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Abstract 

This study explored social justice education literature to argue for greater emphasis on equity and diversity courses in 

teacher education. Global migration has changed the demographics of Western schools, which more than ever are 

racially, sexually, and culturally diverse, requiring well-prepared teacher candidates who can support their future 

studentsʼ diverse needs. The author argues that teacher candidates exposed to in-depth social justice, equity, and 

diversity courses will develop competencies to help them better understand and apply the concepts of social justice, 

equity, and diversity. Also, teacher candidates will better understand students’ academic progress, the teacher’s role as 

an agent of change in the classroom, and students’ heightened awareness of power, privilege, and oppression. 
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1. Introduction 

As a social justice oriented educator and scholar, the author is excited to witness some social justice-related 

topics—such as equity, diversity, inclusivity, anti-racism, and cross-cultural and Indigenous education—that already 

form part of the curriculum offered to teacher candidates (Convertino, 2016; Goodreau & Fredua-Kwarteng, 2006; 

Mills & Ballantyne, 2016). Recent studies of teacher education programs reveal that some teacher educators in Canada 

and abroad already are teaching for social justice (Convertino, 2016; Daniel, 2009; Lee, 2014; Lemley, 2014; Mills & 

Ballantyne, 2016; Powers & Duffy, 2015). Such course offerings are a welcome development given the diverse ethnic, 

social, cultural, religious, economic, and political backgrounds of today’s K–12 students and teachers (Barker, 2019; 

Cho, 2010; Daniel, 2009; Faez, 2012). Whatever the impetus for such programming, it is commendable since Western 

classrooms are no longer homogenous but rather increasingly diverse (Barakett & Cleghorn, 2008; Barker, 2019). In 

addition to contributing to the body of literature that seeks to expand equity, diversity, and inclusivity across 

educational fields, the author makes a case for teacher education programs to actively foster the teaching and learning 

of equity, diversity, and social justice in teacher candidatesʼ programs. Given that, the paper’s guiding question is: 

How will a greater emphasis on equity, diversity, and social justice courses foster teacher candidates’ competencies 

when working with diverse students in their future classrooms? Intersectionality and critical theoretical lenses are used 

in this paper to argue that teaching equity, diversity, and social justice to teacher candidates may have significant 

implications in the latter’s future work upon accreditation. 

The paper draws from social justice education literature to argue for greater emphasis on equity, diversity, and social 

justice courses in teacher education programs. Teacher education is the stage during which prospective teachers 

receive the necessary pedagogical knowledge, skills, and values they will need to become successful professional 

teachers (OʼNeill, 1986; Rowntree, 1981). This level of the education process is crucial in that it is at this stage that 

teacher candidates are taught, coached, trained, facilitated, and socialized about the dos and don’ts of the teaching 

profession. Teacher candidates not only are taught how to use different teaching methods (e.g., discussion, inquiry, and 

role-play) to facilitate the learning of their future students but are also given the opportunity to practice the art and 

science of teaching under the mentorship of an associate teacher (Sewell, Hansen, & Weir, 2017; Volante & Earl, 

2002). The increasing diversity of K–12 schools in Western societies places a moral obligation on teacher education 

programs to support teacher candidates with effective tools to help them navigate the challenges that come with diverse 

classrooms (Hayden & Gratteau-Zinnel, 2019; McClanahan & Buly, 2009). Regarding the challenges of diverse 
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classrooms, Alsubaie (2015) observes that students and teachers alike must be able “to navigate unfamiliar people, 

their cultures, and language” (p. 86) and suggests that trust may be an issue in multicultural classrooms because 

students and teachers come from different backgrounds that influence not only their interests and values but perhaps 

also their readiness to learn and teach, respectively. Given the significant role teacher education programs play in 

preparing future teachers for diverse classrooms, the author believes that the current demographic composition of 

K–12 students requires competent teachers who are knowledgeable in the subject matter and also willing to uphold and 

apply equity, diversity, and social justice to create safe and welcoming spaces for all their students.  

In her article titled “Diverse Teachers for Diverse Students: Internationally Educated and Canadian Born Teachers’ 

Preparedness to Teach English Language Learners,” Farahnaz Faez (2012) argues for the admission of more diverse 

students in teacher education programs to help train teachers who may better understand the needs of the diverse 

K–12 student population. The author agrees with Faez because global migration is causing the resettlement of 

different racial, ethnic, and cultural groups in other parts of the world (Barakett & Cleghorn, 2008; Titu, 

Ring-Whalen, Brown, & Roehrig, 2018). Given the steady global migration, this paper adds to the call for teacher 

education programs to be active in admitting diverse teacher candidates who may better support students who come 

from similar backgrounds (Faez, 2012; Titu et al., 2018). On their part, Barakett and Cleghorn (2008) succinctly note 

that the  

diversity of the student population makes it more important than ever before for teachers to be educated and 

prepared to teach children who may bring to the learning situation many different kinds of prior experiences 

stemming from their varied social class, language, and cultural backgrounds. (p. 2; emphasis in original) 

The point these scholars are making is crucial because Western schools are no longer homogenous in relation to 

factors such as race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status. Instead, contemporary Western classrooms are filled with 

students from diverse backgrounds—learning with and from each other. To Barakett and Cleghorn, substantial 

diversity and equity education in initial teacher education programs are needed not only to boost the confidence of 

teacher candidates but also to equip them with competencies they will need to offer their best to the diverse students 

they will be teaching when accredited. The focus of this paper, therefore, is in line with the findings of scholars who 

advocate greater and quality instructional time for teacher candidates to help them develop equity, diversity, and 

social justice competencies for their future work with diverse students. The author argues that teacher candidates 

should understand the theory and practice of equity, diversity, and social justice so they could enact these concepts 

when they get the opportunity. The following section explores the two theoretical lenses that influence the 

discussions presented in this paper.   

 

2. Theories Informing the Discussion 

2.1 Intersectionality 

Intersectionality theory originated from critical legal studies, critical feminism, and critical race theory in 1989 

(Carastathis, 2016; McCall, 2005) “to address the fact that the experiences and struggles of women of colour fell 

between the cracks of both feminist and anti-racist discourse” (Davis, 2008, p. 68). Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, a 

Black feminist and a legal scholar, is widely credited with advancing intersectionality theory in her 1989 paper titled 

“Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, 

Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics” (Carastathis, 2016; Davis, 2008; Zwier & Grant, 2014). The introduction of 

intersectionality theory into legal studies and in feminist and critical race discourses in 1989 marked a watershed 

moment for Black feminist scholars and activists who over the years had felt a high sense of alienation from 

mainstream feminism dominated by White women and antiracism discourse dominated by Black men (Carbado, 

Crenshaw, Mays, & Tomlinson, 2013). In the seminal paper, Crenshaw (1989) argues for a theory that recognizes the 

interplay of Black women’s sex and race as determining conditions that combine to subordinate the experiences of 

Black women in feminist and antiracist discourses. Crenshaw (1989) theorizes intersectionality as the lens to use in 

instances where specific attributes of individuals determine their life chances. In her argument, Crenshaw (1989) 

claims that “because the intersectional experience is greater than the sum of racism and sexism, any analysis that 

does not take intersectionality into account cannot sufficiently address the particular manner in which Black women 

are subordinated” (p. 140). Basically, Crenshaw urges movements and institutions (including schools) to consider the 

intersections of numerous variables (e.g., colour, sex, ability, and sexual orientation) when formulating and 

implementing policies and procedures, because such intersections often determine individuals’ social location as well 

as the privilege or exploitation they experience.  

On their part, Grant and Zwier (2012) and Zwier and Grant (2014) discuss the slow introduction of intersectionality 
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theory into education. In their review of multicultural and social justice literature related to schools, Grant and Zwier 

(2012) identify two significant aspects of intersectionality: (a) “questions and problems beg to be conceptualized and 

analyzed through more than one axis” and (b) any “gaps in students’ academic achievement are located along more 

than one axis” (p. 2). In this sense, problems such as student poverty, the school-to-prison-pipeline, and colour-blind 

policies can be holistically redressed when such a framework is applied to reveal the intersecting elements across the 

multiple sites of privileging or disenfranchising of students. Defining intersectionality theory, Carastathis (2016) 

argues that “properly recontextualized, intersectionality represents the condensation of social-movement and critical 

academic knowledges, motivated by insurrectionary intentions, transformative visions, and collective struggles” (p. 

17). Carastathis’ view represents a shift from intersectionality theory used merely to name intersections of identity 

categories and showing how they oppress or privilege an individual, to a more coalitional (Crenshaw, 1991) 

approach of scholars, educators, and activists working together to dismantle oppressive conditions that subordinate 

vulnerable and minority groups. Thus, teacher candidates’ knowledge of intersectionality can help them understand 

the various attributes that define their students and colleagues. Such understanding can give them the tools to work in 

concert with others (e.g., administrators, colleagues, students, and parents) to enhance and support all students’ 

development and learning and stamp out injustices encountered at different sites. Also, teacher candidates with 

intersectionality and social justice backgrounds can appreciate the need to work together with colleagues and students 

to transform, for example, racism, sexism, ableism, and homophobia that are present in diverse classrooms but remain 

difficult conversations (Agyepong, 2010; Lindo, 2013; West-Burns, Murray, & Watt, 2013) and often, taboo subjects.  

Carastathis (2016) and Crenshaw (2015) recognize the conservative backlash on identity politics associated with 

intersectionality theory. Crenshaw (2015) responds to critiques of identity politics by arguing that “intersectionality 

is not just about identities but about the institutions that use identity to exclude and privilege” (para. 7) individuals 

and groups based on their diverse background. To Crenshaw, intersectionality theory and identity politics are needed 

in situations where individuals and groups are excluded and denied equal and equitable opportunities due to, for 

example, the colour of their skin, sex, religion, and sexual preference. Again, Crenshaw suggests that 

intersectionality equips scholars, policymakers, and society in general with an understanding of “how identities and 

power work together from one context to another” (para. 7) to exclude disenfranchised folks. For both Carastathis 

and Crenshaw, intersectionality has the potential to advance and solidify the desire of social justice movements for 

emancipation and transformation of subordinated individuals and groups in society. The second and final theoretical 

lens used in this paper is critical theory. 

2.2 Critical Theory 

Critical theory dates back to the 1930s and is one of the many interpretivist theories advanced to question and 

critique the positivists’ paradigm (Scott & Usher, 1996). Max Horkheimer, Herbert Marcuse, and Jürgen 

Habermas are some of the Frankfurt scholars credited with critical theory (Scott & Usher, 1996; Stirk, 2000). Scott 

and Usher (1996) explain that critical theory deals with research and practice that emphasizes “freedom, justice, and 

democracy” (p. 22), a stance supported by Tilley (2016) who notes that critical theory is emancipatory and focuses 

on social justice issues. Dell’Angelo, Seaton, and Smith (2014), in turn, assert that the goal of critical theory “is to 

identify factors that limit human freedom and then to carry out a plan of action to overcome such factors” (p. 2). In 

other words, Dell’Angelo et al. believe that critical theory can give teachers tools to help them identify and reform 

the education system’s inherent injustices (e.g., racism, sexism, and homophobia) and establish safe and equitable 

teaching and learning environments for all students to thrive. On their part, Freeman and Vasconcelos (2010) suggest 

that:  

Critical theory is an integral part of building and sustaining a more just society, one in which all members of 

that society feel empowered to carry out their practices in ways that foster democratic and empowering 

processes and outcomes, while continuously monitoring those processes and outcomes for evidence of 

social injustices. (p. 8)  

Freeman and Vasconcelos’s explanation of critical theory is that in a just society, members of the collective are 

empowered and equipped with the resources they need to construct a democratic society in which the rights of 

individuals and groups are respected. Also, to these scholars, using a critical theoretical lens means that the new 

status quo or way of doing things is continuously critiqued and revised to ensure that equality, equity, and inclusivity 

are sustained and fostered for the freedom and development of the individual and the collective. 

In short, critical theorists seek to emancipate the oppressed by theorizing with action—that is, praxis (Scott & Usher, 

1996; Stirk, 2000). Critical theory, intersectionality, social justice, equity, and diversity thus have a common purpose: 

to eliminate injustices perpetrated in policies and practices of various organizations, including educational 
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institutions and society in general. Given that premise, the author believes that teacher education programs could 

double their efforts at teaching equity, diversity, and social justice courses, highlighting the essence of 

intersectionality and critical theoretical lenses to teacher candidates. In the next section, the author responds to the 

paper’s guiding question.  

 

3. Responding to the Paper’s Guiding Question 

The guiding question of the paper is: How will a greater emphasis on equity, diversity, and social justice courses 

foster teacher candidates’ competencies when working with diverse students in their future classrooms? Following, 

the author has meticulously identified four competencies teacher candidates exposed to in-depth equity, diversity, 

and social justice may develop before accreditation: 

3.1 Better Understanding and Application of the Concepts of Social Justice, Equity, and Diversity   

The paper argues that greater emphasis on social justice, equity, and diversity courses in teacher education programs 

will result in teacher candidates understanding these concepts better before they become fully developed teachers. The 

reason is that scholars such as Celeste (2016), DeLuca (2012), Silverman (2010), and Solomon, Levine-Rasky, and 

Singer (2003) found that concepts such as equity, diversity, and inclusivity are often misunderstood, misapplied, and 

conflated by practitioners. Therefore, it is not surprising when teachers engage in a conversation with colleagues who 

misinterpret these concepts (Lopez, 2013; Solomon et al., 2003), an indication that they are putting square pegs in 

round holes, and believing that they are right about their interpretation. Given that premise, there is an urgent need for 

teacher education programs to redesign their curriculum to not only teach these concepts but also ensure that teacher 

candidates understand the meanings and applications of them. The following section provides some examples of the 

definitions of social justice, equity, and diversity that can be modified and used in teacher education programs. 

Adams and Bell (2016) explain social justice as a concept that “involves eliminating the injustice created when 

differences are sorted and ranked in a hierarchy that unequally confers power, social, and economic advantages, and 

institutional and cultural validity to social groups based on their location in that hierarchy” (p. 4). According to these 

scholars, the status quo of society hierarchizing and administering assistance to individuals based on background 

continues to devastate individuals and groups who are at the lower end of the “artificial” hierarchy and power 

continuum. As a result, social justice is about eliminating injustices and reconstructing society to give individuals the 

needed support to live, work, and enjoy fulfilling lives devoid of discrimination, and balancing the power dynamic in 

the process. To that effect, Adams and Bell (2016) argue that the existence of injustices calls for a reconstruction of 

society “in accordance with principles of equity, recognition, and inclusion” (p. 4). Reconstructing society implies that 

existing institutional frameworks and systems supporting them are problematic (i.e., unjust and exclusionary) and need 

to change for the good of every individual. Although the zeal for reconstruction is reassuring, such rebuilding is fraught 

with challenges and a pervasive societal sense of denial in relation to climate change (Dunlap & McCright, 2010, 2011), 

racism (Dovemark, 2013; Solomona, Portelli, Daniel, & Campbell, 2005; Van Dijk, 1992; Watkins, 2016), or sexism 

(Lykke, 2016). Still, while Adams and Bell (2016) remind scholars that “working for social justice in a society and 

world steeped in oppression is no simple feat” (p. 4), perseverance among social justice activists and educators may 

engender better conditions both for the individual and society.   

Dell’Angelo et al. (2014), in turn, describe social justice as “recognizing and acting upon the power that we have for 

making positive change” (p. 1). Dell’Angelo et al.’s description gives social justice educators and critical pedagogues 

the foundation to promote change when they identify practices that disenfranchise students as a result of their 

background. According to these scholars, individuals and groups (including perpetually oppressed groups, such as 

Black people and racialized women) have enormous power in which they can actively find and use it to secure social, 

economic, cultural, and political justice to enhance their life chances. Like Adams and Bell (2016), Dell’Angelo et al. 

argue that injustices derail the development of society, making it relevant for social justice educators and activists to 

mobilize the powers of both privileged and disenfranchised folks for a change that can benefit all students and 

educational stakeholders. In this regard, this author believes that the school—an environment in which diverse groups 

of people interact perhaps the most—should embrace social justice to enable students (future leaders) to develop their 

potentials without any racial, sexual, and political constraints. Such acceptance could be possible and enhanced when 

teacher candidates understand the reasons behind social justice initiatives in which injustices and inequities are 

confronted and dismantled to create safe spaces for every student in the classroom and the school system. Other 

scholars (e.g., Bartolome & Macedo, 2017; Dei, 1999; Solomon et al., 2003) point out systemic issues—colour 

blindness, streaming, school-to-prison pipeline—present in culturally diverse institutions and often encountered by 

marginalized students as an imbalance of power that may be alleviated by strengthening the knowledge base of teacher 
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candidates to social justice praxis. In this paper, social justice is operationalized as a process in which equitable 

practices are applied at all times, and respect for human rights and dignity are promoted and upheld. In an educational 

context, social justice is expressed as an umbrella term used to foster unity in diversity that ensures that equity, 

diversity, and inclusivity are respected, promoted, and supported among all students, staff, teachers, and parents 

irrespective of their backgrounds (Colleague & Author, 2019).  

Equity in education continues to evolve and is often conflated with equality, and therefore the concept can be 

misapplied (DeLuca, 2012). Cochran-Smith et al. (2016) remind us that equity is “primarily to do with fairness and 

justice” (p. 69), an explanation that may be tricky to many teachers. The reason is that fairness and justice denote equal 

treatment irrespective of one’s particular needs. In other words, Cochran-Smith et al.’s position on equity suggests that 

all students must be given the same support in the education system. The confusion is that many educators believe that 

fairness in the classroom means equity (Celeste, 2016; Solomon et al., 2003), an understanding that leads such teachers 

to misapply these concepts (DeLuca, 2012; Solomon et al., 2003). Explaining equity, Lopez (2013) suggests that 

“equity is not about giving each student the same”; instead, it “demands different treatment of students according to 

their needs” (p. 299). To Lopez, equity is not the same as equality because equality does not consider individual 

differences, needs, and aspirations but instead applies the principles of homogeneity to individuals in a group. 

However, equity seeks to provide every student with differentiated support and adequate resources to bring out the best 

in them. Equity caters to individual differences, a crucial concept that teacher candidates should understand, so they do 

not enact equality and assume they were equitable in their practice. As students come from diverse backgrounds, they 

have different needs or gaps to fill (Celeste, 2016) to develop their full potentials. Therefore, upholding the equality of 

humans in terms of everyone being equal but applying equity in the classroom to guarantee that every student receives 

what is relevant for their progress and success is the equity this paper espouses. In line with that, this author sees equity 

as an ongoing process aimed at supporting individual students with specific things—tangible and intangible—they 

need to develop their full potential. As a process and a work-in-progress praxis, for example, teachers provide extra 

tutoring, homework, or direction to students who require more assistance and challenge their high achieving students to 

get to the next level. In addition, teachers with equity skills can actively help provide ergonomic supplies and support 

to students when they observe that there is such a need.  

Adams and Bell (2016) explain diversity as “differences among social groups such as ethnic heritage, class, age, 

gender, sexuality, ability, religion, and nationality. These differences are reflected in historical experiences, language, 

cultural practices, and traditions that ought to be affirmed and respected” (p. 3). Adams and Bell’s point is that there is 

diversity present in our society that manifests in race, gender, and culture among others. Therefore, teacher candidates’ 

better understanding of the differences between and among their learners may support their work when they find 

themselves in the classroom as accredited teachers. Through a critical examination of how these variables intersect to 

benefit or deprive an individual or a group, teachers with in-depth social justice, equity, and diversity knowledge will 

be in a better position to help students recognize and respect others who embody the differences they do not share. In 

addition, teacher candidates’ in-depth knowledge, skills, and values in social justice, equity, and diversity issues and 

initiatives may help them better understand themselves in relation to their colleagues and students. Such understanding 

can lead to the affirmation that “difference is not wrong,” motivating everyone in the class to work together to support 

each other’s learning.  

In 1999, the University of Oregon established a Diversity Steering Committee to develop a working definition of the 

concept of “diversity.” After two decades, the explanation offered by the committee is still relevant and worth quoting 

extensively:  

The concept of diversity encompasses acceptance and respect. It means understanding that each individual is unique, 

and recognizing our individual differences. These can be along the dimensions of race, ethnicity, gender, sexual 

orientation, socio-economic status, age, physical abilities, religious beliefs, political beliefs, or other ideologies. It is 

the exploration of these differences in a safe, positive, and nurturing environment. It is about understanding each 

other and moving beyond simple tolerance to embracing and celebrating the rich dimensions of diversity contained 

within each individual. (University of Oregon, 1999, para. 1)  

The committee’s definition underscores the differences among people, touching on recognizing and respecting 

everyone’s worth. In school contexts, students, teachers, and staff who care about human development can make 

efforts to not only embrace the representation of diverse people in their shared space but also actively respect, 

celebrate, and support the welfare of each other, allowing them the freedom to thrive. From the preceding 

discussions, it is clear that social justice, equity, and diversity are interrelated concepts that aim at human liberty and 

development. Also, all of these concepts focus on the greater well-being and freedom of the individual, group, and 
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society in general; as a result, it is appropriate to ask teacher education programs to double their efforts in helping 

teacher candidates develop competencies that will help them to better support their future diverse students.  

3.2 Better Understanding of Students’ Academic Progress 

Critical theorists suggest that knowledge is socially constructed and reject positivists’ stance on the objectivity of 

knowledge (Darder, Baltodano, & Torres, 2017; Scott & Usher, 1996; Sensoy & DiAngelo, 2017). As a product of 

social construction, knowledge cannot be seen as absolute but rather something that can be manipulated or revised to 

suit current needs and particular contexts (Sensoy & DiAngelo, 2017). As a result, teacher education programs can 

place greater emphasis on social justice, equity, and diversity courses in their programs to highlight the need for 

teacher candidates to be open to new ideas and contributions from their students and colleagues when they begin their 

teaching careers. The education system should not forget that teacher candidates also come from diverse backgrounds 

(Ryan, Pollock & Antonelli, 2009), and have different experiences, worldviews, visions, and biases that are shaped by 

their cultures and prevailing dominant discourses. Teacher candidates thus need in-depth knowledge about all the 

concepts that are the focus of this paper to develop competencies that will enable them to accept their future students 

the way they are, without prejudices and preconditions. With an intersectionality theoretical lens, teacher candidates 

will have the courage to devise better strategies and appropriate pedagogies to equitably support the diverse needs of 

every individual student. For example, as Grant and Zwier (2012) identified, intersectionality views and analyzes 

gaps in individual student achievement through more than one axis. Questions such as the following could be asked 

to understand and remedy root causes of students’ low academic performance: Could their low achievement be 

caused by both institutional racism and sexism, and if so, how can we implement effective programs to help affected 

students? How much of a student’s accomplishments or otherwise be attributed to the intersections of race, sex, 

sexual orientation, and religious affiliation? As a teacher, what is my role in implementing racial, sexual, and 

economic justice for all my students irrespective of who they are or where they come from? Here, the argument is 

that the exposure of teacher candidates to in-depth social justice, equity, and diversity will conscientize these would-be 

teachers about injustices and inequities in the educational system that fail to consider the multiple sites in which 

disenfranchised students suffer discrimination and injustices in the school system. This author believes that with 

greater emphasis on social justice, equity, and diversity courses in teacher education, teacher candidates will be 

challenged to question their complicity and biases when assessing the academic progress of their future students.   

The author also agrees with Dell’Angelo et al. (2014) that many teachers provide all kinds of extra support for students 

who perform “below average.” In other words, some teachers apply the principles of equity to shore up students who 

require extra support in their learning process; however, it should also be noted that some teachers knowingly or 

unknowingly use the “hidden curriculum” (McLaren, 2017) to discriminate against students with alternative 

worldviews. Such teachers may not challenge their disenfranchised students enough due to the prejudice they already 

have about their academic performance. According to McLaren (2017), the hidden curriculum refers to the unintended 

outcomes of the schooling process … the non-subject-related sets of behaviors produced in students … [and the] 

learning outcomes not openly acknowledged to students (pp. 70-71; emphasis in original). In other words, the hidden 

curriculum can be used by teachers who are not skillful at social justice, equity, and diversity initiatives to further 

disenfranchise students who could have done better if the teacher had motivated them. 

Similarly, Raible and Irizarry (2017) argue that “it is clear that teachers play a significant role, for better or worse, in 

the sorting and labeling of young people once they enter school” (p. 463). Raible and Irizarry’s argument in a 

Foucauldian analysis of power suggests that teachers hold most of the power in educational contexts, and can use the 

power they command to administer a fair assessment to all students or display bias against some students due to, for 

example, race and gender. The point here is that teachers should strive to recognize their bias and any personal 

influence when assessing students (Cochran-Smith, 2004) so they can self-critique and address such negative 

tendencies. However, this author believes that teachers can to a large degree set aside bias in their work if their teacher 

education was strong enough in distorting the prejudices they have about different worldviews. That is why more than 

ever, it behooves teacher education programs to double down their efforts in helping teacher candidates develop social 

justice, equity, and diversity competencies. For example, teacher candidates with adequate knowledge of social 

justice will question the meritocratic system entrenched in assessment (Cochran-Smith, 2004; Harber, 2009)—a 

system in which students’ failure to make a certain grade results in such “underachievers” being excluded not o nly 

from higher levels of learning but also from a more active and fulfilling role in society as a whole.   

In-depth social justice, equity, and diversity training in initial teacher education programming can build critical 

awareness about the differences and the wealth of knowledge each learner brings to the classroom (Apple, 2017; Yosso, 

2005). Students’ motivation level can fluctuate with the grades they receive, especially when they perceive injustices in 
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the way the grades are assigned. Darder et al. (2017) and Scott and Usher (1996) assert that critical theory is interested 

in processes that are devoid of structural and ideological inequalities, a position endorsed in this paper. The position of 

the teacher in knowledge creation, discovery, transmission, facilitation, and assessment is a privileged one, and 

adequate knowledge of social justice, equity, and diversity may help teacher candidates to better understand and 

support students’ academic progress when they enter the field as practicing teachers.  

3.3 Better Understanding of the Teacher’s Role as an Agent of Change in the Classroom 

Daniel (2009) and DeLuca (2012) argue that teachers introduced to social justice, equity, and diversity education 

understand that they need to critically reflect on their actions, behaviours, and attitudes towards “others,” and do 

likewise for the institutions that employ them. Such reflexivity is warranted when juxtaposed with the discrimination, 

bullying, and oppression of some students and groups of students in the school system (Baily & Katradis, 2016; Lee, 

2011). An assessment of the ideologies and policies (e.g., colour-blind policies) that shape a teacher’s work may reveal 

instances of inequalities and inequities (e.g., streaming racialized students to applied rather than academic courses) in 

the system within which the teacher operates. Meanwhile, the education system that welcomes students of diverse 

backgrounds supposedly is designed to be fair and equitable to every student (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2017, 

Ensuring Equity section), but, for example, antiracism scholars such as James (2010, 2012) disprove that because racism 

and discrimination against racialized students are still present in Western schools. Given the continuous injustices in 

school systems, Blake (2015) reminds scholars that the classroom and the school itself traditionally have been platforms 

of change, with teachers acting as change agents. Therefore, as articulated in this paper, teacher candidates need to be 

prepared fully to understand and embrace their unofficial role as agents of change. This author believes that quality social 

justice, equity, and diversity courses in teacher education programs could be one of the answers to stamping out injustices 

and inequities from the classroom. Teacher candidates’ competencies in these concepts could make them effective role 

models who would use their understanding of injustice to initiate significant changes (e.g., by modeling inclusive 

practices and motivating students to critique their own beliefs and assumptions about the “other”) to create safe and 

welcoming spaces for every student. Again, Adams and Bell (2016) conscientize educators and scholars to play active 

roles in reconstructing the school to promote and enact equity in its day-to-day practices. Like Adams and Bell, Blake 

(2015) and Darder et al. (2017) also believe that teachers who receive social justice, equity, and diversity education as part 

of their initial teacher preparation will become agents of change for the good of the students and society as a whole.  

Preparing teachers to be capable and willing to confront and question injustices in existing school policies and 

practices that overtly or covertly limit oppressed students and groups’ ability to enjoy the full benefits of attending 

school should be one of teacher educators’ primary goals. Teacher candidates with adequate knowledge of social 

justice, equity, and diversity may be in a better position to hold respectful and constructive dialogue with students, 

colleagues, and administrators who may subject “others” to racism, sexism, classism, or homophobia. Critical theory thus 

positions teacher candidates to apply the diversity, equity, and social justice theories learned during their teacher 

education in their classrooms and schools (Darder et al., 2017; Scott & Usher, 1996). In other words, the theory learned 

will be practiced for the benefit of all students.  

Also, as agents of change, teacher candidates will have a solid foundation of social justice, equity, and diversity 

knowledge to support their students through critical self-reflexivity and constant critique of the status quo in order to 

bring down all forms of domination (Darder et al., 2017) that mar the schooling experience of minority students. On 

the other hand, intersectionality asks that all the multiple identities in an individual are considered when formulating 

new policies or making changes to existing ones because it is the intersection of these identities that unleashes 

injustices on oppressed people. Noguera and Torres (2008) and Russo (2004) believe that when teacher candidates 

learn social justice, they will be able to disrupt and transform the oppression that vulnerable students encounter, which 

may build a safer classroom for all students irrespective of their background. 

3.4 Better Knowledge about Students’ Heightened Awareness of Power, Privilege, and Oppression 

The proliferation of social media outlets (e.g., Facebook, Instagram, WhatsApp, Twitter) along with the continuous 

spread of traditional radio and television media have opened up the debate on social justice, equity, and diversity issues 

and initiatives in the public domain. Bartolome and Macedo (2017) put the scope and influence of the media into 

perspective, noting that “the popular press and the mass media educate more people about issues regarding ethnicity 

and race than all other sources of education available to U.S. citizens” (p. 196). With that observation, Bartolome and 

Macedo remind educators and scholars about the media’s enormous influence on students and society and the need for 

teachers to actively use the knowledge acquired by learners through the media (i.e., traditional and social media outlets) 

to foster students’ curiosity and learn positively. On their part, Darder et al. (2017) argue that critical media literacy 

and critical dialogue “encompass a pedagogical process of teaching and learning, by which students and teachers 
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interrogate the world, unmask ideological and hegemonic discourses, and frame their actions, in the interest of the 

larger struggle for social justice” (p. 367). In other words, Darder et al. believe that teachers who are exposed to 

social justice and have knowledge of critical theory and critical pedagogy know the injustices inherent in the media 

consumed by students. As a result, such teachers are better prepared to assist their learners through critical media 

literacy and critical dialogue to question the merits in what they hear, see, and participate in for better 

decision-making.   

Aronowitz (2017) argues that “young people learn, for ill as well as good, from popular culture (especially music), 

from parents, and, perhaps most important, from their peers” (p. 120). The essence of Aronowitz’s argument is that 

students are already aware of the injustices present in their classrooms, schools, and society. As a result, teacher 

candidates with that insight will not be naïve about the knowledge level of their students. In her Teaching Tolerance 

weblog post, Christina Torres (2015) notes that her students “are not just keen observers of the outside world; they 

experientially learn from struggles around power and privilege every day. … It is either mine to acknowledge or ignore” 

(para. 1). Torres provides the context in which teacher education programs should help teacher candidates strive to 

develop social justice, equity, and diversity knowledge, skills, and attitudes they will need to assist their partly 

informed students effectively. Aronowitz (2017), Bartolome and Macedo (2017), Darder et al. (2017), and Torres 

(2015) all underscore the importance of having well-informed and social justice-minded teachers who can moderate 

and enact critical dialogue about power, privilege, and oppression in schools and society. Like Torres, Lee (2014) 

discusses how teachers underestimate what their students know about social justice issues: “students often mask their 

activities from adults when the activities have negative components of diversity matters” (p. 13). In line with Lee’s 

observation, this author argues that teachers’ presumption of the innocence of their students to a more significant 

extent informs the way they approach their teaching and managing of their class, making the call for greater emphasis 

on social justice, equity, and diversity courses a worthwhile demand. 

As noted above, this author argues that placing greater emphasis on social justice, equity, and diversity education in 

teacher education will challenge teacher candidates not to assume wrongly or take things at face value. The 

presumption that students, regardless of their age, are completely unaware and for that matter innocent is erroneous. 

From the accounts of the scholars whose works have influenced this section, students are aware of power, privilege, 

and oppression in their schools, homes, and society; therefore, teachers have the responsibility to tap into that 

knowledge to help students understand their actions and make informed choices. In sum, this author expects that 

teachers who had in-depth social justice, equity, and diversity education in teacher education programs should become 

able, ready, and willing to lead a “healthy” discussion with their students by challenging them to critically analyze the 

implications of what they hear, see, touch, or assume to inform their actions.  

 

4. Conclusion 

This paper has explored four benefits for teacher candidates exposed to in-depth knowledge of social justice, equity, and 

diversity courses. First, teacher candidates will develop competencies that would help them better understand and apply 

the concepts of social justice, equity, and diversity upon accreditation. Second, teacher candidates will better 

understand the academic progress of their students, helping them to meet the unique needs of each student. Moreover, 

teacher candidates will better understand their roles as agents of change to help create safe classrooms for their future 

students. Finally, this paper has argued that teacher candidates exposed to quality social justice, equity, and diversity 

education will develop better knowledge about students’ heightened awareness of power, privilege, and oppression. 

The list is not exhaustive but it does add crucial points to the discussion about the essence of assisting teacher candidates 

in developing quality social justice, equity, and diversity competencies before they become accredited teachers in diverse 

classrooms. It is an understatement to say that teachers are an essential part of knowledge creation and dissemination. 

Responsibilities put on teachers by ministries of education position the former as parents for the students they teach. 

Such an obligation requires teachers to be mentally and physically prepared to handle both the overt and hidden 

injustices in the school system. Hopefully, teacher candidates with greater insight into social justice, equity, and 

diversity education will be able to apply the knowledge, skills, and values developed during their teacher candidacy, 

both professionally and passionately, to stand with and for the well-being and freedom of all their students.   
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