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The present study seeks insights from current school activists on the tendency of educators and
others to engage in denial and avoidance when discussing issues surrounding racism, and how that
affects the daily work on social justice projects in schools. The author outlines contemporary and
historical aspects of the denial of racism in Canada, and a problematic lack of engagement of school-
based activists, especially young people, in the academic literature, particularly related to their role
as active participants in social justice movements. This research repositions student and teacher
activist roles in schools and in educational research itself. Excerpts from in-depth interviews with
11 student and teacher participants include the understandings of those who choose to engage in
social justice work in actual school settings, and offer new insights into theoretical and practical
considerations regarding the denial and avoidance of racism in schools.

Introduction

Should we, as a nation, sit by as spectators when the social unrest seethes? (Martin Luther
King, Jr, 1992, p. 81)

Charting the tumultuous field of multicultural and antiracist pedagogy in North
America, the researcher has been seeking a clearer understanding of the practical
realities of this work among activist Canadian teachers and students. This study
documents part of a larger project1 to analyse the shared experiences and views of
activists in light of contemporary theoretical and political issues. Others have noted a
tendency for educators to deny racism or simply avoid discussions of racialized differ-
ences, and this project was undertaken to hear from real-life activists about how this
might affect their ongoing work in schools.

Surprisingly, there is a relative paucity of in-depth studies into teachers’ under-
standings of the complexities of formulating and enacting social justice pedagogy in

*EDT 1102, Faculty of Education, 2500 University Drive NW, Calgary, AB, Canada T2N 1N4.
Email: dlund@ucalgary.ca.



204 D. E. Lund

actual Canadian schools. A review of current educational research literature from this
country reveals relatively few detailed analyses of school-based social action projects,
aside from anecdotal or uncritical summaries of a few particular programs or activities
(see Berlin & Alladin, 1996; Smith & Young, 1996). The limited academic attention
to the experiences of successful school-based activists suggests their work is either
undiscovered or undervalued—or both—by the research community. In any case, the
present study takes steps to reveal some of the various benefits of seeking a closer
engagement with the activist educational community.

Compared to policy or theoretical studies, there is limited academic interest in the
lived school experiences of young people, particularly with respect to their role as lead-
ers in social justice activism. Besides some standardized surveys of student attitudes
on diversity issues (see Kehoe, 1994; Griffith & Labercane, 1995; Bibby, 2001),
students are too infrequently engaged in educational research on social justice in any
meaningful ways, with a few notable exceptions (see Gillborn, 1995; SooHoo, 1995).
The involvement of both teachers and student activists as respected participants in
the present study is meant to open a long overdue recognition of their significant
leadership as activists and informants in this area.

In addition, despite the ongoing inspirational calls from cultural theorists for the
empowerment and emancipation of young people (see Giroux, 1996), what is often
missing in current social justice education is a tangible link to practice in schools. As
Dei and James (1998) remind us, ‘good intentions are not enough to address the funda-
mental changes required as Canadian education edges into the next century. Words
must be backed by meaningful deeds and action’ (p. 92). Ladson-Billings (1995) notes
that because theory development and practice do not happen separately from one
another, there is a ‘synergistic and dynamic relationship that exists between the two
… true, theory informs practice, but practice also informs theory’ (pp. 752–753).
Enhancing communication in this reciprocal relationship will take a concerted effort
on the part of academics to attend respectfully to instances of practice as part of a larger
ongoing effort toward social justice and equity in education.

Theoretical intersections

Studying school-based research projects around issues of social justice necessitates a
theoretical stance that finds intersections with political struggles across the many
related issues of ‘race’, ethnicity, class, gender, sexual orientation, disability and other
elements of contested social identity (Dei & Calliste, 2000). A diversity of scholarship
in this area in which cultural theorists resist monolithic or simplistic notions of
pluralism and identity (see Hall, 1992; Rattansi, 1992; Troyna, 1993) has informed
a critical conceptual frame for this study.

This research sits within a dynamic understanding of social justice, refined and
revised in light of emerging insights from collaboration with research participants.
Echoing cultural theorists such as Hall (1992), this work eschews notions of identity
as sets of ‘fixed transcultural or transcendental racial categories’ and therefore, rejects
the biodeterministic origins of ‘race’ as a category for dividing people (p. 254).
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Rather, the focus here is on an analysis of racism as a ‘system of representation [that]
constantly marks and attempts to fix and naturalize the difference between belong-
ingness and otherness’ (p. 255). Research participants share their recognition of ‘race’
as a powerful and influential social construction while acknowledging the racialized
context and consequences of contemporary schooling.

It is inevitable that the development of theory and the improvement of practice in
education can and often do take place at the same time. This is particularly true for
those engaged in activist movements and school projects with goals that support
progressive social change. As Dei (1996) insists: 

… the antiracism worker must ground theory in actual political practice. Social justice
activism is more than theorizing about change. It is about engaging in political practice
informed by theory of social change, at the same time as the theory itself is refined by
political practice. (Dei, 1996, p. 127)

As a teacher–activist, the researcher supports the notion set forth by Carr and
Kemmis (1983) that a primary goal for educational researchers is ‘to develop theories
of educational practice that are rooted in the concrete educational experiences and
situations of practitioners’ (p. 116). In fact this research itself has been designed as a
vehicle for facilitating social justice activism, an instrument of community building
among activist teachers and students. It can help build the ‘transformative
knowledge’ that Banks (2002) convincingly argues is ‘an important factor in social,
political and educational change that promotes human rights and other democratic
values’ (p. 23).

A broader consideration of social justice can also encompass a variety of related
concerns on lived experiences of discrimination, oppression and injustice. This orien-
tation seeks to understand the complex intersections of a number of often overlapping
categories of social identity and conflict, including cultural, ethnic and racialized
identities, gender, sexual orientation, class and physical ability, among others.
Specific attention in this research to antiracist (AR) and multicultural (MC) educa-
tion, loosely grouped as social justice education, seemed a necessary delimitation
considering the sheer scope of the literature in each field of study.

Racism in Canada: distortion, denial and discord

This ongoing work is also situated within, and informed by, a unique social, historical
and political context in Canada. As elsewhere, conservative reforms to public policy
have significantly affected multicultural policies and programming across Canada,
particularly within the past decade (Jeffrey, 1999). Even though several voluntary
organizations and professional educational bodies addressing diversity still exist,
virtually all of them have faced targeted restructuring and downsizing in recent years
with the typical excuse of fiscal restraint.

Educating for diversity in Canada is a relatively new field, but it has undergone
much transformation in the past few decades, predominantly under the umbrella of
MC education. In recent years there have been significant influences from AR and
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other perspectives from both the US and UK (Moodley, 1995; Ghosh, 1996; Dei &
Calliste, 2000). Canada has an official pluralist identity and is the only nation in the
world with its multicultural ideals formally enshrined in its constitution, and outlined
specifically in a variety of other government policies including the 1984 Canadian
Multiculturalism Act. Of course, the specific historical immigration patterns and
policies, social and educational institutions, and public responses to diversity are also
unique to this country, resulting in the current dynamic set of Canadian educational
policies, curriculum, research and practices related to its plurality (Fleras & Elliot,
1992; Moodley, 1995; Kymlicka, 1998; Corson, 2000; Joshee, 2004).

A troubling factor in the field of social justice pedagogy and activism is the widely
held notion that Canada has always stood solidly for the acceptance of diversity. This
oft cited observation about Canada belies a hidden and not-so-distant national litany
of hatred and discrimination based on racism and xenophobia. Boyko (1995) notes
our national tendency toward whitewashing our racist history, observing that
‘Canadians are often guilty of ignoring or warping our past while sanctimoniously
feeling somewhat removed from, and superior to, countries struggling with racial
problems and harbouring histories marked by slavery or racial violence’ (p. 15).
Acknowledging specific sources and manifestations of contemporary racism, as
painful as these may be to face, will be instrumental to our understanding of crafting
effective pedagogical responses to racism.

Few in mainstream society and among classroom teachers dare to disrupt the
assumed absence of racism in Canada. A shameful legacy of official government poli-
cies, formulated and implemented with popular public support, served to entrench,
among other examples, racial segregation in schools, forced assimilation of First
Nations Canadians, racist immigration restrictions, anti-Semitism, the mistreatment
of Chinese immigrant railway workers, and the displacement and internment of
Japanese-Canadians (Ward, 1992; Boyko, 1995; Henry et al., 1995). Even the publi-
cized activities of contemporary racist hate groups in Alberta and elsewhere in
Canada are typically downplayed or avoided in public school classrooms (Baergen,
2000; Kinsella, 2001). For various reasons, such unsavoury aspects of Canadian soci-
ety have been excluded or distorted by many of those in political and administrative
positions. Likewise, social studies texts may note particular discriminatory govern-
ment and corporate policies and practices, but often fall short of offering an adequate
interrogation of racism (see Tupper, 2002).

For the past two decades, there has been vigorous public debate in Canada about
the value of any form of MC education (Sleeter & Bernal, 2004). Many critics such
as Bissoondath (1994) call for an assimilation to a mainstream culture and for
restricting non-White immigration to uphold what some call ‘traditional Canadian
values’. To borrow from Willinsky’s (1998b) critique of similar arguments by
American critics of MC and education for diversity, such a call for unification ‘does
little to honor the history of a nation tragically built out of racial division’ (p. 398).
Moreover, many scholars have concluded that the teaching profession in Canada is
traditionally conservative with practitioners who typically resist change and innova-
tion (see Fullan & Hargreaves, 1992; Solomon, 1995). This seems particularly true
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in relation to progress in social justice reforms. For example, in a survey of over 1000
teachers across Canada, Solomon and Levine-Rasky (1994) document educators’
stubborn resistance to various forms of MC and AR education. They contend that: 

… given the stability of the teaching culture and the ideological perspective that informs
it, together with the depoliticized and uncritical framework of teacher education institu-
tions, the relative lack of self-awareness and ‘race’ consciousness that teachers demon-
strate is rationalized. (Solomon & Levine-Rasky, 1994, p. 11)

Indeed, Solomon and Levine-Rasky find that Canadian educators consistently seek
to avoid contentious issues, and specifically that ‘denial and reluctance to name the
problem of racism and thus the need for an antiracist pedagogy remains a most
tenacious obstacle’ (p. 12).

In the academic literature the debate is not focused on whether or not there is a
historical basis for racism within Canada, but on the bitter feuding between some MC
and AR education proponents. A few Canadian researchers have characterized the
field of social justice education as a highly divided between AR and MC camps of
theory and practice (see McGregor & Ungerleider, 1993; Kehoe, 1994). The
researcher’s previous reports from this research (see Lund, 2003a, b) reveal that prac-
titioners commonly employ complex, strategic positioning in planning and imple-
menting critical pedagogy that may materialize in complex and even contradictory
ways across such a simplified bipolar model. Scholars have begun the monumental
task, arguably initiated by Said (1993), of examining past forms of colonialism and
subjugation based on racialized categories, toward educating for a socially just soci-
ety. One step in this project is better understanding precisely the type of school-based
activism being explored in this research.

Finding a collaborative methodological stance

Employing a qualitative, collaborative approach allowed a necessary degree of open-
ness and design flexibility. A selected team of longtime social justice activist
colleagues from around the province assisted with formulating the initial research
assumptions and questions. A more specific set of salient issues emerged from these
informal conversations, later shaped into guiding hypotheses, ‘tools used to generate
questions and to search for patterns’ (Marshall & Rossman, 1995, p. 37). Among
other hypotheses was the assumption that a general denial of racism and other forms
of discrimination in their communities and in Canada as a whole by the majority of
students and teachers presents a barrier to social justice activism in those communi-
ties. The student and teacher activists interviewed confirmed this. Their experiences
remind us that we have much to learn about the creative responses that can be gener-
ated by collaborative school coalitions in overcoming seemingly insurmountable
barriers to their ongoing work.

The researcher sought a respectful engagement with the everyday activism of the
participants, adopting certain elements of a critical ethnographic approach adapted
from Simon and Dippo (1986), and refined more recently by Carspecken (1996).
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Semi-structured interviews took place over a period of about two years, in a variety of
settings of mutual convenience. Data gathering included site visits and at least two
hours of in-depth conversation with each participant; these were tape-recorded, tran-
scribed, and brought back to the participants for validation and revision for accuracy.
Few changes were made to the original transcripts besides minor corrections for
clarity. Transcripts and other data were coded and analyzed for embodied meaning
and subjected to validity requirements as outlined by Carspecken (1996).

While paying deliberate attention to his personal values and assumptions, the
researcher endeavored to understand participants’ perspectives in their own terms,
through a commitment to a collaborative process of discovery and analysis through
interaction. The researcher attended to the complex and variable power relationships
that emerge in research, eschewing simplistic notions of its one-way movement or
manipulation, and acknowledging structural and systemic barriers to equity.

Selection of research participants

Existing social justice groups were identified using a ‘community nomination’
method of selection, following the work of Foster (1993). School coalitions were
located through direct contact with a network of teacher colleagues, professional
associations, Government agencies, community activists, and the like. Participants in
this research included seven student and four teacher activists from across the western
Canadian province of Alberta. Their personal length of experience in this field ranged
from one year to over 25 years. Three of the participants lived and engaged in activism
in rural or smaller urban settings. They came from a variety of ethnocultural groups;
by their own self-identification, participants included people from Asian, White
Anglo-Saxon, African-Canadian, South American Latina and Indo-Canadian back-
grounds, as described briefly below.

Bonnie2 is an experienced diversity educator, with several years of service on volun-
teer community boards and committees that focus on ethnocultural and human rights
issues. She has been the recipient of local and provincial awards for her leadership in
AR education, and continues to serve on diversity-promoting committees in the prov-
ince. She identifies herself as a Black educator, of West Indian origins, who has taught
in Canada for longer than 25 years. Married, she is the parent of two boys. Her
current assignment is at a diverse junior high school in an urban setting, teaching
language arts and social studies. Having taught for such a long time in the public
system, Bonnie has often taken up diversity issues in her classroom teaching, and in
more formal ways as well. She is currently the coordinator of an active AR program
in her school that works in collaboration with a community agency.

Ted is a senior English language arts teacher at a large academic high school in an
urban centre in Alberta. He has taught for over 20 years and has quite an extensive
background in the field of diversity education, having served on several MC
education boards and committees over the past 15 years. His identity as a married,
able-bodied, White, Anglo-Saxon male was addressed in our interviews, namely the
apparent benefits and limitations of activism from within membership of a dominant
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group. Ted was on a committee that founded a well-regarded diversity leadership
training program for students, and until a few years ago, was active in its ongoing
management. In recent years, Ted’s renewed personal focus on administration, on
teaching a new program of study, and on his classroom instruction, has limited his
direct involvement with diversity programming. Even so, he says he remains very
interested in the area and shared his reflections on his many years of direct activism
with students.

Cathy is a single, White female educator in a high school in a small town in south-
ern Alberta. She has taught overseas in Asia for one year and has taken courses in MC
education as part of her university training. She has taught in Alberta for about four
years now in both the sciences and humanities and is currently the coordinator of a
group of students who participates in an annual diversity leadership camp and
organizes the school’s AR awareness activities. Although she says she has been
mistaken for being of First Nations ancestry, Cathy proudly notes her status as an
eighth generation Canadian of British heritage.

Gail has taught in several different schools in rural and smaller urban settings over
the past 15 years. She is married to a teacher, has three children, and has taught social
studies, French immersion, and English language arts at the junior and senior high
school levels. Her current interests in dealing with diversity have been shaped by her
own itinerant life as a child of a military family, having moved more than 25 times
while growing up, and living in several of the US and across Canada. As a married
adult and parent of two children, she traveled with her family for a few years as part
of an international teacher exchange program. Gail describes herself as a ‘WASP’
(White Anglo-Saxon Protestant) with a strong interest in promoting the acceptance
of differences. She is currently a senior high school teacher at a small urban setting in
Central Alberta, where she coordinates a student action group that regularly tackles
diversity issues.

Participating student activists

Ramona and Sabrina are sisters in Grade 10 and 11 who are both active in their high
school in a large urban centre. They are both involved in an enriched academic program
and have taken on leadership roles in their school. Of Asian ancestry, they are fluently
bilingual and both expect to attend university after graduation from high school.
Ramona has coordinated the school’s Amnesty International chapter for two years.
Sabrina is the student leader of another school club that also addresses social justice
concerns. Both have also been actively involved in other local organizations that address
poverty, human rights and other social issues. The researcher met Ramona at a student
human rights conference and she suggested her sister also take part in the study.

Jason is a Grade 12 student at a small urban high school. He describes himself as a
‘fairly average, mainstream guy’. He and two of his friends, described below, have
organized a program to challenge racism and other discrimination. Their group has
received some favourable recognition from the adult community and is currently
organizing presentations at schools in their city and vicinity.
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Steve is also in Grade 12 and has taken part in the formation of an organization to
tackle prejudice. His and Jason’s interviews took place after an educational
conference at which they had presented a session together on taking action against
racism with students. Both are White males of Anglo-Saxon origins, 17-years-old at
the time of the interviews, and both are in an academic program with expectations of
university attendance following graduation.

Daria attends Grade 12 in a large and diverse high school in a large urban centre,
and identifies herself as a Latina of South American origins. She was born outside of
Canada and feels her immigrant status has shaped her experiences in the area of
addressing diversity issues. Together with Steve and Jason, she helped form the
student action group that they continue to sustain. They meet weekly and organize a
variety of activities to educate other young people on the benefits of diversity and the
dangers of discrimination. She was interviewed at her high school where the only
available space was in her principal’s office. She eagerly took his seat leaving the
interviewer a small chair in front of the large desk, creating an interesting and
symbolic rearrangement of the traditional researcher role.

Lisa is in Grade 11 at a large Catholic high school in a smaller urban setting in the
province. She is not active with an organized student club, but wishes to form a
program to address diversity issues in her school. She and other friends sought
permission from their school to attend a local student AR meeting. Lisa is White,
Catholic, and 16-years-old at the time of our interview. Lisa has shared that when one
of her parents became a paraplegic about five years ago, she became more aware of
discrimination in society.

Sina is a Muslim of Indo-Canadian background who attends Grade 12 in a diverse
high school in a large urban centre. She shared that she often faces discrimination
based on religious stereotyping. She has been active in the school’s annual participa-
tion in a regional student diversity leadership camp, and is President of the school’s
Student Council. Sina also tutors non-English speaking students. When interviewed,
she was organizing an AR program in her school.

The interviews: delving into the denial of racism

The interviews were conducted much in the manner of a conversation between
colleagues, a dialogic process that naturally entailed some self-disclosure on the part
of the researcher. As an experienced teacher and social justice activist, the researcher
incorporated insider status to gain the respect and trust of teacher participants by
building rapport. As a parent of two children, the researcher expressed genuine
interest in the unique experiences and perspectives of the student activists. A sincere
commitment to learn together with each participant addressed, but did not erase, the
potentially differential power locations within institutions and across other social
boundaries. Foregrounding this awareness aided ethical research decisions along the
way.

Opening this research to include the voices of young people engaged in social activism
in schools offered a unique set of challenges, some of which were anticipated in advance.
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Fulfilling a long-overdue responsibility to engage them meaningfully in this discourse,
this study respected their agency as activists who wish to share ideas and seek a deeper
understanding of social justice issues. Building on commonalities and affirming shared
experiences validated emerging insights and fostered collaboration.

During the interviews, the participants in this research express their frustration at
the pervasive and subtle nature of racism and other discrimination in their schools
and the community at large. In many cases, they offer examples and situations that
illustrate the difficulties of planning and implementing social justice action in their
groups in the face of a denial of a problem with racism in the first place.

In Cathy’s rural high school, for example, she admits that she and her colleagues
did not believe that their homogeneous and mostly White school could possibly have
any concerns about racism: ‘A lot of people don’t really think that racism is a problem
at all at [our school]’. However, when they conducted a large survey, one question
was included about students’ personal experiences with racism. The results came as
a shock to Cathy and her principal; she explains, ‘we’ve never thought of having a racism
problem because we’re basically all White!’ Her comments here suggest that she holds
the belief that increased diversity based on physical racialized characteristics will most
likely lead to more problems in the school, reflecting concerns raised by several AR
researchers about the problematic discourse around difference in education.

Cathy thinks any efforts to expose and eliminate racism may face internal obstacles
in light of their school’s demographics. She sees the rural students they serve as being
‘very set in their ways’ and says that ‘with them I find that I don’t see any blatant
racism throughout the school, but when we try to do diversity events, there are some
who seem like they could care less’. Cathy also admits that her own relatively limited
experience with diversity has also affected her ability to identify or fully understand
potentially racist situations. She reflects that she is just beginning to analyze some of
the entrenched racism that undergirds our contemporary society, especially in her
home community in rural Alberta.

In her small Albertan town, Gail also finds it difficult to address racism in her
classes and in her activist student group. They typically choose MC activities
designed to build an awareness of the growing diversity, even in their community. But
still, she finds her students reluctant to address racialized differences. She offers an
example from a few years ago: 

During the first year I taught, my students had to write all these statements about
themselves, and I had this one student who said ‘I’m the one who’s chocolate’ and I
thought wow, that’s really cool. And every time I see her I think, she’s the colour of my
favourite kind of chocolate! And she calls attention to it herself, almost because, people
will see she’s Black but they don’t want to say Black. Or if a kid is Chinese they don’t want
to say Chinese because they think it’s politically incorrect.

Gail sees a peculiar situation developing in her fairly homogeneous White rural
school that she suspects is happening elsewhere. On the one hand, mainstream media
sources have created a heightened state of racialized awareness among students with
highly publicized news coverage of everything from accusations of racist police, to
equity legislation, to racism in the music business, to immigration debates, to racism
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in the army. Yet somehow, the discourse in our public schools has become stultified,
partly over students’ fears of stirring up controversy by frankly addressing particular-
ities of difference.

Even in urban settings, teachers and students find their work is inhibited by the
view that racism, if it even exists, should not be mentioned directly in the struggle for
fairness in schools. Sina reports that, at her large and diverse urban high school, no
one really talks about racism and she herself downplays any conflicts there: ‘It’s just
little comments, stereotyping mostly’, she says about her own school’s current climate
around racism. ‘We have so many different kinds of people and we all get along. We
don’t really have that many fights’.

Later Sina is asked if she has personally experienced racism as an Indo-Canadian
and she reports that yes, she has, but that the discrimination she notices the most
typically stems from her religion: 

When I tell people that I’m Muslim they automatically think that I’m from Arabia and that
I’m a terrorist.3 But me, because I look more Indian than Arabian, people are more accept-
ing of me than others even though we’re the same faith. So I’ve experienced that. A friend
of mine who used to work with me, people thought he was a terrorist because he’s Muslim.
He actually went to pick up a package that was delivered to him and people thought it was
a bomb. He was just carrying it home and people thought it was a bomb! That’s all you
hear is Islamic terrorists.

Sina eventually draws a connection between her status as a member of a ‘visible
minority’ group and the very real potential for facing racist discrimination in hiring
practices in the workplace: 

Because everyone still, in their mind, they have an idea of what the ideal world is to them.
So when we go for a job and go for that interview and we fit their ideal, then we’ll get hired,
but if we don’t and somebody else does, then they’ll get hired. I think in that sort of way
[racism exists] because in society right now, nobody really speaks out what they’re
thinking. So if someone is secretly thinking: ‘I really don’t want to hire that person because
I think that there’d be conflicts at my job’ you wouldn’t say that, you’d just make up some
excuse and be like, ‘I can’t hire you because of this’.

Although she says that her racialized identity has possibly limited her employment
opportunities due to hidden forms of racism, she seems at first reluctant to acknowl-
edge more systemic forms existing in her school and society.

When Sina talks about the possibility of there being built-in barriers to people
based on their racialized identities, she begins with generalized comments about
Canadian society becoming ‘more accepting. Everywhere you look you see somebody
who’s different, so I think that we’ve become more accepting of it as a society. But of
course there are still lots of problems with Native people’. Even as she speaks of an
accepting society, she remembers lessons on systemic racism from First Nations
elders during a recent cultural leadership camp she attended: ‘They told us their side
of the story, because we just hear what the Government’s saying, so in a way, we sort
of form a judgement on them before we’ve actually understood their side’. She seems
able to scratch the surface of these underlying issues, but as it turns out, finds little
success in maintaining an active AR group in her school.
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Some teachers and students questioned the sincere commitment of their adminis-
trators or other school personnel to even want to expose serious underlying concerns
related to diversity that may already exist in their schools and school districts. It seems
clear that many within the public school system are hesitant to concede that racism
or other discrimination exists at all in their schools. Perhaps they fear repercussions
to such exposure, including negative media coverage and emotionally charged paren-
tal responses. Examples abound of inflammatory stories documenting alleged ‘racial
tensions’ or ‘ethnic violence’ at particular schools (including, perhaps not inconse-
quentially, the very school at which Sina tries in vain to get an activist student group
established.) Administrators and other staff at affected schools may suddenly find
themselves engaged in politicized ‘spin control’ efforts that consume valuable
resources, and may shy away from activist movements that promise to shed more light
on these very issues.

With these and other concerns in mind, some principals and district administrators
are justifiably cautious in addressing contentious issues. Staff and students who wish
to expose and explore diversity issues within their schools and communities are left
frustrated by the resulting inaction. Unknowingly mirroring the situation faced by
Cathy’s principal in the wake of survey results of his own, Ted paints a similar
scenario from the perspective of a hypothetical administrator who may fear the results
of a student survey that asks about racism: 

If you’re doing a survey of students in the school, you want to find out where your school
is at for school development, let’s say. And as one of your sources of data for creating a
school improvement plan, maybe you want to ask students questions. Well, are you willing
to ask the question: ‘Do you feel that racism is at work in some way or another?’ There
may be better wording to a question than that, but that gets at the issue. Many adminis-
trators simply don’t want to ask that question because, well, what if they answer yes? What
are the implications to that?

Granted, sometimes principals and others may simply be unaware of problems exist-
ing in their schools. As a student, Sabrina, stated, ‘it’s not that these people are bad
or anything. They just don’t know’. But in Ted’s experience, the denial of racism by
school administrators is ‘a huge barrier’ to AR work in schools.

Likewise, Bonnie describes the difficulty faced by some students and staff when her
AR group first formed, admitting that: 

… initially, there was that reaction: ‘Do I want to participate? It’s bad enough as it is. I
don’t want to put lights up out there.’ So that was difficult for a number of students, that
whole risk around making a pronouncement about racism.

This evident reluctance to embrace an activist group that used terminology such as
racism also appeared among some staff members: 

We had some difficulty around the [group] and talking about racism in school. Questions
from teachers like, ‘Well, couldn’t that just be Safe and Caring Schools?’ and you need to
deal with these teachers, but most of us felt strongly that we wanted racism on the table.
We needed it for it to be dealt with, and not to talk about harmony in general. So that has
been a struggle, which I know will never, well I shouldn’t say never go away; we know it’s
part and parcel of the kind of work we do, but to me it reinforces why it needs to be done.
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For Bonnie, the serious barrier presented by the desire of many educators and
students to deny or avoid frank discussions of racism has become yet another incen-
tive to continue her activism in this area.

Although her views confirm a guiding hypothesis, it seems surprising that in a
culturally pluralistic urban setting this resistance might be felt just as strongly as in
rural schools. When asked about it, Bonnie speculates on one possible reason for this
mindset: 

I experience [the denial of racism] even here, where we’re a very diverse, multiethnic
community. People show resistance and fear that putting it on the table will let more
surface. Well, that’s sort of like the idea that if you teach sex education, kids will become
more promiscuous.

Her goal is to put the issues ‘on the table’ for a frank exploration: 

I would like to believe that if [our group] takes on and does a good job, what we should
hopefully see is not confrontation, but that whole notion of students being able to say to
one another, ‘Where is that statement coming from?’ And to me that’s not more of it, that’s
dealing with it. And rather than just slithering it away or it’s hidden under the table, our
kids knowing that if name-calling takes place, there are strategies in place. That you don’t
need to suffer by yourself with whatever it is that’s going on. If that means that more of it
surfaces, I think it’s like spousal abuse or any of those issues: you let it be known that there
are steps in place and therefore the reporting occurs much more. That’s good!

Bonnie sees her efforts to expose the hidden racism in her school as being inextricably
linked to confronting the resistance that surrounds mentioning racism by name.
Confronting the fear that this may expose even more racism, she decides that this
could actually become a worthy goal for any school activist to pursue.

In her pursuit of a more open dialogue on racism, Bonnie often faces direct resis-
tance to her work, including being dismissed as speaking ‘on her soap box again’. As
a Black female activist, she makes a deep personal connection with herself and her
work in schools: ‘I live and breathe it every day of my life. It’s always in my face. And
I say that in the sense of, because I’m a visible minority I can’t get away from it’. She
says that this focus on racism comes with a constant inner tension based on the
external opposition to her AR efforts: 

There is that division between where it’s seen as self-interest and where it’s seen as the
good work that needs to be done, and you do see that dichotomy. For the staff involved
it’s that ‘rocking the boat’. Racism is not an easy topic to raise even in a staff room. It’s
run from, and I’ve seen that in every school I’ve been to. We’ll talk about kids being so
cruel to each other but we rarely say, ‘and the basis is racism’. And then we have the
challenge: is it or isn’t it? But at least we can throw it out there, that this is a possibility, a
strong, strong one. What else could it be? But there’s the defensiveness that surfaces, and
on both sides. There’s that leeriness about this whole issue and how do we talk about it?
How do we get to the point where we’re not afraid to say, ‘OK I’m considering that it
might be racism’?

Bonnie leaves the question as rhetorical and unanswered, but her continued efforts in
organizing AR activism in her school and with other community groups—her fervent
desire to keep educating others—seems to be the best answer for now.
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Also prevalent in urban Alberta is the widely accepted view that racism is now
becoming a thing of the past in our progressive MC mosaic. Bonnie, who considers
herself up-to-date on her readings in AR literature, has found that unsavoury events
involving racism in Canadian history are often hidden. She offers a recent example:
‘There was a book that talked about segregated schools out east, and something about
1968, and I said, “I was a teenager then! You folks had segregated schools?”’

That this national propensity for denying Canada as a site of racism, as opposed to
the US, for example, presents a barrier to the work being done by AR activists is
expressed directly by several of the students interviewed. Steve reflects this naive view
in his description of his own metamorphosis from sheltered mainstream student into
AR activist: 

Naturally I assumed that Canada was a very culturally accepting country, but upon
becoming part of this group and looking more into the subject I found a lot of instances of
discrimination and racism that I never thought were there. That upset me very much,
because I feel that racism and animosity and clashes over differences, they don’t work in a
country like Canada.

His comments also subtly reveal the strength of a national desire to think of Canada
as a welcoming country that stands for the accepting of differences.

Later in the interview, Steve declares that ‘racism has a hand in every aspect of our
society’, and that ‘we all have whitewashed our racist past. History is written by the
winners, essentially, and the winners always want to have a positive outlook on their
past’. He suggests that his group’s activism focuses on education because Canadian
students need more opportunities to learn more about both the good and bad in their
national history: 

I think we should look back on our past with a sense of shame, not with ultimate pride, but
just with the idea that we’re looking at our past and analyzing it to see what we can do
better. We shouldn’t look at it like we’re the best country in the world. We should look at
it logically and from enough of a distance to say: ‘We could do better in all ways’.

He cites the example of the interment of Japanese Canadians during the Second
World War as an event where the candid exploration of racism would help students
to better understand contemporary manifestations of hatred: 

[Confronting racism] enables us to understand the kind of atmosphere that created that
kind of event and emotion, and you can avoid that occurrence again. Once you understand
the mentality and what was going on, like why did we accept it when we’re so disgusted by
it now, we can avoid that in the future.

Steve concludes that developing a critical sensibility among young people is a vital
first step for groups like his toward eliminating racism in Canada. His ultimate goal
is to have each of us become more skeptical and analytical of everything from a social
justice perspective: 

It comes down to ultimately questioning our beliefs. When you don’t look at our
immigration policy and say it’s fine because everything else is fine. It still carries traces of
a racist past. You don’t look at science, and the system as it is today and just say it’s fine
now. You always have to question, question, question—never to be content, really.
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According to Steve, not enough of us are able to look critically at our own complicity
in perpetuating a system that routinely masks its racist underpinnings.

For White students this is especially difficult, even among those working to expose
and eliminate racism. Steve describes it this way: 

It’s difficult. For me, I’m basically a protected guy. I haven’t experienced, I mean, I’ve
seen racism but I haven’t experienced racism first hand. So if people say ‘You must be
doing it out of the goodness of your heart’ it sounds like you’re doing it for yourself, and I
don’t want to be doing it for myself. I don’t know. I’ve always wanted to—I honestly don’t
know, it’s very hard to evaluate why you’re doing it. It makes me feel good, so maybe I am
being a bit selfish in that sense.

His inherent inability to experience racism directly as a recipient only adds to the
already difficult task of confronting and discussing existing sources of oppression.
These barriers to exposing racist issues among his fellow students remind Steve of the
importance of continuing with his own education, and with his group’s focus on
educating other young people.

One of his partners in activism, Daria, agrees in a separate interview that Canadians
have an uncanny ability to bury existing racism, often by expressing feel-good
sentiments about our diversity: 

It’s a reality. We all know that there is racism in our community, but I find that a lot of
people are in denial of it, especially here in Canada where we like to say ‘Oh yes, we’re this
wonderful, peaceful, multicultural society’, or ‘My best friend is an African-American’,
and that’s I guess what Dr Hedy Fry [a Canadian Member of Parliament and former
Secretary of State for Multiculturalism] would call ‘sugarcoating’ the issue. I get really
frustrated when that happens.

In fact, Daria claims, Canadians’ view of themselves presents a particularly difficult
obstacle to her group when addressing AR issues: 

It’s a little harder to pinpoint because what I find, I mean, Canada is great when it comes
to dealing with racial tensions; I think that we’ve done a lot in terms of our laws and in
terms of the Government funding that antiracist programs receive. We can’t be
complacent though, and we have to realize that there is that hidden, systemic racism,
almost to the extent where you see it as being an aspect of everyday life rather than seeing
it as something that’s abnormal, something that is racist or hurtful to others.

When asked for a specific example, Daria cites the reluctance by some members of
marginalized communities to name racism. In her recent personal experience, a
conversation with an active member of a diversity-serving community revealed a
tendency that is, for her, emblematic of this problem: 

People have a hard time using the word ‘racism’ or referring to a certain action that a
government organization or business organization does as ‘racist’ and that in itself is a
hindering force for us to try to open up this systemic racism. I was talking to a man who is
the director of Aboriginal Services at [a local university] and he was talking about how his
program has been under-funded for, I think 20 years he said, and how other programs are
being funded adequately, and funds are being increased for other programs but not for the
Aboriginal. We were talking about certain incidents that individuals have to go through at
[this university]—for example, essays that professors have given a bad grade to because an
Aboriginal student chose to develop the essay according to their beliefs of their way of
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thinking—and I asked him, ‘Do you think that in itself is racism?’ and he said: ‘I wouldn’t
say racism; racism is a harsh word to use’, and so, just that!

People who have experienced racism or who see it, and they don’t use the term when it
should be used so as to bring attention to it, I think that in itself is stopping people from
digging into the racist incident and trying to make sense of it and trying to find the origins
of it to come to a solution, or confront it at least, because a barrier is already being created
[by saying]: ‘Oh, it’s not exactly racism’.

For Daria and her AR group, the best way to deal with such denial and avoidance
of racism is to step up their efforts to educate themselves to better educate others that
it exists. Only in this way are people able to work cooperatively to analyze the event
and work toward its prevention.

She explains how, as a group, they have incorporated a ‘current events’ component
into each meeting: 

Each week someone is assigned to bring in an article that we’ve found related to racism,
whether it takes place in Canada or the world or in [our city], and we educate ourselves
about it. We’ll look at the issue and we’ll try to pinpoint its origins. It’s hard to do when
you have an article that can be written by a biased journalist but we do try to constantly
educate ourselves so that if someone asks us ‘How do you know that racism is such a big
problem in the world?’ we can say, ‘Well, we have 57 cases that we can list to you’. Because
I do find that in [our city] especially we’ll have people tell us, ‘Racism isn’t such a big issue
here. Why are you so concerned with it?’ and this constant education that we have within
our group helps us to beat that misconception.

Daria and her youthful colleagues have identified the denial of racism as a significant
barrier to their work, but have redoubled their efforts to deal with it decisively. They
have created and molded a student-led AR organization that continues to take
concrete steps toward deconstructing media biases, explore current news events for
racist underpinnings, and share insights with others in the community.

Returning to Ted’s interview, he makes the suggestion that we need to confront
directly the oft-heard exculpation by White educators who claim they would never
knowingly be racist, and therefore, there is actually no racism. This sentiment relates
directly to the public declarations by the mostly White administrative population in
Alberta that their schools could not possibly be racist places. Ted insists: 

I think what needs to occur is [for educators to address] the fact that we say we’re not
racist. We have to ask ourselves what we mean by that. In what ways are we not? And if
we’re not racist, what is it then that’s causing these people to say, ‘I’ve experienced
racism’? In what way did they experience it? Maybe they experienced it in a way that we
don’t perceive. In other words, we perceive racism to be one thing but their experience of
racism is a different thing. So somehow or other, that experience of racism, and therefore,
the definition of racism, have to be made clearer. Then people can say, ‘Well, yes, I am
that, but that’s not racism’.

Reframing apparent denial as a misinterpretation of the values and actions between
marginalized and dominant group members seems to Ted a helpful initial step in
addressing this barrier to AR activism.

But, Ted continues, a serious questioning must follow the denial, one that explores
the point of conflict more deeply: 
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OK, whatever we call it, then, what is it that doesn’t allow people to be full participants.
What is it that we need to be able to address? What do we do well that does allow people
to participate? Yes, those things are non-racist, and maybe even inclusive, but how do we
exclude people? So I think it’s a redefinition that might have to take place.

This redefinition will also require a decentering by members of historically privi-
leged groups to expose their own ethnocentricity and ignorance to the experiences of
others. To Ted, goodwill and the desire to be a good person and to accept differences
in one’s interactions with people is simply not enough to bring about systemic change: 

It’s very easy, as a WASP, to have the view that ‘My intentions are good and I don’t
harbour any ill-feelings in my heart towards anybody’. That makes me ask, OK, what is
racism for that person? Racism has got everything to do with intent, and there is a lack of
understanding of the experience of being racist, of being a recipient of racism. So then I
think the only way you can do that is through our bringing people into some kind of expe-
rience where the light would go on. This goes back to what we were doing many years ago:
attempting to provide an experience that causes the person to see how systems and atti-
tudes and assumptions and so on can marginalize people without ever any kind of intent.

Again the conversation returns to the primacy and potential of effective educational
programming to help ameliorate the suffocating effects of our failure in education to
address racism directly. Efforts continue in this regard, and great strides have admit-
tedly been made in the day-to-day treatment of diversity in staff rooms for example.

Ted mentions that was considered widely acceptable, even within the last decade
or so, for Canadian teachers or administrators to tell blatantly racist jokes under
certain conditions (i.e., no members of the group being targeted were present, or if
they were, they offered their implicit ‘consent’ to the telling of the offensive joke, and
the person expressed the proviso that he or she did not really mean anything serious
by the telling of it). Ted offers that: 

… now, you just don’t get that. It’s just not part of the ethos of the school. There have been
changes that have been made, no question about it. We are a more open society in that
way, but not the systemic stuff. That hasn’t changed a bit!

Perhaps Canadians have not changed their own belief systems, even though people
understand the socially acceptable ways to deal with diversity issues in ‘mixed
company’. Ted suggests that one problem with changing systemic biases is that it is
very difficult to change individuals’ deeply held beliefs around difference. The effort
to make our schools and communities less racist is obviously not a simple matter, and
Ted and the others remind us that there are so many facets of these issues, even for
each of us to confront personally, in order to chip away at inequity and unfairness.

Conclusion

These research participants confirm that there are indeed barriers to our work in
schools brought about by the hidden nature of racism, whether these be imposed
through individual choices by people in decision making positions, by unchallenged
structural limitations, or by the deliberate avoidance of possible topics of contention.
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This situation may well emerge partly from our stereotypical Canadian politeness to
shy away from controversy and conflict, and partly from a subconscious desire by many
to deny the racialized divides that perpetuate an inequitable playing field in education
that offers greater benefits to certain players. Placing the onus back on the education
system to correct its past wrongs, Willinsky (1998a) rightly concludes that students: 

… need to see that such divisions have long been part of the fabric and structure of the
state, including the schools, and they need to appreciate that challenging the structuring
of those differences requires equally public acts of refusing their original and intended
meanings. (Willinsky, 1998a, p. 5)

Indeed, these participants’ incisive personal reflections on the subject of denial are
illuminating, including their sharing insights addressing specific blind spots in facing
racist beliefs, dealing with administrators who may fear repercussions and backlash,
identifying the need for concrete sources of data showing evidence of a problem, and
addressing systemic barriers that remain below the surface for most of us, among
other issues. Their candor in sharing concrete instances from their own struggle
reconfirms the personal strength and stamina of committed activists working in
diverse coalitions of like-minded colleagues, all with their eyes wide open to this
inhibiting condition.

Following Boyko’s (1995) timely advice to ‘look truthfully at our past, admit our
mistakes, atone for our crimes, and celebrate our progress’ (p. 15), several of the
participants in this project were able to do just that in their personal accounts of
‘boat-rocking’ school-based activism, pointing the way to a form of national healing
that Archbishop Desmond Tutu insists is a necessary prerequisite to social justice
reform (in Wiwa, 2001). These activists’ creative approaches to addressing the denial
of racism and other growing hurdles in the struggle for social justice seem to encour-
age them somehow to jump ever higher.

As suggested by their exploration of the denial of racism, these teachers and
students can contribute a richness of understandings of emergent theorizing on social
justice work, on promising future research directions, and on the practical planning
and daily activities of other practitioners. Their regular flashes of insight offer new
evidence for looking at school-based activists as critical theorists, school change
consultants, curriculum planners, community activists, and cultural critics, among
other vital roles. Educational researchers might engage more actively with both
teacher and student activists currently based in schools, the sites that occupy the
epicenters of meaning for those with a focus on public education. Their missing
voices in contemporary social justice research evince a silent void that must be filled
with a cacophony of new viewpoints to hearken in future explorations.

Notes

1. An earlier version of this paper was presented at the annual meeting of the American Educa-
tional Research Association in New Orleans, April 2002. The researcher acknowledges the
generous support of this research by fellowships from the Social Sciences and Humanities
Research Council of Canada, the Alberta Teachers’ Association, and the Killam Trusts.
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2. All names used in this article are pseudonyms. Similar versions of these participant descriptions
also appear in Lund (2003a, 2003b). The present tense is used here to enhance the immediacy
of the participants’ words.

3. Readers should be aware that this interview took place before the events of September 11, 2001.
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