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Research about race in schools (and arguably other inquiries as well) 
requires a researcher to engage with their personal, educational and 
scholarly training about race and racism. This chapter takes readers 
on my journey as a scholar in learning race scholarship, particularly 
in employing critical race theory (CRT), and some of the reflexivity 
I engaged in. To start, I briefly situate the ethnographic tradition in 
which I locate my study, and I summarize my inquiry into a two-way 
dual-language (DL) program. The chapter’s main section describes the 
race-reflexivity typology: the three levels of race reflexivity in relation 
to my learning about, and use of, CRT and other race theories. More 
specifically, I provide scholars with an example of using the typology of 
race reflexive modes of thought outlined by sociologists Mustafa Emir-
bayer and Matthew Desmond (2012) and extended by sociologist Wendy 
Moore’s (2012) critique of Emirbayer and Desmond’s article. As such, the 
chapter contributes a scholar’s race reflexivity, an example of considering 
one’s knowledge acquisition and unconscious when conducting a Critical 
Race ethnography to study white supremacy, race and racism in school-
ing contexts.

Critical Race Ethnography in Education

I selected ethnography as my study’s mode of inquiry because it 
encourages thick description about everyday cultural practices and 
interactions between people in their lived environment, for example, 
institutional activities in schools. Many rich ethnographies examine 
questions centering race and racism (Bartlett & Brayboy, 2005; Carter, 
2005; Haddix, 2012; Lee, 2009; Pollock, 2009) by asking, for example, 
how the complexities of race/racism in schooling influence the interac-
tions between teachers, youth and other school community members 
(Lewis, 2011; Valenzuela, 1999). My study follows this tradition by utiliz-
ing a specific type of ethnography: ‘Critical Race ethnography’ (Duncan, 
2005; Vaught, 2011; see also Coles, this volume). While this chapter 
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explores reflexivity and does not aim to offer an example of how to con-
duct a Critical Race ethnography or elaborate on this as a methodology, 
I briefly mention below some key features of Critical Race ethnography 
in order to situate the study for readers.

A Critical Race ethnography is similar to ethnographies that contrib-
ute insights into and thick description of how race operates as a stratify-
ing force in localized school contexts and thus larger society. However, 
a Critical Race ethnography goes further, as Sabina Vaught (2011: 24) 
elaborates – it is not just attention to race and racism that makes a Criti-
cal Race ethnography, but its adherence to and development of ‘central 
conceptual arguments of CRT’. The central concepts from CRT’s legal 
tradition are, like all concepts, decided on by each researcher, and I 
suggest some of the most influential in education have been interest con-
vergence (e.g. Alemán & Alemán, 2010; Castagno, 2014; Milner, 2008), 
intersectionality (e.g. Harris & Leonardo, 2018; Harris & Patton, 2019; 
Pérez Huber, 2010) and whiteness as property (e.g. Annamma, 2015; 
Powell, 2018). The fundamental difference between a critical ethnogra-
phy and a Critical Race ethnography is the latter’s aim of explaining the 
observed sociocultural practices through CRT and, through this, then 
expounding on CRT concepts.

I aimed for my study to advance as the theoretical and analytical 
framework the concept of whiteness as property (Harris, 1993), a choice 
guided by the rationale of focusing on the material consequences of race. 
Following Vaught, I capitalize Critical Race ethnography to differentiate 
it from critical ethnographies that study race/racism and to signal that 
my project advances a key concept from CRT. Next, I briefly describe the 
context of the Critical Race ethnography I conducted.

The Study

My investigation took place in a two-way DL bilingual education 
program, which is a bilingual model said to improve students’ academic 
achievement and to develop biliteracy by balancing a classroom’s number 
of English-dominant students and (in my context) Spanish-dominant stu-
dents. I focused on two racially diverse schools with DL programs, a high 
school and its feeder middle school. Almost all the youth had participated 
in DL since early elementary school. The DL elementary school’s logic 
of labeling students as either Spanish dominant (in this case Latinxs1) or 
English dominant continued to organize the secondary-level classrooms, 
even though the adolescents mostly self-identified as bilingual. Reflecting 
its midwestern public school district’s issue with racial disparities, the 
DL program faced tensions between the program objective of focusing 
on Latinxs (many of whom were labeled ‘English language learners’) 
and that of teaching White youth, who comprised most of the English-
dominant half. My ethnography explores the policies, program practices, 



 Race Reflexivity: Examining the Unconscious 93

pedagogy and ideologies of the DL program. For example, I examined 
the teachers’ practices in regard to culturally relevant pedagogy’s socio-
political consciousness (Ladson-Billings, 2014). I also examined how the 
policies and program practices attended to equity for Latinxs. The study 
intervened in the fields of bilingual education and race studies in educa-
tion by showing how a DL program perpetuates Whites’ inequitable 
material accumulation and the superiority of a white racial identity. I 
found that DL whitewashed bilingual education through policies ben-
efiting Whites while excluding many Latinx students and other students 
of color from a bilingual education (Chávez-Moreno, 2018; see also 
Heiman & Yanes, this volume).

The next section comprises the chapter’s main argument and con-
tribution, that of describing a type of race reflexivity and providing 
examples of this reflexivity.

Race Reflexivity

Unlike post-positivist attempts to sanitize the researcher’s influence 
from the study, critical research paradigms and ethnographic traditions 
consider the researcher as determinative to the study (e.g. Banks, 1998; 
Carspecken, 1996; Madison, 2019; Villenas, 1996). I understood myself as 
formative to the inquiry and therefore an instrumental part of the study. 
This stance requires considering my own positionality and engaging in 
reflexivity practices to help me account for my interpretations when con-
ducting fieldwork in the analytical description and interpretation of the 
data. Furthermore, because racial ideologies are pervasive yet invisibil-
ized in US society, I submit that to conduct research that examines race 
requires a researcher to engage in reflexivity about race – that is, their 
unconscious ideas, assumptions and scholarly training about race.

For my Critical Race ethnography, I sought theoretical guidance for 
a rigorous practice of reflexivity for race scholars. I decided to adapt the 
race reflexive thinking suggested by sociologists Emirbayer and Desmond 
(2012) and extended by Moore’s (2012) push to attend to the systemic 
racism and white normativity within academia. I mention my choice not 
to suggest that, in order to do a Critical Race ethnography, one must 
follow the race reflexivity recommended by these particular scholars. 
Rather, after considering several reflexivity conceptualizations, I chose 
this approach as the one most appropriate for my situation and research. 
I anticipated this approach would help me be explicit about the assump-
tions guiding my decisions for my study for several reasons. For one, like 
Emirbayer and Desmond, I disagree that a scholar’s racial vantage point 
and/or identity in and of itself leads to scholarly advances.

Reflexivity can help scholars from different racial standpoints to pro-
vide constructive theories that advance race scholarship (see also May & 
Caldas, this volume). Another reason I chose this approach was because 
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I did not initially understand and/or (ultimately) agree with all of Emir-
bayer and Desmond’s points (which I describe below). Meaning, I chose 
this approach in order to not engage with the obvious and/or an ‘easy’ 
reflexivity practice, but to embark on a practice that would challenge me 
into reading more about new ideas.

Emirbayer and Desmond argue that advancing race scholarship 
requires scholars from across fields to share practical knowledge on race 
reflexivity in order to (1) grow scientific knowledge of racial structures 
and practices, (2) develop ways to theorize and address racial injustice 
and (3) promote appreciation of racial differences without resorting to 
essentialized platitudes that reify race. Scholars should not narrate their 
life-history, but rather engage in ‘rigorous institutional analyses of the 
social and historical structures that condition one’s thinking and inner 
experience’ (Emirbayer & Desmond, 2012: 591). In so doing, they should 
‘pass on to one another their accumulated practical knowledge regarding 
the multifarious ways in which the academic unconscious shapes seem-
ingly even innocuous “choices” such as the selection of research questions 
or the crafting of objects of study’ (Emirbayer & Desmond, 2012: 591), 
the latter of which I do elsewhere (Chávez-Moreno, 2018). Emirbayer 
and Desmond (2012) note that individuals are products of institutions, 
like schools and universities, and thus they argue that reflecting on dif-
ferent dimensions of reflexivity is not to establish legitimacy or be an 
exercise in navel-gazing, but to benefit one’s study and advance social 
science. Moore (2012) reminds us that the academy was founded on, and 
still engages in, white supremacist ideologies and practices, and that it 
behooves race scholars to analyze the contexts and institutional struc-
tures and processes that formed their ideas.

Basing their conception of race reflexivity on Pierre Bourdieu’s ideas 
on reflexivity, Emirbayer and Desmond (2012) describe three levels of 
the unconscious a scholar should consider when engaging in race theory 
scholarship: the social unconscious; the disciplinary unconscious; and the 
scholastic unconscious. The following three sections each describe one 
level of reflexivity and provide examples of the reflexivity I engaged in for 
my study of race in a DL program. To do the latter, I weave into each of 
the three levels of reflexivity identified by Emirbayer and Desmond (2012) 
my reflections on the beliefs which informed my research’s aims and my 
researcher decisions. These reflections touch on how I adapted the three 
levels for my own situation and learning, how I learned about race theory 
and how various learnings came to influence my goals for my Critical 
Race ethnography. My description of the disciplinary reflexivity level is 
lengthier than the other two because I believe reflexive thinking about 
how one’s academic traditions conceive of race is the most underexplored 
in educational scholarship.
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The Social Unconscious

The first level of reflexivity, the social, involves a scholar recogniz-
ing their racial vantage points and their view as limited. Emirbayer and 
Desmond (2012) call for race scholars to consider their location(s) in soci-
ety’s racial order and the impact of whiteness, either alone or, depending 
on what is germane for the particular study, in some combination with 
gender, class, religion and so forth, and to consider their particular tra-
jectories across spaces, as well as the trajectories that have led to their 
position(s). Emirbayer and Desmond (2012) claim that the most com-
mon form of reflexivity is exploring how identity and background have 
influenced one’s vision of the world – which is necessary yet insufficient. 
Moore (2012) adds that the difficulty of the reflexivity process is caused 
by white normativity being ingrained in our social institutions, and thus 
some scholars’ reflexivity wants for nuance.

I heeded the call to consider the social unconscious, and thus share 
relevant parts of my personal background, perspective, assumptions and 
social agenda in relation to my study. While I engaged in an intersec-
tional analyses (e.g. of gender, education, class, religion and sexuality) of 
my multiple identities (e.g. woman of color, (im)migrant and Chicana), 
below I largely focus on significant points from my institutional school-
ing experience regarding race, white normativity, language and literacy 
because my Critical Race ethnography is of a DL program.

I grew up in Sonora/Arizona border cities and became a Mexican 
(im)migrant to the United States when I was eight years old. Given that 
I knew almost no English when I was enrolled in an Arizona elementary 
school, I would have been labeled an ‘English as a second language’ (ESL) 
student, but my father refused to disclose that we spoke Spanish at home 
because he heard that ESL classes treated students like tontos (à la the 
Lone Ranger). Consequently, I suffered through elementary school and 
required several interventions in order to not ‘sink’ in my English-only 
classes.

The Title 1 border schools I attended had more than 85% Mexican 
heritage students and had many of the issues that are frequently docu-
mented for youth such as myself. For example, I see many parallels in 
my schooling experiences with Angela Valenzuela’s (1999) description of 
‘subtractive schooling’, in which she suggests that systemic problems for 
US-Mexican youth in education include: discounting alternate definitions 
of education; assimilating youths’ culture and language; and disregarding 
the importance of care as an essential element in schooling. My schooling 
had very culturally and linguistically subtractive assimilationist practices, 
such as having an education that did not develop our bilingualism and 
biliteracy but did teach us how to square dance (for a racialized and gen-
dered history of square dancing, see Pennacchia, 2017).
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As a middle-school student seeking to improve my Spanish literacy, 
I enrolled in the only Spanish courses available, even though they were 
designed for English speakers. I became frustrated that my schooling did 
not provide a rigorous education, and that I had to maintain my Span-
ish through interactions with family and friends instead. As I progressed 
through middle and high school, I ascended to the higher-tracked courses 
that had an over-representation of White students compared to my pre-
vious classes. There, I noticed a clear pattern of White students being 
preferred by teachers and regarded as ‘smart’, despite how I saw many 
Mexican students just as academically capable.

In high school, I decided to become a secondary-level teacher to help 
adolescents like me develop their biliteracy and have a better educa-
tion than mine. As a teacher of Spanish in Philadelphia public schools, 
I ended up teaching Spanish as a foreign language to classes of mostly 
White and Black students because secondary-level bilingual programs 
were (and remain) uncommon. The schools where I taught did have 
Latinx students from Spanish-speaking homes who were interested in 
learning and improving their Spanish literacy; however, the schools did 
not use resources for Spanish heritage language courses. As a teacher, I 
advocated for these classes to be offered, but was unsuccessful in expand-
ing the school’s course offerings. Needless to say, I was disturbed by 
the inequitable distribution of resources and attention to students who 
looked and sounded like me. This discomfort motivated me to begin my 
graduate studies and, once there, I became interested in racial formation 
and the materiality of race in the lives of students of color.

In my trajectory, I experienced various economic class statuses, pri-
vate/public schooling both in Mexico and the United States, being seen 
as an exceptional learner or an ‘at risk ESL immigrant’ and moving back 
and forth between countries and languages. I have crossed in and out of 
statuses as a student and as a teacher of both ‘gifted’ and ‘at-risk’ stu-
dents, and have seen the sameness in their intellectual potential, except 
for their class/racial positioning. These crossings have changed my posi-
tioning in society’s racial order and given me an understanding of ‘race’ 
as constructed not only from color, but also from other markers, such as 
language.

Concerning my assumptions about language, I start by mentioning 
that Spanish is a colonizer language that has eradicated some indigenous 
languages and continues to marginalize and/or invisibilize others (e.g. 
Mexico’s Nahuatl, Zapotec, Maya, Otomí, Purépecha), which per-
petuates the erasure of indigeneity (Calderon & Urrieta, 2019; see also 
McCarty, this volume). I also see the Spanish language in the United 
States as being a foundational characteristic, for better and for worse, of 
the social construction of the ‘Latinx’ racialized group (Chávez-Moreno, 
2021), which has helped form the racial coalition ‘Hispanic/Latinx’ 
(Mora, 2014). The Spanish language also assists Latinxs in holding on 
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to, and passing down, history in order to understand present injustices. 
For example, Richard Delgado (2009) argues that lynchings of Mexican 
Americans in the Southwest are not better known because the accounts of 
these atrocities were in Spanish newspapers. Thus, language and literacy 
loss contribute to being disconnected from written histories and other 
knowledges.

My struggles with providing youth with a biliterate, culturally rel-
evant education thus inform my understanding of the district where my 
ethnographic study takes place as providing a rare and promising oppor-
tunity for some of its language-minoritized youth to receive that educa-
tion. As a researcher, when I sat in most of the classes I studied, I wished 
I had had this type of education, or even this particular teacher and 
course. I would have benefited greatly from having a bilingual education 
program that shifted from a subtractive to an additive model of school-
ing in my schools, both as a student and as a teacher. However, while I 
recognize the potential of the DL program I examined, given my under-
standing of racial realism, I still wondered how such an opportunity can 
cause unintended consequences and/or perpetuate white supremacy.

This section shows how my research agenda grew from my social 
identity, which explores issues in the intersection of race and language in 
the tradition of contributing a robust critique of societal structures that 
maintain and/or challenge oppression.

The Disciplinary Unconscious

Emirbayer and Desmond’s (2012) second reflexivity level involves the 
scholar acknowledging both that the cultural knowledge they produce is 
informed by their discipline or larger social-scientific field (e.g. education, 
an interdisciplinary field), and that their academic tradition places limits 
on their understanding of the questions and solutions they explore (see 
also May & Caldas, this volume). Drawing from Bourdieu’s ‘academic 
unconscious’, Emirbayer and Desmond note that each academic tradi-
tion has national peculiarities, shared beliefs and common sense, lines of 
thought that may exist in mutual antagonism, presuppositions stemming 
from the speciality’s history, unavoidable problematics, constructions 
of what counts as evidence, censorship and constraints on publishing 
certain findings.

Emirbayer and Desmond recommend scholars learn their academic 
tradition’s particularities and how the field/discipline expresses racial 
knowledges in order to appreciate earlier conceptions and frameworks of 
race and to understand what new frameworks are constructed. Toward 
this end, Emirbayer and Desmond argue for the need to read, rather than 
dismiss, the cast-aside theories that have informed the discipline’s collec-
tive memory (e.g. Ogbu’s 1978 oppositional culture from Minority Edu-
cation and Caste). On the one hand, serious study allows a race scholar 
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to recognize their position within their academic tradition, and to see the 
openings and constraints for innovative scholarship, which significantly 
informs how scholars engage in their scholarly work. On the other hand, 
Moore (2012: 617) cogently rejoins that, while there is a need for schol-
ars to read and understand the work we critique, spending time studying 
foundational works that express white supremacist and imperialist views 
would not only have scholars of color legitimizing (even if indirectly) 
‘scholarship that pathologizes and dehumanizes’ their communities, but 
it also takes time away from exploring and advancing anti-racist alterna-
tives (see also Deiri, this volume).

Along a different line, Emirbayer and Desmond (2012: 584) also note 
the importance of crossing into other disciplinary spaces, and they call 
for great skepticism of ‘academic tendencies toward parochialism and 
overspecialization’, such as specifically focusing on one single racial 
group, which ‘propagate[s] a distorted view of the social world wherein 
(reified) racial groups exist in relative isolation from one another’ (Emir-
bayer & Desmond, 2012: 585).

Disciplinary reflexivity for my study means discussing my explora-
tion of what it means to be a scholar of race trained in education, which 
I later came to understand as an interdisciplinary field (and one at the 
bottom of the academic hierarchy; Lagemann, 2000). I learned early 
on in my graduate training that the field of US education is historically 
founded on psychology and is influenced by that discipline’s preoccupa-
tion with wanting to be regarded as a rigorous science (Lagemann, 2000). 
Knowing this foundation and psychology’s scientific racism allows me to 
better appreciate connections to education’s research on racial difference 
(Skiba, 2012), testing and eugenics (Stoskopf, 1999) and the learning style 
ideas ethnocentric origins (Fallace, 2019). As a result, I also learned about 
and gravitated more toward CRT (see also Coles, this volume). Below, 
I weave in my learning about CRT in order to explain how CRT and its 
foundational discipline – legal studies – influenced my understanding of 
race.

As previously mentioned, I used CRT in education, founded by legal 
scholars as a critique of liberalism, as my study’s framework. Thanks to 
Gloria Ladson-Billings and William Tate (1995), CRT has given educa-
tion scholars the language with which we talk about race in education 
(e.g. Dixson & Rousseau, 2005; Leonardo, 2013; Lynn & Dixson, 2013; 
Solórzano & Yosso, 2001; Tran, 2019). As I read about CRT during my 
Boston College graduate studies and thought of the possibility of adapt-
ing CRT for my research, I heeded Ladson-Billings’ (1998: 22) advice 
to ‘study and understand the legal literature in which it is situated [… 
and be] serious about intense study and careful rethinking of race and 
education’. Because my training is in teaching and curriculum studies, 
not legal studies, I enrolled in my university’s law school course, ‘Educa-
tion Law and Public Policy’. There, I read court decisions and learned 



 Race Reflexivity: Examining the Unconscious 99

about the fundamentals of the legal tradition such as the structure of 
the US system of laws and the nature of legal analysis by which legal 
decisions are made. This foundation helped me better understand CRT 
legal scholars’ claims about the limits of the law in occasioning social 
justice – for example, their critique of the idea of incremental progress 
eventually leading toward justice. I continued to learn about CRT schol-
ars’ critiques, along with their calls for changing or even discarding, for 
example, the US Constitution (an argument I heard developed in the 
2015 LatCrit Conference of legal scholars, with the theme ‘Critical Con-
stitutionalism’2). I learned about how the legal discipline has historically 
conceptualized race, oppositions to its traditional conceptions of race 
and what questions are asked about race.3 In addition to knowing how 
laws are interpreted, CRT readings helped me obtain a deeper apprecia-
tion for the implications of the US legal tradition’s construction of race 
as an immutable characteristic and of the limits of strict scrutiny toward 
achieving justice (e.g. Carbado & Gulati, 2000; Haney López, 1997, 2006; 
Perea, 1997, 2004; Tehranian, 2019).

Legal studies’ construction of race left me wanting a more robust the-
ory of race. As I learned more about CRT, Zeus Leonardo’s (2013) claim 
that race in CRT is assumed and not defined and that CRT did not have 
a ‘racial theory’ became more pronounced. Looking to sociology became 
fruitful for learning about race theory, an approach later validated by 
other scholars (Cabrera, 2019; Lewis et  al., 2019). Delving into sociol-
ogy, I found a spirited debate with nuanced theorizations of race that 
most influenced my understanding of race (e.g. Bonilla-Silva, 1997, 2004, 
2010; Desmond & Emirbayer, 2009; Fields & Fields, 2014; Golash-Boza, 
2016; Omi & Winant, 2015; Roth, 2016; Twine, 2004; Winant, 2000). 
This literature helped me move beyond the trite precept of race as a social 
construction to seeing race as ill-defined in education (Leonardo, 2013), 
and later recognizing CRT in education as largely focused on examining 
racism and not on contributing to racial theories (Cabrera, 2018). I found 
it useful, as an education scholar, to look toward sociology’s advances on 
racial theory to understanding race, as suggested by Lewis et al. (2019). 
With these understandings, my research study’s scope included inquiring 
into Latinidad as a shifting racial category and into the role of bilingual 
education in racialization, something mostly ignored in scholarship 
(Chávez-Moreno, 2019).

On the subject of my inquiry’s scope, I return to Emirbayer and Des-
mond’s (2012) call for scholars to eschew studying just one single racial 
group – advice I was more hesitant to accept than their other suggestions. 
One of my interests and intentions for my research was to contribute 
to advancing the education field’s understanding of equity issues in sec-
ondary-level DL schooling, specifically concerning Latinxs. Setting aside 
my reluctance, I opened my study to consider whiteness and blackness 
in relation to my questions and my inquiry into what Latinidad means. 
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While readers will judge for themselves, I believe this provided my study 
with more theoretical nuance than a narrower lens would have afforded.

Traversing disciplines such as psychology, law and sociology gave 
me an appreciation of the nuanced differences in academic currents, and 
allowed me to see more clearly the affordances and limitations of my own 
academic tradition. For example, not until reading debates of sociologists 
of race, which featured openly antagonistic criticisms explicitly naming 
the limitations of other scholars’ ideas, did I appreciate how education 
was a ‘nice’ field, as described by Ladson-Billings (1998), where critiques 
are more indirect and muted. Although I had already understood that 
race was historically seen as a biological attribute across academic tra-
ditions, exploring other disciplines’ conceptions of race helped me to 
situate my analysis within the field of social sciences more broadly, an 
important insight given the social sciences’ significant role in developing 
and extending CRT (Crenshaw, 2010; Zuberi, 2011).

The Scholastic Unconscious

Emirbayer and Desmond’s (2012: 578) third level of reflexivity, the 
scholastic, involves scholars recognizing the ‘invisible determinations 
inherent in the intellectual posture itself, in the scholarly gaze that [one] 
casts upon the social world’. The authors critique academia’s modus 
operandi of studying and explaining, (1) with a disinclination to concede 
that scholars’ position from academia limits their understanding of the 
issues under inquiry, and (2) without an inclination to affect the material 
conditions of people. Emirbayer and Desmond contend that this level of 
reflexivity is the least practiced by scholars and leads to scholars engag-
ing in an intellectual posture of withdrawing from the experiential and 
the practical, forgetting existing material inequities and overlooking the 
faults of people of color, which is another form of dehumanizing people 
along with attributing nothing good. Moore’s (2012) rejoinder empha-
sizes that CRT has a tradition of engaging the reflexivity championed 
by Emirbayer and Desmond and adds that the authors should have paid 
more attention to the way institutional arrangements (my example is 
tenure evaluations that do not validate activism on a par with publishing 
scholarship) are influenced by white supremacist systems and by who has 
power to negotiate these arrangements.

For my study, I had to be conscious of not dismissing Emirbayer and 
Desmond’s claims even though I understood (1) education as a ‘practi-
cal’ field that works on and proposes how to improve the schooling, 
learning and lives of youth and children; and (2) CRT scholars have 
called for much of the reflexive knowledge advocated by Emirbayer 
and Desmond (Harris, 2019; Moore, 2012). Connecting the two points, 
CRT education scholars have proposed not only critiquing the cherished 
victories from the civil rights movement (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995) 
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and exposing incidents of racism (Hylton, 2012; Ladson-Billings, 2009; 
Ladson-Billings & Donnor, 2005) but also imagining and proposing radi-
cal solutions for the education field’s aim of improving the schooling and 
learning of youth (Ladson-Billings, 1998) – a practical goal differentiating 
education from sociology.

As someone who has suffered through subtractive schooling and is 
trained in critical theories that see truths as constituted from sociopoliti-
cal power (Lather, 2006), my scholarly gaze has been influenced to see my 
cultural production of research as needing to attend to the two aims of 
uncovering unintended consequences and of proposing radical solutions. 
For the first aim, I saw my study as illuminating the role of schooling in 
the reproduction of inequality. I believe that, to improve policies and 
programs intended to advance equity, the unintended or negative con-
sequences of an intervention that affect communities of color – even in 
what is perceived as beneficial programs, like bilingual education – must 
be exposed in order to understand whether the interventions are actually 
combating racial inequities and addressing racial inequities (see also Hei-
man & Yanes, this volume). While some bilingual education models serv-
ing bilingual youth of color have been on shaky ground because of racist 
policies (e.g. Gándara & Hopkins, 2010; Gutiérrez et al., 2002; Viesca, 
2013), I still see it as necessary to critique how asset-based approaches 
to education are working, while also carefully explicating nuances and 
complexities. The social implications of my research study add to a push 
for a more explicit accounting of race and racism by bilingual education 
and teacher training programs.

Regarding the second aim, my personal and professional experience 
impact my sense of urgency to correct injustices that youth continue to 
face and inform my proclivity toward seeing a researcher’s goal as that 
of ameliorating injustices (Lather, 1986b), as well as serving the public 
interest (Ladson-Billings, 2006). Thus, I kept in mind that ethnographic 
studies in the critical tradition should also respond to the social implica-
tions of the cultural description and the social usefulness of the research 
(Carspecken, 1996), and, as Patti Lather (1986a) argues, that openly 
ideological research should consider how the research engages in par-
ticipants’ own critical consciousness (Freire, 1970/2000; cf. Heiman & 
Yanes, this volume). Although I believe studying and theorizing injustices 
are necessary, my theory of change is informed by action research (Cam-
marota & Fine, 2008; Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009), which prevents me 
from believing that calling attention to societal wrongs necessarily leads 
to emancipatory change (see also May & Caldas, this volume). That is, 
while scholarship can inspire folks toward critical consciousness and/or 
action, critique does not, by itself, advance justice. Acknowledging this 
led me to recognize one of my study’s limitations: engaging in the cultural 
production of critiquing without working with those most affected by 
the oppressive structures to think of, and act toward, radical solutions. 
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One of the radical proposals I offered is not that different from what 
education theorists have been proposing for decades: an education that 
historicizes and that liberates the mind from dominant ideologies (Freire, 
1970/2000; Illich, 1970/2012; Woodson, 1933/2009). Another radical (and 
perhaps unpopular) solution I proposed is to keep monies and resources 
intended for students from marginalized groups to serve these students 
(Chávez-Moreno, 2018).

My study did engage teacher participants in reflecting on their own 
practice, which pushed their conscientization. For example, a few teach-
ers expressed relief in talking about the DL program’s shortcomings in 
regard to equity and Latinx youth, and these teachers felt the study’s find-
ings validated their concerns. Additionally, other participants shared that 
they had never thought much about race and racism. Through the inter-
view process and our informal discussions, they reflected that they shied 
away from including social justice teaching because of not knowing how 
to address topics like race/racism while being sensitive to students’ per-
spectives. Through the process of thinking about justice and race, some 
participants were pushed to reflect on sociopolitical consciousness, an 
often forgotten aspect of culturally relevant pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 
2014) – although, admittedly, reflection is insufficient if not acted upon 
(see e.g. Chávez-Moreno, in press).

Lastly, I understand that the racial order is fraught with tension 
between groups of color. Thus, I attended to tensions caused by white-
ness and blackness between Latinx and Black communities, the latter 
of which is the second largest group of color in the school district 
and DL program. At times, these tensions seemed to reveal grievances 
stemming from hegemonic ideologies, which may be uncomfort-
able to expose. However, ignoring the unintended and/or negative 
consequences of implementing bilingual education programs that do 
not lead to educational equity for all groups of color will not permit 
stakeholders to see clearly the issues in order to improve them, and 
instead may contribute to silences, such as erasing tensions and/or 
alliances between the Latinx and Black communities (Johnson, 2013; 
Vaca, 2004). I also later noticed the invisible presence of indigenous 
folks in my inquiry, and I decided to rectify this in a subsequent study 
by engaging with questions about their invisible presence in Spanish/
English DL programs.

Concluding Reflections on the Unconscious

The ability to perform the principles of CRT justice is more than just 
using the CRT framework as a lens to understand a problem, or merely 
stating that CRT (or another critical framework) encourages reflexivity. 
Thus, this chapter invites education researchers of race (and, arguably, 
even those not engaged in race scholarship) to broaden beyond identity 
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reflexivity to understand the positioning of their scholarly training and 
academic gaze.

My account of contemplating Emirbayer and Desmond’s (2012) 
reflexivity typology and Moore’s (2012) extensions serves as an example 
of an education scholar of race considering her own work. I continually 
engaged in a reflexive approach throughout the study’s fieldwork and 
analyses by reflecting on my potential biases and assumptions, and, when 
needed, seeking feedback from colleagues who are familiar with the 
topics under study. Adopting a race-reflexivity approach for me means 
excavating my own biases, backgrounds and intersectional identities (e.g. 
race, ethnicity, class, gender, region and scholarship) both in, and after, 
the fieldwork, and acknowledging the ways these shape my research and 
cultural representations.

Adopting a race-reflexivity approach also means continuing to reflect 
on the three levels of the unconscious – even after one’s empirical study 
is completed. This ongoing reflection and learning may lead to one’s 
ideas having changed from those ideas in a manuscript in the publication 
process. For example, when this chapter was in the copyediting stage, I 
recognized a disciplinary unconsciousness to my thinking related to the 
education field’s race-as-a-social-construction view. This disciplinary 
unconsciousness had not allowed me to grasp, as a graduate student, the 
nuances in other critical perspectives on ‘race’ and racialization that I 
now understand upon new readings (e.g. Hochman, 2019) and re-reading 
work I had read as a student (e.g. Darder & Torres, 2003). For me, 
engaging in race reflexivity will undoubtably lead to more changes to my 
perspectives on race, racism and racialization.

So, while I thought, as I finished my ‘final’ draft of this chapter, 
that engaging in race reflexivity helped me approach an in-depth under-
standing of how my positionality and gaze affect my study, I am again 
reminded that the human condition is one of learning and changing. And 
I am again reminded of the value in inquiry and reflection, especially 
given that I, like all people in our society, have grown up with hegemonic 
ideologies made invisible to me and which are worth uncovering and 
challenging.

Notes

(1) My use of Latinx includes Latina/Latino/Latine and is a political move to upset 
gender binaries and patriarchy. I use the term Latinxs to refer to a racialized group 
of people who reside in the United States, are imagined having a connection to the 
Spanish language and who suffer the effects of the histories of multiple colonialisms, 
specifically, Spanish colonialism, American colonialism and American imperialism 
(Chávez-Moreno, 2021).

(2) See https://latcrit .org /latcrit -conferences/.
(3) For readers interested in how disciplines like psychology, anthropology, law and/or 

sociology conceptualize race and engage with race questions, refer to the special issue 
of Equity & Excellence in Education (Leonardo, 2019).
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