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Critical Language Teacher Education: Unsettling 
Language and Race/ism in a 10th Grade EFL 
Classroom with Teacher Candidates

Irene Heidt1

Abstract

Im Beitrag werden erste Ergebnisse eines Lehrforschungsprojekts vorgestellt, das da­
rauf zielt, Möglichkeiten und Grenzen einer (rassismus-)kritischen Englischlehrer:in­
nenbildung auszuloten. Lehramtsstudierende konzipierten im Rahmen eines Semi­
nars der Englischdidaktik ein Schulprojekt zum Thema race und Rassismus und 
führten dieses mit einer Schulklasse im 10. Jahrgang durch. Dieser Prozess wurde qua­
litativ empirisch begleitet: Der von den Studierenden durchgeführte Unterricht wurde 
ethnographisch beobachtet, es wurden semistrukturierte Interviews mit den Studie­
renden durchgeführt und schriftliche Autoethnographien erhoben. Der Beitrag geht 
insbesondere auf die Unterrichtserfahrungen der Lehramtsstudentin Frieda ein, die 
im Rahmen des Schulprojekts das Ziel verfolgte, die Ko-Naturalisierung von Sprache 
und Rassismus zu hinterfragen. Während sie die Englischlernenden zur kritischen 
Diskurspartizipation ermutigte, stieß sie auf Grenzen rassismuskritischen Sprechens 
im schulischen Kontext. In der kritischen Diskursanalyse ihrer Autoethnographien 
wird herausgearbeitet, wie sie mit Momenten der Ungewissheit umging. Ausgehend 
von diesen ersten empirischen Einsichten sollen dekoloniale Potenziale von Englisch­
unterricht diskutiert und Implikationen für eine kritische Fremdsprachenlehrer:in­
nenbildung abgeleitet werden.

1 Introduction

The English language is often represented “as a neutral medium of international com­
munication, as a language that holds out the promise of social and economic develop­
ment to all those who learn it, as a language of equal opportunity” (Pennycook, 2019, 
p. 171). Such a beneficial understanding of English as a language of empowerment, of 
upward economic and social mobility, a language that promotes access and opportuni­
ties on the (global) job market is widely spread in the profession of English language 
teaching (ELT) (e. g. von Esch et  al., 2020; Motha, 2014). Yet, this apolitical and ahistori­
cal view of English as a lingua franca might hold true for some ‘cosmopolitan citizens’ 
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of the West, but it disregards the fact that this desirability and superiority of English as 
a global language has its roots in the colonial context and has also led to marginaliza­
tion and inequality for those who do not belong to the so-called ‘inner-circle Englishes’ 
(Kachru, 1985).

Motha (2014) has illustrated how the discipline of ELT, including English as a For­
eign Language (EFL), has played a decisive role in promoting this desirability of Eng­
lish in the colonial context. In this context, English was constructed as the language of 
civilization, progress, modernity, but also Whiteness2 and nativeness, thus reinforcing 
the supremacy of the White native speaker. Given its colonial legacy, the discipline of 
ELT has shaped a particular image of language learners, embraced Western epistemol­
ogies, cultures, ways of thinking, speaking and perceiving the world. Accordingly, Pen­
nycook (2007, p. 13) writes that the “conjuncture between ELT and colonialism has had 
long-lasting effects on the theories, practices, and beliefs of ELT: From classroom prac­
tices to beliefs about the cultural makeup of our students, many aspects of ELT repro­
duce cultural constructs of colonialism”. These “cultural constructs of colonialism” 
(Pennycook, 2007, p. 13) are still reproduced, but they operate in more silent and invisi­
ble ways in form of coloniality. In this regard, Maldonado-Torres (2007) makes a dis­
tinction between colonialism and coloniality. While the former is a project of the past, 
its effects in the form of coloniality still operate in the present:

Coloniality survives colonialism. It is maintained alive in books, in the criteria for aca­
demic performance, in cultural patterns, in common sense, in the self-image of peoples, in 
aspirations of self, and so many other aspects of our modern experience. In a way, as mod­
ern subjects we breathe coloniality all the time and every day. (Maldonado-Torres, 2007,
p. 243)

Given its colonial past, Pennycook (2019, p. 171) argues that the English language is 
“ineluctably connected to power and politics, coloniality, and modernity”. In this con­
text, the political aspect refers to the symbolic power of language not only to represent 
but ultimately to create perceptions about the social world as well as legitimate ways of 
being and knowing, which makes “language […] inherently political” (Pennycook, 2001, 
p. 42; see also Kramsch, 2021).

The present paper deals with critical language teacher education (LTE) in the con­
text of teaching English as a foreign language. More specifically, it is argued that ad­
dressing issues of colonialism, race, and racism in the EFL classroom requires critical 
language teachers who have insights into the ways language as symbolic power con­
structs racialized social realities and identities. This insight enables an awareness and 
critical interrogation of unequal discourses, thus opening up possibilities for discourse 
participation and transformation in the EFL classroom, instead of unconsciously repro­
ducing them. Such a critical and discursive understanding of language as symbolic 

2 I chose to capitalize White to emphasize how Whiteness subtly endures and operates within language, institutions, and 
communities. Leaving Whiteness uncapitalized risks representing it as a neutral or ‘natural’ category, instead of an artifi­
cial construct, thereby obscuring the underlying mechanisms of racism and colonial historicity. In this choice, I align with 
Appiah (2020) who writes: “The point of the capital letter, then, isn’t to elevate; it’s to situate” (see also APA, 2024).
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power is of particular importance in LTE, since one of the main goals of teaching EFL is 
to enable language learners to identify, initiate, and participate in cultural discourses in 
today’s globalized world (Hallet, 2008, p. 88). In addition to discourse participation, a 
critical approach to language education “focuses specifically on the role of language as a 
social practice and examines the role played by text and discourse in maintaining or 
transforming these orders” (Janks, 2014, p. 349).

To begin, I shall first discuss the co-naturalization of language and race, then en­
gage with critical LTE and illustrate how it can contribute to disrupting this co-natural­
ized relationship. To exemplify how this can be achieved, I shall focus on the case of 
Frieda (pseudonym), a language teacher candidate (LTC) who participated in an anti-
racist school project, conducted in a 10th grade EFL classroom at a German secondary 
school. Frieda’s approach was selected as a case example from an ongoing qualitative 
study focused on critical LTE, to highlight how she raised students’ critical language 
awareness regarding the colonial historicity of everyday language, thereby engaging 
her students in critical discussions on race and racism. I shall conclude by referring to 
the lessons Frieda has learned within the anti-racist school project and drawing impli­
cations for critical LTE.

2 The Co-Naturalized Relation Between Language and Race

Kubota and Lin (2009, p. 3) argue that a discursive understanding of language as sym­
bolic power is of particular significance when dealing with issues of race and racism 
since race is (re-)produced through discourse: “Race is socially and historically con­
structed and shaped by discourses that give specific meanings to the ways we see the 
world, rather than reflecting the illusive notion of objective, stable, and transcendent 
truths” (my emphasis). Here, the authors emphasize the political dimension of lan­
guage to shape unequal and racialized ways of seeing the world according to histori­
cally constructed Western or Eurocentric discourses which operate in silent and im­
plicit ways. Since we are socialized into these racialized discourses or ways of seeing 
the world, we might misrecognize them as being commonsensical or ‘normal’, thus 
(unknowingly) reproducing the unequal social order (Bourdieu, 2000). This is sup­
ported by Rosa and Flores (2017) who emphasize that race and language, serving as 
social and cultural categories of differentiation, mutually co-construct each other to the 
extent that they are perceived as natural. This ‘co-naturalization’ (Rosa & Flores, 2017) 
of race and language has been termed raciolinguistic ideology, which is rooted in Euro­
pean colonial historicity and still persists in structuring the social order, e. g. through 
seemingly innocuous concepts such as the ‘native speaker’, ‘standard English’ or ‘lin­
guistic authenticity’ (Schmenk, 2022). For language teachers, being critically aware of 
this intertwined relationship between language and race would not merely mean “to 
understand these structuring processes, but also to envision unsettling the terms of race 
and language as part of broader efforts toward decolonization and the eradication of 
white supremacy” (Rosa & Flores, 2017, p. 641, my emphasis).
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In scholarly discourse, to decolonize English language education has been under­
stood as a process to “delink language, culture, and thought from the Eurocentric cate­
gories that have defined them” (Pennycook, 2019, p. 181, emphasis in original). Penny­
cook (2019, p. 181) further suggests to “provincialize” supposedly global and common­
sensical meanings and epistemologies in an effort to make students aware of the 
(colonial) historicity of words and to put them into dialogue with more local meanings 
and discourses so as to enable them to speak otherwise. He writes in this context: 
“[T]his is a question of unsettling common relations, not only of entering the traffic [of 
meaning] but of disrupting the traffic” (Pennycook, 2019, p. 177). In the subsequent sec­
tion, I shall argue that learning how to teach English in a way that unsettles the rela­
tionship between race/ism and language is a significant part of critical LTE as a decolo­
nial project.

3 Critical Language Teacher Education

The rationale for advocating a critical approach to LTE is rooted in the fact that, for 
(future) English language teachers, language serves not only as a medium but also as 
the content of instruction. Considering that English is not merely a neutral linguistic 
tool of global communication, but also reflects colonial historicity and Eurocentric epis­
temology through which speakers tend to (re-)produce unequal social orders, there is a 
need for critical language teachers who have an awareness of the workings of language 
as symbolic power (Heidt, 2022, 2023). Therefore, as Hawkins and Norton (2009, p. 32) 
emphasize:

Rather than have learners internalize such meanings as normal and right, critical lan­
guage teachers work with their students to deconstruct language, texts, and discourses, in 
order to investigate whose interests they serve and what messages are both explicitly and 
implicitly conveyed.

In line with postmodern and postcolonial theory, I understand criticality as a “prob-
lematizing practice […] a perspective that insists on casting far more doubt on the cate-
gories we employ to understand the social world” (Pennycook, 2004, p. 329, emphasis 
in original). Accordingly, employing a ‘problematizing practice’ in the EFL classroom 
would mean inviting learners to notice and problematize taken-for-granted cultural 
practices and discourses and to unsettle or delink those discourses from the Euro-
centric epistemologies that have affected them. Such a critical approach to language 
teaching envisions a transformation of commonsensical discourses that ultimately 
shape social and cultural practices and the “ways we see the world” (Kubota & Lin, 
2009, p. 3).

Decisively, critical LTE does not merely place the focus on the what (critical topics 
such as racism) but also on the how: How can LTCs be enabled to initiate and enact a 
dialogue as a ‘problematizing practice’ in the EFL classroom, instead of (unknowingly) 
reproducing issues of race and racism through everyday language and implicit knowl­

76 Critical Language Teacher Education



edge rooted in their habitus? Bonnet and Hericks (2020, p. 169) argue in this context 
that a focus on the how in the EFL classroom is essential for practicing intergenera­
tional dialogue with learners since differing generations might have conflicting under­
standings of a ‘just’ and ‘legitimate’ social world. Accordingly, learning how to open up 
dialogic spaces where EFL learners are able to negotiate and problematize potentially 
conflicting meanings, worldviews, and discourses is a central part of critical LTE. In a 
similar vein, Legutke et  al. (2022, p. 12–13) argue that LTCs should experience such a 
dialogic, context-sensitive, and action-oriented (handlungsorientiert) language teaching 
in the EFL classroom already during their teacher education.

However, initiating such a dialogue in the EFL classroom might lead to ambiguity 
of meaning, resistance, or inadvertent reproduction of racialized knowledge on the stu­
dents’ side since language and cultural learning are highly linked to subjective stances, 
worldviews, and assumptions, rooted in the habitus as implicit knowledge. Since the 
(prospective) EFL teacher is equally implicated in this dialogic space with her embodied 
imaginations of a ‘just’ social world, a critical reflection on LTCs’ implicit knowledge is 
essential so as to avoid unknowing reproduction of racialized knowledge in the class­
room (Heidt, 2023; Mihan & Graf, 2021). Simon and Fereidooni (2020) refer to such 
critical reflection on one’s own subject position as Standpunktreflexivität (‘position re­
flexivity’). This concept crucially considers intersectionality, inequitable relations of 
symbolic power, and knowledge production and it is an essential component in devel­
oping professional anti-racist competence in critical LTE.

While critical LTE is increasingly gaining attention in the German context (e. g. 
Gerlach & Fasching-Varner, 2020; Heidt et  al., 2025), the influence on the curriculum 
and the EFL practices seems to be limited. Bonnet and Hericks (2020) name one major 
reason for this disconnect: the persistent neoliberal practices of assessment and respec­
tive types of competence which restrict negotiation of cultural practices, worldviews, 
and discourses in the EFL classroom in a dialogic and action-oriented (handlungsorien­
tiert) way. And yet, moments of uncertainty and ambiguity that are linked to negotia­
tion of meaning are particularly worthwhile in both critical LTE and in the EFL class­
room, since they offer critical moments “where something changes, where 
someone ’gets it’, where someone throws out a comment that shifts the discourse" 
(Pennycook, 2004, p. 330). As a language teacher educator, I was seeking to create and 
to capture those critical and transformative moments in the anti-racist school projects 
that became a significant part of my seminars, in an effort to mediate the often-per­
ceived gap between language teaching theory and practice in LTE. In the subsequent 
sections, I shall provide insights into how the LTC Frieda created those dialogic mo­
ments within an anti-racist school project and how she has dealt with and reflected on 
the critical moments she has encountered while unsettling language and race/ism with 
10th graders.
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4 The Anti-Racist School Project: Aims and Contents

To address the above-mentioned co-naturalized nature of language and race/ism and to 
make LTCs aware of the symbolic power of language to construct racialized social and 
cultural orders, I have designed and taught a seminar in the Master’s program ‘Teach­
ing English as a Foreign Language’ at a university in Germany. The seminar was con­
cerned with diversity-sensitive EFL teaching with a particular focus on critical (race) 
pedagogy. The goal of the seminar was to enable LTCs to become aware of and ulti­
mately to be able to teach language as discourse and symbolic power in a dialogic and 
context-sensitive way regarding issues of race and racism. This was realized in the con­
text of an anti-racist school project, where five LTCs designed and taught ten English 
lessons over two days in a 10th grade EFL classroom. These English lessons were con­
ducted during the regular instruction time at a secondary school (Gymnasium), from 
8:00 am to 12:35 pm on a Thursday and Friday, and were specifically allocated for the 
anti-racist school project. The school project took place in a secondary school situated 
in a predominantly White and socio-economically advantaged area in a larger German 
city. This demographic makeup is mirrored in the student body, as less than 15 percent 
of the students have what is commonly referred to as a ‘migration background’, a per­
centage notably lower than in other districts of the city.

The five LTCs who took part in the seminar and the school project each designed 
and taught 90-minute lessons, which were thematically interconnected and built upon 
each other. The English lessons were concerned with the topic of racism and aimed to 
unsettle the link between language and race, that is, to delink taken-for-granted dis­
courses and meanings from the Eurocentric epistemologies that have shaped them 
(see discussion in section 2). Together as a group, the LTCs decided upon the title 
#Black Lives Matter and beyond – Facing and challenging issues of racism for the anti-racist 
school project, which first dealt with definitions of racism and White privilege, then 
focused on the power of language to (re-)produce a racialized order of things through 
everyday language, and closed with a discussion on the Black Lives Matter (BLM) 
movement in on- and offline spaces.

In preparing the tasks and materials, the LTCs followed the principle of action-
oriented language learning and teaching (Handlungsorientierung) that placed the focus 
on language learners’ discourse participation through the topic of BLM. This topic do­
minated the cultural and political discourse on social media at that time and was also of 
language learners’ interest, as their regular EFL teacher reported in a meeting prior to 
the school project. Accordingly, the topic seemed to be relevant and meaningful to the 
students, thus encouraging dialogic exploration of issues of race and racism as envi­
sioned in action-oriented language learning (cf. Delius et  al., 2021). Furthermore, in 
introducing the LTCs to the action-oriented principle in the context of the seminar, 
I also intended to encourage them to initiate dialogue as a ‘problematizing practice’ 
within the school project, instead of merely transmitting declarative knowledge regard­
ing issues of race and racism. Such an approach was also supposed to prepare LTCs to 
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deal with potentially conflicting meanings, worldviews, and uncertainty in the context 
of the school project.

Overall, the LTCs had considerable freedom in designing the tasks and materials 
and selecting the content. However, the school project was required to focus on the 
topic of race and racism. The choice of this topic stemmed from discussions with teach­
ers at the focal school, who had increasingly observed that students do not take racial­
ized utterances and their injurious and discriminatory effects seriously, as they believe 
that they are uttering “just words”. Here, the functionalist understanding of language 
as being a neutral linguistic system is clearly reproduced by the students, which is a 
product of the Durchprozessierungslogik, as argued by Bonnet and Hericks (2020). Such 
an understanding assumes a natural, stable, and predictable link between the signifier 
and signified. However, this tight link further reinforces the co-naturalized nature of 
language and race/ism, thus reproducing the unequal historicity of meanings and 
worldviews.

4.1 Method and Data Collection
The qualitative research project is based on the teaching project described above and 
offers first insights into an ongoing study that broadly focuses on critical LTE. Specifi­
cally, the study examines how LTCs experience, deal with, and reflect on critical or diso­
rienting moments of uncertainty while teaching issues of race and racism in the EFL 
classroom in a dialogic and discursive way. The data collection included ethnographic 
classroom observations within the school project, EFL learners’ work products as well 
as semi-structured interviews with the five participating LTCs, conducted subsequent 
to the anti-racist school project. The interviews lasted for about 60 minutes and were 
audio-recorded, transcribed, and anonymized. The data further involves LTCs’ autoeth­
nographic narratives which were written before and after the school project.

The present paper focuses more closely on Frieda’s autoethnographies. Frieda was 
chosen for this analysis as her reflections provide particularly detailed accounts of her 
teaching experiences, thus offering insights into the ways she has dealt with moments 
of uncertainty while unsettling language and race/ism with 10th graders. Frieda signed 
an informed consent regarding the academic use of her data, ensuring the ethical in­
tegrity of this research project. Her autoethnographies will be analyzed by using critical 
discourse analysis (CDA) which focuses on uncovering the ways in which language as 
discourse constructs and perpetuates social, structural, and epistemological inequali­
ties. Blommaert (2005, p. 37) further emphasizes the importance of historicity in CDA, 
since “[p]ower and inequality have long histories of becoming”. This is especially rele­
vant for analyzing issues of race, racism, and coloniality in discourse, thus making 
CDA an apt methodological choice for this study.

In scholarly discourse, autoethnography is understood as both a qualitative re­
search approach and an emergent teacher learning tool (Yazan, 2018). Autoethnogra­
phy combines elements of autobiography and ethnography, thus offering an introspec­
tive view on personal experiences and how they (mis-)align with cultural and political 
discourses and norms in a particular cultural context. In that sense, autoethnography 
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allows to advance criticality in LTE in that LTCs are encouraged to “engage in rigorous 
self-reflection – typically referred to as ’reflexivity’ – in order to identify and interrogate 
the intersections between the self and social life” (Adams et  al., 2017, p. 1). Reflexivity is 
understood in the present paper as a process that can support LTCs in moving away 
“from dogmatic, essentialized truths about themselves and others, and possibly get at 
the deeper, underlying ideological conditions and attachments, which may have led to 
such ‘truths’ in the first place” (Byrd Clark & Dervin, 2014, p. 4). Thus, critical reflexivity 
can also be understood as a ‘problematizing practice’ in that the LTCs were encouraged 
to problematize taken-for-granted categories, labels, and stories through which they 
perceive the world, themselves, and others. Such critical reflexivity also involves ‘im­
plicit reflection’ (Gerlach, 2021, p. 42–43) on the embodied discourses, which are rooted 
in the habitus that both constrain and shape LTCs’ subjectivities, thereby potentially 
affecting their perception of teaching practices, materials, and their students.

To initiate critical reflexivity, the LTCs were asked to write three autoethnogra­
phies in the course of the seminar: In the first autoethnography, they analyzed and 
critically reflected on their privileged and oppressed subject positions and how these 
subject positions intersect with each other (intersectionality). This critical self-reflexiv­
ity relates to Simon and Fereidooni’s (2020) concept of Standpunktreflexivität and is a 
central aspect of critical and anti-racist language teacher education. Kubota (2015, p. 3) 
further adds that self-reflexivity “enables us to understand racism in broader relations 
of power and to take greater ethical responsibility in antiracism”. The second autoeth­
nography was concerned with LTCs’ past school experiences which might implicitly 
orient their imaginations of ‘good’ language teaching practice, rooted in their habitus 
through their ‘apprenticeship of observation’ (Lortie, 1975). LTCs were also encouraged 
to potentially reframe these former language learning experiences in the context of the 
school project. The third autoethnography was composed after the school project and 
focused on the uncertainties, disruptions, and experiences the LTCs potentially made 
within the anti-racist school project. Thus, the focus was placed on ‘reflection-on-ac­
tion’ (Schön, 1991), which is a retrospective reflection on a disorienting or critical mo­
ment, including implicit knowledge rooted in the habitus. Wilken and Bonnet (2022, 
p. 259) maintain in this context that “[i]f the disorientation remains, the individual may 
undergo a process of actual change in terms of their relation to self, others, and the 
world, which means that transformative learning/Bildung is initiated”. In the following 
section, I shall reconstruct Frieda’s teaching experiences in the anti-racist school 
project, primarily drawing on her autoethnographies and focusing on critical moments 
that have the potential to initiate transformative learning.

5 Unsettling Language and Race/ism in the EFL 
Classroom: Challenges and Chances

Frieda, a LTC in her thirties, initially pursued studies in multilingual communication, 
but found herself in an administrative work environment where she increasingly felt 
dissatisfied, as she reported in the interview. She started working in suicide prevention 
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where she learned to actively listen and pay close attention to the language articulated 
by people who have reached out over the phone when experiencing suicidal thoughts. 
Here, Frieda has sensed the power of language to affect and move people to get a diffe­
rent perspective on their social reality, relationships, and the self. Ultimately, her expe­
riences in assisting and supporting others through dialogue have motivated her to pur­
sue a career as an EFL teacher.

In the following excerpt, taken from the second autoethnography written prior to 
the school project, Frieda emphasizes the significance of “active listening,” creating a 
“safe space” and “open dialogue”, particularly when addressing issues such as race and 
racism as a White teacher:

It requires a lot of empathy and active listening but can be very effective if the safe space is 
created. […] I have seen how other teachers failed to create a safe space and offer the possi­
bility of open dialogue. […] I was observing an English class in an 8th grade on September 
11. […] In this class there was a student with a migration background, he fled the war in 
Syria and found refuge in Germany. He raised a very valid question as to why September 11 
was such a big deal in Germany and the Western world in general, but no one ever talks 
about the war in Syria, where more people die on a daily basis. The teacher of this class 
completely ignored the comment and continued with her planned class. […] The teacher 
was reflecting the white norm, which is manifested in the education system but this would 
have been an opportunity to question this norm and learn something as the teacher, which 
is something I think a critical teacher should do.

According to Frieda, the EFL teacher perpetuated “the white norm” by ignoring the 
student’s critical comment on the unequal discussion of the war in Syria. Such a norm 
privileges Euro- and Anglo-centric knowledge which is deemed universal and legiti­
mate in detriment of epistemologies produced in the Global South. This epistemologi­
cal inequality also reveals the “different layers of historicity” (Blommaert, 2005, p. 131) 
that operate in a context and are not of equal order, thus creating tensions on a particu­
lar issue. In academic discourse, such an epistemological inequality has been termed 
‘epistemological racism’ (e. g. Kubota & Lin, 2009) which goes unnoticed unless being 
questioned or problematized in the classroom. Accordingly, challenging epistemologi­
cal racism in the EFL classroom requires problematizing taken-for-granted discourses 
by delinking or unsettling these discourses from the dominant Euro-/Anglocentric 
epistemologies that have defined them. This process has been understood as a decolo­
nizing practice, as has been discussed earlier. However, as Braselmann (2023, p. 168) 
argues, discussions on issues of racism are “frequently avoided, if not tabooed in many 
classrooms”. This reaction has also been observed by Frieda, who reports that the 
teacher disregarded the student’s comment and “continued with her planned class”.

Contrary to this classroom observation, Frieda decided to design complex compe­
tence tasks (Hallet, 2013) that raised students’ awareness of issues on race and racism, 
encouraging them to engage in interaction and negotiation of meaning. Due to space 
constraints, I shall focus on one of Frieda’s tasks that aimed at problematizing the his­
toricity of everyday words and phrases commonly used in the US which, in fact, carry 
racist connotations. Examples included ‘black sheep’, ‘cakewalk’, ‘law and order’, ‘long 
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time no see’, etc. In this context, Frieda prepared short informative texts and also asked 
her students to further explore the historically and culturally constructed meanings of 
these words and phrases on the internet. The target task was to create posters for a 
gallery walk so as to inform and discuss with other students how people unconsciously 
uphold an unequal and racial order of things by using these phrases in their everyday 
language. The ultimate aim of the task was to foster students’ critical language aware­
ness and, as Frieda writes in her second autoethnography,

[…] to question the language [students] use, also in the other languages they speak. That 
they become aware that every phrase that can be found in a language has origins and 
sometimes these origins represent beliefs that they would not want to reproduce, like the 
German ‘Jedem das Seine’ which was ingrained in the gate of the concentration camp Bu­
chenwald. While its history may be older, the meaning of the phrase has changed with the 
Nazi time. While it is the free choice of everyone to continue to use certain phrases, even 
with knowing where they come from, an awareness needs to be created for the use of 
language. That is the overall goal of the lesson.

In essence, she intended to foster students’ critical awareness that the language we 
unconsciously use is charged with sedimented historicity, that is, with “alien value 
judgements” (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 276) for which we are answerable, even though we do 
not wish to “reproduce” them, as Frieda writes above. To make her point clear, she 
draws a parallel to the German saying ‘to each what s/he deserves’ (Jedem das Seine) 
which was cynically (mis-)used by the Nazi regime. This saying has been reproduced to 
such an extent that it has become a conventional, commonsensical or, as Butler (1997, 
p. 14) puts it, “citational” everyday phrase, “breaking with the prior contexts of its utter­
ance and acquiring new contexts for which it was not intended”. Due to this citational 
character of language, we unknowingly reproduce the “condensed historicity” (Butler, 
1997, p. 3) embedded in the everyday language we have been socialized into, thus (un­
knowingly) upholding an unequal order of things. Regarding this condensed historicity 
of language, Kramsch (2006, p. 103) argues that “[t]he role of the language teacher 
should be to diversify meanings, point to the meanings not chosen, and bring to light 
other possible meanings that have been forgotten by history or covered up by politics”. 
This is the very process of disrupting the “dangerously monolithic traffic in meaning” 
(Kramsch, 2006, p. 102) and unsettling language from its problematic historicity which 
silently operates through discourse.

And yet, unsettling common discourses and diversifying normative and hege-
monic meanings is quite a challenging endeavor, as Frieda’s teaching experiences have 
shown. While ethnographically observing her teaching lessons, I recorded in my ethno­
graphic field notes that some students voiced disagreement such as “Isn’t it racist to say 
that we are all racists?”, “I don’t think that the phrase ‘long time no see’ has racist con­
notations, today it is just a way to say that we haven’t seen each other in a while”, “I 
don’t agree that words such as ‘black sheep’ are racially loaded terms, they just refer to 
the black color”. These statements illustrate students’ referential understanding of lan­
guage, which is not surprising given the structuralist and functional understanding of 
language that largely dominates EFL textbooks and classrooms (Bonnet & Hericks, 
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2020). However, as Frieda reflects in her third autoethnography composed after the 
school project, these comments had a disorienting effect on her:

When I was challenged the first time, I was stumped for a brief moment as I wasn’t sure 
whether I should engage in that form of discussion. However, I quickly remembered why I 
was doing this project and one of the reasons was to get students talking about racism even 
if that means challenging what I say. So instead it was a chance, an opportunity to stray a 
little from the initial plan for the lessons and to allow the students to critically engage.

In this retrospective ‘reflection-on-action’ (Schön, 1991), she reflects on a feeling of un­
certainty when being “challenged” by the students. Here, Frieda reveals the transfor­
mative purpose of her lesson, that is, creating awareness of racial and colonial historic­
ity of seemingly innocuous language and engaging the students into a critical dialogue 
despite being challenged. However, it becomes evident that while Frieda intended for 
the transformative moment to occur in the students’ consciousness, it also happened 
in her own consciousness and teaching practice as she chose not to ignore students’ 
comments, but to divert from her lesson plan, thus allowing a dialogic discourse parti­
cipation on the issue at hand.

Despite these challenges, Frieda felt that she had initiated the process of “unset­
tling common relations” (Pennycook, 2019, p. 177), which includes disrupting the traf­
fic of unequal meanings carrying racist connotations. Accordingly, she notes in her 
third autoethnography, written subsequent to the school project:

[L]anguage is ever changing and maybe language has changed in a way that certain phra­
ses that are historically racially connotated [sic] do not have this connotation in the genera­
tion the students are in. However, I do think it is important to understand that at some 
point it was used in racially charged way. I do not have any control over how students 
perceive the phrases but at least they were made aware of their origins. Whether they ac­
cept or reject that meaning is up to them. I think the fact that they voiced disagreement 
with the connotations shows that they were critically examining the phrases.

Here, Frieda reflects on the beneficial, but sometimes challenging nature of epistemo­
logical decentering which is also understood as “the willingness to step out of one’s 
usual way of feeling, reasoning and talking about things and enter ‘someone else’s 
problem’ – and to understand what makes it a ‘problem’ for that particular person in 
the first place” (Kramsch, 2023, p. 33). However, to decenter from the epistemologies 
and discourses one has been socialized into or has been familiar with requires the stu­
dents to problematize the very discursive categories they use to make sense of the social 
world, themselves, and others. This decentering experience can cause disagreement 
and rejection, as was the case in Frieda’s lessons. However, as Frieda writes, it is impor­
tant to make the students “aware” of the condensed historicity and the racial connota­
tions since, according to Butler (1997, p. 8), it is a question of ethical responsibility of 
“those who inherit the responsibility for whether language will live or die”.
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6 Lessons Learned: Language, Race/ism, and Critical 
Language Teacher Education

Critical LTE in today’s uneven times requires a different understanding of language, 
one that disrupts the “monolithic traffic in meaning” (Kramsch, 2006, p. 102) by mak­
ing language learners aware of the political effects of language as symbolic power to 
construct unequal or racialized social realities and perceptions through everyday lan­
guage according to which we (unconsciously) act. Unfortunately, such an understand­
ing of language is often neglected in both EFL classrooms and LTE. Fandrych (2021, 
p. 59) supports this perception by writing with regard to foreign and second language 
education: “Außen vor bleibt, dass Sprache selbst unauflösbar mit gesellschaftlichen 
Machtstrukturen, Differenzverhältnissen und sozialer Positionierung verbunden ist 
und somit kein neutrales Instrument des Interessensausgleichs […] darstellt”.

Accordingly, the anti-racist school project did not aim so much at applying best 
teaching practices LTCs have learned in the seminar, but rather at preparing them to 
experience the symbolic power of language and the accompanying symbolic power 
struggles that arise from negotiating conflicting meanings and discourses in the EFL 
classroom when issues of race and racism are discussed. In this context, Braselmann 
(2023, p. 171) equally argues that “[r]egarding racism, teachers in predominantly white 
classrooms should be prepared to deal with […] negative responses of denial and resis-
tance”. Thus, the development of professional anti-racist competence in LTE cannot be 
reduced to declarative knowledge of specific content, teaching methods and practices, 
but also has to include learning how to navigate and respond to critical moments that 
are contingent on conflicting discourses, meanings, and worldviews brought about by 
the EFL learners when discussing issues of race and racism. As Frieda’s autoethnogra­
phies have illustrated, dealing with such critical moments also includes grappling with 
one’s own subject position when being challenged or confronted with moments of re­
jection in the classroom. Pennycook (2004, p. 333) notes in this context that

[l]earning to teach is not just about learning a body of knowledge and techniques; it is also 
about learning to work in a complex sociopolitical and cultural political space […] and nego­
tiating ways of doing this with our past histories, fears, and desires; our own knowledges 
and cultures; our students’ wishes and preferences; and the institutional constraints and 
collaborations.

From this perspective, contradictions, misalignments or unpredictable critical mo­
ments will necessarily emerge in the EFL classroom, since both experienced and future 
language teachers have to reconcile various norms, perspectives, and expectations 
while teaching: their own, those of their students’ as well as institutional and sociopolit­
ical. However, encounters with uncertainty resulting from these contradictory and con­
flicting norms and expectations can also serve as productive opportunities for dialogic 
or (self-)reflexive engagement with issues on racism, thus offering transformative mo­
ments of Bildung for teachers and students alike (Gerlach & Fasching-Varner, 2020; 
Wilken & Bonnet, 2022).
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Critical language teacher educators play an important role in supporting LTCs to 
reflect on and reconcile different and conflicting norms and knowledge domains in an 
effort to avoid what Roters (2012, p. 273) has termed as “Diskrepanzerfahrungen” (‘expe­
riences of discrepancy’). These experiences occur when misalignments between theory 
and practice or, as in Frieda’s case, between her desire to implement critical perspec­
tives on language as symbolic power in anti-racist language teaching and the learners’ 
resistance to such an understanding of language, remain unaddressed. Offering spaces 
for reflexivity, negotiation, and discussion of those moments by searching for an alter­
native regarding the choices made in class by LTCs seem to be vital. For example, Frie­
da’s complex task fostering students’ critical language awareness of racially charged 
terms was innovative and engaging. However, in our conversation after the school 
project we discussed whether her task design could engage students more strongly on 
an affective level so as to lay the ground for epistemological decentering, that is, „to step 
out of one’s usual way of feeling, reasoning and talking about things and enter ‘some­
one else’s problem’“ (Kramsch, 2023, p. 33). For instance, the racially loaded terms 
could be discussed not merely as historically but also as emotionally charged terms that 
have “affective resonances in the bodies of speakers and hearers” (Kramsch, 2009, p. 2), 
thus allowing students “to understand what makes it a ‘problem’ for that particular 
person in the first place” (Kramsch, 2023, p. 33). This would make the idea of language 
as symbolic power less abstract and could also allow for exploring the emotions these 
terms evoke. Using literature with characters whose biographies significantly differ 
from those of the predominantly White students in the focal school could facilitate this 
exploration.

A further moment of critical reflection occurred when we discussed the parallel to 
the German phrase Jedem das Seine used by Frieda in one of her autoethnographies. 
Surprisingly, she decided not to draw this parallel in the classroom which in fact could 
have helped her students to grasp the emotional power of highly charged terms and 
phrases that are associated with historical traumas and collective memories in the so-
ciohistorical context her students are situated in (e. g. Martin & Häuser, 2024). In our 
discussion, we agreed that drawing such a parallel that is familiar to the students’ life 
worlds could have greatly helped them to understand and potentially to unsettle the 
link between language, culture, and thought from the problematic historicity and epis­
temologies that are silently reproduced in conventional everyday language. This is what 
Pennycook (2019, p. 173–174) has termed as “provincializing” supposedly commonsen-
sical meanings and epistemologies in an effort to make students aware of the (colonial) 
historicity of words and to put them into dialogue with more local meanings and dis­
courses so as to enable them to speak otherwise.

Nevertheless, it is important to acknowledge that this joint reflection and discus­
sion with Frieda also reflects my own subject position and understanding of what con­
stitutes ‘critical’ LTE, which is largely shaped by postmodern and postcolonial discour­
ses. This highlights the relevance of what Pierre Bourdieu (2003, p. 282) has termed 
‘epistemic reflexivity’, the practice of “objectivizing the subjective relation to the ob­
ject”, which involves scrutinizing how the researcher’s embodied knowledge and posi­
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tionality might inform the research process. Far from being “anti-scientific subjecti­
vism”, Bourdieu (2003, p. 282) asserts that such reflexivity is essential for “genuine 
scientific objectivity”. This tension between researcher positionality and scientific ob­
jectivity reveals a methodological challenge that requires critical awareness and reflec­
tion from language teacher educators and researchers.

In conclusion, learning to teach and navigate sensitive discussions in today’s in­
creasingly diverse classrooms has undoubtedly become a challenging yet deeply inspir­
ing, rewarding, and in some cases transformative experience for both LTCs and their 
respective language teacher educators. However, it has to be noted that the observa­
tions in the present paper are based on a single-case study. Further research is needed 
across diverse educational contexts regarding critical language teacher education.

Eingang des revidierten Manuskripts 06.02.2025
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