University of Nebraska - Lincoln
DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln

Faculty Publications: Department of Teaching, Department of Teaching, Learning and Teacher
Learning and Teacher Education Education

2022

(Re)Turning to Freirean Philosophy in Preparing Content Teachers
to Work with Multilingual Students

Kara Viesca
Peiwen Wang
Brandon Heinz

Alexa Yunes-Koch

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/teachlearnfacpub

b Part of the Curriculum and Instruction Commons, and the Teacher Education and Professional

Development Commons

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Department of Teaching, Learning and Teacher
Education at DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln. It has been accepted for inclusion in Faculty
Publications: Department of Teaching, Learning and Teacher Education by an authorized administrator of
DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln.


https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/teachlearnfacpub
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/teachlearnfacpub
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/teaching_learning
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/teaching_learning
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/teachlearnfacpub?utm_source=digitalcommons.unl.edu%2Fteachlearnfacpub%2F497&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/786?utm_source=digitalcommons.unl.edu%2Fteachlearnfacpub%2F497&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/803?utm_source=digitalcommons.unl.edu%2Fteachlearnfacpub%2F497&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/803?utm_source=digitalcommons.unl.edu%2Fteachlearnfacpub%2F497&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages

Nebiaska

Lincoln

digitalcommons.unl.edu

(Re)Turning to Freirean Philosophy
in Preparing Content Teachers to Work
with Multilingual Students

Kara Mitchell Viesca, Peiwen Wang,
Brandon Heinz, and Alexa Yunes-Koch

Department of Teaching, Learning, and Teacher Education, University of
Nebraska-Lincoln

Emails — K. Viesca, kara.viesca@unl.edu ; P. Wang, pwang24 @huskers.unl.edu ;
A. Yunes-Koch, ayunestovar2@huskers.unl.edu

Introduction

In 2019, Bettina Love published a call for abolitionist teaching, an ef-
fort for educational freedom and racial justice. In her work, she cen-
tered the role of theory in teaching calling it a “North Star.” She sug-
gested that theory provides teachers a “steadfast tool” that explains
the experiences of people minoritized due to racism, sexism, ableism,
linguicism, etc., as well as provides language for and knowledge about
intersectional issues of injustice. Love literally calls theory a “practi-
cal guide” as well as a “location for healing” (Love, 2019, p. 132).
The work of Paulo Freire has long served as the kind of practical
guide and location for healing as well as steadfast tool that Bettina
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Love centers in abolitionist teaching. In Pedagogy of the Oppressed,
Freire (1994) forwarded important ideas that have become core the-
ories for ‘socially just teaching and learning. Specifically, he argued,
“Authentic liberation-the process of humanization is not another de-
posit to be made in men. Liberation is a praxis: the action and reflec-
tion of men and women upon their world in order to transform it” (p.
79). This notion of liberation as a praxis has long taken root in educa-
tional spaces dedicated to social justice and equity. Specifically, ideas
from Pedagogy of the Oppressed, like the importance of reading the
world not just the word, striving for the end of oppression (not just
the oppressed to become the oppressors), and ‘pedagogical practices
that make this possible by blurring the lines between teachers and
learners, have long influenced the theoretical and empirical work in
education generally as well as in the context of preparing teachers to
work with multilingual students specifically (e.g., Huerta, 2011; Sol-
orzano & Yosso, 2001).

For instance, though not conceived explicitly in Freirean terms, a
recent review of the literature (Viesca et al., 2019) reified the argu-
ments stated above from Pedagogy of the Oppressed. This review an-
alyzed the preparation of teachers to work with multilingual students
in general education classrooms as well as the research on teaching
multilingual students in general education classrooms through a com-
plex, nonlinear, theoretical lens. The analysis resulted in an argument
for a complex teaching assemblage for multilingual students and their
teachers to account for context, orientations, and pedagogy. While not
expressly articulated as such in the review, the kind of attention to
context suggested is reflected in Freire’s idea to read the world, not
just the word. Similarly, the arguments around orientation in the re-
view relate to Freire’s suggestion that the oppressed not become the
oppressors, rather the goal is liberation and the end of oppression for
all. And finally, the arguments around pedagogy, related to both the
arguments above as well as Freire’s blurring of the lines and bound-
aries between the identities and practices of teachers and students.
Whether explicitly named as such, Freire’s philosophies and ideas are
constantly being (re)turned to and discussed in varying contexts for
the purpose of creating liberation as praxis.
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Context

This study is an examination of such an attempted (re)turn through
a course for pre-service secondary content teachers learning to work
with multilingual students. Grounded in notions of abolitionist teach-
ing (Love, 2019), Freirean liberation as praxis (Freire, 1994) and the
findings of the recent literature review discussed above (Viesca et al.,
2019), the course under investigation was designed in an attempt to
substantially disrupt the status quo in terms of traditional notions of
teaching, learning, and community as often operationalized in class-
rooms (both K-12 and in higher education). Such operationalizations
often reduce teaching as monitoring, learning as compliance and com-
munity as mere collective existence (Viesca & Gray, In Press). The fol-
lowing describes how the course was designed to disrupt this.

Course Design

A (re)turn to Freirean pedagogy through the lens of abolitionist teach-
ing (as described above) requires much more than minor tweaks to
teaching and learning approaches. In the context of the course under
examination, it took reading, research, reflection, and substantial re-
vision to teaching and learning norms to name and enact the princi-
ples that would turn a theoretical “north star” into an actual liberatory
praxis. The following sections describe the principles that grounded
course design and what those ideals then looked like in practice. It is
our assertion that these principles matter most in terms of their in-
terconnectedness and what they in total co-produce rather than what
any of them are or mean independently. To adequately describe each
component of the principles that grounded this (re)turn to Freirean
pedagogy, we will explore them through the lenses of teaching, learn-
ing, and community.

Learning

This course on preparing secondary content teachers to work with
multilingual students sought to blur the line between teacher and
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learner through the principles of agency, leadership, and collabora-
tion far the learners. In the course syllabus, these principles and how
they would be enacted were described as such:

This course has been designed for you as a learner to have
substantial agency over your learning, for you to take lead-
ership roles over your learning, but also the learning of the
whole community (you will share your learning in class and
design and implement learning activities to share your ideas/
growth with the class). Finally, the learning in this class is
foundationally about collaboration. Our time together on
Thursday afternoons is centered on this learning princi-
ple and practice. You may also choose to collaborate around
your learning outside of our time together in class. Further,
you will engage in regular collaborative conversations with
[Course Instructor] around both your learning and assess-
ments of your learning. Your grade for this course will be col-
laboratively determined based on those conversations and
your collaborations/participations in class.

(Viesca, 2020, p. 2)

These principles were further put into practice through course assign-
ments that were largely open in format and inquiry-oriented, read-
ing assignments that allowed for a great deal of choice (including stu-
dents adding in their own reading suggestions) as well as assignments
that required the co-planning and co-teaching of the class with the
instructor. Specifically, students were given an inquiry question each
week along with various resources to help them explore that question;
they were also encouraged to seek out their own resources and link
to their own experiences and ideas as they explored the inquiry ques-
tion. Then students were given several choices of how to put the ideas
they explored into practices. Students could select from one of the op-
tions provided, which typically included activities like interviewing
multilingual learners, analyzing texts, designing learning opportuni-
ties, and collecting data, or they could design an activity of their own.
They did not have to select one of the pre-designed activities. When
students completed their activity of choice, they posted online about
it, read each other’s work and discussed their learning, and supported
one another in answering their inquiry question for the week.
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Class time was co-planned and co-taught with the students. Above
and beyond the inquiry questions, students read several books as a
class to explore the lived experiences of multilingual students, issues
around race as well as to learn practical strategies to support multi-
lingual language development in classrooms. Groups of students took
turns leading discussions around the reading, linking it to the inquiry
work they had done online as well as modeling supportive strategies
or multilingual language development. These approaches optimized
the time that was spent together as a whole class for deepening learn-
ing and thoughtful collaboration. It required some meetings and co-
ordination between the instructor and students before each class pe-
riod, which typically meant 30 minute co-planning meetings with the
different groups responsible for co-teaching each week.

In this way, agency, leadership, and collaboration functioned col-
lectively to not only transform and blur the role of the learner in the
classroom from a passive recipient of knowledge to an active seeker,
creator, and sharer of knowledge, but it positioned the course in-
structor in a similar role as well. Because the “students” in the class
were engaging in their own agency, taking leadership over their
learning and the learning of others as well as working in collabora-
tion with each other and the course instructor to do these things, the
course instructor was often a learner of “students’” ideas, perspec-
tives, and life experiences. The instructor was often leading learn-
ing through question posing and pathway opening, rather than direct
instruction. Additionally, the instructor was positioned as a mean-
ingful collaborator in the work the students did independently and
collaboratively. This required frequent and regular meetings out-
side of class with “students” both individually and in groups as they
worked to complete their assignments. In order for the instructor
to have sufficient time to spend meeting and collaborating with stu-
dents, different kinds of grading and planning decisions were made.
The time typically allocated to monitoring student work (also known
as grading) and planning for the time spent in class together was
reallocated to these individual and collective conversations. Then
course-time was largely led by “students” in the class allowing for
the instructor to be a learner participant as well. Blurring the lines
between teachers and learners grounded in the principles of learn-
ing through agency, leadership, and collaboration created the context
for strong learning gains, but also meaningful relationships among
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and between the “students,” the instructor, and the material. To cap-
ture this successful blurring of the lines, we will use the term stu-
dent teachers! to describe members of the learning community and
participants in this study here forward.

Freire explores the notions of student autonomy and freedom in
the classroom as well as its inherent tensions. He suggests that there
is no such thing as absolute freedom or total autonomy for how all
humans are intertwined and the reality that our actions inherently
impact others. In a similar way, the principles guiding this class as
a (re)turn to Freirean pedagogies are intertwined and the kind of
agency, leadership, and collaboration this course sought to create
for learners is best understood in relationship the other principles
described below.

Teaching

Because of the bidirectional relationship between teaching and learn-
ing in Freirean pedagogy (e.g., “Whoever teachers learns in the act of
teaching, and whoever learns teaches in the act of learning” (Freire,
1998, p. 31), the approach to learning described above is also, by de-
sign, the approach to teaching in this course. However, the content
of the course or the ideas that were explored (and thus taught) were
grounded in the findings of the literature review described above (Vi-
esca et al., 2019); context, orientations, and pedagogy. Each course
session had one to two inquiry questions that created the context for
exploring great teaching in secondary classrooms for multilingual stu-
dents through attending to either context, orientations, or pedagogy. It
is typical in a class preparing teachers to work with multilingual stu-
dents to focus on pedagogical practices and/or strategies that are im-
portant to implement to support multilingual student learning. How-
ever, in this course, those learning opportunities included and were
related to the Freirean practice of reading the world, not just the word.
The syllabus described it this way:

1. We note the tension with this label as it typically implies that pre-service teacher
candidates are actively teaching in schools, which was not the case during this
class. However, they did actively take teaching roles in the class, so they were
both students and teachers throughout.
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The curriculum and content of this course has been designed
around the principles of inquiry. Grounded in my own re-
search on teaching multilingual learners in content class-
rooms (Viesca et al., 2019), this course has been designed to
ensure we engage in thoughtful, inquiry-based problem solv-
ing regarding three important elements of quality curricu-
lum and instruction for multilingual students: context, ori-
entations and pedagogy. For each of these three elements of
quality curriculum and instruction, several research-based
problems are offered for us to engage in collaborative inquiry
around. By the end of the course, you should have a strong
theoretical, empirical and practical toolkit to support your
effective teaching of multilingual students in your content
classroom. Further, you should have a strong learning com-
munity to continue to rely on as well as approaches and re-
sources for ongoing problem solving as you continue work-
ing with multilingual students.

(Viesca, 2020, pp. 2-3)

The syllabus also listed the inquiry questions that would ground the
learning across the course. For orientations, student teachers exam-
ined and taught about dominant narratives, the cultural nature of con-
tent and knowledge, and translanguaging. For context, student teach-
ers examined and taught about historical and contemporary events
and perspectives on immigration and migration, language policies,
collaborating with families and how to affirm linguistic and cultural
diversity. And for pedagogy, student teachers investigated and taught
about meaningful collaboration, dialogic teaching, language demand
in instruction, identifying essential concepts, grouping dynamics, de-
veloping literacy skills, oral interaction, multimodal assessments, and
lesson and unit planning. Student teachers also read stories of immi-
gration (e.g., the book “Newcomers”) and about anti-racism (e.g., the
book “How to be an Antiracist”) while engaged in weekly inquiry cy-
cles guided by questions that explored either context, orientations, or
pedagogy. This cycle is used in the ICMEE project (see: https://cehs.
unl.edu/icmee/ ) and described briefly above as well as in-depth by
Viesca et al. (2016).


https://cehs.unl.edu/icmee/
https://cehs.unl.edu/icmee/
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Community

In order for the kind of teaching and learning outlined above to be
possible, a strong, anti-oppressive community needed to be built. The
syllabus described the principles guiding this work as follows:

In order for us to establish a strong learning community
where each learner can have agency, take leadership and
work well in collaboration, we will practice the principles of
self-actualization, reciprocity and accountability. These prin-
ciples are intricately connected and in combination gener-
ate incredible possibilities for transformative, equity-based
learning to occur. Self-actualization is important individually
as well as collectively for it is how we both work towards be-
ing and bringing our truest selves to the learning space while
we also create that possibility for the other members of our
learning community. Through self-actualization we strive to
have all of the identities (understood as dynamic and poten-
tially shifting, even during the short timeline of our course)
of the learners in our community affirmed in our learning
space. We recognize that self-actualization can only success-
fully occur in reciprocity where our own self-actualization
cannot come at the cost of that of another. Further, we have
to hold ourselves accountable to the principles of self-actu-
alization as we live in a colonial, white supremacist, ableist,
heteropatriarchy, that has been established to limit self-ac-
tualization in very tangible ways.

(Viesca, 2020, p. 2)

These principles come from Indigenous scholarship (e.g., Kimmerer,
2013; Simpson, 2017) as well as Freirean notions of freedom, author-
ity, and democracy (Freire, 1994, 1998) and were grounding tools to
co-construct a classroom community agreement that guided our in-
teractions together. We? spent time in every course working to get to
know the other members of the learning community through activities

2. The lead author was the “instructor of record” for this course and the second au-
thor was a graduate research assistant supporting various aspects of the course.
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that centered on learning about and personally connecting with each
member of the class. We even insisted that each member of the class
learn all of the names of each other member of the class (something
students reported was new for them in a college class). The result of
ongoing, meaningful, and sustained efforts at community building cre-
ated the context for shared vulnerability and thoughtful engagement
with one another. One student mentioned often feeling judged in her
classes, even by her instructors, for expressing a more conservative
ideology. However, in our class, she frequently posed important ques-
tions that forced everyone to think more expansively and openly about
the topic of inquiry. In our individual conversations, she expressed her
gratitude for being able to bring the truest version of herself to our
class. Similarly, a trans student made the decision to officially tran-
sition during this semester and named the welcoming space of our
community as a reason for finding the courage to do this. While there
were still some issues that came up and needed attention, our efforts
striving for each person’s self-actualization in reciprocity and with ac-
countability gave us stronger tools to address those issues and create
a meaningful learning community for all.

What is particularly important about this, especially from a
Freirean perspective, is that our freedom for self-actualization can-
not come at the cost of another’s. Thus, as Freire (1998) suggests,
freedom is not limitless, rather importantly conceptualized in com-
munity. Due to the oppressive projects (e.g., patriarchy and racism),
our (re)turn to Freirean pedagogy was importantly grounded in hold-
ing accountability for those spaces between-between one person’s
self-actualization and another’s. This commitment is fundamentally
an ethical and moral one that creates the context for ongoing human-
ization for all engaged in teaching/learning efforts (Freire, 1998).
It also is the space of tension between freedom and authority that
Freire explores and positions as a productive place to live. He sug-
gests that the tensions between authority and freedom play a mutu-
ally reciprocal role in the democratic endeavor of seeking solidarity
and equality. Thus, through a commitment to self-actualization in
reciprocity with accountability, learners and teachers can strive for
solidarity and equality while grappling with the tensions between
freedom and authority.
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Methodology

This study is grounded in an analysis of learning artifacts produced in
the course described above to understand the teaching/learning/prac-
tices that were co-constructed and produced. This analysis seeks to il-
lustrate the possibilities of (re)turning to Freirean-Philosophy to sup-
port the development of strong antioppressive pedagogies for teachers
and students in multilingual classrooms. We asked: What are pre-ser-
vice teachers’ understandings and perspectives regarding pedagogy
from participating in a course that implemented a liberatory praxis

pedagogy?
Context

The course under investigation is part of an undergraduate teacher
preparation program for secondary pre-service teachers. It is a re-
quired course on working with multilingual students, though at the
time of this research it did not have a component that allowed teacher
candidates to work with multilingual learners directly. Research con-
sistently illustrates the value of such learning opportunities (e.g., Pay-
ant & Mason, 2018; Pu, 2012) and is an aspect of course improvement
that is currently underway. Additionally, this course took place during
the Spring semester of 2020, which means it also was abruptly dis-
rupted due to COVID-19 global pandemic shut-downs. So, some of the
original plans for the course had to be let go of and the course had to
be finalized completely online (though it was designed for full face-
to-face delivery).

In addition to the global pandemic, this course faced other barriers
due to personal loss and health issues (e.g., a student passed out and
had a seizure in class). Overall, roughly half of the class was disrupted
due to these additional challenges. However, because the course was
designed around the principles described above, strong learning and
continued collaborative engagement were possible even during a time
of substantial stress and disruption for the whole learning commu-
nity. We believe that the positive learning outcomes that were possi-
ble in the midst of global crisis are largely due to the Freirean ped-
agogy that grounded and guided this course design. Were it not for
the community of collaboration, ownership, and co-constructing of
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knowledge that we intentionally established from the beginning of
the course, learning outcomes would have been much more nega-
tively impacted during the crisis. Because the lines between teacher
and learner were blurred effectively through this ideology, learning
was not solely dependent on the instructor’s knowledge. This, we be-
lieve, wonderfully illustrates the strength and importance of (re)turn-
ing to Freirean pedagogy.

Participants

A total of 29 pre-service secondary content student teachers were
enrolled in the course. A total of 22 of them consented to participate
in the current study and gave permission for us to use data gener-
ated through course participation for our research. We used a purpo-
sive sampling procedure rather than a random procedure in order to
choose those who would be most likely to help fulfill the objectives of
the study (Henry, 2009). Therefore, five participants were purpose-
fully selected, so that we were able to include participants from the
five different content areas that the secondary student teachers in the
class represented: English language arts, social studies, math, busi-
ness, and social sciences. None of the student teachers had yet begun
their student teaching in their program at the point when data were
collected.

Data Sources

The qualitative data for the current study were collected from course
engagement activities across one semester from the five participants.
These participants represented the class as a whole in that they were
majority white and monolingual. The research team selected two ma-
jor types of assignments to analyze for this study: a weekly inquiry
assignment (across 11 weeks, described above) and students’ final
project for the course. The final course project was open in terms of
format-students could create art, write an essay, design lesson plans,
write a children’s book, and create a game. All possibilities for for-
mat were on offer. But what they all needed to do was answer the
course essential question in their own authentic way and present their
work to the class. The course essential question was, “How can my
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pedagogical approach improve bi/multilingual student learning as well
as contribute to educational equity for bi/multilingual learners?” We
analyzed a total of 55 inquiry assignments and 5 final projects to un-
cover student teachers’ understandings and perspectives regarding
pedagogy while participating in course that implemented an aboli-
tionist. liberatory praxis pedagogy themselves.

Data Analysis

The five participants’ qualitative data were compiled into Word doc-
uments and were first read through by all of us. After an initial anal-
ysis of the data, the segments related to their perspectives regarding
teaching and learning in the multilingual contexts were highlighted.
Then. these segments were discussed by us to obtain initial codes.
Next, two overarching themes were generated after we examined the
codes through an in-depth rereading of the data. The two themes were
named as “Philosophical Growth Towards Inclusivity” and “Discon-
nects and Tensions.”

Research Team Positionality

The team of researchers conducting this study represents a variety
of backgrounds, life experiences, and perspectives. We include the
course instructor and graduate teaching assistant for the course un-
der investigation. We are from a variety of national, language, and
racial backgrounds including White, Latinx, Asian, and bi-racial. We
share perspectives regarding the importance of disrupting the ineq-
uitable status-quo for multilingual students and other students from
minoritized backgrounds.

Findings
Philosophical Growth toward Inclusivity
The first theme emerging from an in-depth analysis of the qualitative

data is participants’ noticeably deepened understanding of Freirean
philosophy and pedagogy in relation to teaching and learning in
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multilingual contexts. Aligning with Freire’s liberation praxis that
places an emphasis on humanization and humankind’s agency to
transform the world (Freire, 1994), participants reflected upon their
prior schooling experiences and critiqued the status quo of the cur-
rent US education system, which is characterized by one participant
as “designed for American, English speaking students,” and thus re-
mains intrinsically monolingual, inequitable, and oppressive to multi-
lingual learners. As an effort to combat the prevailing high-stakes and
standardized assessment, several participants believed that incorpo-
rating multimodality into the assessment process could be one possi-
ble way to authentically engage multilingual learners and encourage
them to take ownership of their learning. Multimodal possibilities to
improve assessments for multilingual learners are an explicit topic
of exploration in one of their weekly inquiry cycles. By exploring this
topic in the context of the (re)turn to Freirean pedagogy that grounded
the class, the participants developed a stronger faith in the agency
and creativity of their students, particularly in “their power to make
and remake, to create and re-create” (Freire, 1994, p. 90). One par-
ticipant, for instance, contextualized multimodality in assessing mul-
tilingual learners’ learning outcomes in history or other social stud-
ies domains, emphasizing the importance of enabling the learners to
have options, freedom, and agency in their own learning:

Because this project is already very unique to the students,
allowing them to choose the method of production would
also be a decent choice, or at least a list of options. These op-
tions could include an essay, storybook, screenplay, detailed
series of paintings/drawings, a series of poems, or anything
else that students recommend.

(Participant 22)

In, addition, the participants showed an increasing awareness of per-
ceiving teacher-student relationship as horizontal, democratic, and di-
alogic rather than hierarchical. As is argued by Freire (1994), building
such a relationship requires us to blur the lines between teachers and
students, “overcoming authoritarianism and an alienating intellectual-
ism” (p. 86). For instance, several participants mentioned the impor-
tance of co-constructing the content and course with their students



VIESCA ET AL. IN PAULO FREIRE AND MULTILINGUAL EDUCATION (2022) 14

rather than making it merely teacher-centered, as this helps improve
students’ level of engagement and commitment to the course and re-
construct a more democratic and equitable teacher-student relation-
ship. One participant specifically talked about how much they valued
students’ input in designing and developing the course:

I want my lessons to be directed by the students, to be com-
pelled by their own curiosity and engagement with the ma-
terial. I want to know them, and I want them to know me.
In no way will I be glad to settle in the fact that my precious
time with students has been resorted to the impersonal, to
the disengaged, and to the missed opportunity. Life itself
is relationships. Everything revolves around them, and to
pave the way for my students while ignoring their authentic
thoughts, opinions, desires, and personalities is to do them
a profound disservice and is morally wrong.

(Participant 18)

While in this course students did not explicitly read Freire’s work, the
impact of putting his ideas into practice is clear in the sentiments ex-
pressed by the student above (Freire, 1994, 1998).

Another major pattern identified from the five participants’ data
is their self-perceptions and a growing awareness of the “world in
which and with which they exist” (Freire, 1994, p. 95), which is then
challenged and problematized by some of the participants. Through
examining the dominant narratives, one participant reflected upon
their own lived experiences while recognizing the privileges they en-
joyed and the importance of honoring differences. Furthermore, this
participant went on to write about the inherent ethnocentrism of so-
cial studies subjects such as history, particularly in terms of center-
ing dominant white narratives while marginalizing the stories of Peo-
ple of Color.

After reflection, however, it was very ethnocentric of me to
think she would have learned about MY country’s history
and not her own .. .I think often social sciences, especially
history, recognize the white narrative as the most impor-
tant ideas and what matters. In the United States content
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has predominately been “whitewashed” focusing on the sto-
ries and narratives of prominent white people, “washing”
over minority narratives such as Native Americans, Chinese
Americans, or African Americans.

(Participant 10)

It is noteworthy that though some participants appeared to be more
conscious of the oppressive nature of the reality, such awareness does
not seem to translate into concrete actions or pedagogy that can help
fight against the oppression (see below). Yet substantial evidence
pointed to strong philosophical growth toward anti-oppressive peda-
gogies, such as those used to teach the class. Another aspect of their
philosophical growth was an emphasis on inclusivity. Student teach-
ers actively positioned their learning around the theme in a variety of
ways including theorizing classroom assignment design:

One resource for students on the ESL/ELL website is a pic-
ture dictionary, something I think would be greatly beneficial
for multilingual students in my social science classroom. The
site allows searches to be correlated with a picture, making
the understanding of words much easier. Social science is a
comprehensive discipline, this allows me to use a wide va-
riety of visuals and pictures making the content much more
tangible for multilingual learners.

(Participant 10)

The results of having inexperienced pre-service teachers crafting in-
novative pedagogies for multilingual students in the classroom, a chal-
lenging proposition for even veteran educators, in a classroom uti-
lizing a Freirean approach to pedagogy yielded interesting results.
Student teacher assignments across multiple content areas yielded
consistent examples of their ideating on how to foster student inclu-
sivity and diversity within a multitude of aspects of the classroom:

I would break up the groups by pairing each student with an-
other at a similar level. If I had two students whose first lan-
guage was Spanish, and one is slightly better at writing Eng-
lish, while another is better at speaking, I would pair them
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up as their strengths are complementary. I would try to do
this as much as possible for all my students, according to
which language they are most comfortable in and their abil-
ity. Because the goal of the lesson is to understand the basic
structure and formality of emails, I would not be concerned
about proper grammar or sentences.

(Participant 17)

Student teachers hypothesized multiple strategies that would benefit
their future multilingual learners in their own classrooms once they
became educators. And across these strategies, the theme of inclusiv-
ity and growth toward acceptance of diversity was represented from
multiple perspectives.

As described above, student teachers saw their future potential
coursework in their own classrooms as opportunities to offer ave-
nues of engagement in course content for their future multilingual
students that traditionally has been overlooked by the US educational
system for minoritized students. Following along the paths of discov-
ery and experimentation, student teachers explored various modifi-
cations of existing lesson plans to break the monolingual and mono-
cultural paradigm of traditional classwork for students whilst still
providing meaningful interaction and learning. Student teachers also
pursued the creation of original lesson plans and content with the
tenant of inclusivity guiding the creation process from the onset. The
freedom to hypothesize, create, and reflect on their own future ped-
agogies was an essential element fostered by the Freirean approach
to the student teachers’ course, and this resulted in a unique oppor-
tunity for student led innovation.

As the course progressed, student teacher self-identity combined
with their growing identities as professional educators emerged as ad-
ditional important aspect of their inclusivity and growth toward ac-
ceptance of diversity. Reflecting on self-identity allowed student teach-
ers the opportunity to examine the path and events which led them to
the field of education, but interestingly, the student teachers also com-
monly reflected on the positioning of their own personal identities in
congruence with their future multilingual and multicultural students
leading to greater understanding of how their self-identities will in-
teract with the identities of their future students, as well as how stu-
dent identities may be brought into the design of class communities.
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Student teacher commitments to inclusivity and growth toward ac-
ceptance of diversity for multilingual students appeared to grow from
the foundation of a Freirean-based pedagogy. With the freedom of ex-
ploration and the responsibility of directing their own learning and
growth, student teachers organically identified and arrived at identi-
fying issues surrounding multilingual students and began to craft so-
lutions to those issues. While the solutions and understanding of the
issues addressed by the student teachers are in parallel to their inex-
perience as classroom teachers, the journey which they have begun is
the preeminent issue at hand. When enabled and empowered to ex-
plore the pedagogy at the core of education, student teachers under a
Freirean model organically began to learn of and attempt to address
prominent systemic issues within education with commitments to in-
clusivity and diversity as positively productive.

Disconnects and Tensions

Where we found focus on growth and strengths as described above,
we also found evidence of some disconnects and tensions in students’
thinking and approaches. It is worth noting that these disconnects and
tensions could be the result of a variety of factors impacting the class
(having to move the course online because of the pandemic, teaching
a course on working with multilingual students that also does not yet
have a practicum component where student teachers get to work di-
rectly with multilingual students, etc.). Yet, they are still disconnects
and tensions worth noting and exploring, particularly for how they
illustrate important barriers and challenges in implementing a (re)
turn to Freirean pedagogy in preparing teachers to work with multi-
lingual students.

We found that student teachers showed an increased desire to en-
gage in equitable teaching themselves but also illustrated an absence
of practical knowledge for how to effectively achieve this ideal. Stu-
dents teachers’ writing about the kind of professional they are seek-
ing to become and the ways in which they’d like to engage with their
future students showed tremendous growth toward anti-oppressive
thinking, coupled with unrealistic, impractical, and vague assertions
about how this is to be accomplished. Granted, participants were at
varying stages of their teacher preparation and the ability to trans-
late anti-oppressive thinking into actual practice is a difficult task for
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even many experienced educators. However, the tensions and discon-
nects that came out of our analysis are illuminating.

First, student teachers often drew from monocultural, monolin-
gual reservoirs to create wide-ranging teaching strategies. Engaging
in imaginative understanding of what tangible experiences might be
like for multilingual students proved difficult for participants, all of
whom were monolingual and monocultural themselves. For example,
one participant (P10) wrote about the importance of building social
bridges, demonstrating a clear understanding of the need for these av-
enues to be actively inserted into the learning experience for multilin-
gual students. However, in their final project, this participant writes,
“As an educator, I will strive to create a classroom environment and
ample opportunities for multilingual learners to be seen as assets,
not liabilities in the classroom.” This statement showcases the partic-
ipants’ commitment to inclusivity. However, it rings hollow as it was
not coupled with evidence that the teacher knows how to do this in
practice. There was often an absence in our data that could link stu-
dent teachers’ philosophies and commitments to inclusivity to what
antioppressive teaching will look like in day-to-day learning.

Another participant explicitly expressed this disconnect between
the theoretical and the practical in their own mind. They wrote:

Honestly, I think that for most ‘plans’ I make in this class for
these [class assignment], I can confidently say I’ll probably
never use. That’s why I usually opt for the ‘you make it work’
option, because even though I don’t think I’ll value an activity
enough that I create for an assignment, I do value the ideas
and spirit and motivations and heart behind the creation of
the task that will never be brought to life.

(Participant 18)

This students’ confident assertion that the activities he designs for this
course will never be activities he uses in a real setting can be inter-
preted in multiple ways. Is this because he recognizes the complexity
of planning for a future imagined space and the reality that any plans
today may not be meaningful for the reality of tomorrow? Or is it be-
cause he lacks the tool-set to make such plans? Is this a lack of vision?
Or an honest grappling with the complexity of this work? At any rate,
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across the data, and despite the course modeling and creation of space
for meta-conversations linking anti-oppressive teaching ideologies to
practices, it is clear that students left the class with a strong founda-
tional understanding, but with areas for growth that should be antic-
ipated and continuously worked on as young professionals. The data
also reveals potential reasons for this.

Participants often illustrated an inability to relate to students from
varying backgrounds, even as their intentions were clearly to be in-
clusive and accommodating. An example of this was when a student
attempted to connect their own experiences in a privileged learning
space with that of multilingual students in public schools, without at-
tending to the differences in power and privilege between the groups
and spaces being compared. Through their inquiry assignment, this
student made a false equivalency that can often mask important issues
of inequity (Picower, 2021). In the context of developing anti-oppres-
sive pedagogies, overlooking these differences of power and privilege
can be significant barriers to being able to counteract and disrupt op-
pressive practices.

Another example of this disconnect between ideology and practical
application is from a student who wrote about the importance of mak-
ing accommodations to achieve differentiation and individualization,
demonstrating strong ideological understandings. However, this same
participant makes statements such as, “Throughout the unit, I would
also take the time to talk with my multilingual students to make sure
they understood the concepts correctly.” This kind of interaction with
multilingual students is wonderful to commit to and in the course stu-
dent teachers’ experienced and learned about pedagogical practices
that would make these kinds of ongoing conversations possible (e.g.,
Tharp et al., 2000; Teemant & Hausman, 2013). However, in the con-
text of secondary schools in the United States, there are a variety of
practical realities that this participant does not to appear to be pre-
pared to grapple with like short class periods, large class sizes, mul-
tiple preps, language proficiency levels, and the lack of time that isn’t
consciously created for these kinds of conversations to occur. Again,
this illustrates a difficulty with moving away from abstract idealism
and vague proclamations and into the realm of concrete application
as they are consistently unable to imagine specific teaching practices
that stray too far from their own schooling experiences and familiar
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molds—even while they are in a course specifically modeling how to
do it. Freire offers insights into this when he discusses hope and op-
timism as well as the need for critical reflection grounded in disrupt-
ing the inequitable status quo (Freire, 1994, 1998).

In addition to this disconnect, there are some tensions that arose as
well. Rather than not illustrating an understanding or ability to move
ideals into actual practice, we found evidence of some of that move-
ment actually continuing oppressive practices. It appears that some
participants promoted anti-oppressive values and principles for teach-
ing but were not able to couple that with challenges to the oppressive
nature of the teaching practices that they have experienced through-
out their lives.

For example, one participant (P17) writes extensively about the im-
portance of providing all students with the opportunities to feel val-
ued on an individual level, yet all of the activity examples they provide
are rooted in traditional power hierarchies and top-down instructional
models that leave no room for personal expression or asset-based in-
dividualization. Participants demonstrated an awareness of why anti-
oppressive pedagogy is important, yet at times they reverted to the
oppressive teaching practices they are familiar with from their own
schooling as soon as they are asked to put those ideologies into con-
crete terms. Similarly, another participant wrote about their desire
to promote student freedom of expression and provided the following
idea for an activity that they felt would accomplish this:

I could print out a big white map of Europe and have stu-
dents paint/ draw on the countries of the authors that they
read. This would allow me to have a visual representation of
student learning/understanding, and it could be something
put on display in the room to increase classroom comradery.

Again, we see the tension between wanting to promote freedom of ex-
pression and linking it to an activity that potentially is grounded in a
Euro-centric curriculum and only minimally provides for student free-
dom of expression. This participant also overstates what can be ac-
complished by hanging student work in the classroom suggesting that
will lead to classroom comradery. This illustrates a pattern we found
of anti-oppressive intentions linked to oppressive execution.
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We also noted important absences. Participants wrote nothing
about how to make use of students’ conceptual reservoirs and expe-
riences in any way that humanized and positioned multilingual learn-
ers as equals or as inherently valuable. Despite all of the philosophical
growth and expressed commitments to inclusivity and diversity, par-
ticipants did not illustrate through the work we examined an ability
to match those commitments with a liberatory, abolitionist praxis. At
times, participants wrote about students as needy, broken, and prob-
lems to be solved.

These disconnects and tensions are important to consider for all
seeking to build and sustain a Freirean pedagogy/anti-oppressive
teaching and learning. We cannot expect student teachers, who have
likely spent the bulk of their educational lives in top-down instruc-
tional models to be able to reach meaningful levels of meta-analysis
and critical consciousness in such short periods of time (e.g., Across a
course? A teacher education program?). We can make huge strides to-
ward reshaping the ways in which they process new information and
think about education, teaching, and learning, and that trajectory is
clear in our findings in this study. However, if we are to see those ad-
vanced thought processes translated into practice, we must also pro-
vide student teachers with learning experiences that will help them
translate anti-oppressive commitments into realistic, meaningful, and
liberatory praxis. Having a significant impact on people’s thinking is
crucial and possible, but it is insufficient if we fail to help them trans-
late newly acquired ideologies into concrete techniques that they can
build on.

Conclusion

This study illustrates the possibilities of (re)turning to a Freirean ped-
agogy as well as the work that still needs to be done. Even in a short
amount of time and in the context of substantial disruption, through
engaging with a course designed around anti-oppressive principles
where student teachers could engage with a liberatory praxis and
work to build their own, great strides were made. Yet, our analysis
revealed much work that still needs to be done for student teachers
to be able to implement Freirean pedagogies themselves. We suggest
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that this is both a huge success as well as a strong indicator of the
large-scale systemic changes that need to take place. Further research
should examine how spreading a (re)turn to Freirean pedagogy can
impact student teachers’ learning across pre-service course-work as
well as into districts and schools. What possibilities are created when
Freirean pedagogy acts as a “north star” in equity-oriented abolitionist
teaching (Love, 2019)? How can further connections be made between
courses, institutions, and various learning sites to grow educators un-
derstandings and abilities to implement Freirean pedagogies? While
there is more work to do, the clear power of (re)turning to Freirean
pedagogies is also quite evident.
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