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Is There a “Hierarchy of Oppression” in U.S. Multicultural
Teacher Education Coursework?

Paul C. Gorski
Rachael D. Goodman

George Mason University

Thirty years ago Audre Lorde famously argued that there is no, or ought not to be, a “hierarchy
of oppression”; that the notion that one identity or oppression trumps another is, itself, oppression.
Around the same time, many multicultural education theorists and practitioners, initially focused
largely on race, began to incorporate other equity concerns. Despite today’s widely, although not
universally, shared notion that it is concerned with all forms of equity, research has shown that a
hierarchy of oppression remains visible in multicultural education theory and practice. In this study
the authors analyzed course schedules from a sample (N = 41) of multicultural teacher education
(MTE) course syllabi and data from a survey (N = 122) of people who teach MTE courses to ascertain
whether a systemic hierarchy of oppression exists in MTE coursework. The authors found that such a
hierarchy does, indeed, exist. Implications are discussed from an intersectionality theory perspective.

In 1983, Audre Lorde wrote,

Within the lesbian community I am Black, and within the Black community I am a lesbian. Any
attack against Black people is a lesbian and gay issue, because I and thousands of other Black women
are part of the lesbian community. Any attack against lesbians and gays is a Black issue, because
thousands of lesbians and gay men are Black. (p. 9)

Famously, Lorde concluded, “There is no hierarchy of oppression.”

Gorski, the first author of this article, first read these words 16 years ago as a graduate educa-
tion student enrolled in a multicultural education course. By that time those six words—there is
no hierarchy of oppression—had come to constitute somewhat of a mantra in some multicultural
education circles. The words, or the sentiments behind them, commonly are thrust forth with
conviction during conference presentations and workshops. They appear in articles (see, e.g.,
McDonald & Coleman, 1999). There is no hierarchy of oppression: this has become, in our
experience, part of the ethos, perhaps even part of the “common sense” (Kumashiro, 2008), of
multicultural education, at least theoretically.

Of course, it was not always this way, not even theoretically. Multicultural education, hav-
ing grown out of the U.S. Civil Rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s, initially focused
largely, if not exclusively, on racial equity concerns (Banks, 2010; Davidman & Davidman,
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1997). Throughout the 1970s and 1980s it grew to encompass other identities and oppressions,
including gender and sexism, sexual orientation and heterosexism, language and linguicism,
class and economic injustice, and disability and ableism (Banks, 2010; Grant & Sleeter, 2008).
However, this expansion was not universal, neither in theory nor in practice. An array of evi-
dence suggests that race continues to dominate discourses, scholarship, and practice related to
multicultural and diversity education today and that other identities and oppressions garner con-
siderably less attention in those discourses and contexts (Amosa & Gorski, 2008; Clark, 2010),
including multicultural teacher education (MTE) (Gorski, 2010).

As Marshall (2009) demonstrated, some people prominently placed in the multicultural educa-
tion milieu have maintained that race, given its dominant role in the construction and stratification
of U.S. society and schools, ought to remain the predominate concern in U.S. multicultural edu-
cation theory and practice, even at the expense of attention to other identities and oppressions.
Other individuals, including Lorde (1983), have argued that, though race is, indeed, a central
concern in U.S. society generally and in multicultural discourses more specifically, it is not the
central concern; after all, equity and social justice, two guiding principles of multicultural edu-
cation (Gorski, 2006; Nieto & Bode, 2011), require attention to all identities and oppressions.
Still other individuals, drawing on intersectionality theory (Nakano Glenn, 1999; Risman, 2004;
Shields, 2008), have argued that we limit our understandings whenever we attempt to look at any
one of these identities or oppressions outside of the context of the other peoples’ identities and
oppressions (Riviere, 2005).

Given these theoretical and philosophical divergences, we wondered to what extent a “hierar-
chy of oppression” exists in a particular, and particularly unique, multicultural education context.
The purpose of this study was to answer the question, Is there a “hierarchy of oppression” in MTE
courses taught in the United States? To answer that question, we sought to identify whether cer-
tain identities and oppressions are privileged over others in MTE courses and, if so, to what extent
they are privileged. We imagined privilege in this sense as having two dimensions: time and depth.
We wondered whether comparably more attention was given to some identities and oppressions
than other identities and oppressions in MTE courses and whether deeper or more critical atten-
tion was afforded some identities and oppressions than other identities and oppressions. We chose
to focus specifically on MTE courses because, as Cochran-Smith (2003) and Scott and Ford
(2011) explained, a single “multicultural” course represents the lone opportunity most teacher
candidates or classroom teachers have to examine equity concerns during formal teacher prepa-
ration processes. With this limitation in mind, we conceptualized “multicultural teacher education
courses” as courses focused centrally and explicitly on diversity, multiculturalism, social justice,
and directly related topics that are offered in education programs at U.S. colleges and universities.

To uncover whether such privileging existed and, if it did, what the hierarchy looked like, we
applied quantitative analysis techniques to two primary sources of data. The first source consisted
of a sample of 41 detailed course schedules as codified on MTE course syllabi from colleges and
universities around the United States. These data enabled us to calculate the percentage of class
time devoted, on average, to various identities and oppressions in a sample of U.S.-based MTE
courses.

However, syllabi and course schedules are inexact for a variety of reasons, so we felt that
additional data were needed. We designed and disseminated a survey (N = 122) to people who
recently have taught or are teaching MTE courses in the United States. The survey was designed
to identify the identity- and oppression-related topics and theoretical frameworks multicultural
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teacher educators (people who teach MTE courses) were most likely to incorporate into their
MTE courses. The resulting data enabled us to capture the comparative likelihood, at least the-
oretically, that a sample of multicultural teacher educators would incorporate into their MTE
courses attention to a range of identities and oppressions, including those related to race, gender,
sexual orientation, religion, disability, language, and class.

CONTEXTUALIZING THIS STUDY

A small body of existing scholarship details the relative invisibility of various identities and
oppressions in multicultural education and MTE discourses (e.g., Duke, 2007; Johnson & Nieto,
2007). Most work along these lines focuses on a single identity or oppression. Few attempts
have been made to measure these discrepancies or to compare, in any detailed way, the relative
presence of a variety of identity and oppression categories such as race, gender, sexual orienta-
tion, religion, language, and class, or intersections of these, in MTE contexts. Researchers who
have conducted these studies have focused primarily on the relative presence of these concerns in
MTE scholarship, such as journal articles and conference proceedings (Amosa & Gorski, 2008;
Furman, 2008; Gorski, 2010; Grant & Gibson, 2011), rather than MTE practice. We found no
scholarship analyzing the comparative extent or nature of attention to a variety of identities and
oppressions in MTE coursework.

However, three stands of scholarship proved particularly useful in helping us ground this
study: (1) the nature and equity implications of adopting a “hierarchy of oppression,” (2) con-
tested visions of multicultural education and the resulting implicit hierarchy of oppression in
multicultural education theory and practice, and (3) intersectionality theory and the importance
of engaging across identities and oppressions.

The Nature and Implications of a Hierarchy of Oppression

Individuals who adopt a “hierarchy of oppression” assume, or behave in ways that suggest an
assumption, that some forms of oppression are more devastating than other forms of oppres-
sion (Lorde, 1983). Lorde (1984), in Sister Outsider, described how such an ideology forced
her into an identity corner. She bemoaned the deleterious effects this experience had on her as
a complex being, explaining that she was always “being encouraged to pluck out some aspect
of myself and present this as the meaningful whole, eclipsing and denying the other parts of my
self” (p. 120). These conditions, Lorde (1983, 1984) attested, constituted an additional layer
of marginalization for the dispossessed, who are forced to disown the complexities of their
identities.

McDonald and Coleman (1999), considering this layering of oppression, argued that adopt-
ing an ideological hierarchy of oppression means complying with the supremacist thinking
of imperialist ideologies, implicitly supporting the relative marginalization of some groups in
comparison with other groups. Endorsing a “multiple model” of oppression, they warned that
hierarchies of oppression “encourage the notion that it is both possible and desirable to create
hierarchies of humanity, and to measure human beings accordingly. These hierarchies are ulti-
mately inconsistent, creating social divisions and stimulating social conflict between oppressed
groups” (pp. 24-25). North (2010) agreed, insisting that disrupting one form of oppression while
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disregarding another form of oppression “is to maintain a willful public ignorance that actively
reproduces social injustice” (p. 383).

Unfortunately, hierarchies of oppression often are more implicit than explicit, making
them difficult to spot. Consider an example from multicultural education scholarship. Many
multicultural education scholars focus exclusively on race in their scholarship without acknowl-
edging that they are narrowing the focus. For instance, Gay (2005), in an article titled ‘“Politics
of Multicultural Teacher Education,” described what she believed were the primary sociopo-
litical complexities of multicultural teacher education. She framed her article entirely around
race but left her race-only conceptualization unacknowledged. She concluded, “Simply put,
multicultural education in teacher preparation programs is conflicted” (p. 227) but missed the way
in which its framing solely around race—not even acknowledging intersectionality between race
and other identities—had been identified as one of the most potent conflicts in MTE (Marshall,
2009).

Complicating matters, often subhierarchies are formed within hierarchies of oppression.
In rejecting a hierarchy of oppression within the disability rights movement, Tremain (1996)
explained,

I do not draw the widely-accepted distinction between so called ‘mental disability’ and so called
physical disability for two interdependent reasons: firstly, the distinction relies upon a philosophi-
cally indefensible mind/body dichotomy which prevails within traditional western epistemologies,
where the mind and the body are construed as two separate entities, and the rational mind controls
(that is, subordinates, and gives for to) the latter, construed as the irrational chaotic body; second,
the way in which the mind is venerated in western epistemologies has not only resulted in numerous
hierarchies in western cultures in general (for example, the prestige and power given to ‘intellectual’
labor as opposed to “physical’” labor) but it has also produced a hierarchy within the disability com-
munity, and the movement in particular, where so called mentally disabled persons are regarded as
“naturally impaired” and so called physically disabled persons are regarded as “socially disabled.”
(pp- 23-24)

By endorsing such a hierarchy, whether within or across identities and oppressions, scholars
and practitioners run the risk of reifying the larger systems of inequity they mean, at least osten-
sibly, to redress. One such system involves the silo effect that impedes the unification of efforts
toward the ideals of equity and social justice: the ideas that form the basis for multicultural edu-
cation theory (Gorski, 2008; Nieto & Bode, 2011). Freire (1996) warned of the implications of
the silo effect, arguing that “oppressors halt by any means any action which in even incipient
fashion could awaken the oppressed to the need for unity” (p. 122). The oppressor acts, in part,
by creating “rifts” among the oppressed—the sorts of conditions Marshall (2009) warned were
threatening the growth of multicultural education as a discipline and movement. Solanke (2009)
illustrated this concern by pointing to the ways in which such rifts were created by, for instance,
the Equal Protection Clause of the U.S. Constitution, which offers legal protections for some
marginalized groups, but not for other groups.

Contested Visions and the Implicit Hierarchy of Oppression in Multicultural Education

Perhaps the worst case scenario for MTE courses—the lone opportunities afforded many teacher
education candidates to engage with a range of equity concerns—would be for curricula to
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reflect these larger systems of inequity by supporting the notion of a hierarchy of oppres-
sion. Unfortunately, some scholars who have studied the visibility of a particular identity or
oppression in MTE have argued that such a hierarchy already drives the MTE discourse (Fine &
McClelland, 2006; Gorski, 2010; Sapon-Shevin & Zollers, 1999). For example, Quinn and
Meiners (2011) and Blackburn and Smith (2010) found attention to lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender, queer/questioning (LGBTQ) identities and oppressions in teacher education to be
comparatively lacking. Johnson and Mclntosh (2009) and Johnson and Nieto (2007) described
the same phenomenon as it relates to disability.

In many cases, these scholars compared coverage of a particular identity or oppression to
coverage of race and racism. For example, Blackburn and Smith (2010) noted that scholars focus-
ing on the lives and experiences of queer people but not focusing on the lives and experiences
of people of color are the targets of criticism about scholarship that privileges one dimension
of difference over another difference. To be clear, none of the scholars who pointed to a hier-
archy of oppression argued that race and racism ought not remain central in the theory and
practice of MTE. Some scholars (e.g., Gorski, 2010; Marshall, 2009) explicitly acknowledged
the sociohistorical conditions that have led to and sustained the centrality of race and racism in
U.S. multicultural education discourses. Rather, most scholars argued that other identities and
oppressions, and the ways in which those identities and oppressions interact with race and racism
and with each other, also must become central concerns in multicultural education and MTE
(Bell, Horn, & Boxas, 2007; McLaren & Farahmandpur, 2001).

According to the few studies that examined the coverage of a diversity of identities and
oppressions in multicultural education and MTE discourses, scholars have good reason to raise
concerns about the relative invisibility of several identities and oppressions and to note the
dominance of race in these contexts. For instance, Amosa and Gorski (2008) analyzed the
topics of session offerings at three successive annual conferences of the National Association
for Multicultural Education (NAME), an association identified by a sample of more than
200 multicultural teacher—educators in a later study (Gorski, 2010) as the professional asso-
ciation that most influenced their MTE work. Amosa and Gorski (2008) found that, though
more than one half of the NAME conference sessions focused on race and racism, 7.98%
focused on gender and sexism, 5.46% focused on class and economic injustice, and 3.78%
focused on disability and ableism. Similarly, based on an analysis of more than 150 research-
based articles, chapters, books, and reports on MTE, Grant and Gibson (2011) found that
attention to a range of identities was distributed unequally. They discovered that 98 of the
pieces of scholarship they analyzed addressed race and ethnicity, 51 addressed socioeconomic
stratification, 37 addressed linguistic diversity, 22 addressed gender, 8 addressed disability,
6 addressed religion, and 1 addressed sexual orientation. Interestingly, Grant and Gibson (2011)
did not problematize this distribution or discuss it in any way other than simply providing these
percentages.

Further evidencing the centrality of race and relative invisibility of other identity and oppres-
sion concerns in MTE scholarship, Furman’s (2008) analysis of seven syntheses of research on
MTE uncovered 17 consistent themes. Race was named explicitly in two of these themes: (1) the
lack of research on experiences of teachers of color and (2) a disproportionate focus on the
experiences of White teacher candidates against relatively little attention to the experiences of
teacher candidates of color. No other identity was named in any of the themes. Furman con-
cluded, among other things, that, although researchers did not name this explicitly (in terms of
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how they conceptualized multicultural education), their research tended to be race-centric. He
concluded,

Most reviews (and the studies included in them) address race significantly more than gender, class,
linguistic diversity, national identity, religion, or other possible categories. Multiculturalism is largely
assumed to be explicitly about race, or perhaps is too broadly or not clearly defined. (p. 60)

Speaking to the subhierarchy phenomenon (Tremain, 1996), some scholars have argued that
MTE discourses have come to focus, not only on race, but more specifically on the identi-
ties and experiences of White teacher candidates (Chapman, 2011; Furman, 2008; Montecinos,
2004). Sleeter (2001) referred to this phenomenon as the “overwhelming presence of Whiteness”
(p. 94) in MTE research. This narrowness of focus, in light of the absence of attention to
teacher candidates of color, could suggest that, despite much of the scholarly attention to
race-related identities and oppressions, MTE scholars and practitioners are struggling even
to address race with much complexity (Chapman, 2011; Montecinos, 2004). Additionally,
Lowenstein (2009) warned that the disproportionate focus in MTE research on the dispo-
sitions and experiences of White teacher candidates has resulted in widespread notions of
White teacher candidates as deficit laden when it comes to understanding inequity. Meanwhile,
it causes teacher educators to fail to take pedagogical advantage of White teacher can-
didates’ understandings of the oppressions (i.e., sexism, heterosexism, economic injustice,
ableism, linguicism) they might have experienced based on other dimensions of their identi-
ties. Such an approach also could discourage teacher educators and teacher candidates from
considering intersections among various identities and oppressions (Reyes, Capella-Santa, &
Khisty, 1998).

Sometimes, the hierarchy of oppression in multicultural education and MTE is more implicit,
evident not through explicit denunciation, but through quiet omission or underemphasis. The
ongoing debate about the legitimacy of a hierarchy of oppression in MTE often is evident in
implicit ways within single pieces of scholarship. For example, in a landmark set of studies
resulting in a list of principles for best practice in MTE, Zeichner et al. (1998) argued that MTE
ought to incorporate attention to a wide range of identities and oppressions. Interestingly, though,
despite several instances in which the authors appeared to name broad swaths of identities and
oppressions in descriptions of their “principles,” they also regularly privileged race.

For example, introducing their design principle #10, the authors stated, “The program helps
prospective teachers reexamine their own and others’ multiple and inter-related identities”
(Zeichner et al., 1998, p. 168). The authors began their description of this principle by explaining
that “every person has multiple identities that are formed through a unique and complex inter-
section of race, ethnicity, social class, gender, language, religion, sexual orientation, and ability”
(p. 168). However, in the next paragraph they belied their own principle by suddenly singling
out race. In that paragraph Zeichner et al. (1998) argued that during their teacher education pro-
grams, teacher candidates should learn about “the histories, contributions, and current status of
various racial, ethnic, and cultural groups that comprise our society” (p. 168). Continuing, the
authors explained, “This information should address both the variability within groups (avoiding
group stereotyping) and common group characteristics (avoiding the idea of “color blindness’)”
(p. 168).

Similarly, Pang and Park (2011), in their proposal for a “new paradigm” for MTE, delin-
eated five issues that they believed must be addressed in MTE. In their proposal they appeared
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careful to conceptualize “equity” inclusively, incorporating “race, culture, religion, class, gender,
language, sexual orientation, and disabilities” (p. 64). However, the way that they operational-
ized this commitment in their list of “issues” belied this broad-based conceptualization. Under
“issue four” in their model they stated that “the principle goal of multicultural teacher education
must be to address the achievement gap between ethnic ‘minority’ students and their mainstream
peers” (p. 65). No other identity group was mentioned. Additionally, they offered five questions
to frame the conversation about a new paradigm for MTE. Race was the only identity named in
their questions.

External influences may bolster the centrality of race and the relative lack of attention to
other identities in MTE contexts. For example, the No Child Left Behind Act requires disaggre-
gation of test score data across some identities, including race, but not across other identities,
such as religion (Grant & Gibson, 2011). Similarly, according to Quinn and Meiners (2007,
2011), by eliminating attention to sexual orientation in their standards, the National Council
for the Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE) might have helped secure relative inat-
tention to LGBTQ concerns in MTE. In addition, as Valenzuela (1999) pointed out, teacher
candidates might enter MTE experiences already believing that race is central to conversations
about multiculturalism.

Noting the dangers and limitations of a hierarchy of oppression, many prominent scholars
have clarified that scholarship and practice in multicultural education and MTE ought to incorpo-
rate attention to a wide range of identities and oppressions, including identities and oppressions
related to religion, race, gender, sexual orientation, disability, class, and language (Grant &
Sleeter, 2008; Ladson-Billings, 2011; Nieto & Bode, 2011). Looking forward, Ladson-Billings
(2011) instructed us to consider the possibility that dimensions of diversity beyond these six iden-
tities and oppressions may grow more salient in the future, as sociopolitical contexts in the United
States and its schools continue to change. Still, according to Grant and Gibson (2011), debates
persist over whose diversities ought to be accommodated in schools as well as whose oppressions
should be considered, and to what degree, in multicultural education theory and practice.

Overall, our review of existing literature suggests that, at the very least, a hierarchy of oppres-
sion exists in MTE scholarship (Furman, 2008; Grant & Gibson, 2011). However, prior to this
study, little empirical attention had been paid to whether a similar hierarchy exists in MTE
coursework.

Intersectionality Theory Against a Hierarchy of Oppression

According to intersectionality theory, oppression is rarely about only one form of difference
(Bell et al., 2007). Individuals embody many identities, including intersectional identities,
simultaneously. This dynamic, Stirratt, Meyer, Ouellette, and Gara (2007) explained, is the rea-
son multicultural research and practice must account for these intersections. Bowleg (2008)
added that identities are not additive, accumulating into a bigger and bigger single iden-
tity (e.g., “middle-class Latina woman with a disability”’). Rather identities are intersectional,
forming a complex and fluid identity, a point she made in the title of her essay, “When
Black + Lesbian + Woman # Black Lesbian Woman.” Ultimately, intersectionality theory, like
other critical theories, necessarily rejects the notion of a hierarchy of oppression by insisting that
we cannot understand any individual identity or oppression in a vacuum; we only can understand
them as interlocking and interacting (North, 2010).
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Intersectionality theory interacts, itself, with other critical theories, some of which have
influenced multicultural education theory and practice. For example, a central tenet of criti-
cal race theory is that racism only can be understood fully in its intersectionality with other
forms of oppression, and that these oppressions “work together in disharmonious and irra-
tional ways to form and challenge notions of homogeneity among racially marginalized groups”
(Chapman, 2011, p. 241). Similarly, feminist and queer theories, particularly when layered with
intersectionality theory, complicate understandings of patriarchy and heteronormativity (Cole,
2009) in their attention to the ways in which identities, oppressions, and liberation movements
interact.

North (2010) described the cognitive benefits of intersectionality theory in relation to
multicultural education theory and practice thusly:

When we stop reducing people to singular terms by, for example, learning about the lived experiences
of people who identify as lesbian and Chicana, Jewish and gay, blind and bisexual, working-class
and transgender, we can thicken our understandings of how individuals negotiate culture, gender, and
power. (p. 382)

She clarified, though, that this “thickening” only can occur when we forego the sorts of
additive or nonrelational identity paradigms that lend themselves to notions of a hierarchy of
oppression and embrace those that are intersectional and relational.

METHOD

To ascertain the extent to which a hierarchy of oppression exists in U.S.-based MTE courses, we
examined two sets of data: (1) a sample of detailed course schedules as codified in 41 syllabi from
MTE courses taught across the United States, collected as part of a previous study of philosoph-
ical frameworks for MTE (Gorski, 2009); and (2) a survey (N = 122) of people who teach MTE
courses in the United States about the topics and theoretical frameworks they are most likely to
incorporate into their courses.

Sample of MTE Syllabi

Because the data collection and sampling methods used to accumulate the syllabi have been
described in detail in previously published work (Gorski, 2009), we offer an abbreviated
description of these elements and focus, instead, on how we used the data in this study.

In the previously published examination of these syllabi, 45 syllabi for MTE courses were col-
lected from a regionally and institutionally diverse cross-section of education degree programs
in the United States. An analysis of these syllabi, focusing primarily on course descriptions,
objectives, and other indicators of explicit curricula (publicly named), supported McLaren’s
(1995) suggestion of three primary approaches to multiculturalism that he named conservative,
liberal, and critical multiculturalism.

We wondered what we could learn about the visibility of a range of identity- and oppression-
related concerns in MTE courses by examining another aspect of the syllabi: session-by-session
course schedules, which were included in 41 of the syllabi. We used the session-by-session
course schedules to calculate the average percentage of overall class time devoted to identity- or
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oppression-related topics, such as race, ethnicity, and racism; sex, gender, and sexism; and so
forth. Then we calculated the percentage of these syllabi that omitted any mention of the same
identity- or oppression-related topics. These calculations allowed us to consider the comparative
prevalence of attention to race, gender, class, religion, language, and disability as codified on
MTE syllabi.

MTE Framework and Topic Survey

A sample (N = 122) of people teaching MTE courses in education programs at U.S. colleges and
universities was surveyed to identify how likely they were to incorporate various concepts (e.g.,
racial identity) and theoretical frameworks (e.g., critical race theory) into their MTE courses.

Sample. We employed an electronic form of snowball sampling. We sent electronic mail
requesting participation to listservs frequented by people who teach MTE courses, includ-
ing those hosted by Rethinking Schools, EdChange, and Division K (Teaching and Teacher
Education) of the American Educational Research Association (AERA). To ensure the integrity
of our data, we specified two conditions with which each participant had to conform: (1) having
taught at least one course in the past 2 years in which the central topic was multicultural edu-
cation, diversity education, social justice education, or a related topic (so that somebody who
taught a course on a different topic, but who included a section on multicultural education, would
not qualify) and (2) having taught such a course in an education program at a U.S. college or
university and designed for, and taken predominantly by, current classroom teachers or teacher
candidates.

A majority of our participants were female (71.8%), whereas fewer participants were male
(28.2%). None of the participants identified her- or himself as transgender. A majority of
the participants—70.9%—were White or European American, whereas a smaller percent of
participants—17.4%—were Black, African, or African American; 7.0% Latina/o, Chicana/o, or
Hispanic, non-White; 4.7% Asian, Asian American, or Pacific Islander; 2.3% American Indian
or Native American; and 2.3% multiracial. None of the participants identified as Arab or Arab
American, and 4.7% specified an alternative racial identity. More than three fourths (76.7%) of
the participants identified as heterosexual. Those participants who identified as lesbian made up
7.0%, as did those participants who identified as bisexual. Gay men accounted for 4.7% of our
sample, whereas 2.3% identified as questioning and 2.3% as queer. Full professors accounted for
11.6% of our sample, associate professors 22.1%, assistant professors 39.5%, instructors 16.3%,
and graduate teaching assistants 4.7%. An additional 5.8% identified their faculty rank with a
descriptor not included on our survey. When asked to identify their employment status, 30.2%
identified as full-time and tenured, 34.9% as full-time and tenure track, 15.1% as full-time and
not tenure track, 15.1% as part-time or adjunct, and 4.7% as graduate students.

Instrument. In designing our survey, we drew upon our own expertise and experience in
multicultural education and MTE, topics that appeared prevalently in Gorski’s (2009) analysis
of MTE syllabi, and recommendations and reviews by several experts in the field. We sought
feedback on the instrument from six expert reviewers. After strengthening the instrument through
their feedback, we pilot tested it with an additional six multicultural teacher educators.

It is important to note that identifying constructs across identities and oppressions proved
challenging. Conceptions of identity- and oppression-related terms vary greatly. In addition, often
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parallel terms do not exist or are not common enough (as was the case with heterosexism just a
couple decades ago), even among discipline-specific scholars, to allow for useful comparisons.
We relied heavily on expert reviewers and pilot testers to help us refine terminology, and when
disagreement about terms was more prevalent than agreement, we chose not to include language
that might confuse participants. Instead, we used terms for which feedback was consistent enough
for us to assume a considerable measure of shared understanding regarding their meaning.

This outcome created some holes in our data. For instance, we were unable to identity a
term related to class that roughly paralleled hegemony-related terms commonly used in gender
(patriarchy), sexual orientation (heteronormativity), and other identities. Suggestions were many
and varied—capitalism, consumer culture, corporatocracy—and none garnered much agreement
among our expert reviewers and pilot testers. As a result, we decided not to include any of these
constructs on the survey.

Data analysis. Participants (N = 122) were asked to rate the likelihood that they would
incorporate 23 different constructs into their MTE course(s) as shown in Table 1.

Each of the 23 constructs was scored on a 5-point Likert-type scale from 1 (extremely unlikely)
to 5 (extremely likely). One-sample ¢ tests were used to determine whether the mean likelihoods
for the constructs “Racial Identity,” “Racism,” “White Privilege,” and “Critical Race Theory”
were different from the mean likelihoods for the other constructs. We chose to compare against

TABLE 1
Constructs Included on the Survey of People Teaching Multicultural
Teacher Education Courses

Dimension of Identity or Oppression Constructs

Race Racial identity

Racism

White privilege

Critical race theory
Sexual orientation Sexual orientation

Homophobia

Heterosexism

Heteronormativity

Queer theory
Gender Gender identity

Sexism

Male privilege

Patriarchy

Feminist theory
Class Socioeconomic class identity

Poverty

Classism

Economic injustice
Religion Religious or faith identity

Religious oppression

Christian hegemony
Disability Disability

Ableism
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race-related constructs based on our review of MTE literature, which suggested that race-related
concerns tend to dominate discourses related to multicultural education (Blackburn & Smith,
2010; Marshall, 2009).

This process enabled us, by drawing on Gorski’s (2009) expansion of McLaren’s (1995) typol-
ogy of approaches to MTE, to compare and mean likelihoods across a range of concepts and
theoretical frameworks—identity descriptors (e.g., gender identity), forms of oppression (e.g.,
sexism), critical theoretical frameworks (e.g., feminist theory)—to determine the nature of the
relative inclusion across them. This decision, in turn, provided contour to our analysis, allowing
us to compare likelihoods of concept and framework incorporation on a continuum captured by
McLaren’s (1995) and Gorski’s (2009) approaches to addressing multicultural concerns:

1. a conservative approach to MTE, characterized by a focus on identity (e.g., sexual
orientation) and individual bias

2. aliberal approach, characterized by a focus on identity and oppression

3. acritical approach, characterized by a focus on the relationships between identity, oppres-
sion, and counter-hegemonic practice within the larger sociopolitical contexts described
by critical theories.

Based on this continuum, we examined, for instance, the likelihood participants would engage a
critical approach to LGBTQ concerns with the likelihood they would engage a critical approach
to race.

The analyses were conducted using PASW Statistics v.18 (SPSS) and pairwise deletion was
used for missing values. A significance level of alpha = .05 was used for all tests.

FINDINGS

In this section we summarize our findings, beginning with findings from the course schedule
analysis and then findings from the survey before considering the data together.

The Official Curriculum of MTE: Course Schedule Analysis

Tables 2 and 3 summarize the findings from our analysis of 41 MTE course syllabi regarding the
comparative prevalence of class time devoted, as codified in the syllabi, to content focused on a
range of identity and oppression constructs.

According to syllabi course schedules concerns related to race and racism received consid-
erably more attention in the MTE courses examined than did any other identity or oppression
concerns. On average, multicultural teacher educators devoted nearly 3 times as much class time
to race as to gender, the next most prevalent concern. They devoted nearly 6 times as much time
to race and twice as much time to gender as to class, sexual orientation, or language.

Similarly, according to the overall text on the syllabi, MTE faculty were nearly 7 times more
likely to omit gender concerns fully from syllabi (from an official or stated curriculum point of
view) than they were to omit race concerns. Nearly one third of the syllabi were silent on gender,
and percentages increased for sexual orientation, class, language, disability, and religion. As with
class time, race appeared most prominently. Gender lagged significantly behind race but received
considerably more than a cluster of other concerns, such as sexual orientation and class. It is
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TABLE 2
Average Percentage of Class Time Devoted to Specific Identities and Oppressions According to Class
Schedules Embedded in Multicultural Education Course Syllabi

Average Percent of Overall Class

Dimension of Identity or Oppression Time Devoted

Race (racism, racial identity, white privilege, critical race theory, etc.) 21.672

Gender (sexism, gender identity, transgender identity, feminist theory, etc.) 7.16

Sexual orientation (heterosexism, homophobia, LGBTQ identities, queer 3.76
theory, etc.)

Class/Socioeconomic Status (classism, poverty, economic injustice, class 3.61
identity, etc.)

Language (linguicism, ELL identity, etc.) 3.55

Disability (ableism, ability identity, critical disability theory, etc.) 2.20

Religion, faith, and spirituality (religious oppression, Islamophobia, 1.91°

religious or non-religious identity, etc.)

LGBTQ = lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer/questioning; ELL = English language learner.
Note. N =41

4 Approximately 9.8 hours of a 45-hour class.

b Approximately 52 minutes of a 45-hour class.

TABLE 3
Percentage of Syllabi Containing No Mention of Specific Identity- or
Oppression-Related Concerns in Any Form

Percent of Syllabi in Which

Dimension of Identity or Oppression Dimension is Omitted
Race 4.80
Gender 32.71
Sexual and affectional orientation 41.46
Class/Socioeconomic status 53.66
Language 56.10
Disability 63.41
Religion 70.73
N =41.

notable, as well, that none of these 41 syllabi addressed intersectional concerns among two or
more identities.

Although these findings supported existing scholarship hinting at the existence of a hierar-
chy of oppression in MTE (Blackburn & Smith, 2010; Gorski, 2010; Marshall, 2009), they
left important questions unanswered. For example, some faculty who intend to teach about
heterosexism might choose strategically to omit such language from their syllabi to move it suc-
cessfully through a curriculum review process. The syllabi painted an important picture of the
official or stated curriculum of MTE—after all, the omission from syllabi has its own implicit
implications even if it is conducted strategically—but we could not be completely sure that MTE
faculty did not teach about particular constructs or concepts just because they did not appear on
course syllabi.
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Likelihood of Incorporation of Identity and Oppression Concerns: The Survey

Table 4 summarizes the comparative likelihood that multicultural education educators would
incorporate various identity- and oppression-related constructs into their courses. Participants
were most likely to incorporate attention to racism and White privilege—both race-related
constructs—into their courses than any of the other constructs. In an unexpected finding, one-
sample 7 tests showed, though, that the likelihood of the participants incorporating classism was
not statistically significantly lower than that of incorporating racism (X = 4.68) or White privilege
(X = 4.64) and their likelihood of incorporating poverty did not differ significantly from White
privilege.

We also examined parallel concepts across identities and oppressions, including identity
constructs (gender identity, sexual orientation), forms of oppression (sexism, heterosexism),
hegemonies (patriarchy, heteronormativity), and critical theoretical frameworks (feminist theory,

TABLE 4
Mean Values for Respondents’ Likelihood of Inclusion of Concepts
into Multicultural Teacher Education Courses

Concept Mean
Racial identity 3.90b-c
Racism 4,684
White privilege 4.6424
Critical race theory 3.80b¢
Sexual orientation 4.128bed
Homophobia 4,03%bcd
Heterosexism 4.05b¢d
Heteronormativity 3.64b.c
Queer Iheory 2.991\,b,c,d
Gender identity 3.59ab.c
Sexism 4.321\,b,c,d
Male privilege 4.01b¢
Patriarchy 3.571\,h,c
Feminist theory 3.30ab.cd
Socioeconomic class identity 4.35%bcd
Poverty 4'493,b,d
Classism 4.532d
Economic injustice 4.383bcd
Religious or faith identity 3.41abed
Religious oppression 3.412bed
Christian hegemony 3.43bcd
Disability 3.94bc
Ableism 3.91bc
N =122

1 = extremely unlikely to 5 = extremely likely.
Significantly different from racial identity.
bSignificantly different from racism.
¢Significantly different from White privilege.
dSignificantly different from critical race theory.
p < 0.05 for ¢ tests.
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queer theory) to uncover the nature of comparative incorporation of these constructs into MTE
courses.

In terms of identity constructs, participants were significantly more likely to incorporate sexual
orientation, socioeconomic class identity, and disability and significantly less likely to incorporate
gender identity and religious or faith identity than racial identity. Regarding forms of oppression,
participants were statistically significantly more likely to incorporate racism than oppression con-
structs related to any of the other identifiers. When it came to hegemonies, participants were
significantly more likely to incorporate White privilege than heteronormativity, patriarchy, or
Christian hegemony. Participants similarly were more likely to incorporate critical race theory
than critical theories springing from scholarly and activist traditions related to sexual orientation
(queer theory) or gender (feminist theory).

Applying Gorski’s (2009) typology of approaches to MTE, adapted from McLaren’s
(1995) approaches to multiculturalism, these findings suggest that, although participants might
have been more likely to incorporate attention to constructs related to some other identities (e.g.,
sexual orientation, class identity) at the conservative multiculturalism level (focused on identity,
but not oppression or sociopolitical context), the participants consistently were more likely to
incorporate race and class constructs at the liberal level (focused on oppression, but not nec-
essarily sociopolitical context or social action) and race constructs at the critical level (focused
on sociopolitical context and social action, as through the lens of critical theories) than those
constructs related to other identities or oppressions.

Of interest, as well, is the lack of drop-off between patterns of incorporation between race-
related oppression (racism) and hegemonic (White privilege) constructs that appears to exist in
relation to sexual orientation and gender (the only other categories for which relatively parallel
constructs were identified). Moreover, the only two constructs whose pattern of incorporation did
not significantly pale in comparison with racism and White privilege were poverty and classism—
a surprising finding considering that the course schedule analysis suggested a considerable pattern
of inattention, if not outright omission, of class concerns from the official curriculum of U.S.-
based MTE courses.

DISCUSSION

Our findings largely confirmed existing scholarship on the existence of a hierarchy of oppression
in MTE theory and practice. However, several factors made our findings unique. First, although
other studies had found a hierarchy of oppression in MTE scholarship (Furman, 2008; Gorski,
2010; Grant & Gibson, 2011), we identified the same phenomenon within MTE coursework,
which constitutes, for many classroom teachers and teacher candidates, the sole formal oppor-
tunity to explore equity concerns (Cochran-Smith, 2003; Scott & Ford, 2010). Second, although
there existed several studies that examined the relative coverage of a particular identity or oppres-
sion in MTE practice (Duke, 2007; Johnson & Nieto, 2007), heretofore there had been little
opportunity to describe a fuller hierarchy of oppression across more than one or two identities
or oppressions. Our findings allowed us to begin to describe the hierarchy of oppression in MTE
coursework, not just between race and one other identity, but among race, gender, sexual orien-
tation, class, and disability. Third, we were able to identify interesting contradictions between
the official or stated curriculum of MTE courses (as codified in syllabi) and course instructors’
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claims about what they cover in practice. Upon discussing each of these three themes in greater
detail and their implications, we offer an argument, drawing on intersectionality theory, for more
concerted efforts by MTE theorists and practitioners to eliminate the hierarchy of oppression in
MTE coursework.

The Hierarchy of Oppression in MTE Coursework

Taken together, our analyses suggest that racial identities and oppressions receive more atten-
tion in U.S.-based MTE courses than any other identity or oppression concern we examined.
A hierarchy of oppression does, indeed, exist in U.S. MTE courses, and it appears as though race
occupies the top of the oppression pyramid. This analysis, again, is consistent with scholarship
describing similar phenomena in multicultural education conferences (Amosa & Gorski, 2008)
and scholarship (Gorski, 2010; Grant & Gibson, 2011).

In addition to garnering more attention than other identities and oppressions overall, we found
that race-related constructs tend to receive more critical considerations, generally speaking, than
those related to gender, sexual orientation, class, religion, or disability. For example, although
multicultural teacher educators were more likely to incorporate sexual orientation than race at
the conservative (Gorski, 2009; McLaren, 1995) level, teacher educators were significantly less
likely to incorporate it at the liberal or critical levels. Even in the case of class concerns, for
which participants were not significantly less likely to incorporate a liberal framework (classism)
than they were for race (racism), teacher educators were significantly less likely to incorporate a
critical framing when it came to class.

Although our methods for analyzing the survey data did not enable us to envision what the rest
of the hierarchy looked like with much precision, our analysis of MTE course schedules helped us
paint a somewhat more nuanced picture. Interestingly, though, there were ways in which the anal-
yses revealed inconsistent results. According to our analysis of course schedules, gender-related
identities and oppressions garnered nearly twice the attention (as codified in course syllabi) as
sexual orientation or class. The survey data, however, were less conclusive about this relationship.
Drawing just on general patterns of time commitment and omission as codified in syllabi—in
other words, on the official curriculum of MTE—it appears as though, following race, gender
occupies the highest position in the MTE hierarchy of oppression, followed by a group of iden-
tities and oppressions including those related to sexual orientation, class, and language, with
disability and religion make up the bottom of the hierarchy.

These sorts of patterns—the relative (in)visibility of specific identities and oppressions in
MTE—have been tracked before (Johnson & Nieto, 2007). Scholars previously have called for
increased attention in MTE to, among other identities and oppressions, those related to sexual ori-
entation (Blackburn & Smith, 2010; Quinn & Meiners, 2011), disability (Johnson & Mclntosh,
2009), and class (McLaren & Farahmandpur, 2001). Still, the question of whether MTE the-
ory and practice ought to be more inclusive remains contested, even within NAME, the largest
multicultural education professional association in the United States (Marshall, 2009). The con-
tested nature of this dilemma also is evident, if much more implicitly so, in the history of MTE
scholarship, much of which centers race and renders other multicultural concerns relatively invis-
ible, sometimes even on occasions when scholars initially suggest a broad vision for multicultural
education (Furman, 2008).
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Intersectionality theory, emerging from a long tradition of Black feminist scholarship and
activism, provides a set of tools for examining hierarchies of oppression and their implications.
The notion of intersectionality holds that oppression rarely is about a single form of difference
(Bell et al., 2007), that each of us embodies many intersecting identities simultaneously (Stirrat
et al., 2007), and that these identities form a complex and fluid web rather than an additive list of
single identities (Bowleg, 2008). As a result, just as Lorde (1983) refused attempts to force her
to choose in any given moment whether she was Black, a lesbian, or a woman, all such attempts
to pull a singular, decontextualized identity out of the complex web of a person’s being must be
rejected.

This situation is a matter of principle; nobody can decide for somebody else what is most
salient to her or him in a given moment. But it also is a matter of complex understanding. After
all, as Lorde (1983) clarified so eloquently, no identity or oppression can be understood with any
complexity in a vacuum; they only can be understood as intersectional (North, 2010).

We must incorporate gender into MTE experiences because gender is important in its own
right (Montecinos & Nielsen, 2004) and because we cannot even understand race, sexual orienta-
tion, disability, class, or language without also understanding gendered identities and experiences
and how they interact with other identities. We must incorporate disability (Cole, 2009) because
disability is important in its own right, but also because we cannot understand oppressive edu-
cational practices, such as the overreferral of low-income boys of color to special education
(Scott & Ford, 2011), without understanding the web created by ableism, economic injustice, and
a host of other oppressions. The same can be said of language and linguicism (Bernhard, Diaz, &
Allgood, 2005; Uys, Reyneke, & Kaiser, 2011) and class and economic injustice (McLaren &
Farahmandpur, 2001).

A failure to attend to intersectionalities, a process that requires the desertion of any notion of
a hierarchy of oppression, only can result in the proliferation of injustice. For instance, hooks
(1981) warned of “horizontal hostility” as one implication of the institutionalization of a non-
intersectional hierarchy of oppression. Horizontal hostility describes conditions whereby one
disenfranchised community (low-income Christian teacher candidates, for instance), which has
experienced one or more forms of disadvantage, are encouraged within hegemonic contexts (such
as their places of worship) to blame another disenfranchised community (LGBTQ people, for
example) for societal problems. The “hostility” or “scornful gaze” (Gorski, 2011) is pointed hor-
izontally or down rather than up the power hierarchy. We risk replicating these sorts of conditions
when MTE theory and practice reflect a hierarchy of oppression.

Eliminating the Hierarchy of Oppression from MTE Coursework

In the end, as intersectionality theory suggests, we believe that the relative inattention to a variety
of identities and oppressions in MTE necessarily limits even the extent to which classroom teach-
ers and teacher candidates are able to understand the complexities of race and racism. Following
Lorde’s (1983) argument, if I do not learn to be an antisexist educator, I cannot really be an
effective antiracist educator, because approximately one half of people of color are women,; if I
do not learn to be an antiheterosexist educator, I cannot be an effective antiracist or antisexist
educator, because many people of color and women identify as LGBTQ. And so, understand-
ing the complications inherent in our position, we argue based upon intersectionality theory that
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the only just course—and, in the end, the only course that will help us prepare teachers to prac-
tice antiracism education—is to eliminate the hierarchy of oppression in MTE, including MTE
coursework.

To be clear, we do not argue for less attention to race and racism in MTE scholarship or
coursework. We do not argue that every bit of attention historically and presently focused on race
and racism in MTE and other contexts is unwarranted. Indeed, much of our own scholarship has
focused on racial justice and its intersections with class and gender justice. Rather, we argue for
greater attention to gender, sexual orientation, class, religion, language, and disability and, even
more than these constructs, to intersectionalities among as well as within (as, for instance, with
multiracial identities and experiences) a broader range of identities and oppressions.

We understand, of course, and have grappled with the implications of time limitations. The
request that multicultural teacher educators squeeze learning experiences about all equity con-
cerns into one course is unreasonable. Some teacher educators have argued that it reflects a
purposeful assurance of limited attention to these concerns and a purposeful disintegration of
equity concerns from education theory and practice (Keiser, 2005; Sleeter, 2008). According to a
study on multicultural teacher educators’ perceptions the most common challenges faced in MTE
practice (Gorski, in press), multicultural teacher educators are extremely concerned about time
constraints and the implications of having to exclude important content from their courses.

Additionally, many people teaching MTE courses are located in environments where teach-
ing about some concerns, such as queer rights, is met with hostility from colleagues (Cosier &
Sanders, 2007) and teacher candidates (Asher, 2007), imposing additional pressure to refrain
from incorporating particular topics into their courses, at least explicitly. What would be
extremely helpful, and perhaps an important new direction for intersectionality theorists, would
be the development of intersectionality pedagogy, characterized by a theoretical commitment to
intersectionality and a set of tools and principles for how to teach about social justice concerns in
an intersectional manner. Other critical theories and pedagogies—most notably, queer theory and
pedagogy—provide some theoretical guidelines for such a pursuit. Thus, we encourage our MTE
colleagues to engage more deeply with queer theory as one point of departure. Unfortunately,
previous research (Gorski, 2010) has demonstrated that instructors responsible for teaching MTE
courses report fairly little engagement with scholarship (books, magazines, and journals) address-
ing sexual orientation in any form, and that this pattern holds true for class, religion, disability,
and language, as well.

We also call on professional organizations that count among their memberships large num-
bers of people who teach MTE courses to examine the hierarchy of oppression reflected
in their publications, conferences, and other forums. A previous study (Amosa & Gorski,
2008) uncovered such a hierarchy, for instance, in the sessions offered at NAME’s national
conference. We encourage NAME to develop processes, not only for seeking sessions that
speak to a more inclusive variety of identities and oppressions but also for seeking speakers
who discuss intersectionalities. Similarly, we encourage the publication, Rethinking Schools,
whose publication was identified in a previous study of instructors responsible for teaching
MTE courses (Gorski, 2010) as the magazine or journal which was “most influential” to
their MTE work, and other magazines and journals read prominently by multicultural teacher
educators to be more attentive to intersectionalities and the identities and oppressions that
historically have received, and continue to receive, relatively little attention in multicultural
discourses.
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Limitations and Future Directions

Several limitations to this study should be noted. Although our analysis of syllabi allowed us to
consider the official curriculum of MTE, syllabi do not necessarily paint an accurate picture of the
explicit curriculum (that which is explicitly taught) or implicit curriculum (that which is learned
implicitly) of the courses they represent. Similarly, not all faculty have full autonomy over their
syllabi. Some MTE faculty may incorporate content into their courses that was not codified in
syllabi. Conversely, some faculty might have chosen not to address certain issues despite their
presence on syllabi. Our inability to know the extent of either scenario made the results of that
part of our analysis inexact. It is important to note, as well, that, although research (Gorski,
2009) has shown that most MTE courses and, as a result, most MTE syllabil are organized by
identity or oppression (“this week we’re studying race; next week we’re studying gender”)—
we noted, for example, that 36 of the 41 syllabi in our sample were organized thusly—not all
MTE courses are organized in this way, which might have made the incorporation of identity-
and oppression-related concerns less explicit, even if they were incorporated into conversations
about, for instance, curriculum development or classroom management.

Finally, textual analysis requires interpretation. Our inability to know how those who con-
structed the syllabi conceptualized the content listed on them, and our inability to know how the
faculty teaching the courses operationalized this content, limited the preciseness with which we
could calculate the prevalence of various equity-related concerns. Future research might compli-
cate this analysis by examining readings, major assignments, and other aspects of MTE courses
to more precisely uncover the visibility and nature of attention to a full range of identities and
oppressions in them.

CONCLUSION

“There is no hierarchy of oppression,” Audre Lorde insisted in 1983. Or at least there ought
not be, intersectionality theorists more recently have argued. Unfortunately, in this study, we
found evidence supporting previous scholarship that a hierarchy of oppression does exist in
MTE. Unlike previous scholarship, we found such a hierarchy in MTE coursework, a particu-
larly meaningful finding in the sense that, for many educators, a single MTE course represents the
lone opportunity to examine equity and social justice concerns during formal teacher preparation
processes.

Given the results of previous studies on the hierarchy of oppression in other MTE contexts
and the place of race and racism in the sociohistory of the United States, it was little surprise to
find race-related identities and oppressions atop the hierarchy of oppression in MTE coursework,
in terms of likelihood and amount of coverage and in terms of the depth or criticality of cover-
age. Although it is difficult after this single study to discern a precise pattern of identities and
oppressions after race, it appears as though the middle of the hierarchy comprises a combination
of gender, class, and sexual orientation concerns whereas religion, disability, and language fall
somewhere toward the bottom. Intersectionality theory and the critical theories from which it
arose provided a framework for describing the dangers inherent in the discrepancies in coverage
of these concerns.
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These findings raised a variety of questions pointing to possibilities for further examina-
tion of the hierarchy of oppression in MTE. Qualitative methods involving interviews or focus
groups with multicultural teacher educators might help uncover with greater detail the philo-
sophical nature of the hierarchy and why it exists from the perspectives of those who teach MTE
courses. Further examination could be conducted on the implications of the hierarchy by cap-
turing their influence on the knowledge bases, dispositions, and practices of classroom teachers
and teacher candidates who participated in MTE coursework in which the hierarchy was more
or less apparent. Additionally, future research might explore possibilities for the employment
of intersectionality theory in MTE, especially when most teacher candidates may come to their
MTE classes with nonintersectional understandings of identities and oppressions.
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