher participants to wrestle with the images they had as themselves as nice, white
teachers. Modica (2015) even names this process a, “difficult labor” (p. 399). Tanner
(2016) notes that his white participants struggled to be constantly reminded of, or even
conceive of, their own race, calling it, “confounding work” (p. 192). In one of the studies
that employed PAR, the researcher notes the difficulties their participants had in what
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they thought were initially simple tasks, like defining racism (Koster, 2005), comparing
her dilemma to that of her predecessor, Alice McIntyre (1997), “who found that her
group of white preservice teachers also had difficulty ‘thinking institutionally, culturally,
or both about racism’ preferring to see individual racist behavior” (as cited on p. 172).
Koster (2005) was also reminded while doing her study how difficult and personally
threatening race concepts are for people. She also refers to Sonia Nieto (1999), who
describes that when white teachers, “put themselves in the position of learner, they
invariably need to confront difficult and uncomfortable issues concerning their own
biases and privilege” (p. 169).
Many studies address well-intentioned teacher participants. Acknowledging that,
“racist ideologies can masquerade under white teachers’ good intentions” (Ferguson,
2001; King, 1991), Brown (2013) describes this phenomenon this way:
The neoliberal saviour’s social justice agenda includes a moneyed logic
intertwined with the liberal agenda of tokenistic diversity and equality that is
suspiciously absent of a critique of how the gutting of social entitlements for
citizens is thriving with corporate control over most aspects of social life feeling
growing social and educational inequalities. (p. 130)
After confessing being at odds with her own good intentions and her desire to be
seen as, “the good white,” Berchini (2014) reveals that in culling her data, she had to take
for granted that the teacher was well-intended, even when they participated in what she
called, “White discourse” (p. 88) in order to answer the ‘why’ questions of her research.
She even confesses that in capturing her data, she caught herself subconsciously trying to
prove that her subjects were “good” whites: the “right” kind of whites (p. 44). However,
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another researcher, Modica (2015), notes that the intentions of his participants to appear
not racist for fear of accusation sometimes kept them silent. In her PAR project, Koster
(2005) captures the attitudes of her group in the following way:
The group started out believing they were teachers who focused on social justice
in their teaching, only to discover that there were major omissions in their
understanding of their own role in racism and that, despite good intentions, they
were part of the problem. (p. 361)
Most recent studies reveal that white teachers tend to be fairly oblivious to their
roles as white teachers; they do not see themselves as part of a race equation. As Brown
(2013) notes in her study, teachers do not recognize themselves as, “racial actors” who,
“elevate their own experiences to normalcy and correctness without a critique of the
constructed and problematic nature of this hierarchy” (p. 141). Several of the researchers
even shared their own obliviousness to their own racial identity before they began to
explore the topic in research.
In his PAR project, Cullen (2008) discusses his group participants’ first
confrontation with their own obliviousness; he compares their struggle with Wildman
(1996) who explains how, “whites can ignore oppression, privilege is rarely seen by those
who have it, and how privilege refers to the idea that people who are privileged rarely
have to think about their dominant status” (as cited in Cullen, 2008, p. 132). Cullen
continues by citing Eichstedt, (2001), who notes that, “White privilege is unmarked and
unremarked upon’ in the lives and activities of most white people.” (p. 132). Similarly,
Berchini (2014) interrogates the meaning of silence in her investigation, asking, “Can
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silence mean/do other things, or is it always about protecting/defending/denying (or being
oblivious to) White privilege?” (p. 246).
A common barrier that a few of the researchers came across was the complicity in
the participants they studied. Many confess their own complicity within school systems
prior to their own journey toward less obliviousness (Berchini, 2014; Cullen, 2008;
Koster, 2005), while others study the complicity of their teacher participants. Berchini
(2014) calls out this complicity by asking: “What are the conditions which exempt me, as
a White woman in authority over the students in my courses, from implication and
complicity in the very structures of oppression in which I seek to implicate my own
White students?” (p. 14). She further implicates the school culture and curriculum, not
just teachers, as complicit in a larger system that enacts and re-produces whiteness.
Similarly, Mruczek (2014) accuses white teachers of complicity in systemic
discriminatory practices, while citing Leonardo (2004) who claims that whites, “daily
recreate white privilege on both the individual and institutional level” (p. 139).
A final common thread found in the recent studies that focus on teacher learning
is the acknowledgment that this type of learning is complex and under-theorized
(Mzurek, 2014). The researchers focus on critical learning in collaborative groups,
acknowledging the many barriers that exist in schools for teachers to engage in active,
identity-altering learning challenges. They chose several theorists to inform the ‘how’ of
teacher learning. The common threads among them all was the importance of
collaborative learning groups needed for teacher change (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1992;
Lawrence & Tatum, 1997), and reflection (Richards, 1990; Abu El Haj, 2006; Mulligan
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& Kozleski, 2010; Zeichner, 1987). Mruczek (2014) similarly notes that schools are not
structured to encourage self-reflection (Levine & Marcuse, 2010).
In the three PAR studies I examined closely, each attempted to do the same thing
that I am attempting in my project: to investigate and expose what white identity means
to white people, and to uncover the discourse and thinking that contributes to and protects
white privileges. Though each in varying contexts different from the context I was
immersed in, each of these recent scholars ask difficult questions. Cullen (2008) led a
PAR project, “to investigate and deconstruct white racial privilege as one step toward
developing an anti-racist professional identity for white students in a student affairs
graduate preparation program at a predominantly white university” (p. x). Similarly,
Koster (2005) uses a PAR framework to look, “closely at what motivates and empowers a
group of six white teachers to challenge the status quo and address racism and white
privilege in their classrooms and the school” (p. iv). Finally, Tanner (2016) asks, “how
does making whiteness the focus of this study expose, disrupt and reify it as a system of
power?” and, “How does whiteness operate in this school?” These three PAR projects
each include participants who had rarely considered their whiteness as a factor in race
relations prior to the study. Each researcher led the participants through a critical
examination of whiteness, white privilege, white dominance, race, and racism, while
sharing their own stories of awareness.
All of these PAR researchers were satisfied in the end that they chose PAR as a
methodology. Koster (2005) posits it was exactly the kind of research that should be
happening in schools everywhere, while Cullen (2008) contends that PAR holds promise
as a methodology for investigating, “pedagogies of privilege” (P. Reason & Bradbury,
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2001a). Tanner (2016) is pleased with the choice and the outcomes of the study, but notes
that focusing on whiteness requires, “a permissive generative confusion in its participants
and facilitator” (p. 116).
This literature review provides the groundwork for the study undertaken in this
dissertation. By reading and studying a variety of scholarship done on anti-racism, critical
whiteness, transformative learning theories, and CPAR studies, I gained direction and
insight to create the study that will be explained in the next sections.
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CHAPTER THREE: RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS
In this chapter, the design and methodology of the current research project is
outlined. This chapter begins with an overview of the methodology employed in critical
participatory action research3 (CPAR), and then delves into the method of the current
project.
Critical Participatory Action Research Methodology
For my dissertation research project, I used a critical participatory action research
(CPAR) methodology. Participatory action research (PAR),
is the art of dwelling in the other, is the art of penetrating from within, is the art of
learning to use the language of the other; in short, is the art of empathy . . . What
clinical detachment is to objective methodology, empathy is to the methodology
of participation. (Skolimowski, 1995, p. 182)
As an all-embracing methodology (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005) that, “blurs the lines
between pedagogy, research, and politics” (Cammarota & Fine, 2008, p.viii), this model
of AR seeks to, “help people, within a particular timeframe and location, become more
aware of the constraints that prevent them from fully participating in their communities”
(Savin-Baden & Howell-Major, 2013, p. 248). In many ways, it was a counter-hegemonic
project. Rather than imposing a top-down model where I, as a researcher, entered into a
space to impart wisdom, collect data, or remain objective, I entered a space on equal
footing: as a facilitator, co-learner, and co-researcher. Whereas traditional research
frowns upon intervention, CPAR demands it; whereas traditional research relies on

Critical participatory action Research (CPAR) is an extension of participatory action research (PAR); both
terms are used in this section depending on the scholars who are being discussed. This difference is
discussed further on page 61.
3
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‘expert’ knowledge, CPAR relies on the expertise of locals (Herr & Anderson, 2005).
Freireian-inspired CPAR challenges the academic research model where dualisms
collapse – dualisms such as researcher/subject, theory/practice, and macro/micro –
thereby becoming, “a way to highlight paths toward greater humanization and away from
dehumanization” (Herr & Anderson, 2005, p. 16).
The need for this type of emotionally engaging methodology around the topic of
privilege is urgent (Cahill & Torre, 2007). Anti-oppression theorist Kumashiro (2000)
says,
Educators and students need to examine not only how some groups and identities
are othered, that is, marginalized, denigrated, violated in society, but also how
some groups are favored, normalized, privileged, as well as how this dual process
is legitimized and maintained by social structures and competing ideologies. (p.
35)
CPAR is taken up more and more lately for this reason. As Kemmis, McTaggart, and
Nixon (2015) state, “there is a more urgent need than ever before to understand the
consequences of human activity and social practice” (p. 17). Kumashiro (2000) continues
to advocate for a working against oppression that involves a critique of our complicity
with oppressive systems. Wright (1994) calls into question the assumption that teachers
can be neutral and unaffected by their own racial and ethnic identity (as cited in Harper,
1997). It is with this complex goal of critiquing deeply held world views, ingrained
assumptions, and competing commitments that led me to conduct a CPAR project.
CPAR allows us to consider the many subtle, deeply embedded ideas in the belief
structures of an organization (i.e. sexism, racism) through critical self-reflection. CPAR
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allows us to access and surface these for examination with the ultimate goal of
transformation (Herr & Anderson, 2005). CPAR is concerned with actual practices, not
abstract ideas; as a critical social science, it focuses on ways of thinking that support
hierarchies where dominant identities are unproblematic, inevitable, or justifiable (Carr &
Kemmis, 1986).
CPAR fits nicely within the theoretical framework of critical race theory (CRT).
Torre (2008) explains the theoretical overlap between CPAR and CRT. Though both
traditions evolved separately, she iterates the shared goals of each tradition. Among them
are the goal of destabilizing dominant explanations, identities, and ideologies by
honouring the valuable, unique knowledge of local expertise. Recognizing that
knowledge is political, she outlines how both CRT and PAR challenge traditional
hierarchies of knowledge production. While recognizing our overlapping and potentially
conflicting identities, she explains how both traditions share a goal of complicating
identities, loyalties, and allegiances (Torre, 2008).
CPAR is more than a research methodology, as it is more of an approach than a
method of inquiry:
It brings people together to reflect and act on their own social and educational
practices in disciplined ways to make their practices, the way they understand
their practices, and the conditions under which they practice more rational, more
sustainable, and more just and inclusive. (Kemmis, McTaggart, & Nixon, 2015) p.
3)
A distinctive feature of CPAR is, “the way participants gather together specifically to
understand how the ways in which their thoughts, actions, and relationships with people
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in their work settings have been shaped by pre-existing conditions in their situations”
(Kemmis, McTaggart, & Nixon, 2015, p. 34).
The Public Science Project, a website created by a vast array of researchers
devoted to sharing PAR designed for creating a just world, defines PAR this way:
Allied with feminist, critical race, and indigenous theory, PAR is an approach to
research that values the significant knowledge people hold about their lives and
experiences. PAR positions those most intimately impacted by research as leaders
in shaping research questions, framing interpretations, and designing meaningful
research products and actions. (The Public Science Project, 2012, para. 1)
Fals Borda (1979) notes that, “There exist relatively few occasions, in the course
of a lifetime, which provide the opportunity to confront processes of radical, social
transformation” (p. 33). This particular methodological approach seeks to meet one of
these rare challenges, as it also seeks to interrupt injustice while building community
(Zeller-Berkman, Muñoz-Proto, & Torre, 2015). While providing a self-reflective
understanding, PAR seeks to permit individuals to examine the conditions in which they
operate, examine the aspects that are frustrating, and seek to eliminate the sources of that
frustration (Carr & Kemmis, 1986). CPAR is described as a, “disciplined way of making
change” (Carr & Kemmis, 1986, p. 18) because too often, change happens in our lives
randomly, or when imposed, which often causes frustration and alienation. CPAR, then,
has the potential to reshape lives and work, taking active and thoughtful approaches to
changing selves and conditions.
CPAR expresses a commitment to bringing, “together broad social analysis, the
self-reflective collective self-study of practice, and transformational action to improve
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things” (Kemmis, McTaggart, & Nixon, 2015 p. 12). While also committed to
participation, it seeks to provide, “social analysis in the critical social science tradition
which reveal the disempowerment and injustice created in industrialized societies”
(Kemmis, McTaggart, & Nixon, 2015 p. 12).
History of Critical Participatory Action Research
As an exemplar of critical theory which, “seeks to engage human agents in public
self-reflection in order to transform their world” (Herr & Anderson, 2005, p. 2), CPAR
stretches all the way back to Kurt Lewin (1946), Paulo Freire (1970), Orlando Fals Borda
(1979), and Anisur Rahman (Argyris et al., 1985; Rahman & Fals Borda, 1991). Kurt
Lewin is often described as the originator of the term action research, as a reaction to
Taylorism and industrialization (Herr & Anderson, 2005). In Lewin’s original
conception, he advocates for a form of inquiry that would allow the theories produced in
the social sciences to be tested in practice (Carr, 2006). This form of inquiry became
popular among teachers in the 1960s and 70s as a way to improve their pedagogy (Carr,
2006). With roots in liberation theology, neo-Marxist approaches, and human rights
activism, PAR developed with the goal of involving communities into an analysis of
social problems (Kemmis, McTaggart, & Nixon, 2015). Differing from traditional AR,
which emphasizes efficiency and the improvement of practice, PAR, “is concerned with
equity, self-reliance, and oppression problems” (Herr & Anderson, 2005, p. 16).
This type of research developed after the 1980s’ and 90s’ critique of modernity
and the, “insinuation of capitalist, neo-capitalist and post-capitalist state and social
systems into social life” (Kemmis, McTaggart, & Nixon, 2015, p. 16). This emergence of
critical research created opportunities for dialogue to address the vast greed, competitive
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individualism, and neo-liberalism that was becoming a problem for everyone, especially
the most vulnerable.
Critical PAR offers several distinguishing features from action research (AR) that
Kemmis, McTaggert, and Nixon (2015) claim are things that only PAR can do. They
include creating conditions that allow insiders to speak a shared language, to understand
and develop the ways in which practices are conducted from within, to participate in and
develop forms of action, to participate and develop communities of practice, and to
transform the conduct and consequences of their practice. The critical component of PAR
comes in the last unique feature: the transformational element. Only critical PAR (CPAR)
invites participants to critique the irrationality, sustainability, or justness of their practice,
and seeks to transform them where needed by confronting and overcoming them.
For the purpose of this study, I use the definition of CPAR that current leaders of
this methodology utilize. Kemmis, McTaggart, and Nixon (2015) define CPAR as,
a social process of collaborative learning for the sake of individual and collective
self-formation, realised by groups of people who join together in changing the
practices through which they interact in a shared social world – a shared social
world in which, for better or for worse, we live with the consequences of one
another’s actions. (p. 20)
Similar to what Gloria Anzaldúa said in an interview in 1999 when she referred to nosastros – a term that she used to capture the conflict between we and other – she said, “We
are neither one nor the other; we are really both. There is not a pure other; there is not a
pure subject and not a pure object. We are implicated in each other’s lives” (as cited in
Torre, 2008, p. 107). It is with an understanding of this implication that CPAR offers its
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challenge: to engage in reflection about how our practices are products of particular
circumstances, and then make our oppressive practices accessible for discussion and,
ultimately, reconstruction.
Goals of Critical Participatory Action Research
As CPAR seeks to make practices more just, inclusive, less dominating, and less
oppressive, it quite simply, in Kemmis, McTaggart, and Nixon’s (2015) words, “aims to
help people understand and to transform ‘the way we do things around here’” (p. 67).
Imbedded in this aim is an effort to transform three things through a critical and selfcritical process: “practitioners’ practices, their understanding of their practices, and the
conditions in which they practice” (Kemmis, McTaggart, & Nixon, 2015, p. 63). As an
emancipatory version of AR, CPAR can also be counterhegemonic in its goal of
transformation – a crucial aspect of counterhegemonic projects (Allen, 2002). This
methodology is particularly suited for my specific research problem and questions.
Michelle Fine (2005), whose PAR work has been used for community regeneration,
describes PAR as an,
ethic of inclusion [that] potentially represents a challenge to white privilege’s
investment in maintaining and producing racial hierarchies in the normative
production of knowledge. PAR is a method of disruption . . . [identified] as
‘contesting research’, designed to interrupt dominance. (p. 363)
Based on Habermas’ 1972 theory of knowledge-constitutive interests, the ultimate
interest of this particular kind of AR is to emancipate people and groups from
irrationality, unsustainability, and injustice” (Kemmis, McTaggart, & Nixon, 2015, p.
14). This goal of “emancipation of participants from the dictates or compulsions of
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tradition, precedent, habit, coercion, and self-deception” (Carr & Kemmis, 1986, p. 27)
attempts to be met through examination of the subtle, deeply embedded belief structures
which can be ultimately transformational. PAR can be a liberating practice that invites
participation with the goal of impacting desired change, empowering stakeholders, and
generating knowledge (Huang, 2010). It is an inquiry done by or with insiders of an
organisation – not on or to them. Rooted in critical theory and its interest in praxis, it is a,
“systematic inquiry that is collective, collaborative, self-reflective, critical, and
undertaken by the participants of the inquiry” (McCutcheon & Jung, 1990, p. 148).
Similarly, Fals Borda (1979) proclaims that the, “emancipation of participants from the
dictates or compulsions of tradition, precedent, habit or coercion or self-deception”
(1979, p. 138) was something participatory research is uniquely situated to do.
A crucial consideration in choosing this methodology was my longing to rely on
adult learning theories, especially Mezirow’s (1978) challenge to include critical selfreflection that is not necessarily a comfortable way to bring about transformative change.
Mezirow’s theory of adult transformational learning (Mezirow et al., 1990) also
maintains that adults learn best through participation in social action; this notion fits with
my relevant topic of anti-racism. Similarly, Lewin (1946) advocates that active
participation among people is more likely to develop new strategies for change.
Methods
Fonow and Cook (2005) advocate for a variety of data sources to enrich a
research analysis. Similarly, I incorporated both pre- and post-interviews with six
participants and facilitated five 90-minute professional development (PD) workshops. I
used a combination of critical pedagogical strategies and anti-racist teaching approaches
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in this series of workshops to facilitate thoughtful discussion and growth in the
development of the racial cognizance of white teachers. I also collected a variety of data
from the participants, including journals, to create a wide array of data. These data points
will be outlined in more detail in the following sections.
Throughout the past several years while presenting workshops, I met many people
who were interested in my research topic about how a teacher’s white identity affects
their pedagogy. One individual heard about my desire to conduct a CPAR about the topic,
and he invited me to explore whether or not I could conduct the study at his school. He
had been following my workshops, had attended one in the past, and was interested in
having more of his colleagues gain an awareness of their white identity and its effects.
After I received Research Ethics Board (REB) clearance (File #16-253), he encouraged
me to send an inquiry to the leadership team at his school. This resulted in a few email
exchanges, and then a meeting with the Principal. Once the Principal gave me his
permission to conduct the study at his school, I asked him to sign a consent indicating his
understanding of the project. I was then invited to a staff meeting at the school to ask for
participants.
Site
As an independent school, this site has a strong tie to its historical – particularly,
its religious – roots. To preserve this school’s anonymity, I will not reveal the specific
religion or denomination with which this school originates. I will, however, explain some
components of its roots to capture the collective identity of the participants and the
culture of the school.
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The school was originally formed by European immigrants to Canada who longed
for a school that was familiar and connected them to the culture they left behind. It also
offered a chance for them to gain a foothold in their new environment (Riley, Marks, &
Grace, 2003). According to a study by Van Pelt, Allison, and Allison (2006) that focuses
specifically on Ontario independent schools, there are over 400 private schools in Ontario
that are religiously defined, namely Christian, Islamic, Jewish, or Sikh. In 2006, almost
6% of Ontario’s student population attends an independent school, finding value in the
education that these institutions offer. Some of the reasons that parents choose to send
their children to an independent school, as this study found, are because they are
disappointed in the public school system and they value the dedication and quality of the
teachers and instruction in an independent school. They also appreciate the focus on
academic quality, character, and moral development, and they view the school as being
safer than public schools (Van Pelt, Allison, & Allison, 2006).
This particular independent school is located in a suburb of a large city in
southern Ontario. There are about 50 full-time staff members including teachers,
librarian, administrators, and support staff, who serve a student population of about 400
each year. The school offers over 60 student-focused programs, and boasts that 93% of
their students get accepted each year to their first post-secondary school of choice.
Invitation
Almost the entire teaching staff was present for the early morning presentation in
June 8, 2017, and I was introduced as someone preparing to collect data for a research
study involving teachers for my doctoral program at Brock University. I thanked them all
for their time, and I briefly explained the topic of whiteness, and why I feel that it is an
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important exploration for teachers in our racially diverse province. In my brief talk, I
summarized the details of the study, particularly highlighting the methodology of CPAR,
and the desire to honour and include the voices and experiences of teachers in this
exploration. I explained that the workshops conducted as part of the study would not be a
lecture series where I would be delivering content, but rather, they would be a facilitated
dialogue with resources provided to stimulate discussion. I outlined specific criteria I was
looking for in my participants, including a willingness to look deeply at racial identity,
and a desire to create an inclusive classroom. I left over 30 Letters of Invitations for
anyone who was interested to take.
After my verbal invitation, several people approached me to ask further questions.
A few wanted to tell me how interesting the study sounded, but how they were unable to
commit for various reasons. Another wanted to tell me his story of how he was
confronted with race in recent years, sharing his perspective about the topic. Many people
thanked me for the invitation.
I heard from a few people almost immediately. Before one week had passed, I
asked the Principal to send an email reminder to the entire staff with the invitation
attached once again, and a reminder of the due date. It was in the last few days that I
received the remainder of the participants. In all, I received six participants.
Pre-Interviews
In the next week, I scheduled the pre-interviews with each of the participants,
during which time I explained the study in detail, and explained the Informed Consent in
depth, summarizing each section. Three of the six teachers had conducted research
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before, so they did not have many questions. However, the other participants were new to
the research process, and I was able to answer their specific questions.
These pre-interviews were in-depth, semi-structured interviews, lasting 1 hour, in
order to gauge each participant’s understandings of race, power, and privilege before we
began the workshops. In these interviews, I asked about their level of knowledge and
experience with the topic before we begin the study, including questions such as,
“Describe the first time you became aware of racial differences?” and, “Do you feel like
being white has privileged you in life? If so, in what ways?” among many others
(Appendix A). Many of these questions were guided by my review of the literature and
my own recent awareness and confession about the obliviousness many white teachers
have to race issues (Radersma, 2016). I attempted to gauge each participant’s knowledge
of the history of race relations here in Canada, as well as try to detect their inclination to
engage in critical conversations on race. My third research question addresses the ability
of the participants to be able to consider power structures as a result of their new
understandings of race. It was important, then, to understand where the participants saw
themselves at the outset of the project in order to better analyze their answers to this
question in the post-interview. Considering the aspects of transformational learning –
including disillusionment, personal transformation, and the challenge of a possible
imagined superiority (Mezirow, 1997) – the post-interviews also sought to detect what
shifts, if any, had occurred during the workshops.
Participants
Because the school and my sample size were both small, I take a few unique
angles to protect the identity of the participants in this study. In this next section, I outline
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what the group of six participants had in common, and also explain the reasons they each
had for being in the study. Based on the in-depth, semi-structured interviews I conducted
prior to the workshops commencing, I provide brief composites for each of them. I do
not, however, identify them based on their teachable subjects, their various roles, or their
teaching experience; rather, I focus on a few descriptors that orient the reader to their
lives, their views about themselves, and the topic of the study. To disguise the identity of
the participants, I have assigned pseudonymns, and I have changed the gender of a few of
the participants.
None of the participants had any prior training, classes, or workshops related to
race, diversity, or oppression, other than some instruction on how to best support English
as a Second Language (ESL) learners and international students. The participants’
teaching assignments included a wide range of Science, Technology, Engineering, and
Math, (STEM) and humanities fields, ranging from English, Math, Religion, Design, to
Human Geography. Four of the six participants were certified by the Ontario College of
Teachers (OCT), even though teachers at independent schools are not required to
maintain this status (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2018). All of the participants were
white and represented various ethnicities within the dominant white ethnic groups
represented in Canada, namely English, Irish, Dutch, Welsh, and French (Manitoba
Education and Training, 2001). However, because the school is notable for having been
created by a particular white ethnic group, a few of the participants were not from this
dominant group, and they discussed their feelings about their outsider status several times
throughout the study. Some participants claimed that their outsider status had caused
them to feel left out, and others claimed that it also has helped them gain a unique
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perspective. To protect the identity of the school, I will simply name the dominant ethnic
culture and identity of the school as being Anglo-Saxon Protestant throughout the study.
By using the term Anglo-Saxon Protestant, I hope to provide a sense of anonymity
without identifying the specific white subculture that dominates this school.
In this section, I will share a brief composite of each participant which will
include their initial given reasons for joining the study.
Mark. The first participant, Mark, graduated from the high school used as the
study site in this project, and was a part of the dominant Anglo-Saxon Protestant culture
of the school. He joined the study because he wanted to understand,
how to approach . . . sensitive topics that I want to have [in class] but sometimes
feel like I have to be careful about what we say, and then too careful so then we
don’t actually, it’s not productive. (June 22, 2017, Interview 3)
He seemed to recognize his limitations; he admitted that he has had limited exposure to
people’s experiences that are different than his own, and that he has realized that he needs
to improve. He also explained that he longed to explore, “how my own identity impacts
those types of conversations and how to have those conversations better” (June 22, 2017,
Interview 3).
Noelle. The next participant, Noelle, was not from the dominant Anglo-Saxon
Protestant culture of the school, and described herself an outsider for this reason. She was
interested in the study because she claimed to be aware of her ignorance, and aware that
her ignorance might be harmful. She admitted that she had not spent time thinking about
race,
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but it is something that I think is important, so sort of selfishly, it meets a need,
and I love that it is something I can do in a collaborative context with, um, an
expert, someone to help moderate well. (June 22, 2017, Interview 5)
Patricia. The next participant, Patricia, was also not from the dominant AngloSaxon Protestant culture of the school. She said that,
the topic interests me . . . I think it’s a really important topic, not just in Canada,
but and in North America more broadly, but in our current world, and I think it’s .
. . going to continue being important for a while. (June 21, 2017, Interview 2)
Reiterating the prior participant’s sentiment about the harm of ignorance, she also said, “I
don’t know what I don’t know, so I’m very interested in learning a little bit more, and
having my perspective enriched, maybe” (June 21, 2017, Interview 2).
Jordan. The next participant, Jordan, had graduated from the high school used as
the site in this study, and was from the dominant Anglo-Saxon Protestant culture of the
school. Admitting that this gave him an insight, he said,
As a graduate of this school, it’s a known entity, most of the students have
backgrounds similar to my own, um, and so there‘s comfort in that, but comfort is
dangerous . . . comfortable isn’t always a positive thing. (June 26, 2017, Interview
6)
He admitted that he,
can never inhabit . . . what it feels like to be a Black student listening to us discuss
the way white people have oppressed Black people for decades and decades and
decades, and we’re reducing it to this sound byte. (June 26, 2017, Interview 6).
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He expressed frustration in this ignorance: “I don‘t know what I’m allowed to ask. So
then I try to think about these things, talk to colleagues, um, I don’t know” (June 26,
2017, Interview 6). Jordan was hopeful that the study would help him, “be more informed
so that I can make decisions personally and professionally” (June 26, 2017, Interview 6).
Brian. The next participant, Brian, was not from the dominant Anglo-Saxon
Protestant culture of the school either, and because of this, he also considered himself an
outsider in the school. He recalled an incident: “I remember starting at the school and
there was a Vice-Principal position that opened and someone literally said to me, ‘you
won’t get it, you’re not [dominant Anglo-Saxon Protestant identity]” (June 19, 2017,
Interview 1). The reasons he offered for joining the study involved looking for a process
to, “allow myself to reflect on what’s happening in the classroom” (June 19, 2017,
Interview 1). Reflecting on race and racial difference, he admitted that, “There’s stuff I
just don’t know answers to, so I’m hoping through . . . starting by naming things for
myself, but also through dialoguing with others that we can think about” (June 19, 2017,
Interview 1). Similar to other participants, he admitted his ignorance: “I think there’s
stuff I just don’t know, there’s stuff I probably need to learn from my students” (June 19,
2017, Interview 1). He also expressed desire to help,
students to understand the bias that exists . . . I think sometimes they can name
some of it, but I think . . . sometimes we can’t name it but also sometimes our
students can’t name it, because it’s just norm, right? It’s what we walk into each
day. As someone once said to me, “it’s all they know when they walk in.” (June
19, 2017, Interview 1)
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Jared. The last participant, Jared, was from the dominant Anglo-Saxon Protestant
culture. He expressed his desire to be in the study, claiming that he is, “eager to broaden
the perspectives of all of our students, whether they’re new here or not I think that all of
us have things to work on” (June 19, Interview 1). He also shared that he deciphered an
urgency in doing this work, by saying, “The time is right, we want to be progressive”
(June 19, 2017, Interview 1).
The 6 participants outlined here represented a few of the dominant white ethnic
identities who have had a strong presence in Canada since the founding of the country.
The fact that 2 participants came from the dominant white ethnic identity that helped to
create the school, and 4 others did not, contributes to the diversity within whiteness that
explains the complexity of its understanding as a socially constructed notion.
My Positionality as Researcher
I realized that I needed to position myself very carefully in this study. Obviously,
my incentive as the facilitator of this project in fulfilling my dissertation requirements
and seeking publishing opportunities with the hope of securing future employment
differed drastically from that of my participants. I knew that they were likely negotiating
their varying levels of commitment throughout the study. This was a complex
relationship. Even though I was directing the learning, much responsibility fell on the
participants. Herr and Anderson (2005) provide many specific recommendations and
cautions for this type of relationship which they call, “Outsider in collaboration with
Insider” (p. 38). Among their summary of how many PAR projects have functioned in the
past, they explain some benefits of this type of relationship. They argue that the lopsided
level of commitment between an outsider and insider can be an advantage because rarely
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does an insider have the incentive to lead this type of learning, and they are often too
busy to do the extra work involved in leading a project. The caution was that I, as the
outsider, did not co-opt the learning (Herr & Anderson, 2005). My years spent in high
school classrooms become vital in this relationship. I tried to appear not as much as an
academic researcher who may elicit defensiveness, but rather as an equal.
Michelle Fine (1994) addresses the relationship between the researcher and
researched, and advocates to,
unravel, critically, the blurred boundaries in our relation, and in our texts; to
understand the political work of our narratives; to decipher how the traditions of
social science serve to inscribe; and to imagine how our practice can be
transformed to resist, self-consciously, acts of othering. (p. 75)
This blurring of boundaries may have an advantage, as Cole and Knowles (2000), note:
“An outsider, especially one grounded in university-based scholarship, may bring to bear
on an observation of the insider’s practice the conceptual perspectives, lenses, and
frameworks of other philosophically compatible positions, which in the end may result in
substantial insight” (p. 175).
Relating this relationship to issues of reciprocity is also given a lot of attention in
the research and treated as another issue of much complexity. Reciprocity refers to the
notion of the researcher ‘giving back’ to the participants and their communities (Tilley &
Gormley, 2007). The Tri-Council Policy Statement (TCPS) suggests that in order to
achieve reciprocity, researchers should, “examine how the research may be shaped to
address the needs and concerns of the group (TCPS, 1998, with 2000, 2002 updates, p.
6.3). Similarly, Cornwall (1996) has created a continuum of purposes for PAR that

THE IMPLICATIONS OF WHITE TEACHER IDENTITY

74

outlines the varying degrees of collaboration and participation that can occur. In her list
of possible relationships, I focused on what she calls the colearning mode of participation
in which, “Local people and outsiders share their knowledge to create new understanding
and work together to form action plans, with outsider facilitation” (p. 40).
Mehmoona Moosa-Metha (2005), an anti-racist, feminist scholar, also describes
the, “importance of situating oneself not as an expert but as a learner in anti-oppressive
experientially-based research” (as cited in Regan, 2010, p. 26). Relating this notion to an
outsider who enters into a situation, Collins (1990) calls it an, outsider-within position.
She also discusses various vantage points of this arrangement. She suggests that
outsiders-within offer a specialized, subjugated knowledge (ex. women in maledominated places). When their survival is dependent on their knowledge, they possess
special knowledge, whereas the dominant group is under no such obligation. I attempted
to adapt my role as a researcher into becoming an outsider-within in order to gain some
of this special knowledge that helped me see the inner workings of the institution and
people with which and whom I conducted this project.
I was able to leverage several angles to gain the outsider-within position (Collins,
1990). Having grown up in this type of community, coming from the dominant AngoSaxon Protestant culture, I came with an insider knowledge of this type of religious
community. Through years of experience in this type of community, I am keenly aware
of the challenges and complexity they have wrestled with in trying to evolve and stay
relevant and financially viable. I also spent the first four years of my teaching career
teaching in a school very similar to this one. I also believe that I earned credibility
because of my 15 years as a high school English teacher. My ability to relate to their lives
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as busy high school teachers, and to empathize with their situation in this type of school,
seemed to have been effective as evidenced by their level of trust of me and their
engagement throughout the study.
The Action Research Cycle
Once again, the questions of this study are as follows:
i)

Do white, high school teachers in an independent school think about their
beliefs, values, and assumptions related to race, power, and privilege? If so,
how? If not, why not?

ii)

How can planned professional development workshops support white
teachers’ racial awareness and critical consciousness about race as an
indicator of social difference, privilege, and complicity?

iii) Does the CPAR process empower participants to rethink and work toward
transforming systems of power (practice architectures: the conditions that
support their practices) in their school?
The planned PD meetings, referred to herein as workshops, were designed to
address themes related to the first research question, and the data collected throughout the
study sought to answer all of the questions. The second and third research questions will
be assessed mostly through the post-interviews at the completion of the project.
Before I present an overview of each of the workshops, I will explain how they
followed the AR cycle.
During the workshops, I followed the self-reflective spiral of AR: planning, acting
and observing, reflecting, re-planning, acting and observing, reflecting, etc. (Lewin,
1946) in order to trace the development of race consciousness of each of the participants.
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Each level of the AR spiral was focused on the teacher’s individual learning, which will
be described below.
The goals of CPAR are to transform, through critical and self-reflective practice,
what we do, what we think and say, and the way we relate to others and to the things and
circumstances around us (Kemmis, McTaggart, & Nixon, 2015). I used these same goals
in my study to address these three issues throughout each of our five workshops.
According to the leading CPAR scholars, Kemmis, McTaggart, and Nixon (2015),
the usual pattern of cyclical AR – which includes planning, acting, observing, and
reflecting (Appendix B) – proceeds in a less structured way in a CPAR research
initiative. They claim that, in reality, AR is rarely this neat, and it is more likely to be,
“fluid, open, and responsive” (Kemmis, McTaggart, & Nixon, 2015, p. 18). They contend
that it is not as important to faithfully follow the steps as it is to, “have a strong and
authentic sense of development and evolution in their practices, their understandings of
their practices, and the situations in which they practice” (p. 18).
The PAR cycle used in this study evolved through the following planned cycles:
Plan. Each teacher participant assisted in planning the direction of the shared
learning. During this phase, after prompting the planned focus of the workshop, I
collected other ideas and suggestions with careful notes during each workshop (Appendix
C). I then planned the next workshop with a combination of the participants’ suggestions
and the identified areas that I viewed as being important to cover.
Act. The action was our participation in the workshops, including contributing to
conversations and to the construction of learning during each workshop. I provided the
curriculum, readings, activities, clips, and other materials, and the participants shared
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their responses to them by engaging in the dialogue, asking questions, and sharing
concerns.
Observe. We also observed reactions during the action phase. As the researcher, I
observed the participants’ reactions, and they reflected on their own observations and
reactions, as well. I wrote notes during and immediately following the workshops, and I
also relied on each participant’s Session Notes (Appendix D) to gauge the most important
and crucial learnings that occurred for each of them during each workshop. They were
asked to observe the issues from the workshops that created dissonance for them, the
content that provoked the most thought, confusion, or concern for them, and to share
honestly the topics that were causing them to think critically. I also observed each
participant’s nonverbal and verbal participation in my Observation Notes for each
workshop.
Reflect. After each workshop, each participant reflected on their observations in
their journals, which created an overlap of the observation and the reflection. Journals
were used to allow for confidentiality, freedom, and privacy, and participants were
informed that they should only share what they were comfortable sharing, and they had
the ‘right to pass’ if they did not wish to share. At the beginning of each workshop, we
also reflected together upon the learning that took place in the previous workshops, while
sharing further reflections that occurred since the last workshop. I also shared themes
with the group that I had created from reading their journals. The themes allowed us to
continue to explore certain topics without exposing individual submissions. In this way, I
focused the workshops on specific areas that needed more attention, with the constant
aim of supporting growth in critical thinking about race and raising awareness about race.
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As we began each new cycle, we all contributed to the planning of the next cycle.
This process ran through four times throughout our five workshops. Each workshop
shared the same components: i) a review of groups norms, shared goals, and
commitments; ii) a sharing of reflections from the previous workshop; iii) a focus on a
new topic of learning including a reading, an activity, a clip, or a role-play, followed by
some reflection and time for questions; and iv) instructions for the reflections that needed
to be done before the next workshop. In this way, we would observe and learn from each
other how the new information affected and transformed us, following the traditional AR
cycle of planning, acting, observing, reflecting, and repeating.
The times between each workshop varied greatly due to finding space in each
participant’s summer schedule. Though we were co-researchers, as the facilitator, I was
the one asking questions, prompting discussion, and directing and re-directing the group,
all while attempting to keep us focused on the ultimate goal of raising critical
consciousness about race amongst the participants.
Workshops
Cahill and Torre (2007) note that,
The challenge for PAR researchers who are serious about social change is to think
through how to effectively provoke action by research that engages, that reframes
social issues theoretically, that nudges those in power, that feeds organizing
campaigns, and that motivates audiences to change both the way they think and
how they act in the world. (p. xx)
I led each of our five workshops together with the intention of meeting these
aforementioned goals. The goals of the study aided in the careful design of the theme of
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each workshop, with an understanding that the group often chose to move in different
directions. As a facilitator, I ensured that we remained true to the shared goals and desires
that we agreed upon at the outset of the workshops.
Throughout the workshops, I invited critical reflection on topics related to the
topic of race, whiteness, white privilege, and oppression. As Christie et al. (2015)
advocate, “Workshops, embedded in action research projects, where students are
introduced to the theory of transformative learning and provided with tools to develop
critical, analytical reflection could be used as a model for a critical awareness course” (p.
22). Along with attending specific workshops myself in recent years to be sure that I
understand the intricacies and complexities of this work, I utilized specific lessons
adopted from several resource books that have been created for facilitators of anti-racism
training. I adapted resources from these works that I have been utilizing in recent years: i)
a guide called Teach Me to Thunder: A Training Manual for Anti-Racism Trainers; ii) a
collection of anti-racism resources created by the University of Calgary, called Calgary
Anti-Racism Education (CARED); and iii) an online resource developed in 2011 by a
group of white people who study anti-racism and work to challenge white supremacy
called Working and Healing to Abolish Total Supremacy Undermining Privilege. This is
in addition to many other collectives that have supported the work of anti-racism training,
particularly for white people. I have had the advantage of leading many of the activities I
use both in my classrooms where I teach at Brock University, and the many workshops I
have been asked to lead throughout the province.
I asked the administration of the site school if we could use a small classroom that
I had used for most of the pre-interviews. It was a quiet room and I liked the small size: it
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felt more intimate than a large classroom. I also liked that it was a neutral room, with no
decorations or signs of ownership.
In the following section, I will briefly review each workshop, its main goals, and
my thinking about how I planned each subsequent workshop based on my journal
reflections and the participants’ session notes, journals, and questions.
Workshop One. In preparation for the workshops, I printed Workshop One,
which included several pages including an overview, goals and objectives of the
workshops, and specifically of the first workshop (Appendix E). I placed the pages in a
three-ring binder for each participant. I also spread out workshop materials on the tables
including small, blank notecards, sticky notes, pens, highlighters, and candies. I also
provided refreshments at the beginning of each workshop.
In participants’ materials, I included the blank Session Notes for each of them,
which I collected at the end of each workshop. I instructed each participant to record their
thinking and make notes about things that were surprising, confusing, or, in other ways,
thought-provoking to them. In hindsight, at the outset of the study, participants told me
that they wished they could have seen their session notes to reflect on them, or taken
them with them to write their journal reflections.
After welcoming participants and inviting them to enjoy some snacks and
beverages, they were a bit shy about where to sit, asking questions like, “Will there be
assigned seats?” I tried to help them feel welcome and comfortable, but I was conscious
that there is a certain awkwardness in shifting from being a teacher to being a participant.
I was also conscious and sensitive to each of them, aware from our pre-interviews of their
fears, hesitations, and uncertainties regarding the topic under consideration. After they
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found seats and we enjoyed some small talk, I thanked them once again for choosing to
be a part of the study, for giving up their time, and for choosing to engage in a difficult
conversation (Observation Notes, June 28, 2017).
Goals. I then oriented the participants to the workshop resource, and we looked at
the overall goals of the workshops together. I formulated these goals based on the
interviews, and my understanding of independent schools such as this one. The goals
included: i) understanding the purpose of the study; ii) identifying the shared concern; iii)
building a community of trust and respect; iv) developing a common language; v)
agreeing to ground rules for discussion; vi) looking at the framework in Ontario; vii)
understanding the need to critique white identity; and viii) understanding the purpose and
function of the journal as data. There were no objections. I also made note that the topics
were fluid and subject to change depending on what the group decided. We looked at the
goals of the first workshop, and then I explained how the Session Notes would work; I
encouraged participants to ask questions throughout. As I do in many workshops, I
invited them to share one fear and one hope they had for the workshops with the group.
The goal of this exercise was to begin to build trust and community by acknowledging
that we all have common fears and hopes (Observation Notes, June 28, 2017).
Brain research. We also considered recent brain research, as I have found from
my experiences that it can be helpful to acknowledge what happens to our brains when
we are confronted with concepts that challenge so much of what we have previously
understood. I used two artifacts to support this endeavor: I used Rick Hanson’s (2013)
research about how our brains can make us intimidated, coupled with the comic strip by
“The Oatmeal” that outlines, in a humorous and approachable way, what our brain does
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when presented with new information using the metaphor of a house. I used these
concepts to ask participants to pay attention to – to notice – how they would respond to
information in the weeks after Workshop One, to think about when they have resistance,
and to be vocal about it. This concept generated some interesting discussion and much
agreement. In her session notes, Patricia wrote, “What change threatens me, and what
doesn’t? Why?” (Session Notes 1, June 28, 2017). Jordan asked questions: “what are the
scenarios that cause us to build moats and fences? Are there neighbourhoods of similar
houses? = risks. We are constantly renovating” (Session Notes 1, July 14, 2017). Brian
wrote that the brain research was very compelling and asked the question: “how do we
effectively renovate our houses?” (Session Notes 1, June 28, 2017).
Groundwork. In our initial workshop, we lay groundwork guided by:
i)

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which states that, “Everyone is
entitled to all the rights and freedoms set forth in this Declaration, without
distinction of any kind, such as race, colour, sex, language, religion, political
or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other status” (UN
General Assembly, 1948, Article 2);

ii) The Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, passed by Parliament in 1982,
which states that,
Every individual is equal before and under the law and has the right to
equal protection and equal benefit of the law without discrimination
and, in particular, without discrimination based on race, national or
ethnic origin, colour, religion, sex, age, or mental or physical
disability; (Section 15.1)
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iii) The Ontario Human Rights Code, enacted in 1962, which protects colour,
race, citizenship, and ethnic origin in any public facility (Ontario Human
Rights Code, RSO 1990); and
iv) Ontario’s Guiding Principles for Equity and Inclusive Education, which
includes demonstration throughout the system: “The Ministry, school boards,
and schools will incorporate principles of equity and inclusive education
throughout their policies, programs, and practices” (as cited in Ontario
Ministry of Education, 2009, p. 15).
I provided quotes from these important documents and legislation in Canada and
Ontario that inform and mandate anti-oppression work. There was not a lot of discussion
about this, but rather, an indication that participants were uninformed about these laws.
Referring to Bill 13, Jordan admitted, for instance, that the school had failed to comply
with this Bill, and stated, “It is also a document that is viewed with fear and suspicion by
many Christians who worry about losing moral identity or control” (Session Notes 1,
June 28, 2017).
Communicative spaces. During our first workshop, I attempted to create
communicative spaces (Kemmis, McTaggart, & Nixon, 2015) in which people could
reflect together on the character, conduct, and consequences of their practice (p. 16).
Together, we together set goals that we were willing to struggle for, took time for
renegotiation, planned next steps, and identified and settled on a shared concern.
Kemmis, McTaggart, and Nixon (2015) recommend that this part of the process is not
rushed, but thoughtfully and deliberately approached, and also emphasize that it is so
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important to establish this public sphere so that CPAR can happen. Kemmis, McTaggart,
and Nixon (2015) advise:
To have established the public sphere is to have established a set of relationships
in which people can think openly, respectfully and critically together, as a basis
for deciding whether ‘the way we do things around here’ is in fact rational and
reasonable, productive and sustainable, and just and inclusive. (p. 48)
These scholars also state that,
one of the most important things that happens in CPAR is simply that participants
get together and talk about their work and lives. They explore whether things are
going the way they hope, or whether things would be better if they acted
otherwise. (p. 33)
The participants were treated as full collaborators throughout the workshops, which is a
unique aspect of PAR. This emphasis on co-learning and participation, and understanding
the project as a learning process, is what led the project to its goal of ultimate
transformation (Greenwood et al. 1993).
Group norms. With this groundwork in place, we decided which group norms to
agree to before we proceeded. These included a discussion of the difference between
impact instead of intent, experience and opinion, and other common strategies that are
often employed to distance ourselves from race discussions (Tochluk, 2007). I offered
examples, such as the common scenario of good intentions that often are used to defend a
colourblind worldview, as in, “I don’t see race.” The impact of a comment such as this
can be detrimental to addressing systems that privilege whiteness, as they are used to
remove people from any issue relating to race. The point that received much resonance
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and insight was the difference between intention and impact. After using examples from
my own life, and reading an untitled poem by Nayyrah Waheed that discusses the intent
and impact of colourblindness, participants paused to discuss, as it was clearly a new
concept for them. Consistent with the research that highlights how many adults have been
taught to be colourblind, this notion that noticing race is not wrong was novel to this
group. I often point out that it is especially insightful for those of us who have been
teaching for a few decades, because we were taught not to notice race as a matter of
politeness (Observation Notes, June 28, 2017).
Committing to this focus and these ground rules helped us as a group develop our
intention to become deliberately conscious of race in our workshops. We created the
agendas for each subsequent workshop by making decisions together about the direction
of the workshops. Using methods such as role-play, case studies, simulations, games, and
other activities that invite active engagement and encourage critical reflection, learners
were invited to come to an awareness of oppressive structures, particularly the hegemonic
whiteness all around them.
During Workshop One, I explained the purpose of a CPAR group, and everyone
nodded in agreement. I wrote in my notes that participants were, “not interested in this
too much” (Observation Notes, June 28, 2017). Perhaps this was because it was new to
them, or perhaps they were too intent on thinking about the topic of racism.
Terms. Even during the overview of group norms, many questions arose which
were related to terminology. I had anticipated this, and I directed participants to the
Terms section at the end of their binders. We spent some time reviewing the terms they
questioned, such as the term racialized. A few recounted this term in their notes; Mark
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wrote, for instance, that it, “implies and imposition, something being done to” (Session
Notes 1, June 18, 2017). In her reflective journal written after the workshop, Jordan wrote
about the ways people use language:
I have been thinking a lot lately about how people make language mean what they
want it to mean. While language has to be common, likewise our definitions must
be common. The discussion today speaking about the term ‘minority’ was very
valuable, realizing how context informs our understanding. (Journal 1)
Jared alluded to a discussion of terms as a privileged exercise: “The issues are so
complex ie. "people of colour" vs. "racialized". The nuances are fascinating for me and I
have the privilege of . . . thinking about them because these issues have had so little
effect on me” (Journal 1). After telling the group that white ethnic groups make up only
about 18% of the world’s population, Patricia noted that, “I was struck by my use of the
word ‘minority’ to refer to a group that is any race but white, and by the fact that ‘people
of colour’ are far from the minority from a global perspective” (Journal 1).
During the first workshop, I attempted to take notes on my own session notes, but
I ended up taking most of my notes on my copy of the workshop. I found it to be very
challenging to record notes while things were happening, and to also honour participants’
voices and follow their questions. I found that acting as the researcher and the facilitator
was difficult. I wished in hindsight that I had recorded the workshops so that I could
listen to them again; however, I had not allowed for that in the design of the study. To
record the workshops would have been extremely cumbersome, and participants might
have felt intimidated to speak vulnerably if they knew they were being recorded. A
mistake I made here in the design of the study was thinking that I could effectively do
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both – facilitate and record. One would suffer. I made the decision to place my efforts
into facilitation rather than recording of notes; therefore, I rely on the scarce notes I took
during the workshops, but mostly, my recordings immediately after each session.
Most of the records I took immediately after each section focused on what
direction we would go next as a group. Because of the nature of PAR, and the shared
leadership in the direction of the group, this was fluid throughout. Between each
workshop, I would reflect on my own notes, read participants’ session notes carefully,
and await their emailed journal responses to plan our next workshop. I would print out
the next session prior to each workshop, and have them prepared for participants to add
into their binders. This way, participants would have a cohesive workshop by the end to
use as a resource.
Workshop Two. The second workshop dealt with the topic of white supremacy.
We began this workshop the same way as the first: enjoying light refreshment, small talk
about summer events, and settling in to our space for the workshop. I asked participants
to remain in the same seats throughout the study to keep my notes a bit simpler. Since I
did not audio or video record the workshops, my session notes and reflections following
each workshop were the only record of the workshops. As mentioned prior, I struggled to
both facilitate and take notes well.
One of the scholars I used in one of the early workshops is Anne Bishop (2002),
who does much work around mobilizing allies. She recommends that we must understand
oppression as structural and historical. Therefore, based on participants’ journal
reflections, which I read carefully prior to planning this workshop, and also based on the
discussion during the first workshop, I chose to design this workshop around systemic
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oppression, with the goals of i) recognizing how systems of oppression function; ii)
learning about how white supremacy is a functioning system of oppression and power;
and iii) discovering how systemic racism functions in schools. After a review of these
goals and our community agreements, I asked participants to do some reflection about
their own social identities.
Using Diane Goodman’s oppression continuum (2009), which I explained after
playing an interactive game that helped us to ‘see’ power, I used the whiteboard to draw
relationships between dominant and subordinate identities. Asking participants to help
generate and give examples, I populated the list with examples for sexism, heterosexism,
classism, ableism and racism, and other dualisms. Before I listed an ‘ism,’ I asked
participants, “Who has more power in the issue of sexism?” and they said, “Men.” I then
asked how they knew this. I received many examples, and added them to this based on
developing chart. I asked other questions to help them generate the list, such as, “Who
has the most access to resources?” “Who is most widely represented in the media, in high
government jobs, in the lead roles of companies, on board seats, etc.?” “Who has
historically been given the most rights?” or conversely, “Who has had to fight to have
rights granted to them?” (Appendix F). In the margins on each side, I wrote down
adjectives that were emerging in our discussion. This activity generated much discussion
and resonance among the group (Observation Notes, June 29, 2017).
Taking guidance from critical race scholars who call for a deep interrogation of
the system of white supremacy, I attempted to expose and name it as the system that is
the underbelly of our country, our institutions, and our culture (Allen, 2002; Leonardo,
2009; Lipsitz, 2006; Matias, 2014). I also sought to expose the reality of racism and
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systemic inequities, including inappropriate representation and inequity, while
interrogating the causes. I invited participants into an analysis of the domination and
normativity of whiteness in North America (Dei, 2000; Henry et al., 2010).
I reminded participants of the purpose of exploring white identity, and how we
often shed light on the other but yet, we fail to look at the dominant identities. Those who
did not come from the dominant ethnic identity of the school were particularly interested
in examining how they have felt othered based on this identity. Based on their use of the
term othered, their understanding of this verb was broad, and ran the risk of minimizing
the complex and harmful act of othering. Anti-oppression theorist Kumashiro (2000)
defines the term other as referring to groups that are traditionally marginalized, or other
than the norm: namely racialized people, women, people with disabilities, and people
with limited or no English-language proficiency. Participants in this study used the verb
othering to imply that they felt left out of the dominant group – in this case, the dominant
Anglo-Saxon group at the school (Observation Notes, June 29, 2017).
I left participants with some articles to explore to further their thinking about
white supremacy. We did not have enough time to review them together, and the group
clearly wanted to explore this information further. After the workshop, I made detailed
notes about the many questions that emerged, and also the topics that were brought up
that could be explored deeper. Using participants’ session notes and their subsequent
journal reflections, I developed the next workshop.
Workshop Three. Based on participants’ session notes, journals, and feedback at
the end of our second workshop, I developed a list of goals for this workshop – whose
topic was biases and blindspots – that included: i) reviewing and discussing examples of
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the oppression continuum and white supremacy; ii) exploring privilege; iii) examining
systemic racism (since we did not get to this in Workshop Two); iv) exploring what
researchers say about whiteness; and v) recognizing blind spots as barriers. I generated a
list of questions to help us continue to process the oppression continuum. We spent the
majority of our time discussing these questions, including the notion that race is a social
construction (Observation Notes, July 14, 2017). As will be outlined in the findings of
this study in Chapter Four, much of the resistance to oppression came about in this
discussion, as participants longed to test the truth of my assertion that oppression is real
and affects most marginalized people in some way. Most of the examples shared in the
dialogue were about how some of the participants had felt othered because of their
outsider status (not being from the dominant ethnic/cultural identity). We touched briefly
on the notion of white privilege, and some examples were shared from participants that
helped to explore this (Observation Notes, July 14, 2017).
Workshop Four. The fourth workshop was centred upon the topic of white
silence and complicity. Longing to bring the group into a critical reflection of the reality
of our contributions to maintaining and perpetuating white supremacy, and based on their
questions, their reflections, and their contributions during the last workshop, I created a
list of goals including contemplating the dangers and silence in situations of injustice.
However, this workshop took place the week following the events in Charlottesville,
Virginia, where white supremacists had gathered for a rally and protestors showed up in
great numbers. The Washington Post reported that it was, “a horrific 24 hours in this
usually quiet college town that would come to be seen by the nation and world as a day of
racial rage, hate, violence and death” (Heim, 2017, para. 4). Therefore, much of the
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discussion revolved around this topic. It tied appropriately into questioning how I have
observed faith communities can and should – but often, do not – respond to events that
are racially charged (Observation Notes, August 16, 2017). I also allowed time to review
items that were missed in Workshop Three. I asked participants to write their journal
reflection to this workshop in their classrooms – sitting in the space where they teach –
and to answer the following six questions: What changes can you make personally? What
changes can you make in your teaching practice? Who has the power to make these
changes? Who should be involved? What leverage points are available to move the
process forward? Who could hold you accountable?
Workshop Five. The last workshop took the theme of ‘what now?’ After reading
participants’ journals and considering the session notes collected in Workshop Four, I
decided to bring closure to the group by brainstorming ways to continue this work in the
last workshop; therefore, I created space to allow each person to share if and how they
felt challenged to learn further in certain areas. Following the advice given by Delgado
(1989), who claims that sharing personal stories can help people overcome ethnocentrism
and rupture a limited world view, I challenged participants to share their stories of
exploring their own privileges. The goals for the last session included: i) exploring
potential responses to the workshop; ii) establishing plans for a response; iii) offering
closure for the workshop; and iv) discovering avenues for further learning. I created
space for each of the participants to share some significant learnings and challenges for
them, and through their responses, we covered most of the suggestions I had planned to
offer. Each of the participants shared for about 15 minutes, and conversation ensued.
Interestingly, each of the participants chose a different angle to explore their learning.
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One chose investigating Indigenous history and including more of it in the curriculum,
while another shared a desire to learn more about anti-black racism and consider
changing more texts in the curriculum. Moreover, others included pushing for more
training for the entire staff, seeking ways to engage in uncomfortable conversations, and
searching for creative ways to include system thinking in the curriculum. I allowed each
participant to share, and then, I closed by recommending specific readings to each of
them based on their goals (Observation Notes, August 16, 2017).
Post-Interviews
Once the workshops commenced, I conducted one more open-ended interview
with each of the participants in private to assess their learnings from the workshop
(Appendix G). This portion included questions such as, “Have there been specific
conversations you’ve had outside of this group that happened because of your learning
that happened in our workshops?” and, “Has your awareness of your racial privilege
increased throughout these workshops. If so, how?” In these interviews, I also attempted
to gather answers to two of my research questions, including each participant’s individual
evaluation of the workshops as an avenue for supporting their discovery, critical thinking,
and awareness about race, and an assessment of each participant’s perceived level of
empowerment to critique and transform practice architectures in their school.
Data Analysis
As mentioned previously, throughout the study, I collected various data other than
the pre- and post-interviews with each participant. I also relied on each participant’s
journal reflections, which were completed after each workshop, the session notes that
each participant wrote during the workshop, and my own observation notes. After
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entering all of this data into the qualitative analysis program Nvivo, I conducted many
word frequency inquiries, and noted the most frequently used words and phrases. This
software program supports qualitative data research by helping researchers organize and
manage materials so that we can begin to analyze the data; it also provides tools to assist
in finding insights. I ran text searches for words and used the open coding technique
(Dyson & Genishi, 2005) to create coding categories, as I began creating code names for
concepts, words, and ideas that were prevalent. Taken from grounded theory, this
technique involves naming and categorizing basic concepts, patterns, and themes from
the raw data (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). I carefully coded the data into many topics, or
codes, such as anxiety, race-related incident, homogeneity, and many more. I assigned
each emerging category that I noticed a colour, which enabled me to utilize Nvivo’s
capacity to create charts and help me to find threads.
I read through all of the data several times and attempted to break it down, as
Hitchcock and Hughes (1989) advise. I looked for patterns, themes, consistencies, and
exceptions. In this way, I identified codes and categories that emerged. I continued
adding, re-considering, adjusting, and changing codes while using the query feature of
Nvivo to run queries that searched for related words. Using this method, I created over 50
codes. I then began to sort them into unifying categories by noticing emerging patterns
and consistencies, using axial coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). This approach allowed
me to put the data back together in a new way, and I then created five overarching
narrative themes that emerged. I have created a chart that shows the dominant codes that
were used to create the larger narrative themes (Appendix H).
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Once the coding and categorizing was complete, I converted the data into themes,
unifying or dominant ideas found in the data or the heart of the data (Savin-Baden &
Howell-Major, 2013). This part of the process led me through preliminary analysis and
interpretation. As Wisker (2012) recommends, focusing on the theories that underpin my
research, I searched for emerging patterns in relationship to the questions and theories
with which I began the project (Savin-Baden & Howell-Major, 2013).
Once I reached the data analysis stage, which was an ongoing process that
assisted me to, “make sense of the data” (Merrian, 2009, p. 203), I began to incorporate
narrative analysis, which involves re-storying our lives when things are not coherent, a
key component of transformational learning (Clark & Rossiter, 2008). This analysis
focuses on, “the ways in which participants use stories to interpret the world” (SlavinBaden & Howell-Major, 2012, p. 444). This method of analysis is, according to
Polkinghorne (1995), concerned with capturing the contradictions and complexities of
different experiences. This analysis often relies on, “stories as a way of knowing. Stories
emerge as data are collected and then are framed and rendered through an analytical
process that is artistic as well as rigorous” (Coulter & Smith, 2009, p. 577).
Finally, I interpreted the mined and analyzed data in order to explain and create
appropriate generalizations, elaborate on existing concepts within the field of privilege
education, develop new concepts, refine knowledge about this line of inquiry, and
understand the complexity of learning about privileged identity (Peshkin, 1993).
Understanding that the analysis should be reasonable, useful, and lead to understanding
(Slavin-Baden & Howell-Major, 2012), I employed a variety of strategies.
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In order to ensure the validating and reliability of my findings, I utilized a few
methods that helped ensure credibility. First, triangulation was used; this required that I
referred to the multiple data points that emerged throughout this process in forming my
analysis (Patton, 2002). Creswell (2002) describes triangulation as a,
process of corroborating evidence from different individuals, types of data, or
methods of data collection . . . this ensures that the study will be accurate because
the information is not drawn from a single source, individual, or process of data
collection. In this way, it encourages the researcher to develop a report that is both
accurate and credible. (p. 280)
Member-checking – checking with participants for feedback on the interview
transcriptions – was also strategically employed. As Savin-Baden and Howell-Major
(2013) advise, this strategy is not always soundly used for analysis, as participants are
likely to see interpretations differently than the researcher. Though Lincoln and Guba
(1985) consider this as the single most important indicator of the credibility of a study,
Tracy (2010) – who calls this process member reflections – argues that, “member
reflections are less a test of research findings as they are an opportunity for collaboration
and reflexive elaboration” (p. 844). In this light, these reflections, as offered throughout
the project, allowed for a change in direction, and served to re-direct the group agendas,
as is called for in PAR projects (Kemmis, McTaggart, & Nixon, 2015). The journal of
each participant that was viewed between each workshop was also used as feedback after
each of the workshops, and they provided the possible change in focus and direction.
Finally, dense or thick description of the setting, context, people, actions, events,
and the findings was utilized as I put everything together. This technique of dense
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illustration that captures culturally situated meanings (Geertz, 1973) and ample concrete
detail (Bochner, 2000) helped, “to convey the actual situations that have been
investigated and, to an extent, the contexts that surround them” (Shenton, 2004, p. 69).
Tracy (2010) argues that this is one of the most important means for qualitative research
to achieve credibility. Yilmaz (2013) advises that, “descriptions must be factual, accurate,
detailed but without being overburdened with irrelevant information or trivia” (p. 321).
The journal reflections I kept throughout the process thus provided most of the details for
this aspect, with the goal of allowing the reader into the situation under study.
Variables and Risks Considered
As a result of their involvement, the participants benefitted by developing
knowledge about their own identity, critical knowledge about race and racism and how it
functions in their school, and an understanding about how to create inclusive classrooms.
However, the PAR process is unique in that it demands risk-taking, it is collaborative,
and it shifts the locus of control to subjects (Herr & Anderson, 2005). For these reasons,
the process was not neat, fluid, open, or responsive, and carried inherent difficulties.
Participants were informed of the potential risks involved in these workshops,
which were both psychological and social in nature. As mentioned, the topic of the race
and whiteness can induce strong emotional responses among people who are first coming
to understand how the sheer fact of being white holds privilege. The notion that
whiteness is a dominant identity that functions in opposition to those who are socially
marginalized as ‘other’ because of their race means participants were exposed to the idea
that they were perpetuating a racist system for the first time. According to the research
literature, critical thinking about race and whiteness can elicit feelings of anger, guilt, and
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shame. The social risks involved that participants might have felt obligated to be in the
study since it is being introduced as a school-wide initiative. There was also a possible
social risk of a participant’s involvement in the study impacting their reputation or status
in the school.
These risks were mitigated in the following ways. First, in order to alleviate the
risk of emotional stress, the participants were assured that participation was completely
voluntary and that their identity would not be revealed in any published materials. They
were also informed that they could choose not to answer any question that made them
feel uncomfortable, and that they could choose to withdraw from the study at any time
without any personal or professional consequences. A local counselor’s name and contact
information was provided for anyone who felt that they needed some counselling. Also,
the workshop group itself was intended to become a trusted space where the participants
could lend support and encouragement to one another.
I have also gained effective strategies as a White Caucus Facilitator at the White
Privilege Conference held annually in the United States, and as a White Causes
Facilitator for some faith institutions, where I lead white groups of people into an
exploration of white privilege. Among the many strategies I utilize in the White Caucus
spaces include several items I built into the workshop curriculum for the study (e.g.
discussing and agreeing to particular ground rules, rooting discussions in a systemic
understanding of oppression, etc.) The other strategies that I have relied upon come from
my professional expertise gained after 15 years as a high school classroom teacher. I was
prepared to handle a participant becoming emotional, upset, or argumentative by: i)
addressing the discomfort, and re-orienting the group or individual to our agreed-upon
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ground rules; ii) addressing and reflecting upon my perception of conflict; iii) sharing
honestly if a planned activity did not go the way I had anticipated; iv) re-focusing on the
group goals; v) offering appropriate emotional support; vi) calling a 10-minute break or
cool-off period; vii) halting the conversation to have a private conversation with an
individual in a different room; viii) ‘parking’ a conversation topic until we have all had
more time to reflect; and, if absolutely necessary, ix) asking for assistance from an
administrator. However, none of these risks were realized throughout the study; therefore,
I did not need to utilize these skill sets.
Using methods from several anti-oppression and anti-racism collectives, I had
crafted the curriculum to avoid undue distress. However, I was aware that there was a
risk of clear resistance, prone to occur in a verbal question or challenge after a workshop.
When this had occurred in the past, I have invited these individuals to do further reading
and critical thinking. The structure of this study had these components built in (e.g. the
journals, the readings, the ground rules for discussion, etc.), so undue distress was not
anticipated.
The social risks were mitigated by alleviating any sense of obligation by having
the Principal instruct participants that while the school supported this project, they were
under no obligation to participate. The Principal had told me both via email and verbally
that he agreed with this research wholeheartedly, and was willing to communicate this
clearly. Participants were also informed repeatedly (by both myself and the Principal)
that choosing to participate or not had no bearing on anyone’s status or position at the
school.

THE IMPLICATIONS OF WHITE TEACHER IDENTITY

99

Also, in order to mitigate the social risk involving the reputation or status of each
participant, precautions were taken to find a quiet, undisturbed location on the school
campus to conduct both the interviews and the workshops; however, in reality, I could
not guarantee confidentiality. I asked participants to agree to hold confidentiality, and I
have confidence in the professionalism of the staff who participated.
A resource sheet was included with the Informed Consent, which included
detailed instructions regarding the benefits plan that the school provides. This included an
outline of their benefits, the process they needed to follow to receive the support of a
psychologist, and the contact information for a local psychotherapist. It also included
information for contacting a local distress centre.
Ethical Considerations
In their newest book, The Action Research Planner: Doing Critical Participatory
Research, Kemmis, McTaggart, and Nixon (2015) carefully outline many of the ethical
issues that doing PAR projects raises. The ethical obligations for this type of research are
commonly misunderstood by Institutional Research Boards (IRBs), so they address the
imperative of all research to ‘do no harm‘ to all person involved in research. Among their
pre-emptive advisements, they address avoiding harm to participants while underlying
the need to, “blur dichotomized understandings of the roles of teachers and researchers,
teachers and administrators, and learners and leaders” (p. 159). It is vital in PAR that all
participants feel comfortable enough to be honest and open, and allow for fluidity of roles
– like switching from leader to follower in a conversation in an activity. Locke et al.
(2013) call it the principle of negotiation and consensus, and advise for the need to work
through tensions about respective agendas and possibilities related to the courses of
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action the research may take. Kemmis, McTaggart, and Nixon (2015) also advise on
informed consent, and highlight the need for plain language, while addressing the
potential issues that can arise from dependent relationships, which were not be an issue
in my project, since I have no power to wield over my participants (neither real nor
imagined).
Confidentiality and anonymity were also addressed, as Kemmis, McTaggart, and
Nixon (2015) highlight the need for coding data to keep the promises of anonymity.
Highlighting the similarity between CPAR and professional practice as both necessitating
critical self-reflection, scholars in the field of PAR again necessitate the common ethical
interests and goals between research and education. Indeed, here in Ontario, our
professional teacher organization has ethical standards related to respect that are clearly
aligned to the ethical principles this study would advocate: “Members honour human
dignity, emotional wellness and cognitive development. In their professional practice,
they model respect for spiritual and cultural values, social justice, confidentiality,
freedom, democracy and the environment” (Ontario College of Teachers, 2017, para 4).
As mentioned prior, the data that I collected during this process included the preinterviews, the session notes taken during each workshop, journal entries submitted at
some point after each workshop, and then the post-interviews with each participant. This
chapter aimed to provide an overview of how the workshops developed and occurred,
how the data was collected and analyzed, and ethical considerations. In the next section,
Chapter Four, I attempt to provide a summary of the findings by presenting the narrative
themes that emerged from the data; however, the reader should note that the analysis of
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these themes will be in the section that follows the next. Therefore, the following themes
will not be analyzed or discussed until Chapter Five, the narrative analysis chapter.
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS
Throughout this study, I have attempted to answer the following research
questions:
i)

Do white, high school teachers in an independent school think about their
beliefs, values, and assumptions related to race, power, and privilege? If so,
how? If not, why not?

ii)

How can planned professional development workshops support white
teachers’ racial awareness and critical consciousness about race as an
indicator of social difference, privilege, and complicity?

iii) Does the CPAR process empower participants to rethink and work toward
transforming systems of power (practice architectures: the conditions that
support their practices) in their school?
In this chapter, I explain the following narrative themes that emerged while
analyzing the data: i) identity; ii) fear; iii) denial; iv) obliviousness; and v) action. In the
first section, I look at how each individual in the study experienced an Anglo-Saxon
Protestant upbringing. I also reveal how the dominance of this identity on the staff of the
school creates a collective identity. In the second narrative theme, I unearth fears that
many of the participants shared at the beginning of the workshops, and uncover places
where they felt the most anxiety. Next, in the third section, I explore the resistance of the
participants to engage in an examination of the effects of racism on the school by
revealing participant’s perceptions about how the school provides an inclusive
environment for racialized students. I then reveal a picture of the school’s racial climate.
In the fourth section, I examine the obliviousness of the participants to oppression and
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systemic racism, and I also trace some significant learnings that took place throughout the
workshops. Finally, in the last section, I explore the participants’ ideas for action, and the
barriers that they perceive may prevent them from taking action.
Narrative Theme One: Identity
This first narrative theme explores both individual and collective identity. In order
to answer the first research question, I asked very specific questions during the preinterviews that referred to each participant’s racial identity and its formation. As
mentioned in the description of the participants and the site, all of the participants are
white, Anglo-Saxon. Though, as mentioned in Chapter 3, there are many white ethnic
groups included in the umbrella term of white, Anglo-Saxon (see page 68). In this
section, after exploring each participant’s personal identity, I then move on to uncovering
the topics under the narrative theme of collective identity. I seek here to uncover how
these participants identify the school culture they are a part of, and how they view,
navigate, and talk about their collective identity.
Homogeneity
All of the participants in the study admitted to a very homogenous upbringing,
with very little exposure to people racially different from their families and close circles.
Recalling their neighbourhoods and early environments, for instance, Mark first recalled,
“Even growing up in my town, there was, you know, in the little neighbourhood that we
all ran around in, there was the family who was Black. The one household kind of thing”
(June 22, 2017, Interview 3). Similarly, Noelle recalled the, “one family that wasn’t
white” (June 22, 2017, Interview 5) in her neighbourhood. Jordan, likewise, referred to
his neighbourhood as, “ridiculously white” (June 26, 2017, Interview 6). He explained his
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parents’ choice for this type of environment: “although I don’t think my parents ever
made a deliberate decision for an exclusive community, they never made a decision
deliberately for an inclusive one either” (June 26, 2017, Interview 6). Brian described his
upbringing as, “almost fully white” and, “Caucasian through and through everywhere”
(June 19, 2017, Interview 1). In the same vein, Jared recalled, “a pretty homogenous
group of kids, that, you know, almost everyone was white” (June 22, 2017, Interview 4).
Considering some important spaces that influenced many of the participants’
lives, they recalled similar homogeneity. Mark recalled experiences in his Church
growing up: “we had a refugee family . . . but it was the one Black family, and we had
one Korean family in our Church but otherwise it . . . very white” (June 22, 2017,
Interview 3). Jared also recalled, “a few friends from Asia, as well. Laotian. Kids from
Church that I knew” (June 22, 2017, Interview 4).
Thinking of their early years in school, participants revealed similar thoughts.
Mark called his school, “very white” (June 22, 2017, Interview 3). Likewise, Patricia
admitted that she had, “very few students who weren’t white in our school” (June 21,
2017, Interview 2). Even into University years, Noelle recalled that there were, “a lot of
sort of white, Caucasian types. A lot of white Caucasian people” (June 22, 2017,
Interview 5). Mark talked about the slight increase in diversity when he went to
University:
Then I went to University, which was a little more diverse than my elementary
school, but certainly very white, um, we always joked that you know they put the
visible minority kids on all the brochures, and things like that, and it was kids on
the flags and on the [banners on the] light post, you know the athletes and things
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like that, five people who were repeated a whole bunch a times, you know, to try
and show that diversity which is umm, which I don’t think is a bad thing, but does
speak to the lack of diversity in terms of the places that I grew up in. (June 22,
2017, Interview 3)
In this statement, Mark confesses his awareness that there was an attempt to create an
appearance of diversity that was inconsistent with the reality.
Early Exposure to Race
Included in this series of questions, I asked participants if they could recall an
early exposure to race or to people who looked racially different from them. When
considering this, many participants had a tough time recalling anything specific. For
Jordan, the media came to mind: “my parents allowed us to watch TV, and so probably,
um, you know whatever television shows that might have featured Black or other
ethnicities were the closest thing that I came to anything resembling experience” (June
26, 2017, Interview 6). Moving ahead, Brian recalled encountering people who were
different than he was during sporting events. He recalled the, “absolute shock” he and his
classmates experienced if they would see a Black or Asian athlete on an opposing athletic
team (June 19, 2017, Interview 1), for instance. He also recalled an incident from his
early 20s that was memorable to him:
I was playing guitar one night and [neighbours] got very angry with me, and they
actually kind of thought, are you trying to disrupt our Ramadan? And I had no
idea, so oblivious, I had to look up what Ramadan was. (June 19, 2017, Interview
1)
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In this statement, Brian confessed his obliviousness to others’ religious traditions and
customs that were different than his own.
I also asked the participants quite pointedly if they currently had racialized or
Aboriginal people in their friendship circles, and most of them admitted that they did not.
Noelle said, “I don’t, I can’t think of many people of significant different ethnicities to
mind that I spend time with regularly” (June 22, 2017, Interview 5); however, in the postinterview, Noelle was excited to recall one close friend who is racialized, but who had
not come to mind during the pre-interview. During the interview, many of the
participants were clearly trying to find some examples, as they seemed to be mentally
picturing their friends; however, most admitted, like Noelle, that they do not have
racialized friends. Patricia described her current neighbourhood: “And the area around,
where we live our neighbours pretty much on all sides are white, of European origin,
some second-generation immigrants, um, some I don’t know how many generations, but
they call themselves Canadian” (June 21, 2017, Interview 2). When talking about her
Church specifically, Patricia also noted that it was all white members who attended (June
21, 2017, Interview 2). Revealing the searching posture, Mark confessed, “But
personally, I don’t think, I’m trying to remember, I don’t think I’ve got anyone that I
engage personally that’s of a different ethnic origin than me” (June 22, 2017, Interview
4). Discussing many aspects of her life, Jordan summed it up in the following way: “as
far as my professional life, my personal life, my family life is also very, very white”
(June 26, 2017, Interview 6).
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Lack of Thinking About Racial Identity
I also asked participants in the pre-interview whether or not they thought their
race or ethnicity is important to their daily life, and whether their race or ethnicity
impacts their daily lives at all. Most shared that they do not think about their race often, if
at all. Noelle said, “I feel like my race doesn‘t come in, I don’t view it as a huge part of
my identity, probably because I‘m white” (June 22, 2017, Interview 5). Mark described
his daily experience of ignoring his racial identity: “when I walk into a room, I’m not
thinking, Hey, I’m representing white people” (June 22, 2017, Interview 3). He
concluded this exchange with this admission: “I certainly haven’t seen or don’t realize in
myself that the fact that I’m white is part of my identity” (June 22, 2017, Interview
3). Similarly, Noelle shared that she, “very rarely” thinks about her race, and admitted
that she thought that this was, “from a place of white privilege that I say it doesn’t impact
my life, right?” (June 22, 2017, Interview 5). Patricia admitted that she does not think
about her race very often, and explained that it is, “because I think mostly the milieu I’ve
moved in, I’ve been the default race, if you know what I mean. Um, the un-hyphenated”
(June 21, 2017, Interview 2).
This same participant gave a longer explanation of her ability to ignore race as
well:
It’s not pushed on us daily to have to deal with race. So if it‘s not a daily issue for
me in my drive home and going to the store and doing things and how people are,
how our neighbours are looking at me and treating me, I’m not aware, it seems
like it‘s not a problem, and I, you know, ah, I don‘t have a problem thinking that I
can treat my Black students and white students, whatever, just the same as I treat
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any other student. For me, it’s not a problem to think of it that way. (June 21,
2017, Interview 2)
Patricia admitted her lack of awareness about race, and her belief in her ability to omit a
consideration of racial differences in her pedagogy.
Privilege
I also sought to uncover the participants’ pre-conceived notions about privilege. I
asked them if they felt that they had been privileged in their lives because of their race. In
this section, I further explore the narrative theme of identity, as the participants clearly all
acknowledged at the outset of the study that as white people, they held a privileged
identity.
Mark described his white identity as something that gives him advantages:
“speaking as a white male, knowing that, you know, I‘m probably top of the heap in
terms of that, that, that privilege” (June 22, 2017, Interview 3). Later, he continued to
explore this notion of an advantage he has because of his race. He compared it to a song
lyric from a band:
Arkells do a line about it too: ‘Born on third, thought he hit a triple,’ kind of this
idea that, you know, this is where I’m starting from and I’ve worked to get here,
but to realize that for someone else who doesn’t have the same privilege, doesn’t
have the same supportive family, or the way they grew up or the education they
had, those types of privileges, realizing for them to get to third base is going to be
a lot more difficult to get there. (June 22, 2017, Interview 3)
Recognizing a similar advantage, Brian explained his understanding of privilege as
relating to a default and dominance: “when I think privilege, I think of it this way: That I
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know that my default can be thinking that I’m the dominant story” (June 19, 2017,
Interview 1). Early in the workshops, Noelle noted in her journal that she was,
“challenged by our discussion about privilege. I think I am not often aware of my
privilege although there is no doubt that I have a lot of it” (Journal 3).
Noelle admitted that she notices that her race is a factor in determining who is
privileged: “There’s moments where I recognize a racial dynamic that’s happening, and
can identify my moments of privilege” (June 22, 2017, Interview 5). Similarly, Patricia
described her privilege as having various capital:
Um, so the educational capital, uh, not to mention economic capital, but that
aside, the educational capital that is carried and converts into economic capital,
um, that is still with me and with my kids. There’s that, and the obviously usual
daily things that I think, um, I don’t experience: being second guessed or
questioned, uh, entering certain buildings, whatever it is, I don’t experience what
a person who isn’t white experiences. (June 21, 2017, Interview 2)
Patricia continued to admit that she is likely oblivious to other privileges she has being
white: “I think there are those intangible privileges or advantages that you don’t maybe
think about or don‘t occur to you as a white person” (June 21, 2017, Interview 2). She
explained in further detail some of the specific privileges that she has:
I move into a neighbourhood, or want to buy a house in a neighbourhood, I never
have to think about: is this an okay neighbourhood for my skin colour? I don’t
think I’ve ever had to think about that . . . I haven’t had to think, are my
neighbours going to be okay with my race? And so there’s that privilege and
advantage, and you could probably go on, there are all sorts of those kind of
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almost imperceptible privileges that you don’t, probably mostly unaware of those
privileges as a white person, because you don’t know what doesn’t happen to you.
If I wasn’t white, I would know that those things would happen to me. (June 21,
2017, Interview 2)
In this statement, Patricia admitted, once again, that she does not often consider her race
to affect her daily life. She also admitted, however, that she realized that there is a
different reality for people who are not white.
Jordan explained his understanding of privilege as relating to the other: “And so
for me privilege means that we have no idea what it means to be the other. And so we’re
assuming. It’s about assumptions. Assumptions are not knowing. Assuming is not
knowing” (Jordan, June 26, 2017, Interview 6). He continued to explain these
assumptions: “So we make a lot of assumptions about what other people’s experiences
are, because it doesn’t occur to us that they might have a different reality. That’s what
privilege is” (Jordan, June 26, 2017, Interview 6).
Seeing privilege as a protection and a security, Jared explained how he viewed
privilege:
I think privilege means that for someone else that’s not actually going to work for
them. Um, so I may say, ‘oh well all you have to do is’ . . . well that works for
me, because I’m white and I have this sort of systematic protection or opportunity
or sort of this ‘defaultedness,’ a baseline, I think, is how I kind of see things”
(June 22, 2017, Interview 4).
Jared continued by calling it a, “certain amount of security” that he felt (June 22, 2017,
Interview 4). Finally, he described his privilege as lending a sense of superiority: “I look
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out at all the other ideas, and cultures and so on, that I’m looking at it from the
perspective of my way is the right way, and these are versions of that, either falling short
or maybe improved” (June 22, 2017, Interview 4). Similarly, he also said, “I think in
Canada . . . as a white person, we tend to think of ourselves as the default and everything
else is an aberration of that default” (June 22, 2017, Interview 4).
The School’s Identity
This independent school, and others like it in Ontario, have a complicated
relationship with their ethnic origins. As the participants explained, some have longed to
shed their ethnic identity, whereas many who are from the dominant Anglo-Saxon
Protestant culture still enjoy expressing pride in it. Noelle noted that she thought the
dominance of this culture was becoming something of the past:
Philosophically and ideologically, statistically I think it’s maybe just under 50%
of our students have a [dominant Anglo-Saxon Protestant] heritage . . . but I don’t
know anyone who would proudly make that our claim to fame, like I think we’re,
we’re past that. (September 6, 2017, Interview 10)
Rooted in European and religious identity, the school has been largely white
throughout its history. The participants noted this on several occasions, describing the
school as, “largely white, of European origin” and “fairly mono-ethnic” (June 21, 2017,
Interview 2).
Jordan described the ethnic origins of the school:
In its inception, [the school] . . . was designed to protect, um, an identity, a
religious identity, a religious perspective. The problem was, I think there was not
a lot of desire to draw other people into that perspective, so it was a bit isolationist
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in the beginning, um, a bit protectionist, and I think, you know that there was a
time as our grandparents were no longer the people who were ‘in charge’ that that
slowly started to shift. (June 26, 2017, Interview 6)
Noelle explained the barrier of the ethnic identity related to recruiting:
I guess it maybe is a question that could be asked that maybe isn’t being asked,
how do we intentionally try to recruit people beyond our, well you know what,
we’re trying to get people from everywhere, so I think there are still some
lingering thoughts that we’re a [ethnic] school. (September 6, 2017, Interview 10)
In this statement, Noelle struggled to name the barrier; she also admitted that the school
is still known for its ethnic roots.
Jared noted the transition the school was in the midst of related to its ethnic roots:
“Our school is coming out of a history of very homogenous population to a much more
diverse population” (June 22, 2017, Interview 4). Jordan noted a tension related to the
transition of honouring to abandoning the ethnic and religious heritage of the school: “I
feel worried about the risk that we are not taking because we fear losing our heritage. I
feel so ready to take that risk as a school community because I feel called to be
uncomfortable for a while” (June 26, 2017, Interview 6). He explained: “And now, I
would say today, there’s very much a desire to change that, right?” (June 26, 2017,
Interview 6). He noted a concern he had:
I just worry there are too many students who are like each other, so the other
students who are not, feel other and that we’re not always thinking about
inclusivity and stuff, so, so I guess I am not okay with that personally, and I want
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to, I’m certainly not okay with that corporately, but I am not always in a position
to make decisions for the school as a whole. (June 26, 2017, Interview 6)
The limitations of this ethnic, religious, and racial homogeneity was noted by a
few participants. Noelle remarked on the difficulties of hiring at their school:
I think a flaw we have is we just are such a white group of people that are leading
[the school], and I think there’s tension, I imagine, for when hiring happens, you
just don’t always get a variety of applicants, and then qualified applicants . . .
teaching is something that is a profession that is very white and leans heavily to
the privileged because it’s a double degree profession, which relies heavily on
grades to prove that you’re worthy of being trained . . . I see a weakness in our
institution is just the whiteness of our staff, I don’t know, I don’t know how to fix
it, but ah, but it’s something to be aware of. (September 6, 2017, Interview 10)
Brian spoke directly to this notion of a strong shared ethnic identity, one that he
noticed as an outsider (one who is not a part of the dominant white identity, the particular
subculture that founded the school) – and something that he still feels:
I can still feel like an outsider today. That may be my own deal as much as
anything else, right? Um. But I didn’t grow up in this school system . . . Walking
into this place for the first time was like, ‘what is this? What is this deal that’s
going on?’ [laughter] and navigating that. And part of that is just a strength in the
culture, right? And so that‘s another side of it is just an understanding, like, for
everything we want to do to help people to flourish we also have to understand
that we walk into this culture and there are people with [predominant ethnic]
background and long heritage and families around here and that’s, um, it’s
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beautiful that they have that, it’s beautiful that they have these families with long
cultures here, it’s beautiful that we have kids who are third generation coming to
the school, and that people believe in it enough to have people come here. (June
19, 2017, Interview 1)
In this statement, Brian noted a feeling of being an outsider, as well as a respect and
admiration of the strength of the dominant culture of the school.
As an independent school, the participants in their practice as teachers are not
governed by the Ontario Ministry of Education (OME). Rather, they operate as a
business; therefore, the participants had very little knowledge of OME strategies,
mandates, or policies. As Jordan explained,
We’re an odd duck because we are, we are not subject to the same authorities, and
our history, unfortunately, makes us suspicious of secular authorities who are
doing very, very good things. So when the Human Rights Tribunal or
Commission is suggesting things about policies that need to be implemented for
all people to be safe, and to have opportunity for, um, to thrive, we’re
automatically suspicious about that because we want to hang onto our identity and
our decision-making power, and that’s where our protectionist history rears its
ugly head, and so we have an unhealthy suspicion about these types of agencies
because we fear. (June 26, 2017, Interview 6)
Similarly, Jared relayed the skepticism toward public education policies when he said, “I
think policy is scary because then it, uh, in some ways it replaces, um, critical thinking,
and observing our own actions, oh the policy says, replaces, just being intelligent, and
compassionate” (June 22, 2017, Interview 4).
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Shared Identity of Participants: The Echo Chamber
Next, considering that the school’s identity is in a transition, growing and
changing, I looked for ways that the participants referred to themselves. A narrative
theme that emerged under this umbrella of collective identity was a thread of an us. The
following anecdotes reveal ways that these participants view themselves collectively. No
specific question prompted these responses; rather, I noticed this while transcribing and
in early queries that I ran in NVivo while searching for commonly used words and
phrases.
First of all, Mark described his desire to expand the sources that influence him:
“looking at my Twitter, you know when it started it was mighty white, but using social
media as an avenue to invite those voices in, to get out of that echo chamber” (September
4, 2017, Interview 8). Related to this notion of an echo chamber, Jared confessed that he,
speaking as a collective we, “tend to surround ourselves by people who share the same
dominant cultures, um, guilty as charged, right?” (September 13, 2017, Interview 12).
Similarly, Jordan admitted this, as well:
I mean, I’m no different, I mean I go to the staffroom and I hang out with my
friends, the people I know the best, and they go to lunch and they hang out with
the people they know the best, you know, and then we get together as a staff on a
Thursday morning and they put us into groups with people I don’t usually hang
out with. I’m not perturbed, but I’m a little uncomfortable, right? (June 26, 2017,
Interview 6)
When discussing a narrative theme included in one of the courses he teaches,
Mark explained that there is a race or identity that necessitates a difference: “The theme
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for the course is ‘Seeing Beyond Ourselves’ so, we do, a bit of, um, ya, a lot of the
discussion is around race or identity or stories different from our own background, things
like that” (June 22, 2017, Interview 3). Jordan mentioned a related shift related to the
notion of the other that had happened during the workshops. In his workshop session
notes, he wrote, “whose stories are we telling school? What voices do we privilege?
When we suggest that that we are walking in ‘others’ shoes, why do we use the word
‘other’ to refer to non-white voices?” (Session Notes 3, July 3, 2017). In his postinterview, he explained how he had been wrestling with the notion of the other:
How can we encounter different voices that don’t define any one particular we as
being the we of [our school]? So, what [other participant] and I have been
spending a lot of time talking about is, how can we give students an opportunity
to define who the other is for themselves, instead of what we are going to
determine is true for an entire group of individuals in a classroom. (September 6,
2017, Interview 11)
He continued to write, “So [students] can explore another voice through a number of
different angles that are textual, that allow them to decide who the other is and not a very
singular narrow definition of that” (September 6, 2017, Interview 11).
Patricia explained the culture of the school as rooted in an assumption of shared
values:
There’s a systemic thing that I still think is very much located in a culture that
sees this [referring to protection of personal, intellectual, and academic property]
as right, and doesn’t see that there may be another way of seeing things, and I
think there are a lot of our policies and practices are based on an assumption, an
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assumption of shared cultural values and ethics and morality, if this is right and
this isn’t right. (September 4, 2017, Interview 9)
This admission reveals a deep-seated notion of superiority in the school’s dominant
culture.
Similarly, Jordan questioned the assumption of a shared perspective:
I love to talk about archetypes and I talk about these things as universal symbols
that mean this or that. Guess what? They’re Western symbols a lot of the time,
they’re not necessarily universal symbols. Things can mean one thing in this
culture, and mean something very, very different in other cultures. And that is so
important to keep in mind because you’re expecting students to access content
with a cultural reverence that they may not possess. (June 26, 2017, Interview 6)
A significant racially-charged event in Charlottesville, Virginia took place in the
United States in the middle of our study, and it became a significant topic during the
workshops. Participants showed up to the third meeting eager to discuss these events and
make sense of them, especially with their new consideration of white supremacy. Brian
brought this up in the post-interview:
There’s been no lack of news lately, whether it’s residential schools and names
and whether what’s been going on in the states, and uh, Charlottesville, statues
being pulled down, and just the evidence of white supremacy and racism that’s
been incredibly evident, I’m also surprised, as I get into it more, how easily
people deny it or ignore it. (September 4, 2017, Interview 7)
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I was curious if he knew who he meant when he said, “people,” so I asked him, “Which
people?” and he responded with, “Um, I just want to say societally” (September 4, 2017,
Interview 7).
Domination
A few participants named cultural superiority outright. For instance, Patricia said:
There are ways in which the dominant culture here is a white culture which is the
right culture . . . this is not an intentionally white privileged perpetuating white
privilege place, I don’t think it’s an intentional thing, um, and yet, and yet that‘s
who we are. A place of white privilege and white domination. (September 4,
2017, Interview 9)
Patricia was not saying this as unproblematic, but rather expressing a truth as she saw it.
She continued later by addressing this problematic frame:
There’s a systemic thing that I still think is very much located in a culture that
sees this as right, and doesn’t see that there may be another way of seeing things,
and I think there are a lot of our policies and practices are based on an
assumption, an assumption of shared cultural values and ethics and morality, if
this is right and this isn’t right. (September 4, 2017, Interview 9)
Jordan described the superiority this way:
Racism is about making assumptions that we’re going to think alike or that we’re
not. Racism, I think, can be assumptions about what we all believe, ah, racism can
be assumptions about the right way of doing things and the white ways of doing
things which is the right way of doing things, and then other way of doing things.
Um, so you can get hatred on the one side, but a rather quiet and no less
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destructive cultural supremacy that we just sort of take to be the way things are
because our culture has taught us that, and that is what connects to privilege.
(June 26, 2017, Interview 6)
This cultural superiority was also noted in a memory Brian had about one of the
verses of Canada’s national anthem. He recalled a conversation with his partner:
And my [partner] and I were talking and going, you know, how often have we
used that and I think in [faith] circles especially. I think of Oh Canada, and they
(some [people of the dominant faith of the school]) love to sing the second verse
which talks about God, and talks about the dominion, and it’s easy for people to
talk about, ‘well this is clearly what God wanted,’ you know? To take this land,
you know, I don’t want to put words into people’s mouths, but I’ve heard similar
things, and I’ve probably had thoughts myself, like, ‘Oh ya, God came into this
land for the people,’ and well, there were people here before, for a long time, and
the word dominion is just, it’s so selfish, and so controlling, and so power, and,
and I’ve never thought of the word in that way, because it was always, and part of
it’s still in my mind, there’s like a beauty behind the making of Canada, right, and
things we uphold in terms of this country and how it was made, and words we
associate with that, and reflecting in other ways I realize just how awful it is.
(September 4, 2017, Interview 7)
Recognizing the problem inherent in his statements, Brian wove it into his assumptions
about dominant identity: “Um, and for as disturbing as it is, it’s someone saying you’ve
got it wrong and we’ve got it right. And if you become like me, all will be okay”
(September 4, 2017, Interview 7).
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Shared Dominant Identity with Students
Though noted by a few participants as problematic, some participants delved into
how this shared dominant identity creates a bond between them and their students.
Talking about how his students struggle to grasp issues related to oppression, Brian
explained that his students fail to engage, “because they just don’t understand it, and I
don’t blame them on some level too. I was that person. And again, I will, not to say I
have it all solved. I am that person” (June 19, 2017, Interview 1). Noelle also felt a
sympathy for the dominant Anglo-Saxon students at the school, as noted in the tension
she spoke of in how to offer tuition support to non-dominant students:
We have students who come from a [predominant ethnic] heritage and who have
significant tuition sponsorship to be here, and you look them in the eyes, and it‘s
hard to imagine, you know, focusing our tuition support of people of a broader
diversity on principle when that student wants to be here just as much, and
anyway, I don’t know. (September 6, 2017, Interview 10)
Speaking of the comfort of sharing a dominant identity, Jordan acknowledged the
comfort and the danger of it: “it’s a known entity, most of the students have backgrounds
similar to my own, um, and so there’s comfort in that, but comfort is dangerous” (June
26, 2017, Interview 6). He explained this danger as follows: “And so, as I get older and
um maybe sometimes something resembling wiser, you start to wonder about the fact that
that‘s bad. You know? Ya, comfortable isn’t always a positive thing” (June 26, 2017,
Interview 6).
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A few of the participants revealed how strongly they related to the dominant
identities present in the school. This shared identity with their students seemed to uncover
a perspective of why they view them as resistant to engaging. Brian explained:
I actually think the hardest part . . . is for the students who are privileged. That’s
my hardest navigation . . . it was me at one point and me still, they’re looking at
me like, what are the hell are you doing that for? . . . until you recognize that you
can be a dominant group, you don’t see the need to engage in it, until you can say
that how people view you is different than how I’m viewed, you don’t see the
need. And they’re beautiful people with beautiful kids, but that doesn’t mean
they’ve had the opportunity to reflect on it, and so, that’s the hardest part for me.
(June 19, 2017, Interview 1)
This narrative theme of identity, and each of the following narrative themes, will be
discussed and analyzed in the thematic analysis section of Chapter Five.
Narrative Theme Two: Fear
The second narrative theme that emerged from the data early on – and continued
to surface throughout the workshops, and then again in the post-interviews – was the
narrative theme of fear. Throughout the study, participants shared their fears of making
mistakes, uncertainty about how to engage, fears of not leading discussions about race
well, longings to not cause harm to racialized students, and a few others that will be
discussed next, as I show how they were threaded throughout the process of the study.
This narrative theme answers the questions I asked in the study by elucidating if and how
teachers think about their beliefs, values, and assumptions related to race, power, and
privilege.
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During the pre-interviews with each participant, the fear and anxiety about the
topic of race, racism, whiteness, and white identity was evident. In the pre-interviews, I
asked the question, “How comfortable are you in conversations related to race?” Many of
the answers related to fear in the pre-interview stemmed from this question, but not all.
Many of the quotes about fear, anxiety, nerves, and tension related to the topic of race,
racism, and whiteness emerged among other topics we discussed in the interviews, such
as stories about the past, examples from the school, and the participants’ thoughts about
why they joined the study.
Causing Harm to Racialized Students
Apart from feeling ill-equipped, a fear of unintentionally causing harm to their
racialized students was a significant cause of much anxiety among participants. Noelle
said that engaging in discussions about privilege and race issues in the classroom made
her nervous; she twice called these discussions, “nerve-wracking,” and said she was
afraid to say, “something unintentionally that’s hurtful or disrespectful” toward her
racialized students (June 22, 2017, Interview 5). She admitted that when she gets
nervous, she will say the wrong thing, and that this could make a racially charged
situation even worse. She also recognized that saying nothing at all can be perceived as
condoning an inappropriate behaviour; she called these situations, “tricky” (June 22,
2017, Interview 5).
Mark also confessed that his fear of causing offence during a conversation related
to race when even just one racialized student was present would cause him to, “steer
those conversations a little bit differently” (June 22, 2017, Interview 3). He perceived that
his students were also more worried about offending others in the room when talking
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about stereotypes – for example, if there are students who occupy that racial identity
present (June 22, 2017, Interview 3). Jordan also expressed a concern for, “students who
are not white” at the school, or who feel like the other at the school (June 26, 2017,
Interview 6).
Participants also claimed a desire to protect and support racialized students when
discussing race in the classroom. In an effort to avoid, “openly and harshly” discussing
racism, Mark expressed a hesitancy to discuss race-related issues without considering the
life experience of being repeatedly, “stereotyped and prejudiced,” but admitted to being
unsure how to go about that (June 22, 2017, Interview 3). Jordan questioned what a
discussion about race would, “do for the Black and white students in my class?” (June 26,
2017, Interview 6). He said he did not know what he is, “allowed to ask” when a
discussion emerges about race or racism, particularly related to a text with, “content
concerns” or, “racism of any kind whether that’s directed towards Black people or other
people playing out in a text”; he wondered how his racialized students felt about the
content and topic (June 26, 2017, Interview 6). Jordan also claimed that he felt, “a big
responsibility” a teacher who might do something wrong by having a conversation about
race: he asked, “what if I get it wrong? And then . . . what is that going to do for the
Black and white students in my class? Both?” (June 26, 2017, Interview 6). Noelle also
confessed that she is afraid of not discussing race well, much like Jordan (June 22, 2017,
Interview 5).
Fear Leading to Reluctance
A few participants admit that the fear of leading a race-related discussion wrong
sometimes caused them to avoid the topic. Jordan stated: “when you’re talking about
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issues of race, if you talk about it for 5 minutes, what does that look like to do it well?
And maybe it means don’t talk about it for 5 minutes, I don’t know” (June 26, 2017,
Interview 6). Similarly, Mark admitted that choosing silence, or not having any
conversation about race, is a result of his desire to be careful when approaching sensitive
topics like race: “I want to have [conversations about race] but sometimes feel like I have
to be careful about what we say, and then too careful so then we don’t actually” (June 22,
2017, Interview 3). However, Mark also admitted that he felt less fear when there were
no racialized students present. He admitted that he is, “less worried about offending, and
then having to fix it,” and that he felt, “more free, because I feel like I can pick up the
pieces afterwards . . . and talk about why that would be wrong without a student feeling
incredibly hurt and upset and that type of thing . . .” (June 22, 2017, Interview 3).
The fear and anxiety are notable when considering the rapidly changing racial
demographics of this school. There was a time in the not too distant past when a teacher
in this school would have feasibly had a classroom with only white students. Whereas, at
the time of the study, the increased racial diversity, coupled with the percentage of
racialized international students, had led to the uncertainty of some participants. Speaking
about an American film featuring slavery in America, Jordan noted the conundrum that
this diverse population created in his classroom:
That is a historical iconography that does not resonate with [international
students] at all. So the first thing I have to do is pause the film and explain who
the KKK are, while I have a Black student or two sitting there, while I have
Chinese or other Asian students sitting there, and again, I’m not sure I’m doing it
very well. (June 26, 2017, Interview 6)
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Jordan also admitted how he felt hesitant approaching the new diversity of the school:
I guess I fear, I’m just never sure how to do any of that right, as a predominately
white, 10% Asian, 2% Black, community, maybe 1% Middle-Eastern . . . So what
does that really, what does doing it well look like? is the big question for me.
How do you honour everybody when I have absolutely no clue what it feels like
to be a Black person . . . Makes me feel anxious. The stakes are so high. (June 26,
2017, Interview 6)
The relatively new diversity that has come to the school had caused some of the
participants to critique the strong homogeneity of the school. Noting that there are, “too
many students who are like each other” – which can lead to those who are not similar to
feel othered – was a cause of concern for a few participants (Jordan, June 26, 2017,
Interview 6).
Knowing that fear was a common feeling among the participants because of the
pre-interviews, I addressed fear and anxiety early in the workshops by naming it and
attempting to normalize it. Taking this advice from many anti-racism facilitators, I
induced this discussion with humour, personal examples, and data.
Discomfort
During the workshops, I mentioned that we would seek to create a safe space in
our workshops, which I have come to understand as a space where there is mutual trust
and freedom to be vulnerable. I also mentioned that many white people, like myself, have
not been taught how to talk and think about race, so we lack openness in this area; it is
like a muscle that we have not developed. Feeling open enough to make mistakes
requires some effort, and I explained to the participants that being safe is not the same as
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being comfortable. Many nodded in agreement, and a few participants recorded this in
their session notes (Session Notes, June 28, 2017). We discussed how it is often in places
of uncertainty and discomfort when we grow the most. A few personal examples of this
were offered, and a vibrant discussion ensued. Noelle noted in her session notes that, “the
quote on the front page4 is a real comfort” and added, “I get the sense my discomfort will
increase before it gets better. That’s okay. Thanks for naming this and being encouraging
about it” (Session Notes, June 29, 2017). In his first journal response, Jared remarked on
his own feelings related to the discomfort: “It was also interesting to me, how quickly I
wanted to escape the discomfort of our discussion by seeking some control of the
language. I regret not ruminating more and sitting in my discomfort” (Journal 1).
Several participants noted the need to lean into discomfort; Patricia called it,
“Comfort the troubled, and trouble the comfortable” (Session Notes, August 16, 2017).
Similarly, Jordan valued the, “importance of learning to talk about difficult topics: the
value of discomfort” (August 16, 2017, Session Notes). After one of our workshops,
Noelle described the discomfort she was feeling by sharing an analogy:
My husband had the advice passed onto him once that ‘no one wants to know how
the sausage is made,’ and this reminds me of this situation. People don’t want to
have their comfort disturbed, especially if it is by something that implicates their
comfort as something bad or that needs to change. (Journal 2)
This metaphor comparing sausage to knowledge of something that may disturb
someone’s comfort reveals that Noelle knows that there has been some sort of hiddenness
to race and racism that she has been kept ignorant of.

4

Noelle is referring here to the front page of the handout I gave to each participant.
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Fear of Making Mistakes
Throughout the workshops, there was evidence of a continued fear of making
mistakes. Noelle wrote, for instance:
It seems like something that will be impossible to get it perfect, almost like a
mission that is doomed to failure, this isn’t like a hopelessness statement . . . but
as someone who likes to do things perfectly I see early we can’t expect that,
although we can try to do better . . . I wonder what success looks like for a school
when we know we won’t ever be able to get it ‘perfect’. (Journal 1)
Most of the participants acknowledged in their session notes that we cannot learn
without making mistakes, but Patricia admitted that she was not, “okay with messing up”
(Session Notes 2, June 29, 2017). Jordan acknowledged the, “fear” that, “keeps us from
taking action” when we are unwilling to make mistakes (Session Notes 5, August 16,
2017). Acknowledging the need to take action and being willing to do it badly, several of
the participants wrote down something that was mentioned in several workshops: “We
are not going to learn to talk about race and racism without talking about race and
racism” (Observer Notes, June 29, 2017).
Participants admitted to facing this fear of making mistakes throughout the
workshops as evidenced in their journals. Addressing his own fear of doing the wrong
thing, Jordan declared his intention to not let this be a hindrance: “I worry about doing or
saying the wrong thing as I try to engage in conversations about race and privilege, but I
can’t let that fear be an excuse to avoid conversations or discussion. Hence my desire for
bravery” (Journal 4). Jordan admitted a longing to do something that seemed scary,
uncomfortable, or risky for him. Similarly, Mark echoed this by admitting that he was,
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“encouraged by the acknowledgement that I’m going to make mistakes, but that this is
better than not attempting to tackle these issues at all. In the context of the classroom,
stating this up front, and being honest, is all part of the process.” (Session Notes 4,
August 16, 2017). Jordan noted toward the end of the workshops that, “After our course I
am even more aware of what I don’t know, but I need to remember that I’ll never be an
expert” (Journal 4).
Fear of Confronting Self
After Workshop One, Patricia disclosed a new fear that was not found during the
pre-interviews with any of the participants: the fear of confronting something in herself.
She wrote that she feared,
that there is racism in me that I am either unaware of or just haven’t been
pushed/led into examining. For example, I don’t know what triggered it, but the
topic of ‘white supremacy’ was just mentioned briefly as something we’re going
to look at tomorrow, and suddenly the thought occurred to me that perhaps I have
unacknowledged white supremacist attitudes in me. It’s easy to think of white
supremacists as ‘those people,’ ignorant, hateful, perhaps wearing white robes and
talking in southern accents, but not myself or my own milieu. (Journal 1)
This admission of Patricia’s reveals a transition to seeing racism imbedded in her
personal identity.
At the beginning of each workshop, I reviewed our agreed-upon ground rules. I
also asked each time if there were any of the ground rules that anyone wanted to change,
or if anyone wanted to add any to the list. In each workshop, we were reminded of the
expectation that we intentionally were creating a space to take risks, to be vulnerable, to
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feel discomfort, and to learn. During the workshops, the discomfort of acknowledging the
racism that we have often been oblivious to was shared openly (June 29, 2017,
Observation Notes). The realization that we have all participated in systems that benefit
us immensely as white people was evidenced throughout the workshops in comments
made, such as Jordan’s, who admitted how many assumptions he has made about people
different than himself:
The word assumptions has this rather innocuous, no harm done, kind of
connotation to it that is false, and I think the [workshop] has given me a much
clearer sense of the degree to which those assumptions can cause harm, can cause
inequity, can cause frustration, a host of emotions or experiences for people who
may think differently than the person making those assumptions. (September 6,
2017, Interview 11)
Language Helped to Ease the Fear of Causing Harm
Much of our discussion throughout the workshops focused on language.
Participants were eager to learn correct terminology: for example, whether or not to call
the local Indigenous population Indigenous or Aboriginal. We did research together
between meetings, and found a few articles to support the movement toward calling the
First Nation, Inuit, Metis population in Canada Indigenous. We heeded the advice of one
local Indigenous writer, Bob Joseph (2016), from an article he wrote entitled,
“Indigenous or Aboriginal: Which is Correct?” In this article, Joseph explains some of
the history of the changing terminology, and suggests to honour each community by what
they are calling themselves. He writes something that alluded to our thread of fear and
discomfort: “But it’s not about your comfort level – it’s about showing respect and using
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the term that individuals and organizations have chosen for themselves” (Joseph, 2016,
para.13.
Having some handle of the appropriate and respectful language to use was helpful
to many of the participants in easing their fear of unintentionally causing harm. Noelle
explained this ease in this way:
I think one thing was helping me know the right words, like I think that’s such a
scary entry point, is like I’m going to offend someone if I say the wrong term,
especially when . . . I’m not old, and in my lifetime the terms that are used for
different groups for example Aboriginal people, um, has changed multiple times,
so already it’s confusing for me, and then there’s that . . . fear of doing harm by,
by being misinformed on something, so, giving the words was a helpful part for
me. (September 6, 2017, Interview 10)
Related to the Fear of Making Mistakes
The fear of making mistakes was woven throughout the workshops, and some
new thinking about this was evident at the conclusion of the workshops. Many
participants noted that they were relieved to hear that making mistakes was ‘okay.’ Mark
noted his appreciation: “I’ve appreciated this, you’ve said this, that you’re going to make
mistakes” (September 4, Interview 8). He went on to explain how he hoped to create a
culture in his classroom that will also allow for mistakes to be made:
‘I’m going to make mistakes, so let’s talk about those things, that ‘calling in’
culture, I’ve used that a number of times outside of this, just let me know, and
we’re going to let each other know, um, but we’re not going to do it in a ‘calling
out’ way, we’re going to come together to fix these things because otherwise
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we’re not going to have a productive conversation if we’re so afraid of making a
mistake that we’re just not going to talk at all . . . how do we conduct a
conversation in that way, of openness and of safety, that it can be safe while being
vulnerable and open, right? I don’t know what that’s going to look like yet, but
we’ll get there. (September 4, 2017, Interview 8)
Noelle explained in the post-interview how the safe space we were intentional
about creating and honouring during each workshop helped with her confidence, and
gave her courage to speak about her own limitations (September 6, 2017, Interview 10).
There was also an admitted shift within Jordan related to the courage to make mistakes.
He said,
So, as a white person to talk about issues of race, I would hesitate to do that
because I don’t want to do the wrong thing. But I feel a bit of a shift in that
perspective because I think until people start talking about race, they will never
learn how to talk about race with sensitivity, and I can’t teach people to talk with
sensitivity about race if we never talk at all about race. So for me I guess the shift
has been: I would rather start talking and maybe make some mistakes along the
way than let my apathy or my fear speak more loudly than my earnest fumbling
would do, does that make sense? (September 6, 2017, Interview 11)
Jordan continued by admitting the significant pressure he felt as a teacher in leading a
conversation about race, but expressed a desire to move forward anyway:
All I can do is be as respectful and loving as I know how to be. And humble. So
that when I make mistakes people will correct me and everyone will be okay with
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that. You don’t learn by not doing, you just don’t. (September 6, 2017, Interview
11)
Leaning into Discomfort
I asked the participants at the end if the workshops helped them to feel more
comfortable leading discussions about race, racism, and whiteness in their classrooms,
and they all admitted that they did, even though they also felt limited as well. Brian said,
I feel more prepared than I ever have before, but that doesn’t mean I feel
prepared. Right? Like it’s more, I will be more conscious going into my
classroom tomorrow than it ever has been before, but that doesn’t mean I
necessarily feel like it’s good yet. So, so that journey continues. (September 4,
2017, Interview 7)
Brian also recognized the need to embrace conflict and not to fear it. He explained his
intention to lean into fear:
If there’s people around there’s going to be conflict . . . flourishing is the ability to
dialogue, to not fear dialoguing. I don’t know that it’s going to be peaceful
[laughter]. Nor do I want it to be. I heard someone use the phrase, and I can’t
remember where, um, ‘peaceful is a lack of fear’ they talk about peace as a lack of
fear. And that’s what I would love . . . if there’s people there’s going to be
conflict, and I want to embrace that, and say, but when there is conflict let’s
dialogue about it and learn from it. (June 19, 2017, Interview 1)
Ill-Equipped
Some participants explained that their fears of discussing the topic of race
stemmed from feeling ill-equipped to discuss them. Noelle blamed her fear of talking
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openly about race issues on her lack of experience, ignorance, and busyness with other
things (June 22, 2017, Interview 5). None of the participants had any prior training or
classes related to diversity or race issues. In fact, several of the participants admitted to
joining the study for reasons related to helping them overcome their fears and to equip
them to approach conversations related to race with more confidence. Mark admitted that
he did not feel equipped to have inclusive race related conversations with students (June
22, 2017, Interview 3).
The sense of not feeling well-equipped to lead discussions also shifted throughout
the workshop for most participants. Mark said he knows he is not the ‘expert,’ but he
often feels pressure as a teacher to be the expert. He admitted, however, that is not always
productive (September 4, 2017, Interview 8). Jordan said that this was a, “fairly
important shift” for him because, “I don’t like doing things badly, and I do that
inadvertently all the time on my own without actually stepping forward and doing
something that I know I am probably not equipped to do well” (September 6, 2017,
Interview 11). He continued by explaining what he does feel equipped with:
So how do you honour your community where they’re at, while gently nudging
them to consider different points of view? And I think the answer lies in humility,
respect, compassion, courage, and these are things that we can all possess, right?
We are equipped to embark on that pathway if we’re able to keep those
fundamental principles in mind. We’re also all deeply flawed, so who knows?
[laughter]. (September 6, 2017, Interview 11)
Feeling more equipped to name whiteness, Noelle admitted that she had an improved
understanding to do this:
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I guess I was in a training group once about, like a sort of safe talk idea about
people who were contemplating suicide and they stressed the importance of just
actually naming it is important in talking with people, and I think that’s a positive
step in understanding sort of my whiteness or, ah improving my understanding of
racism is just being better equipped to name different things and approach them
with, you know, some measure of courage but also a bucket load of humility.
(September 6, 2017, Interview 10)
Cost
A new aspect of fear that emerged during the study was the fear of the personal
cost implications of a white person who chooses to do anti-racism work. This was not
mentioned in the pre-interviews as a fear or hesitation while venturing into this topic, but
it became clear in both the final workshops and in the post-interviews that this was a new
consideration. In addition to our focus on the topic of race, racism, and whiteness, the
political climate in the United States and the events of Charlottesville brought much
media attention to race relations in North America. In the post-interviews, all participants
admitted to having a stronger sense of urgency toward the topic. Noelle noted that our
topic of race, racism, and white supremacy had the effect of, “bringing the ‘ugly, seedy
underbelly’ into the light . . . It is a scary and important time for people to decide and
show what they love and actually believe” (Session Notes 4, August 16, 2017).
During one of the workshops in particular, the notion of fear was mentioned as an
underlying reason for the lack of engagement of white people in racial justice work by
several participants (Observation Notes, June 29, 2017). During this workshop, Patricia
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asked, “To make it right, what will it cost us? We’re not prepared for that cost”
(Observation Notes, June 29, 2017). She later explained his new awareness of the cost:
The reason we don’t see certain things or are reluctant to see certain things is
because of the cost implication . . . part of the reluctance of a white person to
engage in that is what is the personal cost to me, even the financial cost to me to
being honest about this? What is the financial, material, practical cost to white
powers in Europe and North America to, to acknowledge fully, ah, and to deal
with justly, ah, the past three centuries or more? And I think there, very often we
close our eyes to things because it costs too much. So I wonder, I wonder in our
own school, you know? (September 4, 2017, Interview 9)
Patricia also explained how the workshops helped her examine the ways white people
perpetuate and benefit from privilege:
So we judge ourselves by our motives, not realizing that actually we as a group
have participated in sometimes unknowingly . . . perpetuated and benefited from
and continue to benefit from this systemic racism, and from this white privilege.
(September 4, 2017, Interview 9).
Jared explained his thinking of the cost using an analogy. He said,
Why might a white person be defensive, well because you have something to
lose . . . it’s like smog in the Blue Mountain in the giant mountain of gold, well
he’s got to give up some of that gold and doesn’t want to, and I think that’s kind
of where white people are right now, we’ve been at the top of the heap, and we’d
like to stay at the top of the heap. No one would articulate that, well a few would,
but really, that’s what it comes down to, sharing and acknowledging that hey
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maybe, maybe it’s not a meritocracy out there. (September 13, 2017, Interview
12)
Narrative Theme Three: Denial
The next narrative theme I will reveal is the theme of denial. Intricate in this
narrative theme are hints of restructuring the ways the participants thought about of
intentionality and impact, avoidance, denial, safety, and superiority. In the discussion
section, this narrative theme will be explained in light of transformative learning theories,
which explain how adults undergo the ways that they look at themselves and their
relationships (Mezirow, 1978). Lastly, under the umbrella of this narrative theme, I will
expose some evidence of the racial climate of the school, as told by the participants.
As mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, I used Tochluk’s (2013) advice
to set ground rules in order to create a community of honest dialogue, which is free of
judgment and committed to a shared focus of growth. As a group, we had a lengthy
conversation about the difference between intent versus impact, which many participants
admitted to appreciating several times in their session notes and journals. Brian admitted
his new thinking:
When we talked about intention and impact . . . incredible way to approach people
in the school community. In regards to anything, whether it’s conflict or not doing
your homework. To talk about impact rather than intentions, um, because that’s
ultimately what matters. And so that was big for me. (September 4, 2017,
Interview 7)
Jordan also explained his thinking about the disconnect between intent and impact: “As
someone who loves words, I was reminded that even though my intent may be a desire to
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be respectful, I don’t always fully know what impact my words may have on those
around me” (Journal 1).
After considering this discussion, Jordan also noted his new thinking as a tension:
“We sometimes want to think that white intent eliminates impact if the intent is not to
harm, and that is just simply not the case. I think we need to own that reality a little
better” (Journal 2). He continued to reveal an awareness that good intentions can cause
harm through this question: “How many times will our so-called good intentions and our
ignorance cause harm?” (Journal 3).
Brian discussed a new perspective he had gained: “impact is only powerful when
people realize there is conflict or misunderstanding. I believe that from a white
perspective because we don’t see racialization as a conflict, it is difficult to name that
there actually is an impact” (Journal 1). He continued by sharing a newfound insight:
It would seem to me that it would be critical for those who are racialized to be
able to dialogue with those who are privileged, in order to articulate impact. Yet,
I realize it is very difficult to have a dialogue with those who aren’t ready, or
don’t want to hear it. (Journal 1)
Avoiding
I sought to detect what the intentions of the individuals – and the perceived
intention of the school as a whole – were in terms of being inclusive for their students.
Patricia shared a desire of the entire staff:
Here particularly, I think there’s a desire, I think as white people, um, we would
like race not to be an issue. And like to try and talk about or get to the point where
race is irrelevant, um, but I think it’s too easy for us to say, ah, and conceptually
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try and get there without because we don’t have to, because it’s not pushed on us
daily to have to deal with race. (June 21, 2017, Interview 2)
She reiterated this desire on behalf of the collective, claiming that most of them would
like the school to be a place where, “race is not an issue, but I think we’re not aware of
how it is a daily issue for people of colour particularly. And so we don’t want race to be a
topic” (June 21, 2017, Interview 2). However, she admitted after saying this: “but it is,
and needs to be a topic” (June 21, 2017, Interview 2)
Similarly, Mark admitted the lack of awareness of issues:
When I started teaching, of realizing, just because I didn’t experience prejudice
doesn’t mean, you know, sometimes we think, well it can’t be that bad or I don’t
see it that often, well, ya I don’t see it that often, and even uh not because of my
own race, but because I had very little exposure to people of a different race who
would have experienced that prejudice. (June 22, 2017, Interview 3)
Jared revealed surprise that race is still a prevalent issue in North America:
A white man, black man, Asian woman on the street, homeless, is the same in a
lot of ways, they’re not going to look at each other and rank their privilege when
they have nothing to eat and nowhere to sleep and amazingly that’s still a huge
issue in North America, amazingly, it should not be a problem. But it is. (June 22,
2017, Interview 4)
Belief that the School is a Safe and Inclusive Place
One of the questions I asked directly in the pre-interviews was how the
participants perceived the school was doing in terms of being inclusive of its racialized
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population. Almost without exception, the participants were all positive about their
impressions of the racialized students’ experiences. Noelle noted that,
I think we have some students here who are not international students but are of
different ethnicities . . . who seem to integrate or for . . . whatever reasons it
seems like it’s a negligible factor for them” (June 22, 2017, Interview 5).
She continued to justify this perception by claiming that she had, “not heard them
complain about hearing negative comments or feeling marginalized or feeling excluded,
they seem to have found ways, not found ways, but they’re just in there, they’re just kids,
they’re just doing their thing” (June 22, 2017, Interview 5).
Patricia claimed, “I haven’t noticed, really, racism toward Black students here”
(June 21, 2017, Interview 2). After asking if her students of colour feel included at the
school, she reiterated, “it’s almost imperceptible in terms of social interaction” (June 21,
2017, Interview 2). Brian agreed with her:
I think we’re doing okay. I work with some incredible colleagues, specifically,
some in student services, who are very deliberate about ensuring that this is a
place of equality and equity and I’ve seen them address some parental questions
about those things as new people come into the school. (June 19, 2017, Interview
1)
Claiming that this perceived safe space was due to the school’s intentionality, Brian
continued to say, “we’ve tried to create a culture that is relational and safe place and a
good place to be, and I think we have that” (June 19, 2017, Interview 1). Similarly, Jared
noted the following in regard to how inclusive of a community they had created at the
school: “I think it’s pretty good” (June 22, 2017, Interview 4).
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One notable exception to the agreement that most participants had regarding their
school’s inclusivity of racialized students was from Noelle, who confessed, “it’s an area
we could grow in, and I think it’s complicated, um, I wonder if we just think it’s more
complicated than it is so we don’t do anything about it” (June 22, 2017, Interview 5).
Mark also shared his desire for improvement; he explained that the school is,
trying to make sure that we include our international students, ya, ah, to get more
inclusion and more integration in there, but I don’t know how well we do or how
well-equipped we feel to be able to have those conversations to put students
together to try and create structures that allow for full inclusion in the classroom
maybe. (June 22, 2017, 2017, Interview 3)
Brian revealed the intention of the staff to create a safe place for racialized students:
I remember a student service person saying I’m hoping we have a place that is
such of equity, um, you know, that we wouldn’t need a club to single out, but they
would feel safe within the confines of this place to be who they are. (June 19,
2017, Interview 1)
Noelle shared a story about a young woman of colour who reached out to a new student
of colour:
We had a student here who was, um, who struggled, appeared to be visually a
person of colour, um, and she didn’t want to be here and didn’t make a big effort
to try and build positive relationships. But someone who quickly came to her side
was another student of colour. Like right away. And it’s interesting because this
other student is very positive and works to build positive relationships and has
integrated well. Like she would be one of the ones who it’s like ya, she integrates
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well, and doesn’t seem marginalized at all, and is happy and go lucky, but she
immediately came to the side and supportive aid to this other student who didn’t
want to be here and wasn’t trying, was actually actively being mean to people and
trying to get kicked out, this other person sort of felt that compulsion to support
someone else of colour, which ya, which was interesting. (June 22, 2017,
Interview 5)
During the pre-interviews, Noelle revealed her colourblind ideology that ties into
the lack of belief in the need for safe places for racialize students. Referring to people of
colour, she said, “I don’t think of them categorically different like that” (June 22, 2017,
Interview 5). Similarly, when discussing a friend who is a person of colour, she noted, “I
guess I don’t often dwell on the fact that he’s a different ethnicity” (September 6, 2017,
Interview 10). Noting the lack of significance of race, Noelle also recalled some
childhood acquaintances:
my guess is they would have been East Indian, but it wasn’t really a factor in
elementary school. I just didn’t think about it, we didn’t really talk about it. Um,
but it wasn’t like we didn’t not talk about it, it just wasn’t significant. (June 22,
2017, Interview 5)
She later described herself as, “ethnically blind – which I don’t tout as a good thing, it’s
just interesting that I didn’t think of her at all” (June 22, 2017, Interview 5). She
described noticing race as something she was not actively aware of: “when I don’t have a
reason or an identification or an issue or you know something that’s happened positively
around that person’s culture, I’m not actively thinking of them as, uh, as sort of ethnically
different” (June 22, 2017, Interview 5).
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The Racial Climate of the School
In the pre-interviews, participants mostly agreed that the school is doing a
satisfactory job including its students of colour. In the following comments and stories,
however, a different story is revealed. Even though the participants all stated that the
school was safe for students of colour, several of them later throughout the study shared
various tensions around race that have occurred in the recent past.
Mark described the racial segregation of the student body: “It would appear very
cliquey based on, uh race, I think, we’ve got our Chinese students hanging out together,
and even in classes they’re not necessarily, uh, it’s a disturbing lack of inclusion perhaps,
with our white students” (June 22, 2017, Interview 3). He also admitted the hypocrisy
that he sensed between intent (words) and impact (action) in sharing a connection to his
Church. He spoke of his, “mighty white” Church and the,
disconnect between what we’re saying in our sermons and what we’re doing . . .
here’s our white congregation and we’re talking about when the other arrives, we
must be accepting and inclusive is just, ya, it’s revealing, ya, it’s more indicative
of our actions than what we profess perhaps. (September 4, 2017, Interview 8)
It is this hypocrisy – this “disconnect” as this participant has named it – that I want to
explore in this section. The following incidents fall under a few categories: accents,
Indigenous populations, international students, anti-Black racism, alt-right presence, and
general things noticed around school.
Accents. A few participants noted the use of accents used in the hallway by
students to mock others. Noelle described it:
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I occasionally will hear students in the hallway using accents in a way in a way
that does not honour people of a different culture . . . I think in many cases there
isn’t even a sense that it could be insulting, especially if there’s not someone of
that ethnicity at our school. (June 22, 2017, Interview 5)
She further claimed that they are choosing certain accents for this reason:
So, one of the accents I’ve heard people using a sort of like a East Indian accent,
similar to the one from a cartoon where there’s a guy who runs a convenience
store, and he’s East Indian and sort of mimicking that, which is already sort of a
cartoon-ized version of it, and then our students are imitating that in whatever
context, and I think it’s sort of a low hanging fruit accent, so if you want to be
funny, it’s just an easy one to do, which is why students are doing it. (June 22,
2017, Interview 5)
Brian addressed it as a complex topic to navigate with students. He recalled a colleague
who is good with accents and is asked to perform his skills:
so you take one accent and say like, you can say to him, ‘Say this is in a Scottish
way, say this in an Irish way, say this…’ right? And so, how do you navigate
those two things and what’s like, what’s just fun, and what’s just purely not
honouring this person and who they are, and, ya. (June 19, 2017, Interview 1)
Indigenous populations. Like many urban communities in southern Ontario,
there is an Indigenous reservation not too far from the school. Noelle admitted that,
“probably the most concerning thing I’ve heard was a student’s willingness to generalize
and label, uh, like Native Canadian populations” (June 22, 2017, Interview 5). Patricia
commented similarly, saying, “I’ve heard racist things here about First Nations and we
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don’t have, we have very little, and almost invisible First Nation presence in our school”
(June 21, 2017, Interview 2). Mark’s perception about the presence of Indigenous
students confirms the reality of last comment: “I’m trying to think, maybe a few, but
certainly not a large population, in spite of how close we do live to First Nations
communities, we have very few First Nations students here I think” (June 22, 2017,
Interview 3).
Noelle shared a common sentiment that is heard at the school, and revealed her
suspicion about the origins of this line of thinking:
I hear frustration and anger that doesn’t make sense to me from someone who
shouldn’t have that life experience, I don’t understand, it doesn’t sound to me like
they have their own personal experience, but they’ve absorbed their parents’
frustration and experience with our Native Indigenous culture, local Indigenous
cultures. And then their quickness to sort of generalize it, so, ‘I like to go fishing
on a lake, and [Indigenous people] don’t have fish limits, so they come in and fish
all the fish away, and that’s not fair, they’re irresponsible and they make my
fishing the worst experience possible, and I’m angry about that, they shouldn’t be
able to do that. (June 22, 2017, Interview 5)
She continued to further capture the views among the students about Indigenous
populations:
So the they and the generalizing, and the ‘Natives are this,’ and ‘Natives are that,’
that surprised me. I heard themes like that in the last couple of years a few times
in the rough stage idea, and then teachers, I think, help shape, help, you know,
challenge, so this isn’t everyone in that population, and generally the students end
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up being more accurate and articulate and uh, you know, talk about overfishing
that is the issue it’s not the people because you don’t, you can’t know that it’s
only that segment of the population, so I think teachers help coach students to
think, think more intelligently and accurately about that stuff and perhaps
compassionately too, but there’s so little sense of the big picture story of, of our
history with, um, Indigenous people. (June 22, 2017, Interview 5)
Mark confirmed the views of the student population toward the local First Nations
community by sharing an example of a comment that she has heard commonly: “oh, a
truck was stolen in our neighbourhood, where’s it going to be?” (June 22, 2017,
Interview 3). Brian revealed the history of the local conflict between the city and the local
First Nation’s community:
Six-7 years ago there’s this huge conflict with the First Nations, to the point
where when kids are coming to school in the morning and their bus has been rerouted because the power lines have been cut down and the poles put across the
highway so they can’t get here. So that’s what my students would bring into this
place. Now those students in Grade 9 were probably like in Grade 2, so what’s it
like to say this is where the conflicts come, and this is what they’re doing to our, I
mean putting to our, I might be putting words in their mouth too, this is what we
saw as an 8 year old, right, and how does that shape them moving forward? Or we
have staff who lived there, who lived right on the border of it, who like, amongst
their neighbours they had ways of singling to them things were going on to like to
protect their cars and whatever it was in the midst of the conflict. (June 19, 2017,
Interview 1)
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International students. As described previously, like many Canadian
independent schools, there is a significant international student population present each
year. Several participants agreed that there have been racial tensions involving this
international student population, particularly the Chinese international students. Patricia
said, “some of the racism here has been more geared towards Chinese students” (June 21,
2017, Interview 2). Mark admitted that the school is not doing as well as they would like:
I think, from a couple of different perspectives, especially with our international
students, I think, there’s a variety of things going on there, and I think they’re
much less integrated than we would like, into our school, or included is maybe a
better word. (June 22, 2017, Interview 3)
Patricia admitted that she had noticed racism, “towards Chinese students and I think
there’s a mixture of things in there because there’s a lot more cultural difference,
perceived cultural differences, and there’s a lot more, language differences that seem get
in the way, and there’s misunderstanding” (June 21, 2017, Interview 2).
She shared an example of one type of situation faced by this particular population:
We have a cafeteria here and there’s limited number of microwaves and students
want to heat up their lunches and very often you’ll have a couple of Chinese
students in the line and they’ll be heating up for their friends, and the non-Chinese
students, or non-international students (our Chinese students are largely
international students), get frustrated because they don’t understand what’s
happening and why these other students will push in front of me and I’m
frustrated waiting for them, so this becomes this area of almost racial tension
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around microwaves, access to microwaves in the cafeteria. (June 21, 2017,
Interview 2)
Patricia explained one reason for the physical separation of the Chinese students:
And the tendency of, you can imagine a Chinese student who is still learning
English, it’s pretty pleasant and comfortable to be able to sit and talk in your
native language with other students who understand you immediately, and so
lunchtime is often that decompressed time, and you get mostly Chinese students
sitting together in big groups around a table, and that becomes a sense of
hmmmm, we’re being a . . . I don’t know what they’re saying, I don’t know why
they’re laughing, I don’t know why they’re looking in our direction laughing,
these sorts of things that happen, that start causing racial tensions. (June 21, 2017,
Interview 2)
In this explanation, Patricia also uncovers a desire of the dominant students to know and
understand what the Chinese students are doing – a sense of a right to know.
The next two incidents shared by Brian reveal perceived gratitude that students
have felt when they are asked to engage difference or be a part of a discussion that
directly involved race. He recalled:
There’s this article about a bicycle. My understanding is that you know it (I nod),
and so I’ve read that to my students, um, and I remember reading it, so I had
international students who spoke a second language but I also had a girl in my
class who was adopted of Asian descent, and I realized how different I saw those
two groups, and she was the one shaking her head nodding throughout the entire
article that this is what it’s like. Um. But in my, I had never associated her with
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that experience. Um. So that was very interesting. One it was my perception that
this person, adopted by a white family, no accent, and so ya, I wouldn’t have
associated there or thought and yet by her appearance of Asian descent, uh, she
was actually pretty shaken by the article, just by the truth of it, she kept nodding
her head the whole time, ‘that’s what it’s like for me’. (June 19, 2017, Interview
1)
Moreover, Brian had a conversation with one of his classes about privilege, and
afterwards, one of his students told him she was, “really, really thankful that someone’s
noticing it and willing to engage in that” (June 19, 2017, Interview 1). He also mentioned
an activity that he will do occasionally:
I’ll do times in my class where . . . Canadian students just threw out questions and
the international students just threw out questions, but another time that we did it I
took two Canadian students and two international students, and sent them off to
dialogue for 20 minutes and they could answer any of the questions they want.
And I had students come back and go, ‘you know that student, he’s really
amazing and I never really had a conversation, you know the change to interact
with him before,’ and those are like awesome moments. (June 19, 2017, Interview
1)
Anti-black racism. There were very few incidents discussed that dealt directly
with the Black community. One participant explained the reason as this: “We have very
few African students. And I say African meaning of African origin, of African descent,
because some of them are more Canadian than I am anyway” (Patrick, June 21, 2017,
Interview 2).
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As many teachers do at smaller independent institutions, Brian had spent some of
his tenure at the school coaching. He shared an incident that occurred during a team trip
where he was driving a bus full of young women to a competition:
[the young women] plug the music in. And it’s a rapper, a Black rapper, and he’s
talking about [pejorative word used for Black people], so I’m trying to navigate
this all in my head, I’m driving around, and I just plugged it in, I know it
shouldn’t be happening, but also trying [laughter], too many things going on at
the same time, like how are they understanding it? And how do I navigate with a
white girl about a Black artist speaking about [pejorative word used for Black
people], I mean that’s so complex to me, like everything that’s going on there,
and I know on some level too cuz I remember being 15, I just enjoyed the music,
rights? So, if I go back to stuff I listened to 25 years ago, it wasn’t very good
either, but at the time, I thought nothing of that, I just thought, this makes me feel
good right now. And I did tell them to change it [the music]? But I was thinking at
the time: Like how do I navigate like what’s going on there culturally? And like
what this artist is doing with it? And what should a 15 year old girl be doing with
it? And what should a [age] year old white teacher be doing with it? And how do
we help them navigate that? And I don’t know the answers, I mean, I would go
back to one of my first answers right when you asked me, like, what am I trying
to do? I’m trying to figure out how to do stuff like that. In a world that’s
becoming more culturally sensitive, which is beautiful, at the same time, how do
we dialogue about that? (June 19, 2017, Interview 1)
Brian also shared regret from an incident early in his career:
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In my first couple years of teaching here I had a Black student who I remember
yelling at, thinking that would be an effective way to help the student. Ah. And
I’m embarrassed to this day that I did that. And I think again, out of ignorance,
stupidity, I don’t know what it was. Um. Ya, it bugs me to this day. And that
student has since passed away, so I’ll never have the chance to say sorry. (June
19, 2017, Interview 1)
In both of these memories, Brian revealed a deep discomfort and shame in his lack of
knowledge and action.
Jared shared a story about an incident that occurred on Grandparent’s Day one
year. After a story about ancient history, a, “Grandpa puts his hands up and says ‘is that
why Black people are Black?’" Jared described this as, “really awkward for a lot of the
kids who were like, oh ya, we don’t ask those kinds of questions anymore, right?” (June
22, 2017, Interview 4). He said that did not recall exactly how he responded:
I just said, ‘no’ and explained what I was speaking about and that ah, I don’t
know if I answered his question, but I described where we were and what we were
talking about more and just kind of moved on. The kids said it went okay
[laughter]. I thought, I’m sorry guys, the next day. (June 22, 2017, Interview 4)
Here, Jared noted his lack of understanding about what to do in a situation where he was
confronted with race.
Alt-right presence. Jared brought up what he called a, “slight concern in our
community right now” related to,
some people you might consider conservative or even alt-right, um, now that’s
maybe too extreme, but somewhere between conservative and alt-right, whether
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that be about gender and sexuality issues or even race, um, are feeling squeezed
out, so they’re becoming shriller, does that make sense? (June 22, 2017, Interview
4)
He explained that the school is attempting to figure out how to navigate this rising
phenomenon:
So that the spectrum is getting wider and the voices on either end are getting
louder. So we’re trying to figure out, how do we work with that diversity. So the
situations where race, I guess bigotry, has surfaced, um, that comes from
somewhere, right, and it’s not a matter of well, you don’t have a voice, it’s a
matter of, ‘okay, now why would you say that? Do you think that’s really true?’
especially when you’re dealing with teenagers who are still working on identity
and you know, ‘who am I?’ And I think there are certain boys who have felt
threatened because they’re having very much a minority voice a lot of kids who
feel passionately about race issues and gender issues and other related things.
(June 22, 2017, Interview 4)
It is worth mentioning here that throughout the summer workshops, significant
changes were made to some of the curriculum, which will be discussed further in the fifth
narrative theme. However, while explaining that process and outcome of the curriculum
change to me, the following statements were made related to a family that had chosen to
leave the school:
There were many other issues going on, but it was a family who has left our
school, a blended family who mentioned [a novel] as a potential problem, not the
sole reason they’re leaving, but indicative of the issues of race, the way we deal

THE IMPLICATIONS OF WHITE TEACHER IDENTITY

152

with race in our school, it’s kind of . . . the family left this past year, at the end of
the first semester. And there was many other things going on that I am not aware
of, I just know that there was other things going on, but I think many of them
centred around race. (Mark, September 4, 2017, Interview 8)
Similar to Noelle’s comment about families leaving the school because of the school’s
inadequate attention to racial issues, here, Mark echoes the belief that the departure was
at least partially motivated by race.
General Things Noticed Around School
In general, a few participants noted general racial tension on campus unrelated to
a specific ethnic group. Patricia shared, “I see racial tension, not as if there’s been, you
know, not flaring up into physical tension, yup there’s been some verbal racial tensions”
(June 21, 2017, Interview 2). She also later admitted to hearing, “some pretty racist things
said around here” (June 21, 2017, Interview 2). Similarly, Noelle shared a frustration she
had heard among the students:
So sometimes I hear about students who are frustrated, um, about a connection
with another student and it could be for lots of different reasons, and occasionally
it’s for a reason for they feel like they are being judged or discriminated against
because of their ethnicity. (June 22, 2017, Interview 5)
Noelle also admitted to the reality that some students have left the school because of
racial tension:
But then there are some for whom they have negative experiences and those are
the ones I think of first when I think of different ethnicities, and I know we’ve, ya,
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I know we’ve had students for whom it was frustrating enough that it made them
not want to be here, so that’s sad. I know in one case. (June 22, 2017, Interview 5)
Similarly, Brian noted that, “I’ll say with students of minority, that I don’t feel like they
flourish in my classroom” (June 19, 2017, Interview 1).
Narrative Theme Four: Oblivious
Another narrative theme that emerged from the pre-interviews, the journals, the
session notes, and the post-interviews collectively was that of obliviousness. Throughout
the study, participants revealed their ignorance about race, both describing that they were
not taught how to see and talk about race, and by making remarks that revealed their
ignorance toward the realities faced by marginalized communities – particularly, people
of colour. This narrative theme answers the questions I asked in the study by exploring
the assumptions related to race, power, and privilege. This narrative theme particularly
addresses the CPAR process, as it invited participants into a deeper systemic analysis of
oppression and how that learning helped to change their former obliviousness.
I did not ask a specific question about obliviousness or ignorance. Rather, as
mentioned in the first narrative theme, I asked in the pre-interviews what participants’
exposure to race was like while they were growing up, and to share their first memories
of their exposure to race. After exploring these questions, I also asked them to share their
thoughts about their exposure, or lack thereof, to races different than their own while
growing up. Then later, in the post-interviews, I asked how their thoughts had changed,
and invited them to share any insights they had about the learning process. Many of the
comments made were unrelated to the prompting questions, but rather, were comments
that emerged in the interviews and during the workshops.
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Erasure of Race
Earlier in the first narrative theme of identity, I shared the homogeneity of each
participant’s childhood. Beyond their surroundings, I also probed into when, where, and
how they began thinking about race. Most of the participants had only vague, if any,
recollections of talking about race while growing up. Noelle explained:
I don’t remember in high school ever talking about these issues or in University
like, I can’t recall being brought to the awareness of what it is to be a white
person in the world, um, you know I think learning a bit about Colonialism
through history, but from a historical perspective but not sort of a cultural or
socio-economical, or oppressive or feminist or any other sort of vantage point,
then just this is history and what happened, and then the general idea that
colonialism was bad, and you know, took over people’s culture, but um, I think
I’ve not had a space where I’ve talked about it. (September 6, 2017, Interview 10)
Noelle also admitted that she had been, “insulated, ignorant, and oblivious to so many
dynamics of privilege and race” (Session Notes 2, June 29, 2017).
As explored in an earlier section, many participants described their upbringing as
very homogenous. Mark shared an experience growing up that laments the limitations of
a homogenous childhood:
I definitely grew through in high school and university and when I started
teaching, of realizing, just because I didn’t experience prejudice doesn’t mean,
you know, sometimes we think, well it can’t be that bad or I don’t see it that
often, well, ya I don’t see it that often, and even uh not because of my own race,
but because I had very little exposure to people of a different race who would
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have experienced that prejudice. So being aware of my lack of experience or
exposure and relationships with people of different backgrounds, um, I think has
certainly forced me to be much more intentional about the way I think and the
way I speak and the way I think about those types of issues. Um, whereas if I had
grown up with a greater exposure, I would have had firsthand or secondhand
experience I suppose, of hearing someone else’s experience with what it means to
be someone who isn’t white. (June 22, 2017, Interview 3)
Mark also admitted that the lack of exposure growing up reinforced mistaken beliefs:
I think for myself, um, not that I was uh you know raised with any belief of you
know superiority or inferiority or anything like that, but just the um, lack of
exposure, even just lack of peers that, you know, that I would get a someone
else’s different experience from my own, especially when it came to race, right?
Which I think ends up maybe reinforcing mistaken beliefs sometimes. This is
something I definitely grew through in high school and university and when I
started teaching, of realizing, just because I didn’t experience prejudice doesn’t
mean, you know, sometimes we think, well it can’t be that bad or I don’t see it
that often, well, ya I don’t see it that often, and even uh not because of my own
race, but because I had very little exposure to people of a different race who
would have experienced that prejudice. (June 22, 2017, Interview 3)
Even into adulthood, most of the participants admitted that exposure to races
other than their own and discussion about race issues are still absent in their lives.
Claiming that they rarely think or talk about race, that race does not affect their daily
lives or their identity much, and that they rarely pay attention to race were common
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comments among all participants. Patricia used the metaphor about swimming to
elucidate the claim of race often treated as a non-issue, claiming that as a white person,
“we” do not, “notice the water you’re swimming in” (June 21, 2017, Interview 2). Noelle
placed the blame on this, stating,
I have lived a life of privilege and not like a life of compassion but just not an
understanding of whiteness and the privilege associated with it, and the power
associated with it, um, and I think it is, is an ignorance thing, well just no one has
talked about it with me. (September 6, 2017, Interview 10)
Some participants, including Mark in the narrative that follows, admitted how their race
obliviousness impacts their pedagogy:
So looking at my class list before the semester starts, and I think that’s probably
one of the most poignant times that I think about that, which is kind of concerning
to me too, that I’m looking at a class list and looking at ethnicities and
backgrounds and things like that. Ya, I’m not sure how I feel about that [laughter]
whether it’s that I’m noticing that and it’s a negative thing, or that I’m noticing
that and being aware of it is a good thing, ya. (June 22, 2017, Interview 3)
Similarly, Jared noted,
I certainly think about [race] in the context of others that I teach. This semester I
had two, two Haitian girls, a Nigerian girl, a Portuguese kid, um, a Korean girl,
and I think when I speak to them I’m aware of my whiteness [laughter], you
know? (June 22, 2017, Interview 4)
Some participants also made or wrote comments that revealed their lack of
awareness. Noelle admitted how her own obliviousness took her by surprise on a trip:
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I was traveling, and I had landed and asked the cabbie, ah, what they liked about
the city we were in, it was in a major city in the US, and I, like I was thinking,
like, oh, you know the seafood is amazing, or I love our baseball team, or
whatever, like, you know, what do you love about this place? It hadn’t even
dawned on me, like, he was Black, and I didn’t even, again, factor that in to my
anticipation of his answer at all, I was just curious what did he like? His answer
was, it’s a pretty good place to be a person of colour here. And I just thought,
what? I was expecting like, you know, something about the local cuisine, but that
was his answer, and that just like, was a whole other world to me, and that was
one of those moments where I was like, you are so sheltered and protected and
privileged that you would never even contemplate that as part of an answer, and
then, that experience combined with what you see in the news, combined with,
you know, all these terrible injustices and shooting of people of colour for no
reason, it all kind of builds up and that personal connection with the cab driver it’s
just like, I’ll never forget that. (September 6, 2017, Interview 10)
Noelle also admitted during a session that she did not know what ‘carding’ was, and
admitted that this was likely due to her privilege (Session Notes 1, June 28, 2017).
During Workshop One and Two, we read and listened to stories from
marginalized groups and individuals. I highlighted these voices and particularly, the ways
that Canadian school systems have failed so many of the country’s Indigenous and
racialized students. The reactions from the participants to some of these facts and
statistics revealed their prior ignorance. Noelle wrote, “these stories are so outside of my
experience and they seem unbelievable to me, which is a sign I don’t spend much time
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with racialized people” (June 28, 2017, Session Notes 1). Jordan noted something that I
had said in his session notes: “White people have the most to learn about racism” (August
16, 2017, Session Notes 4).
Admitting that relating to issues of discrimination is difficult for her, Noelle
shared her desire to change:
I have such a hard time relating to other issues of discrimination as I am not part
of the oppressed groups. I realize this isn’t a major revelation, but it is just a sad
but true reality in my life. Of course my heart breaks when I hear of innocent
people of colour being shot in the states, but it is just ten seconds of a
twitter headline scroll. I don’t know what I can do about it. (June 22, 2017,
Interview 5)
Growing Awareness
Using Diane Goodman’s (2009) recommendations for teaching social justice to
privileged groups, I led participants through an exercise that allowed us to begin to
conceptualize oppression as structural, historical, and something ongoing that we all
participate in. The responses to this facilitated exercise and discussion led to further
exposing the obliviousness and lack of awareness among participants, and also elucidated
some growing awareness.
After a preview in the first session to the next step of looking at oppressive
systems, there was hesitancy about how all people are possibly contributing to these
oppressive systems. Early in the process, Mark noted his fear: “Am I a white
supremacist? (without realizing it?)” (June 28, 2017, Session Notes 1). Brian asked,
“where are we contributing to the structures that keep people marginalized?” (July 14,
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2017, Session Notes 3). A basic understanding was quickly followed by an awareness of
some large gaps of knowledge, as Noelle shared in her journal: “I have a general sense of
some big ideas, but as I’ve stated before, I feel such a GAP in my knowledge or
understanding of what I, my community, and my country are doing that fuels oppressive
systems” (Journal 2). Another question Brian asked was, “How can we differentiate
between individual racism and systemic racism?” (June 29, 2017, Session Notes 2).
Throughout the sessions, there was a growing understanding of the difference
between individual racism and systemic racism caused by white supremacy. Patricia
shared in the post-interview:
It hadn’t occurred to me that whatever I achieve, it’s put down to my individual,
ya, kudos individually to me. Uh, it’s not kudos to my race. Or I don’t have to feel
like my race doesn’t come into it all. Um, it’s because I’m smart, or I’m
competent at this or that, or whatever it might be, and when I mess up something,
yes, I’ve, I’m an idiot. I’m foolish, but it’s not sort of in the background this
subtle subtext that somehow now an indictment on my whole group, and I’m not
called upon to speak, and that was another thing, I’m not called upon to speak on
behalf of white people or whatever else, because I’m not racialized. (September 4,
2017, Interview 9)
Patricia also created a chart to conceptualize what she meant by this growing
awareness (Appendix I). She explained it:
One of the eye-openers for me in this session and readings was that my own
definition of racism has tended to see it as individual and intentional prejudice
rather than systemic privilege, ‘that racism is conscious bias held by mean
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people’ (Dr. DiAngelo). I now see it a little differently. If I were to represent this
diagrammatically, I see this is how I, as a white person, have tended to view
racism, locating myself largely in the quadrant that takes least personal
responsibility for it, and not at all in the first (upper left) quadrant. (Journal 3)
She also said this in the post-interview:
I think there was an awareness of that, and that sketch I drew for you the one
week . . . I used it there for showing conscious deliberate racism and the
unconscious racism that we live in, and, um, it probably is a bit of an eye-opener
to me to see how much of the unconscious that we live in blissfully blind, um, and
yet that that makes us participators in this system of injustice. (September 4, 2017,
2017, Interview 9)
Many other participants similarly noted that they were thinking more about
structures and systems in new ways, and that this awareness was important for growth.
Other participants noticed how the subtlety of these systems is connected to our lack of
awareness. Mark said,
In terms of our last meeting, I was really drawn to the structures in our world that
contribute to or perpetuate prejudice and/or privilege. Especially when it comes to
how we view others, these are subtle things we don’t always recognize. I think of
the example of, ‘Well, I don’t see her in that light just because she’s a girl,’
doesn’t mean that there aren’t structures that almost force us to see a person a
certain way. (Journal 2)
Participants admitted to beginning to recognize their unconscious participation in
systems. Patricia stated, “I believe I am much more aware of what was previously largely
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unconscious participation in privilege, and have much more to become aware of still”
(Journal 5). Mark admitted to a growing awareness of the seeming neutrality of
whiteness:
If we’ve got commercials that are just full of white people, we don’t, you know,
as a white person I’m not necessarily noticing that, but if I’m becoming more
cognizant of these systems I’m going to start noticing these things and critiquing
them, but if I’m aware of these systems but if I you know, subconsciously, if I
haven’t consciously thought about these things I’m not going to recognize the
problem. (September 4, 2017, Interview 8)
Patricia admitted that she was skeptical at first:
And when you used the term ‘racialized’ first for racialized people, I thought,
hmmm, I’m not sure that I like that. And now it makes a lot more sense, because
white people have the privilege of not having to think about their race or, uh, even
be aware of their race in many ways. White people have the privilege of being unhyphenated Americans, and un-hyphenated whatever else, you know, um, and I
think so my awareness of the unconscious privilege uh and the extent of that has I
think increased, I’m aware that there’s far more than I realized, that is just
completely unconscious and easy for me as a white person to walk through life
being oblivious to it. Oblivious to the fact that I can be oblivious to it, to my, my
race and its implications. Or my lack of being racialized. (September 4, 2017,
Interview 9)
That the oppressor often assumes his or her identity is ‘normal’ and neutral was
an important discussion when we looked at how oppression functions. A few participants
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were struck by how people with power often assume that their experience is normal and
neutral. Brian noted in his session notes that what is thought of as ‘normal’ is not
identified (Session Notes 2, June 29, 2017). Moreover, Jordan noted that what is thought
of as ‘normal’ is not talked about, “especially if you’re in a position of normal versus
subnorm, why would you?” (September 6, 2017, Interview 11). He anticipated the normal
distinction would prove useful to understanding power and access to power for himself
and for his students (September 6, 2017, Interview 11). Jordan also questioned the
intersectionality of marginalized identities: “What impact does it have on a person when
you fall into not just one marginalized group, but several? What does it mean to be a
black lesbian, for example?” (Journal 2).
The recognition that something that is called a privilege is something that is
attached to someone else’s oppression was meaningful to some participants. As
mentioned in the earlier narrative theme that explored identity, all of the participants
understood that their white identity was privileged at the outset of the study. However,
this connection of privilege to someone else’s oppression proved to be new to them.
Jared noted in his session notes: “Giving up privilege feels like oppression. Being white
means I have the most privilege to give up” (Session Notes 3, July 14, 2017). Brian also
noted in his session notes: “When we lose privilege, it feels oppression” (Session Notes
3, July 14, 2017). Similarly, Patricia noted: “When we lose privilege, we think we’re
being oppressed (privilege feels like normal)” (Session Notes 3, July 14, 2017). Realizing
that oppression and privilege are intimately connected led Noelle to ask, “A question I
leave today with is . . . ‘When I am feeling oppressed, what does this say about my
privilege?’” (Session Notes 3, July 14, 2017). Mark noted in his session notes that,
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“privilege is at the expense of the marginalized” (Session Notes 2, June 29, 2017).
Similarly, Noelle wrote:
The idea of our privileges being at the expense of others is important and
definitely not something I am keenly aware of. It is so easy to not know about
this, or not look for it, or act on it because it feels distanced from those we are
oppressing for our privilege. (Journal 2)
Language: An Unintended Theme
An unintended thread of the study, that of language, began out of the intent versus
impact discussion. As Jordan noted in his journal: “‘intent vs impact’ for ex, highlights
the power of language and ‘naming’” (Journal 1). Patricia resonated with this as well,
asking in her session notes, “Who gets to decide the terms? Naming is power” (Session
Notes 1, June 28, 2017).
This led to a discussion about the power of naming, and who gets to decide if
something has the effect it was intended to have. In a journal response, Mark wrote the
following:
One thing that did strike me after our session today was [another participant]
mentioning the use of language. It struck me that I think as we become more and
more intentional about the language we use, that ends up changing the way we
actually view and perceive people. Having to stop and think about our
language also forces us to stop and think about the person. I’m excited to engage
in our conversations in order to continue developing this intentional use of
language. (Journal 1)

THE IMPLICATIONS OF WHITE TEACHER IDENTITY

164

Jordan echoed the importance of this concept in his journal response to Workshop One:
“I think the biggest take-away for me yesterday was the power of the language we use
and how important it is to be thoughtful about the impact words can have” (Journal 1).
Jordan also wrestled with this concept as it applies to Indigenous peoples in Canada,
exemplified when he wrote the following:
I have also thought about the fact that the words that are considered to be the most
respectful to describe groups of people are constantly changing – from Native
Canadians to First Nations to Indigenous peoples . . . I have to be very deliberate
about knowing what language is preferred. Another thought that struck me is that
what one individual may prefer as a term to apply to him or herself might not be
what another person prefers, and so trying to honour not just groups of people but
individuals within that social reality is a difficult thing. But because the names we
give to others or to ourselves are so closely tied to identity, it is important to try.
(Journal 1).
Workshops as Provokers of Awareness
The final aspect of the narrative theme of obliviousness will explore the second
research question specifically: How can planned professional development workshops
support white teachers’ racial awareness and critical consciousness about race as an
indicator of social difference, privilege, and complicity?
Participants noted that they thought the workshops changed their perspectives and
awareness. Noelle admitted that she now pays more attention to race and equity issues in
the news (Journal 3). Jordan claimed that the workshop gave him a, “stronger sense of
some of the issues surrounding race and education, and the challenge that faces a school
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that is so homogeneous as ours is” (September 6, 2017, Interview 11). Developing an
awareness of privilege and its consequences was also acknowledged by Patricia: “I think
my awareness has grown, um, my awareness of white privilege, um, and I think maybe
underlying white privilege, essential privilege is the privilege of not being racialized”
(September 4, 2017, Interview 9). Similarly, Patricia noted that the issues related to race
were much more complex than she realized:
I think so my awareness of the unconscious privilege and the extent of that has I
think increased. I’m aware that there’s far more than I realized, that is just
completely unconscious and easy for me as a white person to walk through life
being oblivious to it. Oblivious to the fact that I can be oblivious to it, to my, my
race and its implications. Or my lack of being racialized. (September 4, 2017,
Interview 9)
Brian noted his new understanding of why those who occupy dominant identities
have a difficult time engaging in equity issues. Considering that he occupied exclusively
dominant identities, he claimed that, “to tackle any category would result in my
‘oppression’” (Journal 3). He was referring to how we had discussed that when someone
with privileges has to relinquish some of them in order to create equity for others, it feels
to them like oppression – even though it is not. He was using the quotation marks to
allude to this misunderstanding of oppression. He continued,
I realized that this wasn’t true for my female colleagues for the sexism category
was one where they work every day to be recognized as equals, and people of
worth. My overall thought was a better understanding of why it is so difficult to
engage white males . . . in dialogue, for engaging requires an intense reflection on
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self, and negating one’s own privilege (as much as one can) to uphold the value of
others. (Journal 3)
Mark confessed to his new thinking about how oppression entangles all of us: “One thing
that stood out to me was how the oppressive systems and structures we talked about trap
everyone” (Journal 3).
Ultimately, Mark evaluated his role at the school, and confessed that he does not
think the school is doing a great job:
You know before the workshops we recognized that we’re coming from a place of
privilege and we’re a predominantly white school, but just through our
conversations and the reflections and coming back to those things, um, realizing
that really we’re not doing a good job of matching up our, the way we’re talking,
our talk and our actions, we’re not matching those things up. (September 4, 2017,
Interview 8)
Narrative Theme Five: Action
The fifth narrative theme will address the last research question specifically: Does
the CPAR process empower participants to rethink and work toward transforming
systems of power (practice architectures: the conditions that support their practices) in
their school? The previous sections traced the growth of personal and systemic awareness
in the participants whereas this section will look at how participants addressed the
changes needed systemically. In addition to personal transformation, the study sought to
explore if personal transformation could lead to empower participants to address the
larger systems that they inhabit. In this next section, I will trace the participants’ thoughts
about the change and transformation of systems – particularly, the school system in
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which they are practicing. I have organized the following sections of this narrative theme
into the following: i) why change should occur; ii) what specific changes need to occur;
iii) how to best enact changes; iv) changes that were planned and made; v) barriers to
change; and vi) how change can be enacted.
Why Change Should Occur
First of all, I will trace the participants’ sense of loss in their understanding of the
limitations that a homogenous existence provides. Jordan admitted that the exposure he
had has limited him. He explained that,
As a product of the West, as someone who has lived his whole life in
predominately white landscapes with history books written by white people and
employers making decisions who are white about whom to hire, um, I am a
product of that structure. (June 26, 2017, Interview 6)
He continued to identify how this limitation has affected his teaching practice:
Ignorance is a void, and we have a tendency to fill voids, so then I’m going to fill
them with things that I think I know, or what I assume, and then that’s where a
different kind of racism lives. Um, it’s not a deliberate exclusion or hatred, but it
isn’t equality either, because I don’t know (pause) enough. (June 26, 2017,
Interview 6)
He later explained that, “I have students who are Black and there is so much about being
Black, I don’t have a clue about” (June 26, 2017, Interview 6).
A few participants admitted previous views that were shaped by the homogeneity.
Brian said, “you know me in my early 20s would have been a guy who said First Nation’s
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people need to get their crap together” (June 19, 2017, Interview 1). Patricia similarly
confessed to this, and points to culprits:
I certainly had racist thoughts and ideas and understandings of how things
worked, and of racial superiority of white people, and where exactly that came
from, I’m not sure, but I think, uh, ya from friends, school, things people said,
jokes, uh, all sorts of things like that. (June 21, 2017, Interview 2)
During the pre-interview, Mark acknowledged some new thinking that was
prompted by answering the questions about his homogenous upbringing. He claimed that
he had a, “recognition of needing to improve, and even these questions have made me
think about that, it’s been very crystallizing for me, of realizing how lacking in
experience and exposure and thought, and tools and strategies and things like that” (June
22, 2017, Interview 3). He pointed to the lack of diversity as something that has held him
back:
I was coming from a white, [ethnicity], [denomination] family, um, you know,
most of my friends growing up were cousins, so it was just that reinforced beliefs,
so losing out on a diverse group of people around me, a diverse way of thinking,
um, I think has really stunted the way I view the world maybe. (September 4,
2017, Interview 8)
He also explained this realization as a limitation:
So realizing, when I’m the one leading a discussion on race and stories different
from our own, um, you know, obviously trying to speak with compassion and
understanding, but also realizing that I have very limited understanding of what
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any type of prejudice would feel like, whether it, based on anything. (June 22,
2017, Interview 3)
Mark reiterated this as a limitation to his teaching practice: “So I’m talking about
prejudice and privilege and realizing that, um, you know I’m speaking from a group who
hasn’t experienced the effects of that” (June 22, 2017, Interview 3). He also explained
that he has had limited exposure that effects his ability to facilitate student dialogue,
saying, “Especially when approaching those conversations, then I’m even more aware of,
ya, just that awareness that I’m not a part of that group that may have experienced
prejudice” (June 22, 2017, Interview 3).
During the post-interview, Mark again claimed several times his understanding of
the limitations of having a dominant identity. Speaking of his limited perspective, he said,
I’ve really only approached life from one perspective, um, and haven’t had the
diversity in my life to look at life from different perspectives I think is a huge loss
that you know I think especially, you know . . . I’m getting out of that bubble a
little bit more and being able to see some of those things, but I mean some of the
beliefs that I had held for a long time about people, ah, you know, of you know
racialized people or people from the LGBTQ community, things like that, my
beliefs and approaches were because I was nowhere near proximal to those
people, right? (September 4, 2017, Interview 8)
He also recognized it as a loss of value: “I’m losing value because I don’t have that
diversity in my life” (September 4, 2017, Interview 8).
Jared claimed that he recognized this value of diversity as well, but admitted that
he does not practice it. He said,
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I think out of that conversation was also the richness of the other, you know,
having experience of the other, which I value . . . so we value those things but I,
in practice it’s just not happening, right? (September 13, 2017, Interview 12)
Also admitting his own hypocrisy, Mark said,
You know in the first interview realizing how, how few deep relationships I have
with racialized people, you know, even people I’m coming into contact with
based on where I work and where I live and where I go to Church, there’s very
little proximity, so I’m saying what I think are the right things, but what am I
actually living out? (September 4, 2017, Interview 8)
Noting a need for these issues to be addressed, Jordan said, “I think I have a
stronger sense of urgency” (September 6, 2017, Interview 11). Brian also recognized the
implications of doing this work well, and the danger of avoiding it:
I wanted to say race is less complex, but that’s not true. . . I don’t think this is an
overstatement to say you need to address them well, or the future of your school
could be impacted, I think that’s fair to say. (September 4, 2017, Interview 7)
Jordan described the stakes as being high: “if you are a conscientious person and your
intention is to have positive impact not negative impact, right? Then the stakes, as I said
in my intake interview, the stakes are very high” (September 6, 2017, Interview 11).
What Specific Changes Need to Occur
There were two specific changes recommended by the participants, including
diversity and staff training.
Diversity. Recognizing a loss and a limitation that occurs when an individual or
an institution does not have diversity, one participant admitted her desire for a more
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diverse staff and student body. Speaking for the collective, Noelle declared in the postinterview that, “We would love to have a more ethnically diverse study body”
(September 6, 2017, Interview 10). She also expressed her awareness of the need for
diversity in the staff: “as you think about the institution just in a way that person of
colour would lend that same value in coming in and helping the administration see and
think differently about who they’re attracting and what they are” (September 6, 2017,
Interview 10). She recognized the limitation of an all-white staff, saying, “How are we
going to expand if we don’t have people in the centre who can speak into that”
(September 6, Interview 10). Noelle also explained the need for the students to see be
represented on staff, noting, “I think of our students of colour, and they do not see
themselves represented on our staff” (September 6, 2017, Interview 10). Noelle further
explained that this is a, “weakness in our institution is just the whiteness of our staff”
(September 6, 2017, Interview 10).
Staff training. Participants also noted a need for more education for the entire
staff. Mark called the workshops a, “place to start” and an, “empowering experience” that
he would recommend for the full staff (September 4, 2017, 2017, Interview 8). Noelle
echoed this desire to involve the staff in exploring these issues together by saying she
wanted them,
to get beyond our own walls and thinking . . . it’s something to talk with admin
about too, and see what, how do we, how do we address this with staff on a
whole, and support our teachers to do this well? (September 6, 2017, Interview
10).
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Similarly, Jared claimed his desire for the staff to examine the limitations of their
worldview and assumptions, and, “ask where white supremacy or ethnocentrism has
infiltrated or even created it” (Session Notes 4, August 16, 2017). Jared also predicted
that training would likely happen in the near future:
So I think as a school I wouldn’t be surprised if there’s some training coming
down the pipe to say, part of our PD we’re going to talk about the other, and I’m
anticipating in that conversation someone will say should I be ashamed of being
[predominant ethnicity]? I just know it’s coming and that’s the beginning of a
good conversation, I think, so for me personally this is the beginning point,
there’s momentum, I’m excited about it, I volunteered to be part of this because
I’m already heading in that direction. As a school, I think we don’t have the
critical mass yet, but it’s coming. (September 13, 2017, Interview 12)
How to Best Enact Changes
Regarding how to best enact these changes, suggestions regarding the
administration and shifting from passive to active knowledge were highlighted by
participants.
Administration. One of the significant areas that was addressed in determining
exactly how to engage the staff and school to transform was the need for administration
to lead the way. Brian shared his belief that the leadership of the school has a strong
influence in whether anti-oppression training would be implemented:
You really need leadership in your school that’s on board with this thing . . . Ah,
because if it’s going to be talked about more, it’s going to start with their
meetings they’re having as leadership teams to talk about we think this is. They
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also see what’s going on in the school. I forget that my world will be confined to
this space and these students. And any concerns that go through the school are all
going to go through the administrators, so they start to see that this is a relevant
topic and it needs to be addressed. (September 4, 2017, Interview 7)
However, Jordan declared the difficulty of leadership taking on the task of antioppression training: “To engage in these topics, um, I know for leadership is not always
easy” (September 6, 2017, Interview 11).
Brian was referring to the need for dialogue about anti-oppression topics, and
stated that in order for that, “you need an administration who I think I have here who are
committed to doing that, and saying I think we need the space and the time to be able to
do this” (June 19, 2017, Interview 1). Similarly, he also discussed the need for deliberate
commitment:
I’m excited you’re here and I’m excited that we get to learn, but this isn’t, like,
and it’s about a training session, but you take that training session and you have to
move forward and say, you have to continue to be deliberate about this and
always, cuz again, in 10 weeks there’s another group in here and it starts all over
again, and they all bring something different every year. Um. And that all happens
in the midst of the end of the day this is a school where there’s learning
expectations that you need to teach first and foremost. (June 19, 2017, Interview
1)
A few participants noted the need for a critical mass of teachers to ensure real
change. Patricia said that any shift in direction,
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need not to be solely leadership driven, but I think if there’s a, not even a critical
mass, but if there’s a group on the staff that . . . has been in this workshop, and
there are others in this workshop who would philosophically be very amenable to
critiquing our white privilege in the school. So I think, ya, it can move forward,
and hopefully it will. We’ll begin to see certain things change. (September 4,
2017, Interview 9)
Shifting from passive to active knowledge. It appeared that a number of the
participants recognized the need for moving beyond awareness and into action. They
shared many speculations about how best to ensure meaningful change. Awareness was
acknowledged as being important by many participants, but was described by Mark as
not being ‘enough’:
But going through a workshop like this where you realize, that’s not necessary,
but understanding the approach to having a conversation like that in your
classroom is what is really empowering I think, beyond just the awareness of the
issue in your school, depending on a community or your participants, that might
be the starting point of an awareness of these things, um, ya, but I think every
community can benefit from thinking about this more, um, because as we’ve
mentioned, these systems exist and are all around us and don’t seem to be
breaking down, so ya, what do we do, I think, especially starting in educational
institutions is an incredibly important part of the puzzle. (September 4, 2017,
Interview 8)
Patricia admitted her fear of knowledge that is not enacted: “My main concern at
this point is that this becomes passive knowledge, and slowly dwindling knowledge over
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time. To avoid this, the new (and hopefully growing) awareness needs to be engaged
somehow” (Journal 5). Believing that people are capable of change is hopeful, according
to Patricia:
So I believe that educating and understanding and seeing things brings about
change, otherwise I wouldn’t be in education. Um, so yes, I think there’s hope in
it, education is by definition an exercise in hope, a hopeful endeavour . . .
believing that people can change and not just intellectually. (September 4, 2017,
Interview 9)
Changes That Were Planned and Made
As noted in the previous narrative themes, there was a significant change that
actually did occur throughout the course of the workshops. At the beginning of the
workshop, Mark brought up a text they have been using in his department for over 30
years. He said that they were, “potentially looking at changing it” to something, “a little
more Canadian" (June 22, 2017, Interview 3). The new text needed to stay within the
theme of the course, which was about, “seeing beyond ourselves.” Jordan shared in his
post-interview that the workshops had prompted a few of them who are involved in
curriculum decisions to,
ask some very hard questions about the way we thought we were having a
conversation about race, and wanting to talk about voice, and marginalized
experience, but that that for us now has become through the perspective of a white
author and a white narrator in an American versus Canadian context. (September
6, 2017, Interview 11)
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At the end of the study, participants explained that some significant changes had
been made to some curriculum. They decided to get rid of the text that had been used for
over 30 years. Mark admitted that they acted on this sooner than they had anticipated. He
summarized one of their conversations:
And then we said, well, if I don’t feel good about teaching it, why am I waiting?
I’ll go and find some short story or things like this, and every time we talk about
racism or different perspectives or different voices, why are we using white
authors to hear those voices? (June 22, 2017, Interview 3)
He admitted to a new realization that, “a racialized student in my class hearing a whack
of white kids with a white teacher talking about the ‘other,’ you know, what are we
communicating by using that type of language?” (September 4, 2017, Interview 8). He
continued to explain this:
So trying to hear different perspective by using [novel], which was written by
someone who was white and through the eyes of a white protagonist. We’re using
those two voices to try and understand the voice of a racialized group that we’re
not you know, that just doesn’t logically work for, for what we’re trying to do.
(September 4, 2017, Interview 8)
Jordan explained this same change to the curriculum from her perspective:
We’ve removed [novel] from our curriculum, and while on the one hand, I
bemoan that change, uh, I feel in some respects that the novel has lost a bit of its
luster for me in that I feel that the course, as a whole, needs something different at
this time, ah, I think the book is a seminal novel, you know it’s an important piece
of the American literary cartography that, you know, we want to continue to talk
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about. But right now, and right here, I feel that the text has too narrow a scope. I
think that we have more modern diverse voices at our disposal as a Canadian
school, as a [faith based] school that require opportunity. So it’s not that I think
all of the sudden the book is bad, I just don’t think it’s the right fit for us any
more, given what we’re talking about now and the way both societal and, and
internal attitudes are shifting to the idea of people’s voices being honoured, so
how can we include Indigenous perspective? (September 6, 2017, Interview 11)
This is the same text that was referred to in the section about denial and impact – a family
is reported to have left the school partly because of the use of this text.
Some additional changes that were more subtle, but notable, that occurred among
the staff include a recognition of the need for vigilance. Noelle described her gratitude
and awareness of this: “I’m so thankful that we have a handful of students of colour, I
love our international students too, um, but I cannot know what that is like for them. But I
have to keep reminding myself of that, right?” (September 6, 2017, Interview 10).
Patricia described her recognition of the need for a certain posture:
For me, perhaps the most important key theme coming out of these workshops
was humility: the only way to learn and keep learning is through a posture of
humility, which carries with it a willingness to listen, to understand and to learn. I
think this posture needs constant nurturing and cultivation in ourselves, and it
certainly isn’t a naturally-fitting part of my white rightness. (Journal 4)
A few participants also shared some of the changes that they were hoping to
make. I asked a question in the post-interview directly related to this, asking, “do you see
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yourself changing in the way you approach the topic of race or oppression in your
classroom?” Mark shared his desire to invite students to look carefully at representation:
I see a way forward maybe. Um, even just having students and myself analyzing
things, right? The way, I’m excited, one thing I want them to do is look at news
articles and how racialized people are portrayed in, ah, one or the other. I found a
fantastic blog post of someone who runs a website that just posts positive Black
news in the States, shows how often she needs to take that from a mainstream
media and rearrange the headline or post a different picture, even for a positive
article, the way it’s set, you know, um, ‘ABC picks this Black actress to do the
role,’ whereas if it was a white actor it would probably be, ‘Brad Pitt lands
starring role,’ right? those subtle differences, so I want to try and do something
like that with my students as a way to start right? When we start recognizing that,
if we can, you know, the way people are portrayed is indicative of the way our
society thinks about them, so how do we, that’s one place to start, maybe we end
up with students who become news reporters, just little things like that or
whatever they might be publishing, the way we phrase things, especially in
writing I think is important. I think that’s where I’m finding the hope of those
small things that we can even just start recognizing, I mean this is our
predominantly white privileged community that is blissfully unaware of these
things. (September 4, 2017, Interview 8)
Brian shared his desire to be deliberate in talking about Indigenous people in his
classroom. He asked,
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What does that look like for an international student, but what does that look like
for someone who just immigrated to Canada and is living in xx, and coming to
this school . . . We can start to think of different perspectives and get different
stories. I would love to have people in the classroom, but I’d also like to get out in
the community, and that’s going to be one of my challenges. What does that look
like? Where is a place we can go to hear more of those stories? So bringing that
into curriculum, but then being sensitive to the needs and realities of students in
my classroom, um, and you know some are very physically evident, and some are
not. I mean you can have an international student, right, who looks like they
might have been born in [another country], but not understand a word of English,
and it’s a completely different experience for them than it is for someone who’s
evidently not from here, or that can go the other way too, right? They can look
like they’re not from here and they are. Um, anyways, sensitive to the needs of
students which means getting to know your students, and that’s something I like
to do anyways. I mean they’re going to sit in a circle here tomorrow morning, and
I’m going to find out something about them, and start to create those connections
among students. (September 4, 2017, Interview 7)
Mark expressed a desire to change not just his curriculum, but his pedagogy; he
admitted a desire to shift his role as a teacher. He noted,
I think being, ah, having a more open conversation perhaps instead of here are the
things I want to make sure my students are thinking about, thinking more of, you
know recognizing where each student is on the journey, and having students be
able to share that, especially if I have, you know, a diverse classroom, and having
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a number of international students in my classes this coming the semester, why
am I doing most of the talking? Right? And looking at your example of our
workshops, more facilitating, and pushing in certain areas to go deeper, but when
we’re discussing this, it’s not me telling a student to start thinking this is not
going to do anything, having a more open conversation that might go in different
directions, um, is a way, ya, a. for students to share, but also that allows them to
be more vulnerable which is the point that they need to get to if they’re going to
listen to somebody else that’s going to make a difference perhaps. (September 4,
2017, Interview 8)
Brian also recognized the opportunity to push his students in conversation:
So you try to have the dialogue in that moment about . . . thinking about what
does it mean for me as I enter a new class to educate and start the process because
it’s, you’re going to say big things, but it’s also planting seeds, right? (September
4, 2017, Interview 7).
Barriers to Change
So far in this narrative theme of change, I have revealed evidence of participants
recognizing that there is a loss without diversity present, that there needs to be some
changes in the school, that there needs to be more awareness that is translatable into
action, that more curriculum and pedagogical changes are needed, and even admissions
that the way to get there is through dialogue, repeated conversations, and administrative
support. However, I want to also examine the ways that the participants perceived the
difficulties they will encounter if they pursued the aforementioned changes. Several
barriers to change were highlighted by participants, including: i) a lack of physical
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proximity to diversity; ii) feeling hopeless and overwhelmed; iii) competing priorities;
and iv) values.
Lack of physical proximity to diversity. A few participants noted the lack of
their own physical proximity to people and communities of colour as a hindrance to
progress and change. Mark recognized the barrier:
And understanding that I need to fix that, but maybe less of an understanding of
how do I get there, you know, walking down the street, ‘Hey, you’re a person of
colour, be my friend.’ Right? Like, that doesn’t fit the problem either, right? Of
being able to say, well I have lots of Black friends, that doesn’t mean that I’m
participating in these systems, right? But then, at the same time, where are the
voices of racialized people that are speaking into my life. (September 4, 2017,
Interview 8)
Jordan recognized that the lack of proximity may be due to the historical foundations of
the school:
I wish that there would be a way to recruit or maybe, there’s a way, maybe more
of a priority to recruit people of colour from within our community, but I’m not
sure that historically we’ve been tapped into religious communities of, you know,
Black people. And, as it relates to things like location, you know, religion, we
don’t have a lot of Indian, or Arab people in the school because we’re a religious
school that could potentially be at odds with their heritage, and so our very
identity sometimes precludes that as an option, right? But then, why not try to
work a little bit more in partnership with other institutions to build bridges as
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Institutions with unique religious identities, but at the same time, a desire for a
global community here in [city]. (September 6, 2017, Interview 11)
Noelle noted that the lack of specific solutions, ideas, and gaps in knowledge
would be a hindrance:
How are we contributing to the oppressive system and how are we benefitting
from it? Can we talk about this more together in the group? I think we ended at
this spot but didn’t get to specifics. And I think it is not getting to specifics that
makes it hard to learn and act. I actually want to have some ideas. I have a general
sense of some big ideas, but as I’ve stated before, I feel such a GAP in my
knowledge or understanding of what I, my community, and my country are doing
that fuels oppressive systems. (Journal 2)
Related to a need for specific solutions, Mark noted a lack of clear directions:
I still struggle with that seeing an end, right? How do we, you know, with
everything from social media to the news and to the way that the overt racism,
subtle racism, the subtle inequalities, this systems thinking, all that stuff, do I see
a way where all that is going to end? Right, if I, to make a timeline for myself,
we’re going to follow these steps and this is how it’s going to end, I can’t see that,
and I don’t think that’s realistic either in terms of solving social issues, right? Um,
but I think the hope for me then is seeing a start more than an end, um, where do
we begin, right? And especially teaching students, right? (September 4, 2017,
Interview 8)
Noelle mentioned a concern that doing a workshop would provide an excuse for
not going ‘deep enough’:
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My other concern is when you do workshops like that, is that people take a
workshop and go, now I know it. I’ve done the training. And so how do you do
workshops in a sense that leaves them with the sense of wanting them to explore
more afterwards, as opposed to just saying, ‘check, we’ve done that with our staff,
what’s the next workshop that we do?’ And again, that’s true for anything, so and
I guess the other side of that is. (September 6, 2017, Interview 10)
Another prediction that this work would not be easily done came from Brian, who
anticipated objectors: “I don’t think it’s easy, um, because I’m sure you’re going to get
objectors, right? As you do these things. Anything introduced in a school you’re going to
get objectors” (September 4, 2017, Interview 7). Related to the notion of objectors,
Patricia admitted the difficulty of critiquing the predominant identity: “I think it’s always
easier to look critically outwardly than critically at our own water tank” (September 4,
2017, Interview 9).
Applying anti-oppression understanding to classroom practice was mentioned by
Patricia as being another difficulty:
The practical application is much harder. And ya, and here, it’s easy to think
philosophically and acquiesce with the general thoughts, but practically in the
classroom? Is this going to change how I begin my classes? How I interact with
my students? How the classroom physically looks? (September 4, 2017, Interview
9)
Brian recognized the difficulty of leading others through change:
If you don’t have an understanding of how humans change, at least in my regard,
that people can’t just go [snaps finger] like that, and flip a switch and say, ‘Oh ya
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I’m done with that, let’s move on.’ But I see that attitude towards people, of, just
flip a switch and move on. And which is like: Flip a switch and move on and get
with our program. I had a friend say it the other day, someone who I respect
greatly, (I’m teaching — this year which is new and so some of these things are
more, more evident for me) and I said that I was looking at First Nations, and that
roadblock. He responded that it’s been a long time…’when will they just move on
from that?’ I don’t think he’s trying to be insensitive, but I don’t think he
understands the full implications. So you try to have the dialogue in that moment
about, I don’t think that’s simple, but that’s not easy either right; so it’s
continuing to educate in that regard. (September 4, 2017, Interview 7)
Jordan noted the fear involved in upsetting people:
When I think about other social issues that I am invested in, you know, talking
about other issues as well is a scary concept. You don’t want to make people
upset. I don’t like conflict, and I don’t want to get in trouble with my community.
(September 6, 2017, Interview 11)
However, Noelle also noted that she is, “likely to continue to think about it”
(September 6, 2017, Interview 10). She also expressed her intentions:
I think it’s good to have had this group to help me hopefully also act on it. Um,
ya, it’s so easy to sit and say you will. I think the opportunities that come
naturally, I will definitely engage with, I think it’s the entering into the planned
and forced conversations that should happen, that’s the part where my, my
courage may falter, but my hope is certainly that I do. So, and I think it is a team
sport, that’s something, something I’m taking out of this is it will, it will be really
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helpful to have the colleagues from the group when I need them, so. (September
6, 2017, Interview 10)
Noelle noted the need for representation on the staff, but expressed her fear of the
burden that would place on them:
But how much burden that puts on that one person, because I know you have one
person on staff, to be the representative of everyone who looks like you and the
unfair burden of representation, and yet, without that, how is, how would you, if
they didn’t have you or anyone outside of the [predominant ethnic] community,
how would they ever attract anyone outside of the [predominant ethnic]
community? They would just keep reproducing, which is the same as all-white
staff. (September 6, 2017, Interview 10)
Another barrier that was noted that prevents the school from becoming inclusive
was a financial barrier. Jared explained the situation:
it’s different here than I think maybe in a public school because there is sort of
this financial barrier, um, that’s another thing that could come out of this, I would
like to see come out of this, is scholarships. (September 6, 2017, Interview 12)
Here, he was referring to scholarships for Indigenous students. He described his vision:
“Like a full on scholarship, we have a bursary, but we don’t, and I, if I could convince
[Principal] to announce, we are looking for donations to generate to scholarship for five
Indigenous kids to come” (September 6, 2017, Interview 12). However, he predicted
some reluctance from a community that pays a hefty price tag to send their children to the
school: “across the community there would be some, well ‘I don’t want to give up this
tiny corner of my privilege because my kids don’t come for free, just because we’re white
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we’re discriminated against,’ that whole cascade comes” (September 6, 2017, Interview
12).
Similarly, Jordan acknowledged that the financial aspect is a unique component of
private education: “I know that shifting policy would create an increased financial strain
on the school” (September 6, 2017, Interview 11). He explored this tension, and offered
some specific examples:
So does changing minimum wage. Sometimes you do things because they’re on a
fundamental level the right things to do, and I think it’s possible that asking
ourselves whether this is an inequity that we don’t any longer feel comfortable
living with is worth asking. Um, I would say, some of them as it relates to things
like scheduling are hard to avoid because we have a fairly significant Chinese
student population who arrive at the last minute and the numbers are sometimes
fluid, and so making sure that there are spaces for the people you are accepting
into your community is tricky because at the same time we run a very fine, fiscal
line, as far as viability goes, and how many sections of things we can offer. We
can’t just cross our fingers and hope that the books will balance, we need to make
sure that there are enough spaces for people that we accept, but not so many
spaces that we’re going to be operating in the red. So there’s a tension that exists
there because we don’t always know what the numbers are going to be, and that’s
inherent in the way it works with Visas and distance, right? But sometimes I feel
that we are as a school, a bit cavalier about protecting spots for students that could
potentially be coming from China. (September 6, 2017, Interview 11)
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Recognizing this unique component of private schooling and budgets, Noelle also
acknowledged the difficulty:
How do you, how do we create a greater sense of equity for all people to be here?
And it’s tough too with, with business, it’s a business too, right? You know, we
value paying teachers well because they do their jobs amazingly here, we have
incredible teachers, but that means we need people to pay tuition. (September 6,
2017, Interview 10)
Hopeless and overwhelmed. Participants also admitted to feeling overwhelmed
by learning about oppression and whiteness, and connected that feeling to a lack of taking
action. Jordan described it like this:
I guess I find that the more we talk about it, the more I feel overwhelmed, and
then that becomes hard, because it’s easy for me to look at the state of affairs and
feel despair instead of hope. And I know that I shouldn’t feel that way . . . I’m just
struck sometimes by how fundamentally broken people are, especially on this
issue. (September 6, 2017, Interview 11)
After Workshop Two, Noelle noted her feelings of being overwhelmed and
doubtful: “How can we possibly be active in all acts of injustice? It seems overwhelming
and like it makes me not sure how to navigate it . . . does re-thinking it actually make a
difference?” (Session Notes 2, June 29, 2017). Later, in the post-interview, she reiterated
this:
I don’t know, what are the different things I can do? What is in my sphere of
influence to better help people access humanity? And that sounds really arrogant
and really like superhero-ish, but I think that’s the challenge I’m left with after
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this group is what can I do? Where do I start? How do I approach it in a way I’m
actually going to do something, and not just get overwhelmed and not do
anything. (September 6, 2017, Interview 10)
Similarly, Mark noted his hopelessness when talking about ideas that stood out to
him from the workshops: “hopelessness just perpetuates these things . . . how do we even
approach this? How do we even fix this? But recognizing that that’s a temptation to do
nothing. How do we move past that?” (September 4, 2017, Interview 8). Again, later in
his post-interview, after being asked if there were things that were challenging for him
throughout the workshops, he touched on the feeling of hopelessness that may lead to
inaction:
I think the thing I had the most trouble with was avoiding that feeling of
hopelessness, and especially because we were wide-ranging, you know with the
dynamic of the participants in the room as well, we’ve got some deep thinkers
that are going all over the place, which was super helpful and important but
avoiding that feeling of hopelessness, like where, what are, I don’t see an end to
this. I’m having trouble seeing an end, right? But realizing for myself that that’s
not an acceptable attitude either, right? We might not see an end but maybe we
can see a start, ah, ya, that was probably the most difficult thing in terms of
processing what we were talking about. (September 4, 2017, Interview 8)
Patricia relayed skeptical feelings about the entire endeavour of interrogating the
project of building awareness, noting,
It’s very hard to see it and to look at it critically in our own selves or our own
institutions. And it’s very hard without an outside person saying, ‘I see this’ and
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you go, ‘Wow, I never noticed that before, but you’re right’ So whether our
students and our class and we ourselves are able to see more, I think we do see
more, but as we become, we can become more aware, but I’m not sure how far.
(September 4, 2017, Interview 9)
She parlays this skepticism into a fear when she describes the need for repetition:
One of my fears is that as time progresses it has less and less impact on me
personally or on a participant personally, um, it needs to be practiced soon, and
then repeatedly practiced, I don’t agree with the cynicism that white teachers are
never going to change in a system that they are invested in, um, in fact many,
many revolutions have been led by people who are privileged. Lenin being one of
them, uh, mostly leaders of the Russian Revolution were privileged, um, so, no, I
don’t think it’s a waste of time. (September 4, 2017, Interview 9)
Competing priorities. The heavy and busy role of teaching emerged as a
commonly held burden, as well. Managing the varying priorities and demands placed on
the participants as teachers sometimes proved to be too much. As Brian said, “At the end
of the day, I get 85 — classes with [students], and I have curriculum to cover, and don’t
get me wrong . . . it’s like this continuous ongoing dialogue” (June 19, 2017, Interview
1). Later, he explained it again this way:
Every teacher has something they think is the most important, whether if it’s the
team they coach, or the club they run, or the class they teach, or how they teach a
class, or… A student will be like, ‘well my teacher wants me to do this,’ and I’m
like ‘Of course they do, I want all of you and that teacher wants all of you, and
you have to make decisions along the way on what you’re going to be committed
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to, what you’re going to give your life to.’ So that’s one of my concerns along the
way. (September 4, 2017, Interview 7)
Recognizing a lack of policy mandate or curricular objective for diversity as a
topic of learning, Brian continued to lament the accountability at stake:
And what we’re talking about here is important education, but it’s not going to be
really written into any of my curricular documents for the most part that I see . . .
so you’re living in that and all the other stuff that goes along with it. Which I
strongly believe is just as important. In this place we talk about character, and I
can’t teach if I’m not responding to those other needs, relationally and
emotionally and, ah, all the other complexities that are going on in someone’s life,
but especially as an adolescent that they’re wrestling with, but still, someone’s
going to look and say, [did you teach the curriculum], and did I teach that that
day? (September 4, 2017, Interview 7)
Patricia lamented the busy life of a teacher: “I think, the key is always doing
things about it, to me the greatest enemy of all this is busyness” (September 4, 2017,
Interview 9). She again re-stated the notion of busyness as a great inhibitor to enacting
change:
The important gets drowned in the urgent, as you know, and I think that’s true for
all the teachers in this group, um, and from that sense workshops sometimes
excite us and ignite us, but don’t sustain us, or they’re not sustained. They ignite
us for a while, and the flame burns out, then we come across something else, and
we go, oh ya, that’s right, this ties in, I remember learning about this, ya that’s
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good, that’s important, ya, let’s talk about this in class. (September 4, 2017,
Interview 9)
The complicated and overwhelming task of engaging students in the conversation
of topics that were new to them seemed also to be overwhelming to some participants.
Brian explained:
But that’s so incredibly complex, right? Understanding structures, and
understanding powers, and understanding…if we think, ‘Canadian,’ like,
historical, what that looks like…And that can be a lifetime in itself. Which is
maybe one of my concerns, is that everyone has their deal. So for one person in
the school his thing might be white privilege and racism, and that’s their deal;
another person might be their pedagogy they use and that’s their deal…people
focus on things, right? So, my hope is that it’s not lost in the midst of ‘what’s
your deal’? (September 4, 2017, Interview 7)
Brian also noted the complication of bringing new teachers on board each year: “and we
have lots of new teachers coming on too, so how do you? And again, everybody has their
different thing they’d want to bring to them, and at the end of the day, like it’s a school,
right?” (September 4, 2017, Interview 7).
Values. Beyond the barriers of practicality, emotions, and competing
commitments, some participants shared some fears that delved into some deeper territory
of values, ideologies, and worldviews. These few participants speculated that deeply held
values may be to blame for the inability to critique their dominant identity in oppressive
systems. Patricia noted the materialism that may be incommensurate with understanding
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white identity. In our post-interview, she and I were having a discussion about the
difficulty for white people to engage. I asked her this question:
So one of the things I think about a lot, and I tried to instill in the workshop, and
I’m curious of your thoughts on this because, if we’re not going to easily get
white people who’ve been at the top to, like, ‘okay, yes let’s sign up to give up
our privileges,’ if that’s not going to happen, are we able to help white people see
that their position at the top has cost them part of their humanity? Are we able to
see that we actually have a lot to gain, not just a lot to give up financially, but to
gain by creating a more equitable world or…?
Patricia responded with, “I think that’s possible amongst good people who have a value
based on something more than materialism, but I think the dominant, the dominant
culture, certainly in North America, is extremely material, materialistic” (September 4,
2017, Interview 9). She continued with more about potential movement within dominant
cultures:
And I think that’s been, that’s colonized much of the planet . . . so I think to, to
good people, you can certainly appeal to you know, you can gain the whole world
materially and forfeit your soul, what are you forfeiting, what are you losing here?
Why is it better to live simply? Why is it better, you know, there are movements
in this, who are starting to see the emptiness in materialism, and but as long as
material prosperity is the dominant culture, it’s going to be very hard to persuade
people to actually, you’re going to gain by giving up some of your material
wealth that is guarded and perpetuated by the positions of power and privilege,
um, it sounds not very hopeful” (September 4, 2017, Interview 9).
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Later, she countered this hopelessness by asserting that things must inevitably change:
And I think honestly, globally, certainly in the last few centuries, you’d have it
within nations where you have a widening gap between the privileged and the unprivileged, and usually the mass of people is in the un-privileged, eventually the
centre cannot hold, to quote W.B. Yeats, ‘Things Fall Apart,’ and you have a
Russian Revolution, or you have a French Revolution . . . I wonder what kind of
global revolution there can be when we have this constant widening of the gap
between the rich and privileged millions, and the poor and un-privileged billions.
It can’t hold. It can’t sustain. It can’t sustain environmentally, it can’t sustain in
all sorts of different ways. So there are all sorts of things that reach a tipping
point, and enlightened self interest is probably a stronger persuaded for most
people who at least don’t have some kind of religious conviction, enlightened self
interest to give up certain privileges and powers because I need to give this up
now, or I might lose everything. (September 4, 2017, Interview 9)
After asking another participant a similar question, Noelle said in her response,
That is so hard, because I think if people don’t have an underlying ethic of love
for fellow man before themselves, and I mean none of us are perfect at that, but I
don’t know how. I think that’s a really great question, and I know personally my
faith motivates me, and commands me to love my neighbour as myself, I don’t
know what that is for someone for whom their, it makes sense in their worldview
that their first interest is themselves and their family, their immediate family, but,
ah, and it, I think it gets at the heart of why white privilege and Colonialism has
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been so successful is because there hasn’t been a compelling reason for it not to
be. (September 6, 2017, Interview 10)
Jared also shared at the end of the study that he recognized the cost to a white
person’s humanity. He quoted the Indigenous Australian, Lilla Watson, who said: “If you
have come here to help me you are wasting your time, but if you’ve come because your
liberation is bound up with mine, then let us work together” (September 6, 2017,
Interview 12). He explained that he finds the quote, “so powerful” because,
Here in North America where white people are in a bondage that is, it’s walls are,
are race issues, our history of discrimination, um, so a truth and reconciliation
thing is a way forward for everybody, you know a liberation, so ya this quote is,
ah, on that kind of echoes back there all the time. (September 6, 2017, Interview
12)
I responded with a comment:
And that is the question I’m asking all along: how can we convince or bring along
white people to understand the notion that this isn’t just to help the other, it’s to
liberate us too from the bonds that we’ve been placed in.
To this, he added, “That we’ve created even, let’s take some responsibility as well. Even
passively, I didn’t tear it down when I saw them building it up” (September 6, 2017,
Interview 12)
How Change Can Be Enacted
Most participants agreed that a workshop series, such as the ones they participated
in for this project, would be a useful and effective starting point to enact change in their
school – even if a small one. They were honest and hopeful about their views of the
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possibility of workshops creating transformative change. In the post-interviews, I asked
them these questions directly: “Did you find this process of workshops and reflections to
be useful to your understanding of race? If so, how?” and, “Would you recommend a
project like this for other schools?”
Patricia shared that she thought the workshops was a start. She said,
I think if we think a workshop is going to happen and everyone’s going to be
hugely excited and we’re going to see a massive transformation in the school and
this fire catching onto the staff, then we’ve probably been overly idealistic and
optimistic, but I think a constant, a working away at things . . . Everything begins
small. (September 4, 2017, Interview 9)
Brian agreed that a workshop can be a first step in change:
A workshop like this is a start in shifting perspective and until you shift
perspective you can’t shift behaviour. So what would make it better? Make it
longer? But then you might lengthen yourself out of the equation, because people
don’t necessarily want to commit that kind of time until they know what they’re
committing to. (September 6, 2017, Interview 11)
Responding to the first of the two questions listed for this section, Mark
immediately thought of the reasons why this content would be difficult to do with a larger
audience:
Oh, that’s a can of worms and we’re just not going to deal with that, right? Ya,
because of student responses and parent responses and all that stuff, and I think
sometimes our default excuse is, I don’t know enough about it I’m not the expert,
right? (September 4, 2017, Interview 8)
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He continued, however, to admit that the workshop was a starting point for building
awareness:
Going through a workshop like this where you realize, that’s not necessary, but
understanding the approach to having a conversation like that in your classroom is
what is really empowering I think, beyond just the awareness of the issue in your
school, depending on a community or your participants, that might be the starting
point of an awareness of these things . . . I think, especially starting in educational
institutions, is an incredibly important part of the puzzle. (September 4, 2017,
Interview 8)
Noelle also claimed that her understanding of whiteness had developed significantly as
part of participating in the workshop series of this study:
I think it was a good starting point to being to better engage with what’s
happening in the news . . . I engaged with much more through the media . . .
whereas before it might be something where I’d see, like, white supremacy, and
be like oh, in my head it’s so black and white, there’s neo-Nazis, and the KKK,
who are white supremacists, so I probably wouldn’t read it . . . but now having a
broader understanding of my role in white supremacy and how it’s connected to
privilege and race, and ya, I’ve, it’s become something that I understand that I’m
actually involved in, you know, even passively, and in you know, in some ways
actively in the decisions that I make that continue to oppress people even though
that’s not my intention (September 6, 2017, Interview 10)
Jordan viewed the workshops as a possible first step that may lead to action – or,
at least, has the potential to:
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I think it has to start somewhere. And saying that you’re sympathetic is not action,
and so a workshop like this is a start in shifting perspective and until you shift
perspective you can’t shift behaviour. So what would make it better, make it
longer, but then you might lengthen yourself out of the equation, because people
don’t necessarily want to commit that kind of time until they know what they’re
committing to. So you have to start somewhere . . . Is it going to make a grandiose
difference on a global, I don’t know, maybe, you can’t say it won’t [laughter].
(September 6, 2017, Interview 11)
Workshop conditions. Considering the workshop series as a potential avenue for
enacting change at their schools, several conditions were mentioned by the participants,
as outlined below.
Relational/safe space. Speaking to the value of relationship-building to create a
respectful community of learners, Jordan noted that, “you can’t nudge people along
either, if you also don’t respect them” (September 6, 2017, Interview 11). He further
compared this to his own practice:
So thinking about how I want to do that in my own context, I can’t go around
saying things like, ‘People are dumb.’ I maybe need to re-think that language,
right? [laughter] Because if I say that when I’m talking about the behaviours of
people that I’m trying to influence they will shut down. Why will they listen to
me? If I’m going to talk about them like that, then I need to not be listened to. So
that’s good for me to think about, so how can you honour everybody in that
conversation, even when their perspective frustrates you? (September 6, 2017,
Interview 11)
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He recognized the challenge in creating and honouring, while also having various
opinions present:
So then, honouring your community and where they’re at, which I feel you
modelled very well, is part of the process is learning how to, um, create safe
spaces for that too, and that isn’t easy when you’ve got strong opinions about
things. (September 6, 2017, Interview 11)
Size. Beyond honouring people, Noelle noted that the small size of the group was
effective for a few reasons:
I think you just talking at 20 staff in a room wouldn’t be that effective, because
it’s such a heart issue, like we need to de-brief and chew it through and share our
fears and look people in the eyes and name our supremacy. (September 6, 2017,
Interview 10).
She also appreciated the ability to dialogue, which a small group provided:
We need to explain what we heard on the radio that engages us to this, and I think
those things, even though we didn’t cover a lot of content necessarily, it was a
safe entry and engagement, and a place to, you know, report back, we’re seeing
things slightly different, we’re listening to things, and encountering things that
would have just passed us by, so ya, I think the value of the small group was there
and maybe it’s just sort of my leadership style or my, the way I would do it, but I
think having the commonness would be empowering to me personally as well, so
I know, and if I forget something I can ask anyone. (September 6, 2017, Interview
10)
Time/repetition. Patricia also noted the need for repetition of difficult and new
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concepts:
But then we look and with persistence and repetition, and learning takes
repetition, revisiting things, coming back, reviewing, change happens. And it, uh,
what happens in, so talk about a different form of change in our school, you bring
in a new idea, there are a few people who get excited about it . . . but the majority
of the staff will probably go, this sounds like the latest fad. If we just carry on
what we’re doing and wait, their attention will soon be grabbed by the next shiny
object . . . and that happens with a lot of things, um, but when we keep bringing it
back and showing them this isn’t going to go away, and this is something we keep
thinking and talking about and growing. (September 4, 2017, Interview 9)
Brian shared a similar sentiment, saying, “You also can’t just drop a bomb on
people; that’s not how people change either” (September 4, 2017, Interview 7). He
continued by further explaining a valuable reason for slow learning for him:
I just think the time to process is good, because society is going to reveal this stuff
every day. I’m pretty sure that I could open the newspaper today and find
something relevant on the topic. So I think that the beauty of doing it over time is
the news and society is just going to reveal it, and I think for people to see it as
legit and going on, and then people can come back, and we had time to question
and time to talk about this is what’s going on, and we may not have followed your
curriculum perfectly every day because we needed time to speak and process and
I think that’s the value: it’s going to reveal itself and be relevant, I think that’s
where it’s not like I have the training, but to say, here’s some information, go
away, reflect, but you’re going to see it. (September 4, 2017, Interview 7)
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Similarly, Mark echoed this thought:
I think having a workshop like this, a repeated workshop like this has really
helped to clarify what we’re trying to do, um, and it’s absolutely revealed issues
with you know some of the things that we thought we were doing okay at, right?”
(September 4, 2017, Interview 8).
He also cited another participant who explained it this way: “XX has described it as how
do we take it as baby steps or baby pushes instead of knocking people flat, you know,
that’s, part of the process, right?” (September 4, 2017, Interview 8). He reiterated his
appreciation for extended exposure:
Those issues that we realize now that we have a better understanding of the issues
that they actually cause, you know before the workshops we recognized that
we’re coming from a place of privilege and we’re a predominantly white school,
but just through our conversations and the reflections and coming back to those
things, um, realizing that really we’re not doing a good job of matching up our,
the way we’re talking, our talk and our actions, we’re not matching those things
up. And I don’t think that would have come without that extended exposure, that
extended conversation, and time to talk and go back and reflect and process and
then come back to it and um and ya, that repeated working through it. (September
4, 2017, Interview 8)
Repetition allowed for dialogue, which Brian, in particular, brought up as an
important solution for significant change, calling it, “really key” to change. He predicted
that, “it’ll never get solved” if we do not talk about it. He expressed a desire to advocate
for creating spaces for this dialogue to happen (June 19, 2017, Interview 1).
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Chapter Summary
In conclusion, this chapter integrated narrative evidence from the participants
regarding the five main themes that emerged as part of the study: i) identity; ii) fear; iii)
denial; iv) obliviousness; and v) action. In the next chapter, these thematic findings are
synthesized with the conceptual framework and theoretical underpinning offered by the
study.
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION
In this chapter, I discuss the findings of this dissertation in light of the study’s
three research questions, literature review, and conceptual framework. Throughout the
next pages, I will reflect thoroughly on the study’s findings, exploring how the literature
corresponds to, contradicts with, or deepens the findings. I also discuss issues of
trustworthiness, and an account of findings that were not anticipated. The findings
presented in the previous section, Chapter Four, outlined the themes of the many
narratives that participants shared, and in this discussion in Chapter Five, I will be
analyzing those narrative themes. To link this analysis to the findings with ease of
reference, I have provided a chart of the key narratives that support each narrative
analysis (Appendix J).
Before I delve into the narrative analysis, I want to explain a guiding metaphor
that will be used throughout this analysis. Both in myself, in my participants, and in the
topic itself, I constantly noticed and felt tension. I would like to examine the data – the
participants’ words, my own journals, the session notes from the workshops, and my
observation notes – with a focus on this tension: exploring the implication of being pulled
between two opposite forces. In the cases of my participants, I am inviting them into a
tension related to an integral part of their identity (conscious and unconscious): their
racial identity. I am, in many ways, creating a tension that did not previously exist, or at
least, am bringing attention to one that has been ignored or subdued. The study sought to
invite participants into a tension in their identity as white people, and ultimately, to invite
them to exist in a paradox. A person who chooses to live in a paradox, described by
Richard Rohr (2018), is one who chooses to welcome self-doubt and disappointment, “by
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suffering the full truth of our reality” (para. 3). According to Rohr, holding and
transforming – instead of reacting against this reality, denying it, or projecting anxiety
elsewhere – requires patience, humility, and forgiveness. This steep request asked
participants to choose to exist in this liminal place.
As mentioned in Chapter Three, Habermas (1972) speaks to the dynamic
conservatism that tends to pull people toward a status quo, or the ways things have
always been (as cited in Carr & Kemmis, 1986). The tension I will be exploring will
allude to this pull and resistance that emerges. Therefore, each narrative theme analysis
will include a tension. Within each tension there are some ‘moments of illumination,’
where the veils are lifted and there is clarity for a moment. There are also several points
of regression, a relinquishing to the ‘dynamic conservatism’ that pull them back to the
status quo – in this case, the strong and seemingly immovable ‘fortress’ which will be
explained further in the pages to come.
When considering the reality of systemic racism and the ways that white people
are often insulated from knowledge about its effects and the reality of it, I will analyze
my participants’ thinking about such topics in response to our workshops as if they are
navigating this tension. As I will point out in each narrative theme analyzed, the
participants’ thinking existed in between several tension polarities or dualities.
At this point, I would like to admit that my desire to protect my participants –
stemming from my position as an insider and as someone who shares much in common
with all of my participants – was strong. I need to reveal my full motivation: beyond
simply collecting data, I truly wanted my participants to evolve. I admit that my goals
were lofty. I sincerely hoped for a positive outcome, but I see more clearly now that this
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work was indeed, as the scholars before me had warned, much more difficult than I
anticipated. Scholars like Ladson-Billings (2004), Leonardo (2009), and others have
written that genuine anti-racist solidarity is not within our grasp. As I will discuss again
later, the study was not as simple or easy as I had originally believed.
Narrative Analysis One: Identity
This first narrative theme addressed the first research question: Do white, high
school teachers in an independent school think about their beliefs, values, and
assumptions related to race, power, and privilege? If so, how?
The tension noted within the narrative theme of identity revealed a search for a
new collective identity that is inclusive. It also revealed an identity crisis: participants
wrestled with who they are. The participants seemed to think, for instance, that they
know who they are supposed to be: a people who are inclusive of all racial identities.
However, this did not fit with the reality of who they are at the centre or core.
Participants struggled as they attempted to explain the hypocrisy of this; they appeared to
be trying to justify this identity somehow. Some seem to be seeing it or admitting it for
the first time, and expressed how they are bothered by it, while others attempted to
defend it.
It is as if the desire to be inclusive – because they seem to know that that is the
‘right thing to do’ – is countered by a strong desire to protect a formed identity that is
thought to be correct. The tension is revealed in how the participants define themselves.
The metaphor of the fortress will be used to explain the stronghold of ideology in place
among the participants. This fortress represents the collective identity that the staff has
agreed to and embraces. Their ‘protectionist history’ gives them a purpose and defines
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their mission as a school. It is what hems them in together, and it is understood by them
as good, hopeful, and right.
There appears, at times, a desire to open the fortress walls to others, but at the
same time, a very strong desire to keep the fortress in its dominant place of (what they
perceive as being) rightness, correctness, and power. Even though this is recognized as
wrong on several occasions in the interviews, the tension seems to exist in the pull
between what is right and what is expected. Is it right to maintain the ideology of the
past, the way the fortress was created? Or, is it right to shatter the fortress and change the
way things have been done? This presents a dilemma for the participants, as they seem to
want both.
There are a few moments of illumination when some participants recognize that
something needs to be torn down, such as when a few participants mentioned that they
are ready as a school to get, “uncomfortable” and, “take risks” – even though they fear
losing their heritage. These comments, however, are followed by an appreciation for the
cultural strength they are rooted in, and a seeming belief that they will evolve, somehow,
eventually. This thread is consistent with the determinativeness of white people’s
investments in racist structures (De Lissovoy & Brown, 2013; Leonardo, 2004; LevineRasky, 2011), and the dominant belief in their view of the world (Suchet, 2007).
It appears that participants are caught in the tension of what an inclusive identity
truly is. They define themselves as people of faith, and there are many parts of this
identity that they cling to, but yet, they still clearly view people who are not within their
communities as being the other. There is a distinct view of the other as a lesser than, an
object, an identity in need of saving or reforming, or, at the very least, adapting to the

THE IMPLICATIONS OF WHITE TEACHER IDENTITY

206

dominant culture as seen by the way they define their collective us. This reveals a
detachment, or, at least, a lack of commitment to the other, as the commitment to the
dominantly represented identity is evident. The strong identity that participants share with
the dominant groups represented at the school reveals a commitment to the status quo –
the fortress.
What the participants fall short of saying – or, what they do not say – is that they
are proud. They seem to be reluctant to admit that they are such a strong us, as if they are
denying the stronghold of their collective identity, or, at least, denying that this was
intentionally designed at the outset of the school (or currently). This also reveals the deep
investments that so many of them had in the creation of the fortress walls: how their
parents, their grandparents, and their history has created this. To abolish this fortress
would be a betrayal, of sorts – but to admit that their ancestors had ill intent in the
creation of this model is not spoken. This notion surfaces again in the last narrative theme
of action.
The homogenous upbringing that each of the participants experienced – and, in
most cases, still exist in – speaks to what one of them referred to as the “echo chamber”
that repeats what they already know and believe. The echo chamber that participants
describe is consistent with what Grant (2014) calls the “wallpaper” (p. 22) of everyday
interactions that whiteness has become. Their behaviour and views about themselves as
white people are affirmed and validated in the staff room, and in all of their circles of
friends. Participants seem to be rarely challenged to consider things from a different
view, except, as one participant states, when faced with their class lists.
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As several participants admitted, the school is fairly new at attempting to go
beyond the dominantly represented identity (at least, the participants who took part in the
study are). At least one participant speculated that the desire to host international
students, which has created the most racial diversity at the school, exists for financial
reasons. Unclear and unspoken is the tension around why the school’s financial demand
is met best by international students, who threaten the school’s core identity the least.
Their understanding of their whiteness as a privileged identity, as an advantage –
but, yet, an advantage that is disconnected from history – is consistent with the assertions
of critical race scholar Leonardo (2004), who explains that privileges exist and remain
unchallenged because history has been erased, and people are ignorant of the reasons that
racial privileges exist. Even though all participants revealed a pre-understanding of white
being a privileged identity, they all admitted that they do not think about the fact that they
are white. They all revealed that learning about oppression was very new to them. This is
consistent with scholars who explain how white privilege and oppression are rarely seen
or considered by those who are white (Eichstedt, 2001; Wildman, 1996).
Ultimately, being a part of a faith community that was founded by white
supremacists – and disentangling that faith and the schools that arose out of it – with
deeply ingrained white supremacist notions is hardly possible without a reckoning. These
faith communities, like many, have published statements that admit guilt, complicity, and
wrongdoing regarding race relations in public formats, but these have rarely seeped into
the psyche of the congregants. As Mulder (2017) states in an article that explores the
steep cost of racial reconciliation, “stand-alone intellectual engagement with the ideas of
racial reconciliation and social justice really have an advantage of offering admirable
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positions that threaten little” (para 5). He further accuses these denominational schools as
offering a, “lukewarm acceptance” (para 1) to racial minorities throughout their history.
Like many of us, these communities of faith would like to have healing without
humility. As evidenced here, the teachers long to have an inclusive space, but are
reluctant to delve deeply into the ways they personally have caused harm, or the ways
that they are contributing to a system that privileges them. This thread resonated with
what Applebaum (2010) contends when claiming that white people often, “reproduce and
maintain racist practices even when, and especially when, they believe themselves to be
morally good” (p. 3).
Narrative Analysis Two: Fear
The next narrative theme explores the notion of fear. The tension in this narrative
theme arises in each participant’s account of their fears of losing their heritage, losing the
fortress as it is, fear of what others might do to – or, fear of how they might change or
influence – the fortress. There is a tension between envisioning themselves as good
people and an honest reckoning with the lack of preparation that they have to lead their
students in honest, healthy conversations about race. A few times, there is an admission
of participants’ hypocrisy in the fact that the school is dominated by white teachers.
There is also reluctance to admit that this fact is related to the creation of the fortress. The
tensions revolve around fears of staying silent and fears of loss.
Similar to what so many scholars predicted, the participants admitted that they
were troubled and uncomfortable discussing the topics of race and whiteness (Allen,
2004; Leonardo, 2004; Lund & Carr, 2010). What separates this group of teachers from
teachers in publicly funded schools in Ontario is that nothing is forcing them to look at

THE IMPLICATIONS OF WHITE TEACHER IDENTITY

209

race critically: not the government, not the parent community, not the administration.
They are not obligated to comply with the Ontario Ministry of Education (OME) in
regard to any of the equity initiatives. Their fears are grounded in this lack of experience,
lack of exposure, and lack of mandated initiatives.
Related to their fears as they tread into unfamiliar territory is their motivation. As
Illeris (2008) notes, a learner’s incentive to learn is crucial to consider. If no one outside
is compelling them, what is their motivation to do this? As they note throughout the
study, participants are aware that there is something wrong, that there is a problem and it
has to do with race – but, there is a lack of looking within themselves as the root cause of
the problem. As mentioned in the theoretical framework, mothering theories informed
this study. These theories helped me to understand one of the primary motivations that I
have found to do this work as a mother of a racialized child. Perhaps these theories also
allude to the problem that occurs when that primary motivational factor is absent.
The lack of practice among white people in talking about race was evident, as
well, which was also predicted by the scholars (Boucher, 2016; Milner, 2010; Modica,
2015; Nieto, 2004). The classroom situations and awkward recounting of how race has
been handled poorly, stumbled through, or ignored in their classrooms in the past
confirms this lack of resiliency. Participants’ strong desire to ‘get things right’ – or, to do
them perfectly before they do them at all – speaks to their awareness that they are not
prepared for these conversations and they are ashamed that they are not so, in turn, they
avoid them.
A moment of illumination was when the one participant acknowledged his fear of
looking into himself, and seeing the racism in himself. This is one of the few instances
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where a participant recognized his complicity as a white person contributing to a racist
institution. Another participant who noted that white people have the most to lose, and
are not eager to surrender their privileges, also appears somewhat confessional in his
statements. These moments of illumination show potential growth for transformative
change. It appears, however, that though many of the participants see the hypocrisy of
white domination at the school, they are not willing to name it as such.
The other tension here is leaning into fear. In this case, the opposing force would
be pulling back into a comfortable place. It is often difficult for us all to admit that the
birth of something new only happens after we face our fears, not when we stay
comfortable. In the case of these participants, there exists a tension and an unwillingness
to actually face down these fears. I admit that perhaps I kept them too comfortable and
did not push them as much as I could have. In my role, I was the excited new midwife,
longing to watch my first birth, trying to birth something that was not quite ready. This
naivety that I have, combined with my power, privilege, and credible ‘voice’ and
speaking experience makes me quite dangerous. I often wonder if I caused more damage
than I caused potential future growth.
Some other moments of illumination occurred at the end of a few workshops:
there was some realization of the need for a reckoning, and an admission that this will
truly cost the participants something significant that they are not prepared for. A few
participants revealed an awareness of the tension they exist in, and a need for them to
choose a ‘side.’ This reveals the strength of dynamic conservatism: in admitting that there
is a choice to be made, participants also admit that they are reluctant to take it, and lean
into it. They are very comfortable with the way things are, and eager to trust the fortress
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and its wisdom as right. What many of them do not admit here is the shame that they feel
in knowing that they will not actually confront their fear.
There were certainly many good intentions stated by the participants: desires to
lean into the fear and embrace the discomfort in this section, but whether or not they
actually do follow through on their intentions will be explored more in the upcoming
narrative theme of action. The lack of time and follow-up with participants is a limitation
of this study, but also a suggestion for further study, which will be discussed in the
conclusion.
Narrative Analysis Three: Denial
This narrative theme will focus mostly on data collected during and after
Workshops One and Two, which focused on developing thinking about white supremacy
as a system of oppression that is rooted in Canadian culture and institutions.
The tension that was revealed in this narrative theme was a tug between denial
versus confirmation, which arose as the participants began to grapple with growing
knowledge and awareness. The participants wrestled with these questions: What does one
do when one realizes that they have been living in ignorance? How does one reconcile
the knowledge that their racial identity has been a guise, a ruse, a tool used for
exploitation, and that one cannot continue to enjoy it freely anymore? And how does one
try to understand an institution that has been rooted in this exploitation and try to justify it
to where it currently exists?
There was much evidence of admission from participants that they had not often
seen or realized how much race impacts those who are not white. In these admissions, the
conflict of what to do next emerged. Would they confirm it, or look for reasons to deny it
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and, therefore, justify it? This struggle becomes evident in their comments that range
from complete admission to justification of and pride in the school and their efforts. The
participants seem to, again, dismiss the culpability of the school. This is similar to how
Applebaum (2010) describes white people who, “can still reproduce and maintain racist
practices when, and especially when, they believe themselves to be morally good” (p. 3).
There is plenty of evidence that participants do believe themselves and their school to be
morally good and rooted in goodness, which makes admission and acceptance of
oppression that much more difficult.
Similar to Kumashiro’s (2000) accusation that schools often fail to work against
various forms of oppression – and rather, function as places that breed complicity – the
participants certainly believe that the school is a safe place for racialized students. The
data in this section reveals the disconnect between what the participants believe to be true
about the school and the actual reality of the school, including racist comments, incidents,
curriculum, and evidence that at least one family had left the school because of racial
incidents. This disconnect between the participants’ perceptions of the school being
inclusive, welcoming, and unproblematic greatly contrasts the reality of the many stories
shared. This reveals a significant misunderstanding of what inclusivity actually is. This
ignorance further underscores the reality that white people are deeply connected to the
structures that maintain the privileges they enjoy and benefit from (Applebaum, 2004),
which makes it extremely difficult to acknowledge a different reality for others.
Considering transformative learning theories, which have the aim of helping
individuals challenge – and (hopefully) change – their current assumptions (Mezirow
1978), this narrative theme uncovers some of those assumptions. The revelations of self-

THE IMPLICATIONS OF WHITE TEACHER IDENTITY

213

examination shared within the learning community throughout the workshops provided
glimpses of critical awareness, and desires to change perspectives. As I sought to trouble
the participants’ thinking and disrupt the assumptions of their fortress as ‘good’ and
‘correct,’ I noted several moments of admission, several confessions that there were,
indeed, many entrenched shared assumptions which were inaccurate and harmful. For
example, Jared’s comments about the similarities between a white man, Black man, and
an Asian woman all homeless and on the streets, and his claim that they do not have
different levels of privileges and protections, revealed a complete misunderstanding of
varying levels of access to power, privileges, and protections dependent on race and
gender. This lack of critical awareness of the world once again reveals the entrenched
ways of thinking among the participants that allows them to be absolved of the world’s
problems.
This denial and difficulty of accepting responsibility also reveals the participants’
determined denial about this reality. Confirming the findings of many critical whiteness
scholars who acknowledge the strong grip of white supremacy on the psyche of white
people (Allen, 2004; Matias, 2014), this study’s findings highlight how deeply white
supremacy is entrenched, and raises a similar question to De Lissovoy and Brown (2013)
about whether racial solidarity is within our grasp. “Habits of mind” which are extremely
durable and resist transformation, according to Mezirow (1997), become evident when
examining this thread of denial and resistance.
Narrative Analysis Four: Oblivious
The tension in this section reflects a tug between obliviousness and awareness,
though this tension is not a ‘tug’ as much as it is a glimpse of another side of reality –
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much like the social media craze of the viral ‘blue dress’ image, or the ‘Yanni versus
Laurel’ sound clip that baffled so many. Those who see or hear one version are often in
shock and disbelief that someone else hears or sees something different. As humans, we
tend to doubt the existence of an alternate reality for someone, and question its accuracy.
As I attempted to lead participants into an awareness of the reality of racism and an
analysis of the normativity of whiteness, their shock and disbelief was evident in a
similar way. The tension emerged when participants needed to decide what to do with the
new knowledge they were given, which will be discussed in the next narrative theme;
therefore, this narrative theme will serve as an introduction to the tensions that will
follow. In this section, I would like to discuss the glimpses of awareness the participants
had, or the moments of illumination, as I attempted to introduce them to basic antioppression theory.
The findings of this study confirm what other recent studies have shown: that
most white teachers are oblivious to seeing themselves as part of a race equation, as they
do not recognize themselves as, “racial actors” (Brown, 2013, p. 141) who see
themselves as ‘normal’ and ‘correct,’ and therefore, they do not critique the history or
construction of the hierarchy. The participants admitted several times that they perceived
themselves as being ‘normal’ and ‘correct,’ and that they have rarely – in some cases,
ever – analyzed the problematic nature of the racial hierarchy that positions whiteness as
superior. The data that suggests that teachers are not invited to critique this structure of
domination, and resist when asked to do so, is confirmed in these findings, as well (Dei,
2000).
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The findings are also consistent with scholars in that the participants struggled to
accept the knowledge I presented as being true – and when they did, it was a painful
process. Breaking down previous schema or unlearning (Illeris, 2008) the ways that they
had previously misunderstood the world was clear in their comments. The sense of
surprise and admission of new learning confirms this schema being broken down.
Full awareness of these deep systems would require much more time than we had
in the workshops; I was only able to offer a brief introduction. However, the participants’
responses indicate that they had some moments of illumination, especially when they
admitted how oblivious to racism they realized they had been. This admission in a few
different instances is telling of a proverbial tip of the iceberg race cognizance
(Frankenberg, 1993). Among the several participants who noted new understandings
about systems, Patricia’s chart that she created to explain her new awareness of systemic
racism and her participation in it (Appendix I) was indicative of the budding cognizance
that some participants were experiencing.
To connect our own efforts (and lack thereof) in functioning in and sustaining
white supremacy, while examining structural forces that privilege certain groups and
marginalize others – the, “dual process” Kumashiro (2000) describes – was ambitious for
the scope of this study. Though there is evidence that there was an admission of the
existence of white supremacy and structural racism, there was not much evidence of the
admission of complicity in perpetuating the system, either of themselves or the school.
As Case (2012) notes, white people are linked to racial domination and unearned
privilege, yet the participants in this study failed to examine their own role in this linkage
– or, perhaps, I failed to accurately invite them into seeing this linkage.
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There seemed to be moments of illumination among the participants or, at least,
the recognition that privileges are attached to something: a past, a history. This is seen in
the admission that we are all ‘tangled up’ together, and we are all responsible for undoing
this. However, very quickly, there is evidence of a retreat from this glimpse, as if it is
simply too much to grasp or process. Again, in such a short time period, asking people to
do this with only one facilitator was an enormous undertaking, and perhaps the small
glimpses were false, or merely performative.
Noting Mills (1994), I sought to invite this group to begin the process of
unlearning the purposeful misunderstandings that they are ‘normal’ and begin to realize
the depth of dysfunction in maintaining the oppressor identity. Yet again, this process
would require a longer time commitment than I was able to offer. My own struggle in
delivering content, while also allowing the group to discuss such content, required me to
make choices about where we spent most of our time. My commitment to honouring the
CPAR process and allowing participants to discuss ended up, in the end, taking away
from further opportunities to invite them into a deeper analysis.
I did see some evidence in the findings that a few of the participants admitted that
they have some awareness of their own mistaken sense of superiority or dominance.
There were confessional moments that were notable, and pointed to some growth. Most
participants, however, seemed to easily point out others who have this, but were slow to
implicate themselves. The desire during the workshops to discuss the areas where they
felt oppression was evident: they easily admitted and shared their feelings of being
burdened as outsiders. More challenging for them were the ways they have witnessed
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white supremacy – many pointed to media as a safe place to discuss this, for instance.
The notion of complicity within these systems was what was lacking.
I would like to note that as a facilitator, I felt a sense of responsibility in leading
participants to an awareness that would pain them, as much as I know that it is the right
thing to do. It is not easy to knowingly cause someone pain, but I knew that this would
pain them because of my own experience in my growing racial cognizance. I knew that
leading participants to growing awareness would lead them to the next tension, and
ultimately, to some decisions about whether or not they would be willing to address the
inherent tension in the school that they all love. This complex role of a white facilitator
doing this work will be addressed in recommendations for further study in the next
chapter. I must admit here, however, that as a white facilitator collecting data, this
complexity was compounded by my competing commitments. My priority at the outset
was to collect data and to determine the answer to my research questions; however, my
competing priority was to truly help lead these participants to a greater racial cognizance
that could affect change. My disappointment in my results was disheartening and
troubling. If nothing else, this was a project of hope, and my hope has been stifled.
Narrative Analysis Five: Action
The tension in this narrative theme is between action and inaction. There comes a
time after awareness grows when one has to decide whether or not to move forward and
continue to birth this new awareness into something meaningful, or to stifle it. The birth
metaphor will be used again throughout this narrative theme because it lends some
nuances to this journey of moving toward action, including many of the possible
complications and outcomes of such a perilous journey.
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As noted in the literature review, critical pedagogues, notably Freire (1970),
explained that a, “profound rebirth” (p. 61) was needed in order for the oppressor to work
for the humanity of the oppressed. This “profound rebirth” relates to the tension involved
in a birth. What happens when a fetus does not go through the birth canal and cannot be
birthed naturally? What happens when one is stuck in a tension, having awareness but
lacking action? What happens if something does not get birthed? It does not just wait in
the birth canal, it dies. This birth metaphor captures the main tension of whether
knowledge will produce action. In this tension, we also explored whether knowledge will
at least nudge people to be a little more prepared for the next time they encounter a
disillusioning event.
This metaphor allows me to admit that this entire endeavour was doomed to
failure, in as far as its goal was to create activists, or racially cognizant white people. This
result is not actually possible without, as Mezirow (1978) notes, a significant emotional
encounter, a triggering or disorienting event, which cannot be concocted. Attempting to
create this significant emotional or cognitive experience, which scholars say is needed for
the transformation of an oppressor identity (Allen & Rossatto, 2009), proved to be
challenging.
Between the second and third workshop, tragic events unfolded in Charlottesville,
Virginia, as mentioned in the findings section of this study. I was initially hopeful that
this event could provide the disorienting dilemma needed to push participants further in
their thinking, or turn action into something inevitable. However, though participants
were saddened and horrified while trying to make sense of the event, especially with their
new awareness of white supremacy, several of them noted that nothing had been
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mentioned about the incident by their pastors or other leaders in their communities, nor
had anything been mentioned by the administration. Their responses to the atrocities were
left for them to concoct. They were free to ignore the events or simply talk amongst
themselves about them.
Recognizing that I was unable to concoct this experience, I focused on trying to
invite them into sharing stories and rupturing their limited view of the world. Also
admitting that adults cannot be forced into change (Kegan, 1982), but can only be invited
to see inequities in a way they perhaps had not considered, I invited participants to hear
the realities of oppression for those who do not access power and privileges the way they
have. As much as I attempted to create a safe space for honesty and authentic sharing, I
suspect that I was limited by the power structures in the room. As there were definite
understood seniority levels, the people who were navigating the power around them
tended to say the most ‘acceptable’ things, or rather, things I think they thought I wanted
them to say. They became crickets, chirping back at me the things I had said. Perhaps
these things sounded good and true to them at the moment. The true indicator would be
whether or not they prompted them to action, and that is outside of the scope of this
study. Similarly, when I asked participants about their thoughts about the workshops,
they were very kind and affirming; however, I question the legitimacy of these statements
as well, as they were made to me directly, and ‘being nice’ often supersedes honesty,
especially among white people talking about race. This is consistent with both LadsonBillings (2009) and Applebaum (2010), who fear that ‘nice’ white teachers will never
assume the bold, liminal, and unpopular work of re-thinking race and education.
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As noted, anti-racist theorists advocate for deep transformative work at the
individual level first (Dei, 2000). As I tried to lead the participants into this work, I did
witness a few moments of illumination that lend to initial transformative work – notably,
when they were discussing their growing awareness that without diversity, they were
missing something vital and important. Confessing that their limited life experiences
created a loss seemed to be surprising to the participants. Some of their statements that
claimed this loss outright could well have been simply regurgitating things that I had said
in the workshops; whether participants truly felt and processed this loss – or, more
importantly, whether they will seek to adjust their lives in acknowledgment of this loss –
remains to be seen. I found myself frustrated that often, the participants wanted to point
fingers at others who were racist, or at other situations and incidents, but rarely
themselves. I tried to steer them into personal self-reflection, but was reminded often of
the fear they had toward vulnerability.
As is clear in the interviews, I attempted in the workshops to elicit a realization
that dominant identities experience a loss when they remain in their echo chambers. I
used the example of loss of my sons’ experience, as they occupy the dominant identity of
being male. I talk about how they are often taught by society – coaches, teachers, and the
media – to ‘man up,’ which implies a masculinity that is quite unobtainable. The flip-side
of this call for young boys to appear masculine usually implies a dislike, and even a
condemnation, of things that are feminine, and leads them to the logical conclusion that
being feminine or ‘girly’ or a ‘sissy’ equates to being weak or less than. What happens in
this hyper-masculine vacuum that so many boys are being raised in can prevent them
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from accessing their full humanity. It can cause them to be doubtful or afraid of
emotions, intimacy, or vulnerability.
This is the ‘loss’ that I tried to connect to my understanding of whiteness. I shared
with the participants how I had lost much value because I did not have women and people
of colour teaching me, leading me, and speaking into my life for the first few decades.
There seemed to be an awareness of a loss among participants, but it is difficult to judge
the validity of this. Just because someone says they perceive something as a loss, or they
have a glimpse of the loss and what it has cost them, does not mean that they will do
anything to change it. Consistent with leading scholars in anti-racism, white people
generally do not perceive a loss as being significant enough to make any substantial
changes. This also confirms the scholars who note that white people typically are not in
solidarity with people of colour (Rodriguez, 1998). This, in turn, highlights the hypocrisy
of the whole endeavour: to state that something is a loss, but to do nothing to make it
materially part of your core values and actions, is to allow it to die in the womb.
The stated intentions of several of the participants to ‘go deeper’ and continue
learning are difficult to take at face value. When claiming this, participants did not
discuss specific issues that they were planning to address, and had not exhibited a level of
comfort in tackling race or discrimination. The lack of clarity about their hoped-for
continued growth leads me to believe that they are not serious about it. The comments
made about their desire to continue to explore areas related to the workshops could well
have been inauthentic and performative. This performative notion is consistent with the
research in the literature review which states that authentic solidarity requires a violent
determination and a strict reflexivity with regard to the, “basic epistemological distortions
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grounding the understanding they generally inhabit” (De Lissovoy & Brown, 2013, p.
546).
Scholars certainly confirm that white people often stay in states of confusion
before they do anything to actually promote systemic change (Lensmire, 2010). Perhaps
much of the learning that took place for the participants led them into this state of
confusion. The hopelessness that several of them allude to might hint that they are in this
state: unsure of what to do next, and confused about how to move forward.
At times, in moments of illumination, participants share that they sense a need to
name white supremacy and lament as a group. This could perhaps be a beginning point
for the group, but I fear that these participants would not yet be ready to lead this, and a
confessional activity like this would require strong leadership and vision. As noted by
participants, their awareness would need to be engaged somehow, or nurtured, and there
was a recognition that this was not likely going to happen with the current leadership,
evident in their expressions of fear and worry that it would not happen.
In this part of the study, a few participants explained why they abandoned a
previously adopted and long-used text without a plan in place for its replacement. In
these explanations, there are hints of reluctance and defensiveness of the book as a
worthy read. With the decision to do this, there is great pride in taking a risky step
forward that may upset the proverbial fortress. This indicates a growing awareness that
something is wrong, but a reluctance to fully admit complicity and the damage done
throughout the recent years. The participants are proudly moving forward, but not taking
steps or action to do any damage control, confess, or lament the harm that had been
caused by the previous text.
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The admission by one participant that it is not natural for him to occupy a posture
of humility in order to listen and learn about racism is telling. This is precisely what
several critical scholars allude to (Applebaum, 2010; Thompson, 2003). This speaks
directly to the fact that most white teachers avoid talking about race; they are reluctant to
admit that there is a problem with race; they resist learning about race; and they are not
likely to naturally gravitate toward an anti-racist posture (Kumashiro, 2000; Matias,
2013). Another participant seems to understand that this posture would require constant
nurturing and cultivation, but there is no one at the school to provide this, nor any
mandate to fund this. This comment affirms what scholars note about how highly
invested white people are in the system of white supremacy (Allen, 2004) by pointing out
the serious lack of investment, financial or other, to counteract it.
Fear of placing the burden of representation on one person, but not knowing how
to get around that, hints at the unresolved tension that the participants have now entered.
This liminal space will, as mentioned previously, either push forward to birth new ways
of leading, or it will be forgotten, subsumed by the urgent. The recognition of a few
participants of the bondage that white people are in reveals a realization in our shared
humanity. The complex quote by Lilla Watson that one participant shared alludes to an
awareness that we are all trapped in oppression; however, stating this and acting to
change anything are very different notions.
The barriers that were mentioned by the participants as hindering them from
action were significant. The issue of proximity to people and communities of colour is
not one that is easily resolved. The excuse for wanting guidance and clear direction for
how to go about this is also difficult, which will be discussed again in the conclusion of
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this study. The prediction that it would be difficult and cause tension in the community
once again shows how there is a protectionism of the existing fortress. This fear of
‘getting in trouble’ from the community is noted as a hindrance a few times, too. This
protectionism of the status quo, the way the community can hold power over individuals
and control their behavior, is consistent with third wave critical whiteness scholars who
describe the stronghold of white supremacy (Allen, 2009; Leonardo, 2009; Matias, 2014).
A few participants were hesitant about how the community would respond if this type of
training were wider. There is a definite fear evident in these statements, and this serves as
an excuse for not moving toward action. Just as Herr and Anderson (2005) warn that
challenging the status quo may not be a thrilling prospect for the organization or
institution under the microscope, Cahill and Torre (2007) warn that PAR researchers
must, “consider the political ramifications of making the invisible visible” (p. 367).
Other excuses offered included the participants’ competing commitments, notably
busyness, materialism, and a lack of clear guidance from administration. As Kegan and
Laskow (2001) argue, these competing commitments that will likely prevent any
transformative change are seemingly accepted as reality by the participants, or the way
things have always been. As they predicted, leading people to understand themselves as
oppressors was indeed challenging – and seemingly impossible.
Chapter Summary
In this chapter, I have attempted to discuss and analyze the findings that arose
during the pre-interviews, the workshops, the post-interviews, session notes, and journals.
The wealth of data has been organized thematically to attempt to capture the main ideas
that resounded in the data. This section sought to discuss the findings by analyzing the
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narrative themes that were uncovered from the data. Using the thread of a tension, I
sought to explain the ways that white teachers are pulled by strong unseen forces. The
notion of a fortress was used to capture the dynamic conservatism that compelled the
participants to trust in the foundations of their institution. The moments of illumination
were used to show glimpses of potential growth and awareness. In this way, there were
some indications that steps toward race cognizance occurred, albeit very slight. Next, I
will draw conclusions from this research by discussing the implications, the knowledge
contributions, the limitations, and some of the challenges of the study.
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CHAPTER SIX: CONCLUSION
In this conclusion, I will address the implications of this research study for theory
and practice. I will also explore how this study has filled a gap in the current research,
explain how this project contributes to current research in whiteness studies, and offer
recommendations for future research that is needed as a result of these findings.
Implications
First of all, I echo the call of several scholars for a unifying theory of whiteness;
the plethora of terms, ideas, theories, and competing ideas make it a complex web to
navigate. As mentioned in the literature review, Owen (2007) advocates for a unifying
theory of whiteness for pragmatic reasons, claiming that it would be liberating in the
effort to disrupt and dismantle the system of white racial oppression. Similarly, I believe
that a unifying theory that brings together complex terms and ideas could be very useful.
I especially think a theoretical work that could be accessible to high school teachers –
that is, a simplified, easily read, and concise explanation – could be extremely useful in
disrupting white supremacy. As is clear in this study and in so many studies about high
school teachers, the competing commitments for a teacher’s time are urgent. In order to
make changes at this level of education, resources need to be provided that will useable
and accessible.
Secondly, this study sought to lend insight into the previously mentioned gap in
the literature related to the process of unlearning white privilege and dominance (Case,
2012; Thompson & Neville, 1999; Stoudt, Fine, & Fox, 2012). These and other scholars,
such as Allen (2004) and De Lissovoy and Brown (2013), have called for a new critical
pedagogy that will help transform white identity and abolish white supremacy, while
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inviting deep engagement about how white people perpetuate racism. Further to this
point, this study specifically sought to engage practicing white teachers. Lensmire (2012)
points to this problem of a lack of compelling research that studies teachers as white,
racialized beings. This study implies that there is much more work to be done; the small
size of this study barely makes a dent in the enormous work that needs to continue in this
area, though it does offer insight as to how this work might be done.
Knowledge Contribution
Though in positivist research, success is often determined by the transferability of
the findings, in CPAR, success is not objectively measured:
the criterion of success in not whether participants have followed the steps
faithfully, but whether they have a strong and authentic sense of development and
evolution in their practices, their understandings of their practices, and the
situations in which they practice. (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005, p. 563)
Ideally, the results will be beneficial to the institution, and to each of the teachers
involved in the project. Kemmis, McTaggart, and Nixon (2015), in their latest handbook
for conducting PAR, argue,
that action research in general might think a little less about the extent to which it
contributes to knowledge (especially in these days when the extent to which
university researchers contribute to knowledge is measured by the extent to which
they publish in books and academic journals) and more about the extent to which
it contributes to history. (p. 27)
This study, however, hopefully does contributes to the knowledge of how white
teachers make sense of their white racial identity, how they resist it, and how they
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navigate new understandings about race and oppression. This research study presents a
possibility for school boards who are looking for ways to engage in equity work that may
go beyond a one-day professional development (PD) day. A series of workshops where
teachers are allowed to be vulnerable, engaged, and take time between each meeting to
read, think, and reflect may be especially useful for schools that have a predominantly
white staff. As more and more schools in Ontario are facing the reality of an increasingly
diverse student population, and as changes in Ontario’s hiring practices are going to take
many years for our teaching staff to match the student population, training for white
teachers is going to be especially needed. This study outlines one possible route to the
needed work of engaging white teachers in a negotiation of their white identity.
Hopefully, this research study can assist school boards and equity leaders by providing
insights into how they can navigate the challenges of the work.
How this study contributes to history, as the leaders of PAR suggest, is something
only the history books can tell someday. I truly hope that this project has contributed to
the development of the school in which I was able to work. I have been in touch with a
few of the participants since the study concluded, and I have heard of incidents and
decisions that continue to be made at the school because of this study. The school’s
continued evolution, as they navigate an increasingly racialized population, has hopefully
been affected by this project.
Future Research Recommendations
This study confirms what many of the scholars have noted: namely, that white
teachers in white dominated spaces are not invited to consider race very often. Because of
this lack, I suggest that spaces like this are dearly needed. There are few options for
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teachers to engage in contemplating resistance to subtle, white hegemony.
White teachers need safe and supportive spaces to explore oppression and
examine their role in perpetuating systemic racism. As noted throughout this study,
identity work is personal, vulnerable, and needs time and care to process. Having these be
white-only spaces with a white facilitator allows for a reduction of continued harm;
however, it also opens up room for error. As scholars heed, a white person’s work must
be condoned by people of colour (Allen, 2004).
I recommend more CPAR studies take place with practicing teachers. Following
the lead of Michelle Fine and others at the Public Science Project, I believe that CPAR
research lends itself to emancipatory possibilities. I feel strongly that this type of research
that elicits the participation and voices of all involved offers better chances of
emancipation and transformative learning than alternate types of research. I believe that
CPAR has the potential to answer the call of the most recent document related to equity
released by our provincial government: Ontario’s Education Equity Action Plan (2018).
Though this type of work is time-consuming, messy, and complex, I do believe this type
of involved work offers more hope than documents, PD days, books, or articles can offer.
The extended length of time, repeated exposure, and involvement of the participants
creates opportunities for change to occur. CPAR allows for teachers to be an active part
of the learning process, instead of being told what to think, believe, or how to act. As all
of the change theorists that I have mentioned in this study concur, change happens best
when it happens from within and when it is an idea from an individual – not an idea that
is mandated.
The true spirit of CPAR is to engage a voice that is marginalized, and in many
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ways, this study bent the expectation for this. The angle I tried to use instead was to heed
the scholars who advocate for more ways to unlearn dominance and an oppressor
identity. If you concede, like Freire (1970), that everyone is de-humanized in an
oppressive systems, then the oppressor identity is in need of this work. However, I must
note that the suffering of the oppressor is in no way comparable to the suffering of
marginalized. To act as if the oppressor occupies a voice that needs to be elicited for the
sake of being heard is incorrect, and in that sense, this study misses the true spirit of
CPAR.
Another recommendation, however, related to Freire’s (1970) notion that the
oppressor identity is also de-humanized, is attention to this process of de-humanization.
In Diane Goodman’s (2009) work about the costs of oppression for people from
privileged groups, she notes that the costs are not the same as the loss of, “power, dignity,
opportunities, and resources faced by people in disadvantaged groups” (para. 4). Yet,
Goodman identifies several of the damaging effects of social injustice on dominant
groups. She lists things including: i) loss of mental health; ii) denial of emotions and
empathy; iii) isolation from people who are different; iv) barriers to deepen, more
authentic relationships; v) guilt and shame; vi) moral ambivalence; and vii) ignorance of
own culture and history, to name a few. These are worthy of exploring, in depth, as an
avenue for motivating dominant groups engagement in justice efforts.
Similarly, looking into the ways white people have embodied whiteness as it
relates to the embodiment of an oppressor identity is a recommendation for further
research. Literacy scholars have noted the ways that construction of race resides in
physical bodies as a, “racialized feltness and livedness” (Hughes, 2016, p. 127).
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Conversely, since we, read bodies (Ahmed, 2004), I believe that there is potential to
expand research into the ways that whiteness resides in white bodies. Considering
racialization as an acquired literacy that is felt and known in our very bodies could offer
insights into helping unlearn the oppressor identity. Some work on this has been done by
trauma psychologists, such as Menakem (2017), who identifies white body supremacy as
trauma that lives deeply in white people’s bodies, and offers creative strategies for how to
heal from it. I see potential for the continuation of this line of inquiry and how it could be
used for white educators.
Another recommendation for further study relates to the ongoing tension for white
people who do anti-racism work, as the tension is never resolved or reconciled. As
Memmi (1965) predicted in his seminal work, The Colonizer and The Colonized, the
colonizer will never belong: to revolt and question a colonial system, they will be hated
and alienated by their fellow colonizers, and they will never find a place among the
colonized. The colonized are, “not his people and never will be” (Memmi, 1965, p. 39).
The colonizer’s loyalty, by virtue of his position, will always be questioned and
suspected. Memmi explains that a colonizer who attempts to liberate the colonized
realizes, at some point, that he is struggling for a social order in which there would be no
place for him. He predicts that, “the benevolent colonizer can never attain the good, for
his only choice is not between good and evil, but between evil and uneasiness” (Memmi,
1965, p. 43).
Memmi continues to explore how a colonizer will realize that his efforts are
ineffectual. He will become silent, bewildered, and ineffective. This, too, has been
realized throughout the course of this study. As scholars have warned, white people who
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choose to study in this field will experience personal difficulties as we confront our own
investments in racist structures (De Lissovoy & Brown, 2013; Leonardo, 2004; LevineRasky, 2011). I had underestimated the lonely island that this work would thrust me on: I
am no longer able to enjoy without impunity the many white spaces that I previously
existed in quite contentedly. The past several years have seen a slow removal of my
presence from such spaces – or at the very least, a removal of my unobjectionable
presence. When required, I will submit to such spaces, but I will now question them, raise
concerns, push envelopes, invite introspection into topics, share my own transformation,
and more. This is often unwelcome, and I have found that I have very few spaces in my
life where I can exist as fully myself. An important consideration here weaves in the
mothering theories that I began this study being mindful of. These theories serve to
underscore the motivation that I have as the mother of a racialized child for doing this
work. Absent from Memmi’s critique of the colonial relationship is a consideration of
families that include someone from either end of the continuum. I will remain steadfast in
my belief that this underlying factor in my own personal circumstances compels me to do
this work with an urgency that I likely would not have without such a family dynamic.
An example of Memmi’s (1965) prediction that the oppressor will never find a
place of belonging is this: when one of my co-facilitators, a Black woman, walked away
from a rather challenging morning filled with anti-black racism and ignorance, she later
shared that she had found solace in her Black sisters. I have no such white sisterhood, nor
do I belong within a Black sisterhood when processing the pain of racism, for my body
receives it much differently that a person of colour does. All of this is to say that one of
my recommendations is the need for more spaces for white people to process the painful
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ways that we have to unlearn how white supremacy has harmed us. Again, I suspect that
these spaces should not further burden a person of colour to listen to or help us process
our collective undoing; rather, these spaces should be vulnerable and invitational places
of learning, pain-sharing, and (hopefully) growth for white people to unlearn our
dominance and to process the many ways that white supremacy has harmed each of us.
As mentioned prior, I do believe this type of work needs to be overseen and condoned by
people of colour (Allen, 2004).
This is a bold recommendation, no doubt, but one that I make with the caveat that
more and more white people are waking up to the pain of racism in our current reality
than perhaps ever before – and the time is ripe, based on current political and global
realities. I also recommend that these spaces be connected to a community of practice,
under the shared leadership and vision of a multi-racial team who shares a collective
vision. One such space that has been created, and that I have been able to be a part of in
the past few years, is called Kenosis. Led by a woman of colour, several groups have
been created and cultivated for this express purpose. The description of a Kenosis group
is as follows:
White people have a special responsibility to unlearn racism and stand with
people of colour to challenge systemic racism. How can this be done? The first
step is by unpacking what it means to have a white identity in the Canadian
context. The [religious denomination] Office of Race Relations Canada has called
on conscientious, compassionate individuals who are no strangers to the discourse
of racism to facilitate groups and safe spaces for authentic and transparent
conversation. These Kenosis Community Groups are run by White people for
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White people so that concepts and topics related to race and racism in Canada can
be explored in an environment that promotes freedom to explore without fear of
offence. (2018, para 1)
Though this group has been created out of a faith community, I believe it has
potential for many institutions. There are implications for any predominately white
institution (PWI) including, but certainly not limited to, faculties of education and
university settings in general. The facilitation work that I am called upon to do in a
variety of institutions, both within and outside of education, attest to the need for creative
and dialogical work to be done that can help institutions recognize the toxicity of a
culture centered around whiteness, and the strength that a diverse leadership can offer. By
offering segregated spaces to engage white learners about the implications of race, white
people can process the complex meaning of their racial identity. The work that has been
done with pre-service teachers around their understanding of their white identity is vast,
as mentioned in the literature review; however, I chose not to delve into the learning that
occurs with this particular population because it has been studied in-depth. Rather, I
chose to focus my research on practicing teachers, who have a different investment in
their institutions than a pre-service teacher, and who are better able to grapple with their
own deep investments.
Limitations
At the end of the study, I longed to extend it, to follow each teacher through their
upcoming school year and listen to how they would continue this work. Though a few of
the participants have kept in touch and do email me with questions occasionally, most of
them do not. My conclusions, as mentioned, about their verbal commitments are
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questionable because I do not know if they truly did any of the things that they
mentioned. I also recommend further study in this work that would be longitudinal, and
follow teachers who are trying to integrate anti-racism in their pedagogy.
I felt an enormous responsibility in leading these teachers through change,
especially since this invited so much emotional investment. Therefore, I think a deeper
consideration of the emotional implications of this work need to be considered. I suggest
that healing work be combined with anti-racism work, or even contemplative work, much
like the work done through The Association for Contemplative Mind in Higher
Education. I believe there are many possibilities for engaging this work with unlearning
racial dominance. Once again, considering Memmi’s (1965) extensive analysis on the
dynamic between a colonizer and the colonized, it could be crucial to note that he
predicted this difficulty in unlearning:
While he [the one helping the colonized] happens to dream of a tomorrow, a
brand-new social state in which the colonized cease to be colonized, he certainly
does not conceive, on the other hand, of a deep transformation of his own
situation and of his own personality. (p. 40)
I have noted several limitations throughout this chapter, but I will also confess to
another: my confidence at the outset of this project. In fact, since the beginning of
pursuing this Ph.D., my underestimation about the seriousness, rigour, and complexity
involved in the enormous task of unlearning racism was naive at best, but also, perhaps
harmful. Until recently, while co-facilitating alongside a few women of colour, I had not
glimpsed how deeply painful this kind of work can be for them – as they are subjected to
listening to denials of their pain, and justifications for systemic violence upon their very
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bodies. I knew this to be true in theory, but I most certainly underestimated the toll that it
takes on one’s selfhood. My white privilege has allowed me to be immune to this pain,
and to learn about it from a distance. Perhaps somewhat ironically, at the tail-end of this
study, I now see that undertaking such a task was not within my scope. I take solace in
something Maya Angelou once famously said: “Do the best you can until you know
better. Then when you know better, do better.” I will be much more wary in the future of
undertaking such work without someone alongside me to guide me, hold me accountable,
and sustain me. My supervisor oversaw this work, and tried to warn me many times of
overstepping, but I think it often fell on deaf ears that were not yet ready to listen.
As mentioned previously, another factor that led to my inability to lead
participants to go somewhere where they could not or were not ready to go was also
likely due to my own racial identity. There are some very important considerations about
my role as a white woman doing anti-racism work, both positive and negative. The fact
that participants trusted me, viewed me as one of them, and confessed things to me was
helpful as an introduction and in the creation of a safe space. However, my own ongoing
struggle to understand the many unacknowledged ways that I am programmed with white
supremacist notions were left unchecked without someone holding me accountable. I
have so many limitations myself, and I can only lead people as far as I have gone myself.
I am, and will always be, very much on a learning journey.
In conclusion, this study was a massive undertaking, and I learned so much
throughout the process. I would change so many things about it if I were to repeat it;
however, I am very grateful for all that I learned in the process. Though my results were
less than I expected in terms of tracing the development of race cognizance in each
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teacher participant, the possibility of transformation among white teachers remains to be
a topic in which I will continue to invest time and energy. As mentioned in the outset of
the study, DuBois (1903), speaking to what he called the negro problem, wrote that, “the
burden belongs to the nation, and the hands of none of us are clean if we bend not our
energies to righting these great wrongs” (p. 41). I follow his advice, and will continue to,
“bend my energy” to the racial injustices so apparent in our nation.
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Appendix A
Pre-Interview Question Guide

1.
2.
3.
4.

What subject do you teach?
How long have you been at this school?
Why did you choose to be a part of this study?
Have you had any other diversity training experiences? If so, please tell me about them.
What were they like?

5. How do you describe your race/ethnicity?
6. How important is your race/ethnicity to your daily life? (how often do you consider it, in
what circumstances?)
7. What was your exposure to race like while you were growing up?
8. Do you recall your first, or an early, exposure to race as a child?
9. What are your thoughts about your exposure or lack of exposure to race as a child or
adolescent?
10. How does race effect your life today?
11. Do you feel that you have been privileged in life because of your race?
12. Do you have many friends who are racialized or Aboriginal? How do they affect your life?
13. When does race come up as a topic in your classroom?
14. How comfortable do you feel addressing race with your students?
15. How do you define racism?
16. How do you perceive Ontario’s effectiveness at achieving racial equity?
17. How do you perceive your school effectiveness at achieving inclusion for your racialized
students?
18. What do you know of policies in Ontario related to education and race?
19. Do you perceive yourself as someone who is willing and able to critique assumptions?
20. When a conflict comes up in a group, how do you typically respond?
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Appendix B
Participatory Action Research Cycle
Table 1
Participatory Action Research Cycle

Acting
(Workshops)

Planning

Observing

(Pre-interviews
for 1, and then
feedback for 25)

(Session Notes;
Observation
Notes)

Reflecting
(Journal
Reflections)
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Appendix C
Workshop Observation Notes
Workshop Number ___

Responses and Behaviors (Verbal/ Nonverbal)

Goals for workshop:

Verbal

Participant #1

Participant #2

Participant #3

Participant #4

Participant #5

Non-verbal
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Session Notes

SESSION NOTES
WORKSHOP Topic:
Date:
Name: ________________
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Appendix E
Workshop Outline
OVERALL GOALS OF WORKSHOPS
1. To create an inclusive community in the school where racialized, immigrant,
international, and Indigenous students feel valuable and white dominant students
understand and appreciate the gift of a racially diverse community.
2. To critique the dominant identity of the students and staff and look at ways this
identity can work against the goal of appreciating the gift of a diverse community.
3. To uncover ways teachers can engage students in conversations about race by
discussing dominant identities, whiteness, white privilege, and race.
4. To empower teachers to create inclusive classrooms that value the inherent
dignity of each student.
5. To practice being teacher intellectuals by digging into deep study about race.
TOPIC 1: White Identity
GOALS:
➢ To understand the purpose of the study
➢ To identify the shared concern
➢ To build a community of trust and respect
➢ To develop a common language
➢ To agree to ground rules that will guide each workshop
➢ To look at the frameworks that exist in Ontario
➢ To discuss the need to critique white identity
➢ To understand the purpose and function of the journal and session notes as data
TOPIC 2: White Supremacy
GOALS:
➢ To recognize how systems of oppression function
➢ To learn of white supremacy as a functioning system of oppression and power
➢ To discover how systemic racism functions in schools

TOPIC 3: Biases and Blindspots
GOALS:
➢ To review and discuss examples of the oppression continuum and white
supremacy
➢ To explore privilege
➢ To examine systemic racism
➢ To explore what researchers say about whiteness
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➢ To recognize blind spots as barriers
TOPIC 4: White Silence and complicity
GOALS:
➢ To contemplate the dangers of silence in situations of injustice
➢ To share and process reactions of recent events
➢ To review items missed from session 3

TOPIC 5: So what? Responding.
GOALS:
➢ To explore potential responses to these workshop
➢ To establish a plan for response
➢ To have closure for the meetings
➢ To discover avenues for further learning
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Appendix F
Oppression Continuum Made in Workshop Two
Table 2
Oppression Continuum created in Workshop Two

Power

Dominant
Identity
Male

Sexism

Right

Able-Bodied

Ableism

Pride
Good
Moral
Superior
Normal
Proper
Comfortable

Wealthy
Heterosexual
Cis-Gender
Married
Parent
White
Settler

Classism
Heterosexism
Cis-Ism

Appropriate

Christian

Straight

English Speaking

Preferable

Dominant AngloSaxon Protestant

Adjectives

“Ism”

Racism
Racism

Non-Dominant
Identity
Female
People with
Disabilities
Poor
LGBQ
Trans
Single
Non-Parent
Racialized
Indigenous
Hindu, Muslim,
Jewish,
Non-Native
Speaker
All Other White
Ethnicities

Adjectives
Wrong
Immoral
Defective
Inferior
Abnormal
Marginalized
Lazy
Shame
Improper
Sinful
Queer

Innocent

Needs To Be
Saved/Fixed
Distrusted

Valuable
Authority
Oppressor
Well Intended
Neutral

Powerless
Violated
Primitive
Oppressed
Other

Ethnocentrism

THE IMPLICATIONS OF WHITE TEACHER IDENTITY

273

Appendix G
Post-Interview Question Guide
1. How have your views related to whiteness changed since the beginning of these
workshops about critiquing whiteness?
2. What were some highlights or key takeaways for you throughout the process?
3. What are some of the concepts that resonated with you?
4. Has your awareness of racial issues changed since the outset of this study? If so in
what ways?
5. Do you see yourself revisiting or rethinking the way you approach the topic of race in
your classroom? If so, how?
6. Do you feel empowered to critique any of the structures or systems at the school that
you perceive to be inequitable?
7. Did you find this process of workshops and reflections to be useful to your
understanding of race? If so, how?
8. What was the most insightful part of being a part of this project?
9. What is your sense of how whiteness operates in the school?
10. Would you recommend a project like this for other schools?
11. What would you change about it to improve the process?
12. Have you had any insights outside of this group that have been spurred because of our
learning?
13. Are there any specific conversations or incidents that you’ve had outside of the group
that were a direct result of your learning in this project?
14. Has your openness around discussing topics of race changed at all because of this
project? How?
15. What is the likelihood of you continuing to learn about race, power, and privilege on
your own?
16. Anything else you’d like to share about the process or about the learning?
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Appendix H
Initial Codes and the Five Narrative Themes
Table 3
Initial Codes and the Five Narrative Themes

exposure to race
ignorance
homogeneity
acknowledgment of ignorance

1. Identity

lack of diversity

acknowledgment of bias
suspicious of whiteness

discomfort
nervous
perfection
harm to students
learning with colleaguees
language
reluctance
discomfort
fear of revealing self

ill-equipped
consideration of cost
impact

2. Fear
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impact vs. intent
longing to avoid race
belief that the school is safe
lack of understanding support
needed

racial climate of the school

3. Denial

racist incidents
international student
anti-Black racism
alt-right presence
Native population

lack of discussion about and
exposure to race
shock at statistics
difficulty relating
seeing self as normal
admission of awareness
admission of hyposcrisy
confessions of ignorance
language as power
incident that revealed
obliviousness

4. Obliviousness
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what needs to change
need more diversity
recognize a loss
ideas about how to change
administration

deliberate
workshops
specific action items
barriers to change
hopelessness
skepticism
competing priorities

5. Action
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Appendix I
Chart Created by Patricia
Table 4
Chart Created by Patricia (Journal 3)
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Table 5
Key Quotes from Each Narrative Theme that Led to Narrative Analysis
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“Caucasian through and through everywhere” (Brian, June 19, 2017,
Interview 1).
"I don’t think I’ve got anyone that I engage personally that’s of a
different ethnic origin than me” (Jared, June 22, 2017, Interview 4).
"I can’t think of many people of significant different ethnicities to
mind that I spend time with regularly” (Noelle, June 22, 2017,
Interview 5).
“I feel like my race doesn’t come in, I don’t view it as a huge part of
my identity, probably because I’m white” (June 22, 2017, Interview
5).

"It’s not pushed on us daily to have to deal with race" (Patricia, June
21, 2017, Interview 2).
“when I think privilege, I think of it this way: That I know that my
default can be thinking that I’m the dominant story” (Brian, June 19,
2017, Interview 1).
"I don’t think I’ve ever had to think about that . . . I haven’t had to
think, are my neighbours going to be okay with my race?" (Patricia,
June 21, 2017, Interview 2)
“I look out at all the other ideas, and cultures and so on, that I’m
looking at it from the perspective of my way is the right way’" (Jared,
June 22, 2017, Interview 4).
"In its inception, [the school] . . . was designed to protect, um, an
identity, a religious
identity, a religious perspective" (Jordan,
June 26, 2017, Interview 6).
"It’s beautiful that they have these families with long cultures here,
it’s beautiful that we have kids who are third generation coming to
the school, and that people believe in it enough to have people come
here" (Brian, June 19, 2017, Interview 1).
“[We] tend to surround ourselves by people who share the same
dominant cultures, um, guilty as charged, right?” (Jared, September
13, 2017, Interview 12).
"I don’t think it’s an intentional thing, um, and yet, and yet that’s
who we are. A place of white privilege and white domination"
(Patricia, September 4, 2017, Interview 9).

1. Individual
Identity vs.
Collective
identity
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"How do you honour everybody when I have absolutely no clue what it feels like
to be a Black person . . . Makes me feel anxious. The stakes are so high. (Jordan,
June 26, Interview 6)
“I worry about doing or saying the wrong thing as I try to engage in conversations
about race and privilege, but I can’t let that fear be an excuse to avoid
conversations or discussion. Hence my desire for bravery” (Jordan, Journal 4).
"I [fear] that there is racism in me that I am either unaware of or just haven’t
been pushed/led into examining" (Patricia, Journal 1)
"I would rather start talking and maybe make some mistakes along the way than
let my apathy or my fear speak more loudly than my earnest fumbling would do"
(Jordan, (September 6, 2017, Interview 11)
“bringing the ‘ugly, seedy underbelly’ into the light . . . It is a scary and important
time for people to decide and show what they love and actually believe” (Noelle,
August 16, 2017, Session Notes 4).
"very often we close our eyes to things because it costs too much" (Patricia,
September 4, 2017, Interview 9).
"I think that’s kind of where white people are right now, we’ve been at the top of
the heap, and we’d like to stay at the top of the heap" (Jared, September 13,
2017, Interview 12).

2. Fear vs.?
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"It would seem to me that it would be critical for those who are
racialized to be able to dialogue with those who are privileged, in order
to articulate impact. Yet, I realize it is very difficult to have a dialogue
with those who aren’t ready, or don’t want to hear it" (Brian, Journal 1)
"I think there’s a desire, I think as white people, um, we would like race
not to be an issue. And like to try and talk about or get to the point
where race is irrelevant" (Patricia, June 21, 2017, Interview 2).
“I haven’t noticed, really, racism toward Black students here” (Patricia,
June 21, 2017, Interview 2).
"We had a student here who was, um, who struggled, appeared to be
visually a person of colour" (Noelle, June 22, 2017, Interview 5).
"I wouldn’t have associated there or thought and yet by her appearance
of Asian descent, uh, she was actually pretty shaken by the article, just
by the truth of it, she kept nodding her head the whole time, ‘that’s
what it’s like for me’" Brian, (June 19, 2017, Interview 1).

3. Denial vs.
Confirmation

"I know we’ve had students for whom it was frustrating enough that it
made them not want to be here, so that’s sad. I know in one case"
(Noelle, June 22, 2017, Interview 5).
"a family who has left our school, a blended family who mentioned [a
novel] as a potential problem, not the sole reason they’re leaving"
(Mark, September 4, 2017, Interview 8)

"I don’t remember in high school ever talking about these issues or in
University like, I can’t recall being brought to the awareness of what it is
to be a white person in the world" (Noelle, September 6, 2017, Interview
10).
“these stories are so outside of my experience and they seem
unbelievable to me, which is a sign I don’t spend much time with
racialized people” (Noelle, June 28, 2017, Session Notes 1).
“Am I a white supremacist? (without realizing it?)” (Mark, June 28, 2017,
Session Notes 1).
"it probably is a bit of an eye-opener to me to see how much of the
unconscious that we live in blissfully blind, um, and yet that that makes
us participators in this system of injustice" (Patricia, September 4, 2017,
2017, Interview 9)

"You know before the workshops we recognized that we’re coming from
a place of
privilege and we’re a predominantly white school, but just through our
conversations and the reflections and coming back to those things, um,
realizing that really we’re not doing a good job of matching up our, the
way we’re talking, our talk and our actions, we’re not matching those
things up"(Mark, September 4, 2017, Interview 8)

4.
Obliviousness
vs. Awareness

THE IMPLICATIONS OF WHITE TEACHER IDENTITY

282

“So I’m talking about prejudice and privilege and realizing that, um,
you know I’m speaking from a group who hasn’t experienced the
effects of that” (Mark, June 22, 2017, Interview 3).
"people I’m coming into contact with based on where I work and
where I live and where I go to Church, there’s very little proximity, so
I’m saying what I think are the right things, but what am I actually
living out? " (Mark, September 4, 2017, Interview 8)
“How are we going to expand if we don’t have people in the centre
who can speak into that” (Noelle, September 6, Interview 10).
“a racialized student in my class hearing a whack of white kids with a
white teacher talking about the ‘other,’ you know, what are we
communicating by using that type of language?” (Mark, September
4, 2017, Interview 8).
"the only way to learn and keep learning is through a posture of
humility, which carries with it a willingness to listen, to understand
and to learn. I think this posture needs constant nurturing and
cultivation in ourselves, and it certainly isn’t a naturally-fitting part
of my white rightness" (Patricia, Journal 4) .
“across the community there would be some, well ‘I don’t want to
give up this tiny corner of my privilege because my kids don’t come
for free, just because we’re white we’re discriminated against,’ that
whole cascade comes” (Jared, September 6, 2017, Interview 12).
it’s going to be very hard to persuade people to actually, you’re
going to gain by giving up some of your material wealth that is
guarded and perpetuated by the positions of power and privilege,
um, it sounds not very hopeful” (Patricia, September 4, 2017,
Interview 9).
"Here in North America where white people are in a bondage that is,
it’s walls are, are race issues, our history of discrimination, um, so a
truth and reconciliation thing is a way forward for everybody, you
know a liberation, so ya this quote is, ah, on that kind of echoes back
there all the time" (Jared, September 6, 2017, Interview 12)

5. Inaction vs.
Action

