Why Gloria Ladson-Billings’s Critical Race Theory in Education is a Must Read for Secondary English Teachers in the Era of State Censorship
[bookmark: _Hlk175562461]Chris Giller
University of Arkansas

Introduction

[bookmark: _Hlk175562528]As we begin the 2024-2025 school year, thousands of teachers throughout the United States are returning to the classroom in states that have implemented strict limitations on books and instructional practices, despite these books and instructional practices’ power to advance students’ knowledge, inspire critical thinking skills, and support students emotionally as they form a sense of identity and develop as human beings (American Library Association, 2024). Many of these restrictions cite the inclusion of Critical Race Theory (CRT) to justify bans on content or practices, claiming that CRT is antithetical to the American values of equality and fairness (Arkansas, 2024; Knudsen, 2021) distorts historical events (Florida, 2022), and inflames division among Americans (Idaho, 2021; Noem, 2022; Youngkin, 2022). The current debate over new teaching methods and content that involve a critical approach should be viewed as an enormous opportunity for teachers to better understand what CRT really is and utilize the many benefits that critical analysis can offer to students. Teachers in states with bans may have to proceed with extra caution, however, they can likely still implement elements of critical analysis without detection from authority. The English literature classroom is ground zero for many debates over classroom content, as classic literature often tackles controversial topics, such as race. Helping students view the society that surrounds them through a critical lens is central to American education and American life in general, which is built on the idea that people should enjoy the privilege of free speech. Furthermore, critical analysis is what fosters scholarly development and societal progress.
 
[bookmark: _Hlk175562549]Understanding and embracing the tenants of CRT is particularly valuable to teachers in predominately minority-majority schools. Developing a deep understanding about CRT helps literature teachers to broaden the ways they interpret literature, better understand minority students and the ways they must navigate society, and most importantly, embrace individual student backgrounds and perspectives to leverage greater academic and personal development. Gloria Ladson-Billings’s (2021) Critical Race Theory in Education is a perfect starting point for teachers looking to gain knowledge about CRT. Most importantly, gaining greater knowledge about CRT is a pathway for teachers to hone their craft and broaden their knowledge about students’ learning and development. As a former high school English teacher, I found myself wishing I had picked this book up prior to teaching in Chicago Public Schools and later in very diverse schools in South Florida. The following paragraphs detail the layout and key features of Ladson-Billings’s text.

Review

Gloria Ladson-Billings’s (2021) Critical Race Theory in Education provides readers with a firm understanding of Critical Race Theory (CRT), a historical account of the relationship between race and the American education system, and a detailed account of ways that CRT can be valuable to scholarship and practice in the field of education. The text is organized well into three clear sections, Ladson-Billings’s writing is clear, and her arguments are supported with sound evidence. She convincingly argues that the U.S. education system has failed minority populations, and by examining it through the lens of CRT, scholars and decisionmakers in the education field can identify the causes of our poor outcomes, which can be attended to and improved.

Ladson-Billings begins by providing valuable context about the origins of CRT with writings from scholars such as David Bell and Kimberle Crenshaw. She explains that CRT began as a legal theory taking on a broad set of issues, such as employment, housing, incarceration, education, and other civil rights issues. She goes on to explain that she and fellow scholar, William Tate believed that CRT could be applied to education to contribute to the discussion on educational disparities based on race, and her work began to gain traction. Thanks to these contributions, CRT in education has emerged as an important subfield.

Ladson-Billings also provides an in-depth understanding of the foundations of CRT. She explains that her purpose is to “theorize race and use it as an analytical tool for understanding social inequity” (2021, p. 17).  She outlines three central propositions that provide the basis for social and school inequity: First, race is a significant factor in determining equity in the U.S. Second, The U.S. is established on property rights. Finally, the intersection of race and property creates an analytical tool that allows for a better understanding of social inequity.
Ladson-Billings specifically stresses the historical importance of property rights in the U.S., and ways White males used property rights as a way to perpetuate dominance. In essence, human rights were denied in favor of property rights, disadvantaging People of Color. Furthermore, Ladson-Billings describes the inequities in the education system between areas where property values substantially differ. She also makes a key distinction between multiculture education and CRT. Specifically, Ladson-Billings explains that the multicultural paradigm is like civil rights law in that it offers no radical change from the current order and argues that CRT’s radical critique of the status quo and the purported reforms are what is needed if we are to truly reform education to empower Students of Color and help them become successful.

Ladson-Billings also goes to great lengths to pinpoint the essence of CRT by outlining the hallmarks of CRT and discussing what CRT is not, even going so far as to provide a detailed example. She explains that just because a scholar examines race in his or her work, it does not make that scholar a critical race theorist. Rather, CRT scholars subscribe to specific tenets that include the belief that racism is normal or ordinary in the U.S., not aberrant; racial justice sought by Whites is based on interest convergence; race is socially constructed; acknowledging intersectionality and decrying essentialism; and using voice or counter-narrative to illustrate principles regarding race and social justice. In her example of what CRT is not, Ladson-Billings demonstrates that scholars must be cautious about ensuring scholarship under the CRT banner is rigorous and geared toward pointing out and destroying endemic racism rather than conflating work with personal grievances.
The second section of the text deals with issues of racial inequality and how it operates in our society. Ladson-Billings begins by detailing the achievement gap between minority and disadvantaged students and their White counterparts. She goes on to note that even when researchers control for income disparities, an achievement gap as measured by standardized testing persists. Additionally, a gap between minority and White students is observed when researchers compare dropout rates, the number of students taking AP exams, the number of students enrolling in higher level coursework, and the number of students admitted to colleges, graduate, and professional programs. Ladson-Billings details researchers’ efforts to explain the gap but argues that focusing on the achievement gap as a way to explain and understand education inequalities will only yield short-term solutions that do not address the underlying problem.

Ladson-Billings compares the achievement gap to the national debt and argues that we have an education debt. To explain this concept, she quotes an economics professor, Robert Haveman, who explains that “The education debt is the foregone schooling resources that we could have (should have) been investing in (primarily) low-income kids, which leads to a variety of social problems (e.g. crime, low productivity, low wages, low labor force participation) that require ongoing investment. . . This required investment sucks away resources that could go to reducing the achievement gap” (2021, p. 63). Ladson-Billings explains that the education debt goes beyond economics and outlines a host of factors that comprise the education debt, including historical, sociopolitical, and moral decisions and policies that characterize our society.

Ladson-Billings goes on to provide a thorough account of the historical link between race and education and explains that unpacking the linkages is vital to understanding the ways in which race operates in our research and scholarship. She details the way race was examined and analyzed in social science over time in the U.S., which includes the prominence of the eugenics movement embraced by social scientists and other influential figures. Additionally, she discusses the significance of race in sociology and notable progress made over time, including the idea that race is socially constructed. She also details the emergence of anthropology as the study of “the other.” Ladson-Billings points out that scholars used race to function as a social construct used to classify people’s qualities and abilities. She goes on to explain that race remains an important element within current education research. Additionally, Ladson-Billings details her personal experiences encountering a deficit mentality towards African American students in academic literature and how it motivated her to focus on African American success and potential, which culminated in building the theory of Culturally Relevant Pedagogy and her use of CRT within education to ask important questions about how race affects education.
This discussion of race in scholarship extends to conceptions of multicultural studies, and Ladson-Billings argues that we must reconceptualize “views of difference that often are forced to operate in old social schemes” (2021, p. 94). She cites scholars who argue that prior efforts at multicultural studies have been counterproductive to the extent that they subvert different cultures to marginalization in efforts to promote a common American culture. Rather, multicultural education should be critical and revolutionary; it should function as pedagogy of liberation and social justice. Further, it should push to upend the current structures that dominate society and relegate people of color to being conceived as of lower status. Ladson-Billings comparison of multiculturalism to Jazz and the success musicians have experienced with freedom and exploration of practices outside of the traditional structures of the music helps elucidate her concept of multiculturalism in education and broader society.

However, there are tensions within the field of multiculturalism. Various cultural groups may have conflicting ideas that make application of multicultural education difficult as some groups may feel that multiculturalism is being used to favor one group over another. This problem makes the multicultural mission difficult, and Ladson-Billings writes “. . . attempts to be all things to all people seem to minimize the effective impact of multicultural education as a vehicle for school and social change” (2021, p.107). She explains that multicultural education involves identity politics and a struggle for rights, which provides a new way to understand these conflicts. Furthermore, she argues for CRT as a means for formulating a rights-based discourse.
In her broader discussion of inequality in schools, Ladson-Billings addresses the importance of the Brown v. Board of Education case that is largely viewed as a monumental event that ended segregation in American schools. While she notes that those that brough the case had good intentions, she argues that the case failed to achieve its objective, despite common perception. Ladson-Billings points to the fact that the case “pathologize[d] the plaintiff instead of addressing the underlying pathology-White supremacy-of the defendant” (2021, p. 131). Ladson-Billings details the negative consequences, such as increased white resistance and destabilization of black teaching jobs. Moreover, she argues that an economic argument for educational equality would have been more productive in that it may have been able to galvanize support from lower class Whites and labor and lift standards for education among all races.

The third and final section of Ladson-Billing’s text is devoted to epistemology and methodologies concerning race. The “ways of knowing” or “system of knowing” in U.S. culture is based on Euro-American tradition. In establishing their dominance, Whites have relegated epistemologies of People of Color, ignoring them at best and often dismissing them. Ladson-Billings explores “alterity” and CRT as guides for considering the scholarship of People of Color. She writes, “Alterity” refers to the alter ego category of otherness that is specific to each culture’s “metaphor of the self’” (2021, p. 160). This view may offer the advantage of a perspective that is not positioned in the center and reveals the ways in which dominant perspectives twist the reality that “the other” experiences to maintain control. Ironically, this position enables “the other” the emancipatory capability to break free of the prevailing order. Ladson-Billings argues that CRT is a research paradigm that can be used to deploy racialized discourses and ethnic epistemologies.

Ladson-Billings and Donor also confront the reality surrounding current racial disparities in terms of education, economic opportunity, interactions with the criminal justice system, and quality of life metrics, despite the common, false perception that we live in a society that has moved beyond racism. The authors challenge the post-racial and colorblind narratives by discussing the value of what CRT can teach researchers about qualitative research focused on the lives of People of Color. They also explain ways that race influences social science and educational research and respond to methodological criticisms of CRT. One argument by Billings and Donor of particular importance is that critical race scholarship in education would benefit from a perspective that is cross-institutional and more interdisciplinary, which would reveal similarities and dissimilarities in academic disciplines and improve the broad understanding of the ways race and public policy interact. 
Ladson-Billings concludes her text with a postscript that details how race is socially funded in the U.S. and offers advice on ways teachers and those in the education field can work to destruct the long held and deeply ingrained ways people perceive race. Her argument that a deeper structural change is required if we are to create a fairer society speaks to the lack of effectiveness of past practices in the field of education.

Conclusion

Recent laws banning content and scrutinizing teaching practices that embrace diverse cultures is vexing for many teachers that have spent their careers trying to expand students’ horizons and get them to think about the world around them in new and creative ways. While it is understandable that these new policies are discouraging to educators, the silver lining is that these debates have drawn attention to a productive and new way of approaching teaching. Reading Gloria Ladson-Billings (2021) Critical Race Theory in Education and embracing a critical approach to the surrounding world will make teachers more effective in helping students learn and develop.
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