
If the education of teachers was ever of little concern to policy-makers and 
reformers, those times are long gone. From the mid-20th century onwards, there 
has been a burgeoning international movement to reform teacher education 
(Darling-Hammond and Lieberman, 2012; Maguire, 2014). One of the dominant 
explanations for this continual reforming zeal is based on the argument that 
‘teacher quality is more and more being identified as decisive to student out-
comes’ therefore ‘[e]ducation reforms that do not take into account teacher 
education are condemned to inefficiency’ (Musset, 2010, p. 3). ‘Fixing’ teacher 
education will ‘fix’ teachers, schools and students. Reforming teacher education 
will raise educational standards. Or so it is claimed. However, there is another 
dimension to reforming teacher education that goes beyond any of the function-
alist or economistic approaches currently in vogue which we want to explore in 
more detail in this chapter. That is, we want to unpack some of the alternative 
and critical perspectives that deal with the role of the teacher and teacher educa-
tion as vehicles for promoting social justice and societal change.

As Higgins (1999) put it, commenting on Raymond Williams, ‘All education 
participates in the reproduction of social consciousness; but potentially, at least, it 
can give some of the intellectual tools for challenging existing social consciousness’  
(p. 176). In this chapter we focus on two traditions of work that adopt a critical 
approach in educating teachers, approaches that have had some success but are 
nonetheless ‘modest’ in their claims for challenging dominant and, often, oppressive 
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practices in schools. The first tradition seeks to prepare teachers to be more inclusive 
in terms of their understandings of sexuality and identity formation, drawing on per-
spectives in the humanities known as queer theory (Warner, 1993). The second line of 
research and development is informed by sociocultural and cultural-historical theories 
(Ellis et al., 2010) that aim to create social spaces (known, often, as ‘third spaces’) 
within which educational practices can be examined, understood and changed. Both 
traditions rely on the development of critical consciousness – the conscientisation of 
participants – that is, we believe, synonymous with critical approaches.

Some time ago, in their classic text, Schooling in Capitalist America: 
Educational Reform and the Contradictions of Economic Life, Bowles and Gintis 
(1976) claimed that there was a ‘correspondence principle’ between education 
and the economy. They argued that schools played a central role in reproducing 
the labour market: working-class children were prepared for working-class jobs; 
more advantaged students were prepared for professional and elite roles in dif-
ferent types of schools through different curricula and pedagogy. Thus, ‘school-
ing was essentially a tool of capitalism which served ruling-class interests’ 
(Gewirtz and Cribb, 2009, p. 87). Teachers were inevitably tied into this process 
through their work in schools, particularly in sorting and selecting out children 
for different forms of education provision to reproduce a stratified labour market. 
These ideas – that regard education as a key lever in social reproduction – were 
extended by a range of social theorists (Apple, 2013; Aronowitz and Giroux, 
1986; Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977). However, counter discourses argued that 
social reproduction was not inevitable in education and could be challenged and 
changed through critical pedagogy involving ‘active engagement with oppressed 
and exploited groups’ (Smith and McLaren, 2010, p. 332).

In this chapter we argue that competing narratives construct either a norma-
tive and allegedly neutral role for teacher education or an alternative praxis for 
emancipatory ends. If teacher education ought to be about producing teachers 
who can raise student attainments (normative), then one outcome might lie in 
coaching would-be teachers in testing and assessment procedures. If teacher edu-
cation were to take a critical approach towards the outcomes of these sorts of 
assessment procedures and conclude that some groups of children were doing 
better than others (richer, whiter, healthier, straighter children, for instance) then 
perhaps teacher education programmes would want to include some discussion 
about why this was the case and what might be the teachers’ responsibilities to 
challenge these situations in their classrooms. In what follows, we concentrate on 
these spaces for learning change perspectives in teacher education programmes.

TOWARDS CRITICALITY

Over the last forty years, critical approaches towards the education of teachers 
have drawn on a range of theoretical traditions arising, for example, from varie-
ties of Marxism, feminism, critical race and queer theories. These critical 
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approaches have not regarded teacher education as neutral; they have positioned 
it as having ‘significant agency for the reproduction and a legitimation of a soci-
ety characterized by a high degree of social and economic inequality’ (Giroux, 
1981, p. 143). However, these approaches, have not all been of one piece. Classic 
social reproduction theory has been often associated with a more traditional 
Marxist approach, concerned with explaining the role of education in the produc-
tion and reproduction of stratification and hierarchies in capitalist societies. In 
this perspective, powerfully demonstrated by Bowles and Gintis (1976) in the US 
and Willis (1977) in the UK, education was positioned as playing a pivotal role 
in social reproduction. Theorists working in the field of teacher education in the 
late 1970s and 1980s were influenced by social reproduction theories that 
offered explanations for working-class educational exclusion. These understand-
ings influenced programmes of teacher preparation to some degree.

In this chapter, we do not have enough time to do justice to the complexities 
and ‘turns’ within social theory. Some of these new approaches emerged from 
the US civil rights movement, anti-war movements and second-wave feminism. 
Consequently, there was, in the late 1960s and into the early 1980s, a ‘moment’ 
of emancipatory space, however fragile in the long-term. A progressive educa-
tional discourse was in evidence and some of this leaked into educational pol-
icy and practice (Anyon, 2014). This was particularly the case in urban settings 
where teachers could see that things needed to change and so started to think 
about potentially emancipatory practices in their schools. Drawing on the work 
of Paulo Friere, teachers were aware of the power of education to begin to stimu-
late change. For example, education could help develop what Friere called con-
scientisation: ‘the process in which men [and women], not as recipients, but as 
knowing subjects, achieve a deepening awareness both of the socio-cultural real-
ity which shapes their lives and their capacity to transform that reality’ (Freire, 
1972, p. 51). So while teacher education may not have changed dramatically, 
there was some scope for elements of critical pedagogy, particularly in relation 
to race/ethnicity and gender. In the UK, these concerns were mirrored in the 
guidelines of more enlightened sections of the local state; multiculturalism (if not 
anti-racism) and girl-friendly (if not anti-sexist) education were part of the rubric 
of schooling and teacher education.

Work by second-wave feminists foregrounded ways in which schooling mar-
ginalised and oppressed girls and young women. Work by anti-racist educators 
argued that many second-wave feminists were white and middle class and were 
failing to recognise the realities of black girls and women. These contestations 
(about identity, position and difference) were influential in teacher education 
programmes in England and elsewhere. For example, teachers were encouraged 
to select books for their classrooms that reflected the social world more accu-
rately and they were supported in using texts that were more inclusive in terms 
of representation. Teachers were expected to be aware of the need to challenge 
their own pre-judgements and take racism and gender discrimination seriously. 
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They were encouraged to become more aware of their own (sometimes more) 
privileged positions. These views and values were influential in considering what 
counted as knowledge (and, therefore, the curriculum); what resources might 
be more/less appropriate for working with difference in the classroom; what 
sorts of grouping practices for children and school students were more inclusive. 
The new social movements of the mid-part of the 20th century did impact peda-
gogy in a direct manner and in anti-sexist and anti-racist education there was an 
attempt at transformation (see, for example, Epstein, 1993; Mahony and Jones, 
1989; Myers, 1987).

CRITICAL PEDAGOGY AND ITS LIMITS

While discourses of equality and egalitarianism may well have become more 
mainstream, in-school developments were patchy and piecemeal in the UK and 
frequently depended on the commitment of key individuals (Delamont, 1990). 
Many commentators argued that attempts at social transformation through a 
direct engagement with pedagogy were not always very effective even if they 
existed. Ellsworth (1989), in perhaps the most celebrated critique of critical 
pedagogy, raised a number of questions that went right to the heart of the matter. 
Under a heading entitled ‘Have We Got a Theory for You!’, she wrote:

… theorists of critical pedagogy have failed to launch any meaningful analysis of or programs 
for reformulating the institutionalized power imbalances between themselves and their stu-
dents, or of the essentially paternalistic project of education itself. (Ellsworth, 1989, p. 306)

Based on a systematic review of journal articles that dealt with critical pedagogy, 
she claimed that it was largely represented as a ‘highly abstract and utopian line 
that does not necessarily sustain the daily workings of the education its support-
ers advocate’ (p. 297). She wrote about a programme she had developed at the 
University of Wisconsin-Madison intended to investigate racist practices on the 
campus and make interventions to disrupt these processes. Her paper argued that 
concepts such as ‘student voice,’ ‘empowerment’ and ‘dialogue’ raise compli-
cated questions about power, control and regulation because, in the classroom, 
‘power relations between raced, classed, and gendered students are unjust’ (p. 
316). She added that while teachers held the power to select, define and regulate 
in the classroom, ‘critical pedagogues will continue to perpetuate relations of 
domination in their classrooms’ (p. 316) and she included herself and her pro-
gramme in this account.

Her arguments involved a critique of some key concepts in critical pedagogy 
such as ‘empowerment’, for, as she explained, if students were supposed to be 
freed to come to their own conclusions, and if their perspectives depended on 
rationalism then anything regarded as irrational would be rejected by the (pow-
erful and reality-defining) teacher. Thus, ‘empowerment’ could only be teacher 
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dependent. Ellsworth argued that giving ‘voice’ was too often more about shar-
ing perspectives. In contrast, she suggested that the voices of those who have 
been ‘othered’ may be a fight back ‘that is constructed within communities of 
resistance and (are) a condition of survival’ rather than any sharing of experi-
ences (1989, p. 310). She regarded many of the claims for the power of critical 
pedagogy as ‘repressive myths’. As she put it, unless critical pedagogy deals with 
‘trust, risk, and the operations of fear and desire around such issues of identity 
and politics in the classroom, their rationalistic tools will fail to loosen deep-
seated, self-interested investments in unjust relations of, for example, gender, 
ethnicity, and sexual orientation’ (p. 314).

In terms of relating this powerful critique of some of the original narratives of 
critical pedagogy to practices of teacher education, there are some caveats that need 
to be considered. First, teacher education (at least in England and particularly at the 
pre-service or initial level) has always been constructed out of a bricolage of courses 
concerned with pedagogy (including classroom management), curriculum (content 
and methods) and aspects from the traditional educational disciplines (develop-
mental theories, learning theories, sociology of education, history and philosophy 
of education). In these courses, delivered by different tutors, some will have been 
more critical in their approach either because of their own political commitments, 
their own lived identities, their class consciousness or even because of institutional 
directives to be pro-equality. Second, initial teacher education has always been con-
ducted in relationships and partnerships with schools and here too different influ-
ences will have been in play. Some schools take a more radical approach towards 
social justice and inclusion than others. Experiences in schools can be influen-
tial and may become valorised and displace or contradict what the trainee ‘learns’ 
on their university programme. Third, while some courses and some schools will 
have adopted a rhetoric of giving ‘voice’, recognising difference and working to be 
inclusive, in practice, these intentions might not always be possible to bring off in 
more than a symbolic way (Ellsworth’s ‘sharing’) because of other pressures from 
governments to promote a traditional construction of academic excellence and the 
‘raising standards’ discourse. Finally, even if schools and universities were minded 
to take a more radical approach towards education, governments and politicians 
have the power to overrule and sometimes determine what goes on in schools and 
in teacher education programmes.

‘DIFFICULT DIFFERENCES’ AND PEDAGOGICAL RESPONSES

Ellsworth’s paper was written some time ago, and in the succeeding years, theo-
retical perspectives have moved on. We now have fuller understandings about 
ableism (Swain et  al., 2003), broader perspectives in sexualities education 
(Jones, 2015; Meiners and Quinn, 2012), increased awarenesses in matters of 
race/ethnicity as well as complex intersectionalities of identities (Bhopal and 
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Preston, 2012). Much of what we know has been as a consequence of social 
justice and civil rights activists working in these fields. We are now more accus-
tomed to thinking about ‘difficult differences’, including the interplay between 
the identity of the researcher and those of the ‘researched’ (Reay, 1996). 
However, it might be argued that these advances are theoretical and have not, as 
yet percolated down to shape pre-service teacher education programmes. As 
Pittard (2015, p. 341) claims, ‘a teacher wanting to know more about CP [critical 
pedagogy] is almost three times as likely to read an article producing her as 
unable to engage CP than she is to read one encouraging her to at least try’.

In this chapter, it is not possible to deal with all the complexities of identity 
politics and how these may impact teacher education programmes (but see Kim 
and Slapac, 2015). One example will have to suffice. England is a hyper-diverse 
society. London’s population is currently 8.6 million and is forecast to rise to 11 
million by 2050. By 2038, it is estimated that 50% of the population of London 
will be of Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME) heritage (GLA, 2013). 
London schools reflect these trends in their staffrooms and classrooms. Thus, 
the need for education to be responsive to the demands of diversity are unassail-
able. Schools celebrate Black History Month; the history curriculum may include 
a postcolonial perspective (to some degree); school libraries will endeavour to 
include texts that speak to the communities they serve. These sorts of strategies 
will be advocated in current models of teacher education. However, many of the 
in-school responses are liberal in nature and celebrate difference while failing to 
deal directly with racism, its ‘central importance in society and its routine (often 
unrecognised) character’ (Gillborn, 2006, p. 20). Drawing from work in the US, 
anti-racist educators in the UK have turned to Critical Race Theory (CRT) to 
inform their research and their specialist teaching in the area. However, while 
some teacher education programmes may refer to CRT, they are still more likely 
to tackle issues of representation and recognition rather than racism (Gillborn, 
2015). Issues of criticality and conscientisation, with its focus on action and 
change, may still be far less in evidence in practice.

So, while earlier proponents of critical pedagogy centred on the need for teach-
ers to encourage their students to question ideologies and practices of oppression 
in order to dismantle them (Giroux, 1983; Liston and Zeichner, 1987), what is 
meant by critical pedagogy has become more tied into the usefulness of critical 
theory perspectives (such as CRT and ableism for example) rather than criti-
cal pedagogy per se (Sarroub and Quadros, 2015). If earlier versions of critical 
approaches in education were prone to arguing that educational change could 
promote wider societal changes, then perhaps we are either more sophisticated, 
less ambitious or more realistic nowadays. As Anyon (2014) put it:

Teachers, principals, and urban students are not the culprits – as reform policies that target 
high stakes testing, educator quality, and the control of youth assume. Rather, an unjust 
economy and the policies through which it is maintained create barriers to educational suc-
cess that no teacher or principal practice, no standardized test, and no ‘zero tolerance’ policy 
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can surmount for long … macroeconomic mandates continually trump urban educational 
policy and school reform. (p. 5)

However, this is not to let education off the hook. While it may not be pos-
sible to enact critical pedagogy in its classic form in the pre-service setting, 
there is the possibility of what Tinning (2002) refers to as the adoption of a 
more ‘modest pedagogy’, rooted in the values and principles of critical peda-
gogy but with an awareness of the material conditions under which most 
teachers work and with more realistic expectations of what happens when 
good ideas are mediated in the complex intersections of teacher education 
programmes.

CRITICAL APPROACHES TO TEACHER EDUCATION

We now focus briefly on two illustrations of critical approaches to teacher educa-
tion: first, the challenge to heteronormativity and, second, the creation of mediat-
ing social spaces for change in practices. Both examples illustrate how student 
teachers can be active participants in change perspectives in their education 
programmes through exploring and extending their critical consciousness.

Challenging Heteronormativity through Teacher Education

The last fifty years have seen profound legal and cultural changes around ques-
tions of sexuality in many countries around the world. In England, homosexual-
ity was partly decriminalised in 1967 and the 1970s saw the emergence of gay 
rights or ‘liberation’ movements based on the assertion of sexual difference, as 
happened elsewhere. The early 2000s saw the equalisation of the age of consent 
for heterosexual and homosexual intercourse; the repeal of a law (Section 28 of 
the 1988 Local Government Act) that sought to prohibit the fair treatment of 
homosexuality in schools; the introduction of civil partnerships guaranteeing 
legal recognition for same-sex partners in 2005; the inclusion of sexuality among 
ten ‘protected characteristics’ in the Equality Act 2010, an act that offered pro-
tection against discrimination in most aspects of public life; and, in 2014, the 
legalisation of same-sex marriage. Similar patterns of change can be identified 
in other countries: for example, Canada introduced same-sex marriage freedoms 
in 2005; and the United States introduced the Hate Crimes Prevention Act in 
2009 and the US Supreme Court legalised same-sex marriage in 2015. In most 
settings, progress has not been uniformly ‘upward’ towards these socially pro-
gressive ideals; there have been backlashes and variations in progress dependent 
on local cultures.

Indeed, while these apparently progressive social changes have been enacted, 
schools continue to be relatively unsafe places for many young people who 
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identify or are perceived as different, and research and development that seeks to 
promote change around sexualities in education continues to be marginal and, at 
times, high risk. In 2012, for example, the regular survey undertaken by the UK 
charity Stonewall and the University of Cambridge (‘The School Report’) found 
that more than half of young lesbian, gay and bisexual young people1 had expe-
rienced homophobic bullying in school and that 96% reported hearing homopho-
bic remarks while at school (Guasp, 2012). Researchers leading the only major 
in-service teacher education research and development project around sexuali-
ties in primary schools in England in recent years – the ‘No Outsiders’ project 
(Atkinson & DePalma, 2009) – received death threats when their grant success 
was publicised in the press and their media launch event had to be cancelled 
(TES, 2008). The story of progress in this area is not a simple one with an unam-
biguous happy ending.

Over the last twenty years, there have been several published examples of 
research-led developments in teacher education programmes that have sought 
to challenge heteronormativity and homophobia. Heteronormativity is a term 
most closely associated with Michael Warner, one of the leading proponents 
of queer theory, and suggests the cultural bias towards heterosexuality as ‘the 
norm’ based on a simple set of relationships between biological sex, gen-
der and sexual behaviour (Warner, 1993). Heterosexuality is therefore con-
structed as ‘natural’, with the implication that alternatives are deviations from 
this norm and those that ‘choose’ the alternatives are deviant. The oppressive 
nature of this cultural bias has been described as ‘compulsory heterosexual-
ity’ (Rich, 1980). Queer theory challenges heteronormativity and, according 
to Deborah Britzman (1995) insists on three methods of enquiry: ‘the study of 
limits, the study of ignorance, and the study of reading practices’ (Britzman, 
1995, p. 155). In following through these methods of enquiry, particular atten-
tion is paid to the practices of representation (in curriculum texts and in ped-
agogic interactions, for example), practices that are then opened to further 
study through the tools of critical literacy which have two ‘complementary 
aspects’:

One is analysis: scrutinising the ways language and image are used to give us a position for 
reading and desiring, for taking up a position as sexual beings. The other is imagination: 
understanding something of how the ideologies of our society are lived out in individuals in 
a specific time and place. (Morgan, 1997, p. 48)

These two aspects have often, in practice, led to different emphases: one empha-
sis has been on the rights that should be accorded to all individuals based on an 
older form of identity politics and an ideal of tolerance; the other has been more 
hermeneutic in the ways it has sought to unsettle common-sense understandings 
of what it means to be ‘normal’. These different emphases might be described as 
anti-homophobic (often as part of a wider anti-bullying strategy) and anti-heter-
normative. The former has had some greater success in educational settings, 
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perhaps given that schools tend to involve regulating students’ behaviours 
anyway and instilling non-violent means of disagreement.

Robinson and Ferfolja (2001, 2008) report on curriculum development in an 
Australian teacher education programme that sought to include work on prospec-
tive teachers’ dispositions towards sexual difference. In some ways, this research 
is part of a tradition of work more generally that seeks to change educational 
practices by changing teachers’ beliefs. Robinson and Ferfolja’s research is also 
interesting for the way in which early attention (in 2001) was given to ‘lesbian 
and gay’ issues, whereas by 2008 their concerns had become ‘queer’ and opened 
up a broader set of questions such as what it means to be ‘straight’ rather than pre-
senting homosexuality as an ‘issue’. This research showed that, despite the gen-
eral social progress around sexualities described earlier, some student teachers 
resisted their teacher education programme’s attempts to engage them in thinking 
through their personal dispositions about sexuality. Their resistance (expressed 
in comments such as ‘what are we doing this for?’) suggested a preference for 
a more functionalist approach to learning to teach. However, just changing the 
curriculum content may be less effective in engaging the critical consciousness 
of trainee teachers.

In contrast, Goldstein, working in Canada, explored the potential of performed 
ethnography for enacting anti-homophobia teacher education (e.g. Goldstein, 
2004). Performed ethnography involves generating data with participants 
from an ethnographic perspective and then shaping these data aesthetically –  
using the craft of the dramatist – into a play for performance. The aim is to 
engage the audience – in this case, prospective teachers – in an affective way so 
that the theoretical propositions about working against homophobia can be expe-
rienced in ways that invite the spectator (the teacher) to draw on their emotions 
and connect what they see and hear to their own experiences. Goldstein’s work 
is a good example of methodologically inventive research that sought to have 
greater impact in changing prevailing educational practices and in capturing the 
critical consciousness of the student teachers.

More recently, Murray (2015) reports on an institution-wide project in one 
US university that promoted a queer-inclusive approach in teacher educa-
tion. Murray’s book-length study of the project includes a companion web-
site (www.Queerinclusion.com). The project was initially based on research 
with student teachers as they negotiated questions of sexuality and gender 
in their classroom experiences. This study led Murray to generate five asser-
tions about the prevalence of queerness in educational settings and the related 
significance of coming to terms with one’s own identity as part of the process 
of learning to teach. Murray’s work is important for the subsequent scale of 
the programmatic intervention that led on from the seven-month study and 
the ways in which an institutional task-force took forward research ideas that 
permeated the entire teacher education programme in order to promote wider 
social change.

BK-SAGE-CLANDININ_HUSU-170095-Chp34.indd   602 4/10/2017   7:45:00 PM



Teacher educaTion Pedagogies based on criTical aPProaches 603

Creating Mediating Social Spaces that Promote Change in 
Educational Practices

Our second example concerns the broad constellation of ideas known as socio-
cultural or cultural-historical theories that share commitments to both the impor-
tance of context and the interrogation of the theory/practice dichotomy (see Ellis 
et  al., 2010, Chapter 1). Sociocultural and cultural-historical theories regard 
meaning as situated but not situation-bound (i.e. not solely determined by or 
relative to their location) and suggest that human agency is essential to the pro-
cess by which we make sense of our world and act on or shape it. This agency 
can be stimulated in ways that surface the situatedness of practices in our con-
sciousness (a process of conscientisation, in effect) by designing social spaces 
that bring participants together in dialogue that mediates theoretical concepts 
with positive change as a shared goal. From the cultural-historical perspective 
particularly (essentially a neo-Vygotskian perspective), theory (abstract ideas) 
has the potential to give people greater control over the future of their practices 
(i.e. theory enhances their agency) when it is mediated in the kinds of social 
spaces that encourage participants to put theory in contact with their own con-
crete, lived experiences.

Activity theory (a variety of cultural-historical theory) has perhaps achieved 
the most in elaborating the methodology of designing mediating social spaces 
and is closely associated with the work of Finnish researcher Yrjo Engeström 
(for a methodological summary see Engeström [2007]). Activity theory inter-
vention research is known as Developmental Work Research (DWR), where 
the researcher works with participants to help them change their practices by 
encouraging them to identify and work through contradictions and conflicts they 
experience in their practices; a process where there is ownership, trust and risk, 
key aspects of working critically (Ellsworth, 1989). The spaces where partici-
pants and researchers are brought together are called Change Laboratories and 
the theoretical tools of activity theory are used to examine the contradictions and 
then to envision new futures for the practices under examination.

In contrast to the cultural-historical line, the more sociocultural perspective 
in educational research has been influenced by a wider range of disciplines such 
as post-colonial studies, geography, organisational studies and sociolinguistics. 
At first popularised in education by the work of Gutierrez (e.g. Gutierrez et al., 
1997, 1999), the concept of ‘third space’ has emerged to indicate an environment 
that has been designed to bring contradictory discourses into contact with one 
another in order for a new, hybrid discourse to emerge from the interaction. As in 
the work of Gutierrez, and suggestive of the term’s origins in post-colonial the-
ory, third space is associated with approaches to promoting sociocultural diver-
sity with a social justice orientation. Through the process of dialectical thinking 
stimulated in the third space, new cultural forms emerge that appropriate and re-
make older forms. Explicitly disruptive to hierarchical understandings of change, 
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third spaces allow for potentially radical new educational practices to be created 
collectively by participants, from the ‘bottom up’.

Max (2010) developed an innovative teacher education programme at the 
University of Luxembourg centred around an extended internship for student teachers 
that brought them and their school-teacher mentors together in collaborative enqui-
ries. The planning, implementation and evaluation of these enquiries was undertaken 
in designed social spaces that spanned the boundaries of the schools and the uni-
versity. Max used activity theory concepts to design the spaces (he referred to them 
as ‘boundary zones’) and to inform the interactions with them, while the collabora-
tive enquiries addressed issues of linguistic diversity in Luxembourg’s elementary 
schools (highly relevant in a multilingual country). Max’s programme changed long-
established teacher education practices in a continental European country where stu-
dent teaching or ‘teaching practice’ is usually seen as an opportunity to ‘put theory 
into practice’. His programme tried to show how the theory already in the practice 
was open to examination by practitioners with a view to changing that practice.

In a context (England) where long school placements (or internships) have 
been a feature of teacher education programmes for over twenty years, Ellis 
(2011) used DWR and a series of Change Laboratories to work with student 
teachers and mentor (supervising or cooperating) teachers to develop the teach-
ing of writing while the student teachers were learning how to teach writing. In 
this way, the prevailing practices were examined by the experienced practitio-
ners at the same time as new practitioners were being drawn into them. In the 
Change Laboratories, data generated from an ethnographic perspective in each 
school were analysed using activity theory tools and surfaced a primary (or cen-
tral) contradiction between the use value of using a genre-based approach to the 
teaching of writing (‘genre theory provides a useful set of intellectual resources 
that can productively inform the teaching of writing’) and the exchange value of 
drawing on government approved appropriations of genre theory (‘if I follow the 
official guidance on using genre theory, and provide recipes to students, their test 
scores and my performance management grades will improve’). Ellis’ research 
showed how the accountability pressures facing teachers can limit the opportuni-
ties for student teachers’ learning, unless mediating social spaces such as Change 
Laboratories can be designed into teacher education programmes.

From a more sociocultural perspective, Norton-Meier and Drake (2010) cre-
ated third spaces in their US programme to allow student teachers to see the 
relationship between the knowledge students bring to school from their fami-
lies and communities (known as ‘funds of knowledge’ [Gonzalez et al., 2005; 
Moll & Greenberg, 1990]) and the knowledge required to be successful at school. 
Third spaces allowed for a new hybrid discourse to emerge – transcending both 
the academic, privileged, middle-class discourse of schooling and the every-
day, spontaneous discourse of families and communities from other classes and 
cultures. Norton-Meier and Drake noted that while such third spaces may well 
have a physical and temporal dimension, the potential for changing educational 
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practices lies in their virtual dimension, where potentially damaging ideas about 
what certain kinds of children can achieve are surfaced and then challenged.

Urban Teacher Residencies (UTRs) are federally supported innovations in 
teacher education in the United States in which universities partner with hard-to-
staff school districts to improve teacher recruitment and retention. As their name 
implies, student teachers become teacher-residents and are based in the schools 
for most of their time with the university’s programme, ‘wrapped around’ the 
practices of teaching in the schools. For university teacher educators as well as 
the schools, the UTR model presents a set of challenges to ‘business-as-usual’ 
and requires a genuine reconceptualisation of the relationship between the two 
kinds of organisations. Reporting on the experience of the Newark-Montclair 
UTR, Taylor and Klein (2015) position the programme as a third space for all 
participants, for themselves as well as their school and district colleagues, as 
well as student teachers. By entering the third space they themselves were largely 
responsible for designing, Taylor and Klein also had to address fundamental ques-
tions about the forms of knowledge that would be useful to prospective teach-
ers working in sometimes tough and hard-to-staff schools and that would retain 
them as teachers within the district for longer than the norm, while also allowing 
the students in those schools to succeed without narrowing the curriculum and 
teaching to the test. By emphasising the challenges third spaces such as UTRs 
bring to the traditional academic work of teacher education, Taylor and Klein’s 
work demonstrates the risks, potentials and vulnerabilities for teacher educators 
of engaging in critical approaches that challenge existing practices.

CONCLUSION

One of the challenges in writing about critical approaches to the education of 
teachers lies in trying to avoid a utopian or romanticised approach towards what 
is possible, as well as what is desirable. Another challenge lies in ensuring that 
we do not fall into the trap Ellsworth identified some time ago, that of misrecog-
nising the inherent power imbalances that are embedded in all social relations. 
At the same time, however, something has to be done. In this chapter, we have 
shown that the research suggests it is possible to challenge and change prevailing 
and sometimes oppressive practices, even in ‘impossible times’ (Biesta, 1998). 
We have focused on two traditions of successful interventions – first, work with 
teachers that is anti-homopobic/anti-heteronormative, and, second, the creation 
of ‘third spaces’ through collaborative interventions that produce new hybrid 
discourses that stimulate change and promote sociocultural diversity. Both tradi-
tions arise out of the critical social theory, identity politics and cultural move-
ments that we outlined at the beginning of the chapter. And crucially, both 
traditions rely on the development of critical consciousness – the conscientisa-
tion of participants – for their enactment.
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The story of critical approaches to teacher education, then, is a story of inevi-
tably piecemeal, socially-situated and historically contingent progress towards 
socially just goals that have to be continually re-made – won, lost and re-won. 
But the research also shows that the intellectual tools that enable teachers to 
challenge existing consciousness and change educational practices continue to 
develop despite pressures to the contrary. That is the story of critical approaches 
to teacher education: somewhat fragile but enduring.

Note

 1  Controversially, Stonewall has not used transgender as a category in its School Report research.
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