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Abstract 
Given recent pushes toward homogenous teacher education, teacher educator pedagogy 
necessitates modeled critical practice. The research presented here provides an analysis to 
ground the call for a move beyond teacher education pedagogy focused on the dissemination of 
knowledge about critical issues in classrooms. Utilizing two methodological traditions – namely, 
critical discourse analysis and phenomenography – this paper reports on the discursive moments 
enacted in a graduate course that sought to foster critical understandings of issues in urban 
science education, intending to lead to critical practices employed by this population of teacher 
candidates and doctoral students. Findings support that not only was there a preponderance of 
the dissemination model of teaching and learning, but also that the students within this course, 
even when working in groups, were unable to generate critical unit plans for prospectus science 
lessons in K-12 classrooms. Implications for this study are discussed in relation to the literature 
on critical teacher education. 
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Introduction 

In 1986, Henry Giroux and Peter McLaren mapped out a means to an end for more 
democratic, and therein more critical, schooling that was centered on the way we engage our 
teacher-candidates within the programs that serve their learning. Thirty years later, Christopher 
Emdin (2016) provides us with a similar narrative for teacher education that is grounded in the 
fundamental tenets sought by Giroux and McLaren: Power, language, culture, and history. Let us 
propose that these concepts are the building blocks through which teachers make sense of the 
world, and therein also the words that have driven the consciousness from which they draw to 
make sense of it locally and globally (Bakhtin, 2010; Freire, 2000).  

Given that pre-service teachers’ decisions as directly tied to issues of power and culture, 
teacher educators are important now more than ever; in other words, because pre-service teachers 
live in, and therein embody, societal structures more broadly, the hierarchal nature of this 
dynamic becomes played out within institutions that serve society, as well (i.e., specifically in 
our schools but also among other social settings). Therefore, if we seek more critical praxis both 
in our teacher education programs, as well as within our teacher-candidates’ future decisions in 
their classrooms, we must embody and study our own practices as a dialectic transformed into 
praxis that emphasizes this criticality – a process of ideology, action, and reflection (Arnold, 
Edwards, Hooley, & Williams, 2012). In doing so, the study of teacher education requires new 
modes of inquiry for such a call to be actualized. 

Given this recognition, and in light of the recent push toward more homogenous notions 
of teacher education based on the privatization and commodification of the field across the globe 
(Connell, 2013; Hales & Clarke, 2016; Zeichner, 2014), our work as teacher educators cannot be 
merely considered through notions of curriculum and the modeling of content-based practice in 
the face of present-day neoliberal notions of market-value pedagogy (Bullough, 2016). To 
emphasize that our goals as critical teacher educators parallel content acquisition and 
pedagogical content knowledge goals within dissemination models of teacher education, then, 
places our praxis akin to these goals rather than emphasizing a challenge to the basis of how 
knowledge is constructed, who has the agency to contribute to that knowledge base, and for 
whom particular knowledge is made for more broadly. Instead, let us take a turn toward an 
analysis of our actions in higher education classrooms as sites of resistance, and places where 
notions of power, language, culture, and history are constituted with our students by the actions 
we (do or do not) take up as critical pedagogues.  

Purpose 

I make the claim that for teacher educators to foster criticality in our teacher-candidates, 
we must go beyond the notion that merely exposing new teacher-candidates to the invisible and 
normative narratives that have contributed to inequity in schools; we must not assume that this 
didactic pedagogical structure will serendipitously influence these future teachers’ pedagogical 
decisions, even when presented alongside a modeled process of content-based pedagogy to 
infuse these issues in disciplinary pedagogy. Indeed, this is a call bringing us full-circle to a re-
visitation by Peter McLaren in our present day educational climate (2016) where he emphasizes 
the much-needed turn in education toward more critical praxis: 
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It [critical pedagogy] is defined as the working out of a systematic dialectic of 
pedagogy that is organized around a philosophy of praxis. Here, the dialectic 
involves a process of mutual understanding and recognition, a movement between 
an outlook on reality and a method of analysis … critical pedagogy is about the 
hard work of building community alliances, of challenging school policy, of 
providing teachers with alternative and oppositional teaching materials. It has 
little to do with awakening the “revolutionary soul” of students—this is merely a 
re-fetishization of the individual and the singular under the banner of the 
collective and serves only to bolster the untruth fostered by capitalist social 
relations and postpone the answer to the question: Is revolution possible today? It 
falls into the same kind of condition that critical pedagogy had been originally 
formulated to combat. It diverts us from the following challenge: Can we organize 
our social, cultural and economic life differently so as to transcend the 
exploitation that capital affords us? (p. 27, 29) 

To this end, the purpose of this paper is to make visible the notion that critical narratives 
espoused by professors are in need of study for their structural dialectic just as much as 
traditional ones are interrogated and exposed for their limitations and dialogic shortcomings (i.e., 
traditional macro-narratives of students and schooling as myopic and stereotypical; Lam, 2015). 
In doing so, we as teacher educators find ourselves situated in the process of analyzing the 
spaces where we produce these counter-narratives, as well as understanding how the actions in 
such spaces between professor and student develop teacher-candidates’ capacities to create 
spaces in their future classes that (may or may not) embody this critical praxis.  

Drawing from socio-linguistics, this research uses critical discourse analysis as a method 
to study how social contexts, such as higher education courses, can create a space for the goal of 
taking up “[a] critical sociological approach to discourse … [as] an absolute necessity for the 
study of education in postmodern conditions” (Luke, 1995, p. 41, as cited in Rogers et al., 2016). 
In this way, this paper studies interactions between professor and students tied to issues of 
structure and agency that manifest in these contexts, rather than continuing to solely look at the 
content of the arguments themselves as being ‘critical’ and, therein, relinquishing the structure of 
such a dialectic to be unquestioned and seen as unimportant to the creation of critical praxis.  

This study also incorporates phenomenography as a methodology to add a layer of 
analysis of the discourse practices used within this higher education course. In particular, this 
integration of phenomenography was used to analyze a specific phenomena (peer and professor 
interaction structures) within a teacher education context where pre-service teachers are asked to 
make sense of the world in relation to the disciplinary specific goals. This, then, compliments 
critical discourse analyses of systemic sets of conceptual understandings that exist within this 
interactive context and adds onto that analysis a component of interaction. Thus, this paper 
argues for a more explicit turn to both our engagement with teacher-candidates about 
multicultural issues, as well as the notions of power, language, culture, and history that manifest 
in perceptions of appropriate pedagogies designed specifically for urban contexts from the 
discursive moments that are produced within university teacher education courses. 
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Background Literature 

As a recent review of critical discourse analysis (CDA) research in education points out, 
three areas of interest sit at the crux of all CDA research: language, power, and ideology (Rogers 
et al., 2016), with three methodological foci also attended to within this CDA review that relate 
specifically to how I use CDA connected with its suggested type of phenomenographic analysis: 
Reflexivity (researcher positionality), Deconstruction and Reconstruction (issues of 
power/agency), and Social Action (purposing the research). Given that CDA “is critical in that it 
focuses on how power is maintained through accepted social practices that implicitly tend to 
favor the interests of those currently in power and hinder those of their competitors” (Hanrahan, 
2005, p.5, emphasis in original), the notion that this type of analysis is pertinent in higher 
education, especially in teacher education, should be considered more thoroughly than it has.  

In other words, due to teacher education becoming fiscally and philosophically connected 
to standardized notions of success, an analysis of how professors may enforce hierarchal 
structures in their classroom while touting more distributive and rhizomatic subjectivities 
necessitates analysis and exposure for us to move forward in embodying critical praxis in teacher 
education. Moreover, bringing attention to the idea that these discursive moments have validity 
for their study, especially tied to products of such courses, should be evident given the current 
political climate that seeks to remove politics for any discussion about education, even all the 
while representing a political ‘call to arms’ in its request (Boda, 2017). To elaborate, given that 
when teachers step into the classroom they will be forced to navigate the politicized climate of 
classrooms as microcosms of larger societal trends (such as polarized discussions on Black Lives 
Matter, transgender identity, and evolution) their choices and subsequent actions will align or rift 
with society’s influences, thereby denoting any teacher as political agent. This, then, mirrors the 
reality of teacher educators being charged with similar goals that could enforce apolitical 
standpoints in the face of a highly charged political climate, rather than acting in ways that 
expose the nature of the hierarchies that their teachers will emphasize in their class structures. 

Accordingly, while the majority of the studies in CDA from the most recent review of the 
literature have been centered in higher education contexts, the macro-analyses of interactions 
within CDA studies as a whole have been around 36%, which also include interview-based 
analyses (Rogers et al., 2016). This means that only 1/3 of the studies done using CDA actively 
address interaction between agents during the production of specific discourses deemed viable 
for deconstruction and reconstruction as valuable (i.e., viable for critical analysis), and that this 
type of analysis is often being studied within interviews analyses rather than dialogic interactions 
that occur in higher education classrooms. However, no such CDA analysis has incorporated 
phenomenography as a methodology to map out interactional patterns between professor and 
students systematically based on the tenets of CDA research. Given the nature of these previous 
analyses and their limitations, I now explicitly laying out how CDA was used. 

Context and Researcher Positionality 

The course examined in this research was titled Urban and Multicultural Science 
Education and contained 25 Master’s and Doctoral level science education students. It was, as in 
many higher education contexts (Casey & Childs, 2017; Hikido & Murray, 2016), the sole 
‘diversity requirement’ for all students within the science education program at this large, urban 
university in the American northeast. The course content was focused on introducing graduate 
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students with the theoretical underpinnings of multiculturalism and its importance for science 
education for urban contexts. Students were asked to read 1-2 journal articles a week, and then 
asked in class to engage with these readings in both abstract and pragmatic ways.  

For example, there was often a piece of mass media to introduce a topic, which was 
followed by a tangential discussion in relation to that topic and the readings or responding to the 
students’ reactions to that piece of media. In this way, students were asked to theorize (analyze 
hypotheticals; think abstractly) and provide solutions to elicit their interpretations (think 
pragmatically). They were also asked to produce autobiographical essays throughout the course 
and final group-generated unit plans, both of which were intended to lead students to first 
deconstruct their own narratives of Self and Other (through auto-biographical excavation; 
analyzing hypotheses of different positionalities and their effect on cognition) and then 
reconstructing pragmatic ways to ameliorate the biases that are emphasized in standardized 
notions of students and schooling (through the creation of co-generated unit plans). 

I was the graduate student teaching assistant (TA) in this course; my role was to provide 
instructional support via questions during class, lead class sessions when the professor on record 
was not able to attend, but I was not charged with grading or evaluation of any student. I state 
this positionality to make evident that I don’t separate myself from this research; in fact, I exist 
multiple times in the audio analyzed for this project. However, what I want to make clear is that 
this type of analysis requires a sense of inclusion of one’s self within the work for critical 
analysis to occur. As stated above, CDA is critical and thus to try and separate my existence 
from the social contexts would be antithetical from the purpose of understanding the social 
context itself as being constitutive of discursive moments, and therein also power, language, 
culture, and history. As a participant in the research presented here, I must also make clear my 
intentions of such research; they include, but are not limited to, developing an understanding of 
the types of interactions within the course, providing a more nuanced explication of these 
interactions through an analysis that is sensitive to ways of responding by those in power, and 
learning about the nature of such courses as they apply to aspects of critical pedagogy in action. 
Through this research, I sought to both learn and teach – to emphasize a dialectics of 
positionality embodying criticality through action and inquiry.  

Issues of Power and Purposing the Research 

Given these intentions, CDA aligned well with the goals for such research in that I sought 
out two levels of inquiry that seek to bridge micro-/meso-/and macro-analyses that are of a CDA 
tradition. More specifically, I sought to inquire about the following three analysis levels that 
align with CDA, listed below: the type of discussion patterns that emerged within the course 
(meso-level analysis as related to member-groups); describe in what ways this discourse aligned 
with specific forms of agency for both student and professor (macro-level analysis also related to 
member-group dynamics); and expose how the students were thinking about critical issues in 
terms of students and schooling (micro-level analysis as related to personal and social cognition 
that is embedded within the previous two analytic levels): 

Members-Groups : Language users engage in discourse as members of (several) 
social groups, organizations or institutions; and conversely, groups thus may act 
'by' their members … 
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Personal and Social Cognition: Language users as social actors have both 
personal and social cognition: personal memories, knowledge and opinions, as 
well as those shared with members of the group or culture as a whole. Both types 
of cognition influence interaction and discourse of individual members, whereas 
shared 'social representations' govern the collective actions of a group. Thus, 
cognition is also the crucial interface (or with a biological metaphor: the missing 
link) between the personal and the social, and hence between individual discourse 
and social structure. (van Dijk, 2001, p.354) 

It is through these two framings of CDA where we find this research’s analytic lens. By 
observing what type of discursive moments were produced by the member-groups of this study 
(i.e., between professor-student, student-student, student-professor), and the discursive uses 
within these moments derived from personal and social cognition that was set ‘into play’ within 
these contexts (i.e., if and how agency was developed through the explicit valuing of who’s 
authoring ideas), this research ‘mapped out’ a space where multiple categories of the social 
structures were enacted in this classroom context and intersected with particular descriptions of 
discourse structures. In other words, the categories are descriptions of how the professor 
developed particular discourse patterns within the class between the member-groups and the 
descriptions are explanations of what emerged from that pattern – i.e., what type of agency was 
or wasn’t developed/sustained through each particular discourse pattern in terms of valuing the 
authorship of a concept being discussed. 

I identify the intersections of these two coding structures as ‘discursive moments’ – 
intersections of specific methods of fostering discussion (social structures) and specific analyses 
of power and agency exerted therein (discourse structures). These moments were then helpful in 
identifying the nuances of power that existed among the social actors’ relationships in the course, 
helpful in revealing the discursive practices emphasized by those within the class, and useful in 
describing this course based on the nature of the discursive moments emphasized. To this end, 
phenomenography provided the method of analysis for these emergent phenomena that were 
observed, which fostered a more systematic way of categorization of the data through looking at 
how these three different levels (macro-/meso-/micro-) interact to corroborate claims. 

On Phenomenography 

Phenomenography was conceived through an assumption that cognitive processes are a 
function of social experience, and it emphasizes a method to systematize these observations of 
perceived lived reality. Given phenomenography is a research method grounded in the act of 
“focussing [sic] on conceptions of specific aspects of reality, i.e. on apprehended (perceived, 
conceptualized or ‘lived’) contents of thought or experience” (Marton, 1981, p. 189), this 
research project emphasized that conceptualization functions as a result of the interactions 
between discourse production and the constitutive elements of power, language, culture, and 
history that have been used to produce said discourse in particular contexts.  

For the critical teacher education researcher, this means that to study the 
conceptualization process among our students and ourselves as we foster specific discursive 
structures in university contexts, we need to study the discursive moments that produce such 
conceptualizations in order to better our practice – of our ability to respond to the ideology, 
action, and the reflective process of educating for criticality in teacher-candidates. Moreover, as 
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a researcher that seeks to ‘map out’ this phenomenographic space in relation to power and 
agency, I utilized phenomenography to define the methods employed within this study as being 
part and parcel to understanding and inquiring about praxis as something enacted, and 
subsequent able to be observed, within higher education contexts. This illuminated the nature of 
courses such as this to be akin to similar analyses done when thinking about how discourse is 
produced in social interaction through the type of discussions being valued within higher 
education, and more importantly in courses whose arguments are couched in deconstructing 
oppression and reconstructing narratives couched in social justice and equity. 

Researchers developed phenomenography for higher education research (Tight, 2016); 
thus, the purposing of this particular research method aligns well with the intentions of this paper 
– to emphasize social justice as ideology, action, and reflection. Moreover, the fundamental base 
of phenomenographic traditions is one of designing learning environments that attend to the 
ways students make sense of the ideas in question to better cater to their learning needs and meet 
particular goals of conceptualization (Åkerlind, McKenzie, & Lupton, 2014). This frame of 
reference aligns well with CDA in that phenomenography seeks out two-dimensional analyses of 
social contexts where specific discourses are borne and bred. This is where my research draws 
from phenomenography by inquiring about the actual discursive moments that took place 
between participant (teacher-candidate) and authorities of knowledge, focusing on a 
transformative method to analyze teacher education contexts where discursive patterns are 
enacted and where agency plays a role in developing personal cognition. 

As the evolution of phenomenography has led to focusing on the multiple experiences 
that are directly related to the phenomenon of inquiry (Marton & Booth, 1997), defining the 
phenomenon of inquiry as discursive moments that produce notions of power, language, culture, 
and history changes the nature of the data collected to focus on the ways these moments are 
enacted within the context of study. This then departs from using interviews as the primary 
source of phenomenographic research in that the original formulation of this methodology relied 
entirely on interviews as ways to observe interacting variables for analysis (Åkerlind, 2012), 
which is also exhibited in recent analyses employing phenomenography (Holmqvist, 2016).  

This, additionally, requires a fundamental change in the analytic process that is used to 
produce the ‘outcome space’ where variations in the phenomenon are exhibited due to the fact 
that interviews are often designed specifically to elicit particular concepts of inquiry, whereas my 
study focused on the emergences of these moments for analysis, thus employing an inductive 
analysis procedure rather than the primarily deductive analyses employed in a 
phenomenographic methodology. This is where CDA provides the analytic lens from which a 
critical teacher education researcher can draw from to understand the discursive moments that 
occur in higher education contexts, and their relationship to teacher-candidates learning as being 
constituted in the material products that are collected in such courses.  

In other words, by studying how professors facilitate discussions in their courses (i.e., 
social structures) and studying where these discussion patterns overlap with who is positioned as 
author of the ideas produced within these contexts (i.e., discourse structures), we can study 
systematically how ideas develop and outcomes related to them. From this analysis we can take 
up the goal of changing our practices in higher education contexts to embody a position as 
critical teacher educator wherein our practices exhibit the ‘responsibility of response-ability and 
address-ability’ (Oliver, 2001). This emphasizes the notion of validating the authorship of ideas 
and supporting the generation of knowledge in contexts where traditional hierarchal roles and 
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structures (i.e., professor and student dynamics in higher education) can be broken down to 
embody new forms of discussion that distribute agency and power across all parties involved. 

Research Design 

In working on this project, I found three requirements to methodologize this type of 
inquiry: (1) Entrenched presence (e.g., field notes analysis in situ; Hammersley & Atkinson, 
2007), (2) Open Audio Coding (Wainwright & Russell, 2010), and (3) Intuitive confirmation (i.e., 
rejecting positivism and adopting an interpretative lens as a purposeful decision for doing 
qualitative work; Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). The first comes into play within the data 
collection procedure while the second and third emerge within the data analysis procedure. All 
three are deeply centered on the ways that one makes sense of the social context in which the 
research is grounded, and therefore this type of research makes no claim to objectivity. Rather, 
the notion of objectivity in such a design makes less sense in that it attends to the importance of a 
lack of interpretation within research when the purpose of such a research design is to be critical, 
thus requiring analysis of the first order kind – of a literal and personal interpretation. It is with 
this in mind that I turn now to an explanation of each requirement below. 

Data Collection 

As the focus on this research is on how members in a group interact within a social 
context, the need to collect data that would capture such observations was paramount. For this 
research, audio was recorded from over 1200 minutes of a graduate course on multicultural 
issues in urban science education. The author also collected field notes on the discursive 
moments within the course during these recorded times to increase dependability of the 
interpretations that would occur later during data analysis. These field notes focused on the 
interpretation of each discursive moment with a time stamp to record when each possible 
moment would start and end. An example of these field notes is presented below in relation to 
the Reiteration Level 1 coding (explained below in the Findings section, Table 1): 

 1:15 – Professor (P) presents media representation of race via YouTube video 
 1:18 – P asks multiple questions in a row to Students (Ss) without waiting for response 
 1:19  - One student (S) answers question  

1:19 – P responds to S by confirming students’ thoughts out loud (“YES! Brilliant!”) and 
then rephrasing the statements in his own words (“When we’re thinking about…”) 
1:20 – P proceeds to explain why the student’s claim is important (no reference to student 
as the original author of claim or validating where the idea came from) 
1:20 – P transitions by moving to another place in the room. 

This capturing of discursive moments as a researcher was crucial for understanding the 
audio that was analyzed later on because when I went back to listen to each of the recorded audio 
sessions (months later) there was a need to triangulate the fresh audio with the interpretations I 
was making during the process of data collection. In other words, just as critical researchers 
often re-narrate the social milieu they are inquiring about into descriptive codes that expose 
issues of power and agency in the classroom, I needed to corroborate the interpretations I was 
making after I stepped away from the context of inquiry with those interpretations I made during 
the actual performance of power and agency as it played out in real time.  
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A final group-generated assignment where students constructed ten separate unit plans 
containing 2-3 lessons each that focused on practical implementations of the theorizations 
emphasized within the course were then used as artifacts to measure the effect of the discursive 
moments produced in the course, coded through a modified focus rubric (Ward & McCotter, 
2004). This scale aligned with the purposes of this research in that it differentiated between the 
purposes of lessons being focused on four different categorizations: Routine, Technical, Dialogic, 
and Transformative. The former two would be assigned to lessons that followed a teacher-
centered pedagogy while the latter two would be assigned to lessons that followed a student-
centered pedagogy. These four codings are also directional: Routine is the least critical in that it 
focuses on how the classroom affects the teacher and classroom management structures; 
Transformative is the most critical in that it focuses on how the classroom can be structured in 
ways to facilitate students being involved with ethical, moral, cultural, and historical concerns in 
relation to the topic of inquiry for that lesson (Ward & McCotter, 2004). 

This data collection immersion – what I call entrenched presence – has been advocated 
elsewhere for the analysis of a group of people sharing ideas and acting on such ideas in ways 
where power, language, culture, and history are performed (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2013; 
Merriam & Tisdell, 2015; Youdell, 2006). I am characterizing this action beyond ‘prolonged 
exposure’ that is focused on in ethnographic studies in that it attends to the experiential qualities 
that are observed and then interpreted in the moment, which then leads to a more intuitive 
treatment of the data later on during analysis. This entrenchment, this deeply interactive role of 
researcher and participant, leads to a permeation of interpretation throughout the research project, 
thus ensuring that consistent and comparative methods are utilized both in data collection and 
data analysis. To this end, I now turn to elaborating on the subsequent two requirements in data 
analysis. 

Data Analysis 

Drawing on Wainwright and Russell’s 2010 method of coding audio within NVIVO, I 
proposed an open audio coding step wherein the researcher who had the entrenched presence 
within the project would identify the discursive moments in coordination with the field notes that 
had been previously recorded. This process took the form of coding the discursive moment as a 
set of social and discourse structures via listening to the audio being played back in NVIVO 
(Wainwright & Russell, 2010), and recording the referential topics within a shortened transcript 
form that would be used for future axial and selective coding via a constant comparative method 
using an interpretative lens (Fram, 2013) – in this case CDA.  

The next method of data analysis occurred through the evaluation of the actual waveform 
of the audio itself to confirm the intuitive coding that was made from the previous two 
requirements. In this evaluation, the researcher draws from both the memories held about the 
experience, coordinates these memories with the field notes that were taken based on the initial 
interpretation of the discursive moments, identifies these moments through the open audio 
coding process, and then finally confirms these intuitive interpretations through the identification 
of changing inflections within the waveform of each discursive moments, as well as the 
transitions from one to another. For such an example of this change in waveform structures, see 
Figure 1 below that represents such an analysis within the NVIVO software.  



C r i t i c a l  E d u c a t i o n  10 

Figure 1. Waveform analysis example for discursive moment reiteration level 1 code.	
	

This method of analysis was pertinent in that the waveform provided a visual depiction of 
inflections in tone, which were triangulated with the field notes that were collected. In this way, 
the waveform analysis became indicative of a method to capture confirmation of the intuitive 
analyses that took place in the moment during field notes data collection; moreover, this extra 
layer of observation was pertinent in that it also refuted some notes where some interpretation of 
the discursive moments in situ were challenged for further consideration by the researcher given 
this extra layer of comparable data (waveforms) could be juxtaposed when questions of when 
these discursive moments started and ended was not so easily identifiable just by listening to the 
audio by itself. For example, in the example provided in Figure 1, there are changes in 
waveforms throughout the discursive moment; however, it was not until the waveform could be 
seen at a more macro-analytic level (i.e., more section of the audio revealed within the visual 
image) that the start and finish of the discursive moment could be confirmed in comparison to 
the field notes and the intuitive interpretations compiled within the field notes data. Given this 
background on the methodology, I now turn to the findings that emerged from this research. 

Research Findings 

Using the analysis above, 66% of the audio recorded could be coded into five distinct 
discursive moments; they are as follows in Table 1 with their respective explanations. Of these 
five social structures (Member-group dynamics), three distinct discourse structures (Personal and 
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social cognition uses) were identified that relate to how power and agency played out within the 
social structures facilitated by the professor: Affirming/Refuting, Inquiring, and Challenging – 
each discourse structure is shaded as they related to where they were observed within the five 
social structures in the table. Figure 2, on the next page, also provides a graphical representation 
of these intersecting codes and their differences. 
 

Table 1 
 
Selective Codes of Discursive Moments: 5 Social Structures and 3 Discourse Structures 
CODE Explanation of Coded Discursive Moment (Discourse Structure) 
Reiteration 
Level 1 (R1) 

Professor uses student talk by affirming or refuting claims s/he poses without 
explicit reference to its source value through reiterating student’s ideas 

Interaction 
Level 1 (I1) 

Professor explicitly recognizes student talk as valuable through interaction with 
student as source of reference by affirming or refuting claims they pose 

Interaction 
Level 2 (I2) 

Professor explicitly recognizes student talk as valuable through interaction with 
student as reference by inquiring about their ideas beyond what student poses 

Transaction 
Level 1 (T1) 

Professor builds on student talk within multiple interactions and values its source 
through transaction by inquiring beyond what students pose  

Transaction 
Level 2 (T2) 

Professor builds on student talk within multiple interactions and values its source 
through transaction by challenging students beyond what was posed 

	
The most pronounced difference between the social structures occurred between 

reiteration and interaction, as well as interaction and transaction – interaction and transaction 
having multiple levels based on the discourse structures identified. Reiteration and interaction 
were different as the professor stated that student discourse was valuable and specifically 
referenced that student talk as important within an interaction level, but not the reiteration one. 
For example, in a reiteration discursive moment, the professor would re-state what a student 
might have said but never give credit to that student within the group (class) as a whole beyond 
an affirmation or refutation of the claim as an entity in and of itself being made, devoid of 
authorship related specifically to the student who originally made the statement. For an example 
of this type of discursive moment, see the field notes exemplar on page 12 of this manuscript. 

	 	



C r i t i c a l  E d u c a t i o n  12 

	
	
Discursive Structures                  Social Structures 
‘How the professor responded’           ‘How the discussion was structured’ 
 

	
Figure 2. Graphical representation that summarizes findings via intersecting codes	
In this case, agency for that student in the social structure was limited to the power 

embodied by the professor as determinant of who can produce valid knowledge in the course (i.e., 
for reiteration that would be only the professor, even if said student stated the exact same idea). 
Within interaction discursive moments, explicit value was placed on the student as producer of 
knowledge by the professor through the same discourse structure as reiteration (affirmation/ 
refutation) but also through a new discourse structure (inquiring). Students were seen as agents 
of knowledge production in an interaction discursive moment and with the introduction of a new 
discourse structure (inquiring) the professor showcased the goal to seek out further elaboration 
by the student(s) of their ideas, increasing student agency in the group.  

Interaction and transaction social structures were different as the professor built on ideas 
through multiple interactions within these discursive moments. Also, in incorporating many 
interactions within a singular discursive moment, the transaction social structures focused on 
students as on-par as legitimate producers of knowledge in their own right, particularly without 
the legitimization that was emphasized in the interaction social structure. For example, in a 
transaction discursive moment, the professor and students would go back and forth with the 
professor specifically guiding discussion as an inquiry into how students were making sense of 
the idea posed by another student or the professor. This inquisitive discourse structure, similar to 
interaction level 2, focused on students as agents of knowledge production.  

However, through a new discourse structure (challenging), the professor moved beyond 
just inquiring about the students’ production of knowledge and, instead, problematized why 

Lowest	Level	of	
Agency	

(Affirming/Refuting)	

Median	Level	of	
Agency	

(Inquiring)	

Highest	Level	of	
Agency	

(Challenging)	

Transaction	
Level	2	(T2)	
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Level	1	(T1)	

Interaction	
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Interaction	
Level	2	(I2)	

Reiteration	
Level	1	(R1)	
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students were thinking in a certain way, and how they came about to understand the ideas they 
posed. In this way, the final level (transaction level 2) was the most complex in that it involved 
multiple interactions and then embedded a discourse structure (challenging) that went beyond 
mere inquiry into their ideas. A detailed example of this type of interaction is provided below in 
Table 2, with the corresponding audio from which this transcript is derived being accessible at 
the following link1: https://figshare.com/s/21d655d3da3bb53cc745. 

Table 2 
 
Example transcript of transaction level 2 code; content and group-member interactions 
Shorthand Transcript of Content of Discursive Moment Professor and Students 

Interaction Shorthand 
1. [S] Professionalism comes with rules about not 

opening up, is that something, where does that 
originate from?  

2. [P] That’s the nature of the discipline 
3. [S] But it's not just in science, though  
4. Those kind of stereotypes of teacher, the person with 

more knowledge and established notions of the 
teacher as purveyor of knowledge … 

5. [S] I'm wondering if that’s a more prevalent 
masculine thing because it’s the way education was 
originally a very masculine practice … male students 
choose role model for knowledge … whereas girls 
that's not enough 

6. [P] I agree, but it’s a function of context, of 
environment, masculine male-dominated world we 
live in … roots in science and implications of local 
settings, there are students in classrooms dealing with 
post-colonial trauma and that affects how they learn, 
but it's not a gender, gender is a social construction 
and everything is the social construction and all 
constructions become self-fulfilling prophesies, 
enacting roles 

1. S makes statement and 
then asks question; 
 

2. P responds; 
3. S makes statement; 
4. P elaborates and talks 

over S trying to respond 
to P comment; 

5.  S poses point that 
complicates P’s statement 
about teacher stereotypes; 
 
 

6.  P affirms, elaborates on 
point, and challenges S. 

Given the amount of data collected in this research, I will now provide the following 
graphical representations of the descriptive analyses, summarized in Table 3 on the next page, 
which will be elaborated on their importance to the claims made above in the discussion section. 
	  

																																																								
1 The audio clip provided within this link is purposefully distorted to maintain the anonymity of professor and 
student within the clip 
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Table 3 
 
Figures Used to Represent Collected Data with Descriptions 
Figure Number Description of Figure 

Figure 4 Percentage Prevalence of Each Discursive Moment Type 
Figure 5 Mean Time of Each Social Structure  
Figure 6 Percentage Prevalence of Each Type of Lesson Produced by Class 

Discussion 

The vast majority of discursive moments fell into two types: reiteration level 1 and 
interaction level 1 (see Figure 4). At these levels, students are affirmed or refuted in their claim 
based on the discourse structure observed, but are differentiated by the nature of the social 
structure (i.e., interactions affirm/refute in such a way so as to emphasize student agency within 
the claim being made). Given that over 75% of all discursive moments that occurred within this 
course were of these types, it would be sufficient to say that the nature of the course itself was 
focused on the professor determining what knowledge was valuable, irrespective of whether 
reference was given to the student as the source of that knowledge claim.  

 
Figure 4. Percentage prevalence of each discursive moment type. 

It shouldn’t be surprising, then, that when these students were asked ‘What components 
of this course were least effective’ at achieving the goals of the course anecdotal responses were 
along the lines of ‘constant lecture,’ ‘heavy-handed questioning,’ ‘lack of focus on the readings,’ 
‘tangential discussions,’ and ‘peer-to-peer group discussions.’ Complimenting these comments 
were additional anecdotal responses when students were asked ‘What components of this course 
were most effective,’ which included ‘the professor talking “about anything”,’ ‘making explicit 
connections,’ ‘the few discussions we had,’ ‘the professor leading the discussion,’ ‘learned a lot 
from the professor … when they spoke and “lectured”.’  
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Indeed, it is evident that when some students reported ‘hating group work’ that the focus 
of the course may be relegated to being told the answer and being provided with affirmation 
and/or refutation by the professor as agent of authority. While these responses may have only 
occurred anecdotally (i.e., not able to be analyzed based on frequency and preponderance), the 
nature of this qualitative data complicates how we think about different students experience the 
discursive moments adopted in the course. Moreover, while no claim to objectivity or statistical 
analysis can be made here as to the causality of these responses to their success on the final unit 
plan (as was not the purpose of this research), these anecdotal comments provide another view 
into the complexity of the social dynamics of courses such as this, and these discursive moments’ 
impacting course outcomes. 

In addition to this analysis of discursive moments, the mean times spent on each type 
were not significantly different statistically (see Figure 5 on the next page). Thus, when thinking 
about the types of discursive moments used in the course, it is evident that it does not become 
determined by the length of the moment; instead, the social structure and discourse structure 
determines the type of discursive moment, which leads to a final analysis of power and agency 
related to specific structures to facilitate discussion in the classroom.  

 
Figure 5. Mean time of each social structure. 

This heavy focus on professor-initiated and professor-guided discussion is often seen in 
higher education spaces, in education courses (as presented here), and beyond in content-based 
courses such as science (e.g., high school physical sciences; Boda, 2018). In turn, a recent meta-
analysis of critical thinking strategies that can be used to foster “purposeful, self-regulatory 
judgment that results in interpretation, analysis, evaluation, and inference, as well as 
explanations of the considerations on which that judgment is based” (Abrami et al., 2015, p.275) 
suggests that teacher-led discussions and situated “problem-solving and role-playing” are two 
consistent pedagogical techniques to foster thinking about issues critically (i.e., analytically) 
(Abrami et al., 2015, p.302). Therefore, while critical thinking in the analytic sense is not critical 
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theory in terms of analyzing issues of power, language, culture, and history, the connection 
between the two can be seen in the process through which the goal is achieved.  

The course analyzed in this paper emphasized a heavily professor-led pedagogy within 
the discursive moments that were enacted in the course, but the results of such a learning 
environment did not lead to the majority of the students to focus on critical issues in the lessons 
students planned for their future classrooms (less than 40% dialogic [focusing on student 
learning] or transformative [focusing on power, language, culture, and history], see Figure 6 
below). The students, instead, relied on content-based pedagogy (inquiry pedagogy and scientific 
practices) as a catch-all for deciding the most effective pedagogical strategies to employ with 
diverse populations. This is evident in their lesson planning across the different demographics 
the students chose to address (e.g., students labeled with disabilities; Black and Brown youth). In 
such a course, as being the only ‘diversity requirement’ for both the master’s and doctoral 
degrees in this program, these results should give us all pause to think about our own practice in 
terms of how we foster such discursive moments in our classrooms when we engage dialogically 
with our students, and whose authority of knowledge is most valued in these contexts.  

 
Figure 6. Percentage prevalence of each type of lesson produced by participants. 

The lack of criticality fostered in the students’ prospectus planning for diverse contexts, 
and relevant pedagogy for the populations therein, should not solely be placed on the discursive 
moments that were produced in the class; indeed, many other variables play a role in the 
production of a critical consciousness that is important in such a course (Garrett & Segall, 2013). 
However, given that the nature of the discursive moments observed here were centered on an 
affirmation and refutation discourse structure, the reality of these reiterations and interactions is 
that they remain focused on the professor as sole-determinant of valuable knowledge. This might 
explain why such a pedagogy that is enacted with the best intention (i.e., to help guide students 
in making connections they don’t ‘see’ and providing them with a critical view of the world) 
lacks in its ability to produce the qualities of a critical consciousness that has been shown to 
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deeply situated in making sense of the world based on previous experiences related to these new 
concepts being presented (Gay & Kirkland, 2003; McDonough, 2015).  

Given that over 66% of this course was populated by discursive moments and not group-
work, an argument can be made that courses such as this should focus on the nature of the 
discourse structures and the social structures that are prevalent within these spaces. In doing so, 
this call does not place blame on professors that emphasize a more professor-guided inquiry into 
multicultural issues pertinent for urban contexts that relate to critical pedagogy – quite the 
opposite. Instead, why don’t we think about these findings as new ground from which to engage 
ourselves with the praxis that is crucial for bettering our practice – challenging us to move 
beyond ourselves and look at the realities that we produce in our classes.  

Indeed, our purpose as critical teacher educators is not to embolden ourselves as the 
pinnacle of knowledge to be learned by our students, at least not in my mind. To be a critical 
teacher educator requires us to relinquish power and foster agency in our students to make 
visible the nature of their thought process so that we may problematize and perturb their thinking 
in ways that they can develop a more critical lens for themselves. If we do not do so, can we 
claim to be critical? If criticality is premised on the creation of a lens from which to analyze 
issues of power, language, culture, and history, then don’t students also have to analyze their 
own cultural histories that have led to alliances with particular forms of language and power? 
Given that the anti-critical movement in teacher education is building, emphasizing a ‘model’ 
teacher mentality that can be checked off in a box on a piece of paper, I think we owe it to our 
students and ourselves to push back in ways that allow the students in our classes to engage with 
their own thought processes guided by our inquiries and challenges. If we do not do this, are we 
not any different than our anti-critical counterparts?  

As I argue here, why don’t we as critical teacher educators take the time to inquire about 
the discursive moments we use to truly reflect on our practice, take action against any anti-
critical practices we enact, and therein ‘practice what we preach’ in terms of the ideological 
underpinnings we wish to foster in our students. Based on the research presented here, professors 
of courses such as this one – those ‘sole diversity requirements’ – need to take the time to think 
about more than just what they are saying in classes such as this one. They need to inquire into 
how they are responding in this dialogue with their students to  (i.e., their discursive structures) 
and their thoughts on how to promote interactions with students to produce this discourse (i.e., 
their social structures). Put more simply, as this research shows, a professor can talk about 
critical issues, but if s/he are primarily talking to their students about these issues and denying 
their students participation in constructing that discourse there should be no assumption that their 
students can take that discourse and apply it pragmatically.  

Indeed, this lack of attention to agency – the lack of appreciation for student input and the 
ways they are constructing their meaning of ideologies beyond their personal experiences – was 
prominently seen in this research, and therein could be a contributive factor in the students’ 
inabilities to bridge theory to practice. Based on the research provided here, without engaging 
students in the interrogation of their own belief systems through discourse that is designed to 
emphasize more interactive social structures in these contexts, and then professors responding in 
a discourse structure that further fosters this inquiry into students’ bodies of knowledge, there 
can’t be an assumption that our teacher-candidates will use the knowledge we impart to them.  
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We must practice what we preach, in all manners of articulating this ideology. As critical 
teacher educators it is not merely about talking the talk, nor is it just about walking the walk. We 
must move beyond just modeling discourse practices that we want our students to embody in the 
classroom toward inquiring about the discursive moments we utilize in our courses to foster 
bodies of knowledge. The process of transformative teacher education cannot and will not stand 
for superficial analyses of discourse as content, nor will it be changed by vague uses of the word 
‘practice’ to emphasize a disciplinary-focused modeling structure. Transformative teacher 
education requires transformation of social and discourse structures in our higher education 
courses, and therein ourselves as teacher educators. Let us embody this transformation, and 
accept that we might need to change what we do, even if it is a hard road ahead. 

References 

Abrami, P. C., Bernard, R. M., Borokhovski, E., Waddington, D. I., Wade, C. A., & Persson, T. 
(2015). Strategies for teaching students to think critically A meta-analysis. Review of 
Educational Research, 85, 275-314. 

Åkerlind, G. S. (2012). Variation and commonality in phenomenographic research 
methods. Higher Education Research & Development, 31, 115-127. 

Åkerlind, G., McKenzie, J., & Lupton, M. (2014). The potential of combining phenomenography, 
variation theory and threshold concepts to inform curriculum design in higher 
education. International Perspectives on Higher Education Research, 10, 227-247. 

Arnold, J., Edwards, T., Hooley, N., & Williams, J. (2012). Conceptualising teacher education 
and research as ‘critical praxis.’ Critical Studies in Education, 53, 281-295. 

Boda, P. A. (2017). Less hope, more paint: On the political war being waged in urban contexts. 
The Educational Forum, 4, 391-403. doi: 10.1080/00131725.2017.1350234 

Boda, P. A. (2018). Exclusion from participation in science: Confessions from an ally on the 
other side of the fence. In M. Koomen, S. Kahn, C. Atchison, & T. Wild (Eds.), Toward 
inclusion of all learners through science teacher education (pp. 301-314). Brill/Sense 
Publishing. 

Bakhtin, M. M. (2010). The dialogic imagination: Four essays (Vol. 1). University of Texas 
Press. 

Casey, C., & Childs, R. (2017). Teacher education program admission criteria and what 
beginning teachers need to know to be successful teachers. Canadian Journal of 
Educational Administration and Policy, (67), n.p. 

Cohen, L., Manion, L., & Morrison, K. (2013). Research methods in education. Routledge. 

Connell, R. (2013). The neoliberal cascade and education: An essay on the market agenda and its 
consequences. Critical Studies in Education, 54, 99-112. 

Bullough Jr, R. V. (2016). Status and quality of teacher education in the US: Neoliberal and 
professional tensions. In J. Chi-Ken Lee and C. Day (Eds.), Quality and change in 
teacher education (pp. 59-75). Springer International Publishing. 

Emdin, C. (2016). For white folks who teach in the hood... and the rest of y'all too: Reality 
pedagogy and urban education. Beacon Press. 



I n v e s t i g a t i n g  P o w e r  &  A g e n c y  19 

Fram, S. M. (2013). The constant comparative analysis method outside of grounded theory. The 
Qualitative Report, 18, 1-25. 

Freire, P. (2000). Pedagogy of the oppressed. Bloomsbury Publishing. 
Garrett, H. J., & Segall, A. (2013). (Re) considerations of ignorance and resistance in teacher 

education. Journal of Teacher Education, 64, 294-304. 
Gay, G., & Kirkland, K. (2003). Developing cultural critical consciousness and self-reflection in 

preservice teacher education. Theory into Practice, 42, 181-187. 
Giroux, H., & McLaren, P. (1986). Teacher education and the politics of engagement: The case 

for democratic schooling. Harvard Educational Review, 56, 213-239. 
Hikido, A., & Murray, S. B. (2016). Whitened rainbows: How white college students protect 

whiteness through diversity discourses. Race Ethnicity and Education, 19, 389-411. 
Hales, A., & Clarke, A. (2016). So you want to be a teacher educator? The job advertisement as a 

construction of teacher education in Canada. Asia-Pacific Journal of Teacher 
Education, 44, 320-332. 

Hammersley, M., & Atkinson, P. (2007). Ethnography: Principles in practice. Routledge. 
Holmqvist, M. (2016). Capturing discernments: methodological issues in phenomenography and 

variation theoretical perspectives. Paper presented at European association of research on 
Learning and Instruction (EARLI), SIG 9 conference, Sweden. 

Lam, K. D. (2015). Teaching for liberation: Critical reflections in teacher 
education. Multicultural Perspectives, 17, 157-162. 

Marton, F. (1981). Phenomenography—describing conceptions of the world around 
us. Instructional Science, 10(2), 177-200. 

Marton, F., & Booth, S. (1997). Learning and awareness. Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum. 
McDonough, K. A. (2015). Performing critical consciousness in teaching: Entanglements of 

knowing, feeling and relating. Doctoral Dissertations May 2014 - current. 
383. http://scholarworks.umass.edu/dissertations_2/383. 

McLaren, P. (2016). Revolutionary critical pedagogy: Staking a claim against the 
macrostructural unconscious. Critical Education, 7(8), 1-43. 

Merriam, S. B., & Tisdell, E. J. (2015). Qualitative research: A guide to design and 
implementation. John Wiley & Sons. 

Oliver, K. (2001). Witnessing: Beyond recognition. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.  
Rogers, R., Schaenen, I., Schott, C., O’Brien, K., Trigos-Carrillo, L., Starkey, K., & Chasteen, C. 

C. (2016). Critical discourse analysis in education A review of the literature, 2004 to 
2012. Review of Educational Research, 86, 1192-1226. doi: 0034654316628993. 

Tight, M. (2016). Phenomenography: The development and application of an innovative research 
design in higher education research. International Journal of Social Research 
Methodology, 19, 319-338. 

van Dijk, T. A. (2001). Critical discourse analysis. In D. Schiffrin, D. Tannen, & H. E. Hamilton 
(Eds.), Handbook of Discourse Analysis (pp. 352-271). Blackwell. 



C r i t i c a l  E d u c a t i o n  20 

Wainwright, M., & Russell, A. (2010). Using NVivo audio-coding: Practical, sensorial and 
epistemological considerations. Social Research Update, 60, 1-4. 

Ward, J. R., & McCotter, S. S. (2004). Reflection as a visible outcome for preservice 
teachers. Teaching and Teacher Education, 20, 243-257. 

Youdell, D. (2006). Subjectivation and performative politics—Butler thinking Althusser and 
Foucault: intelligibility, agency and the raced–nationed–religioned subjects of 
education. British Journal of Sociology of Education, 27, 511-528. 

Zeichner, K. (2014). The struggle for the soul of teaching and teacher education in the 
USA. Journal of Education for Teaching, 40, 551-568. 

Author 

Phillip Andrew Boda, Ph.D., is currently a Lecturer and Post-Doctoral Researcher at the 
University of California, Berkeley. He previously held a Post-Doctoral Research Fellowship at 
Stanford University between 2017-2019, and received his doctorate from Teachers College, 
Columbia University in 2017. His work investigates the overlapping intersections among 
Cultural/Disability Studies focused on Urban Education, the Learning Sciences, and STEM 
education.  
 



Critical Education 
criticaleducation.org 
ISSN 1920-4175 

Editors 
Stephen Petrina, University of British Columbia 
Sandra Mathison, University of British Columbia 
E. Wayne Ross, University of British Columbia 
 
Associate Editors 
Abraham P. DeLeon, University of Texas at San Antonio 
Adam Renner, 1970-2010 
 
Editorial Collective 

Faith A. Wilson, Aurora University 
Wayne Au, University of Washington, Bothell 
Jeff Bale, University of Toronto 
Theodorea Regina Berry, U of Texas, San Antonio 
Amy Brown, University of Pennsylvania 
Kristen Buras, Georgia State University 
Paul R. Carr, Université du Québec en Outaouais 
Lisa Cary, Murdoch University 
Anthony J. Castro, University of Missouri, 

Columbia 
Alexander Cuenca, Indiana University 
Noah De Lissovoy, University of Texas, Austin 
Kent den Heyer, University of Alberta 
Gustavo Fischman, Arizona State University 
Stephen C. Fleury, Le Moyne College  
Derek R. Ford, Syracuse University 
Four Arrows, Fielding Graduate University 
Melissa Freeman, University of Georgia  
David Gabbard, Boise State University  
Rich Gibson, San Diego State University  
Rebecca Goldstein, Montclair State University 
Julie Gorlewski, SUNY Buffalo 
Panayota Gounari, UMass, Boston 
Sandy Grande, Connecticut College 
Todd S. Hawley, Kent State University 
Matt Hern, Vancouver, Canada 
Dave Hill, Anglia Ruskin University 
Nathalia E. Jaramillo, Kennesaw State University 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Richard Kahn, Antioch University Los Angeles 
Kathleen Kesson, Long Island University 
Philip E. Kovacs, Madison, Alabama 
Ravi Kumar, South Asia University 
Saville Kushner, University of Auckland 
Zeus Leonardo, University of California, Berkeley  
John Lupinacci, Washington State University 
Darren E. Lund, University of Calgary 
Curry Stephenson Malott, West Chester University 
Gregory Martin, University of Technology, Sydney 
Rebecca Martusewicz, Eastern Michigan University 
Cris Mayo, University of Illinois, Urbana-

Champaign 
Peter Mayo, University of Malta 
Peter McLaren, Chapman University 
João Paraskeva, UMass, Dartmouth 
Jill A. Pinkney Pastrana, U of Minnesota, Duluth 
Brad J. Porfilio, Seattle University 
Kenneth J. Saltman, UMass, Dartmouth 
Doug Selwyn, SUNY Plattsburgh 
Özlem Sensoy, Simon Fraser University 
Patrick Shannon, Penn State University  
John Smyth, University of Huddersfield 
Mark Stern, Colgate University 
Beth Sondel, North Carolina State University 
Hannah Spector, Penn State University, 

Harrisburg 
Linda Ware, SUNY Geneseo




