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This research addresses the complexities of White racial identity development 

in the lives of five elementary and middle school preservice teachers during their 

graduate teacher education program at a private Christian Pacific Northwestern

university. Using a poststructural framework, this research investigated three 

questions: 1) How do the aspects of subjectivation (the relationship one has with 

oneself) “play out” in performing White racial identity in a multicultural context? 2) 

How does the role of the Other impact how White racial identity is performed and 

changed in a multicultural context? 3) How is White racial identity performed and 

changed in the relationships and practices of White preservice teachers as a result of 

race-based discourses in a course on multiculturalism? 

Data for this research were collected over three months and were taken from 

three main sources: reflection journals, observational notes in a researcher’s journal, 

and face-to-face interviews. Modes of naturalistic inquiry and Foucauldian discourse 

analysis were used to analyze and interpret the data. The validity of this research was 



addressed using poststructural concepts of multiple perspectives and socially 

constructed knowledges.

The results indicated that the White racial identities of the preservice teachers 

were continuously influenced by their subjectivities, and were constantly being created 

by their surrounding discourses. Dominant discourses were also at play constituting 

their subjectivities throughout this process. These discourses were varied and 

produced mixed results as the preservice teachers made battle at the site of subjectivity 

between the form of subjectivation and the race-based discourses that bombarded the 

preservice teachers throughout the duration of the semester. Their shifting White racial 

identities were demonstrated through the multiple discourses, positions, and practices 

they used during the course and in their student teaching practicum experiences. The 

research also indicated the power of the Other as a means for continued identity 

destabilization. 
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THE ROLE OF MARGINALIZED DISCOURSES IN CONSTRUCTING THE 
WHITE IDENTITIES OF PRESERVICE TEACHERS 

CHAPTER 1

 INTRODUCTION

This dissertation examines how White racial identity is performed and changed 

when preservice teachers are immersed in multicultural discourses during a course on 

multicultural education. I specifically explored students’ subjectivity produced as a 

result of their subjectivation (the relationship one has with oneself) and treated this 

production as a site where operations and practices are used -- which may be the very 

operations and practices that culminate in racist behaviors towards People of Color. I 

also examined how the presence of the Other (the subject’s constitutive outside, as 

used by Hall, 1996), and the discourses the Others bring to the participants’ context in 

the multicultural course, shape the racial identity of people who are White. I used 

naturalistic inquiry and Foucauldian discourse analysis as the methodologies to 

investigate White racial identity as well as what this identity consists of, and how it 

changes. I employed researcher observations, student reflections, and interviews of 

students as sources of data to identify the phenomena.  

In this chapter, I set the foundation which includes the background, 

importance, and purpose for the study. I also identify the paradigms, particularly my 

epistemological perspective, which colors how I understand the world. 
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Background of the Study

As I debated what career direction I wanted to take (having been disillusioned 

from working in the corporate world), teaching was the only career that I felt gave me 

access to people and offered a site where social justice work could be performed. My 

goal then was to facilitate the knowledge acquisition for marginalized communities 

and to demonstrate to them that they could become informed and thus make informed 

decisions about how they wanted to shape their lives. I wanted to “show them the 

way” to access resources. I wanted to show them how to foster a value of education as 

an important and powerful means to acquire power. I wanted to demonstrate to them 

that education could be used as a tool for accessing political and financial power that 

could be directed towards achieving autonomy from oppressive forces. I wanted to be 

their academic savior. 

All the teaching positions that I accepted were in low socioeconomic, bilingual 

schools. I was determined to make a difference in communities that historically have 

struggled to achieve freedom from poverty and oppression. As the years went by, I 

saw the communities in which I strived to make a difference stay the same. I tried to 

talk to other teachers about the fact that many of our students were not fostering a love 

of learning or were lacking the dreams to pursue a college career. But more often than 

not, teachers claimed that they were doing all they could, or they claimed that the 

problems were due to socio-cultural/socio-economic factors in students’ lives. 
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It was then that I began to read research on multicultural education. I learned 

about different forms of racisms that have occurred and continue to occur in schools, 

and felt that the students with whom I worked may have possibly confronted these as 

well. This was the beginning of my long history of study in the field of multicultural 

education. It led me to pursue a Ph.D. and a career in higher education. I came to the 

conclusion that I could reach more Students of Color by teaching their future teachers 

before they entered the field, versus limiting my influence to the 30 students in my 

classroom each year. 

My Personal Racial Identity

Implicit in my discussion about the journey of my research in this area of study 

is the transformation of who I am becoming as a raced person. My initial reflection on 

who I am becoming as a Latino began during my college years as I pursued my 

undergraduate degree. I developed a strong desire to find my roots in my Mexican 

heritage and to live a life that was closer to how my ancestors lived. I joined many 

Latino clubs and tried to get involved in changing the injustices that People of Color 

faced. This was my first experience reflecting on how social structures discriminate 

against People of Color. Eventually I pursued and finished my master’s degree and 

entered a doctoral program.  My doctoral studies introduced many theories that 

challenged these initial thoughts and restructured my ideas.   As a result of “working 
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through” these theories, I found that poststructuralists’ concepts best described my 

construction of who I am becoming as a raced person. 

I now consider myself to be always becoming, fragmented, contradictory, and 

multiple. While I identify myself as Latino, this identity has different meanings at 

different times and in different contexts. My “Latino-male” identity is constructed by 

the discourses available to me throughout my life and within the locations to which I 

have been exposed. I realize that what I consider “Latino-male” will not be what 

others consider it to mean, yet I consider their definitions to be just as valid.  It is this 

complex construction of identity that I find most useful in describing my racial 

identity. It is also the framework through which I view the identities I study in this 

investigation.

Significance of the Study

As I delved into the literature on multicultural education, I found a vast 

number of areas where researchers have concentrated in order to address the 

increasing racial and cultural diversity in public education. Initially, I knew I wanted 

to pursue this area of research since it is a passion of mine, but I had not chosen a 

focused area in which to concentrate my research. After reading many articles, I was 

surprised to find that, nationally, preservice teachers are predominantly White, middle-

class females (Banks, 2001, p. 30; Ladson-Billings, 1999). These statistics are 
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consistent with the student population in the graduate preservice program in which I 

currently teach. I began to focus my investigation of the literature in the area of 

preservice teacher education.  

This research indicated that teachers tend to privilege students who were 

similar to them in race, class, and culture (Shulman, 1992). The research also indicated 

that White teachers tend to reproduce racist social structures even when their 

intentions are to practice an antiracist curriculum (Lea, 2005). These findings led to 

the following three questions:

1. How do the aspects of subjectivation (the relationship one has with 

oneself) “play out” in performing White racial identity in a 

multicultural context?  

2. How does the role of the Other impact how White racial identity is 

performed and changed in a multicultural context?

3. How is White racial identity performed and changed in the 

relationships and practices of White preservice teachers as a result of 

race-based discourses in a course on multiculturalism? 

My research investigates this area of White racial identity in order to explain how it 

interacts with the racial identities of diverse populations. 

My hope is that this study will become a source of knowledge to all who have 

developed a moral obligation to uphold social justice in the field of education. I 

especially intend this research to serve the needs of those educators in higher 

education who prepare preservice teachers. This knowledge will also be useful to 
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White preservice and in-service teachers who acknowledge and wish to facilitate 

social equality for all people. 

Researcher’s Paradigm and Epistemological Perspective

As I began this study, it was important that I identify my research paradigm 

and epistemological perspective. I adopted Guba’s (1990) definition of paradigm that 

defines the term as “a basic set of beliefs that guides action, whether of the everyday 

garden variety or action taken in connection with a disciplined inquiry” (p. 17). This 

definition is purposely general so that it may be “possible to reshape it as our 

understanding of its many implications improves” (Guba, 1990, p. 17).  

My research paradigm has been named among researchers as the naturalist 

paradigm (Guba & Lincoln, 2005). This paradigm holds assumptions about reality and 

about the nature of knowledge. According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), the naturalistic 

paradigm views the nature of reality as being “multiple, constructed, and holistic” (p. 

37).  This paradigm positions the knower and the known as co-creators of knowledge. 

Thus the knower and the known are inseparable from each other.  It acknowledges that 

all research is value-laden and that no research can be objective. It is through the 

naturalistic paradigm that I perform this qualitative research. 

Postmodern theory and poststructuralism resonate within me and describe the 

paradigms through which I see the world. Although there is some disagreement as to 
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whether these terms have different meanings or whether they can be used 

synonymously (Bressler, 2003), I used Denzin and Lincoln’s (2003) constructs of 

these terms. 

Denzin and Lincoln (2003) have differentiated between postmodern theory and 

poststructuralism.  Poststructuralists emphasize the “problems with the social text, its 

logic, and its inability to represent the world of lived experience fully” (p. 35). By 

contrast, Postmodern Theory is an overarching term that encompasses the anti-

foundationalist writing in philosophy and the social sciences under which 

poststructuralists are categorized.  In this view, as they state, “Postmodern theoretical 

trajectories take as their entry point a rejection of the deeply ingrained assumptions of 

Enlightenment rationality, traditional Western epistemology, or any supposedly 

‘secure’ representation of reality that exists outside of discourse itself”(p. 456).

It is from this epistemological stance that I draw my ideas. I especially draw 

from Michel Foucault as a main source of insight and a foundation to my research. 

Foucault developed his analysis of society by tracing the transformation of knowledge 

throughout history (Foucault & Rabinow, 1984; Mills, 2003). His interests included 

studying how knowledge is created, transformed, and used. He gave special attention 

to how power constructs the relationships among knowledges or disciplines and how 

subjects are positioned within societies due to knowledge shaped by time and location. 

What follows is my understanding of many components of Foucault’s work 

that will be used in this study. 
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Discourse

The word “discourse” is used by many theorists and has a variety of meanings 

within different theories. Foucault used the word discourse in numerous ways 

throughout his life’s work (Mills, 2003), but my use of the term draws mainly from his 

definition that discourse is composed of statements or a body of knowledges that 

shape what a subject can say, write, speak, and think (McHoul & Grace, 1993). These 

statements form the basic units of discourse and are the action forces limiting what can 

be said, written, and thought. In other words, discourses are practices obeying certain 

rules. They do not simply reflect reality; they create reality and meaning (Foucault, 

1991). We can see this by examining and viewing the effects of discourses and their 

constructions. 

A significant Foucauldian concept concerns the ways in which power works 

within discourses and how it positions people. 

Power

Foucauldian power designates a technique or action that is exercised by 

individuals, not a thing that someone possesses. Foucault believed that power is 

everywhere, and not localized in any particular group (Kendall & Wickham, 1999; 

McHoul & Grace, 1993; McLaren, 2002; Mills, 2003). Power can be used by people 

in specific situations. Power is constantly produced among and between people, 

institutions, things, and groups of people. It is mobile, local, heterogeneous, and 

unstable. Specific instruments and procedures of power keep knowledge located in 
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certain positions. For example, within a traditional discourse of teachers and students, 

teachers are the keepers of knowledge and students are the receivers of knowledge, 

thus keeping the power within the position of the teacher. 

Foucault claimed that power is non-subjective because power is not possessed 

by any one individual;  rather, individuals only participate in power (McLaren, 2002). 

It cannot be possessed because it is relational, shifting, mobile, and unstable.  Due to 

the relational quality of power, power manifests itself in the strategies by which it 

takes effect. For example, the act of confession is a specific strategy that manifests the 

effects of power to form the subject (McLaren, 2002). Aims, goals, and objectives are 

revealed through each manifestation of power in the strategies and relations among 

individuals, institutions, and things. 

In addition to being non-subjective, power is also positive (enabling), negative 

(constraining), and nonhierarchical. Foucault also believed that power is unequal

(McLaren, 2002). He discussed the difference between power relations and 

domination. Power relations exist when there are significant options for people and 

opportunities to resist. Domination refers to the static, fixed, relations of power. 

Foucault also believed that power is negative when it serves to limit, to dominate, and 

to normalize. He believed power is positive when it creates new possibilities, and/or 

produces new ideas, and relations (McLaren, 2002). 

Power, however, cannot function alone. Foucault stated (as cited in Mills, 

2003), “it is not possible for power to be exercised without knowledge, it is impossible 

for knowledge not to engender power” (p. 69).  He explained that knowledge is 
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produced within an imbalance of power relations. Mills (2003) provided an example 

of power-knowledge:

Thus, where there are imbalances of power relations between groups of people 
or between institutions/states, there will be a production of knowledge. 
Because of the institutionalized imbalance in power relations between men and 
women in Western countries, Foucault would argue, information is produced 
about women; thus we find many books in libraries about women but few 
about men, and similarly, many about the working class but few about the 
middle classes. There are many books about the problems of Black people, but 
not about Whites. Heterosexuality remains largely unanalyzed while 
homosexuality is the subject of many studies. While this situation is changing 
radically, where studies of heterosexuality and whiteness have been 
undertaken, statistically it is still fair to say that academic study within the 
human sciences has focused on those who are marginalized. (p. 69)

The implicit functioning of a subject lies in this relationship between power and 

discourse. I address this economy in the following section.

Subject

   Foucault (as cited in Foucault & Rabinow, 1984) said the following:

The goal of my work during the last twenty years has not been to analyze the 
phenomena of power, nor to elaborate [on] the foundations of such an analysis. 
My objective, instead, has been to create a history of the different modes by 
which, in our culture, human beings are made subjects. (p. 7)

In other words, his focus was on how the subject is created and treated as an 

object. Rabinow (1984) categorized Foucault’s work according to three modes of 

objectification: (a) dividing practices; (b) scientific practices; and (c) subjectivation. 

The mode of subjectivation is the emphasis of this dissertation. It concerns itself with 

how human beings constitute themselves as subjects. Foucault’s main concern was 

with those techniques through which people self-form. This is an active process by the 



11

subject that includes a variety of operations on a person’s body, soul, thoughts, and 

conduct. 

Foucault (1984) identified four aspects of subjectivation. The first aspect he 

called the ethical substance. This is the part of the subject which is identified as going 

to be “worked over by ethics” (p. 352) and answers the question: Which is the aspect 

or part of us or our behavior which is concerned with moral conduct? The second 

aspect is called the mode of subjection. This identifies the ways in which people are 

incited or invited to “recognize their moral obligations” (p. 353). Foucault investigated 

whether it is by divine law, cosmological order, natural law, or rational rule, for 

example, that people are called to take on their moral obligations. The third aspect is 

called the self forming activity. This includes what human beings can do to work on 

the ethical substance. The aspect answers the question: What are the means by which 

we can change ourselves in order to become ethical subjects? For Foucault, this aspect 

calls attention to “what [we are] to do, either to moderate our acts, or to decipher what 

we are, or to eradicate our desires” (p. 353). Finally, the fourth aspect is called the 

Telos.  This answers the question: Which is the kind of being to which we aspire when 

we behave in a moral way? Some examples of teleological subjectivation that 

Foucault identified include becoming pure, immortal, free, or masters of ourselves. 

Work by Judith Butler (1997) has greatly contributed to the understanding of 

Foucault’s ideas. Some of this work consists of an explanation to Foucault’s idea of 

the subject as necessarily a result of discourse. A Foucauldian notion of the individual 
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is that the subject is both “subject to” and a “subject of” discourses (McLaren, 2002). 

Butler (1997) has explained this idea of the subject’s construction by stating:

“[S]ubjectivation”…denotes both the becoming of the subject and the process 
of subjection- one inhabits the figure of autonomy only by becoming subjected 
to a power, a subjection which implies a radical dependency…Subjection is, 
literally, the making of a subject, the principle of regulation according to which 
a subject is formulated or produced. Such subjection is a kind of power that not 
only unilaterally acts on a given individual as a form of domination, but also 
activates or forms the subject. Hence, subjection is neither simply the 
domination of a subject nor its production, but designates a certain kind of 
restriction in production. (p. 83)

For Butler (1993), Foucault’s subjectivation may be understood as a type of 

performance whose meaning is derived from the discourses available in its particular 

context. She states that “the performative [in its noun form] functions to produce that

which it declares” (p. 107). In this statement, Butler (1997) borrows Althusser’s 

(1971) concept of interpellation. 

Interpellation refers to how “the subject takes place through language, as the 

effect of the authoritative voice that hails the individual” (Butler, 1997, p. 5). Thus, the 

individual’s performance of self acquires its meaning from the society in which it is 

performed. This process of meaning-after-performance necessarily produces the 

individual’s identity in terms of that which has been named by way of that 

performance. This is not a pre-existing subject that is treated by discourse, but a 

subject that is constructed as a result of discourse. Butler (1997) further explains 

subjectivation by referring to Foucault’s work in Discipline and Punishment (1979). 

In this work, Foucault investigated how a prison and its architecture (the 

Panopticon) directly produced the prisoner’s identity in its subjects. Paraphrasing 
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Foucault, Butler (1997) observes, “The prison thus acts on the prison’s body, but does 

so by forcing the prisoner to approximate an ideal, a norm of behavior [italics added], 

a model of obedience” (p. 85). The prisoner then behaves according to this ideal self 

that the prison has constructed.  Butler (1997) has explained, “[P]ower is, as 

subordination, a set of conditions that precedes the subject, effecting and 

subordinating the subject from the outside” (p. 13).  These conditions are what 

produce the repetition of practices, the performance of which lead to the construction 

of a certain type of subject (Butler, 1997). She describes the point of self-formation 

and hence agency as the following:

If in acting the subject retains the conditions of its emergence, this does not 
imply that [its entire] agency remains tethered to those conditions and that 
those conditions remain the same in every operation of agency…. [T]he act of 
appropriation may involve an alternation of power such that the power 
assumed or appropriated works against the power that made that assumption 
possible. Where conditions of subordination make possible the assumption of 
power, the power assumed remains tied to those conditions, but in an 
ambivalent way; in fact, the power assumed may at once retain and resist that 
subordination. (p. 12)

The work of subjectivation has been taken up by researchers who have used 

the concept to investigate the discursively constructed worlds in people.  Rose (1996)

has used it to investigate how the notion of human experience contains a history 

within it. He asserts that “[d]evices of ‘meaning production’- grids of visualization, 

vocabularies, norms and systems of judgment- produce experience; they are not 

themselves produced by experience” (p. 130). This dissertation places a special 

emphasis on subjectivation as will be demonstrated in the chapters that follow, 

particularly with respect to the relationship between subjectivation and identity. 
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.  

Identity and Subjectivation

According to Hall (1996) cultural identity is described as

Never unified…increasingly fragmented and fractured; never singular but 
multiply constructed across different, often intersecting and antagonistic, 
discourses, practices and positions. They are subject to a radical historicization, 
and are constantly in the process of changes and transformation…. Identities 
are about questions of using the resources of history, language and culture in 
the process of becoming rather than being; what we have become, how we 
have been represented and how that bears on how we might  represent 
ourselves. Identities are therefore constituted within, not outside 
representation. (p.4)

Hall continues to explain that identities are constructed through difference, not 

outside of difference. It is only

Through the relation to the Other, the relation to what it is not, to precisely 
what it lacks, to what has been called its constituted outside, that the positive 
meaning of any term -and thus its identity- can be constructed. (p. 4) 

We are constructed through the relation to the Other because the Other has a direct 

influence on every aspect of subjectivation. Laclau (as cited in Hall, 1996) has argued 

that “the constitution of a social identity is an act of power, since, if an objectivity 

manages to partially affirm itself, it is only by repressing that which threatens it” (p. 

5).  This alludes to the notion of positioning and how it is played out in identity 

formation.  

According to Fairclough (1992), enunciative modalities are types of discursive 

activities. These activities position the subjects involved. For example, teaching (an 

enunciative modality) as a discursive activity positions those who take part as teachers 

(social identity) and students (social identity). Implicit in this example is the notion 
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that, not only does the enunciative modality position the subjects performing it, but it 

also positions the subjects on whom it is being performed. 

Hall (1996) has described a working definition of identity as “the meeting 

point between, on the one hand, the discourses and practices which attempt to speak to 

us or hail us into place as the social subjects of particular discourses and, on the other 

hand, the processes which produce subjectivities, which construct us as subjects which 

can be spoken” (p. 5).  This definition foregrounds how discourses are intimately 

connected to how the subject is constructed. 

Foucault examined the ways in which human beings use “technologies of the 

self” in order for the self to relate to itself (i.e., subjectivation) (Foucault & Rabinow, 

1984; Martin, Gutman, & Hutton, 1988; Rose, 1996). Rose (1996) defined 

technologies of the self as “certain techniques for the conduct of one’s relation with 

oneself – for example, requiring one to relate to oneself epistemologically (know 

yourself), despotically (master yourself), or in other ways (care for yourself)” (p. 135). 

Borrowing from Foucault, Rose (1996) includes programs and strategies for the 

“conduct of conducts” by authorities of different sorts as an attempt to influence 

subjects toward a particular mean. As Rose explains:

This perspective is significant also because it directs our attention to the ways 
in which strategies for the conduct of conduct operate to shape the 
“technologies of the self” or the ways in which individuals experience, 
understand, judge and conduct themselves. (p. 135)

Despite the continual change and shift of identities, subjects have a sense of 

unity within them. What keeps a subject reproducing a sense of unity? Many 

researchers have commented on this question. 
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According to Zembylas (2003), the self is constantly becoming because the 

self is constantly changing context, power relations, and other discursive factors. An 

integrated personal and social identity evolves largely out of a context that is shaped 

by and shapes certain power relations. Although Zembylas addresses the specific 

discursive practices of emotions, his description of these discursive practices is useful 

for describing all discursive practices. I therefore substitute “discursive practice” for 

“emotion” in the following quote by Zembylas to describe how they function within a 

specific context.  

Discursive practices operate in circumstances that

Grant powers to some relations and delimit the power of others, enable some to 
create truth and others to submit to it, and allow some to judge and others to be 
judged….The words used to describe [discursive practices] are not simply 
names for [discursive] entities, preexisting things with coherent characteristics. 
Rather, these words are themselves actions or ideological practices that serve 
specific purposes in the process of creating and negotiating reality. (p. 115)

The place of practices in context, as an important element that participates in 

constructing identities and produces the illusion of coherence or unity within subjects, 

resonates with the discussion about discourse, power-knowledge, and the Other.

Rose (1996) has argued for the importance of both the subject and context in 

the process of creating the illusion of a unified, coherent self. Subjects maintain the 

illusion that they are a subject of a biology; they use particular arts of memory in order 

to construct a sense of a stable identity and “employ certain vocabularies and 

explanations to make this intelligible to themselves” (p. 143). Rose effectively 

explains that the self is constructed from beyond the skin of the subject. The locations 

of context also play a part in constructing the self through a regime of devices, gazes, 
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and techniques.  He provides examples and describes the process in the following 

manner:

Memory of one’s biography is not a simple psychological capacity, but is 
organized through rituals of storytelling, supported by artifacts such as 
photograph albums and so forth. The regimes of bureaucracy are not merely 
ethical procedures infolded into the soul, but occupy a matrix of offices, files, 
typewriters, habits of time-keeping, conversational repertoires, [and] 
techniques of notation. The regimes of passion are not merely affective folds in 
the soul, but are enacted in certain secluded or valorized spaces, through 
sensualized equipment of beds, drapes and silks, routines of dressing and 
undressing, aestheticized devices for providing music and light, regimes of 
partitioning of time and so forth. (p. 143)

It is evident that subjectivation is a complex, multifaceted system that goes 

beyond the individual subject. This is why Rose has proposed that we move away 

from the “narrativization” of subjects and move towards the “spatialization” of 

subjects by emphasizing the “localization” of routines, habits, and techniques that are

animating the actions and values of what is comprehensible to subjects. 

These poststructural concepts are part of my ontology and epistemology. I 

employed these concepts in this study to help explain the phenomena I co-constructed 

with the participants in this research. 

Summary

My intentions for this research are to expand our knowledge about the role of 

racial identity in preservice teachers and to facilitate an emerging theory of the same 
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phenomena using Foucauldian discourse analysis. My research can only facilitate an 

emerging theory because 

No a priori theory could possibly encompass the multiple realities that are 
likely to be encountered…. [T]he mutual shaping found in a particular context 
may be explicable only in terms of the contextual elements found there… [and] 
is more likely to be responsive to contextual values. (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 
41)

In this chapter, I set the foundation for my study. I discussed the background 

and the significance of what I investigated. I also included my personal growth and 

changes with respect to my interest in serving traditionally marginalized populations 

through education. I disclosed my research paradigm, my epistemological perspective, 

and discussed many of the terms and components that underline this study.  Finally, I 

explained what I attempted to accomplish on the completion of my study.

Chapter 2 introduces the literature review of White identity in education. I 

began my literature review with a broad look at literature of White identity conducted 

within many disciplines in the social sciences. I then narrowed my review of the 

literature within education and adult education. Finally, I end by reviewing the 

literature of White identity in courses on multiculturalism and on White teachers 

studying multiculturalism as a component of the curriculum. In Chapter 3 I describe 

my methods and methodology. I include a description of my participants, a description 

of how I collected my data, and a description of how the data were analyzed. In

Chapter 4 I discuss the findings of my investigation. Finally, in Chapter 5, I explore

the themes that I identified in Chapter 4. I end this chapter with a discussion of how
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my learning has informed my identities as a raced person and a teacher in higher 

education. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

This chapter is an overview of the theory and research concerned with 

Whiteness Theory: White identity as it is treated in the social sciences, education, and 

adult education. The chapter introduces research about preservice teachers’ White 

identity in a multicultural course that has been approached according to the premises 

of an essential self and a non-essential self. It also demonstrates the results of 

performing research from these two perspectives. These topics were chosen to 

describe the landscape of current research on White identity. This body of research 

served as a foundation on which to conceptualize and build my study.  

Whiteness Theory and a Historical Review of White Identity in the Social Sciences, 
Education, and Adult Education

To understand the research performed on Whiteness and White privilege, it is 

useful to discuss the multiple perspectives of Whiteness Theory and the ways in which 

researchers have used it. Audrey Thompson (2001) has categorized the ways 

researchers employ Whiteness Theory according to four major groups.

She labeled the first approach material theories of whiteness (2001, para.8). 

Researchers from this branch of Whiteness explore ways in which Whites as a group 
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come to have access to tangible goods. Thompson explains that everyday goods such 

as well-paying jobs, health protection, environmentally safe neighborhoods, legal and 

police and fire protection, access to adequate education, and basic civil liberties are a 

few examples of the focus of researchers using this approach. 

A second approach is labeled discursive theories of whiteness (2001, para.9).

Researchers using this approach to Whiteness are interested in analyzing the ways in 

which language, mass media, discourses and symbols organize meaning so that 

Whiteness maintains its preferred and normal status. She emphasizes that researchers 

in this branch of Whiteness work to expose how the “assumed” and “normal” are 

organized and constructed by means of discursive manipulations and binaries. 

The third approach to Whiteness Theory is labeled institutional theories of 

whiteness (2001, para.10). Investigators pursuing this branch combine both material 

and discursive approaches to Whiteness. They are concerned with systems of privilege 

that have material consequences in institutions and also explore how White privilege 

is maintained through formal and symbolic systems within these institutions. 

Thompson labeled the fourth approach to Whiteness theory personal/relational 

theories of whitenes s (2001, para.11). Researchers following this approach to 

Whiteness Theory are interested in exploring how White privilege functions within 

relationships and a person’s sense of self, as well as how it informs one’s assumptions 

about growth, morality, and decency. 

Whiteness Theory, in all its forms, provides the theoretical paradigms for 

studying Whiteness and its privileges.  Elaine Manglitz (2003), for example, has 
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synthesized and critiqued the literature on Whiteness and White privilege in adult 

education. According to Manglitz, most studies that describe Whiteness and White 

privilege share the common construct that Whiteness is socially constructed. They 

refer to the social construction of Whiteness as “refer[ring] to the ways that White and 

all other racial identities have been historically, socially, politically, and culturally 

produced over time and do not refer in an essential or biological way to human 

bodies” (p. 121). The meanings of race have changed throughout history and are 

intimately connected to the political conditions of the time. Thus Manglitz’s definition 

of White privilege may be understood as “the resulting benefits that accrue to those 

who have been constructed as possessing ‘Whiteness’ or who are seen as White” (p. 

121). 

Manglitz has produced a history of the study of Whiteness as a part of “Black 

critical reflection” that includes scholars such as W.E. B. DuBois (1903), James 

Baldwin (1963), and Zora Neale Hurston (1934).  She identifies several themes in the 

investigation of Whiteness and includes the researchers within those disciplines of 

study. One of these themes revolves around the study of how identity is socially 

constructed and has changed throughout history. Manglitz has identified Rodriguez 

(2000), Frankenberg (1997), Jacobson (1998), Ignatiev (1995) as key researchers in 

this area. Rodriguez’s and Ignatiev’s research demonstrate the changing nature of 

White identity due to the social construction of the concept of race throughout history. 

Frankenberg’s and Jacobson’s research demonstrate how Whiteness maintains its 

salient nature by maintaining a hold on power, representation, and oppression. Works 
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by scholars such as Frankenberg (1993), Lipsitz (1998), Omi and Winant (1994), and 

others have been dedicated to investigating how Whiteness is intimately connected to 

class, ethnicity, and gender.  This broad spectrum of approaches has become possible 

by viewing racial identity as socially constructed. 

According to Manglitz, researchers can be divided into two camps regarding 

the appropriate actions that should be taken in light of the knowledge of “White [as] a 

racial category implicated in racism and unequal access to resources and 

opportunities” (p.121). On the one side, scholars Ignatiev and Garvey have (1997)

proposed that Whiteness is only a form of privilege and only functions to oppress. 

These researchers advocate for the complete removal of Whiteness from social 

contexts. On the other side, researchers Giroux (1997), Rodriguez (2000), Kincheloe 

& Steinberg (1998), and Yudice (1995), have wanted to construct Whiteness as an 

anti-racist White identity. They argue that people with White identities “examine 

Whiteness within its historical, social, and political contexts while also engaging in a 

process to allow them to begin to forge multiracial coalitions; [thus this] entails going 

head on with reworking one's Whiteness” (p. 122).  The commonalities between these 

two camps are:

The recognition of the impact of interlocking oppression and privilege; the 
assertion that Whiteness and White privilege are used to position others as 
inferior, with compelling effects on people's lives; the importance of 
examining Whiteness within the contexts of power and societal systems; and 
the need to address systemic and institutionalized racism by creating spaces for 
Whites to examine their own identity and how it is implicated in racism in the 
United States and European nations. (p. 122)
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Although theorists disagree about what should be done about the racist effects 

of Whiteness, they all agree that something should be done and that Whiteness and 

White privilege should continue to be investigated. One reason, among many, for 

further investigation into White identity is that the naming of Whiteness and its 

privileges is the first step to transforming it (Manglitz, 2003). Manglitz, paraphrasing 

Keating, has stated the matter clearly: “[I]t is important to take a twofold approach by 

striving to understand the artificial, changing nature of all racial identities without 

ignoring their concrete, material effects” (p. 123).  

Specifically within education, studies of Whiteness and White privilege from a 

social constructivist framework have produced further research. There has been some 

research conducted that examines the institutional structures of schools and how they 

are embedded in Whiteness (Dei, 1996; Epstein, 1993; C Sleeter, 1995). These 

researchers investigate classroom knowledge and link it to Whiteness and other social 

categories of gender, class, and ethnicity. They have demonstrated how, in these 

contexts, Whiteness is positioned as normal and, therefore, natural. 

Educators who attempt to practice anti-racist education use the concept of race 

and the examination of Whiteness with its privileges as elements that maintain racist 

discourses and practices. Critical multiculturalism, especially, is calling for the 

critique of Whiteness and White privilege and for relating “differential educational 

treatment to issues of institutionalized racism and power”(Epstein, 1993; C. Sleeter, 

1996).
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Even more specifically, Whiteness and White privilege have been extensively 

studied in the area of adult education. Researchers have investigated how higher 

education is structured according to the values of Whiteness, meritocracy, 

individualism, and rational and linear thinking (Elias & Merriam, 1995; Knowles, 

1980). These values of Whiteness are the “neutral” and normal standards against 

which actions of all people are measured. The research in this area has extended to 

investigating how the underlining White assumptions in learning theories have 

impacted the different raced, classed, and gendered students in higher education 

(Shore, 2001). Furthermore, when research was conducted in adult education 

classrooms, students who had social power in society outside of the classroom were 

viewed as having more influence in the classroom by their peers (Tisdell, 1993). Other 

researchers have examined how White consciousness (Barlas, 1997; Barlas et al., 

2000) and research and practice (Johnson-Bailey & Cervero, 2000) constitute forms of 

institutionalized White norms that reaffirm White privilege. 

These studies have fore grounded how the institutional acceptance of 

Whiteness as the norm positions People of Color as deficient or disadvantaged (Shore, 

1997). Manglitz has correctly inferred from these studies that “Whiteness as the 

unexamined norm has left the burden on groups who have less power to create ways in 

which they can achieve more and become more like the norm” (p. 125). Researchers

have taken great strides to interrogate the forms in which privileging Whiteness 

occurs. However, researchers who have investigated this topic have also explored the 

ways in which transformation may occur for people who are White. These studies 
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have introduced tools that White people can use to enable them to behave more 

socially just towards people of marginalized communities (Barlas, 1997; Barlas et al., 

2000). 

Preservice Teachers’ White Identity in the Multicultural Course: 
An Enlightenment Self

Theoretically dependent on the idea of the Enlightenment subject…this 
configuration of identity assumes that humans have essential, stable cores that 
are fully formed and unified. Within this paradigm groups are designated by 
characteristics that are understood as inherent (though not necessarily 
biological) and find one’s “authentic” self, or the core of one’s identity, is a 
central preoccupation….Approaches to multicultural education that emphasize 
learning about different groups, focus on the banishing of stereotypes, or stress 
respect, tolerance, and/or learning from difference are implicitly invoking an 
Enlightenment conception of identity. (Dolby, 2000, p. 899)

There has been, and continues to be, research that approaches difference from 

an Enlightenment concept of identity. The research on the White identity of preservice 

teachers that is based on an Enlightenment concept of identity focuses on changing 

behaviors, beliefs, and attitudes of people who are White. The effects of such 

approaches have resulted in mixed outcomes. 

According to Horton and Scott (2004), for some preservice teachers, the 

multicultural courses have provided them with the language to express their 

experiences with People of Color. For others, they have used the language of 

multiculturalism to be politically correct without delving into the deep issues that 
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People of Color face. Yet another body of research has indicated how in some 

multicultural courses, preservice teachers have not changed their views, beliefs, or 

attitudes (Bhargava, Hawley, Scott, Phelps, & Adelaide, 2004; Correa, Hudson, & 

Hayes, 2004; Middleton, 2002; Rich & Cargile, 2004; Ukpolodu, 2004). At the same 

time, other preservice teachers in the same courses have had a change of mind and see 

how using racial slurs, making jokes, and believing racial stereotypes are racist acts. 

Once teachers become employed in the public schools, however, the research 

demonstrates that the effects of multicultural courses have not always been positive, 

even among in-service teachers who have strived to promote a more socially just 

society. 

Chubbuck’s (2004) study of two White teachers who were identified by 

Parents of Color at their school and by people in their community as being example 

teachers who effectively use a social justice pedagogy demonstrates how these 

teachers performed racist actions despite their beliefs. When Chubbuck brought the 

actions to the teachers’ attention, the teachers justified their actions instead of stating 

that the actions contradicted their belief system. This study demonstrates the need to 

further investigate other factors that contribute to racist behaviors in the classroom. 

Preservice Teacher’s White Identity in the Multicultural Context: A Non-Essential Self

Instead of probing what identities are and how they structure experience (or 
what identities a person has), the critical questions revolve around how 
difference is produced in a particular situation, how it is explained, circulated, 
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and reproduced, and how “difference” as a construct interfaces with various 
structures of power. Difference is no longer an absolute and naturalized 
phenomenon; it is a construction that must be continually reinvented within 
new and changing circumstances. (Dolby, 2000, p. 900)

In order to better understand how White racial identity is viewed from a non-

essential poststructural framework, it is useful to look at an example. Elizabeth 

Ellsworth (1997) has told a story of C. Carr, the author of “An American Tale: A 

Lynching and the Legacies Left Behind.” Ellsworth uses this story to describe the 

complexities of White identity production. In the narrative, Carr describes her feeling 

of intolerance generated by a family story about a lynching. She describes that the 

telling of the lynching story had previously provoked only two performances of 

Whiteness: laughter and silence. Disturbed by the injustice of these two performances, 

Carr took it upon herself to change them. Carr and Ellsworth both point out the 

meanings of Whiteness in Carr’s family. Carr has explained it as follows:

When I first learned that [my grandfather had] been a member [of the Klan], I 
remembered that his was the only one of my relatives’ homes in which I ever 
saw [B]lack people—women from my grandma’s Sunday school class. And I 
remembered that my grandma herself was one-quarter Indian. But these are the 
paradoxes of American racism. (Cited in Ellsworth, 1997, p. 260)

Whiteness in this context involved being part of the Klan as well as hosting 

Black people in one’s home and being married to a one-quarter Indian woman. For 

Ellsworth, this contradiction exemplifies the fact that Whiteness is “always more than 

one thing” (p. 260).

 Carr continues her story and explains that three men were supposed to be 

lynched. When a woman demanded that the lynching stop, two men had already died, 
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and Cameron, the third man, survived. Later Cameron told his story and described an 

incident where he was passing by a neighborhood. He recognized one of the men that 

had tried to lynch him. In this case, however, the man was riding a bicycle with his 

daughter on the handlebars. Cameron spoke about his feelings at that sight and later 

reflected on the contradicting behaviors of this man. This same happy man enjoying a 

day with his daughter had not too long previously been full of anger and attempted to 

kill him. Ellsworth explains that this Whiteness is

[N]ever the same thing twice, Whiteness can be performed “as” a raging man 
pulling Cameron into the street to his death by lynching and, at another time 
and in another circumstance, a laughing, loving father giving his daughter a 
ride on bicycle handlebars through the same street. (p. 261)

Ellsworth has told these stories about the performance of Whiteness to describe 

the interdependence of context with racial identity. From this premise of context 

specificity, Ellsworth explains that “if Whiteness is always more than one thing, and if 

it is never the same thing twice, then discourses and actions that refuse to perform the 

racist work associated with any one enactment of Whiteness must be recognized and 

staged as historically situated and context specific” (p. 261). She illustrates this by 

explaining that Carr’s desire to change the performance of Whiteness moved Carr to 

seek a way to act out a different way of performing Whiteness by “learning-to-

respond-in-context” to her family’s personal story. 

This story also illustrates the power-rational nature of identity construction 

within a context. There is a body of research that applies this poststructural framework 

to identity. Nadine Dolby’s (2001) ethnographic study on a multicultural high school 

in South Africa illustrates how race is discursively constructed through the discourses 
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of taste.  The following are several of Dolby’s statements concerning the students at 

Fernwood, the high school where her study took place:

Racial identity’s manifestation as taste functions to reinscribe race as a valid 
point of suture for students’ identities, disrupting and displacing other potential 
constructions of race, such as nation, culture, or biology. Yet as students’ 
engagement with difference at Fernwood moves through taste, race splits open 
in several ways….First, the fantasy of race as a purely local construction is 
shattered, as its embeddedness in the global is made evident…Second, an 
analysis based on taste reveals how race functions in multiple, sometimes 
contradictory, ways…[S]tudents use taste to create and police racial borders, 
defining and enforcing racialized taste codes to separate [racial groups]…In 
this instance, race as a construct retains its power…But then …breaks occur in 
the students’ racialized taste practices…Taste begins to work with other 
factors, such as class, to drive and shape, not simply reflect, the constituted 
racial positions that students have carefully produced. (p. 113) 

Although this study is not specific to the White identity construction of preservice 

teachers, it is useful to point out the elements, such as the presence of macro and 

micro discourses and the functionality of race in multiple and even contradicting ways, 

at play in racial identity construction. 

Several studies approach White identity construction through this 

poststructural framework. In their work with in-service teachers and multicultural 

literature, Cynthia Lewis, Jean Ketter, and Bettina Fabos (2001) have produced a 

study demonstrating ways in which the techniques and strategies of performing 

Whiteness reproduce the marginalization of People of Color. Their particular study 

focused on understanding how their performance of Whiteness and the tacit approval 

of their participants made them less likely to pay attention to the ways in which power, 

privilege, and the politics of race affected their interpretations of literature and their 
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interactions with one another as they discussed those interpretations. They identify the 

strategy of universalizing as the most common way of performing Whiteness. 

By universalizing, the teachers re-inscribed Whiteness as “normal.” The 

researchers, when commenting on a teacher’s discussion concerning a character in a 

multicultural novel, stated, “Here Abby moves to universalize, to convince herself and 

her students that characters who seem so different on the surface are basically just like 

the 'we' who are the 'norm,' the 'we' whose privileged status names the difference of 

those others" (p. 331).  Here the teacher maintained the privilege of Whiteness by 

positioning Whiteness as natural and normal, that is, as values and behaviors against 

which others should be measured. In another situation, the researchers identified a 

teacher who described her experience with that of a character in the novel:

Denise [the teacher] universalized and normalized her experience by drawing 
parallels between the two disparate stories, and she failed to acknowledge the 
crucial difference in the two experiences: Dee [the character] enters an all-
White community and school as the sole African-American present; Denise 
witnesses or watches the arrival of the African-American family [an African-
American family who moved into Denise’s neighborhood as a child] as one of 
the many White students sure of her place in an all-White community….
Denise makes no distinction between being a spectator and being a participant; 
it is almost as if Denise equates watching with participating. Just as she 
watches Dee in the story, she watches the family from her childhood—with the 
same authority of identification….Denise can look at and identify with this 
family because she is [W]hite; the reverse is not possible. (p. 337) 

In this example, the act of universalizing functions to maintain White privilege. The 

tendency to universalize makes the Other like oneself; consequently, the Other does 

not seem marginalized. In this article, the act of universalizing is also consistent with 

what other theorists of White identity have identified.
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In describing the unique positions of Whites, Dyer (as cited in Lewis, Ketter, 

& Fabos, 2001) has said that Whites “[place] the individual spectator as the addressee 

of an image and yet [keep] him or her out of the image—we are the spatially 

privileged observer who is none the less not in the picture” (p. 44). This places Whites 

in a privileged position of power that only they can occupy. 

In a different study, Schick (2000) has studied how the discourses of 

Whiteness have reproduced White, racialized identities as the norm in preservice 

teachers at a Canadian university. The investigator demonstrates how the sheer notion 

that an identity is considered ‘typical’ already indicates a contingence upon relations 

of power available to people who are White. Schick also demonstrates how her 

participants’ expectation that respectability was a requirement for becoming qualified 

teachers was also a form of reaffirming White identities as the norm. The historical 

context of respectability was explained as, “The process of respectability depended 

entirely on the construction and demarcation of boundaries between what was 

considered degenerate/healthy, disciplined/undisciplined and self/other as reinforced 

by the bourgeois ‘way of living’” (p. 88). By upholding the goal of attaining 

respectability as part of a teacher identity predicated on the mores of bourgeois social 

class, that is, by measuring their behaviors against this standard, these participants 

reproduced the values of the White middle class. These investigations shed light on 

how Whiteness is reproduced and maintained in society.
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How Does This Inform My Research?

White racial identity is better described as White racial identities because they are 

multiple and fragmented. This is why Whiteness can be contradicting. White racial 

identities are a result, in part, of the power relations in a particular context. In my own 

research, I was cognizant of the multiple influences that contributed to the 

construction of White racial identities. White racial identities are also dynamic and 

socially constructed. They rely on macro and micro discourses available to the people 

in a particular context. This information emphasizes the importance of local context as 

an influence on the performance of racial identities. Consequently, I was aware that 

there were local discourses that needed to be identified as well as larger discourses 

that constructed my participants’ racial identity. 

What is Missing in the Literature?

Although discussed implicitly, scholarship has given minimal treatment to 

ways in which the social construction of rules allows individuals to make meaning of 

their experience. As mentioned above, “ Devices of ‘meaning production’-grids of 

visualization, vocabularies, norms and systems of judgment- produce experience; they 

are not themselves produced by experience” (Rose, 1996, p. 130). Social 

transformations do not change the “ways of being human by virtue of some 
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‘experience’ that they produce” (1996, p. 130). It is in these legitimized ways of being 

human, in our culture, or in other words, the self relating to the self, where exploration 

needs to be conducted. 

My study attempts to add to and build on the knowledge base that explores 

how discourses and the rules regulating their practices influence subjectivity. I also 

discuss implications for how these processes ultimately construct experience for White 

preservice teachers immersed in race-based discourses. As Lisa A. Mazzei (2004) has 

suggested:

A shifting of the gaze from Other to Self might enable us to catch a glimpse of 
our Whiteness, rather than the non-Whiteness of others, and to ascertain how 
this shifting of gaze might change our relationship to and with our students and 
colleagues. (p. 27)

In this chapter, I presented a review of the literature that has been conducted on 

White identity. In Chapter 3 I discuss the methodology that I used to investigate White 

identity in the multicultural classroom. 



35

CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY

This chapter describes the methods, data sources, and data analysis I used to 

research White racial identity. In addition, I provide the research questions that guided 

my investigation. Finally, I include a description of the participants and the process 

that both they and I undertook to answer my research questions.

Research Questions

The following questions guided my investigation:

1. How do the aspects of subjectivation (the relationship one has with oneself) “play 

out” in performing White racial identity in a multicultural context?

2. How does the role of the Other impact how White racial identity is performed and 

changed in a multicultural context?

3. How is White racial identity performed and changed in the relationships and 

practices of White preservice teachers as a result of race-based discourses in a 

course on multiculturalism?
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Setting and Participants 

Setting

The participants that were invited to take part in this study were enrolled in my 

Special and Diverse Students course. This course investigated the needs of students 

with learning challenges, English language learners, culturally and racially diverse 

students, and other students from socially marginalized communities (See Appendix 

A). This was a required course in the university’s full-time Master of Arts in Teaching 

(MAT) program. The MAT is a teacher preparatory program at a private Christian 

university located in a city in the Pacific Northwest.

This preservice teacher education program is designed for people who have 

completed an undergraduate degree in a field other than education and are interested in 

earning a license to teach at a K-12 school. Students are prepared for licensure in two 

of the four authorization levels: early childhood, elementary, middle school, and high 

school. The program is offered in three formats: full-time (10 ½ months), part-time 

(20 months), and part-time/full time (16 months). The program I was teaching at the 

time of this study was the full-time program. All formats include requirements set by 

the state and include this course focusing on teaching the student population that has 

traditionally been marginalized in the school system and society. I am one of three 

full-time faculty members who teach these courses for all three formats. 
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The students were in their first teaching practicum experience (which lasted 15 

weeks) while they were taking my course. For the purpose of my study, the setting 

consisted of both my classroom and their practicum site. I wanted to investigate what 

would happen when my students were given a set of discourse analysis tools and 

applied those tools to analyze the discourses at play within the multicultural discourse 

of our class. I wanted to investigate how the “discovery” and effect of these discourses 

worked to shape and change the students’ identities.   

All of the students in my class were invited to participate in my study with the 

understanding that only five students would actually be chosen at random to 

participate. An invitation to participate and a consent form were emailed to all the 

participants before the course began. This gave the participants some time to decide 

whether or not they wanted to participate in the study (See Appendix B and Appendix 

C). On the first day of class, I explained the nature of the study and answered their 

questions. I provided them with hard copies of the consent form I had emailed them 

prior to our first day of class. At that point, I walked out of the room and allowed 

students to decide whether or not they wanted to participate. Their consent forms were 

sealed in an envelope and sent to a third party. I did not know who had agreed to 

participate in the study until after grades were submitted at the end of the course. 

Students were informed that they could change their minds about participating at any 

point during the course. Once grades were submitted, five students were randomly 

selected as the final participants from all the 15 who agreed to participate in the study. 
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Participants

Marcia, Delia, Sarah, Michelle and Terry (These names are pseudo names used 

to protect the identity of the participants) were the participants who were randomly 

chosen to take part in this study. These five students are White females and, at the 

time, were also preservice teachers. Marcia was working on a Middle School 

authorization (a license that allows someone to teach 6th to 8th grade). The rest of the 

participants were working on their Early Childhood/Elementary authorization (a 

license that allows someone to teach three year olds and up to 8th grade in a self-

contained classroom). Chapter 4 has a more detailed biography on each one of these 

participants.

Research Design

I chose modes of naturalistic inquiry and Foucauldian discourse analysis to 

investigate my research questions. Although this investigation is not an ethnography in 

the traditional sense, (i.e., a “firsthand, intensive study of the features of a given 

culture and the patterns in those features” as described by Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2005, p. 

348.), I find Britzman’s poststructural critiques of ethnography especially relevant 

because the term emphasizes the ability to de-center, as the basis of truth and reality, 

many of one’s basic assumptions and beliefs. I agree with Britzman (2000) when she 

states the following: 
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In poststructuralist versions, “the real” of ethnography is taken as an effect of 
the discourses of the real; ethnography may construct the very materiality it 
attempts to represent….Poststructuralist critiques begin with assumptions of 
historicity and define ethnography as both a set of practices and a set of 
discourses. As an interpretive disturbance to the promise of representation, 
poststructuralists read the absent against the present. Thus, the ethnographic 
promise of a holistic account is betrayed by the slippage born from the 
partiality of language of what cannot be said precisely because of what is said, 
and of the impossible difference within what is said, what is intended, what is 
signified, what is repressed, what is taken, and what remains. (p. 28) 

As Britzman explains, traditional ethnography depends on modernist 

assumptions of the subject and the ethnographic site. It necessarily assumes that the 

subjects of the ethnographic study are stable, knowable, and unitary, thus writeable 

and representable. However, the fundamental assumptions of traditional ethnography 

become problematic from a poststructuralist perspective. The idea that the participant 

observer is in an authoritative position to extract from an ethnographic site the “truth”

of a culture is now called into question.

 To “know” a people’s experience through ethnography becomes a process of 

“borrowing discourses and [attaching] them onto other discourses” (Britzman, 2000, p. 

32). These assumptions shatter the belief that reality is objective and is at the mercy of 

ethnographers to harness. Furthermore, contrary to the essential self comprising a 

traditional ethnography, the subjects of poststructuralist ethnographic research are 

"textualized identities" (Britzman, 2000, p. 28). In this approach, those languages that 

speak through subjects are discursively produced and demonstrate how "slippery 

speaking, writing, reading, and desiring subjectivity really are” (p. 28). 

 For poststructuralism, ethnography embodies a set of practices and discourses. 

Its assumptions about the unstable nature of language necessarily problematize the 
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relationship between what is said against what cannot be said.  This juxtaposition 

leads to seeing representation as an illusion, an illusion that poststructural ethnography 

attempts to unveil. For poststructuralists, representation is always "in crisis" 

(Britzman, 2000, p. 30). For this reason, these researchers rigorously interrogate the 

ways in which "meaning, practices and bodies" (Britzman, 2000, p. 30) are 

constructed. Their approach is consistently informed by two questions: (a) what 

practices and knowledges are being privileged in a given context; and (b) what 

practices and knowledge have been deemed "impossible" or "unimaginable”? 

(Britzman, 2000, p. 30)  They work under the assumption that knowledge is intimately 

connected to the power of discourse and, therefore, that knowledge is a product of 

discourse. Subjects still tell their stories, but poststructuralists are cognizant that what 

is told is a product of discourses, discourses that are partial and may be contradicting

(Britzman, 2000).

Britzman (2000) writes, "The ethnographic narrative must somehow 

acknowledge the differences within and among the stories of experience, how they are 

told, and what it is that structures the telling and the retelling" (p. 32). Britzman has 

summarized the poststructuralist ethnographer’s goal this way:

Instead, the problem is to theorize the modes of intelligibility that constitute 
subjects. The problem is not one where the ethnographer authenticates a 
particular truth. Rather, the ethnographer traces, but not without argument, the 
circulation of competing regimes of truth….The reason we might do 
ethnography, then, is to think [of] the [un-thought of] in more complex ways, 
to trouble confidence in being able to “observe” behavior, “apply the correct 
technique,” and “correct” what is taken as a mistake. Ethnographic narratives 
should trace how power circulates and surprises, theorize how subjects spring 
from the discourses that incite them, and question the belief in representation 



41

even as one must practice representation as a way to intervene critically in the 
constitutive constraints of discourses. (p. 36) 

Foucauldian discourse analysis is consistent with the assumptions of 

poststructuralist ethnography.  Researchers who apply Foucauldian discourse analysis 

strive to prevent it from becoming a step-by-step formula of the “right way” to 

conduct discourse analysis (Parker, 1992). There are, however, suggestive guides and 

examples of discourse analysis employed in qualitative research. In this study, I took 

the suggestions of Carla Willig (2001) as a guide to identify and analyze the 

discourses brought into my classroom from my students (See Appendix D). 

The texts in this research consist of the discourses that flowed through my 

students, both from their lives before their enrollment in my course and the 

multicultural discourses that came from our text books, class assignments, and 

readings. For my study, I limited my investigation to the discourses of race. I focused 

my analysis on spoken and written language and on observations of participants’ 

interactions and behaviors throughout the course. 

I employed this combination of methods in my investigation. Table 1 

illustrates how these two designs fit into this study.   
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Table 1. Research Design

Data Sources

Data for this study were collected in multiple forms: students’ autobiography 

assignment, four student reflection journals entries (J1, J3, J4 and J6), face-to-face 

interviews (f.t.f.), and observational notes in a researcher’s journal (O.N.) Data were 

also collected by my students through an anthropology research project to identify and 

observe how multiracial people and the social contexts of schools worked to shape 

their identities. I summarize the data sources and connect them to the questions they 

address in Table 2. I then explain in more detail how the data sources contribute the 

information necessary to answer my research questions. 

Methodology
Foucauldian Discourse 

Analysis

Students

participant observation 
of social interactions in 

their classroom 
practicum experience

identifying the power-
knowledge, social 

positions, identities, and 
rules of formation at play 

at their practicum sites

Teacher-
Researcher

participant observation 
of students' research 

processes

identifying the power-
knowledge, social 

positions, identities, 
subjectivities, and rules 
of formation at play in 

my course on 
multiculturalism
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Table 2. Data Sources and Research Questions             

Research Questions Data Sources

1. How do the aspects of subjectivation 

(the relationship one has with oneself) 

“play out” in performing White racial 

identity in a multicultural context?

2. How does the role of the Other impact 

how White racial identity is performed 

and changed in a multicultural context? 

3. How is White racial identity performed 

and changed in the relationships and 

practices of White preservice teachers 

as a result of race-based discourses in a 

course on multiculturalism?

 Autobiography

 Anthropology research project

 Students’ reflection journals

 Students’ practicum reflection

 Researcher’s journal

 Face-to-face interview

Teacher-Researcher’s Process

My role as the teacher-researcher was to identify the discourses, practices, and 

social positions that arose in my course.  My classroom became the site I researched.  I 

wanted to identify how my students’ racial identity was becoming and changing in the 

presence of the Other. The Other, in this case, consisted of the multicultural identities 
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that students confronted through the course readings, other experiences (e.g. student 

teaching practicum), and my identity as a professor of Color. 

Autobiography assignment. This assignment was used to collect data about the 

participants’ life discourses that shaped their lives before they encountered the 

multicultural discourses in the multicultural course. This assignment also encouraged 

the preservice teachers to reflect on their definitions of race and how it was 

constructed. It served as a basis for evaluating students’ change or lack of change 

throughout the course. This assignment also demonstrated the complexities of a 

person’s subjectivity. The assignment further provided me with insight into students’ 

subjectivation, since students’ performed their subjectivity based on their 

understanding of their construction of themselves. 

Students’ reflection journal entries. In order to examine multiple angles of the 

status of students’ subjectivation, these data sources identified changes in 

subjectivation. The students’ personal journals were used to allow students to maintain 

ongoing documentation of personal reflections. These reflections were used so that 

students could get a “bird’s eye view” of who they were becoming in the presence of 

the Other. In particular, I analyzed four reflection journals entries for this study: J1, J3, 

J4, and J6.
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Face-to-face interviews. This method was undertaken to obtain further 

information about students’ racial identity construction. The interview provided a time 

for students to share any extra information and clear up any questions. The interviews 

were semi-structured (See Appendix E). The structured interview with its pre-set 

categories “threatens…to smother the very variability that discourse analysis 

celebrates” (Parker, 1992, p. 124).  I also kept in mind the critiques of interviewing by 

other poststructuralists. I was cognizant of Scheurich’s (1997) issue with the 

researcher’s

conscious and unconscious baggage – other related research, training within a 
particular discipline (such as anthropology), epistemological inclinations, 
institutional and funding imperatives, conceptual schemes about story-telling 
or power, social positionality (the intersection of race, class, gender, sexual-
orientation, among other key social locations), macro-cultural or civilizational 
frames (including the research frame itself); and individual idiosyncrasies, the 
interactions of which are themselves complex and ambiguous…That the 
written result, the final interpretation of the interview interaction is overloaded 
with the researcher’s interpretive baggage is, therefore, inevitable. (p. 74) 

This foregrounds the “indeterminate ambiguity” (Scheurich, 1997, p. 74) of the 

written representation that is at the heart of the interview process. I took Scheurich’s 

advice, and in this research I disclosed my personal baggage I brought to this 

investigation (see Chapter 1 for my personal identity) and attempted to illustrate the 

incomplete “shifting openness within the interview itself” (p.74). 

Researcher’s journal. My final data source was my researcher’s journal. This 

provided insight into how students performed and changed their racial identities. It 



46

included my thoughts, observations, and any information I thought pertinent to the 

study. 

Students’ Anthropology Research Project

The large anthropology research project was a significant focus for my 

students. This project was one form in which students theorized their current 

construction of racial identity in relation to the Other. This research project consisted 

of two parts: (1) collection of a student’s discourses and practices (labeled funds of 

knowledge since it was based on McIntyre, Rosebery, and Gonzalez (2001) work in 

this area), and (2) a personal look at the discourses that construct the student teacher’s 

own racial identities. 

I introduced the anthropology research project and explained it to my students. 

By this time, they had practiced identifying discourses and their power to construct 

reality in a context. Four hours of class time were dedicated to understanding the 

meaning of discourses through a Foucauldian lens.  An assignment was given to 

practice identifying discourses and their power in their own student-teaching 

practicum site. We discussed how the school settings manifest certain discourses and 

produce certain identities, including racial identities. We discussed which knowledge 

was allowed and which knowledge was marginalized. We also discussed how this 

knowledge limited what people could and could not say at these sites. 
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Data Collection and Analysis

The data from the Special and Diverse Populations course were analyzed 

throughout the course. The data analyzed came from reflection journal entries one, 

three, four and six. It also included observational notes taken in a researcher’s journal 

and a face-to-face interview conducted separately with each participant. I chose to 

further triangulate the data and increase the trustworthiness of this investigation by 

asking my major professor and a third poststructural researcher to read the data and 

comment on my initial analyses.  

Reflection journal entry one was assigned on the first day of the course. The 

students were only informed that the first topic we were going to explore first was 

about racial issues. My purpose for this assignment was to investigate the discourses 

students brought initially to the topic of study. Reflection journals entries three and 

four were assigned during the middle of the course, one after the other. The purpose 

for assigning these journal entries during the middle of the course was so that students 

would have a chance to explore racial issues in some depth in order to respond to the 

reflection journal topics with a developed opinion. Finally, reflection journal entry six 

was assigned during the end of the course. This reflection journal was assigned after 

students had been exposed to racial issues from films and readings in the class, and 

from their experiences at their teaching placement sites. All assignments were due one 

week from the assigned date. I read each assignment and responded to each student, 

confirming that I received their assignment. Since the reading of the reflection journal 
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entries aided me in creating a first impression of students’ construction of their 

identities in relation to the questions, I consider these entries the first step of my 

analysis. 

Throughout the course, I kept observational notes and anecdotes in a research 

journal. I documented students’ interactions with each other during small groups and 

class discussions. I documented students’ physical responses as they debriefed the 

course readings and watched the films, taking notice of any strong emotions. I also 

documented my interactions with students and any conversations that I deemed 

relevant to this study. Although this data collection tool was useful, it was difficult to 

target participants since I did not know which of the students were going to be

included in the final study. Thus, much of the data had to be left out of the study since 

it came from students who were not randomly chosen to be part of the study. 

At the end of the course and after grades were submitted, I randomly selected 

five participants from the names of the 15 students who agreed to participate in the 

study. I then scheduled a meeting with each of the participants to conduct the face-to-

face interview. I scheduled the meetings several days apart to maintain the anonymity 

of participants. I asked semi-structured questions during the interviews, including 

questions that I felt would be useful for obtaining a better understanding of 

participants’ constructions. 

After I collected all of the data, I analyzed it more extensively. I used Carla 

Willig’s Foucauldian discourse analysis (2001) for reflection journals entries one and 

six. I wanted to identify whether participants changed as they went through the course.
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I only used four of the six stages she has in her analysis because these were relevant 

for my study. Before analyzing the data, I assigned a number to each sentence of the 

reflection journals. I then followed Willig’s guidelines for the analysis. The first step 

was to identity the ways in which participants constructed their White identities in 

their reflection journals. For this stage, Willig suggests identifying the

[W]ays in which the discursive object is constructed in the text. This requires 
that we highlight all the instances of reference to the discursive object….[I]t is 
important that we do not simply look for keywords….Our search for 
constructions of the discursive object is guided by shared meaning rather than 
lexical comparability. (p. 109)

In order to illustrate Willig’s process of Foucauldian discourse analysis, I will include 

an excerpt from one reflection journal entry as an example of how I applied the 

analysis. 

The following is an excerpt from Marcia’s reflection journal entry one. In this 

story, she relates an experience that occurred while she was working as a children’s 

camp counselor at a camp for inner city children in which she felt discriminated 

against because she is White. 

21. In front of the entire camp, Suzanne, the other counselor, charged up 
behind me and slapped me and pushed me to the ground all the while 
screaming that I was a “racist.” (Victim White)

In this excerpt, the number at the beginning of the sentence is the number assigned to 

that sentence in my analysis of the journal. The words in bold indicate my 

identification of the type of identity (i.e., discursive object in Willig’s terms) Marcia

constructs in that sentence. 
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All of the reflection journal entries were treated in this manner. I then looked 

for common themes that helped me identify the emerging identities employed by the 

participant. For the example excerpt above, I categorized it to belong within an 

emerging group I called “Helpless and Victim White” to classify one way in which 

Whiteness was constructed in this reflection journal. Once this stage was completed, 

the next stage was to identify the discourses that constructed these identities. 

I used Willig’s guideline of looking for the ways in which the identities were 

constructed within “wider discourses” (p. 110). Doing this would mean locating the 

identities within a more general categorical concept as the construction of discourses 

that Foucault has identified as the components of a discourse (see discourse in Chapter 

1 for further explanation). In the excerpt and its location in “Helpless and Victim 

White” identity, I identified victim discourses as a source of identity construction. The 

classification arises in response to Marcia’s claim that she was unable to do anything 

to protect herself from the “lashing out” of the other counselor.  In short, such a claim 

constitutes a discursive construction of oneself as a victim. 

The next stage was to identify the position from which to speak and act as a 

result of the identity and discourses. For this stage, Willig provides guiding questions: 

What are the subject positions offered by the discursive construction(s)? What rights 

and responsibilities are offered to subjects within these constructions and discourses? 

The position in the excerpt example is the construction of Whiteness as “Helpless and 

Victim White” and its victim discourses. She is in the position of victim in this 

excerpt. The victim position is further evident because Marcia does not include a 
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description of what she did in response to the counselor or any other way she might 

have contributed to the problem.

The final stage I used was to identify the practices available within the 

employed discourses and constructed identities. For this stage, Willig also provides 

guiding questions: What are the possibilities for action mapped by the construction(s)? 

To what extent do they fulfill functions such as assigning responsibility or promoting 

one version of events over another? How do they position the speaker within the moral 

order invoked by the construction? The practices available within the construction of 

Whiteness as “Helpless and Victim White” and its victim discourses make intelligible 

the participant’s practices of limitations. In her story, Marcia is chained by her victim 

position and prevented from acting. These positions and practices work to release her 

from any blame of being responsible for the fight since victims are never responsible 

for what is done to them.

Discourse analysis of the reflection journals entries identified many ways in 

which participants constructed their Whiteness and the effects of those constructions. 

(all of which may be read in the next chapter) After the reflection journals one and six

entries were analyzed, I examined participants’ face-to-face interview transcripts and 

researcher observational notes. I reviewed these data to substantiate what had been 

identified in the Foucauldian discourse analysis and to triangulate the analysis. I 

looked to identify whether the same constructions uncovered by Foucauldian 

discourse analysis were also present in the observational notes and face-to-face 

interviews, and looked for common themes within those data. I only sought to 
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substantiate the analysis in reflection journal entry six, however. It was important to 

leave reflection journal entry one analysis on its own so that the discourses that 

constructed the participants before they dealt with racial issues would be evident. 

The data for reflection journals three and four were then analyzed using 

Foucault’s four aspects of subjectivation because the topics for those reflections were 

targeted to address students’ beliefs and values and the influences that shaped those 

beliefs and values. The purpose for this analysis was to investigate how participants’ 

constructed their subjectivity and the authoritative discourses that contributed to that 

subjectivity. Foucault (1984) described the four aspects of subjectivation as: ethical 

substance (the material that is going to be treated by ethics), the mode of subjection 

(the way in which people are invited or incited to recognize their moral obligation), 

self-forming activity (the things people are to do to behave ethically), and telos (the 

kind of being to which people aspire when they behave in a moral way). I examined 

both reflection journals and categorized relevant data under the appropriate aspects of 

subjectivation. I then compared the results from both the Foucauldian discourse 

analysis and the results of the four aspects of subjectivation against each other. This 

was done to evaluate the extent to which subjectivity paralleled the discourses that 

eventually were employed by participants, and to address the research question, “How 

do the aspects of subjectivation ‘play out’ in performing White racial identity in a 

multicultural context?”

I returned to the analysis and looked at the positions identified for the research 

question “How does the role of the Other impact how White racial identity is 



53

performed and changed in a multicultural context?” I examined the ways in which the 

Others were positioned. I then discussed the ways in which the Others’ roles were 

informed by the positions they held. 

I used the results of the first two research questions as my sources for 

answering the research question, “How is White racial identity performed and changed 

in the relationships and practices of White preservice teachers as a result of race of 

race-based discourses in a course on multiculturalism?” After comparing 

subjectivation against the discourses that were ultimately employed throughout the 

course, and after identifying how the Other functioned in relation to the participants 

White racial identity, I used the resulting analysis to makes conclusions about how 

White racial identity performed and changed (or did not change) as a result of race-

based discourses in my course on multiculturalism.  

The final part of my analysis involved considering the results of all five 

participants. I answered the research questions again, now searching for themes and 

discourses common among all participants.

Reliability, Validity, and Truth

Validity has become problematic among postmodern and poststructural 

researchers. As Scheurich (1997) has stated:

Developing new imaginaries of validity, however, is difficult. To simply lay 
out such imaginaries is, in an important sense, to reproduce practices of the 
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Same. That is, for me to prescribe validities for/of the Other, in the sense of 
traditionally marginalized groups or in the sense of the as yet un-theorized 
Other …, is a redeployment of the Same. (p. 88) 

This issue of validity is especially problematic for me as a Person of Color performing 

research on White participants. I cannot but restate that I am completely biased and 

can only co-construct the ‘reality’ between my participants and myself. The closest 

image to a form of validity, reliability, and truth is that of a crystal. Laurel Richardson  

(as cited in Denzin & Lincoln, 2003) remarks:

I propose that the central imaginary for “validity” for postmodernist texts is not 
the triangle – a rigid, fixed, two-dimensional object. Rather the central 
imaginary is the crystal, which combines symmetry and substance with an 
infinite variety of shapes, substances, transmutations, multi-dimensionalities, 
and angles of approach. Crystals grow, change, alter, but are not amorphous. 
Crystals are prisms that reflect externalities and refract within themselves, 
creating different colors, patterns, arrays, casting off in different directions. 
What we see depends upon our angle of repose. Not triangulation, 
crystallization. In postmodernist mixed-genre texts, we have moved from plane 
geometry to light theory, where light can be both waves and particles. 
Crystallization, without losing structure, deconstructs the traditional idea of 
“validity” (we feel how there is no single truth, we see how texts validate 
themselves); and crystallization provides us with a deepened, complex, 
thoroughly partial understanding of the topic. Paradoxically, we know more 
and doubt what we know. (p. 280) 

Denzin and Lincoln (2003) have further explained the usefulness of a crystal as 

a metaphor for the idea of validity by explaining that, like a crystal, the reflections and 

refractions of a prism are analogous to multiple layers of meaning. Like the waves and 

particles of light, research represents the human currents and the “elements of truth, 

feeling, connection, and processes of the research that ‘flow’ together” (p. 280). Using 

this crystal metaphor demonstrates the interweaving of processes used in the research.
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This entails the co-construction of meaning among the researcher and the participants. 

Reality is, therefore, multiple and multi-layered.

 I have attempted to bring “truth” to the text by providing multiple data sources 

as identified in this chapter. I have employed the use of students’ own words, 

thoughts, and quotes. I have also member-checked all of the data collected. 

Participants were given the face-to-face interview transcripts and asked to verify that 

the information was accurately represented. These are but some ways I have attempted 

to increase the credibility of my study.

Throughout these chapters, I have described my ontology and epistemology by 

stating that I believe reality is socially constructed and not something that is external 

to subjects ready to be discovered. I have tried to include, as much as possible,

descriptions of the context and participants so to describe the phenomena from many 

angles. I used class assignments, interviews, research projects, and class discussions as 

ways of engaging the phenomena from multiple perspectives. In terms of 

generalizability of this study to other settings, the words of Greenwood and Levin 

(2005) are useful to further understand generalizability. They stated the following:

Given our position that knowledge is context bound, the key to utilizing this 
knowledge in a different setting is to follow a two-step model. First, it is 
important to understand the contextual conditions under which the knowledge 
has been created. This recognizes that inherent contextualization of the 
knowledge itself. Second, the transfer of this knowledge to another setting 
implies understanding the contextual conditions of the new setting, how these 
differ from the setting in which the knowledge was produced, and it involves a 
reflection on what consequences this has for applying the actual knowledge in 
the new context. Hence, generalization becomes an active process of reflection 
in which involved actors must make up their minds whether the previous 
knowledge makes sense in the new context or not and begin working on ways 
of acting in the new context. (p.55)
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The purpose of the descriptions given in this study was so that readers would have 

enough information to decide whether this study was applicable to their own 

environment of study. 

In Chapter 4, I present the analysis of every data source for every participant. 

The analysis demonstrated the multiple ways Whiteness was constructed as different 

forms of White racial identities. I then present the analysis of the different discourses 

that produced the identities along with how these discourses produced positions and 

practices that had real effects on the people involved. I answer the research questions 

based on the analysis for each participant. Finally, I answer the research questions by 

looking across all five participants through identifying themes that emerged.   
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CHAPTER 4

DISCOURSE ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION

Throughout the course and beyond, the lives of Marcia, Sarah, Michelle, Delia, 

and Terry, were battle sites where subjectivity was influenced, resisted, and 

transformed. This study used a Foucauldian discourse analysis (Willig, 2001) to 

investigate the research questions. Foucauldian discourse analysis investigates the 

ways in which humans construct meaning by identifying the discourses as well as the 

positions and practices necessarily available as a result of the discourses employed. 

Although there were many constructions produced in the data collected, this study 

represents the dominant constructions that I identified. I understand that this analysis 

is influenced by the world view I bring to the study.

Each participant was analyzed individually. In order to identify how individual 

participants negotiated the discourses available to them and how those discourses 

affected their subjectivity, the first data analyzed were the entries from each 

participant’s Reflection Journal One (J1), which was assigned during the first class 

session.  The results of this analysis are found in the section titled, “Race Based 

Discourses Before the Course.”  Examining these initial discussions permitted me to 

identify marked features of the participants’ discourses before the class explored 

issues of race.  After the analysis of the initial reflection journal came the analysis of 

Reflection Journal Six (J6), the face-to-face interview (f.t.f.), and observational notes 
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from the researcher’s journal (O.N.).  The results from these analyses are found in the 

section titled, “Immersed in Race-based Discourses Throughout the Course.” The 

purpose of the data collected from these sources was to identify what happened to 

participants once they were immersed in race-based discourses in a multicultural 

context. The final analysis includes Reflection Journal Three (J3) and Reflection 

Journal Four (J4) – these results can be found in the section titled, “Research 

Questions.”  For these reflection journals, I used Foucault’s (1984) four aspects of 

subjectivation to explore how participants’ subjectivity was constructed and impacted 

by the available discourses in the multicultural context. I discussed how these data 

answered my research questions (identified within the analysis) for each participant. 

Finally, the last step of analysis involved examining the data across all five 

participants. I answered the research questions based on themes that emerged 

throughout the study.

This chapter was organized to explore how the discourses available to all 

participants played out for each participant, and then to identify any common themes 

that emerge from looking across all participants. This approach provided a means of 

answering the research questions from multiple perspectives.  

Before reviewing the data, further explanations and cautions are necessary. 

The content of this chapter includes both data analysis and interpretation.  Although 

every attempt was made to equalize social power within the course, there is no way to 

measure how much participants’ responses were influenced by my social identities: 

male, Latino, heterosexual, able-bodied, and professor. The discourses that construct
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my identities and subjectivities also necessarily influenced how I analyzed and 

interpreted the data. With this in mind, I invite you to explore how participants 

negotiated their way through race-based discourses in a multicultural context. 

Marcia

Marcia is a White 38-year old woman who was born in Iowa, but raised in 

Springfield, Missouri. The members of her family include a grandmother (with whom 

she has lost contact), a brother, a sister-in-law, two nieces, and one nephew. During 

the course of this research, Marcia was completing her student teaching practicum in a 

middle school classroom.  

Race-based Discourses Before the Course 

Discourses and social constructions. Marcia’s use of difference discourses

produced a construction of Whiteness as “Anti-Racist White.” Although she did not 

explicitly state that race means the physical appearance of a person, she described 

people with labels implying that she was looking at the Other’s physical 

characteristics. For example, she used terms such as, “I was required to take along one 

of the other counselors who were African American or Hispanic,” without any 

additional context to explain what African American or Hispanic means. The effects 
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of this employment and construction can be identified in Marcia’s discussion of the 

valuing of differences:  

I need to make myself aware of how [racism’s] tentacles reach into the corners 
of my classroom and look for ways to begin and continue a dialogue with my 
students. “Celebrate diversity” and “teach tolerance” wouldn't just be neat 
workshop catch phrases, but would instead become classroom habits. 

In Marcia’s construction of "Anti-Racist White" she acknowledged that race and its 

value can be difficult to keep visible. She said the following:

I think racism can be easily ignored when it is not personally experienced or 
practiced. In other words, racism often falls off my radar as important because 
I don't think that I target others because of their race neither do I experience 
any harm because I am a [W]hite female with freckles.

As she continued describing the importance of valuing difference, the difference 

discourse slipped through her hands and became invisible. She no longer valued the 

differences in people’s appearance; she shifted to discussing how valuing others is 

demonstrated by treating everyone the same. In a different portion of her response she 

explained a summer camp experience in which she was a counselor:

Finally, one day, the Hispanic counselor and I disagreed about allowing a child 
who had physically assaulted and bullied another child to return to the 
program. The camp rules very clearly stated that any harmful behaviors were 
grounds for suspension. The safety of all the children took precedence over 
allowing any one inner city child to have a great day camp experience. I 
refused to allow the child to return. 

She explained that the Hispanic counselor called her a racist for having made such a 

decision. Her response was that, “not once all summer had I to my knowledge treated 

any one child differently than any other [italics added]." 

This story shows how the difference discourses slipped to become invisible. 

Her intention of “treating everyone the same” regardless of racial differences 
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demonstrates how “racism can be easily ignored when it is not personally experienced 

or practiced,” as she had stated previously. 

Social privilege discourses were employed to construct Whiteness as 

“Privileged White,” and can also be identified throughout Marcia’s responses. These 

discourses designate concepts and ideas that speak of a group of people who are 

granted access to resources by the mere fact of belonging to that group. In this 

construction, she realized that she has privilege and was aware that others experience 

racism: 

I have never been ignored, disenfranchised, or victimized by anyone here in 
the United States because of the color of my skin; however, I have seen and 
heard both subtle and overt racism hurt others in my surroundings.

From her position of privilege she realized that it is difficult to remember that racism 

happens to non-Whites.  For example, Marcia remarked that, “the struggle for me is to 

remember that racism is out there.”  She seemed, however, to fall into the very hole 

she tried to avoid. She explained, for example, that the love she had of summer camp, 

as a child, is the same experience she wants to provide the children she had previously 

identified as having “limited opportunities.” She did not see that her standard of a full 

life came from the dominant culture and was the standard against which she 

determined that the children’s lives were characterized by “limited opportunities.” In 

this way, the social privilege discourses can also be observed working in combination 

with other discourses of power (in this case, counseling discourses at a summer camp) 

to reproduce racism towards marginalized communities. 
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Finally, we see victim discourses employed to construct Whiteness as 

“Helpless and Victim White.” Marcia’s words that construct this identity come in part, 

from her story at summer camp: 

The directors refused to allow me to recruit for the kids alone in the public 
housing structures because they were afraid I would be harmed. I was required 
to take along one of the other counselors who were African American or 
Hispanic.   

In this construction, Marcia is seen attempting to resist being subjected by this 

discourse, but the authoritative discourse forced her into submission. She was forced 

by the rules to take on the position of helpless or victim in need of protection. In 

another portion of her story, she told about the results of her confrontation with the 

counselor that accused her of being racist.  She wrote, “In front of the entire camp, 

Suzanne, the other counselor, charged up behind me and slapped me and pushed me to 

the ground all the while screaming that I was a ‘racist.’ I was shocked.” In this quote, 

Marcia portrays herself as a victim, unable to protect herself from this “racist” person. 

She even began this story by stating, “The first time I encountered racism [italics 

added] in the United States targeting me was the summer I spent as a day camp 

counselor working with the inner city kids….” Marcia told this story in simplistic 

terms. She did not include any actions she might have performed to further provoke 

Suzanne’s behavior. Marcia chose to include only wording that would construct her as 

a victim.

Positions and practices. The positions and practices available to the 

construction of Whiteness as “Anti-Racist White” and its discourses produced effects 
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on Marcia. The position available to a subject employing difference discourses to 

construct “Anti-Racist White” is such that a subject is the one who knows what racism 

is and practices the opposite of it. It is a position that already knows without the threat 

of being questioned. The practices available when the difference discourses are 

employed are limited to a one-dimensional component of race. Marcia cannot “see” 

the complexities of culture that are a part of race and racism. 

The positions and practices available to the construction of Whiteness as 

“Privileged White” and its social privilege discourses are those that position a subject 

in a space of ignorance or lack of self awareness that is difficult to detect, analyze, and 

eradicate.  This is demonstrated when Marcia explained that racism “often falls off 

[her] radar as important” due to her privilege.  

This construction and discourses also produced a position of savior in the 

community in which she was involved. She wrote, “I loved summer day camp as a 

child and I wanted the kids who lived 2 miles away from where I attended college to 

have the same experience.” She did not see that her desire to give the children the 

same experience of summer camp identifies her experience as superior to that of the 

children's experience that she described, in her telling of the story, as having “limited 

opportunities.”

In the construction of Whiteness as “Helpless and Victim White” and its victim 

discourses, Marcia is positioned as helpless, in need of protection. She is forced to 

submit if she wants to keep her job. We also see the position of victim. Marcia is one-

sided in her descriptions of Suzanne’s attack; she only describes what is being done to 
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her, and not what she might have been doing to provoke Suzanne.  Marcia describes 

these actions as acts of racism against her. The practices available involve drawing 

attention to limitations to her freedom. She is limited in choosing how she recruits 

children into summer camp, and she has limited protection from Others who may hurt 

her. 

Immersed in Race-based Discourses Throughout the Course

Discourses and social constructions. Marcia employed cognitive discourses to 

construct Whiteness as “Aware of Oppressive Systems White.” The cognitive 

discourses frame oppression as something that one needs to be “cognizant of” in order 

to oppose it. This includes being aware of how one is treating others or behaving 

toward others. Marcia became aware of this oppressive system when she watched a 

documentary entitled, “The Color of Fear” by Lee Mun Wah (1995), in which a White 

man denied that he is racist and denied a group of men of color the significance of 

their experience in society. Marcia stated:

The most difficult film for me to watch this term was the one of the men’s 
group discussing racism. I visibly flinched when the participants became 
intensely angry and impassioned. That much raw emotion was difficult to 
view. I was also extremely embarrassed by the [W]hite man’s insistence that 
he was not racist. I think perhaps the film was so difficult to watch because it 
suggested that one can be so enmeshed in the dominant culture that denying 
another’s real experiences and perceptions of racism seems ridiculous. And 
yet, as [the professor] pointed out in last week’s assignment, the people of 
color are still saying, “We are losing.” (J6)

Her statement, “the film was so difficult to watch because it suggested that one can be 

so enmeshed in the dominant culture that denying another’s real experiences and 
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perceptions of racism seems ridiculous,” suggests that being immersed in the 

dominant culture can blind a person to the Other’s reality. Her explanation 

demonstrates her recognition and employment of the cognitive discourses to construct 

“Aware of Oppressive Systems White.”  

Other discourses that Marcia employed were the experience discourses, which 

constructed her Whiteness as “Out of Dominant Culture White.” Within these 

discourses, Marcia was no longer limited to a cognitive awareness of oppression 

because she had personally experienced it or watched it happen to others. One of her 

descriptions of this was evident in her recounting of the documentary “A girl like me,” 

directed by Kiri Davis (2006), shown in class. In this short film, the producer of the 

film, a Black teenage girl herself, interviewed Black teenage girls and conducted an 

informal experiment that included asking young Black children questions. Marcia’s 

response was as follows: 

The most poignant film clip for me was the one produced by the [B]lack 
teenager. I felt abject sadness that young women felt the need to bleach their 
skin or straighten their hair. I think that many young teenagers across America 
struggle with fitting into some perfect physical appearance. It was especially 
disturbing to see a young [B]lack girl [of age four or five] choose a white doll 
as being “good” [and a black doll as being bad]. I remember how damaging a 
remark about how I was dressed sent me into feelings of depression. I can only 
imagine how horrible it must be to face disparaging remarks about physical 
characteristics that cannot be changed.... Just this week, in Japan a 14-year old 
girl committed suicide because of being teased about her height. (J6)

Marcia’s realization about the experience of living with the effects of the dominant 

culture, which she accessed through the eyes of the people in the documentary, 

problematized Whiteness for her. This recognition is more obvious when she said:
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I confess to being tired of addressing racism, but I think that is because I never 
leave my dominant culture for very long and so do not feel “out of place.” [The 
graduate course] has been an uncomfortable place as I have had time to really 
ponder what I believe in my head versus how I act in the real world. I think 
that I need to find more opportunities like visiting my ELL students homes 
which help me to know what unfamiliar environment can be like for minorities 
in my classroom. (J6)

In the above comments, Whiteness was problematized in Marcia because she realized 

how her identity as White had been made for those like her and how all Others paid 

the consequences of not belonging to her race. Her Whiteness was further 

problematized because she had experienced dissonance in performing her racial 

identity. This was why she differentiated between what she believed and how she 

“acts in the real world.” 

Marcia also employed the use of moral/ethical discourses to construct 

Whiteness as “White Teacher Identity Confusion White.” These moral/ethical 

discourses allowed her to contemplate whether or not it was possible to keep the 

dominant culture from being imposed on the Other, which became an ethical question 

about whether she should even try teaching in an economically depressed school. 

Marcia said:

I shudder to think of white teachers as “white saviors” and almost feel that is 
how some teachers present themselves. I know that I am an idealist. I dream of 
a world where children can be children free from hunger and able to learn and 
play. I want that for all children, but after this class I am almost afraid to 
consider working in a diverse school because I am afraid of being perceived as 
someone that has “something to offer” as a member of the dominant culture. If 
I had my druthers, I would choose an economically depressed school to work 
in because I believe all children should be taught by trained professionals and 
not just children in the rich neighborhood schools. I continue to struggle with 
questions about wanting to influence children’s lives in positive ways but not 
have those influences be dictated by some dominant culture discourse. I am 
more self-aware of my motivations for teaching than I was before this class. 
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Hopefully, that self-awareness will remind me to engage my students in 
conversations which stretch both of our worlds. (J6)

During the face-to-face interview conducted after the course was over, Marcia 

continued to reinforce this idea. She stated:

I struggle with what drives me personally and what are my limitations as a 
teacher. I am wired to want to help people- to nurture and to support. What I 
need to do in conjunction with that internal motivator is to realize that I need to 
challenge my students as well. My resources [are] limited, but teaching still 
allows me to impact lives. That is relevance and reason for being for me. (f.t.f.)

In the same interview she also stated:

Again—really I was just connecting that I sometimes can know the 
backgrounds of my students and allow that to color my perceptions. In other 
words, I still treat the students from a perceived stereotype about their 
capabilities. I need to work at not pigeonholing my students because then I will 
never plan lessons with academic rigor. (f.t.f.)

These moral/ethical discourses led to her concern about how she influenced the 

children. Her concern was to avoid a “savior” attitude, that is, to think she had 

something to offer the students by dint of her superiority. 

The previous discourses showed how Marcia employed them to construct her 

White identity.  This was not always the case, however, as suggested in her retelling of 

the anthropology research project home visit assignment. In her descriptions of this 

experience, Marcia can be observed to have had the law enforcement discourses 

forced upon her, which led to her construct and become aware of an identity of 

“Government Authority White.” These law enforcement discourses are power-laden 

discourses that are enforced as a means of taking a hold of outlaws or law breakers 

and have the power to bring fear into those who may be suspect of breaking the law. 

The following is some of her account in which this discourse is evident: 
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Very clearly I was perceived as an authority. Almost as the government 
authority figure…. I never really got to talk to her parents and say, “what did 
you think?” This is from talking to the teachers, talking to the ESL instructor 
and the way that the neighbors acted when we asked where they lived. That we 
[went] to three places to try to find her probably seemed kind of persistent.  So 
I guess I was shocked by the fear people had and that I had that kind of power.  
I didn't want that kind of power, and to really frighten that family is what I feel 
I’d done.  That was a rough week for me not knowing what had happened.  It 
was really eye opening that people could be…when a woman is ducking into 
the floorboard of my car because she sees a police officer.  And like wow, you 
know?  That's just amazing to me.  I wish I wouldn't have worn my teacher ID 
that day. I think I looked too official….My school in general, tends to be a 
little low-key and I'm sure that's because we’re like 60% low socioeconomic. 
(f.t.f.)

Her construction of “Government Authority White” can be identified in her 

observation that she was perceived “almost as the government authority figure.” She 

did not construct Whiteness in this manner on her own; she indicates that she noticed 

the same perception from teachers, the ESL instructor, and the way in which the 

neighbors behaved when she went to the home visit. She further described her 

presence in that community as having “power” to bring fear to those living there. She 

attributed this perception to the visibility of her teacher identification. 

Positions and practices. The construction of Whiteness as “Aware of 

Oppressive Systems White” and its cognitive discourses produce positions in which 

one who is White must be (or must have the ability to be) aware of how he or she can 

take on a system that oppresses the Other. Evidence of Marcia’s awareness was 

revealed by relating the People of Color’s experience to her own experience of being 

critiqued and ridiculed. This behavior, however, positions the White subject at the 

mercy of “the ability to be aware” of oppressive systems. In this case, a person who is 
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White runs the risk of practicing oppressive behaviors if he or she is immersed in the 

dominant culture and is not aware of how the behaviors are affecting People of Color.

The construction of Whiteness as “Out of Dominant Culture White” and its 

experience discourses produce positions of  “student” and “White” that are helpless to 

resist the discourses arising from contexts in which she or he either does not know 

how to respond or is prohibited from responding and being successful. The student in 

this context is helpless because the class content, assignments, and materials of the 

course are chosen for him or her. These allowable practices lead the White person to 

reflect on his or her life. This practice of reflecting was connected to the experience 

discourses Marcia employed to empathize with People of Color, to make meaning, 

and to find value in the “out of culture” experience.  

The construction of Whiteness as “White Teacher Identity Confusion White” 

and its moral/ethic discourses produce a position of White that determines right from 

wrong with regard to working with and relating to People of Color. This position of 

White must use its own judging system to determine the correct way of working with 

and relating to students of color. Marcia contemplated whether it would be correct for 

her to work in a community that is diverse. In a sense, the White person in this 

position assumes sole responsibility for the decision of right and wrong. It is the White 

person, specifically Marcia in this case, who decides what is right or wrong for the 

“diverse school.” The practices allowable within the construction of Whiteness as 

“White Teacher Identity Confusion White” are awareness and monitoring of her 

motivation towards teaching students of color.
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The positions available to the construction of Whiteness as “Government 

Authority White” are divided between those who are the law-enforcers and those who 

are the law-breakers. The practices available permit the law-enforcer to request 

information and others to retrieve that information. This construction also has the 

power to inflict fear in others as if they were suspects of a crime. From the position of 

crime suspects, the practices available include hiding from the authorities. Marcia 

went on the home visit and was given the run-around; the mother could not be found. 

The woman who was the family’s neighbor, who was also the guide to the mother’s 

house, at one point hid under the dashboard as Marcia and the woman passed a police 

officer.

Complexities of discourses, positions, and practices. The process that Marcia 

followed to perform this anthropology research project is very insightful in that it 

demonstrates the complexity/dynamics of discourses, positions and practices. The 

following account of Marcia’s experience comes from the researcher’s observational 

notes that were collected throughout the course: 

When the class was informed of the project, it was an immediately 
controversial assignment and Marcia was one of the first to say something 
about it. She had a strong objection to the project and was not willing to do it. 
She accused me of assigning an inappropriate assignment, and she was going 
to fight it. She proceeded to contact her university supervisor, a former teacher 
in the school where she student taught, and asked for her opinion. The 
supervisor said that home visits were not a common practice at that school, so 
Marcia felt she had backing to her objection from doing the assignment. She 
then spoke to her cohort leader, a person assigned to a group of students as an 
overseer of their progress throughout the program and a liaison between 
students and the program. At this point, her cohort leader sat down with Marcia 
and teased out the reasoning behind her objection to the project. After the 
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conversation, Marcia and her cohort leader came to the conclusion that the 
reason for the objection was because Marcia was afraid. She was afraid that 
there was going to be a negative outcome of the whole situation and she would 
not know what to do. After I had modified the assignment to include several 
other options, Marcia made an appointment with me.  She said that even 
though the assignment had changed to include more of the students’ comfort 
zones, she wanted to perform the home visit as her choice of fulfilling the 
assignment. (O.N.)

This account of Marcia’s experience demonstrates the complexities and messiness of 

how discourses and practice interact with one another on a larger scale. The discourses 

and social relationships that are incorporated into institutions such as universities and 

school sites are pivotal elements that influence how social construction “happens.” 

Research Questions

How do the aspects of subjectivation (the relationship one has with oneself) “play 
out” in performing White racial identity in a multicultural course context?

Employing Foucault’s four aspects of subjectivation, Marcia recognizes the 

moral code of “treating others like human beings” to be the golden rule. From this 

code, she reveals her form of subjection mainly through the education discourses. 

The ethical substance (the material that is worked by ethics) may be 

understood to be her behavior in creating an atmosphere of trust and care and making 

appropriate decisions so as to build community. She stated, “Students learn the most 

when they are in an atmosphere of trust and care” (J3). In a different portion of her 

reflection, in her discussion about her responsibility as a teacher, she stated that her 

responsibility was to “build community in [her] classroom” (J3).  
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The mode of subjection (the way in which people are invited or incited to 

recognize their moral obligation) evidently results from submission to education 

discourses to shape her subjectivity. She stated, “I feel hopeless about ever being able 

to build a true sense of community as Americans, but what I read in Kessler and 

Palmer this summer emphasizes the need for me as an educator [italics added] to build 

community in my classroom” (J3). She demonstrates that her obligation comes from 

her submission to the education discourses. 

The self-forming activity (the things people are to do to behave ethically) are 

implied to be the emotions, intentions, and behaviors that compose “care” and 

“guiding.” She stated, “As a teacher, I can care for my students and hopefully guide 

them to understandings of themselves as individuals who benefit from knowing 

others” (J3). 

The telos (the kind of being to which people aspire when they behave in a 

moral way) seems to be an anti-racist person and someone who helps others to be anti-

racist. She stated:

As a teacher, I can care for my students and hopefully guide them to 
understandings of themselves as individuals who benefit from knowing others. 
It seems lofty, but much more attainable than trying to change a nation into 
believing that they are all Americans. Unfortunately, discrimination in both 
overt and subtle ways still communicates that not all races are created equal. 
(J3) 

 Marcia’s form of subjectivation is consistent with the discourses employed in 

the different contexts throughout the course. Although the difference discourses to 

describe race in J1 were consistent with Marcia’s form of subjectivation, her 
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conceptualization of how to treat People of Color was an element that factored in to 

the current problem of racism. 

The social privilege discourses employed in her story of the summer camp 

provided a glimpse into the ways in which social systems discriminate between and 

against people. However, this awareness was not sufficiently conceptualized at a 

conscious level to prevent Marcia from reproducing it. Against her own desires, she 

nevertheless fell into using her social privilege. This raises questions as to what 

“causes” her to work against her form of subjectivation. One possible answer is that in 

the context of the summer camp, she was a counselor, not a teacher. Her form of 

subjectivation is formed within the education discourses, and is thus differently 

influenced by the dominant discourses that produce an anti-racist subject. 

The victim discourses utilized to tell the story of her fight with Suzanne 

demonstrated a focus on behavior and did not include a developed understanding of 

how people participate in social systems that discriminate against others. Marcia did 

not reflect on how enforcing the rules the way she interpreted them could be an act of 

racism. There was no attempt to think beyond the rules so that the boy could turn his 

lack of social skills into a learning experience. In terms of her subjectivity, she was not 

bound by educational discourses when she remembered the fight with Suzanne, Thus 

it may be that her current form of subjectivation was not developed when the story 

was told.

The use of the cognitive discourses demonstrates consistency with her 

developed subjectivity. Here Marcia’s attention to oppressive systems became a means 
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of being anti-racist. This indicates a move towards adopting or internalizing the 

importance of scrutinizing systems which is consistent with her telos of being an anti-

racist. 

When Marcia employed experience discourses to describe her reaction to the 

films, they allowed her to empathize with the Other. This again is consistent with her 

form of subjectivation 

The moral/ethical discourses used after completing her home visit 

problematize her social position at schools where there are high numbers of racial 

minority students, yet they demonstrate a further development of her form of 

subjectivation. This can be understood to further develop the telos by problematizing 

her objective of anti-racism in order to understand the role not as a savior of people 

but as a participant among equally valuable people. 

Finally, the law enforcement discourses evident during the home visit is 

consistent with her subjectivity. Here she is rejecting the imposed identity as a result 

of the law enforcement discourses because it conflicts with who she is becoming. This 

identity might not have been a problem before since the effects of social systems to 

privilege certain people was not conceptualized in Marcia from the beginning. It 

would have been easy for her to fall back into her available social privilege and just 

view this assignment as an assignment required of her. She could have gone on 

without being bothered. 
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How does the role of the Other impact how White racial identity is performed and 
changed in a multicultural context? 

For Marcia, the Other created a context to challenge how she thinks of the 

Other. This challenge functioned to help Marcia think differently and ultimately shape 

how she will behave differently towards the Other in the future. 

How is White racial identity performed and changed in the relationships and practices 
of White preservice teachers as a result of race-based discourses in a course on 
multiculturalism? 

It did not seem that Marcia changed as a result of race-based discourses. The 

change, it seemed, occurred as a result of Marcia allowing herself to “live in the life of 

the Other” and reflect how she would struggle in that life. As a result of this act of 

reflecting, Marcia’s Whiteness was performed differently. This affected Marcia in that 

she had new limits of which White racial identities would be allowable and which 

would not. 

Sarah

Sarah is a 23-year old White woman who was born in Oregon. Sarah considers 

her family to consist of her fiancé, her step-father, her mother, and her younger sister. 

During the course of this research, Sarah was completing her student teaching 

practicum in a First grade classroom.  
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Race-based Discourses Before the Course

Discourses and social constructions. Sarah first constructed race by using 

physical discourses, geographical discourses, and social construction discourses. The 

use of the physical discourses is prevalent throughout Sarah’s construction and 

definition of race. She stated, “While I do not like the part of the definition that states 

it is the physical characteristics that set the groups of people apart, it seems to be a 

fact.”  She also constructed race as a concept referring to a person’s common 

geographical area of origin:

I personally define race as the region that a particular group of people come 
from. Not just where they physically live, but where their family lineage can be 
traced back to….The fact of the matter is usually that certain skin tones and 
other physical characteristics do come from certain regions. 

In Sarah’s definition of her own race, she employed the physical discourses and 

geographical discourses to construct a “White Caucasian Race White” identity.   

These discourses are evident in the following statement:

Racially I define myself as Caucasian because I believe it defines me as a 
person with a white skin tone [physical discourse] whose family lineage is 
from Europe [geographical discourse]. I am, however, from the United States 
so that also means I am a mixture of races that I am not fully aware of.  I also 
know I have some Cherokee Indian in my history. 

Despite her “mixture of other races,” Sarah’s European lineage and White skin were 

still dominant enough for her to identify herself as a Caucasian. 

As Sarah continued answering the questions, the experiences that she has had 

with other people caused her to question the definition of her own race. White skin 

(physical discourses) as an element of her race was problematized when she explored 
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how others from non-European countries (geographical discourses) also consider 

themselves White:

I cannot consider myself “White” [physical discourses] anymore since visiting
Taiwan [geographical discourses]. I learned that the people there consider 
themselves white as well and I could see why. Their skin was only a little 
darker than my own…. Australians and Germans [geographical discourses] 
are white [physical discourses] as well, but I [who am of white skin] have a 
very different background than them [geographical discourses]. 

In the above statements, Sarah was unable to unite these two discourses under her 

definition of her own race as Caucasian. The groups that she mentioned have White 

skin, but they do not come from her same background.

On occasion, Sarah broke from the geographical discourses and physical 

discourses and constructed race by employing social construction discourses. These 

discourses are suggested in her answer, “I love to learn about others and honor the 

diversity that our cultures have. I really want my students to appreciate all races 

without feeling like they will lose their own.”  She felt that people should not run the 

risk of losing their race while appreciating the races of others. In this sense, race 

represented an object that could be lost and no longer referred to the physical 

characteristics of a person.

The construction of “Victim White” can be seen through Sarah’s employment 

of discrimination/disadvantaged discourses as she contrasted herself with minorities, 

specifically her fiancé who is Mexican American. She stated:

I believe it is easier for a Mexican male to get into college and pay for it than 
for me, a Caucasian female. I have first hand experience because my fiancé is 
Mexican. He got a lot of grants toward his tuition because of the race he was 
born. I gave up looking for scholarships and financed my entire education. I 
know many Caucasians become discouraged by examples like this, myself 
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included. I guess part of being Caucasian is that I just expect the same benefits 
everyone else may get. 

In this statement, Sarah constructed herself as a victim of institutional preferences 

towards minorities. For her, being White is a disadvantage because it does not enable 

her to receive the same types of “benefits” that being a minority would. 

Sarah also constructed Whiteness as “Victim White” by using an urban 

discourse. In this account, Sarah described her student teaching placement and how 

she made efforts to avoid being placed in a certain area in a large city. She began this 

story by saying:

During my [student teaching] practicum I did not experience teaching children 
of different races. I taught in [a small town], where there is not a lot of
diversity in general. I suppose I chose that site for a reason. I’ll admit that there 
was a practicum available in [a nearby large city]…that I said I turned down 
because of the driving time I would have to put in. That was 95 percent of the 
reason I did not choose that site. 

She continued by describing the area of the large city as drug- and crime-infested. This 

description illustrates an urban discourse which has long been used as a description of 

cities or highly populated metropolitan areas. Consider the following: 

I am really uncomfortable in that area. I have not had positive experiences 
when I have been out that way before and have been made to feel like I am not 
welcome there on a few occasions. [That] area of [the city] is heavily 
populated with drugs and crime. I cannot change that part of town just by 
going around more often and until it is safer, I am sad to admit I will not go 
there any more. 

She is “Victim White” to a city that has made her feel unwelcome, and this has caused 

her to avoid traveling to that area. 

In a different portion of her journal reflection she employed multicultural 

discourses to construct Whiteness as “Abdicating Authority to Label and Affect the 
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Other White.” Within the multicultural discourses, social categories (race, gender, 

sexual orientation, et cetera) were identified and spoken about. In the construction of 

this identity, Sarah was telling the story of her relationship with a student at her 

practicum site:

One experience I have had just since school started … is with a boy who my 
cooperating teacher said is an [English language learner or ELL] student. On 
supply night, when the students come the Thursday before the first day of 
school and bring their supplies and meet their teachers, this boy came. His 
mother translated everything we said to him into Spanish. We were led to 
believe he did not know much English at all. 

In relation to her student who is an ELL, Sarah constructed her Whiteness as 

“Abdicating Authority to Label and Affect the Other White.” This is evident in 

Sarah’s assumption that because the mother translated what she said to her son into 

Spanish, the boy could not speak English and thus, could not read English. It was a 

shock to Sarah the next day when the boy read as many English words as the other 

students in the class:

Then, on the second day of school, I did some reading assessments for the 
teachers where I pulled each student out into the hall to have them read to me. 
When it was the boy’s turn, he could read as many words as the other students 
and the ones he did not know, he could sound out! 

The employment of multicultural discourses is evident in Sarah’s search for a social 

category (ELL) that would represent the boy’s language as out of the norm from the 

dominant language spoken at school. These discourses are further evident when she 

acknowledged that the boy is different from her. 
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Positions and practices. The available positions and practices to the 

construction of Whiteness as “White Caucasian Race White” and its geographical 

discourses, physical discourses, and social construction discourses can be 

demonstrated through Sarah’s construction of race in isolation and through the 

construction of her own racial identity.  

A construction of Whiteness as “White Caucasian Race White,” with its 

geographical discourses and physical discourses, places Sarah in a position similar to 

that of a natural scientist who collects “facts” about physical characteristics and 

geographical regions, and connects those “facts” to come up with a known racial 

identity. This is true for both a person identifying his or her race, as well as someone 

identifying the race of others. The practice available and intelligible within this 

construction of race is that of collecting “facts” about a people’s physical 

characteristics and global area origin. A person may have a sense of confidence that 

his/her labeling of another is accurate, since “objective fact-finding” is utilized to 

identify the race. 

The construction of Whiteness as “White Caucasian Race White,” with its 

social construction discourses, makes available the position of “relational person to 

others” as a means of knowing a person’s race. Through social construction 

discourses, what a person is racially extends beyond skin color and place of origin. 

The construction of race is dynamic and fluid. It is dynamic because a racial identity 

may change within different contexts and times. The practice available to a person 
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who is relational to others requires that the person consistently relate to the Other in 

order to identify that person’s construction of race.  

A construction of Whiteness as “Victim White” with its urban discourses

positions Sarah as powerless (e.g., I cannot change that part of town just by going 

around more often). She is positioned as “in danger” because of the crime, drugs, and 

unfriendly behaviors in that area of town. The construction also discharges Sarah from 

taking any responsibility to help meet the needs in that part of town (e.g., I am sad to 

admit I will not go there any more). This works to excuse her for not taking on the 

student teaching placement in that part of town (Who can blame a victim for avoiding 

his or her attacker?). The practice available to Whiteness as “Victim White” is one of 

avoidance, for it justifies the choice to avoid the large city as a location to perform her 

student teaching as a matter of personal safety. This practice was particularly 

important because it illustrates how the construction excuses Sarah from caring for 

children despite her position as teacher. Only a victim would be justified in evading an 

opportunity to care for needy children.  

A construction of Whiteness as “Abdicate Authority to Label and Affect the 

‘Other’ White” with its multicultural discourses was created within the context of 

school. It is relevant to mention that the institution of school produces the discursive 

position of “teacher” that provides him/her with the authority to label the position of 

“student.” The construction of Whiteness as “Abdicate Authority to Label and Affect 

the ‘Other’ White” with its multicultural discourses within the institution of school 

makes available this position of “teacher.” The position of teacher, in combination 
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with the multicultural discourses, legitimizes practices to identify the “Other” and 

label the “Other” as a certain type of reader. In Sarah’s situation, she abdicated to the 

mother her authority as the person to identify the boy’s difference. Sarah assessed the 

boy’s reading abilities by appearing to defer to the mother’s authority and then 

applying multicultural discourses to what she witnessed. The position of “teacher” is 

endowed with the authority to assess students’ abilities and skills. The assessments 

themselves are particular processes and practices that produce a type of knowledge 

about a student and thus generate a particular type of student. Sarah is not only 

allowed to categorize the student as having limited English abilities, but she is also 

allowed to act upon that difference through her legitimized position as teacher. Her 

discovery that the boy could read English at a similar skill level of the other students 

created dissonance within her. She was left to make sense of the conflicting 

constructions of student with limited English ability on the one hand, and the 

construction of reader of English on the other (e.g., When it was this boy’s turn, he 

could read as many words as the other students and the ones he did not know, he could 

sound out!). 

Immersed in Race-based Discourses Throughout the Course

Discourses and social constructions. Sarah’s use of essentialist race 

discourses produced a construction of Whiteness as “Already Knows ‘Other’ White.” 

Essentialist race discourses, as Sarah used them, construct race as a person’s static 

nature. The construction of “Already Knows ‘Other’ White” occurred in relation to the 

class content and her experiences with the Other. This construction of Whiteness is 
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apparent when she stated that the content in the course did not change her view of 

People of Color. She acquired a familiarity with the Other from previous coursework 

in her undergraduate degree. She stated: 

The way I saw people before this class is not too different than the way I see 
people now. I completed my undergraduate work in Human Development and 
Family Science at [State University] and there were a lot of difference, power, 
and discrimination course requirements. (J6) 

Her previous experiences are the source of her knowledge of the Other, not the current 

course content. She said, “So it is not really through the readings, films, and 

discussions that I have come to these conclusions, but through my own experiences” 

(J6). This construction is also evident in Sarah’s face-to-face interview.  When Sarah 

was asked whether she had learned anything about the Other in the course, she 

responded, “Well those are the kinds of things that I learned, way before I took any 

classes.  I mean, that’s life experiences” (f.t.f). In all of the above examples, Sarah 

implicitly said that there was nothing new she could learn about the Other. She had 

identified the essence of the Other and understood the Other’s social plight. For Sarah, 

the course information was just a reiteration of what she had learned from her 

education and experience. 

Sarah used race discourses to construct Whiteness as “More Culturally 

Competent Than Other Whites White.”  Through her examples it is evident that she 

used race discourse in relation to people who are White to mean anyone who is 

different from White. This construction appears when she expressed that some Whites 

in the class needed more exposure to information such as the content covered in the 

course (J6). She supported her claim by providing an example of White classmates 
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who had not had very much exposure to People of Color until their adult life: “I heard 

some people say during the summer that they had never been around someone who 

wasn’t like them until they got to college” (J6). She then provided an example of how 

another White student in the class was uncomfortable with immigrants from another 

country:

Just last week someone, whose name I will not say, wrote on the paper that we 
would be teaching our students contradictory ideas if we educated them in 
spite of their parents having done something illegal and unethical, in essence 
rewarding this unethical activity. She is so misguided to think that her ethics 
have a place in the classroom. That is the least of my worries, however. I 
believe that the “illegal” excuse is just something to hide behind to try to 
disguise the fact that they are uncomfortable with the people who have 
immigrated. It is these people I worry about. (J6)

This construction is also evident in Sarah’s face-to-face interview.  When she was 

asked whether the course had changed her or not she responded the following:

I don’t know that it really…changed me all that much.   But I know that other 
people in our class did not have much of an exposure.  There were a lot of 
people, who said the first person that wasn’t white that [they] met was in 
college.  And I am like whoa! Where did you grow up?  That was shocking to 
me.  So, I realize that other people definitely need to think about those things.  
(f.t.f)

Sarah identified Whites like “these” as people who needed exposure to the content in 

the class. She did not, however, identify herself in this manner. Her past experiences 

were enough for her to feel this course could offer her nothing new in terms of her 

knowledge about the Other. She demonstrated her superior cultural competence by 

explaining her anti-racist behaviors. During the face-to-face interview, she stated, “I 

just don’t feel like I assume….There are some assumptions, I can’t think of now, but 

for the most part, I don’t feel like I walk around assuming everyone is like me or 



85

knows about the things I know” (f.t.f). While discussing her fiancé in a different 

portion of the interview she stated, “But a lot of times I want to know what he’s gone 

through just so that I can be aware of like…well I’m not treating other people like 

that…blatant things like name-calling…that kind of thing” (f.t.f). Another example of 

this is when she was discussing her relationship with the ELL student in her 

classroom, she said, “I guess I’m trying to go out of my way to not treat him like she’s 

[her cooperating teacher] treating him…like the different child in the classroom….If 

she’s mean to one student, I go out of my way to be super nice to them” (f.t.f). 

When Sarah was asked to reflect upon her understanding of herself as a raced 

person, her responses are evident of other constructions of Whiteness: Whiteness 

before the course and Whiteness after the course. These are discussed in the following 

section. 

Sarah employed White race discourses to construct Whiteness before the 

course as “Homogenous White.” In this use of the White race discourses, race is a 

static essence that people who are White have.  They can therefore identify themselves 

as the same as each other on the basis of this essence. Sarah described herself as the 

same as other Whites. Yet she attributed this knowledge as coming from someone 

outside herself. It was something she was told by others. She stated, “Before, I 

though[t] of myself as white and basically accepted that white people were a 

homogenous group, as I have been told basically my whole life” (J6). 

After the course, Sarah utilized social construction discourses to construct 

Whiteness as “Heterogeneous White.” The social construction discourses are evident 
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when she spoke of Whiteness as differing for every White person. She believed this 

conclusion results from understanding that no one has the same experience or the same 

cultural heritage; everyone comes from different parts of the world. She said:

As I stated in my last paper, I cannot consider myself the same as everyone 
else with my skin color. We do not have the same experiences or cultural 
heritage. No one who is “white” is really from the U.S.A. we are a 
heterogeneous mix who come from all over the world. (J6) 

 At the same time, she believed that there is a dominant culture of Whiteness, which 

seems contradictory to the idea that everyone is different.  She stated, “So, the way I 

see myself has changed because I no longer see myself as part of the majority culture 

because I belong to it in looks, but do not feel like I belong to it” (J6). In this 

statement, she is implicitly saying that there exists a majority culture. Although she is 

denying to part of it, she is implicitly saying she easily fits in it.

Positions and practices. A construction of Whiteness as “Already Knows 

‘Other’ White” with its essentialist race discourses positions Sarah as having 

understood the essence of the Other; she can act towards the Other and for the Other 

based on her previously acquired truth about the Other. The practices available limit 

her to her already-known knowledge. Since she already knows the Other, she is not 

obligated to further investigate the Other there is no further learning about the Other 

needed. 

A construction of Whiteness as “More Culturally Competent Than Other 

Whites White” with its race discourses positions Sarah as a more moral person than 
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other Whites. She is a White who knows the Other and knows the anti-racist ways of 

acting and believing. She stated:

I believe that the “illegal” excuse is just something to hide behind to try to 
disguise the fact that they [other Whites] are uncomfortable with the people 
who have immigrated. It is these people I worry about. I am afraid [italics 
added] she [a White classmate] will push her dislike for the immigrant 
population on the children of her classroom. (J6) 

This position releases Sarah from any blame for being a racist because it allows her to 

be worried and afraid of other Whites and because she knows what it means to be anti-

racist. The discourses constructing this version of Whiteness make available the 

practice of judging other Whites. She can use expressions like, “It is these people 

[Whites] I worry about,” (J6) because her moral position elevates her above those 

Whites.   

A construction of Whiteness as “Homogenous White” with its White race 

discourses makes available a position in which Sarah is undifferentiated from other 

Whites: all Whites are the same. The implied practice available to Sarah is to assume 

that her behavior is the same as that of other Whites. Since they are all the same in 

skin color, they will all act the same. 

A construction of Whiteness as “Heterogeneous White” with its social 

construction discourses positions Sarah as a unique person who cannot be compared 

to other Whites: every White is different. At the same time, Sarah can acknowledge 

that Whiteness exists as the majority culture. She said that she could not identify 

herself as part of the dominant culture. This positions Sarah on the margins. She, 

again, is free from being accused of being a racist or of committing racist acts. The 
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practice available to her is to expect unpredictable behavior from any White. No one 

can determine the action of another person based on the color of the person’s skin (J6). 

Research Questions

How do the aspects of subjectivation (the relationship one has with oneself) “play 
out” in performing White racial identity in a multicultural context?

By analyzing Sarah’s remarks according to Foucault’s four aspects of 

subjectivation, we can compare Sarah’s subjectivity with the discourses she employed 

and ultimately speculate how that affected the White racial identities she constructed.

For Sarah, the ethical substance (the material that is worked by ethics) is her 

behavior towards others with the intent to provide equal freedoms and equal benefits 

to all. She stated:

I realize that in some cases, society treats people of color a little differently 
than they treat me. I even think about the fact that black on black crime is at a 
higher rate than white on white crime. There are also more African Americans 
in prisons today than other races. It’s really not fair to all black men that… 
black men are scary and they have a lot of power…. These examples make me 
realize that I like being treated the way I view human beings should be treated. 
I don’t think everyone should be viewed as a white person and their cultures 
ignored, but they should all be given the same rights, privileges, respect, and 
safety as a white person [italics added]” (J3). 

In this quote, Sarah demonstrates that the ethical treatment required of her, and people 

in general, depends on the way she behaves towards others in order to provide, “the 

same rights, privileges, respect, and safety as a white person.”

The mode of subjection (the way in which people are invited or incited to 

recognize their moral obligation) include her upbringing and the discourses of 

education. She stated, “I try to start by offering my respect and in return, I expect the 
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same. I was taught this as a child and it was reinforced throughout college” (J3).  Here 

she identified her upbringing as one of the authorities that has shaped her form of 

subjectivation. The next portion of her response that indicates a mode of subjection

provides insight into the power of context to shape the way in which a person becomes 

a subject. She said, “There is a certain maturity that is expected from educated people. 

As a graduate student I am required [italics added] to treat people the way I have 

described because I represent [the university] now” (J3). Here she submits herself to 

the discourses of graduate school and allows the discourses to produce the graduate 

student subject. By using the word “required” she indicates that the authoritative 

discourses of graduate school obligate her to perform the constructed ethics. Thus her 

mode of subjection is also an obligation to the authority of graduate school. 

The self-forming activity (the things people are to do to behave ethically) is the 

activity of performing career professionalism and respect. Here Sarah speaks through 

both the authority of her upbringing and the discourses of education. She stated:

At my school site I act professionally, which includes dress as well as the 
respect I was talking about earlier. I have incorporated these values into my 
personal life and they are an important part of me. What is expected of me is 
what I think is expected of any person in the MAT [Master of Arts in 
Teaching] program. What is common sense to me should be common sense to 
my peers. (J3)

 Here Sarah’s concern for the way she dresses, among other things, represents the 

work she performs on herself in order to recognize herself as a subject of the ethics to 

which she has subjected herself. 

The telos (the kind of being to which people aspire when they behave in a 

moral way), for Sarah, seems to be to becoming a fair and respectful person.  
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 As one analyzes Sarah’s subjectivity, it is evident that she expects others, 

including People of Color, to ascribe to the same constructed truth. She performs 

according to this form of subjectivation throughout the course.  This sets the 

groundwork to further answer the research question. This is possible by comparing the 

relationship Sarah has with herself to the discourses that she ultimately employed. As 

indicated by the above discourse analysis, most discourses were consistent with 

Sarah’s subjectivity.

The physical discourses and geographical discourses did not contradict 

Sarah’s subjectivity. Here Sarah was attempting to define race, White racial identity in 

particular. Although Whiteness was problematized, it was not in opposition to the way

she recognized herself as an ethical person because the ideas she was using did not 

indicate that race needed ethical attention. The discourses did not include a description 

of how people treat each other. 

At one point, social construction discourses were employed to indicate that it 

is possible to lose one’s race while attempting to honor diversity. In this case, Sarah 

does include an ethical component by indicating that a person should not have to lose 

her or his race. Yet this ethics is still consistent with Sarah’s subjectivity in that all 

people should be given the same freedoms and rights. 

The discrimination/disadvantaged discourses were used to describe the 

incongruence between her subjectivity and the acts performed on people who are 

White. Here Sarah described a situation in which she felt that a racial minority had 

easier access to resources than people who are White. This may be understood as “a 
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group of people are privileged over others,” which is not consistent with “all people 

have the same freedoms and rights.” 

The urban discourses were employed to construct the Other as a threat to her 

person. Again, the use of these discourses reinforces Sarah’s subjectivity. In this 

construction, the urban area and those who live there have and will prevent her from 

exercising her freedoms and rights, including the right to be safe in that part of town. 

The multicultural discourses are used to construct her student as an ELL. These 

discourses do not contradict Sarah’s subjectivity because her subjectivity is about 

equal freedoms and equal benefits to all. The labeling of social categories, like ELL, is 

accepted by her because labels are not associated with how a person should be treated 

or the benefits to which people should have access. 

The essentialist race discourses constructed the Other as having static 

characteristics that are different from hers. She constructed races as static and 

knowable through study of objective means. These discourses also do not conflict with 

her subjectivity since external characteristics of race, whether static or socially 

constructed, have no association with Sarah’s notion of equality and freedom for all, 

according to her form of subjectivity. 

The race discourses employed by Sarah also described external characteristics 

of people. As described above, the external characteristics do demonstrate differences 

among races, but do not demonstrate internal differences that would merit treating 

some people differently than others. Thus, these discourses do not conflict with her 

subjectivity. 
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The White race discourses were employed to describe a characteristic about 

the extent to which her Whiteness was connected to her behavior. She used these 

discourses in relation to her subjectivity to describe her belief that all people who are 

White behave in a racist manner is a misconception. 

The social construction discourses were used to construct her view of 

Whiteness produced in response to the course. She employed these discourses to 

construct Whites as different from one another. Yet, these discourses worked to 

reinforce her subjectivity. She still believed that the correct practices towards all 

people are to treat them the same by providing them the same freedoms and rights. 

How does the role of the Other impact how White racial identity is performed and 
changed in a multicultural context? 

The role of the Other influenced White racial identity to construct Whiteness 

within the limits Sarah had set for how people should treat each other. 

How is White racial identity performed and changed in the relationships and practices 
of White preservice teachers as a result of race-based discourses in a course on 
multiculturalism?
  

For Sarah, White racial identity is dichotomized between Whiteness in relation 

to the Other and Whiteness in relation to other Whites, including her own sense of 

what White means. She can accept that the Others have a stable core and accept the 

plight they suffer, but ultimately the Others must put aside their culture and treat 

others according to Sarah’s definition of equality, fairness and respect. As for Whites, 
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she cannot accept that they have a stable core because this belief leaves Sarah 

vulnerable to being labeled racist like them.  

\

Michelle

Michelle is a 41-year old White woman who was born in Portland, Oregon.  

The members of her family include her husband, one son, two daughters, a brother, a 

sister, and a half-brother.  During the course of this research, Michelle was completing 

her student teaching practicum in a Kindergarten classroom.  

Race-based Discourses Before the Course

Discourses and social constructions. Michelle employed inclusivity discourses 

to construct Whiteness as, “Whiteness That Includes All Students White.” This is 

evident when Michelle suggested to her cooperating teacher that they put more labels 

around the classroom in Spanish. Michelle said:

My kindergarten class had no Spanish labels until we put up a new set of color 
card displays—the set came with the Spanish color words, so we put them up 
with the English words. I have suggested to my cooperating teacher that we 
should try to label more things around the classroom (e.g., shapes, calendar, 
100’s chart, play dough, etc.)….I think a child should come into the classroom 
and be able to identify some things, without feeling so overwhelmed. I think 
Spanish word/labels in the classroom would show that my environment is 
welcoming and inclusive to all. I realize that we cannot post every language, 
but when you know that the majority of your ELL students are Spanish 
speaking, I think that it would be a great start!
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Michelle felt that it was necessary to make the classroom more welcoming to all 

students. She desired to make the classroom into an environment that would make 

everyone feel comfortable, especially the limited-English-speaking children.   

Language discourses were used to construct “Language as Race White.” 

Michelle used language discourses in her describing of those not of her race and in her 

focusing on their ability to speak English. Language discourses are the only 

discourses accessed to identify the Other, as there was no discussion about race or 

culture in the identification process. This construction occurred as a response to the 

question, “Tell about an event/situation (positive or negative)…that may have been

influenced by race.” Michelle focused almost completely on the language of the 

students in her classroom. Her last sentence after this description was “I guess I only 

thought that I hadn’t had any racial experiences—it is amazing what comes-up when 

you start to reflect.” Michelle’s view of her experience with language as a racial 

experience shows that she was constructing “Language as Race.” 

Positions and practices. A construction of race as “Whiteness That Includes 

All Students White” positions Michelle as not responsible for the discriminations 

committed at school. It also locates her as an ethical/moralist person on the “right” 

side by noticing the discriminations and cultural insensitivities of other teachers. The 

practice available for a construction such as this is to be surprised that more has not 

been done for language minority children at school. 
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A construction of race as “Language as Race White” undermines the 

complexities of what it is to be raced. It does not include culture or the complex 

dimensions of cultures. The most obvious action available when race is constructed as 

“Language as Race White” is the practice of including bilingual labels for things at a 

school site. Michelle’s entire focus was on advocating for having Spanish labels in the 

classroom. 

Immersed in Race-Based Discourses Throughout the Course

Discourses and social constructions. The construction of Whiteness as 

“Discovering More of the Others White” resonates with cultural discourses, hero 

discourses, racial discourses, and educational discourses. These are the discourses 

that Michelle, who is White, chose to summon in order to construct what she was 

learning about the Other. The cultural discourses and racial discourses can be 

identified in her reference to Chavez, [a deceased Latino social activist], whose life is 

useful to “enhance [her] Latino ESL students’ self-esteem” because he was from 

“another culture” (J6). Michelle also felt that Chavez’s life could be an example to 

non-Latino students and could “help them value other cultures outside their own” (J6). 

Here Michelle connected culture with race. She believed that the Latino (raced) 

students’ self-esteem would be enhanced by reading about a person from their own 

culture. The hero discourses can also be identified within Michelle’s response. She 

felt that Cesar Chavez was a hero who was courageous (J6) and who mobilized people 

through peaceful ways (J6). Michelle, however, left out the essential components of 
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Chavez’s efforts. She pointed out Chavez’s courage and people-skills, but did not 

mention how his efforts brought more rights and opportunities for agricultural workers 

as well. Michelle did not mention social and economic equality within her 

employment of hero discourses.  The educational discourses can be identified in 

Michelle’s response about Chavez’s biography being read for its usefulness as “a 

valuable resource for teaching” (J6).   

The construction of Whiteness as “Savior/Helper of Special Needs that 

Includes ELL’s White” resonated with norm discourses. Michelle employed these 

discourses when she contrasted “Special Needs students” to the norm. She stated: 

One thing I have long done in my own program [a pre-school home business 
she owns] is to optionally open the doors for special needs students. It wasn’t 
that I had set out to “save” the world or had even considered working with 
special needs students when I started out working towards my initial BA in 
Elementary Education over sixteen years ago, but some how, some way, one of 
these students just appeared to “happen’ through my door and I have been 
‘hooked’ on helping all students succeed….There are not enough words to 
explain the feeling of exhilaration, the feeling of thankfulness, that maybe, just 
maybe you had been able to help one more child in some small way, continue 
on their path for a successful life. When I see my ELL students, I do see 
students who are different. I see students who have varying special needs, jut 
like any other so called “normal” child. (J6)

Michelle constructed these students as needing help to succeed, and she was the 

person who was interested in helping them. 

The construction of Whiteness as “Constructing the Other White” resonates 

with essentialist discourses and social construction discourses. In essentialist 

discourses, a person has an unchanging core that identifies her or him. On the other 

hand, social construction discourses view a person as constructed by the context; 

therefore, change is possible and expected. Michelle employed essentialist discourses 
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when she indicated that she wanted to “accept a person for who they are” (J6).  

Michelle’s acceptance of people for who they are extended beyond the color of their 

skin and ethnicity. For Michelle, a person’s ‘real’ identity was internal. Later in 

Michelle’s response, she employed social construction discourses. Both discourses are 

evident in the following words:

The biggest change I would like to walk away with after this program is the 
ability to accept a person for who they are. To realize that the color of one’s 
skin or one’s ethnicity does not dictate how that person thinks or behaves. We 
all have our own experiences that shape us and define our discourses, but if 
there is one thing I have learned from this entire experience—there is always 
room for change. It is up to each individual to decide how they will think or 
respond to others. (J6)

As she constructed the Other, she spoke of Others in multiple ways. She began to 

speak of there being “room for change [social construction discourses]” (J6). It was 

no longer a matter of “accepting a person for who they are [essentialist discourses],” it 

was now “up to each individual to decide how they would think or respond to others 

[social construction discourses]” (J6). Whites, for Michelle, have the ability to change 

and accept the knowable (unchanging) Other. 

Positions and practices. The construction of Whiteness as “Discovering More 

of the Others White” positions Michelle as the filter through which the importance of 

Chavez’s life will be delivered and presented to the students.  The practices available 

through the construction of Whiteness as “Discovering More of the Others White” are 

that Michelle can learn about Ceasar Chavez, collect valuable resources to incorporate 

into her teaching, and utilize the book as a means to share the life of an Other with the 

students.  The dominant practices allowed by these constructions are focused on 
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educational objectives. None of Chavez’s social justice goals were intelligible enough 

for Michelle to include them in the discussion. 

The construction of Whiteness as “Savior/Helper of Special Needs that 

Includes ELL’s White” positions Michelle as a helper of ELL students. She can stand 

in the position of the dominant culture and work to “help” students with special needs 

to cross over to her side. Thus she is in the position of the ideal, and those with special 

needs are at a deficit and in need of her help. The practice available through the 

construction of Whiteness as “Savior/Helper of Special Needs that Includes ELL’s 

White” is that Michelle can “optionally open the doors for special needs students” 

(J6). The implication is that it is not a given that the doors would automatically be 

opened for “special needs” students. The doors are open to these students despite their 

special needs. 

The construction of Whiteness as “Constructing the Other White” and the 

discourses employed position Michelle in many ways. When she summons the idea of 

an individual with essence discourses, Michelle is a cultural/racial archaeologist 

digging through people’s identity layers to find out who they are.  Then Michelle 

presumably accepts that essence. When she summons the idea of an individual who 

can change discourses, she implies that people change or stay the same by choice. 

Therefore, Michelle is positioned as fluid, able to consider the situations of the Other 

and able to adjust her actions. The practice available within this construction is that of 

a miner of cultural knowledge. The purpose is to find out who people are and accept 



99

them. As an Individual who can change discourses, Michelle is allowed to adjust 

according to what she knows about the Other.  

Research Questions

How do the aspects of subjectivation (the relationship one has with oneself) “play 
out” in performing White racial identity in a multicultural context?   

The ethical substance (the material that is worked by ethics) is the behavior in 

relation to what she feels distinguishes right from wrong (J3).  

The mode of subjection (the way in which people are invited or incited to 

recognize their moral obligation) is religious text. Michelle stated, “My own further 

respect and dignity felt for others can also be attributed to my deep spiritual Christian 

beliefs and convictions. I do not claim to be perfect (far from it), but I do attempt to 

live my life according to the Bible—and loving my neighbor as myself is not always 

as easy as it sounds” (J3). For her this is the Golden Rule. In a different portion of the 

same reflection journal she stated, 

One might ask how a person can discern this feeling of right from wrong. 
Although doing the right thing can be taught as a value from our parents, our 
families, our neighbors, our communities, our school, our government, or our 
nation, I think it goes much deeper than that. I believe that we all have the 
potential to sense or feel those “intrinsic” feelings, but it is ultimately up to 
each of us to act upon those feelings when we sense something is right or 
wrong. (J3)

It seems that the authority of her mode of subjection lies in divine text and innate 

knowledge.

The self-forming activity (the things people are to do to behave ethically) is to 

imagine herself in the place of the Other. This involves not just reflecting on how she 
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would act if she were in the Other’s shoes, but also reflecting on the limitations she 

would have and the challenges she would face if she were in the Other’s place. 

The telos (the kind of being to which people aspire when they behave in a 

moral way) seems to be a person who is respectful of others, in education specifically.  

The inclusivity discourses employed to describe her practicum with ELL 

students was consistent with her subjectivity. Here she practiced the Golden Rule and 

worked on treating the ELL students in a way that made them feel part of the 

classroom by including their language. The language discourses are also consistent 

with her subjectivity. She was trying to identify what would make the students feel 

most comfortable in the classroom. Although the cultural discourses, racial 

discourses, hero discourses and educational discourses employed to construct the life 

of Cesar Chavez in the classroom were not necessarily connected to her form of 

subjectivation, they did not contradict it. The way she employed these discourses 

produced identities that maintained educational objectives. The norm discourses used 

to describe the way she came to work with students of special needs is also consistent 

with her subjectivity. In employing these discourses, however, Michelle revealed a 

further development of the self-forming activity. The assumptions seem to be that the 

Other has a stable essence that needs modification to become what she feels is the 

ideal. Thus the self-forming activity is to help the Other become like the dominant 

ideal. Through the essentialist discourses and social construction discourses she 

demonstrated how her subjectivity facilitated an understanding of the complexities of 

race relations. By using the social construction discourses she was free to think about 
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what it means to follow the Golden Rule. The self-forming activity may be the aspect 

of subjectivation that is being changed from this example. Here, the way to behave 

ethically could be understood as treating Others according to who they are in their 

essence, not as stereotyping them based on their color of skin or ethnicity. 

Thus, to answer the research question, the discourses employed stay within the 

limits that her form of subjectivation allows. This reflects the limits of the type of 

White racial identities Michelle ultimately performed. 

 How does the role of the Other impact how White racial identity is performed and 
changed in a multicultural context?

For Michelle, the Other helps her further understand the plight of the Other, 

but in many cases, the goal is to change them to become more like the dominant 

culture. This is a form of savior mentality from which she has not been able to free 

herself. 

How is White racial identity performed and changed in the relationships and practices 
of White preservice teachers as a result of race-based discourses in a course on 
multiculturalism?

The race-based discourses functioned to develop a deeper understanding of 

what it is to be a racial minority in this country. Her form of subjectivation, especially 

her self-forming activity of placing herself in the Other’s shoes, facilitated this 

development. This led to performing White racial identity differently as she 

internalized new information about the Other. 
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Delia

Delia is a 28-year old White woman who was born and raised in Portland, 

Oregon. The members of her family include her father (a first-generation American 

whose parents emigrated from Italy), one younger brother, and her husband (who is 

from North Korea). During the course of this research, Delia was completing her 

student teaching practicum in a first grade classroom.  

Race-based Discourses Before the Course

Discourses and social constructions. Delia constructed Whiteness as 

“Nationality as Race White.”  This construction resonated with nationality discourses 

and geographical discourses. At one point, Delia defined race as “a group of 

ethnicities often recognized as a skin color;” the rest of her responses, however, 

defined race as nationality or place of origin. To identify a person, Delia needed to 

identify her or his place of birth or the origins of her or his ancestry. She used 

expressions such as, “the Asian race is comprised of all peoples in Asia [geographical 

discourses], from North Korea to Laos. The African race is made up of all peoples in 

all countries in Africa [geographical discourses], from Mauritania to Madagascar.”  It 

did not matter to Delia whether a person was an African with Black skin or White 

skin. This construction of race led Delia to categorize all Americans [geographical 

discourses and nationality discourses] under the same race. When asked, for example, 

to comment on whether her race influenced others, she responded:
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Currently we are in the process of being at war with Iraq, while teaching them 
how to rebuild their country (while politically a debatable issue, I believe it is a 
valiant effort). This, in more recent history has been a pattern, which the US 
has established, and for that I am so proud. Our race [people from the United 
States of America] has been one to extend help in times of natural disaster, as 
well as in times of international crisis, all over the world. 

The “we” in her answer includes all Americans: Whites and Others. These examples 

show how she defined race as nationality. 

Delia also constructed Whiteness as “Race as Culture White,” which resonated 

with essentialist cultural discourses. For Delia, the practices of being of a people 

could be identified as the cultural ways of those people. This is a static definition of 

culture in which a person must behave according to the culture into which she or he is 

born. Race became culture when she spoke of race in the United States specifically. 

Delia described herself as a “born and raised” U.S. Italian with the proud personality 

typical of an Italian. She stated, “While Italians may tend to be a ridiculously proud 

people (as history has shown to be true) and part of that pride of ethnicity is still strong 

in me.” This demonstrates the essentialist nature of her construction of her race. It 

demonstrates that all Italians are the same in character regardless of where they are 

born, and Delia believed herself to be no different. She was troubled with the idea of 

being clumped into a White category which she viewed as the dominant or “average” 

culture. An example of this tension appears in her comment, “But also because every 

other ethnicity is considered a ‘minority’ (translated ‘special,’ in my mind). As a 

result, I have always been thrown into the normal or average group, without a second 

glance.” She continued to construct herself from a cultural perspective when she 

provided many examples of how she felt most comfortable when she was within 
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communities of minorities and not as comfortable when she was among other Whites.  

She used expression such as, “Due to my exposure to the Island culture (as well as the 

other Asian cultures), I felt for the first time like my life made sense. My insides were 

crying out to be something other than ‘white’.”  This is where the idea of skin color 

crept into her definition. Since she related more readily to minorities, she was forced 

to differentiate herself and those to whom she related most closely by resorting to skin 

color to make a distinction. This, however, is not the only time race shifted in meaning 

to include skin color. 

The construction of “Race as Physical Characteristics” with its physical 

discourses could also be identified when she spoke of the children with whom she 

worked during her summer practicum. She described them as “mainly African 

American first graders.”  Delia assumed that she knew how to appropriately describe 

the children and that the reader would understand what she meant: they were Black 

children. 

The “Victim White” construction can be identified when she perceived that she 

did not fit the mold of culturally appropriate behavior towards Black boys. The 

discursive construction of “Victim White” resonated with communication discourses, 

more specifically the communication of body language and behavior. This 

construction occurred during a summer practicum at an educational facility that had a 

high number of Students of Color. She was co-teaching, with another White student, a 

group of first graders. She also received assistance from a 16-year old Black male. The 

construction of “Victim White” arose in response to an incident that occurred between 
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her and the Black student. She thought she was perceived as “babying” Black boys 

and assumed this to be culturally inappropriate in the eyes of the young man observing 

her. Delia perceived the young man’s behavior to be a protection from her “white 

influence.”  The young man’s postures, gestures, and other body language 

communicated to Delia that her actions were not culturally appropriate. 

This construction led her to conclude that she had experienced reverse 

discrimination from the young man:

I realized, as I thought about the situation during the week, that he [the Black 
young man] had an idea of how to treat boys culturally, and I did not fit that 
mold. I think in some ways there was some reverse discrimination going on, 
because I was not black and I was trying to love these kids. I think he felt a 
need to protect these children from my white influence. 

In a different context, “Victim White” through race discourses was also 

evident as Delia discussed her majority status in the United States. Race discourses 

were employed when Delia discussed how she was disadvantaged because she was 

labeled as part of the majority. For example: 

I feel like my majority status, which I hold here in the United States, does not 
really fit who I am internally. Not only does it not fit who I am, there is no 
added benefit for being a “majority” in fact the reverse is often true, it is the 
minorities who tend to get extra benefits. Whether it is in college scholarships 
or job opportunities, there is a downside to being [a part] of the majority 
attempting to compete against a minority. 

In this situation, Delia was a victim of society. She felt she was discriminated against 

because of her non-minority status. 

Delia also constructed Whiteness as “Savior White” by employing 

ethnocentric discourses. Delia chose a student teacher placement that was in a 
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predominantly African American school. Her desire was to influence Black children 

and to understand their culture. In one of her responses, Delia said:

Interestingly, as a result of that practicum [the summer practicum with the 
Black young man], I decided to request [an area of the big city that is largely 
people who are Black], an African-American population elementary school for 
my first authorization practicum site. I realized that, not only do I deeply desire 
to have an influence on these little black children (who, by the way I think are 
some of the most beautiful children in the world!!), but I want to understand 
the culture better, so that I can be more equipped to deal with this race of 
people.

Her statement, “I deeply desire to have an influence on… little [B]lack children [and 

learn how] to deal this race of people” implies that there is something wrong with or 

missing in the Black children that she wants to teach them. Thus, she chose to do her 

authorization practicum in that school to provide them with a better way of being. This 

is evidence of her ethnocentric view of the people who are Black because she implied 

that she had a better way that they needed to learn. 

Positions and practices. A construction of Whiteness as “Nationality as Race 

White” makes available the position similar to that of a natural scientist who collects 

data on global geographical locations.  From this position, a person is simultaneously 

enabled to and prevented from practicing in certain ways. Like a natural scientist, a 

person collects “facts” about geographical locations of the world and connects them to 

groups of people to identify their races. As a result, this construction allows Delia to 

clump together all people living in the United States who fit her definition of the 

American race. The practice available to this construction is that of collector of data or 

“facts.” These facts can then be used to tell what a group’s race is. 
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A construction of Whiteness as “Race as Culture White” employing the 

essentialist cultural discourses constructs a person’s race as something that is inside 

them. As identified above, Delia’s use of the discourses implies that a group’s culture 

is static and innate. It does not matter where a person was raised; she or he will “have” 

a culture derived from her or his ancestors. In this construction, the available position 

involves identifying the connection between one’s heritage and one’s race. Like an 

archaeologist, this person would dig into his or her ancestral past in order to find an 

identity. The practice available to this construction is that of a racial artifacts 

excavator. Constructions such as these make available practices in which a person 

cannot identify him/herself with those to whom she or he feels most similar. This 

construction led Delia to say:

Due to my exposure to the Island culture (as well as the other Asian cultures), I 
felt for the first time like my life made sense. My insides were crying out to be 
something other than “white”…All of that to say, I feel like my majority status, 
which I hold here in the United States, does not really fit who I am internally. 

She cannot reposition her White self since her identity as White is tied to a culture that 

identifies people as White. 

The construction of Whiteness as “Race as Physical Characteristics,” with its 

physical discourses, makes a position available that is also similar to that of a natural 

scientist who also investigates objective physical characteristics of a people. Like a 

natural scientist, the practice available to this construction is that of a person collecting 

facts of physical characteristics that can be used to label and/or identify a person’s 

race. 
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A construction of Whiteness as “Victim White” with its communication 

discourses and race discourses produces positions in the context of the retelling. The 

subject positions offered by this construction are those which place decision-making 

power in the position of the teacher/instructor. Delia was in the position of a 

teacher/instructor and the young man was in the position of a student (although not her 

student) and class helper. These positions limit the type of relationship Delia may have 

with the young man and the type of conversations she is allowed to hold with students 

in general. The practices available to the teacher are to make decisions about what 

students are allowed to do and what the helpers can do, as well as to determine how 

she or he (the teacher) will treat everyone in the class. This type of power is one-

directional, emanating from the teacher/instructor to everyone else in the room. 

Through the race discourses, Whiteness as “Victim White” also makes 

available a position that allows Delia to identify race as the deciding factor in 

employment and scholarship awards. The practice available to this position is to blame 

the employer and scholarship committee for using this criterion to discriminate against 

Delia. 

A construction of Whiteness as “Savior White” with its ethnocentric 

discourses is also produced within positions of teacher/instructor and student/helper. 

The position of teacher/instructor is connected to constructions of “caring for 

individual children.” This associative construction does not come with a model of 

what it looks like in practice, so a subject believing that her or his beliefs and values 

are what students need may be a legitimate way, in their mind, of caring for children. 
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This position allows teachers to draw from their life experiences to determine what it 

means to be a teacher. In this construction of Whiteness, Delia turned to her beliefs 

and values as a way to bring life to the position of teacher/instructor. This self 

reflection allowed her to draw from her experiences and view them as a better way of 

living that Black children need. 

Immersed in Race-base Discourses Throughout the Course

Discourses and Social Constructions. Delia employed racism discourse to 

construct Whiteness as “Frustrated by Racism White.” Racism discourses produce 

knowledge that motivates people to segregate themselves based on the color of their 

skin; therefore, race is defined by the physical characteristic of skin color. This 

discourse includes values connected to skin color and the marginalization of people. 

Delia constructed Whiteness as “Frustrated by Racism White” when she indicated that 

racism had always been an issue for her. She focused on her frustration with racism 

when she expressed her concern about people viewing other people as “subhuman” 

and seeing people segregate themselves based solely on the color of their skin: 

Issues of racism have always been frustrating to me, on multiple levels. One, 
of course, is the issue itself. How can people see other people (based entirely 
on the color of their skin, or their place of origin) as sub-human? How is it 
possible that we do not all see one another as people? It breaks my heart that 
there was a time (and after my visit to Virginia in September, I realize it is still 
going on) when [W]hite people didn’t associate with [B]lack people except in 
areas of service…that is a [B]lack person serving a [W]hite person. (J6)

Delia was speaking of the harmful effects of placing value on a person’s skin color 

and described her perplexity about the continued existence of racism. We get a 
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glimpse of Delia’s belief about the extent to which this racism reaches. She stated, 

“However, the other side of that [referring to the racism towards People of Color], 

which is equally frustrating to me, is the reverse racism [toward people who are 

White] that is now becoming even more prominent (J6). This, again, is a call to see 

everyone as “people,” not as raced people.  

Delia utilized people relations discourses and perception discourses to 

construct Whiteness as “Restricted to Interact with the Other by Perceiving to Being 

Misperceived White.” The context of this construction is when Delia described the 

uncomfortable feeling she had with the People of Color at her student teaching site 

because of what she had been exposed to in the course material. She constructed this 

form of Whiteness when she stated that her ultra sensitivity made her worry that she 

might be coming off offensively to people who are Black (J6). She was no longer 

“bold” in her interaction with people from diverse cultures because of her fear of what 

they may think of her Whiteness (J6). Her frustration with her self-consciousness 

turned into hate of this condition (J6). For example:

I get frustrated that I can’t make a simple comment to some of the parents at 
my school, “I don’t live on this side of town,” without churning and rehashing 
that statement in my mind. All I meant was that “I don’t live on this side of 
town, that’s why I don’t know where the bus stop is.” I have, however lived 
Northwest, Southwest, and Northeast [of the large city], but never have I lived 
in North [large city] so therefore, it was not a statement of “I’m too good to 
live on this side of town.” I have regretted saying it, though since the second it 
came out of my mouth. I think that the readings and videos especially have 
caused me to be ultra-sensitive and aware of people’s perceptions of “white”
people. I guess that makes me angry….As a result of [the way I may be 
perceived], I do not think that I perceive myself any differently, but I am aware 
that how “they” perceive me might be different than what I used to think. (J6)



111

Delia provided a specific example of how this fear had played out in her placement. 

She stated:

I thought about asking an African American mom if I could watch sometime 
when her daughter was getting braids….I would love to see the process. Then, 
two things made me shy away: I’m afraid of how I will be perceived, and on a 
professional level that’s probably inappropriate. I am aching. I would really 
love to watch the process of the braids, but more than that, to be able to talk 
and interact during this process….I am afraid, now, and I hate it! (J6)

Although the people relations discourses are intimately connected to the 

racism discourses above, it is useful to speak of it on its own. Delia’s discussion of 

people relations indicates that the connection is lost between people because of racism. 

This is especially representative of her relation with the Other.  She was frustrated that 

people may perceive her as offensive. The division and devaluing among and of 

people as a result of racism has caused a strain on relations between people and this 

made her frustrated and angry. The perception discourses are evident in her concern of 

what the Other may think of her. This was not because a Person of Color, in her case a 

person who was Black, had ever explicitly indicated his or her opinion about her to 

her. This perception is also evident when she explained that she did not feel 

comfortable asking a Person of Color if she could observe her braiding her daughter’s 

hair. She was afraid of what the Other might think (perceive) about her. 

Delia used the desire discourses to construct Whiteness as “Desire to Know 

the Other White.” Words such as, “I have always loved doing that [interviewing a 

person of another culture]…. I feel my heart tugging to know [emphasis in text]….I 

am aching” (J6), are expressions that result from a desire that cannot be fulfilled.  This 

discourse ran throughout her response. The frustration of the limitation imposed by her 
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self-consciousness was her desire to know the Other (J6). Her hope was that she would 

be able to fulfill her desire to know the Other by proving to herself that the Other did 

not misperceive her in the way that it had been expressed to her:

My hope is that in working with these kids, maybe an opportunity will arise 
and I will get to watch the braids being braided, and have a conversation with a 
mom. I hope that some of the racial walls, put up not by me, but by “them”
might soon crash down as I begin to build trust. I hope that my interactions 
with these beautiful people will ‘prove it all wrong.’ I pray that I will one day 
be able to say, “I don’t know what that author (whichever author) was talking 
about; they’re really nothing like that.” (J6) 

Positions and practices. The positions available within Whiteness as 

“Frustrated by Racism White” and its racism discourses are those that construct the 

Other as opposite of White. Although the position of White was associated with the 

Other as equally discriminating towards each other, White quickly became the victim 

of the Other. White was the victim, in Delia’s context, because she was now blocked 

from connecting with the Other as a result of the Other placing a barrier that kept 

Whites out. The practice available to this construction is those that blame racism on 

the Other.  Delia performed this practice in the following statement:

I hope that some of the racial walls, put up not by me, but by ‘them’ might 
soon crash down as I begin to build trust….I hope that my interactions with 
these beautiful people will prove it all wrong. I pray that I will one day be able 
to say, “I don’t know what that author…was talking about; they’re really 
nothing like that.” (J6) 

Whiteness, for Delia, can only be hopeful if she can be confident that the 

actions of the Other will not be racist.  

The positions available within Whiteness as “Restricted to Interact with the 

Other by Perceived to Being Misperceived White” and its people relations discourses
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and perception discourses are those of all humans being the same people.  This was 

evident in Delia’s statement, “How can people see other people…as sub-

human….How is it possible that we do not all see one another as people?” (J6) 

According to the position of “all people as the same,” people are generic in reference 

to one another and their social identities (race, gender, sexual orientation, etc.) do not 

matter. Within this position, White is a peripheral characteristic that does constitute 

who the person is in society. On the other hand, the positions within the perception 

discourses are such that people live within their own composed reality, constructing 

their self image and the images of others. The self image, within this position, is closer 

to the true self of the person than what another perceives. Thus, this position becomes 

a battle between true and false perceptions that can become barriers. The true 

Whiteness of a person is that to which the identity belongs, not the Whiteness which is 

perceived by the Other. 

The practices available in this version of Whiteness overlap the practices 

available to both the people relations discourses and perception discourses. It is useful 

to discuss the practices without isolating them into the two discourses. An overlap 

between the two discourses can be seen when Delia explained her frustration with 

being labeled “middle-class [W]hite girl” (J6). The overlap is also seen in the social 

effects of labeling in this manner (perception discourses). She stated, “I think the 

video and reading have made me ever more aware of this classification to which I now 

belong. As a result of this, I do not think that I perceive myself any differently, but I 

am aware that how ‘they’ perceive me might be different than what I used to think” 
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(J6). Delia was bothered by the classification because of the way in which the 

classification affected her relationship with others (people relation discourses). The 

practices available to Delia within these two overlapping discourses include being 

cautious about what she says to Others, as well as being “ultra-sensitive and aware” 

(J6) of Other’s perceptions of her Whiteness.  

The positions available within Whiteness as “Desiring to Know the Other 

White” and its desiring discourses are of being one who desires and one who is 

desired.  The one who desires is motivated to act to find a way to obtain the desired. If 

obtaining the desired is not possible, anguish is the result for those who desire. The 

practice available is to carry the burden of pursuit; she or he is the one who needs to 

convince the desired to allow him/her to be obtained.

Unintelligible practices. Up to now the analysis has pointed out the intelligible 

positions and practices available to Delia.  It is also insightful to explore how context 

and discourses make previously employed practices unintelligible – practices that 

contradict previously available positions.  An example of this can be found in an 

interaction Delia had with me. The following incident was taken from my researcher’s 

notes: 

During one of the class sessions, while the class was watching a film, Delia 
asked me if she could talk to me in private. We stepped out of the classroom 
and into the hall way. Delia, with tears in her eyes, explained that she had 
dyslexia and that it was preventing her from keeping up with the course work.
She further explained that the dyslexia also got in the way of remembering to 
turn in assignments on time. She explained that she had not had a formal 
evaluation of her learning challenges and could not do so due to the high cost 
of the formal evaluation process. I told her I understood and that special 
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arrangements would be made between her and I so that she could get the 
assignments done.  (O.N.)

This incident demonstrates a way in which discourses and their intelligible practices 

also function to oppress other intelligibilities. In this incident, Delia felt that her 

special case was valid and deserved special treatment, which she did receive. She did 

not see how she was contradicting what she had said during the time when the class 

discussed issues of race as described above.  

Researcher Questions

How do the aspects of subjectivation (the relationship one has with oneself) “play 
out” in performing White racial identity in a multicultural context?

Employing Foucault’s four aspects of subjectivation as a framework, it is 

possible to view how Delia relates to herself ethically and how this influenced which 

and how White racial identities were constructed. 

The ethical substance (the material that is worked on by ethics) may be 

identified as behavior in relation to a person’s values and love toward others, 

regardless of their race and culture.  She demonstrates this in her comment, “Value, 

though, goes so much deeper than the beauty of our skin color, or the shape of our 

faces or our bodies, the value of a person goes to the core” (J4). In a different 

reflection she stated, “All people…are to be loved and valued with grace and mercy in 

all things” (J3).   This may be understood as people, especially Delia, identifying the 

site of ethical attention to be behaviors in relation to her values and the state of love 
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towards other people; all people should be treated the same since all have the same 

value and should receive the same love.  

The mode of subjection (the way in which people are invited or incited to 

recognize their moral obligations) can be identified as God’s intention through God’s 

word. When asked to explain what it means to treat others like human beings, she 

quoted, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself’ (J3).  This biblical quote 

demonstrates that her source of authority is God and God’s divine text, interpreted 

according to her branch of Christianity (J4). She paraphrases the biblical text to mean, 

“[I]t is this gut response that somewhere must be found in each person if we are to 

treat one another like human beings in a way that makes a difference in this world” 

(J3).  This further illustrates how she interprets the biblical text. Here she explains that 

it is a “gut response” that “must be found in each person.” This implies that treating 

each other like human beings is a common-sense act that all people have and that they 

need to find it. 

The self-forming activity (the things people are to do in order to behave 

ethically) is continuously learning what it means to comply with God’s law. In this 

way, Delia attempts to transform herself into an ethical subject. 

Finally, the telos (the kind of being to which people aspire when they behave 

in a moral way) may be explained as a person who is obedient to God’s law and a 

person who is responsible. This can be identified from a statement like the following:

The value of a person is determined by God and not by man, and He deems all 
of us as created by Him, created in His image, and for His glory. Therefore, it 
is my responsibility [italics added] as a teacher to see each and every student, 
in my class, as God [sees] them, uniquely and intricately created, but created 
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by Him, nonetheless. In this case, every child that walks into my classroom, is 
equally and highly valuable, each with their own strengths and beauties. (J4).

Here Delia explains that it is her responsibility to treat others as God commands them 

to be treated. This may be understood as Delia attempting to follow God’s 

commandments in order to be in good favor with God. 

In her discussion of the various races, Delia does not deny the difference 

among races, but also does not recognize any discursively imposed value upon certain 

races that result in oppressive and racist acts. She said:

As Bible believing Christians well know, it was not until a time of whole earth 
disobedience, namely “The Tower of Babel,” when God began separating 
people into different races, and that because of their own disobedience…the 
disobedience of the whole race—the human race. No one race is singled out as 
being good or bad. No one race was singled out at all when God created the 
race of humanity. (J3) 

Delia has interpreted this to mean that although differences in races are evident, they 

are not what constitute a person. What constitutes a person is what is on the inside of 

him or her. Thus, we should all behave towards each other the way God intended all 

people to treat each other: the way Delia treats them. 

The way Delia relates to herself may provide clarity as to why the discourses 

employed made it into her subjectivity in order to construct the different forms of 

Whiteness. Nationality discourses, geographical discourses, essentialist cultural 

discourses, and physical discourses all are consistent with Delia’s subjectivity. They 

construct race and culture as external elements but remove these characteristics from 

having any significance within society. Thus these constructions do not threaten 

Delia’s subjectivity because her sense that all people are the same and should be 
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treated the same remains in tact. Communication discourses as Delia used them did, 

however, threaten the way in which she identifies herself ethically, especially when 

she judges Others who do not ascribe to her definition of people treating each other the 

same. Here, the 16-year old Black young man did not behave according to Delia’s 

values. Therefore, she charged him with being racist against her. Race discourses, as 

Delia employed them, are another example of how Delia’s subjectivity is challenged. 

This could be interpreted as Delia protesting being disadvantaged as a person who is 

White. Since the inner person is what is valued, she does not understand why certain 

people would be preferred based on an external characteristic that, to her, is 

unimportant and irrelevant in deciding whom to give a scholarship. Ethnocentric 

discourses make sense in terms of how Delia identifies herself as an ethical subject. 

This is an example of her discursively constructed subject “in action” without any 

threat. Since she is in the position of the teacher, an authority position, there is little to 

challenge the use of the ethnocentric discourses. Racism discourses, as employed by 

Delia, are used to point out behaviors in relation to her ethics. Since people should be 

treating each other equally (meaning “the same” according to her beliefs and values) 

she finds it frustrating that people who are White are experiencing what she labels as 

“reverse racism”. The employment of people relations discourses and perception 

discourses are used to describe what Delia feels is a broken relationship due to what 

she interprets as the Other’s view of her as racist. This does not problematize Delia’s 

subjectivity. She turns the problem and blames the Others for the division between her 

and them.
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How does the role of the Other impact how White racial identity is performed and 
changed in a multicultural context?

The role of the Other worked against People of Color because, in the end; she 

blamed the people of color of the racial divide. This is evident when she said, “I hope 

that some of the racial walls, put up not by me, but by ‘them’ [referring to Black 

people] might soon crash down as I begin to build trust” (line 29). If we return to 

Delia’s form of subjectivation, her response to the Other may be interpreted as the 

Others have not discovered the common sense behavior that would lead them to love 

their neighbors as themselves. Thus, the existence of a racial divide is the Other’s 

fault. 

How is White racial identity performed and changed in the relationships and practices 
of White preservice teachers as a result of race-based discourses in a course on 
multiculturalism?

Delia did not demonstrate change in her performance of her White racial identity 

in her relationships and practices as a result of race-based discourses. Although there 

were variations of Whiteness, they all shared common characteristics that 

demonstrated her constructions to be consistent with the dominant construction of her 

subjectivity. As for the practices performed by Delia as a result of the discourses in

her contexts, they also worked within the fence of Delia’s unyielding subjectivity. 
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Terry

Terry is a 23 year-old White woman who was born in Portland, Oregon.  The 

members of her family include her mother, her step-father, and 4 older brothers.   

During the course of this research, Terry was completing her student teaching 

practicum in a Kindergarten classroom.  

Race-based Discourses Before the Course

Discourses and social constructions. Terry employed visual/physical 

discourses and biological discourses to construct Whiteness as “Heredity and Physical 

Characteristics White.” She constructed this by identifying race as “a way to classify a 

group of people based on heredity [biological discourses] and physical characteristics 

[visual/physical discourses].” At certain points in her response, race was more of a 

physical characteristic than a hereditary element. She explained that she has “dark 

blood” in her from her father’s side, but still identified herself as White because she 

has been raised in a White community and does not know her father or his family well. 

She said:

I am not however completely white. There is “dark blood” from my father’s 
side of the family, but do to my lack of contact with him and his family 
members, I am unaware of what that is. This “dark blood” is exhibited in my 
physical features, which are darker than typical people identified with the 
White race.
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At other points in her response, however, race is more clearly connected to the 

hereditary construct in her definition. She explained, for example, that people have 

told her that she looks exotic, which implies that she has physical characteristics that 

are of non-White origin.  This is a move towards using heredity as a definition of race 

and acknowledging her father’s genetic contribution to her physical characteristics. 

Terry also used social hierarchical discourses to construct Whiteness as 

“Privileged White.” In these discourses, a person has more opportunities and may 

even have more value within the systems of society as a result of being a member of 

the race considered to be socially superior to others.  Based on the social hierarchy, a 

person is assumed to be better if she or he is closer to the social norm. Terry begins 

this construction by explaining how, historically, Whites have been the people in 

power. She stated:

Historically, it has been the White man that has had the power, who has had 
the opportunities, and who has been the oppressor. Of course other factors 
come to play with this idea of privilege within the White race such as 
socioeconomic status and gender, but from what I understand of history, even 
within these other factors, being White still held more privilege.

As Terry continued discussing White privilege, she indicated her recognition that she 

has this privilege. She said:

Being White, I am the majority race, so I therefore can easily identify with my 
environment. Most people around me are like me, so I don’t have to deal with 
as many stereotypes attached to my race because my race is seen as the norm. 

She was able to articulate through example how she is privileged in the society in 

which she lives. 
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It also possible to identify how Terry utilized power-as-possession discourses

to construct her Whiteness as “Dominant Race White.” From these discourses, a 

subject may impose his or her beliefs and values over minorities or use the power to 

help minorities in whichever ways they see fit. This construction is evident in Terry’s 

remark:

The major way that I see others outside of my own race being affected by my 
race (White American) is that of having their race and the cultures within their 
race squelched, deeming the cultures and beliefs of my race as the right or 
acceptable ones.

Terry recognized that those within her “Dominant Race White” positioned themselves 

as having the right and acceptable culture and beliefs which have prevented minorities 

from being accepted.  This “Dominant Race White” is also constructed as being the 

helper to minorities. She said, “I have also seen the opposite, where people of my race 

have used the privilege associated with their race to help those of other races who have 

wanted and gladly received their help.” The construction, however, does not continue 

throughout her response. 

Terry employ’s victim discourses construct Whiteness as “Disadvantaged 

White.” This construction is evident when she explained:

Upon entering my undergraduate career I applied for scholarships and other 
tuition assistance programs, none of which I received help from. Those 
scholarships were all awarded to minorities. I experienced a similar situation in 
a job interview where I was one of two final candidates for a position in which 
I was more qualified for than the other candidate, but because she was a 
minority, she was hired. So at times, although I am a part of the dominant race, 
I do feel as though it is not as privileged as some may think. 

She is a “disadvantaged White” because minorities are preferred over her in 

employment situations and when granting school scholarships.  She is also a 
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“disadvantaged White” because she believed that although she was more qualified for 

the job she applied for, a minority was given the position. She felt she was completely 

helpless against an unjust system that kept her from benefiting from an equal 

opportunity. 

Finally, Terry constructed her Whiteness as “In-Relation-to-ELL White.” “In-

Relation-to-ELL White” is best described as constructed through/by the “Other” 

discourses. The context of this construction occurred in her summer practicum site at 

an elementary migrant summer school. It is what Terry is not (Spanish speaking girl) 

that largely defines who she is in this context:

All of the students enrolled in the program were English Language Learners. I 
remember sitting on the ground with a group of first and second grade girls 
who were conversing in Spanish. They were laughing and carrying on with 
each other, and I just sat there desperately trying to pick up on what few 
Spanish words I know, hoping to be able to piece together the meaning of their 
conversation.  It occurred to me in that moment that I was experiencing what 
they experience everyday. 

This construction is different from her other constructions.  The contrast of her 

Whiteness to that of the Spanish-speaking girls foregrounded the limits of her “In-

Relation-to-ELL White” construction. This is evident in her observation, “It was a real 

eye opener to me just how intimidating it is when you can’t connect with the people 

and world around you due to a barrier like language.”  In this context, she experienced 

what it is to be at the margins and experienced what the Other experiences on a regular 

basis. 

In a different reflection, she returned to this story and in her elaboration 

explained how she lived in the margins in the context of the migrant summer school. 
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Since she did not speak the dominant language of Spanish, this made her the minority. 

Her discursively constructed identity is evident when she expressed feelings of being 

“separate” from the students who spoke Spanish. 

Positions and practices. The construction of Whiteness as “Heredity and 

Physical Characteristics White White” with its visual/physical discourses and 

biological discourses makes available a position that a person can “know” another 

person by merely looking at him/her. People of mixed race, though, make it difficult to 

identify in terms of race. The practices available are that people who are of mix races 

may suffer an identity crisis.  Terry demonstrated this when she felt she had to choose 

to belong to the White race because of her upbringing. She did not wish to speculate 

on what other races she may be part of that are a result of her father’s heredity.

The construction of Whiteness as “Privileged White” with its social 

hierarchical discourses makes available a position in which a person’s social value 

differs from that of other people based on where a person is on the social hierarchy. A 

person who is closer to the majority, and thus the norm, is assumed to be worthy of 

being a recipient of social advantages.  The practices available are that people who are 

White do not have to “deal with as many stereotypes attached to [the White] race.”  A 

person who is White can “easily identify with [her/his] environment.” Also, a person 

who is White has been and continues to be the one in “power, who has had the 

opportunities, and who has been the oppressor.”     
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The construction of “Dominant Race White” with its power-as-possession 

discourses makes available a position that keeps power locked with Whites. People of 

Color are thus at the mercy of Whites’ actions. The practice available involves 

determining whether one will impose his or her beliefs and values over minorities or 

use the power to help them. 

The contexts in which “Disadvantaged White” is constructed include the job 

market and college attendance. The construction of “Disadvantaged White” with its 

victim discourses makes available a position of a free agent marketing and competing 

for employment. This position is constructed by designating the knowledges of a 

subject’s education, skills, and job experience as the only acceptable 

qualities/characteristics worth considering for a job position. The ability to speak the 

language of the customers and build cultural relationships with the customer is usually 

unintelligible, and therefore outside knowledge of education, skills, and experiences 

for the job market. In the college experience, the position of a student seeking 

financial assistance is such that personal effort and achievement are the accepted 

knowledges for deserving scholarships. If the scholarship is granted to a racial 

minority, the assumption is that the racial minority did not achieve what was required 

to deserve the scholarship. The practice allowable leaves employment and scholarship 

applicants to come up with their own reasons for why they did not receive them. We 

can see that as the result of these practices, Terry attributes the recipients’ success in 

winning the scholarship and being hired for the job as receiving to their minority 

status.  
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The construction of “In Relation to ELL White” with its Other discourses 

makes available the positions of a marginalized person for Terry. She is no longer the 

majority in this context. The practice available to this position is that the person may 

reflect on how this marginalized status compared to the usual privileged status. 

These constructions of Whiteness, discourses, positions, and practices were 

what flowed through Terry before the course began. As the course continued, she 

experienced many changes. Following are descriptions of the changes Terry 

underwent. These data were collected both throughout and at the end of the course. 

Immersed in Race-based Discourses Throughout the Course

Discourses and social constructions. Terry used social construction discourses

to construct Whiteness as “Whiteness as Socially Constructed White.” We see this 

construction of Whiteness when she acknowledged discourses are responsible for her 

view of other people. The construction has led her to realize who she is and what she 

values. She stated: 

The readings, films and articles have opened my eyes to the discourses through 
which I see other people. The article on Cory helped me to see how easy it is to 
allow what you are told about students to inform your opinion of them….I also 
have a desire to look deeper into the funds of knowledge of different people to 
understand better what they value and how they see people and things. By 
taking these steps back to identify my own discourses, I have discovered more 
about who I am and what I place value on.  (J6)

This awareness enabled her to reflect on the sources of her thinking towards other 

people.  It has also made her aware of the privileges she is afforded as a White person: 
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It has made me realize why it is that I think the way I do.  Seeing other people, 
now I feel I am much more able to step back and to the best of my ability look 
objectively at why I’m seeing that person or situation in that way… I’ve taken 
for granted the comfort afforded me due to my belonging to the mainstream 
culture.  (J6)

Terry employed privilege discourses to construct Whiteness as “Aware of 

Privileges White.” Through this privileged discourse, a person who is White is given 

many advantages in society since society is constructed to cater to Whites.  We see 

this construction when she described how she was now aware that society has been 

tailored to her: 

I had never realized [before now] that the culture of the schools I went to 
catered to me. I have spent my life very much knowing what it is to be a part of 
the norm, so much so that I didn’t even realize it. I simply didn’t know any 
different.  (J6)

Positions and practices. The position available to Whiteness as “Whiteness as 

Socially Constructed White” with its social construction discourses involves 

interdependence between the person and his or her social context. The person’s 

identity results from the possible constructions available in his or her context.  The 

practice available involves acknowledging that what is thought and valued comes from 

outside a person. It allows a person to reflect on why he or she is behaving as he or she 

is behaving. 

The position available to Whiteness as “Aware of Privileges White” with its 

privileged discourses is that of a person who is granted opportunities, resources, 

status, and trustworthiness by the mere fact of his or her being White. Being an aware 

White person means that she or he acknowledges that these privileges are provided to 
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her or him.  The practice available is that the person is able to reflect on the 

consequences toward People of Color. 

The position available to Whiteness as “Minority White” and its marginalized 

discourses is that of a person who is off-centered. A person who is marginalized 

cannot participate in what those in the center participate. There is no entry point 

afforded to the marginalized. The practice available is one in which the person is 

paralyzed/forbidden to partake in what those in the center partake. There is no 

opportunity to enter social relationships.

Research Questions

How do the aspects of subjectivation (the relationship one has with oneself) “play 
out” in performing White racial identity in a multicultural context?

The ethical substance (the material that is worked by ethics) is love. Love, for 

Terry in the context of teaching, is described to mean, “to be able to be open to people 

and funds of knowledge that are different from [her] own, understanding them as best 

[she] can” (J3). 

The mode of subjection (the way in which people are invited or incited to 

recognize their moral obligation) is divine commandment. She stated, “To me, treating 

others as human beings stems from my faith in God. Jesus taught that the two greatest 

commandments are to Love the Lord with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength and 

to love your neighbor as yourself (J3). 
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The self-forming activity (the things people are to do to behave ethically) is the 

self-reflection with regard to her behavior towards others. She described this when she 

said: 

I think one of the best ways for me to identify [any] discourses I may be using 
will be to be aware of how I’m thinking, especially when that pertains to a 
certain student. If I find myself making excuses for why a student can’t 
perform a certain skill I want to be aware of what I’m attributing that to. (J4)

The telos (the kind of being to which people aspire when they behave in a 

moral way) is not explicitly identifiable through her reflections. However, since her 

mode of subjection is divine commandment, it may be deduced that her aspiration is to 

be in good standing with God.  

It is evident that Terry constructed her subjectivity according to the discourses 

of the multicultural course. For example, she utilized concepts and vocabularies 

learned from the course. These discourses seemed to produce a subject that combines 

the authority of her faith and the discourses of education. The following is a 

comparison of Terry’s subjectivity and of the discourses that “made it in” to form her 

identities. 

Using the visual/physical discourses and biological discourses to construct 

race is consistent with her subjectivity. They describe visible differences that 

distinguish between races. The social hierarchical discourses employed to describe 

how Whites are given privilege just for being White is also consistent with her form of 

subjectivation. It can best be understood through her self-forming activity in action. 

Here, she self-reflects and is able to identify how her race has received benefits 

without earning them. Using the power-as-possession discourses to further describe 
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how Whites have received social privilege is consistent with her form of 

subjectivation.  The victim discourses are employed to construct Terry’s Whiteness as 

a victim of social preference towards minorities.  This seems to contradict Terry’s 

form of subjectivation. A potential way to account for this contradiction may be that 

her use of these discourses occurred before the course began. Terry’s subject was 

constructed according to the education discourses available through the multicultural 

course; therefore, the victim discourses were employed before Terry’s education 

subject was fully formed.  The Other discourses, in which Terry’s racial identity is 

defined by what she was not, are consistent with her form of subjectivation.  This is 

similar to her self-forming activity of seeking to be aware of the Other. The social 

construction discourses employed to construct her racial identity as a product of 

discourses and the privilege discourses to describe her social privilege reveal a 

subjectivity that is developing. Here, she has submitted to the discourses of the course 

to make intelligible the ways in which she can take advantage of social privilege. Yet 

she also demonstrates how she works on being aware to avoid falling under such 

forces. 

How does the role of the Other impact how White racial identity is performed and 
changed in a multicultural context?

The role of the Other seemed to function as a catalyst to Terry’s transforming 

subjectivity. She took on the discourses of the course and used the context with the 

Other to further shape and transform how she recognized herself as White and ethical. 
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How is White racial identity performed and changed in the relationships and practices 
of White preservice teachers as a result of race-based discourses in a course on 
multiculturalism?

Terry’s White racial identity performed differently as the discourses of the 

course and of the Other were negotiated at the site of her subjectivity. 

The common characteristic of the identities constructed before the course 

explored race and race issues is that it is based on an essentialist construction of all 

people. Race, White privilege, and White disadvantage have to do with an essential 

characteristic of Whiteness, in this case, not with Whiteness as a result of a social 

construction. Thus, the performances within these identities produce practices that 

leave Terry, who is of mixed race, in confusion because she was limited to choosing 

between the mixtures of races or choosing one race over another. 

Towards the end of the course, Terry constructed Whiteness mainly as the 

product of social construction. There is no trace of an essentialist notation of race. 

Here, Terry had available the performance of Whiteness as a result of the possible 

constructions available in her context. It also allowed her to reflect on why she 

behaves the way she does toward others. 

What My Students Taught Me: A View Across All Participants

In this section I looked across the analysis of all five of my participants. The 

reason I chose this additional analysis was because of the possibility of these results 

indicating the existence of macro discourses residing in White preservice teachers. 
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How do the aspects of subjectivation “play out” in performing White racial identity in 
a multicultural context? 

The “playing out” of the aspects of subjectivation in performing White racial 

identity mainly had to do with how subjectivity was shaped, and the authorities to 

which the person was submitted. Two major themes emerged from the participants’ 

forms of subjectivation: (1) submission to education authorities and education 

discourses and (2) submission to Christian authority and divine text. 

Education authorities and discourses of education. Both Marcia and Sarah 

employed education discourses and demonstrated the sources of authority that were 

shaping their subjectivity.  Marcia’s mode of subjection demonstrated education 

discourses when she stated that her desire to build community in her classroom comes 

from her “need…as an educator’ (J3). She identified Kessler and Palmer, two well-

known White education theorists that she was exposed to during her course work, as 

the authorities to whom she chose to submit. The ethical substance of her subjectivity 

is her behavior in creating an atmosphere of trust and care and making appropriate 

decisions in order to build community (J3). Although it is not possible to determine 

whether these two educational theorists are the only authorities that motivated Marcia 

to think in terms of education discourses, it is possible to get a glimpse of some of the 

authorities to whom she was submitted. 

Sarah’s mode of subjection also demonstrated education discourses, for 

example, when she stated that she was “required” as a graduate student to behave the 

way she did in the different settings (J3). She identified the university as the source of 
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authority that required her submission to the education discourse (J3). The ethical 

substance is her behavior towards others in order to provide equal freedoms and equal 

benefits to all (J3). 

Although it is evident that both Marcia and Sarah were under the power of 

education authorities and discourses, the sources of power were not of the same kind. 

Marcia’s source of authorities came from theorists. Sarah’s source of authority was the 

university, which she felt was requiring her to behave in a certain manner. This 

difference in sources may be one of the reasons why the women developed their 

subjectivity and identity differently. 

Christian authorities, divine text, and discourses of christianity. Michelle, 

Terry, and Delia demonstrated a submission to Christian authorities, Christian divine 

text, and Christian discourses.  These authorities and discourses were the sources 

identified that shaped these participants’ subjectivity. Although all three participants 

used these sources of authority to shape their subjectivity, the authorities and 

discourses took forms that ultimately produced different variations of subjectivity. 

Michelle demonstrated that her mode of subjection was her Christian beliefs 

that are taught in the Bible and that reside in every person (J3). This demonstrated that 

her source of authority was a religious text. It also demonstrated that the Christian 

authority on her life informed her understanding about the nature of human beings. 

Although Terry demonstrated a similar submission to Christian authorities and 

discourses, her discourses were more defined than Michelle’s. Through Terry’s self-
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reflection, she identified the source of her subjectivity when she stated that her faith 

was in God and that she followed what Jesus taught. Through Jesus’s teachings, she is 

commanded to love her neighbor as herself (J3). For Terry, it is specifically Jesus who 

is the source of authority. She behaves and acts the way she does because she is 

commanded to behave that way. 

Delia demonstrated her mode of subjection when she quoted the biblical text 

that commands her to love her neighbor as herself and informs her that the sense of 

rightness is a “gut response” (J3) to which all people have access. In her self-

reflection, she stated that God is the source of authority and she has access to God’s 

will through the Bible. Since, for Delia, all people have access to the “right” way of 

being, people are positioned to be at fault for their ills in life since they did not choose 

the right way. 

Although these appear to be similar modes of subjection, it is possible to 

identify variations in the sources of authority for Delia and Terry. For Delia, the 

singular image of God as produced by the White dominant culture is what Jesus is 

attempting to achieve. Thus, Jesus is viewed as a messenger of White dominant 

culture. Terry, on the other hand, is committed to Jesus’ model of love as found in the 

Bible. For her, there is no conceptualization of Jesus attempting to have an ulterior 

motive for his behavior on Earth. Reproducing his actions of love on Earth is the way 

to follow his commandments. 

The variation in each participant’s form of subjectivation also appears in the 

other aspects of subjectivation. One illustration of this difference is in the ethical 
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substance of all three. Michelle’s ethical substance was identified as her behavior in 

relation to her feelings of right and wrong; Terry’s ethical substance was focused on 

love in relation to how the Other is constructed within social systems; and Delia’s 

ethical substance was focused on behavior in relation to the internal value of a person. 

These differences had significant results as discussed in the individual analysis.

How does the role of the Other impact how White racial identity is performed and 
changed in a multicultural context?

In all five participants, the Other was an empty vessel onto which participants 

tattooed meaning and values in order to understand the Other, based on the discourses 

available and accepted by the participants. All performances of White racial identity 

occurred in relation to the discourses participants inscribed upon the Other. From the 

data, three ways emerged that display how participants constructed the Other 

throughout the duration of the course. Participants constructed the Other as: (1) 

different only in external characteristics, (2) different with the expectation that the 

Other ultimately would change to become like the dominant culture, and (3) different 

both internally and externally. 

The other different on the outside: the inside, everyone is the same. Both Sarah 

and Delia constructed the Other as internally the same as everyone else; however, 

externally everyone was different. 

Sarah’s construction of the Other is best illustrated when she explained, “The 

values and beliefs that ‘treating each other like human beings’ entails that all people 
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are basically the same.  I do not completely buy this except that all races have the 

same basic necessities” (J3). Still after this statement, in the same reflection, she 

stated, “These values and beliefs are part of me because one of my convictions is to 

treat others with the same respect I give them. I try to start by offering my respect and 

in return, I expect the same” (JR3).  Since the Other, for Sarah, is only the Other 

externally, this external difference must be overcome, and people should treat each 

other with the same respect. 

Delia also constructed the Other as different on the outside, but the same on the 

inside. Delia described the nature of all people as originally the same because God 

initially only made the human race in God’s singular image (J3). It was not until 

humanity wanted to be like God by attempting to build the Tower of Babel that God 

created differences among people; nonetheless people remained the same human race 

internally (J3). According to Delia the different races were created because of sin; 

however, this external differentiation did not change the internal essence of those 

belonging to the human race. This begs the question that, if the causes of difference 

are a result of sin, then does this mean that Delia’s savior identity (as identified in her 

individual analysis) is an attempt to save people so as to return them to God’s singular 

image? 

The other: different but needs to become like the dominant culture. For 

Michelle, the Other was different from Whites and should be respected. However, in 

other areas of her discussion, the goal for the Other was to become like the dominant 

culture. This was evident when she explained that she wanted to “help… [children] on 
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their path for a successful life” (JR6). In this statement, Michelle indicated that 

employing the dominant culture’s norms was the standard that her students should 

attain. 

The other: both externally and internally. Both Terry and Marcia constructed 

the Other as being different in the inside and on the outside of the person. 

Terry’s construction of the Other is illustrated when she said that she hopes 

that she can be open to people’s funds of knowledge that are different from her. She 

continued to say that she genuinely wants to understand the Other, not create them as 

who she wants them to be (J3). In the rest of her reflection, she expressed sentiments 

such as, “I do not mean to force anyone into a category that is easy for my digestion or 

makes me feel good about myself” (J3). These words imply that she sees the complete 

social construction of the Other, not just physical characteristics. 

Although it was implicit, Marcia constructed the Other, for example, when she 

described how she “shudders to think of [W]hite teachers as ‘white saviors’” (J6). In 

the same reflection journal, she said, “I continue to struggle with questions about 

wanting to influence children’s lives in positive ways but not [have] those influences 

be dictated by some dominant culture discourse.” In these comments, Marcia 

emphasized her concern about imposing dominant culture discourses, which implies 

that she wants to understand the Others for what they bring, not for what the dominant 

culture imposes on them. 
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How is White Racial Identity Performed and Changed in the Relationships and 
Practices of White Preservice Teachers as a Result of Race-Based Discourses in a 
Course on Multiculturalism? 

The performances of White racial identity in the relationships and practices of 

White pre-service teachers as a result of race-based discourses produced mixed results 

in the data. Three general categories of performance emerged as a result of analysis: 

(1) a strong sense of the “right” way people should treat each other; (2) Others’ needs 

towards the dominant culture’s standards; and (3) their relationship with the Other. 

Performed identities as a result of rigid ethics. Sarah and Delia performed their 

identities according to a specific right way they believed all people should treat each 

other. Although the participants had different reasons, the identities of both must be 

performed to be consistent with their definition of respect, equality, and fairness. 

Throughout their data, both participants derive from the dominant culture’s standards 

their definitions of what respect, equality, and fairness mean. Thus, it is possible to say 

that Whiteness constitutes what it means for people to treat each other the right way. 

Thus, both participants heard the race-based discourses presented in the course but 

reinterpreted them through their own lens of the right way to behave: the authoritative 

discourses “won.” 

Performed identities according to the other’s needs. Michelle performed her 

White identities based on the needs of the Other. For her, she was willing to change 

herself based on the Other’s needs towards achieving the dominant culture’s standard. 
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Thus her White racial identity did change, but it changed in order for the Other to 

become like the dominant culture’s standards; it changed in order for the Other to 

become like Whites. 

Performed identities according to the relationships with others. Both Terry 

and Marcia performed and changed their identities in relationship to the Other. Both 

participants reflected on their behavior and sought to identify whether their behavior 

was oppressing other people. Terry demonstrated an evolved identity when she stated:

I think one of the best ways for me to identify [the] discourses I may be using 
will be to be aware of how I’m thinking, especially when that pertains to 
certain students. If I find myself making excuses for why a student can’t 
perform a certain skill I want to be aware of what I’m attributing that to. (J4)  

Marcia also demonstrated a similar construction when she realized:

I think perhaps the film was so difficult to watch because it suggested that one 
can be so enmeshed in the dominant culture that denying another’s real 
experiences and perceptions of racism seems ridiculous….This classroom [in
the course] has been an uncomfortable place as I have had time to really 
ponder what I believe in my head versus how I act in the real world. (J6)

Both participants demonstrated an evolution in their performance of identities. At the 

beginning of the course, both participants performed their identities in ways that 

resulted in racist behaviors towards the Other. After the course, they performed their 

identities so as not to participate in systems of oppression. 
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Summary

In this chapter, I have presented an analysis of each individual participant, 

employing Willig’s (2001) Foucauldian discourse analysis.  Through this process, I 

identified the identities, discourses, positions, and practices relevant to White identity.  

In order to identify the forms of subjectivation delineated by Foucault (1984) for each 

individual participant, I “answered” the research questions based on this analysis. In 

my second analysis of the data, I attempted to investigate the research questions by 

combining observations of all five participants.  What collectively did they tell me?  

What did I learn about White identity and subjectivity based on a more holistic view 

of their responses? 

By analyzing the data using a Foucauldian Discourse Analysis, I was able to 

“see” how the participants took on variations of common discourses to produce 

identities that had “real” effects on their students. It also allowed me to see how the 

discourses produced positions and made intelligible certain practices, as opposed to 

positions and practices which I had previously believed were an outcome of some 

“natural” order of reality. 

Through my participants, I learned that my students were subjected to 

powerful authoritative discourses (i.e., Christianity and Education) that shaped their 

White identities. I also learned that their subjectivity did not change much in the 

presence of and relationship with the Other. Finally, in two instances, there was 

evidence of change in performance of White identity. What was it in Marcia and 
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Terry’s subjectivities that allowed them to embrace a more social justice perspective 

with respect to teaching?  Although these two participants did appear to change in 

their performances, the evidence came from their written responses. Was this change 

only in their discourses?  Did my authority and power as professor, researcher, and 

Latino affect this discourse?  Did they tell me what they thought I wanted to hear?  

Was this change truly transformational? Will it lead to transformative practices once 

they become in-service teachers?  In the end, this is what truly matters.
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CHAPTER 5

                   DISCUSSION

I come to the end of this study as a new person. The lives of my students, their 

ways of grappling with the subjects of race and racism, and their transformations have 

changed who I am becoming. In this chapter, I explored the themes that I identified in 

my data. In addition, I explored how the forms of subjectivation and discourses 

influenced each other; I explored how anti-racism may be constructed in order to 

release the subject from barriers prohibiting her or him from reaching this goal; and 

finally, I explored how the influence of the constructions of race and culture lead to 

racist behaviors. I end this chapter with a discussion of how, as a result of this study, 

my learning has informed my identities as a raced person and a teacher in higher 

education. 

Subjectivation and Discourses

In short, it was a matter of seeing how an “experience” came to be constituted 
in modern Western societies, and experience that caused individuals to 
recognize themselves as subjects of a “sexuality,” which was accessible to very 
diverse fields of knowledge and linked to a system of rules and constraints. 

Michel Foucault (1985, p. 4)
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In this quote, Foucault was describing how the sexual subject is constructed 

and how individuals recognize themselves as a subject of a “sexuality.” In a similar 

manner, the participants in this study demonstrated evidence of a White racial subject 

through which they recognized themselves as White.  Hall (1996) has stated: 

Identities are constructed through, not outside, difference. This entails the 
radically disturbing recognition that it is only through the relation to the Other, 
the relation to what it is not, to precisely what it lacks, to what has been called 
its constitutive outside that the ‘positive’ meaning of any term- and thus its 
“identity”- can be constructed. (p. 4)

This concept is useful to explain most of the participants’ behavior in this 

study. For most participants, the presence of the Other problematized White identity to 

different degrees. Yet as the data analysis indicated, not all participants experienced 

this identity destabilization.  For some participants, the race-based discourses and 

education discourses available to them were powerful enough to shape their 

subjectivity. For some participants, their forms of subjectivation allowed other 

discourses to construct experiences so as to perform Whiteness differently. Other 

participants were under dominant discourses that would not allow contradictory 

discourses to shape their subjectivity. 

The education discourses bound Marcia, Terry, and Sarah to construct a 

subject of the teacher that allowed marginalized discourses to shape their subjectivity. 

Michelle’s self-forming activity of placing herself in the Other’s shoes allowed her to 

shape an experience that brought to light how People of Color are discriminated 

against—although the ultimate objective was to shape the Other to take on the 

discourses of the dominant culture. Finally, Delia demonstrated submission to 



144

powerful discourses that did not allow for contradicting discourses to enter into her 

subjectivity.  

What can be said then about the relationship between discourses and 

subjectivity? What collectively did participants tell me? What did I learn about White 

identity and subjectivity based on a more holistic view of their responses?  It seems 

that exposure to race-based discourses is not enough to influence a person to become 

anti-racist. Why would some people maintain such a strong hold on their constructed 

subjectivity as demonstrated by Delia? Butler (1997) may shed some light on the 

matter. She has asked the following question about Foucault’s work:

To what extent has the disciplinary apparatus that attempts to produce and 
totalize identity become an abiding object of passionate attachment? ...In 
particular, how are we to understand, not merely the disciplinary production of 
the subject, but the disciplinary cultivation of an attachment to subjection? (p. 
102) 

This question may be asked of Delia as she holds onto her subject of White without 

compromise—regardless of whether she is confronted by marginalized discourses that 

tell her that she is being racist. Butler has stated:

But what lets us occupy the discursive site of injury? How are we animated 
and mobilized by that discursive site and its injury, such that our very 
attachment to it becomes the condition for our resignification of it? Called by 
an injurious name, I come into social being, and because I have a certain 
inevitable attachment to my existence, because a certain narcissism takes hold 
of any term that confers existence, I am led to embrace the terms that injure me 
because they constitute me socially. (p. 104)

Can it be that Delia exhibited an act of survival so that she may be constituted 

socially? If this is the case, will she continue to re-signify discourses that produce a 

racist subject until forces come to her life enabling her to re-form her subjectivation? 
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And if so, what sort of transformation would that require?  What would those forces 

look like?

Delia’s behavior may also be explained as a result of White privilege within 

the social systems in this country. Although Delia was exposed to race-based 

discourses, her dominant culture’s knowledge that tells her that everyone must be the 

same as her does not allow her to see how she is colorblind. Delia has the privilege to 

stay in her position as privileged and not be influenced by race-based discourses. 

Although some participants employed common discourses that shaped their 

subjectivity, there were always variations within these common discourses.  Why did 

participants produce variations and not exact replicas of the same discourses? 

Ellsworth (1997) has stated the following:

We pitch our teaching into an abyss between self and self, self and other. And 
yet something, and hopefully not a repetitive echo, but an inquisitive, ironic 
echo—a difference that makes a difference—returns….The interaction 
between student and “new information” is essentially a performative act of 
memory and description. A student’s activity of remembering, restaging, and 
restating new information is a generative act of recovery and memory. It passes 
through the student’s personal and social meanings, associations, and 
histories….What gets changed by a return of difference is both invisible and 
that which escapes language. What gets changed is our relationship to the 
meanings that circulate and vie for authority around us. What gets changed is 
the way we are implicated in the silences that make language possible. (p. 158)

Ellsworth’s statement provides a framework for understanding participants’ 

productions of discourse variations. It is possible, now, to understand why Marcia and 

Sarah both employed variations of education discourses, rather than exact replicas of 

them. The discourses passed through their “personal and social meanings, 

associations, and histories” (p. 159) to produce variations of a common discourse. 



146

In addressing the issues and questions I raised at the end of Chapter 4, (i.e.,

What was it about Marcia’s and Terry’s subjectivities that allowed them to embrace a 

more social justice perspective towards teaching? Although these two participants did 

appear to change in their performances, the evidence came from their written 

responses. Was this change only in their discourses? Did my authority and power as 

professor, researcher, and Latino affect these discourses?) it may be useful to return to 

Foucault’s concept of subjectivation. To reiterate Butler’s (1997) explanation of 

Foucault’s subjectivation:

Subjectivation carries the paradox in itself: assujetissement denotes both the 
becoming of the subject and the process of subjection – one inhabits the figure 
of autonomy only by becoming subjected to a power, a subjection which 
implies a radical dependency.  (p. 83)

The construction of the subject is always within power relations. Yet this concept 

alone is not enough to explain the actions of Marcia and Terry. An additional concept 

is necessary. 

Harrer (2005) has discussed and explained Foucault’s concept of spiritual 

guidance. He states:

The relationship to others, e.g., in spiritual guidance, is in fact the primary 
stage of self constitution [subjectivation]….Hence, the subject will have 
internalized an “attitude” through relationships to others, before exercising any 
self-practices at all. (p. 89)

Harrer is describing that the first step towards self constitution (the process of 

subjectivation) occurs through guidance from an authority figure first, and then the 

subject continues to exist as such by the individual reiterating that subject into 

existence. Thus, a subject is always constructed within relations of power (never 
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outside of power) and power relations always include guidance from a perceived 

authority figure (teacher, priest, parent, etc.). Could this be a reason why Marcia and 

Terry seemed to transform from their initial position at the beginning of the course? 

For Terry at least, there seems to be some evidence of this. 

In her reflection journal four, she stated:

I think one of the best ways for me to identify [any] discourses I may be using 
[is] to be aware of how I’m thinking, especially when that pertains to a certain 
student. If I find myself making excuses for why a student can’t perform a 
certain skill I want to be aware of what I’m attributing that to. 

In the above quote, Terry can be seen self-reflecting on her behavior towards students 

and motives behind the behaviors – implying a seeking out of the discourses that are 

constructing her practices.  This quote may be an indication that she has internalized 

thinking processes that keep her producing an anti-racist subject in her classroom. 

As a result to these possible explanations of Marcia’s and Terry’s transformed 

subjectivities, however, other questions surfaced: Will there be authority figures at 

their school sites to maintain an anti-racist subject? If not, will their anti-racist 

subjectivity be powerful enough to be reiterated at her school site? Is it possible that 

both Marcia and Terry responded in a way that they felt would please me? Did they 

tell me what I wanted to hear? Was this change truly transformational and will it lead 

to transformative practices once they become in-service teachers? 
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Construction of Anti-racism: A Problematic Site

The constructions of anti-racism were employed by discourses that positioned 

people who are White as needing to be aware of racism in order to oppose it. This 

construction is problematic because it places anti-racism at the mercy of Whites and 

their ability/desire to be aware. The construction of anti-racism may be more effective 

if it was constructed by different discourses. 

One possible area of study to investigate is how institutions produce conditions 

of possibilities that make racist acts natural or the norm. This provides the possibility 

for the investigation of experiments within the social context to position students 

differently, as opposed to traditionally, and construct subjects (both of teacher and all 

students) that have value.

Construction of Race as an Element of Racist Acts

In some cases, the beliefs about the nature of race and culture had an effect on 

how Whiteness was performed. This was best represented in Delia’s case. She used 

race discourses as if race and culture were static characteristics innate to a person. This 

conflicted with her subjectivity when it came to the way people treat each other. Her 

understanding, that all people who are Black feel that people who are White are racist, 

signaled a comparable assumption that the racial divide in society is blamed on people 
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who are Black. For Delia, even beliefs about the nature of race and culture may play a 

role in racist acts. 

How Does this Study Affect M y Teaching?

This study has had great effects on who I am becoming as a teacher and on the 

way in which I teach preservice teachers. Ninety percent of my students within my 

higher education courses have been White females.  Although I cannot claim 

generalizability, this study does, however, inform me of where I might focus or 

concentrate course content, assignments, and class activities. The following are some 

examples of how I see this study informing my teaching.

Influence the Forms of Subjectivation

The forms of subjectivation are powerful but also permeable. Harrer (2005) 

has explained Foucault’s construction of the subject through subjectivation as: 

A subject arises through various modes of ‘subjectivation’ some of them 
through normalizing power mechanisms, others through technologies or 
practices of the self….But the subject really is and remains only a ‘hollow gap’ 
in the field of power relations. (p.81) 

This guides me to further construct the courses I teach. In the future I will explore how 

the subject has been formed in students by assigning course work that identifies 

authoritative discourses early on in the courses. As I teach the courses, it is important 

that I look for entry points in the form of subjectivation in order to influence how 
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preservice teachers perform their identities with the diverse populations in their 

classrooms. 

Pay Attention to How Students Construct Race and Culture

As some participants in this study demonstrated, their form of subjectivation 

clashed with their construction of race and culture as essentialist characteristics. This 

tells me that the ways in which race and culture are constructed in my courses may 

have serious implications for my students’ construction of their subjects as anti-racist 

Whites. My courses must focus on explaining and experiencing what it means for race 

and culture to be discursively constructed. 

Construct Anti-racist White as an Element of Discursively Constructed Identities

Since the construction of anti-racist White for many of the participants 

positioned anti-racism at the mercy of the will and ability of the individual, it is 

important that my courses explore how institutions, curriculum, and other aspects of 

education contain discourses that construct racist subjects. The courses may focus on 

exploring other ways that schools and classrooms can be constructed so as not to 

produce racist acts. Although it still would be useful to explore how teachers 

unknowingly position themselves in the flow of racist discourses to produce racist 

acts, the exploration of how classrooms may be constructed differently releases 

teachers’ awareness of anti-racist teaching from being the gate to becoming anti-racist. 
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Questions for Further Research

Much has been learned from this study, and other questions have emerged as a 

result of this investigation. Although I have raised questions throughout this study, I 

believe the following three questions, in particular, warrant additional investigation.

 How do we make discourses powerful enough to guide preservice teachers to 

be tenants of social justice? 

 How can we identify critical moments where racial consciousness happens so 

that preservice teachers continue to employ psychic and reflective practices so 

as to maintain an anti-racist subject? 

 What would we learn from a longitudinal study that would follow the 

participants into their classrooms now as in-service teachers? Would change 

actually happen?

The Impact on My own Identities as a Raced Person and a Teacher in Higher 
Education

At the beginning of this chapter, I stated that this study changed who I am 

becoming. When I started this investigation, I was not sure if anti-racism was possible. 

As a Latino and a member of a racial minority, this had an especially critical 

significance. If at the end of my study I concluded that anti-racism was not possible, 

then it would leave me and others from marginalized communities without hope. 
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Thus, so much was at stake for me and others like me. Now that this investigation is 

over, I realize that anti-racism is not an end-state. It is a performance that must be 

reiterated and re-evaluated within different contexts. This has a direct effect on my 

own identity.

I, too, am shaped by the discourses available to me and the authorities in my 

life. I am and will always be “becoming,” never reaching a state of being. My racial 

and teacher identities have the ability to shape and influence others to be anti-racist. 

As an Other to people, I do shape their identity. As a teacher educator, I also have the 

opportunity to foster relationships and be a guide towards developing anti-racist 

subjects. I can only hope to do what Elizabeth Ellsworth has stated:

Teaching is suspended also in the sense that our performance as teachers takes 
place on what Phelan (1993) calls the “rackety bridge between self and other” 
(p. 174). Phelan’s bridge is a suspension bridge.  It spans what Readings 
(1996) has called “the abyssal space of reading by the other, the fact that we 
never know to whom our words may speak” (p. 156). That abyss is opened up 
by the fact that the who to whom we address our teaching is never the who 
who replies. We pitch our teaching into an abyss between self and self, self and 
other.  And yet something, and hopefully not a repetitive echo, but an 
inquisitive, ironic echo – a difference that makes a difference [italics added] –
returns. (p. 158)  
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EDUG 503 Professional Educator Robert Nava, Assistant
Fall 2006 Professor of Education
Home Office: 503.763.0097 rnava@georgefox.edu
Cell number: 503.269.6777 Office hours: 9 am to 12 am

Monday to Saturday

Master of Arts in Teaching
EDUG 503 Teaching Special and Diverse Populations

...Do justice, love mercy, walk humbly with your God.
-Micah 6:8

Course Invitation
We live and teach in a diverse society: how will you approach such diversity as a teacher? How will you 
react to a myriad of languages beside your own? A parent who believes you do not understand her ADD 
son? Thirty-two students who all seem to have special needs? When students do not do well on your 
test, with what reasons will you explain “the problem”? How will you facilitate learning for all students? 
How will you face injustice? In this course, as we consider many teaching processes and practices, we 
will ask hard questions about the values, beliefs and discourses you bring to the classroom. You are 
invited to take this risk and choose how the course changes you! 

Course Description
This course continues to build upon EDUG 501, EDUG 502, and EDUG 530. In those courses, you 
studied and critiqued Western thought and how it has influenced the definitions of education, teacher, 
and student. You considered different views of knowledge and learning and you discovered how such 
views influence the choices a teacher makes when structuring units, lesson plans, and classroom 
management. You learned specific skills for structuring lessons that will engage a wide array of learners. 
And just who might those learners be? As you move into your student teaching experience, you will 
begin to discover just how diverse student populations are. This course introduces you to a multiplicity 
of students and student needs. It will provide you with a framework for approaching such situations and 
specific skills for facilitating learning for all students. The course is designed to move students towards 
Teachers Standards and Practice Commission OAR 584-017-0100 for initial teacher licensure, as well as 
fulfill specific authorization-level requirements. 

Course Goals
In this course, you will:
1. Define the terms inclusion and mainstreaming and be able to discuss the influences of these 

concepts on the general education classroom; apply successful practices to your own inclusive 
classroom;

2. Identify the influences of ethnicity, class, and gender on teaching and learning; apply successful 
practices to facilitate learning for all students;

3. Assess culturally proficient structures, organizations, and approaches to teaching and learning 
with a focus on the development of the individual, group, culture, and community; apply 
successful practices to your own classroom.

4. Analyze, study, critique, reflect, and think deeply about who you are becoming as a teacher and 
how this will facilitate learning for students;

5. Participate as a professional colleague in listening to, discussing with, and supporting those in 
your cohort. 
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Course Texts
Diller, J.V. & Moule, J. (2005). Cultural competence: a primer for educators. Wadsworth: 

Belmont, CA.
Friend, M. & Bursuck, W.D.  (2006). Including students with special needs: a practical guide for 

classroom teachers, 4th Ed. Allyn & Bacon: Boston. 
Payne, R.K. (2005). A framework for understanding poverty, 4th Ed. Aha Process, Inc.: Highlands, TX.
Course Calendar

Session
Date

Topics and Activities Reading/Assignments Due next week

9/15

Session
1

 Introduction to the course.
 Invitation to participate in 

study
 Syllabus Overview
 Assign students to triad
 Mini-lesson on local culture
 10 lessons in an hour-

integrating local culture to 
instruction

 Activity: the effects of 
discourses in constructing 
the “norm” in the school 
context 



 Anthropology research project: choose your research 
partners. 

 Read book chapter :Is the Benign Really harmless?: 
Deconstructing some “Benign” Manifestaions of 
Operationalized White Privilege by Frances V. Rains 

 Read article Tiffany, friend of people of color: White 
investments in antiracism by Audrey Thompson 

 Read book chapter:  Silenced Voices: A Case of 
Racial and Cultural Intolerance in the Schools

 Personal Reflection
 Online discussion

9/22

Session
2

 Funds of Knowledge 
continued

 Racial Privilege Activity  & 
small group discussion

 Video: The Color of Fear 
(90 min.)



 Anthropology research project: Plan Outline due 
9/29

 Watching Crash/Dangerous Minds and reaction 
Assignment

 Attitudes and Behaviors Observation Assignment 
(ABOA)

 Personal Reflection 
 Online discussion

9/29

Session 
3

 Activity: What does race 
mean in this movie?

 If time, meet with project 
partners

 Anthropology research project work
 Read chapter Why the Dialogues Are Difficult or 15 

Ways a Black Woman Knows When a White 
Woman’s Not Listening by Marsha Houston 
(Overcoming Racism and Sexism )

 Person of Color Interview Assignment
 Personal Reflection: From your own experience, 

what are the effects of racism on Whites? Discuss 
your reactions on your findings from the Person of 
Color Interview Assignment. 

 Online discussion
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10/6

Session
4

 Discuss readings
 Discussion: how is your 

cultural lens changing?- will 
be recorded

 Anthropology  research project work
 Article reading for next week
 Personal Reflection
 Online discussion

10/13

Session
5

 Joining Gennie’s class 
 Language and oppresion
 Video: Fear and Learning at 

Hoover Elementary 

 Anthropology  research project work
 All of Ruby Payne’s book
 Personal Reflection
 Online discussion

10/20

Session
6

 Deconstructing Ruby 
Payne’s book. Working 
beyond stereotypes of 
poverty

 Special and diverse video: A 
real story from the 
classroom

 Anthropology research project due 10/27
 Friend, M. & Bursuck chapters 2, 3- turn in your 

notes
 Personal Reflection
 Online discussion

10/27
Session

7
11/3

Session 
8

 Strategies to meet the needs 
of students with learning 
disabilities

 Video: Misunderstood 
Minds

 Small group: summing up 
what we have learned. 

 Friend, M. & Bursuck chapters 4, 5, 6- turn in notes
 Personal Reflection
 Online discussion

 Misunderstood Minds website activity
 Articles on gender
 Readings on TAG students

11/10

Session
9

11/17

Session
10

Join Gennie’s group for: 
Gender articles and 
implications
 Talented and Gifted

 Working with disruptive 
and off task students

 Odds and ends
 Revisit lenses.
 Sign consent forms
 Turn in grades
 Course evaluations

 Friend, M. & Bursuck chapters 7, 8 – turn in notes
 Reading on difficult students

ALTHOUGH MUCH THOUGHT HAS BEEN PUT INTO THE ABOVE ACTIVITIES AND 
ASSINGMENTS, ALL ARE SUBJECT TO CHANGE IF THE PROFESSOR FEELS IT IS 
NECESSARY.

Course Requirements 

Attendance and Participation                     
Attendance and participation in class sessions are important in all courses, but especially so in courses 
such as this one  in which class discussions play an integral role in developing one’s philosophical 
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perspective.  Ten points will be deducted for any missed class. In the case of significant extenuating 
circumstances, 5 of the 10 points can be earned back by the student with additional work to be assigned 
by the instructor.  

 Personal Response Journal
Throughout the course you will be asked to turn in personal response journals. These journals may be of 
a sensitive topic, so they will be turn in to me and  not discussed with other students. 

Online discussion

Students will be posting responses online. The discussion board can be found on foxtale. The professor 
will post discussion questions online. Students will be assigned to a triad ( two other students).  Each 
student in the triad must respond to the professor’s question. The students in the triad must respond to 
each other. The response to the professor’s questions is due the Monday after it is assigned. The response 
to each other is due by the Wednesday after the Monday’s response.  All responses are due by 11:59 pm. 
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Homework assignments
Reading and activities will be assigned. It is important that they are completed by the time they are due. 

Anthropology research project
This project is to help you practice collecting Funds of Knowledge and collaborate with your classmates on 
how to use this information. 

You will self-assign yourself to two other students from class. Try to choose students who are student 
teaching at or near where you are student teaching.  Your objective is to get familiar with collecting Funds of 
Knowledge and learn how to use the information to help you teach better and be aware of social relations 
that affect the culture of the class. 

Each of you will choose a student in your current student teaching placement. You will write a brief 
description of what you know about this student from your cooperating teacher, specialist, former teacher, 
etc. You will make a home visit. You will also be required to keep a journal on this student through the 
duration of the project. In the journal you should write down the students behavior, interactions with 
others, and any other information you find important as a Fund of Knowledge. You will collect the 
information and bring it back to your project group. 

1. Describe the project to your cooperating teacher and have him or her help you identify a student 
and connect with the family. 

2. Once you make the connection explain the project to the family. Arrange a date and time when you 
can make a home visit and identify to the family the people that will be making the home visit with 
you. This could include you, your cooperating teacher, and a classmate from your project group. 
You may not make the home visit alone. 

3. As a group, prepare the questions you will be asking on your home visit.
4. Make the home visits and collect your data. 
5. Each student must type the notes and distribute them to each group member. 
6. All members read each others notes and come together to discuss the data. At the meeting identify 

the funds of knowledge and discuss the implications for classroom instruction and classroom 
culture. The notes from this meeting must be turn in and must be referred to in the final unit 
description (see step 7 below). Turn in one copy of notes with the name of every member. 

7. Each student will write in essay format (if you prefer a different format, please talk to me about 
your ideas) how he or she will incorporate the funds of knowledge into the work sample for the 
current placement. This should be similar to the chapter you read on the first day of class. 

8. Each individual will turn in a reflection of his or her own, explaining how his/her own funds of 
knowledge contribute to the classroom instruction and culture. This step can only be answered 
until the student has been in the course for a while. The professor will explain this piece later into 
the course. 

You must turn in a Plan Outline indicating when you will: due 9/29
 Make the home visit and with whom
 When each member will turn in their data to the other members
 When you will meet with the project group to discuss information
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The description that follows may be used as a guide to assess the final project. 

Descriptors of A Quality Project

School of Education Conceptual Goal: Think Critically
 The student is able to analyze self and place self in the cultural context.  The student actively engages in 

a self-critique and involves the voices of others (including course resources) in responding to the 
questions.

School of Education Conceptual Goal: Transform Practice
 The student demonstrates an ability to transform the practice of education by using the voices of 

children and course resources to re-think education and to consider the practice of teaching and learning 
through other lenses.

School of Education Conceptual Goal: Promote Justice
 The student demonstrates empathy and advocacy; there is a sense of urgency and “speaking truth” with a 

boldness to move beyond existing paradigms, having digested the voices of children and considered 
deeply the themes of the course.

Grading
You will self grade for this course. The professor will still provide feedback on the assignments, but the final 
grade will be up to the students. In order for the professor to accept the student’s grade, all assignments 
must have been turned in completed on time. At the end of the course, students will be provided a rubric to 
help them with the self assessment. 

Other Resources

The Academic Resource Center (ARC) provides all students with free writing consultation, general 
tutoring, and learning enhancement strategies (e.g., techniques to improve reading, note-taking, study, time 
management). Students can make an appointment with the ARC Writing Center for guidance and feedback 
on written projects. ARC Consultants can also provide basic tutoring for many general education and other 
courses. The ARC hours of operation are from 3:00-10:00 p.m., Monday through Thursday, and 12:30-
4:30 p.m. on Friday. Go to http://www.georgefox.edu/arc/ for information about Consultants’ areas of 
study, how to schedule an appointment, and helpful learning tools. Call Rick Muthiah, Director of the 
Academic Resource Center, at ext. 2314 if you have questions.

If you have specific physical, psychiatric, or learning disabilities and require accommodations, please contact 
the Disability Services office early in the semester so that your learning needs may be appropriately met.
You will need to provide current documentation of your disability to Disability Services.  For more 
information, contact Rick Muthiah, coordinator of Disability Services (ext. 2314 or 
rmuthiah@georgefox.edu), or go to www.georgefox.edu/offices/disab_services.
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Dear EDUG 503 Students,

This is an invitation for you to be part of a research project 
while you fulfill the requirements for your Special and 
Diverse Student Population course. It is an opportunity to 
explore how racial identities play a role in how we, as 
teachers, make decisions in our classroom. We will also 
explore how our racial identities have real effects on how 
students get positioned and treated in our classroom. You 
will not be asked to do any work outside of the regular 
class assignments, except for a few of you who will be 
asked to participate in a short interview. 

Attached is the consent form which will have the details of 
what this research project is about. Please read it before 
September 15th. I will answer any questions you may have 
then. 

Sincerely,

Robert Nava
Assistant Professor of Education
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INFORMED CONSENT DOCUMENT

Project Title: The Role of Marginalized Discourses in constructing the White 
       Identity of 

Preservice Teachers
Principal Investigator:Karen Higgins   College of Education
Co-Investigator(s):      Roberto C. Nava   College of Education 

WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THIS STUDY?

You are being invited to take part in a research study designed to explore how the student 
teacher’s White racial identities get played out within the context of multicultural settings 
and exposure to multicultural experiences.  Nationally, 85%-95% of teachers are White 
middle class females. The research study will look at how researching tools can be used 
to identify how people are either marginalized or privileged in a specific setting. The 
researcher is studying this area because he seeks to identify how people’s race may play a 
factor in how they make decisions. This study will be used to complete his dissertation.  
The results of the study may possibly be used in future articles and scholarly journals. 

WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THIS FORM?

This consent form gives you the information you will need to help you decide whether to be 
in the study or not.  Please read the form carefully.  You may ask any questions about the 
research, the possible risks and benefits, your rights as a volunteer, and anything else that is 
not clear.  When all of your questions have been answered, you can decide if you want to be 
in this study or not. 

WHY AM I BEING INVITED TO TAKE PART IN THIS STUDY?

YOU ARE BEING INVITED TO TAKE PART IN THIS STUDY BECAUSE YOU

ARE A WHITE PRESERVICE TEACHER INVOLVED IN A COURSE ON SPECIAL 

AND DIVERSE STUDENT POPULATIONS.  

THIS STUDY AND HOW LONG WILL IT TAKE?

If you agree to take part in this study, your involvement will last as long as this course on 
special and diverse populations (September 11, 2006 to November 17, 2006).  This study will 
take place during your scheduled class meeting times, including some online discussions.
The data collected will come from your course work which will include one or more focus 
groups in class that will be audio-taped (60 minutes). Except for 5 students who will be asked 
to participate in an audio-taped interview (that will run for approximately 20 minutes), you 
will not be asked to do any extra work. 
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WHAT ARE THE RISKS OF THIS STUDY?

The possible risk and/or discomfort associated with the procedure described in this study 
is the potential for emotional discomfort or embarrassment that may result within the 
class discussions.  The researcher will regularly check in with students regarding this. For 
example, students in focus group meetings may experience feelings of inadequacy or 
embarrassment as they share issues and concerns regarding their feeling towards diverse 
student populations. The focus group meeting could create problematic interactions 
between students. However, students will have control over what they say in the focus 
group discussions.

WHAT ARE THE BENEFITS OF THIS STUDY?

The researcher will serve as a mentor throughout the study by helping you make sense of 
the complexities of teaching during focus group meetings and class discussions.   He 
hopes this will be a benefit since the focus group meeting and class discussions will 
provide a collegial support system for you, the preservice teacher, to process and 
problem-solve questions/issues/concerns with each other and the researcher.
The researcher also hopes that, in the future, other people might benefit from this study 
because it could be a possible demonstration of the complexities of racial identities and 
be a means of exploring better ways of serving diverse student populations.  

WILL I BE PAID FOR PARTICIPATING?

You will not be paid for being in this research study.  

WHO WILL SEE THE INFORMATION I GIVE?

The information you provide during this research study will be kept confidential to the extent 
permitted by law.  The researcher is obligated to do everything he can to protect your identity 
throughout and after the study.  Only he will know the identities of the participants. To help 
protect your confidentiality, pseudo-names will be used in the research and copied 
assignments will be kept in a locked filing cabinet.  Every effort will be made to protect the 
identity of all participating students

If the results of this project are published your identity will not be made public.

DO I HAVE A CHOICE TO BE IN THE STUDY? 

You have a choice of whether to volunteer you participation or not.  In order for a 

thorough investigation of White preservice teacher identity transformation analysis, only 
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the first 5 to 10 students randomly chosen students out of those who accept participation 

will be in the study.  

If you decide to take part in the study, it should be because you really want to volunteer.  

You will not lose any benefits or rights you would normally have if you choose not to 

volunteer.  Although you have the option of dropping from the study at any time you 

wish, this reading and signing consent form procedure will be repeated at the end of the 

course.  You will not be treated differently if you decide to stop taking part in the study.

WHAT IF I HAVE QUESTIONS?

If you have any questions about this research project, please contact the Principal 
Investigator, 

Karen Higgins, (541)-737-4201, higginsk@oregonstate.edu

If you have questions about your rights as a participant, please contact the Oregon State 
University Institutional Review Board (IRB) Human Protections Administrator, at (541) 737-
4933 or by email at IRB@oregonstate.edu.

Your signature indicates that this research study has been explained to you, that your 
questions have been answered, and that you agree to take part in this study. If you do not 
wish to participate please print your name and write “I do not wish to participate” on the 
“signature” line.  Once signed and collected this form will be placed into a sealed envelope 
and sent to Donna Phillips, a neutral third party, who will hold the envelope until course 
grades have been submitted.  Please date this form.

Participant's Name (printed):  
__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________
_______________________________

(Signature of Participant) (Date)
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Procedural guidelines for the analysis of discourse

Stage 1: Discursive constructions

The first stage of analysis is concerned with the ways in which discursive objects are 
constructed. Which discursive objects we focus on depends on our research question. For 
example, if we are interested in how people talk about ‘love’ and with what 
consequences, our discursive object would be ‘love’. The first stage of analysis involves 
the identification of the different ways in which the discursive object is constructed in the 
text. This requires that we highlight all instances of reference to the discursive objects. As 
mentioned in the previous chapter, it is important that we do not simply look for 
keywords. Both implicit and explicit references need to be included. Our search for 
constructions of the discursive object is guided by shared meaning rather than lexical 
comparability. The fact that a text does not contain a direct reference to the discursive 
object can tell us a lot about the way in which the object is constructed. For example, 
someone may talk about a relative’s terminal illness without directly naming it. Here, 
references to ‘it’, ‘this awful thing’ or ‘the condition’ construct the discursive object (i.e. 
terminal illness) as something unspeakable and perhaps also unknowable. 

Stage 2: Discourses

Having identified all sections of text that contribute to the construction of the discursive 
object, we focus on the differences between constructions. What appears to be one and 
the same discursive object can be constructed in very different ways. The second stage of 
analysis aims to locate the various discursive constructions of the object within wider 
discourses. For example, within the context of an interview about her experience of her 
husband’s prostate cancer, a woman may draw on a biomedical discourse when she talks 
about the process of diagnosis and treatment, a psychological discourse when she 
explains why she thinks her husband developed the illness in the first place, and a 
romantic discourse when she describes how she and her husband find the strength to fight 
the illness together. Thus, the husband’s illness is constructed as a biochemical disease 
process, as the somatic manifestation of psychological traits, and as the enemy in a battle 
between good (the loving couple) and evil (separation through death) within the same 
text. 

Stage 3: Action orientation

The third stage of analysis involves a closer examination of the discursive context within 
which the different constructions of the object are being deployed. What is gained from 
constructing the object in this particular way at this particular point within the text? What 
is its function and how does it relate to other constructions produced in the surrounding 
text?  These questions are concerned with what has been referred to as the action 
orientation of talk and text in the previous chapter. To return to our example of a wife 
talking about her husband’s cancer, it may be that her use of biomedical discourse allow 
her to attribute responsibility for diagnosis and treatment to medical professionals and to 
emphasize that her husband is being taken good care of. Her use of romantic discourse 
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may have been produced in response to a question about her own role in her husband’s 
recovery after surgery and may have served to emphasize that she is, in fact, contributing 
significantly to his recovery. Finally, psychological discourse may have been used to 
account for her husband’s cancer in order to disclaim responsibility for sharing in a 
carcinogenic lifestyle (e.g. ‘I told him to slow down and take better care of himself but he 
wouldn’t listen’). A focus on action orientation allows us to gain a clearer understanding 
of what the various constructions of the discursive object are capable of achieving within 
the text. 

Stage 4: Positionings

Having identified the various constructions of the discursive object within the text, and 
having located them within wider discourses, we now take a closer look at the subject 
positions which they offer. A subject position within a discourse identifies ‘a location for 
persons within the structure of rights and duties for those who use that repertoire’ (Davies 
and Harre 1999:35). In other words, discourses construct subjects as well as objects and, 
as a result, make available positions within networks of meaning that speakers can take 
up (as well as place others within). For example, Hollway’s (1989) ‘discourse of male 
sexual drive’ contains the subject position of the instinct-driven male sexual predator, 
whilst the Have/Hold Discourse positions both men and women as highly socialized 
moral actors. Subject positions are different from roles in that they offer discursive 
locations from which to speak and act rather than prescribing a particular part to be acted 
out. In addition, roles can be played without subjective identification; whereas taking up 
a subject position has direct implications for subjectivity (see Stage 6 below). 

Stage 5: Practice

This stage is concerned with the relationship between discourse and practice. It requires a 
systematic exploration of the ways in which discursive constructions and the subject 
positions contained within them open up or close down opportunities for action. By 
constructing particular versions of the world, and by positioning subjects within them in 
particular ways, discourses limit what can be said and done. Furthermore, non-verbal 
practices can, and do, form part of discourses. 

For example, the practice of unprotected sex has been found to be bound up with 
a marital discourse that constructs marriage and its equivalent, the ‘long-term 
relationship’, as incompatible with the use of condoms (willig 1995). Thus, certain 
practices become legitimate forms of behavior from within particular discourses. Such 
practices, in turn, reproduce the discourses which legitimate them. In this way, speaking 
and doing support one another in the construction of subjects and objects. Stage 5 of the 
analysis of discourse maps the possibilities for action contained within the discursive 
constructions identified in the text. 

Stage 6: Subjectivity

The final stage in the analysis explores the relationship between discourse and 
subjectivity. Discourses make available certain ways-of-seeing the world and certain 
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ways-of-being in the world. They construct social as well as psychological realities. 
Discursive positioning plays an important role in this process. As Davies and Harrer 
(1999: 35) put it:

Once having taken up a particular position as one’s own, a person inevitably sees 
the world from that vantage point of that position and in terms of that particular 
images, metaphors, storylines and concepts which are made relevant within the 
particular discursive practice in which they are positioned. 

This stage in the analysis traces the consequences of taking up various subject 
positions for the participants’ subjective experience. Having asked questions about what 
can be said and done from within different discourses (Stage 5), we are now concerned 
with what can be felt, thought and experienced from within various subject positions. For 
example, it may be that positioning himself within a discourse of male drive allows a man 
not only to publicly disclaim responsibility for an act of sexual aggression, but to actually 
feel less guilty about it as well. 
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Appendix E

Interview Protocol and Questions
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Questions and Interview Protocol

After the course was over and the five participants were selected, I contacted each 
participant via email and arranged a meeting in my office. I consciously arranged the 
meetings to be days (or at least many hours) apart from each other so that participants’ 
anonymity was maintain from each other.  

Once at the meeting, we began with small talk so that she would feel comfortable 
around the microphone. After a few minutes, I turn the conversation to the interview 
questions. The following are the guiding questions that we asked:

Personal Demographics

Please tell me more about your self: What is your age? Who are the members of your 
immediate family? 

Teacher

Tell me why you wanted to become a teacher before entering the teacher prep. Program 
at George Fox University? 

 What was your motivation? 
 Why teaching and not a different career? 
 What did you feel you would get out of teaching? 

Have your reasons for teaching changed after taking our EDUG503 course and you doing 
your student teaching experience?

 Can you speak of the course separate from the student teaching experience? 

Anthropology Research Project

Let us discuss your Anthropology Research Project. As you reflect back on the Funds of 
Knowledge you identified in your participants, how do you think your race played a part 
in your interaction with your participant and in the way you negotiated your beliefs and 
values with the funds of knowledge of your participants?

After the interview was over, the participants left the office. Once the data was 
transcribed by me, they were returned to the participant to confirm that what was 
transcribed represents what she said. The participant returned the transcript with her 
approval of the content.  


