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Chapter 2
___________________________________________________________________________________



Practices of social justice-oriented teacher 
education: A review of the literature

____________________________________________
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Abstract

Social justice-oriented teacher education has emerged as a critical area of 
inquiry within the field of education. Drawing on 60 empirical papers, this 
scoping review examines what shared principles can be distinguished in 
how teacher educators shape their social justice-oriented teacher education 
practices. Social justice-oriented teacher education practices are characterised 
by their focus on identifying structural inequities and disrupting unjust 
hierarchies, for example, in which knowledge and perspectives are undervalued 
or marginalised. Social justice-oriented teacher education actively engages with 
the context and communities in which teaching takes place. In their curriculum 
and pedagogical approach, teacher educators pay attention to unequal power 
relations and centring marginalised perspectives. The papers included in this 
review further emphasise the importance of critical reflection and enacting 
shared principles in ways that fit the local context and power dynamics.
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Introduction

Over the past decades, many teacher educators and scholars have introduced 
teacher education practices to fight enduring inequities in education and 
the roles schools and teachers may unconsciously and unwillingly play in 
perpetuating structures of inequity that affect students from marginalised 
groups, including students of colour and Black, Indigenous, LGBTQIA+, 
disabled and economically disadvantaged students. Teacher education 
approaches to equity that focus on dismantling systems of oppression, power, 
and privilege in education and society are mostly known as social justice-
oriented teacher education (Picower, 2012a). In this review, we explore and 
analyse shared principles in social justice-oriented teacher education (hereafter 
referred to as SJTE) practices in the international literature.

Picower (2012a, p. 562) defines social justice education as “an amalgamation of 
multiple fields that centres on issues of equity, access, power, and oppression.” 
According to Cochran-Smith (Cochran-Smith, 2010, p. 448), SJTE is not defined 
by its methods or activities and does not refer to every form of teacher education 
that deals with diversity or equity, but it is a “coherent and intellectual approach 
to the preparation of teachers that acknowledges the social and political contexts 
in which teaching, learning, schooling, and ideas about justice have been located 
historically and the tensions among competing goals.” While SJTE involves the 
preparation of teachers to navigate diversity and ensure equal treatment, its 
distinctive feature lies in the inseparable connection it establishes between equity 
and justice, shifting from a perspective of “helping those who just happen to be 
less fortunate” to engaging in “a vertical fight against a system of oppression” 
(Picower, 2021, p. 97). 

Following among others Cochran-Smith (2010), Picower (2012a) and 
Roegman et al. (2021), we define SJTE 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’ classrooms and (3) 
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supporting student teachers in fighting these inequities. We have chosen to 
include teacher education practices with various theoretical grounding (such as 
critical multicultural education, antiracist teacher education, critical pedagogy, 
critical race theory, or culturally relevant teaching) as long as they align with 
these goals and acknowledge systemic inequities. 

Numerous education scholars emphasise that the concepts of justice and 
equity are frequently embraced in education policy, programs, and research 
(Cochran-Smith & Keefe, 2022; Liao et al., 2022; North, 2008). However, it 
is important to note that widely differing interpretations of these concepts 
exist, including neoliberal reforms in teacher education that have co-opted 
the ‘language of equity’ but adopted goals and practices contradictory to the 
movements and theories from which this language originates (Cochran-Smith, 
Ell, et al., 2016). To elucidate our interpretation, we highlight the differentiation 
between ‘thin equity’ and ‘strong equity,’ described by Cochran-Smith, Stern, 
et al. (2016) and Cochran-Smith and Keefe (2022). They assert that numerous 
recent policy changes in education reflect a ‘thin equity’ perspective, wherein 
schools and teachers are considered primarily responsible for abolishing 
educational inequity. From this perspective, it is not recognised that schools 
and teachers function within unjust structures perpetuating enduring societal 
inequalities and limit teachers’ potential to be agents of change. From a ‘strong 
equity’ standpoint, educational inequality is regarded in connection to broader 
societal inequities and social policies that contribute to upholding racialised 
and systemic disparities in education, health, housing, and employment. 
This entails that schools must not only provide equitable education but also 
recognise and actively seek opportunities to combat these inequities within and 
beyond the realm of teaching (Cochran-Smith, 2020; Cochran-Smith & Keefe, 
2022). This review centres on papers in which the authors adopt a perspective 
corresponding with ‘strong equity’.

This review explores common teacher education practices that seek to contribute 
to reducing structural injustices, drawing on international literature. Research on 
SJTE is characterised by small-scale qualitative studies with a heavy emphasis on 
practitioner research, leading earlier reviewers to argue for more research beyond 
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a single context’s small scale (Mills & Ballantyne, 2016). In a recent review study, 
Liao et al. (2022) assessed the effectiveness of teacher education aimed at equity. 
In their analysis of practices, they focused on distinguishing the different levels 
at which interventions take place: the programmatic level, the curriculum level, 
the pedagogical approach, and the teaching and learning activities. In this review, 
we describe how teacher educators shape their SJTE practices. The review adds 
to the earlier work of Liao et al. (2022) in that it offers further concretisation 
through a detailed analysis of the practices at the various levels they distinguish. 
We not only focus on curriculum but also pay attention to how principles of SJTE 
are shaped in interactions with both the classroom and the context in which 
teaching and learning occur. 

This review will focus on discerning patterns in various SJTE practices, 
highlighting shared attributes of practices in different contexts. Our analysis 
does not centre on evaluating the effectiveness of specific practices but provides 
insight into the various approaches by which teacher educators integrate 
shared principles into their practices. Furthermore, our objective is to provide 
guidance to teacher educators committed to fostering justice by presenting 
foundational principles for developing social justice-oriented practices in their 
own educational contexts. We aim to inspire both action and critical reflection 
by providing insight into these principles, considerations and activities 
more practically than earlier reviews. Our research question is: What shared 
principles can be distinguished in the ways teacher educators shape their social 
justice-oriented teacher education practices?

Method

Identification and selection of relevant studies

This review was conducted using a scoping review methodology, following 
PRISMA guidelines for scoping reviews (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005; Tricco et 
al., 2018). A scoping review was considered a good fit for the broad nature of 
the research question and the inclusion of a variety of designs, objectives and 
methods while maintaining a systematic and rigorous procedure for selecting and 
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screening the articles. Database searches were conducted in ERIC, PsycINFO, 
and Web of Science, using a search string developed and tested in collaboration 
with a subject librarian specialised in educational sciences. The authors searched 
for articles containing justice (or equity or equality) and teacher education in 
the abstract, keywords, or title, focusing on peer-reviewed articles written over 
ten years, starting from 2010. As Arksey and O’Malley (2005) argue, setting a 
limited time frame for a scoping review is often necessary for practical reasons. 
Since scholarly work from before 2010 has already been acknowledged in earlier 
reviews such as those by Kaur (2012), Mills and Ballantyne (2016), and Cochran-
Smith, Villegas et al. (2016), a decade-long time period leading up to the time of 
the search was selected. This timeframe was considered a good balance between 
capturing important developments and perspectives that have emerged within 
the field and adhering to practical limitations that required a manageable scope. 
The search query is described in Figure 2.1 (Page et al., 2021).

The database search resulted in 3794 records. After deduplication, 2832 results 
were left to screen. The abstracts of these 2832 articles were screened by the first 
author using Rayyan. All authors decided on the eligibility criteria in a general 
way before the screening process started. Since the terms ‘justice’ and ‘equity’ are 
subject to many different interpretations in the literature on teacher education 
(Cochran-Smith, Villegas, et al., 2016; Kaur, 2012), a screening criterion based 
on the definition of SJTE was employed by the researchers, excluding studies that 
attend to diversity, cultural differences, or educational needs without discussing 
structural inequalities. Studies that acknowledged both the pedagogical and the 
political aspects of SJTE were included, analysing practices (e.g., a course, activity, 
or program) aimed at challenging structural inequities (Cochran-Smith, 2004). 
For example, a paper might have been included initially because of its title and 
abstract, which framed the activities described as a social justice intervention, 
but later excluded upon full-text review when it became clear that the approach 
focused primarily on developing multicultural competence without addressing 
structural injustices or unequal power relations.

Approximately 5% of the abstracts were screened by at least two authors to 
ensure interrater reliability. If two authors disagreed or had doubts about 
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a paper’s inclusion, all four authors discussed it. 775 articles were included 
based on the screening of abstracts. During screening the full-text papers for 
eligibility and quality, further specifications of the screening criteria were made 
as familiarity with the literature grew. For example, the authors decided to 
include only empirical papers with student teachers or teacher educators as 
participants. Approximately 7% of the full papers were read and discussed by 
two or more authors to assess eligibility. 

The first author then assessed the methodological quality of the papers using 
the JBI Critical Appraisal Checklist for Qualitative Research to assess the 
methodological quality of the empirical articles (Lockwood et al., 2015). Papers 
with a critical appraisal score of at least 6 (out of 10) were included in the final 
review unless there were significant methodological objections; papers with 
a score of 5 or 5,5 were further discussed with the other authors. 76 articles 
were excluded based on their score, and 199 were excluded for not containing a 
transparent methodology that allowed for critical appraisal.

Data charting and analysis

The analysis of the literature started with the process of data charting, 
sorting, and organising key themes and other relevant elements of the papers 
summarised in Excel to create a broad overview of the literature (Arksey & 
O’Malley, 2005), such as the central concepts, forms of inequality, research 
questions and methodology, positionality of the teacher educator and 
researcher, and a description of the activities.

To identify key themes, all included papers were roughly coded to identify the 
central themes present in practices, reflections or conclusions presented by the 
authors. Examples of codes include ‘counterstories,’ ‘peer teaching,’ ‘activism 
outside classroom’ and ‘individual vs structural’. To ensure the reliability of the 
coding process, a sample of 25% of the articles was randomly selected by the 
second author, who then also employed open coding and compared her codes 
with those of the first author. This showed a high level of conceptual agreement 
between the authors: both authors consistently identified the same underlying 



Chapter 2  

38

central themes present in each article. There were some minor differences in 
interpretation or terminology. The authors resolved these differences through 
discussion, leading to a consensus on the central themes of each article.

Figure 2.1: PRISMA 2020 Statement
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Subsequently, all similar open codes were grouped into overarching themes 
that form the structure of the results section, which will describe how these 
elements are present in various teacher education practices. The grouping of 
the codes was discussed with the second author multiple times during the 
development of the coding scheme and checked and approved by all four 
authors before writing the results.

Results

The final selection of included articles contains 60 papers, with 56 qualitative 
research papers, 3 mixed-methods studies and 1 quantitative study. 
Approximately two-thirds of the empirical studies were performed by teacher 
education practitioners who served as both teacher and researcher, using 
designs such as action research, collaborative auto-ethnography, or self-study 
to examine their own practices. More than two-thirds of the papers were based 
in the United States. Other locations included Canada (6), Australia (4), New 
Zealand (5), Brazil (1), the UK or England (4), South Africa (1), Ireland (2), 
and Sweden (2). While multiple articles explicitly discussed the influence of 
the identity and positionality of the teacher educators or the researchers, not all 
papers included a positionality statement.

Teacher educators for social justice focus on systemic oppression when 
addressing injustices, attending to structural inequalities related to factors 
such as race, gender, sexuality, class, language and (dis)ability. The reviewed 
papers predominantly addressed racism (e.g. Beneke & Cheatham, 2020; Berry 
et al., 2020; Ohito, 2016, 2020; Pollock et al., 2010; Solic & Riley, 2019; Souto-
Manning & Emdin, 2020). Gender and sexuality were discussed 9 times (e.g. 
Bright, 2015; Hyland, 2010; Kearns et al., 2017; Mitton-Kükner et al., 2016; 
Tompkins et al., 2018). Socioeconomic inequalities, language and (dis)ability 
were addressed less frequently, but still in more than 5 papers (e.g. Beneke & 
Cheatham, 2020; Hyland & Heuschkel, 2010; Lynch & Curtner-Smith, 2019). 
Although much of the reviewed literature analyses individual activities such 
as university courses, placements, or community-based excursions, 12 papers 
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mentioned that the evaluated activities were embedded in university-based or 
alternative programs with an explicit social justice mission. Some recurring 
elements of SJTE approaches can be identified within both single-course 
studies and programs. In our results, we discuss 5 shared principles in SJTE 
practices that we have identified in how teacher educators shape their practices. 
We explore these principles by focusing on the articles in which they are most 
explicitly addressed, as these authors provide detailed elaborations of them. This 
does not mean, however, that these principles are absent from other included 
papers that are not discussed in this specific paragraph. Researchers often make 
deliberate choices about which aspects of their practices to examine in depth, 
and which to address more broadly. In some cases, only a single activity or 
aspect is discussed in detail, while the authors emphasise that it is part of a 
larger, more comprehensive practice that falls outside the scope of the paper.

Challenging students to identify structural aspects of inequity

The first shared principle we discern in SJTE practices in the literature 
concerns how teacher educators challenge students to move from an individual 
understanding of inequity to one that incorporates structures. We illustrate 
this by describing different ways in which teacher educators address this 
goal: critical incident analysis, analysing the institutional side of injustice, 
considering power in literacy and language, and integrating practices.

Critical incident analysis

In SJTE, a common activity is critical incident analysis, an assignment in which 
students are asked to analyse a specific case to identify how marginalisation and 
privilege manifest in this particular context (Gachago et al., 2014; Kearns et al., 
2017; Kelly & Brandes, 2010; Lemley, 2014). This includes examinations of the 
privileges of dominant groups, disrupting the idea that inequality only concerns 
those negatively affected by it. Lemley (2014) describes a paper assignment 
in which student teachers analysed a situation from their own schooling 
experience in which they either witnessed or experienced discrimination. 
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At the end of the course, in which they discussed their analyses with peers, 
they reflected on this case again and presented possible actions to fight this 
discrimination. This was meant to promote both their awareness and agency 
in fighting injustices. 

Other authors offered more guidance in their critical incident paper assignments 
to prevent student teachers from selecting cases or asking questions that did 
not consider systemic inequalities. Kelly and Brandes (2010) provided student 
teachers with guiding questions and specific cases of critical incidents they 
could analyse. Kearns et al. (2017, p. 8) required student teachers to focus on 
observations of students “placed on the margins of the classroom or the school”. 
This was aimed at learning to recognise gender- and sexuality-based oppression, 
specifically ‘gender policing’ by parents, educators, or peers. Students were asked 
to identify cases in which transgender or gender nonconforming students were 
either implicitly or explicitly forced to adhere to the gender binary, for example, 
through bullying, curriculum materials, locker rooms, or ascribing a particular 
colour or activity to a gender (Kearns et al., 2017).

Analysing the institutional side of injustice

Since multiple social justice-oriented teacher educators find students 
struggling to distinguish systemic disadvantage from individual mistreatment 
(Lemley, 2014; Schmidt et al., 2012), some teacher educators pinpoint their 
assignments to analysing institutionalisation of injustices. According to Pollock 
et al. (2010, p. 214), SJTE is “less about uncovering students’ ‘personal’ racism 
than considering how racist ideas in the world at large get ‘programmed’ into 
individuals and activated in people’s behaviour.”. Multiple authors paid explicit 
attention to structural factors that create systemic inequality, not limiting their 
explorations to what happens in the classroom.

Schmidt et al. (2012) expanded beyond discussing homophobia to incorporate 
literature on underlying inequality structures such as heteronormativity. 
Hyland and Heuschkel (2010) introduced structural inequality through 
an institutional inquiry assignment, alongside other course activities. This 
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assignment asked students to assess public institutions’ roles in marginalising 
or privileging certain groups, for example through barriers for non-English 
speakers (e.g., by monolingual policies), disabled people (e.g., by physical 
barriers), or low-income workers (e.g., by limited opening hours that were 
difficult to combine with working multiple jobs). The student teachers also 
analysed (mis)representation, biases and power imbalances, for example, in 
artworks or occupational segregation. Mthethwa-Sommers (2012) integrated 
readings and discussions on how norms are embedded in structures, policies, 
and practices within schools and society.

Considering power in literacy and language

Another way to raise awareness of unequal power structures is by uncovering 
the role of language (education) in marginalising or benefiting students based 
on their linguistic funds of knowledge (Lazar & Sharma, 2016; Marco‐Bujosa 
et al., 2020; Quan et al., 2019; Robinson et al., 2018). Robinson et al. (2018) 
addressed the relationship between language, power, oppression, and privilege 
in a required course on working with English Language Learners. They 
discussed the injustices created by an English-only approach that forces students 
to assimilate, instead of appreciating and supporting their multilingualism. The 
authors also introduced students to the alternative of translanguaging practices 
by implementing them in their own teacher education classrooms. They 
emphasised the theoretical background of translanguaging and paid explicit 
attention to the relationship between language, power, and identity.

Another example is developing critical literacy, an approach to literacy 
development that explicitly considers power in language and knowledge 
construction (Beneke & Cheatham, 2020; Janks, 2013). Beneke and Cheatham 
(2020) stress that using multicultural books with children does not necessarily 
mean that racism is addressed in the classroom. They developed a shared 
book reading activity from a Disability Critical Race Theory perspective and 
analysed how students’ talk about race and (dis)ability reproduced, opposed, 
or ignored normative discourses of race and (dis)ability. 
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Integrating practices

While the previously mentioned papers evaluated one activity or course, 
identifying inequity can also be integrated into a longer program. The clearest 
example is provided by Kelly and Brandes (2010), who evaluated a year-long 
SJTE program with multiple activities such as critical incident analysis, critical 
analyses of texts and curriculum, and explicit attention to the structural barriers 
people from marginalised groups encounter. They state that single activities 
(such as critical incident analysis) may help students analyse oppression and 
imagine transformative action. However, they are insufficient to take on a 
transformative inquiry stance when confronted with the complexity and 
constraints of being a novice teacher. Developing an ongoing transformative 
inquiry stance, therefore, requires actively supporting students to translate 
insights from the program into their everyday practices through a community 
of inquiry and action, with explicit critical reflection throughout the program 
rather than limited to an isolated course (Kelly & Brandes, 2010).

Acknowledging marginalised perspectives

A second principle in SJTE that emerged from the literature is its commitment 
to centralising marginalised perspectives through purposefully involving forms 
of knowledge that are commonly overlooked, suppressed, undervalued, or 
stigmatised. We discuss three strategies: introducing counternarratives through 
storytelling, reconstructing the curriculum, and involving and appreciating 
students’ knowledge.

Introducing counternarratives through storytelling

Counternarratives, derived from critical race theory, can serve multiple 
functions in education, such as disrupting stigmatising and flawed conceptions 
of people of colour, amplifying the voices of students of colour, and helping 
students deconstruct whiteness (Berry et al., 2020). Matias and Grosland 
(2016), two professors of colour, analyse a digital storytelling project in which 
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white students were asked to reflect on how whiteness had influenced their own 
experiences and positions and how they may (consciously or unconsciously) be 
involved in upholding unequal structures. With this project, they countered a 
dominant practice in predominantly white teacher education institutes where 
student teachers of colour must share their experiences with disadvantage 
or microaggressions. The approach of Matias and Grosland (2016) shifted 
the burden of fighting racism away from people of colour by focusing on 
whiteness. Gachago et al. (2014) combined critical incident analysis with digital 
storytelling by making students reflect on incidents in which they experienced 
difference by making videos about their stories. Some of these stories presented 
powerful counternarratives.

Reconstructing curriculum

Counternarratives can also be integrated into curriculum design. Rolón-
Dow et al. (2021) designed an assignment in which student teachers reflected 
on personal racial experiences and studied how race was addressed in the 
curriculum. They learned to ask questions such as “Who is represented? Whose 
voices are being heard? Who is silenced?” (Rolón-Dow et al., 2021, p. 672). In 
a series of workshops, Mitton-Kükner et al. (2016) and Tompkins et al. (2018) 
focused on ways to disrupt silencing or stereotyping of LGBTQ+ people by 
raising awareness of ways in which curriculum can endorse transphobia or 
impositions of the gender binary. They also encouraged student teachers to 
learn to seize opportunities to make space for LGBTQ+ representation and 
challenge heterosexist norms in the curriculum by explicitly or implicitly 
questioning these norms or providing counterstories that challenge common 
stereotypes. 

Picower (2013) let students analyse the curriculum design process and modelled 
constructing a social justice-oriented curriculum by actively including social 
justice-based practices, such as community-based activities, such as inviting 
guest speakers, attending local activist meetings, or integrating film, rap, 
and sports. Schmidt et al. (2012) examined their own curriculum, resulting 
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in adjustments such as more readings and time devoted to sexuality-based 
inequalities, attending a local Sexuality Alliance and including literature that 
focuses on the structures of inequality responsible for acts of homophobia, like 
heterosexism and heteronormativity.

Involving and appreciating students’ knowledge

SJTE aims to challenge ‘deficit perspectives’ in which Black, Brown, multilingual, 
and/or disabled students are often seen as lacking and in need of compensatory 
measures. For example, both Beneke and Cheatham (2020) and Charles (2017) 
highlight how non-white children are often unfairly labelled ‘at risk’ or neglected 
when their development or upbringing does not match white, Eurocentric 
standards. Various activities are used to counter deficit views: some based on 
Moll et al.’s (1992) ‘funds of knowledge’, while others refer to different concepts. 
Conner (2010) describes a service learning tutoring project aimed at disrupting 
conventional teacher/pupil power dynamics and deficit perceptions of students 
living in urban communities by positioning student teachers and 12th graders as 
mutual learning partners and combining the project with critical readings about 
unlearning stereotypes. She encouraged students to learn from the knowledge 
present in urban communities and reconsider their initial perspectives of urban 
students as less intelligent or motivated. However, Gorski and Dalton (2020) 
stress the need for moving beyond the interpersonal level. They state that critical 
reflection assignments should shift the focus from merely examining and changing 
one’s views and beliefs to dismantling the institutionalisation and reproduction 
of such biases by actively examining possibilities and responsibilities for change 
both within and outside of the institutional context of the school.

Stimulating awareness of context, community, and (local) activism 

A third principle of SJTE we discern in the literature focuses on making 
students aware of context, community, and activism. This includes integrating 
the sociopolitical context of (teacher) education and engaging with (local) 
communities and activism.
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Integrating the sociopolitical context of (teacher) education

An important aspect that distinguishes SJTE from other approaches to equity 
in education is its emphasis on the sociopolitical context of education (Beneke 
& Cheatham, 2020; Han, 2013, 2018; sj Miller, 2014; Picower, 2013; Reagan et 
al., 2016; Roegman et al., 2021; Schiera, 2019; Varelas et al., 2018). According to 
Roegman et al. (2021), teacher educators (generally inspired by Hammerness 
and Matsko’s (2013) concept of ‘context-specific teacher education’) often work 
with vague conceptions of ‘urban contexts’ and address diversity, but lack 
attention to “bureaucratic structures, the political economy, and community 
networks” (Roegman et al., 2021, p. 152). To make their program more justice-
oriented, they drastically increased placement length to increase familiarity 
with the culture of NYC public schools. They also added community-based 
assignments, such as a ‘community walk’ in the neighbourhood, in which 
student teachers were asked to “identify social and political elements of the 
neighbourhood, analyse how they interact, and how they support or constrain 
learning opportunities” (Roegman et al., 2021, p. 156). Varelas et al. (2018) 
also evaluate a tour through their city, in which students were introduced to 
manifestations of environmental racism and disinvestment that predominantly 
hit Black and Brown communities. One of their goals was to prepare student 
teachers to form a vision of how science interacts with injustice and, therefore, 
see how science education can address the structural conditions affecting the 
local context of their schools. This disrupts the idea that (science) education is 
apolitical, which is considered an essential aspect of SJTE (Beneke & Cheatham, 
2020; Marco‐Bujosa et al., 2020; Picower, 2013; Quan et al., 2019; Reagan et al., 
2016; Varelas et al., 2018; Wiggan et al., 2020).

SJTE often focuses on urban areas, which are generally more racially diverse 
than smaller towns. Solic and Riley (2019) note that the term ‘urban’ is often 
used in education to avoid mentioning race and class. Multiple authors point 
out that SJTE is not only relevant for urban contexts as they specifically situate 
their research and teaching practices within a rural context (Anthony-Stevens 
& Langford, 2020; Han, 2013, 2018; sj Miller, 2014). Anthony-Stevens and 
Langford (2020) assert that local histories and diversity of students in rural 
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areas are not always represented in education and the discourse on SJTE, 
and they make a plea for more complex and situated understandings of 
inequality in rural areas. An example of context-specific SJTE in a rural area 
is provided by Miller (2014). A ‘geohistory investigation’ was used to build on 
local family histories to activate students’ existing knowledge of meaningful 
historic events, stimulating students’ consciousness of the structural inequities 
underlying these events. Starting with oral local history about a natural 
disaster that happened in their town, students learned to connect this to the 
process of gentrification that followed this disaster and was a deciding factor 
for the segregation still present in the local education system. This example 
combines an investigation of the sociopolitical context of education with the 
acknowledgement of marginalised perspectives. The class learned to relate 
current problems around segregation in education to the oral histories students 
already had knowledge of, demonstrating that students and their communities 
already have an understanding of inequality, whether rational or embodied, 
that can be triggered through justice-based education ( sj Miller, 2014).

Engaging with local communities and activism

A way of connecting with the local context in SJTE is by engaging with local 
communities. Placements or service learning projects in Black, Brown, and/or 
economically deprived communities are often part of US-based urban teacher 
education programs (K. S. Ahmed, 2020; Conner, 2010; Lazar & Sharma, 2016; 
Pham, 2018; Reagan et al., 2016; Schiera, 2019). In the Australian context, 
Charles (2017) reports on placement in remote Aboriginal Australia, often the 
first time student teachers learn about Aboriginal education and communities. 
Community-based learning is also a central concept in the practices of 
Farnsworth (2010) and Picower (2013), who stimulate students to participate 
in local community meetings and integrate local issues and experts in their 
seminars and courses. While Farnsworth (2010) emphasises volunteering in 
community events, Picower (2013) focuses on attending political community 
activism by letting student teachers attend a political economy lecture 
organised by local community actors. In this workshop, the student teachers 
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were introduced to issues of power, the functioning of capitalism in education, 
and the resistance formed by teachers, parents and community advocates of 
colour. Varelas et al. (2018) also introduced student teachers to community 
activism, making students see both the oppression and resistance of Black and 
Brown communities.

Providing teacher education that is rooted in activism is explicitly considered 
an important element of SJTE by multiple authors (Acosta et al., 2017; K. S. 
Ahmed, 2020; Kelly & Brandes, 2010; Picower, 2013; Quan et al., 2019; Riley & 
Solic, 2017; Roegman et al., 2021; Solic & Riley, 2019; Varelas et al., 2018). For 
example, Roegman et al. (2021) developed a lecture series called ‘Teacher as 
Activist’. In this series, they invited other scholars and local community actors 
to make student teachers examine stereotypes and strengths of the specific 
communities they would be teaching in and to develop ways to fight structural 
problems affecting these communities without lapsing into stereotypes and 
deficit views. Kelly and Brandes (2010) related their social justice teaching to 
the work of community actors by encouraging student teachers to engage with 
(local) activist groups. Ahmed (2020) emphasises that developing activist goals 
and practices should be connected to students’ lived experiences. Especially for 
BIPOC student teachers, engaging with resistance in marginalised communities 
can make teacher education more meaningful (Acosta et al., 2017).

Riley and Solic (2017) and Solic and Riley (2019) highlight the challenge 
of stimulating teacher activism beyond providing more culturally relevant 
instruction. Connecting to existing activist communities can address this 
challenge. In their program, student teachers attended teacher inquiry 
meetings and practitioner conferences for urban and justice-oriented teachers, 
where they could learn from the perspectives of experienced teachers of colour 
integrating social justice into their work. The program also included discussion 
sessions with the student teachers in which they could learn from each other 
and social movements like Black Lives Matter (Riley & Solic, 2017; Solic & 
Riley, 2019).
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Striving for socially just instruction and teaching practices 

While the examples from the previous section actively seek the connection 
between education and society outside of the classroom, other papers in our 
review focus more on how to provide socially just instruction through power 
redistribution, practising and modelling socially just teaching practices, and 
making room for learning from peers. 

Power redistribution

Numerous authors discuss how they align their teaching with theories of 
socially just education, accounting for power dynamics in the classroom and 
rejecting the ‘banking model of education’ as described by Freire(2005 [1970]) 
that positions teachers as all-knowing and students as empty vessels to be filled 
with knowledge (Clark, 2019; Luguetti & Oliver, 2020; Lynch & Curtner-Smith, 
2019; Marco‐Bujosa et al., 2020; Ovens et al., 2018; Picower, 2013). For instance, 
Marco-Bujosa et al. (2020) criticise scripted curricula, authoritarian teacher 
attitudes and the centralisation of general content knowledge over depth and 
meaningful learning. Picower (2013) emphasises challenging inequitable 
power structures in classrooms as a means of initiating social change. The act 
of creating room for students to take power into their own hands, and making 
important decisions based on students’ needs and lives, is visible in multiple 
studies referring to critical pedagogy (Luguetti & McLachlan, 2021; Luguetti 
& Oliver, 2020; Lynch & Curtner-Smith, 2019; Picower, 2013). According to 
Luguetti and Oliver (2020), critical education is incompatible with a banking 
model approach. They designed a student-centred, inquiry-based, and co-
constructive project in their Physical Education Teacher Education (PETE) 
program, in which student teachers collaborated with youth from socially 
vulnerable backgrounds in developing an activist sport project where they 
co-created activities that tackled the struggles of the young people. A critical 
view on power relations in the classroom is also discussed in Marco-Bujosa et 
al.’s (2020) analysis of student teachers’ reflections on a social justice-focused 
urban science teacher education program. One of the main points students 
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took from the program is learning to take on a role that is more facilitating 
than authoritarian. 

Lynch and Curtner-Smith (2019) and Hudson-Vassell et al. (2018) applied the 
principle of power distribution to their own practices. In the course described 
by Lynch and Curtner-Smith (2019), students participated in deciding 
on deadlines, assignments, and other aspects of the course. Additionally, 
students’ preferred working methods were accommodated by incorporating 
journaling, art-based approaches, and other techniques alongside readings and 
discussions. The authors concluded that this pedagogical strategy positively 
impacted students’ willingness to engage with the work of developing a critical 
consciousness of structural inequalities. Hudson-Vassell et al. (2018) actively 
positioned themselves as both teacher and learner, striving for co-construction 
of knowledge and a liberatory pedagogy.

Practising and modelling socially just teaching practices

The practices of Lynch and Curtner-Smith (2019) can be seen as an example of 
how teacher educators model socially just practices for their student teachers, 
supporting them in developing socially just practices as well (Bright, 2015; 
Lillge & Knowles, 2020; Lynch & Curtner-Smith, 2019). Lucas and Milligan 
(2019) describe how student teachers valued the modelling of concrete 
practices, such as the introduction of methods like a Socratic seminar or 
community of inquiry to deal with heated discussions around justice-related 
topics. Clark (2019) analyses how social justice was modelled at a historically 
Black University. Teacher educators modelled culturally relevant and sustaining 
practices to do justice to student teachers’ backgrounds and help them imagine 
how they can bring social justice into practice. For example, they ensured that 
Black culture was valued in the program, and teacher educators paid explicit 
attention to Black culture and code-switching. Another specific aspect of this 
teacher education program was their ‘tough love’ approach, in which they 
aimed to combine high expectations with authentically caring for students as a 
form of culturally relevant practice. 
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Making room for learning from peers

Creating room for student teachers to both be learners and teachers to their 
classmates is seen as another way of redistributing power, thereby disrupting 
the banking model of education. Bright (2015) describes a course in a SJTE 
program in which student teachers used their critical reflections on practices, 
‘blind spots’ and discomfort to educate other teachers. Students worked 
together to critically reflect on a problem they may have encountered and 
prepare a conference-like workshop to teach their newfound knowledge to 
other educators. For example, student teachers would learn and teach about 
the difference between being an ally and an advocate for students, the US 
school-to-prison pipeline, intersections between racism and ableism in special 
education, or cultural appropriation through Halloween costumes. With this 
conference assignment, students would both develop their own consciousness 
and collaborate with peers to create change. 

Having students take the role of expert is also discussed by Pham (2018), 
who decided to pair student teachers of colour during their field placement 
to analyse how this impacted their learning process. During this placement, 
the student teachers took on both the role of the teacher and of the learner. 
In informal conversations based on a trusting relationship and shared lived 
experiences as women of colour, the student teachers reflected critically on 
the limitations of their positionality and the differences between their views 
and those of their mentor teachers. Learning from peers, especially peers from 
marginalised backgrounds, was also described by Solic and Riley (2019), Kelly 
and Brandes (2010), Gachago et al. (2014), Marco-Bujosa et al. (2020), and 
Hyland (2010).

Disrupting hierarchies in knowledge construction 

The final principle we identified in the SJTE literature concerns its critique of 
the perception of academic knowledge and Western epistemologies as superior 
to practitioner knowledge and lived experiences. In this section, we describe 
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three forms of teacher education practice that disrupts views on knowledge 
construction that can reproduce white supremacy and inequity: valuing lived 
experiences as knowledge, disrupting the theory/practice binary, and creating 
more equal collaboration between scholars, students, and practitioners.

Valuing lived experiences as knowledge

Earlier, we explored counternarratives’ capacity to acknowledge and centralise 
marginalised perspectives. Furthermore, multiple scholars underscore the 
significance of counternarratives and lived experiences, for example, through 
family histories, emotions, and art-based approaches, to disrupt the dominance 
of Eurocentric values of what counts as knowledge (Deckman & Ohito, 2020; 
Matias & Grosland, 2016; Ohito, 2016; Souto-Manning & Martell, 2019). An 
example is provided by Acosta et al. (2017) in their Critical Studyin’ approach, 
which employs multi-modal, interdisciplinary, and multisensory experiences to 
examine injustices in “the African American educational experience” (Acosta 
et al., 2017, p. 243). Activities included readings about schools and racism from 
Black scholars, group discussions, literature circles, and activities outside the 
classroom where student teachers could connect with Black communities, like 
interviews with retired African American teachers. For Acosta et al. (2017), 
forming new theory and consciousness through lived experience is a central 
aspect of their approach. Through analysing daily situations where Black 
individuals face injustices from an Indigenous perspective, student teachers 
cultivate empathy and a deeper understanding of the underlying structures. 

Other examples are found in the work of Ohito (2016; 2019), who emphasises 
the power of the body in disrupting race- and gender-based misrecognition of 
knowledge production. For example, her use of ‘pedagogies of discomfort’ in 
SJTE stimulates participants to transcend cognitive analyses of race and racism 
and understand oppression through the body. By collectively researching 
bodily experiences of discomfort, tensions, and emotions that came up when 
the n-word was used, student teachers deepened their understanding of racism. 
For example, they learned through experience how their embodied responses, 
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such as feeling awkward, angry, or guilty, unintentionally hindered naming and 
acting on racism. According to Ohito (2016), learning through emotions and 
bodily experiences holds an emancipatory potential to deepen connection in 
antiracist teaching and disrupt white supremacist norms in (teacher) education. 
This aligns with the conclusions of Galman et al. (2010), who show how trying 
to prevent feelings of discomfort from arising and staying in the classroom 
can hinder antiracist teaching. Sticking to white feminine norms of niceness 
and glossing over racism can facilitate non-participation of white students and 
prevent engagement with race-based inequities. Furthermore, Ohito (2019) 
sheds light on the practices and knowledges of other teacher educators, such as 
a Black teacher educator called Victoria. Victoria invites both student teachers 
and teacher educators to analyse how their bodies are connected to structural 
injustices and shares how her understanding and practices of antiracist teacher 
education are connected to her body’s experiences of racialised traumas within 
her family history (Ohito, 2019). 

Disrupting the theory/practice binary

Another way to disrupt hierarchies is by centralising and revaluing knowledge 
gained through practice. Souto-Manning and Martell (2019) critique the 
misconception that knowledge is gained in universities and merely applied in 
schools. They argue that this viewpoint perpetuates Eurocentric epistemologies, 
reinforces notions of white superiority, and contributes to the misrecognition 
of marginalised communities and the roles of mentor teachers as school-based 
teacher educators (Souto-Manning & Martell, 2019). We discuss examples of 
teacher educators who centralise learning from practice, possibly disrupting 
the misrecognition of the school as a site for knowledge production.

Lillge and Knowles (2020) also critique the idea of theory as something to be 
learned in university and practice as a place for application. Their approach 
entails student teachers learning about social justice frameworks by practising 
socially just instruction during field experiences and reflective journaling. 
Based on an analysis of two SJTE programs, they plead for more explicit 
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reflections on ‘sticking points’ in practical situations, such as conflict with 
mentor teachers about interpretations of social justice frameworks. They argue 
that such moments of conflict, tension, or dissonance can spark true and 
ongoing learning. 

Kavanagh and Danielson (2020) and Schiera (2019) strengthen the role of 
practice as they integrate social justice teacher education with principles of 
practice-based teacher education. Kavanagh and Danielson (2020) let students 
plan, rehearse, and record their lessons about youth literature to analyse their 
pedagogical strategies and develop new knowledge together. Schiera (2019) 
works on providing and analysing ‘core practices’ in which social justice 
principles are applied, such as methods to address bias in school books, to 
help student teachers struggling with translating their insights into practice. By 
addressing the dilemmas and questions that arise from practice in a way that 
asks student teachers to analyse how practices either reproduce or challenge 
inequities, they are stimulated to develop an understanding of what social 
justice-oriented teaching entails without leading to the ‘de-skilling of teachers’ 
as is often feared in practice-based SJTE. 

Pollock et al. (2010) offer a further concretisation of the practical guidance 
that learning core practices can provide: “general principles for antiracism 
that can be carried around in one’s head; more specific tactics for antiracism 
that can be tried in any given situation; and super-specific ‘solutions’ for specific 
situations that arise in real-life practice.” (Pollock et al., 2010, p. 215). To tackle 
all these levels, they fostered discussion on actual scenarios in which student 
teachers analysed possible antiracist actions together instead of providing them 
with clear-cut answers, rules, or steps that don’t acknowledge the complexity 
of antiracism in practice. The discussions encouraged student teachers to 
use their critical consciousness to elicit strategies and principles from these 
situations that may provide guidance in future teaching and evaluate the 
helpfulness and harmfulness of these strategies. However, Schiera (2019, p. 942) 
warns for developing tools for social justice-oriented practice without critical 
consciousness, as “one cannot recognise moments of inequity that spur the need 
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to take action.” Another risk is mentioned by Quan et al. (2019), who assert 
that fields like math and science are often incorrectly considered apolitical and 
ahistorical, and a practice-based approach can accidentally enforce whiteness 
and hinder explorations of social justice issues. They describe how a teacher 
educator changed their practices to address power and politics in STEM more 
explicitly and disrupt this apolitical and ahistorical view, for example, by 
critically analysing algorithms and statistics on security in neighbourhoods.

Creating more equal collaborations between scholars, students, and 
practitioners

Hierarchies around knowledge construction can also affect how collaborations 
between university-based and school-based teacher educators are organised 
(Roegman et al., 2021; Souto-Manning & Martell, 2019). In their long-term 
collaboration as a university-based and a school-based teacher educator, Souto-
Manning and Martell (2019) respond to the misrecognition of the knowledge 
of school-based educators and communities through a co-teaching project in a 
NYC public school. Together, they worked on shaping meaningful placements 
in schools that mainly served students of colour, emphasising the strengths of 
these communities rather than presenting them as inferior. With their efforts, 
they aimed to ‘disrupt the physical locations and boundaries delineating teacher 
education, the pedagogical chasms that characterize it, and the relational roles 
of those involved in it (e.g., university-based teacher educators, school-based 
teacher educators)’ (Souto-Manning & Martell, 2019, pp. 2–3), providing a 
counternarrative that centres individuals and communities whose knowledge 
is often not recognised enough. 

Roegman et al. (2021) also challenge inequalities in the relationship between 
universities and schools. They emphasise the importance of collaboration and 
co-creation with mentor teachers in SJTE to ensure practices not only reach 
the goals of teacher educators but also support practitioners and schools. Their 
own practices confronted them with their own implicit biases and deficit ideas 
towards school-based teacher educators, realising co-creation was essential to 
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prevent student teachers from being unprepared for dealing with colleagues 
with different views on justice and challenging accountability-focused school 
contexts (Roegman et al., 2021). 

Finally, the practices of Riley and Solic (2017; Solic & Riley, 2019), who centralised 
practising teachers’ expertise by engaging with social justice-oriented practitioner 
communities and setting up collective mentorship, can also be considered a form 
of fighting misrecognition of school-based educators and fostering meaningful 
and equitable relationships with practitioners in schools.

Discussion

Conclusions

This scoping review set out to map the field of social justice-oriented approaches 
to teacher education, showing how shared principles can be identified in various 
practices. In addition to the overview Liao et al. (2022) provided of strategies in SJTE, 
such as the use of curricular opportunities, storytelling activities, or pedagogical 
practices, we have further explored and concretised what these opportunities, 
activities, and practices entail. The literature shows that many teacher educators 
continuously seek opportunities to move from individual to structural analyses 
of injustice and to interrogate practices, institutions, and positionalities of their 
students and themselves. They also explicitly bring marginalised perspectives to 
the forefront, take power relations into account, and build on the knowledge and 
experiences of their students. They actively interact with the local sociopolitical 
context, looking for connections with school-based educators and community 
activists whose battles often take place outside of the classroom walls. In their 
pedagogical approach, they practice and model socially just teaching practices, 
disrupting power relations in the classroom. Moreover, they challenge Eurocentric 
epistemologies by valuing lived experience, bodies, and practitioner knowledge in 
constructing knowledge. Although not every principle is required to define teacher 
education as social justice-focused, many included papers show combinations of 
these principles to form coherent practices. 
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Implications for research and practice

In how teacher educators shape these principles in their practices, we see 
attempts by teacher educators to pursue ‘strong’ rather than ‘thin’ equity 
(Cochran-Smith, 2020; Cochran-Smith, Stern, et al., 2016; Cochran-Smith & 
Keefe, 2022). For example, by identifying structures that cause societal inequities, 
teacher educators strive to provide student teachers with an understanding of 
the mechanisms that reproduce inequality, both in the education system and 
through other institutions, social norms, and social policies. By actively seeking 
the connection with the sociopolitical context of education, teacher educators 
acknowledge how education practices alone will not be sufficient for radical 
social change. Justice also requires supporting underserved communities in 
their fight against, e.g., environmental injustice, gentrification, and the persistent 
stereotyping of and disinvestment in neighbourhoods and communities.

Furthermore, we have provided deeper insights into what Liao et al. (2022) 
describe as pedagogical approaches. We examined how teacher educators and 
student teachers consistently interrogate their pedagogical methods and those 
of others to assess whether they model socially just practices or unintentionally 
reinforce social injustices. This review, which shows teacher educators 
employing diverse practices and theoretical frameworks but sharing goals, 
considerations, and principles, reinforces the notion presented by Cochran-
Smith (2010) and other scholars that SJTE cannot be confined to a particular 
set of activities. Instead, it should be understood as an integration of justice-
oriented principles across goals, pedagogical approaches, activities, research, 
and other facets of teacher education. Although this review examines how 
teacher educators bring SJTE into practice, it refrains from providing specific 
tools or best practices. Instead, the analysed practices show the importance of 
critical consciousness, adjusting to unique contexts and power dynamics, and 
critical reflection. More than by activities, SJTE practices are characterised by 
their focus on identifying inequalities, disrupting hierarchies, and valuing the 
knowledge of students and communities. It tries to address both injustices on 
a classroom or local level and those stemming from broader societal systems 
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such as colonialism, heterosexism, or capitalism. As teacher educators aspire 
to set an example for their students, they simultaneously engage in an ongoing 
learning journey regarding their own practices, beliefs, and the inequalities 
inherent to their contexts. However, the degree of critical reflection on the 
practices described varies from author to author. Within the field of SJTE, it 
is well documented that good intentions do not necessarily lead to positive 
change; efforts to challenge inequity inherently run the risk of inadvertently 
reproducing the very inequities they seek to address. Consequently, some of 
the papers included in this review position their approaches as alternatives to 
conventional practices within SJTE or critique the limitations of these practices. 
For example, while authors such as Farnsworth (2010) and Lazar and Sharma 
(2016) primarily highlight the positive impact of field trips to marginalised 
communities on student teachers’ perceptions, Charles (2012) critically 
examines how such field experiences risk perpetuating colonial discourses and 
may even harm the communities involved. The critiques articulated in some 
papers raise critical questions about the practices described in others. This 
underscores the need for teacher educators to maintain a critical consciousness 
in order to assess whether and how particular principles can be implemented 
in ways that challenge, rather than reproduce, the injustices present in their 
particular contexts.

This review contains many examples of teacher educators adopting an 
intersectional approach. Some papers explicitly address intersections between 
a limited amount of identity markers, such as race and gender. In other papers, 
teacher educators address many inequitable systems, but do not always analyse 
them all in-depth throughout the paper. This raises the question of what can be 
expected from teacher educators and scholars trying to work in an intersectional 
and inclusive way, integrating insights from multiple perspectives such as 
critical pedagogy, critical race theory, and disability studies. Based on a review 
of identity and intersectionality in SJTE, Pugach et al. (2019) warn for a ‘laundry 
list’ approach, where scholars strive for inclusivity by explicitly mentioning all 
identity markers that could possibly be relevant. As an intersectional approach 
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not only requires acknowledging that racism, sexism, and other structures 
interact but also examining how they interact, their recommendation is for 
scholars to acknowledge the complexity of intersecting inequalities and make 
a justified decision on what to examine rather than referring to a list that 
includes as many identities as possible without actively engaging with their 
intersections. Another perspective on the issue of simultaneously addressing 
many oppressive systems in education is provided by McLaren (2000, cited by 
Philpot, 2015), who critiques intersectional approaches to critical pedagogy that 
lack engagement with critical pedagogy’s Marxist roots, hence leaving room for 
liberal rather than critical approaches. Our findings that only a small part of 
the papers that addressed class-based inequalities placed this in the context of 
critiques of capitalism as an underlying system (Philpot, 2015; Picower, 2013; 
Wiggan et al., 2020) support this warning.

Our decision to group different practices under the umbrella term of SJTE 
without actively examining various theoretical backgrounds, such as critical 
pedagogy or critical race theory (and their possible intersections), also carries 
these risks. In taking a more holistic approach to different identity markers, 
the critical issue remains whether injustice due to intersecting inequalities 
will receive enough attention or stay unnoticed. The findings of this review 
underscore the importance of tailoring SJTE to the local context and specific 
injustices prevalent in the communities where student teachers operate. It 
highlights the need for teacher educators to actively consider and assess what 
(intersectional) approach suits their unique contexts. 

Limitations and suggestions for further research

Due to the choices made in our search strategy, eligibility criteria, and quality 
check, some relevant papers examining SJTE practices have fallen outside our 
scope, such as grey literature or research in languages other than English. A 
specific limitation of this study is the dominance of American-oriented research, 
which may contribute to the continued underrepresentation of research and 
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practices from the Global South. Our search strategy and eligibility criteria 
could have influenced this outcome. For example, it could have led to the 
unintentional exclusion of papers by scholars who adopted a similar approach 
to SJTE as the authors but used different terminology, did not make this explicit 
enough to be recognised during the assessment of eligibility, or did not explain 
their approach with enough detail to allow for critical appraisal. With the 
selection made in this review, we do not claim to be exhaustive or suggest that 
other researchers on SJTE would have come to the same selection of articles. 
Furthermore, the under-representation of research from the Global South is a 
well-documented issue within the scientific community, partly attributable to 
the dominance of the English language and the limited publication of articles 
from these regions (Demeter, 2020).

Our research question prioritised a more in-depth examination of practices, as 
this is often neglected in the existing literature on SJTE. However, our research 
question did not focus on many other relevant issues addressed in the included 
papers, such as the impact of engaging with social justice issues on students 
from both privileged and marginalised backgrounds or the experiences and 
positionality of teacher educators. Furthermore, we have not critically assessed 
tensions or dilemmas inherent to the discussed principles in SJTE practices, 
as they may also unintentionally reinforce the inequities they are trying to 
challenge, for example, by reinforcing stereotypes. We therefore believe that 
exploring how these dynamics within SJTE affect both student teachers and 
teacher educators, taking into account their positionalities, would be a fruitful 
subject for further research. 

Finally, this review cannot address recent developments as it was conducted 
before the recent intensification of attacks on e.g., Critical Race Theory 
and transgender rights in the US, UK and Europe. It can be expected that 
misinformation campaigns and pressure to adhere to laws that ban books 
with Black and LGBTQ+ characters or force teachers to ‘out’ trans students to 
their (possibly unaccepting) parents will significantly affect teacher educators’ 
practices. Given these circumstances, further research is needed into how 
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teacher educators can uphold their SJTE practices under even more oppressive 
legislation. However, we hope this review will inspire and support teacher 
educators trying to find ways to continue striving for justice. 


