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Introduction

Stephanie Mikulasek and Katelyn Scott


Common parlance in the United States generally does not reference academic, theoretical approaches of analysis.  Such was the case with Critical Race Theory (CRT), a 40-year old theoretical framework using race as the lens of interpretation, until Fall 2020 when former President Trump sent a Memo to federal agencies directing them to “cease and desist” any mention or training of Critical Race Theory or white privilege (Memorandum, M-20-34, 2020).  This Memo was followed with an Executive Order banning the terminology and activity associated with diversity and inclusion (Exec. Order No. 13950, 2020); Critical Race Theory, said Governor Ron DeSantis of Florida, “teaches kids to hate our country and to hate each other” (DeSantis, 2020).  Although the Biden Administration revoked the Executive Order, CRT continues to be misunderstood and frequently perceived as a divisive issue, seen most starkly in schools across the United States.
Looking at its history, CRT began unfolding in the 1970s on the back of critical legal studies and feminism, as activists and scholars drove a movement aiming to recognize and shift power dynamics based on racism (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017).  These two parties, theoreticians and practitioners, fed into the fundamental building blocks of CRT, which “tries not only to understand our social situation but to change it, setting out not only to ascertain how society organizes itself along racial lines and hierarchies, but to transform it for the better” (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017, p. 8).  While a single definition has not yet been established, Gillborn (2015) asserts that CRT suggests race is “socially constructed,” and that racial difference is “invented, perpetuated, and reinforced by society” (p. 278).  
Scholars such as Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) and Solozano (1998) later applied CRT to education, which started gaining traction in the early 2000s.  Solorzano (2010) framed CRT in education through five major themes for assessing perspectives, research approaches and pedagogy. The first theme is the centrality and intersectionality of race and racism.  Intersectionality, according to Gillborn (2015), refers to the interconnections and relationships among and between different stratifications, such as race, gender, class, and disability, which are affected by context, time, and an individual's unique set of experiences.  Consequently, intersectionality is not unidimensional, but rather multi-dimensional in its effect and reach (Gillborn, 2015). The second major theme is the challenge to dominant ideology, which refers to education institution’s belief in meritocracy, color blindness and gender neutrality, for example. Under this ideology, Ledesma & Calderon (2015) assert that educators deserve particular attention in developing not only cultural knowledge, but also the historical and current context of that student’s culture, and how a racial hierarchy is embedded in that experience. 
The third major theme is the commitment to social justice, which arguably lies at the foundation of the inception of CRT and aligns with the motivations of the civil rights movement, feminism, and ageism, among others. Theme four involves the centrality of experiential knowledge: experience, and the stories developed, conveyed, and accepted are recognized as empirical evidence to the frequency of racialization as well as racial microaggressions heard in speech and cultural patterns of communication (Patton, 2016). Lastly, theme five involves the interdisciplinary perspective, which involves CRT demanding the concept of “race” to be viewed within historical and current contexts, and across academic disciplines (Gillborn, 2015; Solorzano, 2015).  CRT is inherently an interdisciplinary approach, argues Rankin-Wright, Hylton, and Norman (2020), that grew from social activism and locates race as the fulcrum from which all other analysis arises and has meaning.  In summary, Solorzano (2015) describes CRT in education as a theoretical framework to “identify, analyze and transform those structural, cultural, and interpersonal aspects” perpetuating subordination (p. 123).
That being said, CRT has not been without controversy.  Assessing specific regions within the United States in November 2021, Ray and Gibbons (2021) note: 
“State actors in Montana and South Dakota have denounced teaching concepts associated with CRT. The state school boards in Florida, Georgia, Utah, and Alabama introduced new guidelines barring CRT-related discussions. Local school boards in Georgia, North Caroling, Kentucky, and Virginia also criticized CRT” (Ray and Gibbons, 2021). 
The majority of these states have not banned CRT explicitly, but rather the perceived concepts of CRT. However, these perceptions are neither consistently defined nor applied. To explore how Critical Race Theory is manifested within the United States, this moderated discussion will examine two case studies in the state of Virginia. The first case study considers Loudoun County Public Schools, a K-12 school district in northern Virginia, while the second case study examines the University of Richmond located in the state’s southern capitol. The following questions were posed to the contributors: 
How was CRT manifested in your educational institution? 
How was CRT understood in that context?







Critical Race Theory & the Education System
Katelyn Scott
Loudoun County Public Schools 
In the current American school system, the language of diversity and inclusion is not uncommon.  One K-12 school district in particular that has gained national attention as the “face of the nation’s culture wars” is Loudoun County Public Schools (LCPS), located in Northern Virginia. LCPS has been at the forefront of the CRT debate due to its proximity to the nation’s capital, high socioeconomic status, and immense levels of cultural diversity. The mass media coverage has also highlighted and scrutinized other areas within the educational realm such as teacher development, teacher education, and curriculum design, as some perceive an interconnectedness between these three domains and Critical Race Theory. 
Loudoun County Public Schools enrolls over 81,000 students, thus making it the third largest school district in the state of Virginia. A high majority of the district’s student population represents Hispanic, Black, Asian, and multiracial descents. After recently identifying systemic racism in the LCPS school system, targeted toward the Hispanic and Black populations, LCPS proactively developed the “Plan to Combat Systemic Racism” initiative, which proposed an outline aimed toward developing a more racially-conscious platform and strategy for students and staff. 
Teacher Development 
One prominent area within this proposed plan is the inclusion and emphasis on teacher development. The content of the teacher development sessions relating to the conceptual framework in CRT involves the incorporation of terminology such as “white supremacy” and “systemic racism,” which created a highly charged environment, accusing LCPS of incorporating CRT as a foundational aspect of its system. Parental groups within the school district have voiced concerns that the content and initiatives posed in the teacher development training sessions for CRT will create a greater racial divide and misrepresentation of the notion of race. Parents believe that the incorporation of CRT within classrooms grants students perspectives and worldviews that are based on impossible barriers to overcome based on the color of our skin.  Others are voicing concerns regarding CRT in relation to transgender issues and rights in the schools, another issue that needs to be included in the conversation of race and identity. 

University of Richmond 
Stephanie Mikulasek
The University of Richmond is a small, liberal arts college located in the southern capital of Richmond in the Commonwealth of Virginia founded in 1832.  Just over 3000 students from some 62 countries and 42 states study at what U.S. News and World Report call the 22nd best liberal arts college in the United States (USNews, 2021).  The same publication and Kiplinger’s Personal Finance (2019) identify the university as one of the best values in liberal arts colleges, and the university prides itself on providing adequate financial support to anyone who needs it.  The city of Richmond holds other reputable universities, such as the Virginia Commonwealth University, and a bustling downtown once home to the self-named White House of the confederacy. About 230,000 citizens call Richmond home, and another million live in the surrounding metropolitan area.  The community is diverse; about half of its residents identify as African-American, and about a quarter of the citizens are below the U.S. poverty line.  
In recognition of the post-Civil War alumni who ensured the rebuilding and continuance of the school, campus buildings were named in their honor, including Mr. R. Ryland, who was considered a founder of the college (the school was renamed as a university in 1920) and served as its first President.  Another stalwart of the university, credited with steering the College through the Great Depression and the second World War, was Mr. Douglas Freeman, who served as a trustee from 1925 to 1950 and University Rector from 1934 to1950.  His more well-known claim to fame was a Pulitzer Prize for his four-volume biography on Robert E. Lee and a seven-volume biography on George Washington.  His name was also given to one of the campus buildings (University of Richmond, n.d.)
In early 2021, the Board received a report from University of Richmond’s President Crutcher, who had commissioned this report to provide a more thorough, inclusive, and accurate representation of the University’s history regarding race, segregation, and enslavement (Presidential Commission, 2018).  Two areas on which the report focused was the histories of Mr. Freeman and Mr. Ryland.  One outcome from this report was that, while the Board noted Mr. Ryland’s and Mr. Freeman’s school historical legacies as well as their support for the principles of segregation, disenfranchisement, and racial purity measures, the decision would be to rename Freeman’s Hall to “Mitchell-Freeman Hall” (Mr. Mitchell fought against slavery and disenfranchisement) and that a breezeway connected to Mr. Ryland’s building be named after all enslaved people (Kolenich, 2021).  Of note, many (but not all) of the Board of Trustees are white, and President Crutcher is black.

Last month, UR chose to not remove the two men’s names from the building, instead renaming Freeman Hall into Mitchell-Freeman Hall, half named after a former enslaved person who later became editor of a Richmond Black newspaper.  (AP, 2021)

The response from the campus Black Student Welfare organization demanded the removal of the names of Mr. Freeman and Mr. Ryland from the buildings rather than the Board’s decision to modify the names of the buildings.  In a written statement submitted to the University of Richmond-at-large, the Black Students Welfare organization stated the following:

It is evident that there is an institutional culture of justifying and upholding white supremacy: the most recent and egregious example of this being the refusal to remove Robert Ryland and Douglas Southall Freeman’s names from campus buildings. The choice to continue to uplift these violent racists implicitly devalues the lives of Black people and is further evidence of just how deeply ingrained white supremacy still is at UR. (Black Student Welfare, 2021)

The following six months continued the debate between the Board of Trustees, President Crutcher, faculty, the Black Student Welfare organization, and students.  As political pressure and media attention grew, the Board and subsequently the President announced a suspension of the decision on April 4, calling for further review and discussion of decision-making procedures in the future. 
On Monday, the Board of Trustees retracted that decision stating that their process and proposed decision had not achieved their objectives.  The statement, shared on Instagram, reads “The board is reviewing options for a broader, more inclusive process to determine how decisions are made about questions of renaming, and we expect to communicate our plans shortly.”  (North, 2021)
A commission was announced that would establish a framework to guide decisions regarding the renaming of buildings, which would include a faculty member, a student, alumni, trustees, and other community members.  This commission is expected to reach a conclusion in early 2022.  Faculty remained divided between the Black Student Welfare organization and  President Crutcher and the Board of Trustees.  The issue has further polarized students, often along racial lines.
The conflict ostensibly reflected a desire to recall the negative vestiges of slavery and overt racial discrimination, which framed the tenor of the response by leadership.  The counter discourse, however, called for a new lens to examine, interpret, assess, and act against racism and the perception that building names were not representative of a historical context, but rather an affront to the perpetuation of racialization.  In other words, the university president and Board of Directors were seeking to locate their decision as a historical narrative; the counter position was positioned to interpret the conflict through CRT and its implications.  Historian Julian Hayter of the University of Richmond discussed CRT with NPR in June, and said:
History is an attempt to reconstruct and interpret actual events and lived experiences. It follows rules of evidence and is peer-reviewed and debated. I think what a lot of Americans understand is heritage, which is a romanticized version of the past, usually devoid of the darker chapters.  (Simon, 2021)

Conclusion
Stephanie Mikulasek 
From these two discussions, we see the interdisciplinary and intersectional dynamic of Critical Race Theory challenges and confronts the divisions within American structures and systems.  The intersectionality and interdisciplinary nature of CRT does not fit within the prescribed silos evidenced in academic, governmental, or private industry structures – or even in the naming of buildings.  Intersectionality is a tool of analysis and resistance, that is, both theoretical and practical, situated within historical contexts, timeframes, and interpretations. Here, Schneider (2004) suggests the relevance of postmodernism in understanding CRT, namely that multiple truths based on an individual or group’s experience exist and that each is as valid as another.  Observing these two case studies, we suggest that CRT demands multi-dimensional thinking and processing; the analytical process and responsiveness of CRT lives across axes of dimensions and interdisciplinary factors of cultural and private domains.  In education, the intersectionality and interdisciplinary components of CRT mean analysis and resistance is only understood when academic disciplines are considered holistically.  Problematically, we suggest education systems are generally not structured as interdisciplinary endeavors of critical thinking and action; instead, students major in a particular field, faculty are field specialists, and the institution rewards conformity to its differentiated mandates.  We assert that academia, which is meant to serve as a safe and intentional harbor for thoughtful exploration, is not structured to hold systemic, multi-dimensional, and intersection fields.  
Further, we note that this challenge is experienced at the individual level, which results in localized responses rather than systemic and structural re-assessments and redress.  To reiterate, Critical Race Theory examines how structure and systems function, not individuals, to support and sustain racism.  Somewhat provocatively, Weiner (2012) argues racialization is so profoundly integrated into how those systems function that individuals “need” it to be real (p. 340).  Problematically, addressing racism occurs at the individual level – not at the system level.  While training or other interventions may occur among individual educators, for example, the underlying system of racism supporting racialization has not been addressed.  An individual may discard a stereotype, but the societal or cultural structure supporting that stereotype has not been changed. This “inherent and problematic tension” when addressing a systemic problem with individual solutions are representative of “the entrenchment of race and racism in the United States and fails to result in greater equity in schools” (Vaught and Castagno, 2008, p. 98).  Therefore, given the inability of an individual to shift the silos and associated cultures within American systems (e.g. within academia or industry), the responses to racism remain localized and unable to address those systems perpetuating the racialization.  
In effect, we suggest the CRT movement is caught in the cycle of individual narratives and responses rather than addressed as a systemic movement affecting change within the intersectionality of how we live.  This divergence in intention and result may only increase the polarity the movement has spawned in American culture.  We observe this dilemma is further complicated in that race appears and behaves differently in different contexts; racial stereotypes are not static; and racism is generally covert rather than overt, the latter of which is less accepted by most cultures.  
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