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Abstract
This paper is premised on the understanding that racism is deeply and widely entrenched 
in our culture and the ethical claim that we operate within complex networks of habituated 
practices. Within this framework, we ask how do we disrupt these calcified, complex, and 
racist ways of being? Specifically, we explore how teachers are habituated into particu-
lar ways of seeing and acting. We argue generally that conscious cultivation can promote 
greater equity and specifically that changing teacher talk is a necessary part of this cultiva-
tion if racist norms are to be disrupted and replaced with more equitable ways of seeing in 
schools. In making this argument, we draw on a practice, Descriptive Inquiry, to cultivate 
more equitable talk and describe how it led to changes in four urban public schools.

Keywords Teacher education · Antiracism · Ethics

To ask questions of the universe, and then learn to live with those questions, is the 
way he achieves his own identity. But no society is really anxious to have that kind 
of person around. What societies really, ideally, want is a citizenry which will simply 
obey the rules of society. If a society succeeds in this, that society is about to perish. 
The obligation of anyone who thinks of himself as responsible is to examine society 
and try to change it and to fight it – at no matter what risk. This is the only hope soci-
ety has. This is the only way societies change. -James Baldwin (1963)

I (Cara) am in a meeting with colleagues at a progressive elementary school committed 
to racial justice. We are discussing a child who is struggling in our school. I have just pre-
sented a detailed description of the child referred to as a Descriptive Review. I have written 
this review in my own time in preparation for this meeting. Unsolicited, I elected to do this 
because the child had become increasingly invisible in our school–noticed often through 
negative reactions to behavior. At stake in this meeting is whether or not we refer the child 
for additional services. With no identifiable disability, the label being debated is “emotion-
ally disturbed.” I am agitated during the meeting believing that affixing a child with such 
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a phrase is damaging, inappropriate, and because the diagnosis is so vague, not helpful. 
It matters that the child is Black and the majority of the teachers in this conversation are 
White. It matters that Black children are disproportionately diagnosed with learning dis-
abilities and labelled emotionally disturbed (Love, 2018). In the meeting, I am part of what 
I know statistically to be true and unjust. Trying to lodge my concern, I feel silenced when 
my colleagues offer a different perspective. Frustrated with my perceived inability to look 
out for my student, I start to cry and angrily leave the room. After school, the principal 
calls and we discuss the situation more. Ultimately and after additional conversation, my 
colleagues and I develop a plan for the child with their mother that feels more humane and 
caring.

In her searingly honest essay, Kathe Jervis (1996) reckons with the racism endemic in 
daily practices at a newly formed school. As a teacher and researcher, Jervis documents 
many incidents that illustrate the subtle scope of racism amidst a school committed to its 
undoing. The article poignantly comes to a head in the school’s inability to support a Black 
child and their mistreatment of him. In placing her subsequent reflection alongside her ini-
tial documentation and her colleagues’ read of situations, Jervis highlights how racism was 
largely invisible to white staff members even in incidents where the racial overtones seem 
obvious to Jervis in retrospect. A second element that stands out for our work is that a 
White male teacher and White female principal led the charges against the child and that, 
hearing these charges, other teachers were unable to defend the child, name the racism they 
saw, and counter their colleagues.

In choosing these scenarios, we highlight the daily way in which racism surrounds chil-
dren and teachers in American schools and the challenges that occur as teachers try to a) 
recognize this racism b) confront it and c) do better by students. Our exploration is prem-
ised in the understanding that teachers are habituated into particular ways of seeing and 
acting and disruption, as James Baldwin (1965) notes, is rarely welcomed. We ask how 
might schools cultivate teachers who question, challenge, and work against the racist status 
quo in light of Baldwin’s contention that, “no society is really anxious to have that kind of 
person around” who “thinks of himself as responsible” and, in doing so, “examine[s] soci-
ety and tr[ies] to change it and to fight it.”

We find most schools are also not “really anxious” to have this questioning person 
around. Even schools that position themselves as on the forefront of change tend to repli-
cate and reinforce the world as is (Shalaby 2017) and struggle to make space for conver-
sation that challenges norms (Jervis 1996). We argue that for schools to change, teachers 
must interrogate the ways in which they perceive children and their daily practices – specif-
ically investigating whether these actions are serving Black children and making changes 
when they are not (Love 2019).

As a mixed methods paper, we bring together qualitative study and philosophical explo-
ration to mutually reinforce each other (Santoro 2015). We begin with an overview of what 
racism looks like in schools and then focus on how teacher talk perpetuates racist percep-
tions and actions. We go on to describe habits of mind identified as necessary for develop-
ing an antiracist ethos through talk. Finally, drawing together antiracist pedagogy and eth-
ics, we showcase how Descriptive Inquiry supported antiracist work in schools.
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Racism in Schools

After describing the racism he grew up amidst, Ibram X. Kendi (2019) attests “this was 
not a problem specific to my school or my childhood--it’s a problem that cuts from pri-
vate to public schools and through time” (45). A steady and pervasive stream of racism is 
endemic to schools in the United States (Boutte & Bryan 2019; Jones & Hagopian 2020; 
Shalaby 2017; Love 2018). Racism manifests in many and varied actions including but not 
limited to violent physical and verbal attacks (Love 2019), the invisibility and hypervisibil-
ity of Black children who are punished more frequently and more aggressively (Ferguson 
2001; Ife 2017; Kendi 2019; Lomboy et al. 2020; Richards et al. 2019, Walker et al. 2017), 
reduced likelihood for Black children of being identified as high achievers (Boutte & Bryan 
2019), and increased likelihood of being affixed with a learning disability (Connor 2017). 
This dehumanization is compounded by the privileging of White students and their experi-
ences (DiAngelo 2018; Love 2019), dominance of Whiteness and White people in curricu-
lum (Baines, Tisdale & Long 2018; Picower 2021), and disregard of the home culture and 
interests of children of color as displayed in curriculum, assessment, and daily treatment 
(Paris & Alim 2014; 2017). In fact, often injustice manifests as subtle inequity masked 
in claims of benevolence (Alexander 2012; Love 2018; Shalaby 2017). Further, while we 
focus on children’s experience in schools, it is important to recognize that schools are often 
toxic for all Black people including teachers (Frank et al. 2021; Jones & Hagopian 2020).

While some racism is more overt, the subtle instances are widespread, normalize mis-
treatment (Baldwin 1965; DiAngelo 2018), and are deeply toxic (Baines, Tisdale & Long 
2018; Love 2019). Often characterized as “microaggressions” we instead use Kendi’s 
description of these daily and more subtle examples as “racist abuse” (47) to emphasize 
that these acts are cruel, damaging, and pervasive (Hartman 1997; Moten 2017). We have 
made this daily and more subtle abuse our focus as the racism of many teachers falls into 
this category (DiAngelo 2018; Picower 2021).

Teachers often have neither the community to challenge their own racist assumptions 
nor the mechanisms and skills to address the racism of their colleagues effectively (Jones 
& Hagopian  2020; Jervis 1996). In contrast, our study centers on urban public schools 
with racially diverse student and teacher populations and stated commitments to inclusion, 
equity, and racial justice in which daily “racist abuse” both occurs and is actively coun-
tered. We argue that it is not the lack of racism that sets these schools and their staff apart 
but instead the collaborative commitment to antiracism on a school-wide level. Specifi-
cally, we explore how within these imperfect but racial-justice seeking schools, a particular 
practice, Descriptive Inquiry, helped develop a culture that disrupted and challenged rac-
ism as it emerged in the teachers’ daily talk and actions.

In focusing on schools and the teachers within them, a few caveats. First, racism is 
upheld by a complex system that reaches into all areas of life (Alexander 2012; Kendi 2019; 
McGhee 2021; Wilkerson 2020). Dismantling racism requires many different approaches 
acting in conjunction with each other. For example, for Black children to experience equity, 
the systems that govern schools, housing, laws, and health care, all need significant reform 
(Coates 2017; McGhee 2021). Further, racism symbiotically lives in our culture, societal 
structures, and within individuals (DiAngelo 2018; Kendi 2019). Therefore, as Baldwin’s 
opening quote suggests, combating inequality requires that we dually address the individ-
ual and the society.

That said, where school reform focused on teachers cannot fix the whole problem, most 
children spend significant time in schools. Therefore, changing teachers’ quotidian conduct 
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will benefit the people in these spaces (Boutte & Bryan 2019; Jones & Hagopian 2020; 
Love 2019). Teachers have the potential to disrupt racism and improve the daily experi-
ences of the children in their care (Love 2019; Picower 2021).

Bettina Love (2019) queries, “How do we hold teachers accountable for injustices in 
their classrooms that they themselves have caused?” (122). In answer, we further narrow 
our scope to one facet of reform, how shifts in every day discourse can lead to antira-
cist practices (Picower 2021; Tatum 2017). Writing of protest and social change, Eddie 
Glaude (2008) argues that effective actions speak to a time and place. Sit-ins and marches 
were particularly well-suited to protest segregation because the perpetuation of that injus-
tice centered on oppressively restricting movement. Physically occupying and taking over 
spaces in protest spoke to the moment. In schools, teachers both pass on and challenge 
assumptions with talk (Frank 2018; Leafgren 2018). Therefore, as teacher talk serves as a 
key mechanism and regulatory force in schools, calling for the kind of talker who, in Bald-
win (1963)’s words, “asks questions of the universe” and “examine[s] society,” we will 
help teachers “change it and to fight it.” Since the culture of a school influences the kind of 
talk that predominates (Cole 1997; Craig 2014) and how teachers talk influences the way 
in which teachers think about and act with children (Fennimore 2016), then changing daily 
talk is necessary to change practice.

Constructing an Antiracist Ethos

Ethicists find that quotidian actions, including words, determine and shape our conduct and 
values and vice versa (Dewey 2007; Foucault 1997; Lugones 2003; Morton 2019). María 
Lugones (2003) writes, “structures construct or constitute persons not just in the sense of 
giving them a façade, but also in the sense of giving them emotions, beliefs, norms, desires, 
and intentions that are their own” (60). Within this habitus, to use Pierre Bourdeau’s (2008) 
phrase, we find a mutually reinforcing feedback loop between actions and values that is so 
internalized that the values that undergird one’s actions are often rendered invisible. Bree 
Picower (2021) writes “teachers teach what they believe about how the world works, and 
what they believe has been influenced by broader societal forces that serve to justify cur-
rent social orders” (6). In fact, much of what the teacher believes is not consciously under-
stood but instead socially derived, so deeply entrenched in one’s daily habitus that it is, as 
indicated in Jervis’s (1996) story, rendered invisible to many (Love 2019; Picower 2021; 
Kendi 2019). Acting well is an arduous challenge when detrimental norms are reinforced 
by our daily surroundings (Foucault 1997; Kendi 2019; Menakem 2018).

To change this habitus requires an interruption in the chain of perception and/or action 
(Foucault 1997; Menakem 2018). Namely, one must practice what Michel Foucault (1997) 
refers to as a care of the self: regular, intentional engagement in exercises with an eye towards 
both conduct and philosophy. Using the metaphor of the athlete practicing just a “few moves,” 
Foucault argues that key to care of the self is that the practices are limited, can be extended 
across a broad range of situations, and that these exercises are done separately from regular 
life (99). As Resmaa Menakem (2017) emphasizes, one needs to practice certain exercises, 
namely meditations, apart from antiracist work to prepare the groundwork for doing these 
exercises in the midst of antiracist work. Menakem writes:

Don’t skip or skim the healing and grounding exercises in this book--the ones with 
activities that help you remember your body or perform an action. When you reach 
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each one, stop. Take a few slow breaths. Then, as you read that section, practice that 
activity in your body. If you’re not in a situation where this is possible, put the book 
down temporarily. Pick it up again when you have the opportunity to practice the 
activity. (30-31)

In other words, antiracist work requires a whole system of exercises that mutually reinforce 
each other--some of which are not explicitly related to combating racism. Further, where 
care of the self can be done individually, it is far more effective, influential, and sustainable 
as a collaborative venture (Foucault 1997; Menakem 2017).

A number of antiracist pedagogical exercises have been developed to change both how 
people see and act (DiAngelo 2018; Menakem 2018; Saad 2020; Taylor 2018). These exer-
cises include having White people spend more time in situations and among peers where 
they are the racial minority (DiAngelo 2018); pursuing a meditative practice around one’s 
racialized body (Menakem 2017); reflecting on labels, words, and language use that sub-
tly reinforce racist attitudes (Taylor 2019); and engaging in antiracist “communication 
that fosters global change” (Ibid. 20). Truth-telling, a commitment to forthright and brave 
speech is one such exercise suited to disrupting habitus (Foucault 2001; 2012), and it is 
regularly called upon as a key player in antiracist work (DiAngelo 2018; Saad 2020; Taylor 
2018; Tatum 2017).

As Beverly Tatum (2017) writes:

We need to continually break the silence about racism when we can. We need to talk 
about it at home, at school, in our houses of worship, in our workplaces, in our com-
munity groups. But talk does not mean idle chatter. It means meaningful, productive 
dialogue to raise consciousness and lead to effective action and social change. But 
how do we start? This is the question my students ask me. “How do I engage in 
meaningful dialogue about racial issues? How do I get past my fear? How do I get 
past my anger? Am I willing to take the risk of speaking up? Can I trust that there 
will be others to listen and support me? Will it make a difference anyway? Is it worth 
the effort?” (193)

Changing talk to confront racism is both necessary and challenging. As such the question 
becomes not whether we ought to change talk but how we might do so. Given that norms, 
including racist norms, are so deeply entrenched and that people tend to act in accordance 
with predetermined codes, what facilitates change?

Descriptive Inquiry to Undergird Antiracist Talk

We turn to Descriptive Inquiry, a practice that helped Cara and her colleagues to challenge 
ingrained and problematic racist norms in the opening scene. The roots of this paper began 
as we finished a project on how Descriptive Inquiry supported practical wisdom in four 
schools (Furman 2018; 2019; Furman & Traugh 2021). Data consisted of four semi-struc-
tured interviews co-conducted with urban principals of three public progressive elementary 
schools: Jane Andrias, Central Park East,1Alison Hazut and Michelle Harring, the Earth 
School, Judith Katz, the Neighborhood School; the principals’ own writing that included 

1 The principals have opted to use their real names in this IRB approved study.
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the writing of another Earth School principal, Abbe Futterman, and high school principal, 
Rachel Seher, City-as-School; notes taken during reviews at these schools spanning from 
2002-2007, and our personal accounts as teacher and staff developer respectively in these 
schools. We also included commentary of other teachers within these schools that provided 
additional feedback and a counterbalance to the principals’ perspective. In this way our 
findings are situationally triangulated by the different entry points to this work.

As predicated by grounded theory an underlying theme emerged after years of cod-
ing the data (Hubbard & Power 1993). Just as Kendi (2017; 2019) has argued that racism 
lurks everywhere, issues of racism and moments of antiracist action were a steady theme. 
Descriptive Inquiry helped staff facilitate conversations about race with families, develop 
language for speaking about skin color and confronting stereotypes, reflect upon the racism 
in one’s own practice and curriculum in order to make change, build and rebuild structures 
associated with special education so that fewer children of color were identified as need-
ing services, and refocus teachers on a holistic and capacity oriented vision of the child 
to better support and advocate for particular children, a practice which disproportionately 
affected children of color (Furman & Traugh 2021).

Maggie MacLure (2013) writes of data that glows: jumping out at the researcher and 
begging attention even when it doesn’t conform with the pre-established codes. Such data 
provokes wonder and has the power to move the researcher to radically new spaces. Such a 
glow occurred when Cecelia commented amidst an interview:

When people find out that I’ve done a lot of work in exploring race using Descrip-
tive Inquiry, people are interested in doing that. They’re not interested in having me, 
this old white lady, for God’s sake, come and talk about race. But they know I have a 
vehicle that’s reasonably effective to safely raise some issues that are important and 
that relate to the persons in the immediate group, not the theoretical reading stuff. 
(Furman & Traugh 2021, 150)

 That Descriptive Inquiry served as a vehicle that helped the schools challenge racism both 
directly and indirectly was manifestly clear (Furman & Traugh 2021). What glowed and 
left us wondering was what made Descriptive Inquiry such an effective vehicle for address-
ing racism in these schools? For the remainder of this section, we look at how features of 
Descriptive Inquiry supported the cultivation of an antiracist ethos by influencing teacher 
talk.

Descriptive inquiry is a mode of inquiring about students, student work, and teaching 
centered on collaborative, phenomenological inquiry, and rooted in a generous and positive 
commitment to human capacity. As Judith explains, “the descriptive work is a vehicle for 
knowing and understanding children and understanding practice, too.”

A defining and unusual feature of Descriptive Inquiry is that it both provides a clear 
structure for how one participates while the content under investigation and questions 
asked are very open. Before presenting, a participant meets with a “chair,” a role Cecelia 
often played, to phrase a question that will be welcoming and expansive and to make sure, 
whenever writing about a child and a practice, that the writing is descriptive and informed 
by care. With the chair, the presenter also determines the mode of inquiry, namely, which 
process (described below) will be called upon and what content will be investigated. 
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During an inquiry participants sit in a circle and speak in the order in which they are sit-
ting, referred to as rounds.

The effect of rounds can be equalizing, bringing disparate perspectives into shared 
endeavor. In Judith ’s words:

It helps people see themselves as part of a team that’s working with the child. It’s 
not only the classroom teacher and the specialists that are over there doing their own 
thing disconnected, but when people were doing a review, the teacher the year before 
might say something, the phys ed teacher, the librarian, the Spanish teacher, all 
would have a little piece of it too, a chance to say something. I think that’s an impor-
tant thing because usually those people are out in left field and the paraprofessionals 
often would say something. It also elevated the paraprofessionals, I think [by wel-
coming them as equals into the group when practices in many schools exclude them].

As participants share, the chair repeatedly pulls together themes that have emerged--help-
ing everyone to come to shared meaning from their individual standpoints.2

A brief overview of each process as it was applied to antiracist work is as follows:
Reflection on a Word: Intended to unpack meaning behind a word and challenge pre-

conceived notions, the chair and presenter identify a word that has proven important for a 
group. Participants are given a few minutes to write down all their associations with this 
word. Reflections often include etymology, different forms, synonyms, definitions, and 
popular usage. After everyone speaks, the chair pulls themes. For example, in a study of 
special education embarked upon with concern for the over diagnosis of children of color, 
Jane’s staff reflected upon the word “special” and, in doing so, came to see the way that 
the world held positive connotations often omitted from “special education.” This impelled 
teachers to think about “specialness” not as a negative euphemism for difference but as 
something unique to sustain and celebrate (Furman & Traugh 2021, 99–100).

Anecdotal Recollection: Participants are given a prompt and asked to prepare a story 
to be shared (usually about 7 minutes in length). With an emphasis on what these stories 
might reveal about a topic as opposed to confession, participants share stories in rounds 
and then the chair pulls themes from across the stories. Judith shares a recollection that 
proved pivotal in her school’s understanding of inclusion:

We [the whole staff] talked about when we were children in school, when did we feel 
known, when did we feel misunderstood or not liked, and when did school align with 
our particular interests. Questions like that. And it was very powerful what came out 
of it for people and people felt kind of released to be able to talk about that, and then 
what does that mean in terms of building our school. I think using that very particu-
lar personal experience does something for our children.

Review of Work: Participants choose a piece of written or visual work. The work can 
be created by anyone including, a child, teacher, professional artist, or professional writer. 
With images, participants describe in depth with phrases like, “a circle on top of a figure,” 
with an emphasis on avoiding inferences like, “there’s the head.” With written work, par-
ticipants often first choose a passage and share why they chose it. They then conduct a 
descriptive study of an extended passage (typically about 250 words) in which participants 
move from reading the passage out loud, word for word paraphrasing, and then providing 

2 This process is akin in spirit of Paulo Freire’s (2000) culture circles though unlike Freire’s work, Descrip-
tive Inquiry provides a more concrete set of practices to facilitate enactment.
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descriptive commentary. Cecelia and Abbe did a review of the Baldwin quote at the start 
of this essay within a parent group developed to “consider the challenges and rewards of 
being a parent in a diverse community” (Furman & Traugh 2021, 183). The review of this 
passage served as a launching point to consider “the implications of his [Baldwin’s] ideas 
for the school’s mission” which was also read closely through the review of work (184).

Review of the Child: A teacher describes a child they puzzle over through a capacious 
lens guided by the headings: physical presence and gesture; disposition and temperament; 
connections with others, strong interests and preferences; modes of thinking and learning. 
In describing the child in depth and hearing her colleagues’ feedback, Cara always gained 
insights into a child’s way of knowing. As occurred in the opening anecdote, presenting the 
child to the staff served as a form of advocacy as children often rendered invisible and/or 
hypervisible were seen more holistically and capaciously.

Review of Practice: A practitioner surfaces a question about their work complemented 
by an in-depth narrative description of practice. Colleagues describe what they’ve heard 
and then respond to the presenter’s focus questions. As a classroom teacher, Alison pre-
sented the query, “How do I create an environment respectful of race? How do we do the 
same within the school? How can we as a school staff find a way to talk about issues of 
race and diversity that will be helpful to us?” alongside a detailed description of the chang-
ing ways she addressed race in the classroom.

Reinforcing that everyone has knowledge to share, an inquiry often ends with partici-
pants offering ideas to bring back to practice phrased as, “you might try” never as “you 
should.” These include activities, questions, things to perhaps look for (such as how a child 
is different at recess). The presenter does not respond directly and participants are left to 
decide how they will bring ideas from the review forward.

Emphasizing its integral role in the school, Alison repeatedly used the phrase “woven 
in” to describe how Descriptive Inquiry lived in every part of school life. Alison explains:

DI [Descriptive Inquiry] was woven into all aspects of school life: we had a descrip-
tive stance when looking closely at our work through the lens of PD [professional 
development] but also in terms of how we saw children, their strengths and needs. 
DI was used to plan for a wide range of meetings and workshops with parents. In its 
most formal sense, DI was practiced through reviews of children, their work, teach-
er’s practice--we did a review of our school through the study of our archive work on 
DI and the issues the school was grappling with over time.

Jane added that individual inquiries tended to be part of year-long investigations into 
topics such as special education, play, literacy, or math. Within these year-long studies 
there was also space for unexpected inquiries. Each school described using the processes to 
figure out how to respond to crises such as 9/11, natural disasters, and Covid-19.

Sonya Renee Taylor (2019) provides 14 criteria that supports “communication that 
grows our understanding of ourselves and one another--the type of communication that 
fosters global change.” These include “engage and encounter curiosity-driven dialogue, 
not debate or arguing,” “embrace multiple perspectives,” “practice unapologetic inquiry,” 
“have a conversation based on what was actually said,” “assume the best about one 
another,” and “celebrate difference” (95-97). In considering these criteria alongside other 
antiracist literature, we boil Taylor’s criteria into three main qualities required for antiracist 
communication: the capacity to sustain difficult conversations, work towards a positive and 
capacious view of the individual, and a commitment to on-going inquiry in the service of 
growth. Descriptive Inquiry meets these criteria.



315To Ask Questions of the Universe: Confronting Habitus for Racial…

1 3

Difficult Conversations

A key factor in the Jervis (1996) account was the inability of teachers to speak meaning-
fully and openly together. Truth-telling requires bravery--often requiring one to engage 
in conversations that feel, and sometimes are, risky (Foucault 2001). For Black partici-
pants, conversations about race can be painful and place one in a vulnerable, even danger-
ous position (Dillard 2012; Menakem 2017; Saad 2020; Tatum 2017). White participants 
frequently get defensive, shut down, avoid the topic, and lash out (DiAngelo 2018; Love 
2019; Menakem 2017; Tatum 2017). Antiracist work is supported when participants are 
challenged within an environment in which trust has been sought (Kendi 2019; Menakem 
2017; Picower 2021).

Each principal argued that Descriptive Inquiry provided spaces for teachers to come 
together and speak openly and shared how Descriptive Inquiry facilitated difficult conver-
sations ranging from talk about race and racism, how to support a particular child a teacher 
was frustrated with, determining how to respond to 9/11, talking openly with parents about 
how a child is doing in school, and supporting a struggling colleague.

Jane described how the capacity to speak openly with colleagues was especially difficult 
and needed when there were concerns about someone’s work with children:

In some cases [when a teacher was struggling], we would consider a Review of Prac-
tice so that would be helpful to them. But nobody balked at framing something as an 
issue, even an interpersonal issue, through Descriptive Inquiry. Nobody balked at it. 
… When I had a very serious problem with a teacher, who was very very angry with 
me and we were not moving anywhere, I asked her to select a couple of people she 
trusted in the school and then we opened it to a few more people and then we had a 
small advisory group and somebody ran it. If I was the issue, then I didn’t [run it]. 
… It seemed that the formal process [of Descriptive Inquiry] became a safe way for 
people to say what was on their mind and then to come to new understandings about 
it. When in the course of our daily lives in school, did we always act from that place? 
No, but we could go back to it.

Striking in this description is the space for “trust” and “safety.” Working with a teacher 
who was angry at her, the principal, Jane, drew on the processes and encouraged the 
teacher to reach out to those she trusted. Descriptive Inquiry then provided a structure that 
facilitated difficult conversations.

In the previous passage Jane both captures how the processes enabled particular con-
versations and, through regular exercise, created a foundation to “go back to” in “our daily 
lives.” The other principals also credited Descriptive Inquiry with both supporting individ-
ual conversations and laying the groundwork for dialogue. In fact, all but one of the princi-
pals took over their school amidst much turmoil. As captured by Judith, “I was all excited 
and ready to start, teachers were all completely wrecked and fighting, and I thought oh my 
God, this is gonna be really bad.” Each turned to Cecelia to “run these meetings,” bringing 
the Descriptive Processes to the schools (see Furman & Traugh Chapter 4 for a detailed 
discussion of this process in Rachel’s school). They credited Descriptive Inquiry with, in 
the words of Michelle, serving as “an amazing unifying factor for that difficult year.”

What made Descriptive Inquiry so effective at facilitating a culture capable of difficult 
conversation? Speaking in rounds, people know how much time they will get to speak 
and when their turn will come. As Judith commented, “they’re not free for alls; every-
body gets a turn.” This structured turn-taking alleviated some common hindrances to safe 
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conversation. Namely, people speaking over each other, interrupting, dominating the con-
versation, or not entering it at all. For “some” teachers, as Jane says, this change in speech 
patterns “was just a challenge for them… a challenge to wait their turn or be part of the 
process, and not sit above it or outside of it or be the authority on it.” That said, Judith 
describes how the processes drew teachers into more productive sharing:

We had a teacher who always said really pithy things [informally], but [in regular 
meetings] she would never talk in a group, but [during Descriptive Inquiry] she also 
wouldn’t say, ‘I pass.’ So she would participate under the circumstances…

 The ritualized habit of speaking and listening provided people in the schools, in Michelle’s 
words, “a basis for how to talk to each other.” As Alison commented, “because we used 
DI, our formal PD and other kinds of meetings with parents, in committees and such were 
always grounded in processes that allowed and expected everyone to share and listen to one 
another.” This led to improved communication outside of the official practice of Descrip-
tive Inquiry.

The charge to speak descriptively, attend with care, and offer ideas to think with as 
opposed to suggestions also structured people’s participation and helped teachers and prin-
cipals say what they considered to be difficult things. In fact, regular practice of Descrip-
tive Inquiry changed how people spoke. Judith describes a teacher who often would “pout 
if she didn’t like what was going on” but “felt herself on her best behavior” during Descrip-
tive Inquiry sessions. Judith found from regular practice of Descriptive Inquiry she herself 
became skilled at speaking descriptively and because of this, “I’ve also said some hard 
things to parents that they have accepted and teachers have said hard things and they say 
‘well you know my child. You really know that child, so I’m hearing what you say.’”

The ability to grow and share has been linked to one’s capacity to be vulnerable (Brown 
2015). Yet, vulnerability demands a community in which one trusts they will be respected. 
We learn to be vulnerable when others, especially leaders, model this through brave shar-
ing. Judith comments,

I think one of the important things about descriptive work, too, is if you look at 
teachers as being very isolated, this has teachers being not isolated. And it breaks 
down those barriers, and it also lets teachers be comfortable in front of each other, 
and be open and honest, and not have to hide.

 An environment in which teachers felt connected and comfortable, in other words, allowed 
for “open and honest” speech.

Similarly, describing the vulnerable sharing of practice enabled by Descriptive Inquiry, 
Michelle commented,

The teachers did Reviews of their work, I did Reviews of my work as a school leader, 
and so there was a lot of laying it out there for people (laughs). There was a lot of 
opening it up and allowing yourself to be vulnerable, and I think that was … one of 
the functions that Descriptive Review does for teachers.

 Speaking of the modeling that occurred as new teachers entered into this process, Michelle 
explains that through all this sharing, a school culture developed in which teachers “would 
get to know fairly intimately the thoughts and ideas of other teachers and get to know these 
other teachers.”

This regular exercise of sharing oneself made space for important and sensitive truths to 
be expressed. As noted previously, when Judith’s colleagues used the anecdotal recollec-
tion to share times when they felt included and excluded, “people felt kind of released to be 
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able to talk about that.” The conversation ultimately paved the way for more open discus-
sion of exclusion and shifted practice to better care for children.

Positive and Capacious View of the Individual

Being antiracist, according to Kendi (2019) “is ultimately about the basic struggle we’re all 
in, the struggle to be fully human and to see that others are fully human” (11), a commit-
ment that ought to carry over and be supported in schools (Jones & Hagopian 2020). Yet 
recognizing a student’s full humanity and capacity is, as documented by Richard Milner 
(2010), very difficult when that student is regularly “overlooked and undervalued,” omis-
sions which commonly occur when someone has been “known” “only in a negative light” 
(184). This “overlooking and undervaluing” of Black children manifests with alarming fre-
quency as stereotypes, hypervisibility (often with negative assumptions) and invisibility 
(either not noticing a child at all or noticing only superficially and not seeing the child in 
their rich particularity) (Ferguson 2001; Ife 2017; Lomboy et al. 2020; Love 2019; Rich-
ards et al. 2019, Walker et al. 2017). Further, where the capacity to know someone is never 
fully possible, this gulf is often exacerbated when people come from different racial and 
cultural groups (Lugones 2003; Siddle Walker & Snarey 2004).

Love (2019) writes:

Black folx are highly visible and invisible at the same time. The sad truth is that 
White people can spend their entire lives ignoring, dismissing, and forgetting dark 
peoples’ existence and still be successful in life. The latter is not the same for us. 
(127)

 With a majority of White teachers serving Black children (Picower 2021), Black children 
depend upon the care of unseeing adults. This is compounded by the fact that within a 
racist society teachers of color, including Black teachers, also often hold detrimental and 
limited views of Black children (Kendi 2018; Milner 2010).

To combat racism, teachers need regular exercise in seeing children more capaciously 
(Love 2019; Milner 2010; Souto-Manning & Martell 2016). The words one uses can influ-
ence what someone does and doesn’t see. In guiding and shifting a person’s language, 
Descriptive Inquiry can serve as a vehicle for seeing the person both holistically and 
through a capacity-oriented lens (Ascenzi-Moreno et  al. 2008; Furman & Traugh 2021; 
Gasoi et al. 2016; Himley et al. 2000). Speaking to the constant need for staff development 
on this front Michelle commented, “we tended to have new teachers with little experience 
and not necessarily a whole lot of language to talk about children and to talk about their 
own practice or about curriculum.” Descriptive Inquiry helped teachers dually see children 
more fully and see past preconceived notions by guiding the kind of talk allowed. Again, in 
Michelle’s words:

There are rules in Descriptive Review and one of the most important rules has got 
to do with not allowing for any labeling and not allowing for any mixing up the dif-
ference between what you see with making judgements about it. And so the judge-
ment part of it was something that actually for many people slows them down. The 
observational part slows them down, and not being able to make judgements about 
it for awhile also slows them down because once you make a judgement there’s clo-
sure, and you just don’t want that to happen, so the slowing down of that process was 
interesting.
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 Slowing down to describe, in Judith’s words,

teaches [us] to look more deeply at children’s work. I think you [referring to Cecelia] 
said that you felt at the beginning [of bringing Descriptive Inquiry to the school] that 
teachers were thinking superficially and I think that the use of descriptive work kind 
of forces or pushes teachers to think more deeply.

 Michelle summarizes the effect saying this

in depth looking at what a child does and all of the facets, from handwriting to the 
gesture, to how much writing or what he was writing about or how she was drawing. 
It gave teachers an opportunity to see children in a much deeper way.

 Striking is the repetition of words that connote depth and the way that the processes helped 
people to speak differently and, in doing so, see what they had previously not noticed.

In addition to supporting capacious description, Descriptive Inquiry opened a space for 
various teachers and even parents to come together in meaningful talk in order to find ways 
to sustain a child. Capturing this process, Jane explains,

When we had a child that presented us with questions that we did not know how to 
answer, we always gathered the people who worked with the child from the begin-
ning. Usually our kids started very young and somebody would meet with the par-
ents to get a fuller picture and that was sort of done in an organic way but it became 
much more formal after awhile. … People always depended upon others to help them 
know the child. The descriptive work certainly helped with that. You can’t escape 
that when you’re involved in a Descriptive Review. There was a sort of mutuality 
with the process of knowing a child in every possible way as fully as possible.

 Through gathering to speak positively in a community of concerned adults with the child’s 
interest at the center, Descriptive Inquiry was used to reclaim and reshape individual teach-
ers’ perspectives on the children in their care and cultivated a school ethos in which such 
a perspective became the expectation. The practice of speaking about students as complex 
and capable in Descriptive Inquiry led to a change in how people oriented themselves on a 
daily basis. As Jane commented,

the ethic of really knowing the child is really really strong in the school. We tried 
to do two [reviews of children] a month and descriptions of work we did more fre-
quently. But what was more important was holding the stance.

 In guiding language to be descriptive and positive, Descriptive Inquiry both helped teach-
ers know children better and commit to “holding a stance” that valued this kind of know-
ing. Nevertheless it is important to note that these conversations about children could still 
be very difficult, even fraught, as they were in the opening anecdote for Cara and her col-
leagues. Using Descriptive Inquiry to change the way special education was approached 
in the school, Jane comments, “It was very hard because people began to realize that they 
were using language that was very detrimental.”

Finally, the racial implications were significant. Over the course of a given year, the 
majority of students described in Reviews at Cara’s school were children who identified 
as Black or Latinx. As Love notes at the opening of this section, the stakes are very high 
for a Black child who must endure a classroom where their teacher finds them mysterious. 
Descriptive Inquiry helped lessen the mystery, making the child more fully known and bet-
ter attended to with care. This had very tangible implications. As described in the opening 
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anecdote, the processes helped Cara and her colleagues speak capaciously to combat the 
overdiagnosis of Black children as having special needs (Furman & Traugh 2021).

On‑Going Inquiry in the Service of Growth

Because racism is so deeply rooted and pervasive, challenging it demands on-going and 
regular inquiry into one’s beliefs and practices (DiAngelo 2018; Kendi 2019; Picower 
2021). Capturing the constant nature of the struggle, Picower (2021) writes:

As a White person doing this work, there is never a point of “arrival,” and I continue 
to reflect on my racial identity, navigating certain tensions and setting intentions. Part 
of the process of moving toward anti-racism is constant self-examination and a ques-
tioning of what work I should or should not be doing given my positionality as some-
one who ultimately benefits from the system of racism. I also notice this questioning 
of self as a pattern with the White teachers I work with as they begin the journey 
of becoming more racially conscious (e.g., “How can I teach about race as a White 
person with all Black students?”). I’ve come to believe this self-consciousness is a 
part of the process of trying to be a responsible White person in racial justice work. 
(15-16)

 Similarly, Kendi (2018) identifies his struggles as a Black man:

I used to be racist most of the time. I am changing. I am no longer identifying with 
racists by claiming to be “not racist.” I am no longer speaking through the mask of 
race neutrality. I am no longer manipulated by racist ideas to see racial groups as 
problems. I no longer believe a Black person cannot be racist. I am no longer policing 
my every action around an imagined White or Black judge, trying to convince White 
people of my equal humanity, trying to convince Black people I am representing the 
race well. I no longer care about how the actions of other Black individuals reflect 
upon me, since none of us are race representatives, nor is any individual responsible 
for someone else’s racist ideas. And I’ve come to see that the movement from racist 
to antiracist is always ongoing--it requires understanding and snubbing racism based 
on biology, ethnicity, culture, behavior, color, space, and class. (10)

Both Picower and Kendi insist upon a constant commitment to inquire into one’s beliefs 
and adapt them in the service of antiracist thinking and action. The commitment to inquiry 
necessary for antiracist work was cultivated through regular practice of Descriptive Inquiry. 
Teachers brought questions to the monthly reviews. Framing the reviews around their own 
questions kept talk, and the thinking that followed, open to possibility. As ideas not sug-
gestions were offered, teachers both had practical actions to try while keeping the space for 
uncertainty open.

This commitment to inquiry lived in the schools outside of Descriptive Inquiry sessions. 
Alison explains:

Teachers also had an area of focus or an essential question that was on their minds-
-we would discuss this together in connection to observation and feedback sessions 
(not only with me, but through Peer Mentorship we did this for several years--teach-
ers were matched/self selected with others who they could observe and spend time 
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together debriefing without me around ☺ and these areas of focus/questions of prac-
tice were also explored through grade team work and whole staff PD.

 In other words, as Alison describes, “A stance [was developed] among the teachers that 
they didn’t have all the answers, that the questions were as important.” Inquiry permeated 
the daily life of the school and was sustained through regular practice.

One subtle space where vigilant inquiry is needed is in everyday language. Explaining 
the word “racist,” Kendi (2019) writes, “it is descriptive, and the only way to undo racism 
is to consistently identify and describe it-- and then dismantle it” (9). Similarly, describing 
a hairstyle as “locks” Cynthia B. Dillard (2012) comments, “how could anything so beauti-
ful, so absolutely splendid even begin with the word ‘dread?’” and continues: 

Naming creates identity: It matters deeply how I refer to my Self and how I refer 
to my hair and other things I care about, as the language we use tells a deeper truth 
about our lives and our relationship to life. (36)

Exact language is significant and improved language requires inquiring into the meaning of 
words and then reshaping them.

As Kendi and Dillard argue we must do, Descriptive Inquiry guides participants to 
attend to minute but crucial details. As previously described, a child’s drawing is reviewed 
with care taken to avoid inferences.

Reflecting on a word, teachers unpack and expand on regularly used language. As Jane 
comments:

What really began to change was the way we talked about children . . . with the idea 
that if somebody is saying that a kid is “lazy” then someone else can say, “well what 
do you mean by that? What does that word mean?” … We certainly help the person 
give examples and describe what he or she was witnessing or experiencing. . . . Many 
people began to take more responsibility for questioning people for the language 
they were using. That certainly happened in the formal meeting but it was happening 
more and more in the casual conversation that people had.

Just as Dillard needed to remove “dread” from locks, teachers needed to address the cas-
ual way in which they described the action of not producing something as “lazy,” the mov-
ing child as “distracted,” or a child regularly touching peers as “aggressive.” In describing, 
one keeps one’s gaze ever fresh--pushing past assumptions to maintain a stance of constant 
inquiry in the pursuit of more just ways of seeing and being.

Finally, in the Descriptive Review, the describer recognizes the child as another person 
and in this recognition acknowledges that they as describer offer an interpretation not a com-
plete rendering of the person described. The describer certainly learns about the described, 
whether it be a child, a piece of children’s work, or a teaching practice, but very impor-
tantly, the describer learns about themself--their assumptions, habituated ways of seeing and 
responding, and language. Assuming shared humanity but setting aside assumptions of cul-
tural sameness is critical for knowing the child as a person and for antiracist work.

Descriptive Inquiry and Antiracist Pedagogy

Antiracist work within a racist society is both necessary and arduous. As noted in the open-
ing anecdotes and subsequent analysis, the capacity to engage in antiracist conversation 
productively can be both hindered and supported by the immediate environment in which 
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the speakers are operating. Menakem (2017) urges that for participants to fully do the anti-
racist work he describes, they ought not pick and choose exercises from his book, but take 
the time to work through all of them with care. In other words, to prepare for the challenge 
of antiracist work one needs practices that prepare one both for the habits of mind needed 
to do this work and a mechanism to facilitate the work itself.

In Descriptive Inquiry each exercise has value in and of itself but also, when combined, 
prepares the teacher for the capacity to engage in antiracist conversation. Further, while there 
are many useful protocols for having meaningful discourse, three elements of Descriptive 
Inquiry particularly lend themselves to antiracist work. Namely, the facilitation of difficult 
conversations, cultivation and maintenance of a positive and capacious view of the individual, 
and engagement in on-going inquiry.

Ultimately, these qualities supported teachers coming together to have conversations about 
race and racism. Specifically describing talk about race with families, Judith speculates:

I don’t think we would have gotten to that place or been able to really work in that hon-
est and raw way if we didn’t have the experience of teachers and parents together look-
ing at questions and parents said the work we did on Saturdays or after school was so 
important--that work was so important to them.

That said, it is important to emphasize that Descriptive Inquiry is not, in the words of 
Michelle, “a panacea.” As we have highlighted elsewhere, there were times where individual 
teachers and schools struggled with difficult conversations, a positive and capacious approach, 
and upholding space for inquiry even as they practiced Descriptive Inquiry with regularity 
(Furman & Traugh 2021).

Descriptive Inquiry is not synonymous with antiracist work. In fact, racism can and 
does occur among people who practice Descriptive Inquiry. This is highlighted in Jervis’ 
(1996) account in which Descriptive Inquiry was practiced but not, in the school’s incep-
tion, applied to issues of race. Though Cara benefited from being in a school where she 
could draw on Descriptive Inquiry and the habits of mind cultivated to challenge racism, 
the opening anecdote acknowledges the presence of racism was still there and the conver-
sations were always difficult, demanding careful preparation, and including anger and pain. 
These schools had to also proactively and directly address race and racism (Furman & 
Traugh 2021). The processes facilitated content combatting racism but they did not replace 
it. Finally, the processes themselves are imperfect--developed within a society that is racist. 
In fact, within the community that practices Descriptive Inquiry, there has been on-going 
work and revision to change and grow the processes in conjunction with antiracist work.

As such, we close with the humble claim. If we are to have the necessary capacities 
available in discussions about race we must practice these ways of talking and seeing regu-
larly and over time and, include exercising these capacities in both similarly high stakes 
settings as well as lower stakes situations. In other words, we must practice the needed 
abilities to challenge racism within and outside of conversations about race and racism. 
Finally, we must not settle into complacency---assuming that because we are doing some 
good work (such as Descriptive Inquiry) we are automatically immune to racism or above 
it. Gratitude to those in the Philosophy Fellowship and the Humanistic Approach to Child 
Study group for thinking with us. Instead, we must build schools that encourage individ-
uals “To ask questions of the universe, and then learn to live with those questions,” “to 
examine society and try to change it and to fight it – at no matter what risk” (Baldwin, 
1963). We describe how Descriptive Inquiry helped four schools do this work and, at the 
time of publication, the work remains unfinished.
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