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Applying the CEE Position Statement
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Education to Classroom Praxis1
sj Miller, Peter Williamson, Marshall George, Jennifer King,
Brian Charest, Deborah Bieler, and Laura Bolf-Beliveau

*Disclaimer: We identify this work as highly moral, political, and ethically evaluative.
(Nussbaum, 2006)

T

he 19 individuals who gathered at Elmhurst College in the summer of

2009 to work on moving social justice theory into policy in English
education had a singular goal— to codify a working framework for social
justice in English education that could disrupt inequitable educational
practices and empower all students to reach their potential thresholds. The
result of the work of the Social Justice Strand of the Conference on English
Education was The Beliefs about Social Justice in English Education. With
each belief we detail K–12 assignments, provide an appendix with teacher
educator activities and assignments, provide considerations for research,
and offer classroom resources for teachers (see http://www.ncte.org/cee/
positions/socialjustice).
Our work on the Beliefs is a direct result of prior efforts that emerged
from within the CEE Commission for Social Justice. Taken directly from
the Beliefs statement:
We ground our work in the belief that English teaching and English teacher
preparation are political activities that mediate relationships of power
and privilege in social interactions, institutions, and meaning-making
processes. Such relationships, we believe, have direct implications for how
we achieve equity and access in English classrooms.
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This article takes aspects of the statement and illuminates how seven
English teacher educators apply and interpret the Beliefs statement in their
university courses. These pieces reflect our best attempt to illuminate
how the application of the Beliefs statement to different English education
courses and NCATE assessments can push critical social justice practice and
standards forward in our field. We recognize that enactment of the ideas
in this document by additional English teacher educators, and the resulting accumulation of a larger body of social justice research across contexts
and university sites, can affect decisions made at the policy level. We hope
that readers will consider both our working definition of social justice and
their own working definitions of social justice as they negotiate their own
positionality throughout this article.

Access to What? Analyzing Classrooms for Socially Just Literacy
Instruction
Peter Williamson
As an English educator working at an urban university with an explicit
social justice mission, I aim to help our teacher candidates expand their
conceptions of literacy and literacy instruction to include the rich linguistic and cultural competencies our city’s children bring to school. Too often
our current national obsession with standards drives students’ literacies
underground because the focus on academic reading and writing leaves
little space in the school curriculum for other literacies. As a consequence,
courses focusing on literacy instruction are often enacted as remediation
for struggling students deemed academically at risk (Marshall, 2010). I want
teachers to see that such labels are problematic from the perspective of
teaching with and for social justice because organizing instruction around
remedial goals assumes that students have deficiencies that must be diagnosed and remediated (Flores, Cousin, & Diaz, 1991). In the case of literacy
instruction, remediation begins with the presumption that students are not
yet literate by particular institutional standards.
I teach a graduate level Academic Literacy course for preservice secondary teachers from all disciplines. I hope to promote the idea that teachers
across content areas can challenge deficit views of children by beginning
with the assumption that their students are proficient language users with
rich and diverse experiences, and that to develop new literacies students
need opportunities to participate in language-rich, authentic settings that
can help them make connections between their existing competencies and
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the ones we seek to teach. At its core, socially just literacy instruction is about
providing students with equal access to these opportunities (Moje, 2007).
My readings and assignments are organized around two framing
questions: (1) Where in the secondary school curriculum do students have
opportunities to engage each other and the content through reading, writing, and speaking? (2) When these opportunities are present, how can we
characterize them? We begin by developing a working definition of literacy
that challenges conventional ideas about what it means to be a literate
person. Drawing on Gee’s (1996) notion of D/discourses we examine how
our students are literate in ways that are often not valued in school. We
then turn to the Beliefs about Social Justice in English Education to consider
what socially just literacy instruction might look like in practice, and how
this inquiry is challenging given that social justice is definitionally complex
(Belief 1). Like literacy, social justice “varies by person, culture, social class,
gender, context, space, and time” (CEE, 2009, Belief 1, para. 1). Recognizing
socially just instruction requires us to develop frameworks for understanding
both the aims and the impact of teaching for individual students in complex
classroom settings.
To develop a framework for what students will see about literacy instruction in schools, we build upon Moje’s (2007) distinction between socially
just pedagogy and social justice pedagogy. Socially just pedagogy is a call to
ensure that all students have equitable opportunities to learn, which can
be distinguished from social justice pedagogy that goes further to provide
“opportunities to question, challenge, and reconstruct knowledge” (Moje,
2007, p. 4). In literacy instruction, this distinction frames the difference
between teaching that draws on and celebrates students’ myriad linguistic
and cultural backgrounds on the one hand, and teaching that goes further
to empower students to become producers and critics of new literacies on
the other. While these lenses are not mutually exclusive, the way they shape
instructional practices can have a significant impact on what students learn
and why.
Given that student opportunities to learn are at the heart of this framework, my course assignments invite candidates to examine how teachers
structure opportunities for students to gain access to the curriculum through
reading, writing, and discourse, and how these activities draw on and shape
students’ literacy skills and identities. Beginning with interviews that focus
on beliefs about literacy, the candidates ask secondary students what makes
someone literate and if students see themselves as literate. The interviews
allow candidates to learn about students’ other skills and understandings
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beyond traditional school-based notions of literacy. Other assignments invite
candidates to analyze classroom texts and activities, examine student work,
and videotape a segment of classroom talk to ask how the discourse opens
up or closes down opportunities for students to engage each other and the
teacher in discussions about content. Together these data allow the candidates to look across the various instructional features of their classrooms
to ask how that literacy environment provides students access and what
students might be able to learn from these opportunities.
In the culminating “literacy case study,” the candidates return to the
Beliefs statement (CEE, 2009) to consider how their analysis shapes their own
thinking about teaching for social justice. For example, they describe their
own literacy-related social justice teaching goals and how they have evolved
(Belief 1). They reflect on their stance as literacy educators and how this
aligns with the instruction they observed (Belief 3), and they consider how
social justice has provided a framework for their classroom analyses (Belief
6). Coming full circle, the candidates close their case studies by writing a
letter to the student they interviewed, in which they reflect on what the
student taught them about literacies that are valued in school and the role
that teachers can play in challenging those limitations (Belief 7).
My aim in the literacy case study assignment is to help future teachers
critically examine their assumptions about the role that pedagogy plays in
creating the conditions for equity in schools. By helping candidates develop
lenses for seeing the features of teaching practice that provide students with
access to the literacy club (Rose, 1989), I hope to recast academic literacy
instruction as the purposeful structuring of high-quality opportunities for
students to learn through interactions with each other and with texts.

Striving for Social Justice through the Study of Adolescent
Literature
Marshall A. George
My 15 years of experience and research in English teacher education have
confirmed for me that the coursework in our programs must be relevant to
the realities of the middle school and high school classrooms. As I develop
and teach Adolescent Literature in a Multicultural Society each year, a
required course for all English education graduate students in an urban,
private, doctoral granting institution where social justice is a cornerstone of
our conceptual framework, I strive to create learning experiences that are
relevant to my students and that challenge them to teach for social justice.
As Sensoy and DiAngelo (2009) suggest, “Just agreeing that social justice
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is important is not enough. Educators must practice social justice or else
the concept is meaningless” (p. 345). Therefore my students and I explore
content and pedagogies that can be used in the classroom to simultaneously
create awareness of social inequities and to move students and teachers to
action. I have found that through professional academic readings, works
of adolescent literature, and thought-provoking action-invoking pedagogy,
English education students can become powerful forces in stopping oppressive attitudes and politics from interfering with students’ opportunities for
success in schools.
In addition to shared academic readings, each year I select a core
novel that all of the students in the course read and study together before
moving on to student-selected books from thematic text sets, author studies,
issues explorations, or independent reading. Over the years, the core novels
have been purposefully chosen to foster conversations around multicultural
and social justice education. Texts such as Seedfolks, The Watsons Go to Birmingham—1963, The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian, and The
Book Thief invite critical interrogation of individual and societal treatment
of a group (or groups) of marginalized people. Each has proven effective in
evoking personal response to the inequities that exist in our world and they
all have strong literary merit.
I also create text sets focusing on a “Big Idea” (George, 2001). The
theme for the text set has usually been either “Inequity in Our Society: Past
and Present” or “Living on the Margins,” referring to the disenfranchised in
our world. Based on personal interest, students choose a book to read from
the lists provided. (Choice is, in itself, a pedagogical means for making a more
just curriculum in English classes.) Students come together to discuss their
reactions to the books, to consider possibilities and challenges for teaching
the books, and to create ways that the books might serve as a springboard
to action by the adolescent students in their classrooms. A few years ago I
moved from text sets focusing solely on injustice in our past (e.g., Esperanza
Rising, Chinese Cinderella, Counting on Grace, Fire from the Rock, Milkweed)
to including texts that highlight more contemporary instances of inequity
in our society (Wish You Were Dead, Boy Meets Boy, Tangerine, The Skin I’m
In, Rainbow Boys, etc.). As part of book-club activities, students investigate
websites of organizations that are committed to challenging the injustices in
our society and collaborate to determine ways that they and their students can
become active in a cause. Every year, my students become excited about the
works of adolescent literature they read and with the collective enthusiasm
they generate about “doing something” about the injustices they read about.
To provide them with real-life examples of teachers who have successfully
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instigated action, they also read professional articles that suggest ways to
move beyond thinking about injustices to becoming actively engaged in
current issues (e.g., Wolk, 2009).
There is evidence that the content and pedagogy from this course
carries over into my students’ classrooms. In the fall semester following the
adolescent literature course, most take Teaching and Assessing Adolescents:
English, in which they develop and teach thematic curriculum plans. Without a doubt, social justice is the most common focus of these units. As part
of their work samples and final portfolios, English education students must
provide evidence that what they teach affects student learning. Last year, a
second-year teacher shared how students who read a book that reveals the
challenges facing gay teens decided to start a local chapter of Gay-Straight
Alliance in their school. In his portfolio essay, the young man stated,
Last year I never imagined that I would be reading books with gay characters with my tenth graders. When I decided to include the book as an
option in my unit, I never dreamed that a group of six would choose the
book and that their experience would motivate them to move them to such
tangible action. When we explored this idea [in the adolescent literature
course] I was excited about the possibilities, but am blown away now by
the actual experience. I have truly become a teacher for social justice and
my students have become part of a social movement.

This is but one of many pieces of evidence I have of the power of a social
justice–focused course in adolescent literature.

Critical Pedagogy in Critical Social Justice Research
sj Miller
I teach a core course for students seeking their secondary English endorsement plus their master’s degree in a Master of Arts in Teaching English program. Critical Pedagogy in English Education is sequenced at the beginning
of students’ coursework to support their burgeoning awareness of theoretical
and pedagogical models that have shaped and are shaping the field of English education and to introduce students to a broad range of theories that
help to shape and inform pedagogy and classroom practice. Some goals for
the course are to encourage students to think about what it means to have
an unjust society, to reflect on how social, economic, racialized, gendered,
and cultural inequities have been institutionalized and indoctrinated into
schooling practices and how that has homogenized dominant beliefs and
perpetuated complicity through inaction or inattention. I begin the course
with the following meta-question: How do I, as an English educator, help foster,
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cultivate, invite, and encourage students to develop a social justice foci (Belief
3) that can have efficacy in their own classroom practice and that deems them
to be teachers committed to social justice (Belief 1)?
Coming out as activist educator on the first day of the course sets a tone
that invites, encourages, and almost insists on critique as a vital component
of the course. I also draw on DeStigter’s (2008) research on principled habits,
which updates Dewey’s (1915) Deliberative Democracy and Cochran-Smith’s
(1999) call for social justice as the conceptual centerpiece for principles of
practice.
To foster this conceptual centerpiece, I focus on the application of
Belief 6, A Framework for Research, for which the major course assignment
is an empirical research project on an educational issue of students’ choice.
Two of the research topics from last semester included using slam poetry as
research methodology for student agency and challenging First Amendment
speech rights on saying the Pledge of Allegiance.
In each student’s framework for critical social justice research there
were three dominant narratives they could apply or develop on their own
as long as it was grounded and articulated as critical social justice research:
(1) Reflection, (2) Change, and (3) Participation (Miller & Kirkland, 2010).
Students’ literature reviews were critical of prior (social justice or critical
pedagogy) studies by identifying gaps in how those studies’ methodologies
did not set up frameworks (Belief 2) that were by demarked social justice
theories. By no means does this infer that prior studies may have lacked a
frame for understanding social justice outcomes, but these students were
encouraged to extend beyond some of the foundational social justice studies.
Their reviews drew from current methodologies that not only speak to the
literature but also to its juxtaposition and their participants’ counternarratives. Students’ data were also contextualized and analyzed within the
threefold framework of reflection, change, and participation (or from their
own framework) and drew from research literature and its methods. Data
were (re)represented to reveal the constituents’ values and perspectives
as they challenged master narratives as we thought carefully about how to
represent data, so that critical social justice research could qualify as valid
research that informs policy. For instance, some of my students opted to use
participants’ original written artifacts, video blogs, and slam performances
that their students made themselves. Research(er) trustworthiness was validated through triangulation, member checks, long-term observation, peer
examination, collaborative modes of research, and by revealing personal
positionality. To determine research external validity, students discussed
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the studies’ generalizability and transferability to other research contexts
through rich, thick description, typicality, or multisite design.
Lastly, there were ethical considerations that factored into their studies’ designs so that it could be considered valid and reliable. For example,
Sebastian, a slam poet, reflected on whether his own positional narrative
and struggles with Mormonism clashed with his ethics to entice students to
write; and, Sandra, who knew she would be expected to uphold the values
of her school community, reflected in her positionality narrative why she
disagreed with the recitation of the Pledge of Allegiance in schools.
Ultimately, these student researchers were cautious so as not to recreate hierarchies of power because for critical social justice research to be
counted as policy and be considered both “valid” and “valued” it “must be
carefully considered, revisited, and negotiated with its interactants, throughout
its entire tenure” (CEE, 2009, Belief 6, para. 3). This means that critical social
justice research must have a transformative impact (by enacting reflection,
change, and participation) on not only the contexts and outcomes of the study
but also on the participants and the researcher. Social justice research is
by no means a panacea, but it can bring our profession that much closer to
creating more equitable educational practices and outcomes for our current
and future students in all of our classrooms.

Reflections on Stance/Position and Pedagogy
Jennifer King
I am a doctoral candidate and visiting instructor in a secondary English
language arts program at a private, northeastern, urban university. My university work is closely intertwined with my teaching of and research with
youth in secondary classrooms. In this article, I focus on my work with high
school students, as it is my hope and intention that this work models for my
teacher candidates how literacies, social action, and social justice could be
integrated into pedagogy and research (Christensen, 2000). While all seven
beliefs discussed in the Beliefs Statement are integrated into my work in
secondary ELA, I highlight two of them here—a stance/position (Belief 3)
and a pedagogy (Belief 4).
For me, enacting a social justice stance/position has meant shifting
from the I-you dichotomy that I have experienced in traditional approaches
to pedagogy and research to a we approach. I now view teaching and research
not as something I do to or on others, but rather as culturally constructed
activities that I engage in with others. This has required me to develop an
awareness and articulation of my positionality (Fine, Weis, Weseen, & Wong,
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2000) as a teacher and researcher, a conscientization (Freire, 1990) that is
ongoing and evolving. Furthermore, I have come to see the value and necessity of understanding the positionalities of the students and participants with
whom I work—and not just their positionalities as I perceive them, but more
importantly, their positionalities as they construct and articulate them from
their perspectives and experiences. Consequently, my secondary students and
I have been striving to reposition ourselves as co-learners and co-researchers.
In the section that follows, I provide some examples of these repositionings.
During 2008–2009, I co-taught a Social Activism course at a local
public urban high school in which three student research teams engaged
in Youth Participatory Action Research (YPAR) (Cammarota & Fine, 2008;
Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 2008) on student-selected topics of urban violence, environmental issues, and women’s issues. Adapting Duncan-Andrade
and Morrell’s (2008) cycle of critical praxis, these students worked in their
research teams to identify a social problem, investigate this problem using
social science research methods, develop a collective plan of action to address
the problem, present their research findings and collective plan of action in
multimodal forms to authentic audiences with the goal of proposing social
change, and implement the collective plan of action.
Students researched their topics using print-based and online resources, developed and administered surveys, prepared for and conducted
interviews, analyzed data, and collaboratively wrote research papers. They
also developed social action plans and used a variety of print-based and digital literacy practices to share their findings and proposed solutions with a
variety of audiences, which included creating research poster presentations,
which they shared with school, family, and community members; developing
a brochure about women’s issues, which they distributed on our city streets
and in their school; creating public service announcements about the water quality of the river running through our city using iMovie, which they
distributed through YouTube; and composing a song about urban violence
by creating beats using GarageBand and writing original song lyrics (also
using iMovie distributed on YouTube).
This Social Activism course embodied social justice pedagogy in a
secondary setting as “students conduct[ed] research about different social
justice-related issues in their communities” (CEE, 2009, A Pedagogy section,
K–12 Activities/ Assignments). Furthermore, in this era of standards, testing, accountability, and increasingly scripted curricula, we explored YPAR
in a school-based setting as a potentially ideological and activist approach to
literacy that could serve as one counterscript to the autonomous approaches
to literacy that are so prevalent in schools today (Larson, 2007). Thus, as the
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year unfolded, students in the Social Activism course used both print-based
and digitally based literacy practices to read the word and the world (Freire
& Macedo, 1987)—and write the word and the world—while doing YPAR in
a school-based setting. As asserted in the Beliefs Statement, social justice in
English education is a process and a promise. While I do not think that my
students and I have perfected this process or promise, I do believe that we
have experienced moments when we have modeled for and shared with each
other what it means to live out social justice.

Remaking Methods: Social Justice and the Community Inquiry
Project
Brian Charles Charest
The English education program at the public, urban research university
where I am entering my fifth year as a doctoral student offers four methods courses to undergraduate and graduate students, the first of which is
called Introduction to Teaching English. Each semester, I work with my
colleagues and mentors to design and redesign a series of projects for this
course that align with the larger goals of our program. The projects that we
have developed ask students to pose inquiry through active engagement with
communities and schools in Chicago. We believe that these projects can help
students begin to imagine schools as culturally relevant institutions that can
respond to the interests and needs of local communities (Anyon, 2005; Ayers, 2001; Ladson-Billings, 1994). For students to test some of these ideas for
themselves, though, we ask them to leave our classrooms to visit and critique
different types of schools, complete a community inquiry research project,
read a young adult novel with a group of high school students, and complete
a collaborative literacy project with these same high school students. In
this way, preservice teachers can draw from these new experiences to better explore and discuss their ideas about the function of schools in specific
socioeconomic, political, and cultural contexts.
As Belief 3 makes clear, this kind of open and critical inquiry into the
commonsense practices of teaching and schooling needs to be a central
component of teacher education programs, if we hope our students will
challenge unjust school policies and disrupt current economic and social
arrangements. With an eye to that end, students conduct a series of five
inquiry-based projects—two portfolios, a fieldwork analysis comparing a
neighborhood and a selective enrollment school, a community inquiry
project, and a collaborative project with high school students—each designed
to help students challenge their assumptions about teaching and learning
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in an urban, multicultural setting. For example, the fieldwork comparison
projects require students to visit two very different Chicago public schools.
The idea behind this assignment is that students will take the first step toward
exploring how and why, as Lipman (2004) notes, “schooling in Chicago is
arranged in a pyramid of opportunities with a few selective programs at the
peak . . . and the majority spread out along the wide base of rudimentary
schooling” (p. 57). The project encourages students to draw on the critical
theories we have discussed in class to analyze and suggest some possible
reasons for what they observe at these different sites.
Students are also asked consider the deceptively simple question,
Why teach English? (Gere, Fairbanks, Howes, Roop, & Schaafsma, 1992).
The purpose of the activity is to get students to reflect on their ideas and assumptions about what teaching English could or should be about once they
step into their own classrooms. This activity helps students examine how
and why they have come to believe what they do about teaching English as
well as the consequences of those beliefs; this inquiry also helps students
frame the work they do for their two portfolios. Once students have begun
to articulate some of their beliefs and assumptions about teaching English,
we turn to a more thorough interrogation of where those ideas come from
and how they might produce inequalities for some while opening up possibilities for others. As Belief 3 states, “We believe that English education can
disrupt such inequitable hierarchies of power and privilege” (CEE, 2009,
Belief 3, para. 5).
For one of the central projects of the semester, students are asked to
work in groups on a community inquiry project. The project attempts to
make the important connections between context and curriculum that Bieler
(this article) astutely notes in her description of her Communities Project.
Students in my course visit and research a neighborhood in Chicago—we
choose the community that surrounds the high school where we will be
working later in the semester. Students contact and then visit at least one
community-based organization and interview someone at the organization
or in the neighborhood. The purpose of the assignment is to give students
some sense of what it means to move along the spectrum of participant observer to community stakeholder capable of enacting a culturally relevant
pedagogy that actively explores the political nature of schooling (e.g., Anyon,
2005 Ladson-Billings, 1994).
As Anyon (2005) points out, “Middle and high school teachers, in particular, can make a powerful contribution to movement-building by engaging
students in civic activism” (p. 188). The challenge for teacher educators,
then, is to help foster the type of stance that would allow new teachers to see
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movement building and community engagement as something that counts
toward being a teacher. While clearly just one small step toward learning
about a new community, the project is also designed to challenge the stereotypes that my students—often middle-class who have grown up outside the
city of Chicago—may have about the Chicago Public Schools, its students,
and its surrounding communities.
I include these five projects in the hope that my students, echoing
Miller’s reference above, might begin to develop what DeStigter (2008) calls
“principled habits” that are “a way of thinking and acting that leads them
to explore what a principle like ‘justice’ or any other might mean amid all
the variables of a given context” (p. 126). The thinking and acting described
above need not be predicated on some preformed notion of what social justice
has to be or how it should be enacted in schools; rather, these principled
habits might help preservice teachers and teacher educators create the
conditions—assignments, readings, actions, and projects—where teachers
can collaborate with students and other stakeholders to shape public life in
particular contexts to create more equitable conditions for all.

Developing a Social Justice Stance through an NCATE Assessment
Deborah Bieler
I still remember when I first saw the 42 standards. I had just become a teacher
educator in an undergraduate English education program, and before me
were the NCATE/NCTE standards that, my senior colleague explained, we
were now required to assess. After recovering from feeling faint and hearing
my colleagues’ stunned responses, I remember saying more boldly than I felt
that now we could demonstrate what I often tell new teachers: Don’t let the
standards become the “end” of your instruction; make them the means to
your own ends. While Bolf-Beliveau (this article) rightly argues that we need
standards explicitly addressing justice-oriented content and skills, I illustrate
below how I stretched several NCTE Standards2 to design an assessment
that has the potential to develop teachers’ social justice stance (Belief 3). I
demonstrate this potential by describing the work that one student, Joslyn,
completed for this assessment.
This assessment, the Communities Project, is based on the notions
that classroom life is complex, influenced by social practices inside and
outside classroom walls, and that educators should make efforts to allow
these practices to guide and enrich subject area instruction (Delpit, 2006).
Because this project asks preservice teachers to gather and reflect on data
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about the community in which they will be teaching, it aims to foster the
critical interrogation skills and moral agency for which the Beliefs statement
argue. In my program, seniors take methods courses and begin fieldwork during fall semester; they then student teach full-time during spring semester.
This structure is intended to acquaint them with their school communities
before student teaching. This project contains five sections, each concluding with reflection: (1) an ethnographic description with photographs; (2)
demographic information and state test scores; (3) partial transcripts of
interviews with at least two community members, one from inside and one
from outside the school; (4) analysis of the interviews; and (5) a lesson plan.
Students ask interviewees about diversity in their school community; their
ideas for making better connections between English classes and the local
community; and their ideas about how English classes can better equip students for success. As the Beliefs statement indicates, understandings about
what is just are context-dependent, and these questions are designed to help
preservice teachers begin this inquiry. Students create a lesson plan that
uses what they learned in sections 1–4, responds to the unique needs and
desires of their students, and makes meaningful community connections.
Joslyn Kennard, a white middle-class senior, was placed in rural
North Lake High School. In her reflection, Joslyn inquired into her school’s
equitable treatment of students by considering the ethnicities represented
in the school’s population:
So far, I have worked with two 11th grade classes. The higher-track English
class has mostly white students. The lower-track class has mostly Hispanic
and African American students. Before this project, I did not realize how
much higher the “minority” percentages are in the lower-level class. I was
also surprised to learn that 80% of the total student population is white;
this is a lot higher than I expected. As I reflected more, a tiny unsettled
feeling that I had not noticed before began to grow. Once I figured it out, it
became all I could think about: This farm town is not quite as welcoming
as I thought, at least not welcoming of all people.

During her interviews with her classroom mentor and a local parent, she
also discovered that the school hosts an annual Cultural Celebration—on
a Saturday—that it is attended almost solely by members of the cultures
celebrated. Joslyn reflected,
The “Cultural Celebration” reminded me of Enid Lee (Miner, 2004), who
would say that North Lake is only in the “surface stage,” where the school
“welcomes” diverse students with signs in their language and food from
their cultures.

75

f63-00-Oct11_EE.indd 75

7/21/11 6:33 PM

English Education, V44 N1, October 2011

Joslyn’s unprompted application of Lee’s heuristic and her identification
of her unsettled feeling as a response to inequity provide evidence of an
emergent social justice stance.
What makes Joslyn’s project an even more powerful example of a
new teacher’s developing social justice stance, however, is its inclusion of
dialectic inquiry (Bieler & Burns Thomas, 2009). When Joslyn examined her
class’s curriculum, she wondered: “I see all of this monocultural education,
but what am I going to do about it?” Joslyn then crafted and administered a
survey to her students, a move away from making assumptions that illustrates
another aspect of a social justice stance (Belief 3). Joslyn’s survey results
indicated 60 percent of her students felt that their culture was not embraced
in English class, and so during her lesson, students debated what literature
is and its role in school, then reviewed the survey results and determined
whether various local texts were literature.
Joslyn’s journey demonstrates the promise of building assessments that
help preservice teachers develop an awareness of and a personal response
to local inequities. These dispositions are essential for teacher educators to
develop intentionally in preservice teachers because, as Joslyn’s journey attests, “If pre-service teachers were made aware of . . . inequitable schooling
practices . . . , perhaps they would be more likely to address [them] in the
classroom” (CEE, 2009).

Social Justice and NCATE: A Call for Additional Standards
Laura Bolf-Beliveau
As Bieler (this article) shows in the previous section, the NCATE accreditation process can infuse social justice into English education. This section,
however, suggests that we make a promise for and commitment to social
justice through additional NCTE/NCATE standards. In its current state, none
of the 42 standards specifically addresses social justice. If we are to make a
promise “to embody and enact social justice in schooling” as indicated by
Belief 7, our accreditation materials must change so faculty, students, and
supporting constituents (i.e., university supervisors) are able to evaluate
preservice teachers’ ability to make pedagogical and curricular choices that
support social justice.
I make this argument based on my own English education program’s
data regarding Standard 2.2, which appears in the category of ELA Candidate
Attitudes and states: “Candidates will use ELA extensively and creatively to
help their students become more familiar with their own and others’ cultures.” Although there is no mention of social justice in this standard, I use
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it within my undergraduate methods course as an opportunity to think about
social justice. Course readings (including parts of the Beliefs statement) and
discussions focus on addressing issues of inequality, and preservice teachers
are asked how understanding their own culture will better help them work
with students of differing cultures. Their integrated unit plan, a common
assessment for NCATE accreditation, is assessed, in part, by their ability to
address issues of cultural diversity.
My preservice teachers are asked to read Standard 2.2 as a social justice standard, paying close attention to disrupting power and privilege as
it appears in their own curricular choices. This aligns with Belief 7: “Our
promise presupposes that no student should be privileged over another and
that our pedagogy, curricular choices . . . honor ALL students, ALL of the
time” (Conference on English Education, 2009. Belief 7, para. 2).
Assignment sheets and rubrics clearly state this interpretation of Standard 2.2, yet when final unit plans are submitted, students do not consistently
integrate social justice. Four cycles of data show that only 21.5 percent of
preservice teachers meet the target goal of socially just curricular choices.
One student demonstrated this ability by preparing a unit for Sherman
Alexie’s Flight where strong connections were made to historical, political,
and sociological events that affected the protagonist’s worldview.
Although 40.5 percent of my preservice teachers met with Acceptable
levels of Standard 2.2, 38 percent were at the Unacceptable level. One student
at this level discussed religious implications in Philip Pullman’s The Golden
Compass but only acknowledged a Christian point of view.
Given all of the front-loading activities in class, I was dismayed that
such a large number of students did not include cultural diversity and social
justice into their integrated unit plan. The overall mean, 1.84, indicated that
students were not translating our discussions of cultural diversity and social
justice into their curricular planning.
These same students, during the same semester, were assessed for
Standard 2.2 during a field experience. This assessment was part of an
experience in which teacher candidates worked with a practicing teacher
for 30 hours and then implemented a single lesson. Mentor teachers were
asked to complete a short assessment of the candidates based on Standards
2.1–2.6. Much different results occurred. According to their mentor teachers,
these same students used ELA extensively and creatively to address cultural
diversity 97 percent of the time. The overall mean was 2.59.
The contrasting data show that standards can be and probably are read
with different intent. I used Standard 2.2 as a way to share my promise to
social justice. Practicing teachers, generously giving their time to preservice
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teachers, read this standard differently. And although this is only a single
snapshot of one English educator’s attempts at infusing social justice in her
program, it nonetheless suggests that in the current form, our accrediting
standards do not help all constituents understand social justice as it appears
in the Beliefs statement.
It is therefore imperative that additional NCTE/NCATE standards
be created to address social justice explicitly, and I offer these suggestions:
> 2.0 ELA Candidate Attitudes:
		 Candidates use social justice as a framework for encouraging their
students to consider the ways in which inequities shape their own and
others’ lives.
> 3.0 ELA Candidate Knowledge:
		 Candidates incorporate their knowledge of social justice into curricular, instructional, and assessment decision-making.
> 4.0 ELA Candidate Pedagogy
		 Candidates will understand the purposes and attributes of social
justice as it pertains to teaching practices in ELA.
If we believe, as the Beliefs statement asserts, that English education
can and should disrupt “inequitable hierarchies of power and privilege”
(CEE, 2009, Belief 3, para. 5), and if we are committed to disrupting current
practices that sometimes reproduce social inequities, then specific standards
addressing social justice should appear in our accrediting materials.

Social Justice on the Horizon
We hope that what we have offered here can broaden the lenses for how
English educators can translate social justice theory into practice in English
education programs. While we recognize that our research and teaching
overlap our commitment to social justice policy, practice, and outcomes, and
the co-authors of this work wrote in isolation from one another, thematic
trends connect our pieces. We therefore share these themes and invite others to follow-up on future considerations for working with social justice in
English education. Common to all of the authors’ pieces and underscoring
the ideology behind the Beliefs statement was the need for (1) consensus
statements (from CEE, NCTE) about the politicization of social justice in
English education; (2) threading social justice theory, practice, and assessment throughout all of English education; and (3) continuing in research
efforts that can ascertain, challenge, and change classrooms across the
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country that prevent students from experiencing fair and equitable schooling experiences. We invite others to join us in these challenges, to identify
in their own English education contexts the spaces that would benefit from
the application of the Beliefs statement, and to work collectively toward
expanding socially just schooling experiences across the horizon.

Notes
1. Unless otherwise stated, all names are pseudonyms.
2. Please see http://www.ncte.org/cee/ncate/program for more information.
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