
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

Teachers resisting structural inequality
Educators navigating the challenges of social justice-oriented teacher education
Hosseini, N.

Publication date
2026

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
Hosseini, N. (2026). Teachers resisting structural inequality: Educators navigating the
challenges of social justice-oriented teacher education. [Thesis, externally prepared,
Universiteit van Amsterdam].

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, P.O. Box 19185, 1000 GD Amsterdam, The Netherlands.
You will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:05 Sep 2026

https://handle.uba.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/teachers-resisting-structural-inequality(b529e415-ee52-4e91-bf98-5c77e79ddbab).html


Chapter 1
___________________________________________________________________________________



General introduction
______________________________________________



Chapter 1  

8

Educational inequality remains a persistent and deeply rooted problem in the 
Netherlands, which has concerned researchers, educators, and policymakers 
for decades. In recent years, this issue has taken on new urgency, particularly 
following the alarming reports from the Dutch Inspectorate of Education 
(2018), which highlighted the persistence and increase in unequal educational 
outcomes. Students’ background characteristics (including their parents’ 
educational level) remain a significant determinant of educational outcomes 
(Inspectie van het Onderwijs, 2018). This means that Dutch education not only 
fails to fulfil the often expected role of ‘great equaliser’, compensating for social 
inequalities, but may even reproduce and increase them (Elffers, 2023). 

Despite many educators’ commitment to fight it, inequality persists. As 
Castagno (2014, p. 1) notes, while most teachers are “nice people with the 
best of intentions regarding the schooling they provide to students every day”, 
schools nevertheless contribute to the reproduction of inequity daily. The 
widely discussed documentary series Klassen (Sylbing et al., 2020) illustrated 
this paradox by showcasing dedicated educators working within a system that 
ultimately limits their impact. The heartfelt public response underscored the 
appreciation for the individual efforts of the teachers (Roggen, 2020). Yet, the 
series also illustrated that good intentions alone cannot dismantle systemic 
barriers (Gorski, 2008). 

Critical perspectives on education emphasise that schools alone cannot bring 
about societal transformation, as captured in Bernstein’s (1970) renowned 
quote that “education cannot compensate for society”. Nevertheless, these 
perspectives also stress educators’ ethical responsibility to resist reproducing 
inequality wherever possible (Cochran-Smith, 2004; hooks, 1994; Mink, 2019).

This relationship between individual (in)action and structural inequality is 
vividly captured by Tatum’s (2017) analogy of racism as a conveyor belt. In 
this analogy, actively engaging in racist behaviour is represented by walking 
in the same direction as the conveyor belt, which represents systemic racism. 
However, simply standing still is not enough to stop this movement because 
the belt itself carries everyone forward. The only way to resist is to walk in 
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the opposite direction, taking deliberate steps to challenge racism. Even then, 
progress is not guaranteed: you may not move quickly enough, or you may 
encounter resistance from those still moving in the opposite direction.

This analogy illustrates not only the difference between conscious acts of 
racism and inaction against systemic racism, but also the challenging nature of 
this work. Walking against the grain can be demanding and isolating, especially 
when others are not doing the same (hooks, 1994). It is therefore not surprising 
that, although movements to fight injustice in education have existed for 
decades, they remain relevant today. This struggle is also reflected in teacher 
education, where many scholars and practitioners have long been committed to 
challenging injustice and structural inequality. With this dissertation, I aim to 
gain a deeper understanding of what it takes for teachers and teacher educators 
to engage in this kind of resistance through social justice teacher education 
(SJTE). The central research question guiding this work is: What challenges do 
teacher educators encounter when engaging in social justice teacher education?

With this dissertation, I seek to deepen the understanding of what SJTE looks 
like in practice and how teachers and teacher educators can be supported—or, 
at times, hindered—in developing social justice-oriented practices. By sharing 
key principles and examples of how teacher educators navigate the challenges 
they face, I aim to inspire others who are striving for justice in their own 
teaching and to strengthen their capacity to critically reflect on and improve 
their practice. In addition, I hope to contribute to the broader dialogue on 
equity and social justice in Dutch education, highlighting the structural nature 
of inequality and the role teachers can play in both reproducing and challenging 
the mechanisms that sustain it.

Personal introduction

In this dissertation, I take you along on my journey as an educational researcher 
and teacher educator dedicated to social justice. As I am both an educational 
researcher and a teacher educator myself, this dissertation takes on both insider 
and outsider perspectives. I therefore begin this introduction on a personal note, 
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not because I consider myself particularly important or interesting, but because 
I want to invite you, the reader, into my process: my theoretical frameworks, 
methodological considerations, observations, reasoning, conclusions, and 
more. Within qualitative research, it is widely recognised that although 
researchers must demonstrate the credibility, rigour and ethical integrity of 
their work to earn the reader’s trust in the quality of the study, it is not expected 
to be fully replicable, as researchers do not seek to detach themselves from the 
participants or phenomena under study (Tracy, 2010). Instead, they embrace 
their role in the knowledge-creation process and remain reflexive about how 
their positionality and potential biases shape it (Berger, 2015). 

Over the years, it has become increasingly common to account for one’s 
positionality in research. Darwin Holmes (2020) describes the emerging 
significance of positionality in qualitative research, noting that while it 
reflects an individual’s worldview, it is also shaped by larger ontological and 
epistemological assumptions. Tien (2019, p. 529) describes positionality as “a 
place where meaning is constructed rather than a locus of already determined 
values.”. She emphasises that positionality is not the same as identity and cautions 
against deterministic views that reduce a person’s thinking to their social 
position. At the same time, the power relations inherent in one’s positionality 
shape how individuals interpret and relate to structural inequities. For instance, 
people of colour may not automatically recognise or reject all forms of racism. 
However, their lived experience of racism and white supremacy differs from 
that of white people, shaping their understanding of it.

Personally, I identify as an Iranian-Dutch woman of colour, and my identity as a 
racialised woman of colour is central to my understanding of social injustice. As a 
nondisabled, nonreligious, Dutch, young, queer, light-skinned, cisgender woman 
from a working-class background, I grew up in a diverse, socio-economically 
challenged neighbourhood before continuing my education in predominantly 
white, privileged educational spaces. This dual experience has made me acutely 
aware of the complexities of both subtle and overt forms of privilege and 
marginalisation and the nuances of racialisation. Growing up, I was socialised to 
believe that proving my ‘Dutch-ness’ and doing well in school would be paths to 
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success. I internalised the meritocratic belief that my intellectual achievements 
would shield me from racism, sexism, or classism, and that education was the 
key to emancipation. At the same time, I also experienced privileges linked to 
my proximity to whiteness; for example, being raised monolingually by my 
white Dutch mother shielded me from the deficit perceptions that bicultural 
children of colour often face regarding language. However, growing up during 
the ‘Muslimification of racism’, and especially during the rise of far-right politics 
and islamophobia post-9/11, I was perpetually viewed as an allochtoon and often 
exposed to racialised bullying and stereotyping, which made me wonder why, 
despite my efforts, I was never considered ‘really Dutch’ (El Hamidi, 2022; Essed 
& Trienekens, 2008).

In university, I was introduced to social theories of inequality while navigating 
more privileged social circles and discovering the subtleties of mechanisms of 
inclusion and exclusion. My meritocratic beliefs were challenged, and I came 
to see racism and other forms of oppression as systemic, gradually adopting 
a worldview more attuned to structural injustice. This commitment extended 
beyond research, shaping my values and actions. When I saw the description 
of this PhD project, it immediately resonated with my perspective on 
educational inequality. Around the same time, I also became actively involved 
in intersectional antiracist leftist politics, housing activism, and later, queer 
activism.

Although all of these former experiences are important for understanding how 
I initiated this research, they are not sufficient to understand how I positioned 
myself as both a researcher and a teacher educator throughout the project. As 
Boveda and Annamma (2023) describe, positionality is much more than a brief 
statement. They distinguish between positionality and positioning, describing 
the latter as “an active verb where researchers reflect and address where their 
locations lie in relationship to interlocking systems of oppression; fields of 
study; and, most importantly, research participants over time. Researcher 
positioning is engaged and revisited throughout the process of knowledge 
production.” (p.307). Through activism, teaching, and research, I have learned 
to integrate the various facets of my identity, drawing on my experiences to 
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foster honest and meaningful academic and pedagogical practices. In this 
dissertation, I hope to demonstrate how acknowledging and building on our 
positionalities can create opportunities to challenge dominant discourses, such 
as white supremacy or meritocracy. This work questions notions of teacher 
neutrality, researcher objectivity, and professional detachment, compelling us 
to recognise the bodies we inhabit, the values and assumptions we hold, and 
how others perceive us as educators and scholars. For me, racism, classism, 
sexism, and queerphobia are not abstract concepts; they threaten my existence 
and evoke anxiety and emotion.

For many, learning about the structural nature of inequality may elicit a feeling 
of responsibility and an urge to resist participating in the reproduction of 
societal injustices through teaching and/or research. This is the case for all 
researchers working on the different chapters of this dissertation. Over the past 
years, I was supervised by three (co-)promotors: Dr Monique Leijgraaf from 
the IPABO University of Applied Sciences in Amsterdam (a Dutch college of 
teacher education for primary education) and Prof. Dr Lisa Gaikhorst and Prof. 
Dr Monique Volman, both from the Research Institute of Child Development 
and Education at the University of Amsterdam. They all had significant 
experience and senior positions in teacher education and/or educational 
sciences. Although I am the only person of colour in our team, I am not the 
only one who has experienced structural inequality, and I am certainly not 
the only one who prioritises fighting inequality in my work. Although our 
formal positions and theoretical and personal backgrounds may differ, this 
project was driven by our shared commitment to contribute to social change 
through education. Throughout this PhD journey, we have encountered minor 
disagreements regarding perspectives on inequality; however, our primary 
goal has remained consistent: to contribute to efforts that challenge structural 
injustice through teacher education and research. 

Although we recognise that our privileges may elicit denial and discomfort 
regarding the systems of oppression from which we benefit, we do not use them 
as an excuse to divert from our core commitment to equity and justice. Instead, 
we are prompted to engage actively and reflexively, to make our positionality 
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explicit, and to remain self-critical throughout this dissertation – continuously 
challenging our own assumptions and practices, while supporting others to do 
the same. Rather than becoming preoccupied with the question, “Am I the right 
person to do this justice work?”, we frequently ask ourselves: “What is the most 
appropriate way for me to contribute to this justice work as a collective project?” 
(Learning Towards Justice Team, 2025, p. 9).

By adopting a critical perspective, we aim to avoid blaming individuals for 
structural inequality in education; instead, we challenge the norms, ideologies, 
and actions that may unintentionally perpetuate injustices. We aim to strike a 
balance between acknowledging potential issues in the reasoning and actions 
of educational professionals and understanding their perspectives and how 
they are influenced, encouraged, socialised, or limited in acting within existing 
systems.

Theoretical perspectives on teacher education for social justice

In addition to my positionality as a researcher, I want to clarify our understanding 
of the concept of social justice-oriented teacher education (SJTE), which will 
serve as the central concept for all papers in this dissertation. Following among 
others Cochran-Smith (2010), Picower (2012a) and Roegman et al. (2021), we 
chose to define SJTE in our own conceptualisation as various teacher education 
practices that share the goals of (1) preparing student teachers to teach from an 
equity perspective and thereby acknowledging the talents and needs of students 
from marginalised groups, (2) increasing critical awareness of systemic causes 
of inequity both within and outside student teachers’ own classrooms, and (3) 
supporting student teachers in fighting these inequities. 

As Cochran-Smith (2010) describes, SJTE is “conceptually ambiguous” (p. 1), 
neither a unified theory nor a clearly delineated movement. The boundaries of 
what constitutes teacher education for social justice are fluid, as social justice 
language is sometimes used to justify neoliberal policies and practices, such as 
movements for standardisation and accountability. In contrast, some scholars 
and practitioners engage deeply with SJTE’s core principles without explicitly 
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adopting the label. Instead, these practices may be aligned with other theoretical 
foundations of education for justice, such as critical race theory, critical 
pedagogy, anti-oppressive education, queer theory, disability studies, or newer 
developments within the field (North, 2008). Despite the concepts’ ambiguity, 
its practice is grounded in a strong knowledge base built by numerous scholars 
and practitioners over decades of social movements both within and outside of 
education (Wiedeman, 2002). In defining SJTE in this dissertation, we do not 
limit its scope to those who explicitly name their work as social justice teacher 
education, including teacher education practices with various theoretical 
grounding, as long as they are aligned with the aforementioned goals and 
acknowledge the systemic nature of inequity.

Instead, we conceptualise it based on foundational principles: the shared struggle 
against structural inequalities and the acknowledgement of the inherently 
political nature of education. As Cochran-Smith (2010) asserts, “Teaching 
and teacher education are inescapably political and ideological activities in 
that they inherently involve ideas, ideals, power, and access to learning and 
life opportunities.” (p. 3). She explains that it is a common misconception that 
only SJTE is political, when, in reality, all forms of teacher education are deeply 
political. Preserving the status quo is just as much a political act as actively 
challenging it. Furthermore, education is never neutral; it is full of ideological 
and political choices. Examples of this include whether Black history is included 
in history lessons, how social movements are represented in the curriculum, 
the books teachers use in the classroom, and the religious practices permitted 
in schools (Apple, 2019; Giroux, 1985). Therefore, SJTE explicitly rejects the 
notion of educational neutrality, recognising that dominant societal structures 
shape pedagogical choices and that these choices can either reinforce or disrupt 
existing inequities.

Recognising this, Cochran-Smith (2004) argues that teacher educators with 
a social justice orientation adopt both pedagogical and activist roles, using 
their professional position to challenge educational and societal inequalities, 
even when doing so disrupts dominant norms within their institutions. This 
stance runs counter to trends in which teachers are increasingly expected to 
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reproduce ‘evidence-based’ best practices, instead offering an alternative view 
that acknowledges the complexities and uncertainties of teaching and trusts 
teachers’ professional judgement (Biesta, 2014; Cochran-Smith, 2020). For 
example, Giroux’s (1985) well-known concept of teachers as “transformative 
intellectuals” argues for valuing teachers as intellectuals and empowering them 
to take on this role. Furthermore, it emphasises that transforming education 
and society is inherent to the profession of teaching.

This transformative dimension is also evident in the methodologies commonly 
used within SJTE research. For example, research on SJTE relies heavily on 
practitioner inquiry with an explicit orientation towards social change. Unlike 
traditional research paradigms, transformative practitioner inquiry centres on 
creating real social change rather than merely generating knowledge for its own 
sake, positioning educators as both researchers and agents of change (Chilisa, 
2011; Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2015; Leijgraaf, 2019).

Since this dissertation begins with an extensive review of empirical studies, 
most of which are examples of practitioner research, this introduction does 
not provide an overview of the main insights from the literature on practices, 
responses, and challenges in SJTE in practice. Instead, the following section 
focuses on the theoretical underpinnings of social justice-oriented teacher 
education by unpacking the concept of ‘justice’ that is central to these 
practices. I will also outline key assumptions, tensions, and concepts in the 
field of research on social justice in (teacher) education, providing context for 
the more practice-oriented literature reviewed in the chapters following this 
introduction.

Unpacking the concept of justice in SJTE

Just as the meaning of social justice in teacher education is contested, so 
too is the notion of justice itself. Similar to ‘equity’ and ‘equality’, social 
justice remains a contested term, with its meanings evolving across different 
contexts and scholarly traditions. Conceptualisations of justice are subject to 
ongoing debate informed by empirical (practitioner) research and centuries 
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of philosophical and academic discourse (Cochran-Smith, 2010). Within 
this strand of literature, North (2006, 2008) identifies three key interrelated 
dimensions that shape the conceptualisation of social justice within education: 
(1) redistribution vs. recognition, (2) micro vs. macro-level, and (3) knowledge 
vs. action. She presents these as “spheres” that may generate tensions within 
and between them, which provides a valuable background for understanding 
challenges and dilemmas that may surface in both research and practice. For 
this reason, I use her framework alongside the insights of other scholars in 
the field to outline what social justice in teacher education might entail. In 
the following paragraphs, I elaborate on our conceptualisation of SJTE by 
exploring the question of what kind of justice social justice-oriented teacher 
education seeks to achieve. While the themes discussed also surface in the 
empirical chapters, it is important to note that North’s work does not serve 
as an explicit framework for the subsequent studies. Instead, it informs our 
thinking throughout the dissertation by making us more aware of the nature 
of different interpretations of justice, the interplay between classroom practice 
and broader structures, and the relationship between reflection and action. In 
the discussion in the final chapter of this dissertation, I explicitly revisit the 
framework to contextualise the conclusions.

Redistribution/recognition

The first sphere relates to the relationship between recognitive justice and 
redistributive justice, as understanding how these two dimensions interact is 
central to examining how injustice is produced and challenged (Fraser, 1997, 2008; 
Fraser & Honneth, 2003; North, 2008; Young, 1990). In social justice movements, 
Fraser (2008; Fraser & Honneth, 2003) distinguishes between redistributive 
claims for justice - which seek a redistribution of wealth and resources, viewing 
socio-economic maldistribution as the leading cause of injustice - and politics of 
recognition, which advocate for a shift in how differences are valued, identifying 
the misrecognition of marginalised identities and resources, along with the 
resulting pressure to assimilate into dominant norms, as the core problem of 
injustice. 
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Young (1990) argues that most theories of justice conceptualise justice through 
a distributive paradigm, focusing primarily on the fair allocation of, e.g. 
resources, outcomes, or attention. Similarly, discussions on the distinction 
between equality and equity often centre on what should be equally or fairly 
distributed and what constitutes a just distribution (Espinoza, 2007; Jencks, 
1988; Westen, 1985).

While these questions are important, Young (1990) contends that reducing 
justice to redistributive concerns overlooks crucial nondistributive issues, 
such as the cultural and symbolic significance attached to jobs, behaviours or 
knowledge, making these theories incomplete. She emphasises that rights and 
opportunities cannot be viewed in the same way as possessions due to their 
immeasurable nature and how social relations shape them. Social norms and 
power dynamics deeply influence the distribution of rights and opportunities. 
Therefore, a framework that takes into account issues of recognition is important 
to understand forms of oppression that go beyond maldistribution. Oppression is 
more than a matter of unequal distribution; it also encompasses structural power 
relations, violence and marginalisation that disadvantage certain social groups 
while privileging others.

In addition to proposing different solutions, these perspectives also diverge 
in their conception of difference. From a redistributive justice perspective, 
differences are regarded as unjust, stemming from an inequitable economic 
structure rather than inherent to the diversity among social groups. In contrast, 
struggles for recognition adopt a more difference-friendly stance, rejecting 
solely the hierarchies associated with difference, while embracing difference 
itself (Fraser & Honneth, 2003).

Over the past decades, many political and philosophical debates have taken 
place about the relationship between redistribution and recognition in the fight 
for justice, which I will not go into in this introduction. In this research, I align 
myself with Fraser (Fraser & Honneth, 2003), who argues that most struggles 
for justice in real life carry both a redistributive and recognitive dimension, and 
therefore require both redistributive and recognitive solutions. Furthermore, 
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she argues that class is often too quickly reduced to a matter of redistribution, 
while recognition also plays a role, such as when the cultural capital of lower 
classes is less acknowledged (Fraser & Honneth, 2003; Hall, 2019 [1980]). 
Conversely, it is equally simplistic to view struggles against the oppression 
of Black, Indigenous, and people of colour (BIPOC) solely as an issue of 
recognition, as these struggles also involve reparations, land ownership, labour 
division, and the redistribution of resources (Fraser, 2008; Tuck & Yang, 2012).

Furthermore, I emphasise the importance of intersectionality, which refers 
to the unique interactions between different axes of oppression and privilege 
– such as race, gender, or class – that shape individuals’ social positions 
(Crenshaw, 1991; Wekker, 2020). This means various forms of oppression are 
not in opposition, but interrelated. As a result, some people may simultaneously 
experience multiple forms of injustice, requiring multiple struggles for both 
redistribution and recognition.

Micro/macro

North (2008) also highlights that structural inequalities and unequal power 
relations play out on multiple levels. SJTE therefore addresses not only the direct 
actions of teachers (such as classroom dynamics, instruction practices, and social 
relations with students, parents, and colleagues), but also factors beyond the 
immediate scope of the classroom, like policies and official curricula. Central to a 
social justice perspective is the tension between individual acts at the micro level 
and broader structures of inequality at the macro level. While it is often easier 
to observe the influence of teachers at an individual level, social justice scholars 
and practitioners have drawn on feminist and poststructural critiques to argue 
that focusing solely on individual action is insufficient to disrupt deeply rooted 
structures. 

This relates to the distinction between critical and liberal approaches to inequality, 
as discussed by King and Ladson-Billings (1990), Gorski (2008, 2009) and Jenks 
et al. (2001): through a critical lens, interpersonal injustices such as racial bias 
are not treated as isolated incidents stemming from individual teachers, but 
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as manifestations of larger systemic injustices. Therefore, merely challenging 
a teacher’s reproduction of a stereotype is not enough; the underlying white 
supremacist ideology must also be addressed, along with its manifestations in 
policies, curricula and dominant discourses, which form the context in which 
this teacher is working. This shifts attention to the structural – meaning not only 
systematic, but also systemic and institutionalised – marginalisation of certain 
groups and the privileging of others. This marginalisation is often referred to 
as oppression within many critical perspectives grounded in emancipatory 
movements of the 1960s and 1970s (Freire, 2005 [1970]; Kumashiro, 2000; Young, 
1990). However, some scholars prefer alternative terminology. For example, Cairo 
(2021) uses the terms “dominant/other,” which builds on Indigenous perspectives 
of interconnectedness, to highlight the dynamic and intersectional nature of 
dominance. Nevertheless, whether speaking of oppression or dominance, both 
terms emphasise that structural marginalisation and privilege are produced and 
maintained historically through institutionalised schooling practices.

As a result, teachers cannot be expected to fix these structural inequities on 
their own. Scholars such as Cochran-Smith (Cochran-Smith, Stern, et al., 
2016; Cochran-Smith & Keefe, 2022) critique accountability movements for 
placing responsibility for equity too narrowly on individual teachers, while 
overlooking the unjust structures in which schools operate, that limit teachers’ 
potential to be agents of change. Nevertheless, although such structures cannot 
be dismantled by individual action alone, individual practices can contribute 
to either questioning or reproducing and reinforcing them (Cochran-Smith, 
2004; hooks, 1994). Furthermore, Pantić (2015) notes the potential of teachers’ 
collective agency, in which working together can strengthen their power to 
create social change.

Knowledge/action

The third sphere of North’s (2008) framework of justice attends to the 
relationship between knowledge and action. Many critical scholars, such as 
Freire (2005 [1970]), King (1991), Apple (2019) and Banks (1993), emphasise 
the importance of critical consciousness of oppression for education aimed at 
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pursuing social justice. Although increasing the awareness of (future) teachers 
of structural inequality in education does not automatically lead to changes in 
practices, it is often considered to be an important first step in this process and 
therefore an important focus of SJTE practices (Cochran-Smith, Villegas, et al., 
2016; North, 2008). 

In theoretical work on awareness of injustice, critical scholars often stress that 
the opposite of critical consciousness is not a lack of knowledge, but rather the 
internalisation of dominant discourses. King (1991, p. 135) coined the term 
‘dysconscious racism’, which she describes as:

“a form of racism that tacitly accepts dominant White norms 
and privileges. It is not the absence of consciousness (that is, not 
unconsciousness) but an impaired consciousness or distorted way of 
thinking about race as compared to, for example, critical consciousness.” 

Furthermore, Apple (2019) emphasises that schools and curricula are filled 
with ideological content that reinforces the hegemony of economic structures 
such as capitalism, presenting them as neutral and thereby making it difficult 
for schooled individuals to imagine alternatives or identify transformative 
possibilities. As King (1991) argues, such a legitimisation of an oppressive and 
exploitative status quo (applicable, in her view, to forms of oppression beyond 
racism), though uncritical thinking, can lead teachers to internalise beliefs that 
hinder more equitable teaching practices. Critical consciousness is therefore 
seen as essential: “If inequity is likened to a disease or poison, then critical 
consciousness has been deemed the antidote to inequity and the prescription 
needed to break the cycle.” (Jemal, 2017, p. 602).

However, this critical consciousness, a concept first developed by critical 
pedagogue Freire (2021 [1974]), encompasses not only knowledge and 
understanding of oppression, but also action to fight it. According to Freire, 
true reflection cannot exist without action, just as action without reflection is 
insufficient. Instead, liberation from oppression requires an ongoing process 
of praxis that integrates both. This principle underpins the focus in SJTE 
on the beliefs, knowledge and agency of (student) teachers, based on the 
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assumption that these elements all play a central role in the development of 
educational practices aimed at achieving social justice (Freire, 2005 [1970], 
2021 [1974]; Jemal, 2017). With an awareness of the mechanisms and 
structures at play, student teachers would be more inclined to notice this in 
their classrooms. For example, recognising the socially constructed, and thus 
possibly unrepresentative, character of scholarly knowledge in books and other 
teaching methods could help teachers disrupt this dominance by introducing 
underrepresented perspectives (Banks, 1993).

Therefore, the goals of SJTE are generally formed as a combination of knowledge 
and action, such as described by e.g. Cochran-Smith et al. (2016) and North 
(2008): “(1) teaching students how to examine critically and in sustained ways 
the relationships among, and consequences of, White supremacy, patriarchy, 
and advanced capitalism, and (2) translating this critique into transformative 
political action” (North, 2008, p. 1195).

Structural inequality in the Dutch context

While this conceptual literature, most of which stems from the United States and 
Brazil, gives insight into general discussions around social justice in education, 
I now turn more specifically to its relevance for the Dutch context. In the 
Netherlands, the discourse on justice, equity and diversity is mainly centred 
around the term ‘kansengelijkheid’, which translates to equality of opportunity 
but is in practice used for a variety of perspectives on equality (Elffers, 2022; 
Elffers et al., 2024; Hosseini et al., 2021). At the start of this project in 2020, 
educational inequality was receiving significant public and political attention, 
supported by a series of reports highlighting persistent and growing inequality 
in the Dutch education system (e.g. Inspectie van het Onderwijs, 2016, 2018; 
Onderwijsraad, 2017). A central structural feature of this system that is the subject 
of the most frequent criticism is the long-standing practice of early and rigid 
tracking. Around age 12, students are placed into different educational tracks. 
This system has been the subject of considerable criticism from many scholars 
due to its tendency to result in students with similar academic potential ending 
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up in drastically different educational pathways that are associated with unequal 
societal outcomes in terms of future employment, income, and health (Bol, 2023; 
Denessen, 2024; Elffers, 2022; Inspectie van het Onderwijs, 2018; Onderwijsraad, 
2017; Van De Werfhorst & Mijs, 2010). However, attempts to change the system 
have not led to fundamental differences to date. Furthermore, educational 
scholars have highlighted the many ways in which classroom practices often 
reproduce inequalities (Agirdag, 2020; Van den Bergh et al., 2020). Nevertheless, 
despite the longstanding commitment of many schools, educators, activists, 
policymakers, and other educational professionals to addressing inequality in 
Dutch education, it remains a pressing and persistent concern.

To understand the context of the teachers and teacher educators in these studies, I 
will explore prevailing discourses around structural inequality in the Netherlands. 
According to Elffers (2022), one of the challenges in addressing inequality is that 
different actors, such as educational professionals and policymakers, interpret 
the concept differently. Although they may assume that they are discussing the 
same issue, their understanding of inequality can differ significantly. Different 
interpretations of ‘kansengelijkheid’ can have different implications for the role 
expected of education, how resources are distributed, and what constitutes a fair 
outcome. However, they often use similar words for these different approaches.

Furthermore, the Dutch context shows changes in research and public 
discourse on explanations for inequality. By the late 20th century, dominant 
approaches focused on addressing so-called achterstanden: perceived deficits 
of ‘underachieving’ children from migrant backgrounds (Agirdag, 2016; 
Ghorashi, 2023; Stevens et al., 2019; Van ’t Hof & Dronkers, 1992). This deficit 
ideology, influential in Dutch research, policy, and practice, has since been 
widely criticised (Agirdag, 2016; Ghorashi, 2023). 

Over the last two decades, increasing attention has been paid to the impact 
of socioeconomic status (SES), often operationalised by parental level of 
education, as this has been proven to be influential on educational inequality 
(Denessen, 2024; Inspectie van het Onderwijs, 2016). This shift away from the 
culturalisation of difference has also contributed to a different discourse, in 
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which it is not uncommon to claim that parental education, rather than race, 
is the primary driver of educational inequality in the Netherlands, and that 
racism is not a problem in Dutch education (Nzume, 2023; Stevens et al., 2011; 
Visser, 2025). Nzume (2023, pp. 86, translated) criticised this discourse, stating: 

“For some years now, the ‘problem’ has had nothing to do with colour, 
ethnicity or cultural background, according to all policymakers and 
stakeholders in the public debate about inequality in education, but with 
the ‘socioeconomic level’ of parents. A convenient trick, because the fact that 
class also has a colour in the Netherlands thus remains undiscussed.”

This focus on social class as the main driver of inequality is also present in 
the aforementioned documentary series, Klassen. How the documentary 
highlighted the similarities between the privileges of black and white middle-
class families reinforced the narrative that it is not racism but social class 
that creates inequality in education. This conclusion is further implied by 
the documentary’s title and the statements made by politicians and school 
administrators filmed throughout the series (Nzume, 2023; Roggen, 2020; 
Sylbing et al., 2020).

As a result, racial, cultural, linguistic, and ethnic differences are often treated 
as secondary or indirect factors. However, recent research does challenge 
the notion that racial inequality is merely a by-product of class and suggests 
that racial dynamics exist in educational inequality as well. For instance, 
statistical data show that students of colour are disproportionately required to 
‘stack’ multiple levels of education to reach higher education, and they more 
frequently report having received lower track recommendations than their 
academic abilities would warrant. They also describe receiving less support and 
trust from education professionals (De Winter-Koçak et al., 2021; De Winter-
Koçak & Badou, 2020). Furthermore, drawing on Hall’s assertion that “Race 
is the modality in which class appears”, Çankaya (2023) argues that the Dutch 
focus on class over race often goes hand in hand with a denial of how social 
class itself is racialised. 



Chapter 1  

24

Beyond measurable disparities such as track placement, racialised inequality 
can also be reinforced through more diffuse mechanisms. These include 
persistently low expectations from educators, the limited representation 
of people of colour and non-dominant perspectives in curricula, and 
the disproportionate impact of teacher shortages on schools with large 
populations of racialised students (Mesman, 2021). Educational researchers 
in Amsterdam have recently systematically mapped how students of colour 
face marginalisation and discrimination in education in the city, based on the 
stories of mostly students and parents of colour. The resulting report, which 
spans over 100 pages, documents a wide range of experiences. These include 
racially motivated bullying, inadequate educational provision for multilingual 
students, unjust labelling of children based on ethnicity and gender, conflicts 
involving large power imbalances between schools and parents, and challenging 
mental health issues or home situations that school support structures are not 
equipped to address (Crul et al., 2024). This research supports the warning 
that while parental educational level is undeniably a key factor in educational 
inequality, a focus on SES alone overlooks the racialised character of forms of 
inequality in Dutch education.

This colourblindness is not unique to education, but reflects a broader societal 
pattern that Wekker (2020) describes as ‘white innocence’: the denial of racism 
and incorrect self-image of the Netherlands as a colourblind, tolerant, and brave 
nation, despite its colonial history. Education can further reinforce this narrative, 
for example, through materials that romanticise colonialism or ignore racism. 
However, Black Lives Matter protests in 2020 brought increased attention to racism 
in society and education. Social media amplified critiques of racial stereotyping 
in schoolbooks, prompting publishers to review their material in collaboration 
with researchers (Jehle et al., 2024), while citizen-led initiatives such as Zetje In 
(n.d.) advocated for more inclusive curricula. Educational scholars also called 
for recognising the knowledge and identities of students from marginalised 
backgrounds, addressing mechanisms of inequality, and treating multilingualism 
as a strength rather than a deficit (Agirdag, 2020; Gaikhorst & Volman, 2022; Van 
den Bergh et al., 2020; Volman et al., 2024). Despite the dominance of colourblind 
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ideologies, there are examples of Dutch teacher educators acknowledging and 
actively addressing systemic racism, such as Soeterik et al. (2023), who developed 
a course on critical race theory, and the educational master’s degree described by 
Severiens (2023), which incorporates a social justice perspective.

Against this backdrop, studying social justice in Dutch teacher education was both 
timely and challenging. While equity had become a visible theme, discussions of 
systemic racism were still relatively new, and many educators continued to see it 
as an issue confined to the United States. For example, even shortly after the BLM 
protests, Dutch student teachers were surprised to learn that systemic racism 
also exists in the Netherlands (Leijgraaf & Reeves, 2025). Furthermore, Rowan 
et al. (2024) note that the topic of privilege only gained mainstream attention 
in the Netherlands after being popularised by a white male author, copying the 
work of Black female scholars to discuss his own privileges, highlighting this as 
an illustration of how little progress has been made in the public debate on racism 
in the Netherlands. These examples highlight both the need and the difficulty of 
embedding social justice in Dutch teacher education, which informed our focus 
on the challenges teacher educators encounter in this work and how insights from 
international SJTE literature can support Dutch practitioners in addressing them.

This dissertation

This dissertation aims to deepen our understanding of what SJTE entails in 
practice and how Dutch student teachers and teacher educators can be both 
supported and hindered in developing social justice-oriented practices. The 
relevance of this question stems from several interrelated gaps in the literature.

First, although a substantial body of research exists within the field of SJTE, this 
knowledge base is fragmented. Research on SJTE is often qualitative, small-scale, 
and highly context-specific, with a strong emphasis on practitioner research (Mills 
& Ballantyne, 2016). While this has yielded valuable insights, it makes it difficult 
to discern broader patterns across contexts. To address this issue, we conducted 
an in-depth review of the international literature in order to gain a broader insight 
into the current state of the field. In the first part of our extensive review of the 
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literature on SJTE, we focus on research question 1a: What shared principles can 
be distinguished in the ways teacher educators shape their social justice-oriented 
teacher education practices? By identifying patterns in principles and activities, it 
provides guidance for teacher educators aiming for social justice, offering insights 
that are more practically grounded and illustrative compared to earlier reviews. 
In the second part of this review, we explore question 1b: What challenges and 
tensions can be identified in the literature on social justice-oriented teacher education 
practices? Earlier reviews identified the existence of tensions and challenges for 
teacher educators (Liao et al., 2022; Reagan & Hambacher, 2021). Furthermore, 
single-case studies offer a deeper insight into how these tensions are experienced 
in practice and how they impact both teacher educators and student teachers (e.g. 
K. S. Ahmed, 2020; Galman et al., 2010; Pollock et al., 2010). Yet no review has 
examined how these tensions and challenges manifest for teacher educators across 
contexts.

Secondly, much of what is known about SJTE comes from the United States, 
while local contexts present distinct challenges. Rowan et al. (2024) argue 
that Dutch debates on racism and inequity are too often imported from the 
US without sufficient adaptations, despite important contextual differences. 
Furthermore, research shows that Dutch teacher education gives limited 
attention to structural inequality (Gaikhorst et al., 2020; Geerlings et al., 
2023), that many student teachers feel unprepared to teach equitably in diverse 
classrooms (Gaikhorst & Volman, 2022), and schools in Amsterdam mention 
teachers’ lack of knowledge as a barrier to engaging with diversity differently 
(Munniksma, 2022). To strengthen the knowledge base in ways that are useful for 
Dutch teacher educators, we need to understand challenges specific to the Dutch 
context. The second study contributes to this by examining how Dutch student 
teachers conceptualise inequality, asking: From a social justice perspective, what 
lines of reasoning can be identified in how student teachers discuss inequality in 
education? It identifies patterns in their reasoning that both support and hinder 
justice-oriented teaching. These insights can help teacher educators in designing 
practices that connect to student teachers’ perspectives while also challenging 
and deepening them.
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Finally, the role of the teacher educator is often overlooked in SJTE research 
(Conklin, 2015, 2020; Ohito, 2019; Stillman et al., 2019), even though their 
critical consciousness and practices strongly shape how future teachers engage 
with inequality. Ponet et al. (2024) show that while teacher educators often use 
justice-oriented language, their implicit messages frequently reflect deficit or 
colourblind discourses, unintentionally reproducing the status quo. Like their 
students, many may be unaware of how their actions sustain inequality. This 
is especially significant given their role as ‘second-order practitioners,’ whose 
practices and messages also serve as a form of modelling, influencing not only 
student teachers but, indirectly, the pupils they will later teach (Ponet et al., 
2025). This highlights the need for more research on teacher educators, as well 
as action to support those who wish to commit to social justice. To address this, 
we established an inquiry community of teacher educators who collaboratively 
developed practices for their own contexts and learned from one another’s 
knowledge and experiences. This project resulted in both the development of 
SJTE practices and the final study of this dissertation: a practitioner research 
study exploring question 3: What dilemmas arise during collaboration within 
an inquiry community of novice social justice-oriented teacher educators as they 
develop teacher education for social justice in their own contexts? 

Taken together, these studies contribute to the international literature by 
synthesising common practices and challenges across contexts and by 
offering new insights into how such issues manifest in the Netherlands. They 
foreground the voices and experiences of both student teachers and teacher 
educators, recognising the latter as crucial yet often overlooked actors in SJTE. 
By combining an international literature review with qualitative, context-
specific and partly practitioner-based research, this dissertation aims to provide 
practice-oriented insights to both support teacher educators in addressing 
structural inequality and inform the broader debate on how Dutch teacher 
education can contribute to social justice.
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Overview of the studies

This research seeks to answer the following question: What challenges do teacher 
educators encounter when engaging in social justice teacher education? To address 
this question, we conducted three studies, each of which highlights a different 
aspect of these challenges. These studies are presented in four chapters:

Chapter 2 addresses the challenge of defining what SJTE entails in practice by 
examining the foundational principles that underpin justice-oriented teacher 
education. The chapter discusses the first study, which was a scoping review of 
60 empirical studies from the international literature. It answers the question: 
What shared principles can be distinguished in the ways teacher educators shape 
their social justice-oriented teacher education practices? 

Chapter 3 discusses the same scoping review, but focuses more directly on 
the challenges teacher educators encounter when enacting SJTE. It answers 
the question: What challenges and tensions can be identified in the literature 
on social justice-oriented teacher education practices? This review of the 
international literature, drawing on the same 60 studies, highlights common 
challenges within the field of teacher education, how these challenges may 
manifest themselves in different contexts, and how teacher educators navigate 
them.

Chapter 4 presents our second study, which highlights how student teachers’ 
perspectives on inequality can create both opportunities and challenges for 
SJTE. This empirical study answers the following question: From a social justice 
perspective, what lines of reasoning can be identified in how student teachers 
discuss inequality in education? Based on focus groups and interviews with 
26 Dutch student teachers, this qualitative study analyses how their lines of 
reasoning may either support or hinder justice-oriented teaching.

Chapter 5 examines the challenges that emerge when teacher educators 
collaboratively develop SJTE practices within their own contexts, building 
on insights from earlier chapters. This chapter discusses the third study, a 
qualitative practitioner research project following a group of Dutch teacher 
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educators who formed an inquiry community to co-develop SJTE practices 
grounded in shared principles of social justice. The chapter explores the 
complex dilemmas they encountered in trying to balance ideals, context, and 
collaboration, highlighting the reflections and insights of the teacher educators 
on these dilemmas. It addresses the question: What dilemmas arise during 
collaboration within an inquiry community of novice social justice-oriented 
teacher educators as they develop teacher education for social justice in their own 
contexts?

Chapter 6 summarises the key findings of the three studies presented in this 
dissertation. It also presents my conceptual, methodological and personal 
reflections on these results. Furthermore, the chapter considers the limitations 
of the dissertation and its implications for educational research and practice.

Table 1.1 shows a schematic overview of the various studies and chapters that 
are included in this dissertation.

Table 1.1: Schematic overview of the chapters
Study 1a
Chapter 2

Study 1b
Chapter 3

Study 2
Chapter 4

Study 3
Chapter 5

Research 
question

What shared 
principles can be 
distinguished in 
the ways teacher 
educators shape 
their social 
justice-oriented 
teacher education 
practices?

What challenges 
and tensions can 
be identified in 
the literature on 
social justice-
oriented teacher 
education 
practices?

From a social 
justice perspective, 
what lines of 
reasoning can be 
identified in how 
student teachers 
discuss inequality 
in education?

What dilemmas arise 
during collaboration 
within an inquiry 
community of novice 
social justice-oriented 
teacher educators as 
they develop teacher 
education for social 
justice in their own 
contexts?

Methods Literature review of empirical 
research (N=60)

Semi-structured 
interviews and 
focus groups with 
student teachers 
(N=26)

Practitioner research 
project, focusing 
on multiple forms 
of qualitative data 
collected with teacher 
educators (N=9)

Focus Characteristics of 
practices

Challenges 
experienced by 
student teachers 
and teacher 
educators

Student 
teachers’ critical 
consciousness

Challenges 
experienced by 
teacher educators


