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Using intimate scholarship (IS), we met to discuss the intersections of narrative inquiry
(NI) and critical race theory (CRT). We are teacher educators with a passion for social
justice education, and we believe attention to developing innovative ways to conduct
research will move our pedagogy forward. We are committed to understanding our
experiences, practices, and lives in relation to anti-racism and through learning about NI
and CRT from each other. This research explores our coming to know ourselves and our
colleagues as anti-racist teacher educators and researchers who focus on NI or CRT, and
that entails an acknowledgement of how we are racialized. We are subjective beings and
positioning ourselves in vulnerability opens us to learning through humility. Specifically,
our discussions revealed diverse approaches to anti-racism not easily rectified through
conversations that lack space for honesty and vulnerability. We therefore used IS to
facilitate discussion of challenging topics in diverse groups (Pinnegar & Hamilton, 2015).

Shaun (male) and Stefinee (female) were the senior scholars in the group. They are
both white, and they are well-respected and influential NI researchers. The three remaining
group members included Stavros, a scholar who specializes in NI—a white male lecturer—
and two scholars who specialize in CRT—Chelsea, a white woman who is a graduate
student, and Carmen, a mixed-race (white, Asian, Indigenous) woman who is an assistant
professor. Stavros, Chelsea, and Carmen engaged in conversations about anti-racism with
Shaun and Stefinee while recognizing unstated, yet real, professional power hierarchies,
including Carmen serving as Chelsea’s PhD supervisor. Given that four group members are
racialized as white, we recognized the need to identify the limitations that existed within
our conversations about anti-racism. While all members are committed in varying ways to
anti-racist research, only Carmen is racialized as non-white. She also experiences
intersectional oppression as a woman, and has studied and taught anti-racism for over two
decades. Therefore, when our discussions concerning race, racism, and whiteness revealed,
for example, misconceptions concerning deficit and structural racism, a desire to privilege
the comfort of white teacher candidates over racial justice, and different understandings of
Stavros and Shaun’s 2021 NI and CRT design elements, IS enabled us to work through such
tensions in accountable, relational, and rigorous ways.

We used IS because studies conducted through this lens are concerned with
ontology and the analysis method uses dialogue. Further, IS is always based in the
relational and focused on a particular experience, where participants work in a space of
vulnerability and openness to unearth sensitive knowledge (Pinnegar & Hamilton, 2015;
Pinnegar et al., 2021). We were eager to understand the value of NI and CRT in our racial
justice teacher education research, but quickly realized our areas of specialization
generated ideological barriers. We agreed NI and CRT hold potential as complementary
disciplines, offering unique underexplored examinations of racism, yet also acknowledged
that NI researchers are not directly concerned with racism while CRT researchers are not
directly concerned with experience.

For example, we identified the use of counterstorytelling within CRT and NI but
noticed that our understandings of counterstories did not align. NI centres understanding
lived experiences from participants’ perspectives, using narratives to uncover personal
meanings that may illuminate social justice issues, thereby valuing experiential knowledge
without mandating specific theoretical frameworks. NI is not inherently tied to racial



CRITICAL RACE THEORY AND NARRATIVE INQUIRY 3

justice activism like CRT is; in CRT, experiential knowledge drives the explicit goal of
dismantling systemic racism. Nor does NI require predefined standpoints rooted in U.S.
legal scholarship, as CRT does. Therefore, Stavros and Shaun understood—from an NI
perspective—that counterstories challenge dominant social, cultural, linguistic, familial,
and institutional narratives that narrowly shape and define lives (Huber et al., 2016),
whereas Carmen and Chelsea used a CRT orientation in which counterstories are narrative
methods that expose racialized experiences, challenging majoritarian stories that
naturalize white dominance (Delgado, 1989). This recognition—that we needed to learn
from each other—Iled to in-depth informal discussions that assisted us with understanding
how NI and CRT might serve as a combined qualitative methodology.

NI is a qualitative methodology that examines stories of experience, where inquirers
focus on how individuals construct and express meaning through life stories situated in
social, cultural, institutional, familial, and historical contexts (Clandinin, 2013). To analyze
our conversations, we initially started with Stavrou and Murphy’s (2021) design elements
that they applied to CRT and anti-racist education:

1. Beginning with Experience. Inquirers position experience as central to their work
and often begin by situating their own experience.

2. Carrying Theoretical Frameworks into an Inquiry. Inquirers are influenced by
other epistemologies and ontologies as they understand experience. These shape
their understanding of a phenomenon.

3. Negotiating Theoretical Frameworks with Participants. NI, as a way of
understanding experiences and positioning narrative as both a method and a
view of experience, is both a methodological and theoretical framework
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Regardless of whether inquirers bring additional
forms of analysis to the research, NI is a relational methodology that implies
negotiation of the research with participants, and unfolding relationships shape
findings.

4. Using Narrative Threads to Show the Complexity of Experience. NI attends to the
threads that emerge across a participant’s life that shape current experience.
Threads depart from the typical use of themes/categories in analysis. Themes
and categories arising from coding often reduce the complexities of lives to static
nouns, whereas threads are dynamic plotlines that show experiences across
time, people, and place without reducing these to patterns. As Trinh Min-ha
(1989) wrote, “despite our desperate, eternal attempt to separate, contain, and
mend, categories always leak” (p. 94).

5. Ending in Experience. The researcher returns to the participant’s experience
after consideration of the narrative “commonplaces” described in NI research—
sociality, temporality, and place—and the ways theoretical frameworks and
relationships shaped the work.

Stavrou and Murphy (2021) argued their design elements are essential in NI
because researchers are (un)consciously influenced by some form of analytical framing.
Our conversations about CRT revealed how their design elements invite researchers to
apply CRT and anti-racism to their analysis, but that more needs to be drawn out during its
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application so that CRT is situated in fulsome ways. As we continued our conversation
based in IS, we embraced the relational and eventually agreed to revise the 2021 design
elements.

Had we not utilized IS, however, this awareness might not have been expressed by
Carmen, the only non-white member of the team, even though and likely because she
respects and trusts Stavros and Shaun, who cited her CRT scholarship in their 2021 article
about NI and CRT. In the same way, IS allowed Stavros and Shaun to be open to revising the
design elements through relational practice, while also teaching Carmen and Chelsea about
the potential of NI to contribute to racial justice. To arrive at this point of open discussion
and agreement regarding the design elements, we first committed to learning from each
other and to deepening our comprehension by examining a counterstory through both NI
and CRT. The following sections describe how NI and CRT utilize and theorize
counterstories in distinct ways, followed by a literature review that examines the extent to
which peer reviewed research publications dealing with counterstories in education draw
on the foundational theories of NI and CRT. We conclude with an example of how the
revised NI and CRT design elements can be used to analyze a counterstory.

NI and Counterstories

NI is a methodology focused on experience. We understand experience as described by
Dewey (1938):

The statement that individuals live in a world means, in the concrete, that they
live in a series of situations.... It means, once more, that interaction is going on
between an individual and objects and other persons. The conceptions of situation
and of interaction are inseparable from each other. An experience is always what
it is because of a transaction taking place between an individual and what, at the
time, constitutes his environment (p. 43).

This essential framing helps us understand an individual’s experience in the world.
Connelly and Clandinin (2012) wrote about the commonplaces that help us understand a
narrative of experience. They also described the three-dimensional NI space, which they
described as “temporality along one dimension, the personal and social along a second
dimension, and place along a third” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000. p. 50). Furthermore, they
positioned the inquirer in relation to the

inward and outward, backward and forward. By inward, we mean toward the
internal conditions, such as feelings, hopes, aesthetic reactions, and moral
dispositions and so on. By outward, we mean toward the existential conditions,
that is, the environment... By backward and forward, we refer to temporality—past,
present, future. To experience an experience is to simultaneously experience it in
these four ways and to ask questions pointing each way. (p. 158)
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With this understanding, the researcher is part of unpacking the narratives. As a
methodological ontology, the researcher understands the narratives based on the sociality,
temporality, and place inherent in the telling; they attend to their internal conditions and
their own temporality. A narrative inquirer uses diverse theoretical positions to
understand a narrative more fully, and uses terms such as counterstories (Lindeman
Nelson, 1995), world travelling (Lugones, 1987), experience (Dewey, 1938), personal
practical knowledge (Connelly & Clandinin, 1988), and relationality (Craig & Huber, 2007).

When we consider a counterstory, we take our lead from Lindeman Nelson (1995)
who wrote,

[ introduce the notion of the counterstory: a story that contributes to the moral self-
definition of its teller by undermining a dominant story, undoing it and retelling it in
such a way as to invite new interpretations and conclusions. Counterstories can be
told anywhere, but particularly when told within chosen communities, they permit
their tellers to reenter, as full citizens, the communities of place whose goods have
been only imperfectly available to its marginalized members. (p. 1)

A counterstory exists in the context of a larger dominant story. Counterstories have the
potential to resist and undermine this larger dominant narrative (Young et al., 2015) and
helps in understanding personal narratives of experience situated in larger societal
narratives. The personal narrative is still understood using the “commonplaces” of NI, but
counterstory gives us a way of attending to larger narratives that might be shaping the
individual. In the next section we take up a further understanding of counterstories in
relation to CRT.

CRT and Counterstories

CRT originated in U.S. legal scholarship in the 1980s and is influenced by a history of Black
radical tradition and intellectualism. Responding to the arrested success of civil rights
litigation, such as the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education case that resulted in desegregated
schooling, the Voting Rights Act of 1965, and the Fair Housing Act of 1968, CRT emerged as
a critique of race neutrality within the law. By the early 2000s, CRT scholars established
analytical tools including ideas of whiteness as property, interest convergence,
intersectional oppression, counterstories, critiques of race neutrality, racial consciousness,
and racial realism. Drawing from Matsuda et al. (1993), Dixson and Rousseau (2005)
defined CRT’s ontological assumptions as including six interconnected tenets: CRT scholars
argue that racism and the belief in white superiority are endemic to society; are skeptical of
liberalism and ideologies that lack racial consciousness such as race neutrality,
individualism, and meritocracy; value racially oppressed peoples’ experiential knowledges;
reject ahistorical analyses; enact racially-just outcomes through countering intersectional
oppression; and employ interdisciplinary approaches because localized racial injustices
require multiple fields of study to understand and counter.

Delgado (1989) used the term counterstories to describe how CRT theorists used
narratives, chronicles, and parables to expose racist ideology and inequitable power
relations, and as “the way out of the trap of unjustified exclusion” (p. 2415). Delgado
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theorized counterstories as consisting of collective knowledge systems shared among
racially oppressed populations that reveal how liberal democratic claims of equality can
and do normalize how policies, even anti-racist policies, are interpreted and implemented
in ways that advantage white people. This CRT argument does not reject liberal
democracies but insists on them being accountable and transparent to movements for
intersectional racial justice. Ladson-Billings (2013) explained that, “critical race theorists
use storytelling as a way to illustrate and underscore broad legal principles regarding race
and racial/social justice. The point of storytelling is not to vent, rant, or be an exhibitionist
regarding one’s own racial struggle” (p. 42). Instead, “the chronicle or counter-story is
about racial justice principles, not personal affront” or individual experiences with racism
(Ladson-Billings, 2023, p, 43).

Counterstories illuminate how stock or majoritarian stories—reified through
institutionalized narratives—preserve white colonial patriarchal dominance.
Counterstories respect the epistemological agency of racially oppressed peoples who have
traditionally been excluded from academia. As a Black CRT scholar, Calmore (1995) argued
that counterstorying opens doorways “toward very personal expression that allows our
[racially oppressed peoples’] experiences and lessons...to convey the knowledge we
possess in a way that is empowering to us and, it is hoped, ultimately empowering to those
on whose behalf we act” (p. 321). The power of a counterstory “lies—most importantly—in
its ontological divergence from the typical European-centered autobiographical project”
(Baszile, 2008, p. 255). Counterstories expose unseen racial codes, practices, and patterns
derived from shared experiences (Calmore, 1995). Exposing inconsistencies,
contradictions, and fallacies of stock stories, counterstories disrupt, document, and
encourage resistance to white domination. Through counterstories, individuals begin to
question beliefs about their experiences and participation in oppression with the explicit
goal of countering racism (Parker, 1998).

Effective counterstories engage readers through skillful non-confrontational stories
that cultivate empathy, a desire to learn, personal reflection, and an urgency to act
(Solérzano & Yosso, 2002). Counterstories build community, create solidarity, and reveal
pathways to racial justice, but also “serve an equally important destructive function”
(Delgado, 1989, p. 61). In CRT, counterstories exemplify the strength and multiple
consciousness of racially oppressed peoples who have utilized the tradition of storytelling
to survive generations of white supremacy and colonization (Lawrence, 1987; Witherspoon
& Mitchell, 2009). Crenshaw et al. (1995) warned that telling stories about racism without
framing the stories within foundational CRT literature can undermine the intent and
unintentionally preserve white dominance through pathologizing victims as merely
needing help.

Having established the methodological and ontological assumptions of NI and CRT
regarding counterstories in this section, we next share the results of a literature review to
understand how educational researchers have utilized counterstories by combining NI and
CRT. We identify gaps in how researchers have brought NI and CRT frameworks together;
identifying these gaps led to us producing revised design elements.
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Literature Review

Our analysis of 20 peer-reviewed educational research publications from academic
journals revealed that most research on NI and CRT together has taken place in the United
States, Canada, New Zealand, and the United Kingdom. Each article used storytelling,
narratives, or counterstorytelling to connect CRT and NI in varying ways. For instance,
MacDonald (2014) explored “the narrative experiences of academic advising pertaining to
multiracial graduate students at a predominantly white institution” (p. 246) and Milner
(2007) found that Black teachers experienced isolation after publicly telling their
counternarratives.

Research that centered NI included Toliver’s (2020) study of speculative fiction as
counterstory that reflected Black girls’ racialized experiences. Toliver used the three-
dimensional method of wondering about girls’ experiences with others (sociality) and
experiences in different physical places (spatiality), and ideas and dreams in the past,
present, and future (temporality). Scholars such as Johnson Lachuk and Mosley (2011) and
Stavrou and Murphy (2021) also used NI's three-dimensional framework to analyze
participants’ narratives.

Most NI articles used counterstorytelling or narratives to examine Indigenous,
Black, and people of colour’s experiences in educational systems, workplaces, and society,
though the purpose of understanding the narratives varied (e.g., Clark & Saleh, 2019;
Graham et al., 2011; MacDonald, 2014; Tedam, 2014). Two articles recommended design
elements for researchers utilizing CRT and NI (Payne & Winsor, 2017; Stavrou & Murphy,
2021). Erueti and Palmer’s (2014) Kaupapa Maori theory conceptualized decolonized
understandings of CRT and NI. Morales and Bardo (2020) examined English Language Arts
teaching experiences in relation to oppression, resistance, and inspiration. Marrun et al.
(2023) described how education students’ beliefs about CRT are often informed by anti-
intellectualism, likely due to legislative bans of CRT in the United States.

Research that centred CRT used CRT analytical tools to examine how narratives
reveal normalized systemic racism. For example, King and Pringle (2018) used
counterstories to interpret the perceptions of Black girls in STEM programs. Payne and
Winsor (2017) used CRT counterstories to understand how Black males embody anti-
racism through rap lyrics. In addition to counterstories, scholars used analytical tools such
as the idea of whiteness as property (Duncan, 2021, 2022; Vasquez, 2019), critiques of
race-neutrality (Martin, 2014), and the concepts of interest convergence (Hurie, 2021) and
intersectionality (Saleh et al., 2023; Clark & Saleh, 2019).

Gaps in the Literature

Of the twenty peer-reviewed publications analyzed, we noted a lack of theoretical and
methodological grounding in either NI or CRT, and in the case of eight publications, NI and
CRT. Most articles didn’t discuss the ontological differences between CRT and NI. From our
perspectives as CRT and NI scholars, while the results shared in the analyzed literature are
impactful and contribute to anti-racist scholarship, the articles’ insufficient grounding in NI
or CRT methodology and analysis created misunderstandings or mischaracterizations. For
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example, some prioritized narratives in the research but not NI, which requires more
structure than simply collecting stories. For example, in some cases Clandinin and Connelly
(2000) were cited, but their commonplaces did not inform each stage of the research. In
other cases, NI was used only to justify the collection of stories as data.

Some literature rarely cited NI's foundational and contemporary scholars.
Consequently, terms, research paradigms, methodologies, and methods (e.g., narrative
research, narrative accounts, autobiography, counterstories, and self-study) associated
with NI and other narrative methods were regularly conflated. Another notable issue
occurred when researchers applied a thematic analysis to generate codes, which
contradicts NI methodology (Bengezen and Murphy, 2017; Clandinin, 2013; Minh-ha, 1989;
and Stavrou and Murphy, 2021).

Similarly, those who used CRT as an analytical framework often did so by only
listing and not applying CRT theoretical tenets. These papers cited CRT scholars—at times
foundational scholars such as Derrick Bell—but often did not use CRT analytical tools or
tenets to frame the research design. For example, historical contextualization is a tenet, yet
most papers did not historicize the problem investigated. Although some papers briefly
described the history of CRT, this history was often inaccurately assumed to be an offshoot
of critical theory, which was theorized primarily by white men. This is not the case as CRT
originated primarily from a history of Black anti-racist legal intellectualism and activism,
interdisciplinary anti-racist theories and resistance strategies of Indigenous and people of
colour, and critiques of critical legal studies, an offshoot of critical theory (Crenshaw et al.,
1995; Delgado, 1989; Tate, 1997).

Other incongruencies with CRT arose when participants were perceived as co-
researchers, which differs from the CRT position that experience alone does not lead to in-
depth analyses of normalized white dominance (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). A lack of
anti-essentialist theorizing also occurred when traditional culture was assumed to be
innate within non-white people and racism was situated as something that comes from
white people rather than an intergenerational ideology and system of practices, laws, and
policies produced to secure white supremacy (Bonnett, 1996). As such, research often
focused on assisting racially oppressed participants in understanding and overcoming their
racialized experiences rather than dismantling processes that secure white social and
material wealth and practical strategies to affect change. A need to prevent NI and CRT
from being used to interrogate racially oppressed lives through exploitative processes was
also apparent, and several authors stressed the importance of not generalizing experience.
Although CRT does not generalize experience and avoids essentialism (Ladson-Billings,
2013), it does seek to name and understand common experiences of racialization to reveal
structural racism.
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Methodological Implications

Our review implies that NI and CRT literature does not always uncover multilayered
individual experience in ways that directly counter structural and institutional white
dominance. Morales and Bardo (2020) stressed why this process is essential to NI and CRT
inquiries, stating,

[ realized that the first step to transforming our instruction is generating these
stories, critically interrogating them, disrupting normative discourse, and then
healing from the miseducation we may have learned and internalized about other
races and our own. However, a more important move is to go beyond
personalization and examine the connections between institutions, racial
discourses, and power. (p. 152)

Ackerman-Barger and Hummel (2015) further stressed, regarding their own NI- and CRT-
driven research, “The narratives in this research study offer nurse educators insights into
individual and institutional racism and inspire them to action. While instructive, these
narratives are inadequate to challenge the social inequities in nursing education” (p. 45).

The gaps identified serve as a warning concerning the pervasive anti-intellectualist
trends discussed by Marrun et al. (2023), but also present the opportunity to expand NI-
and CRT-driven research. Pratt and Rosiek (2021) explained that CRT

is the most likely place to look for affinities [with NI] because this literature also
features the use of narratives as a source of knowledge and methodological practice
and there have been explorations of and advocations for this connection in the [NI]
literature. (p. 7)

Miller et al. (2020) explained that “the potential of counter-narrative (story) to achieve
educational equity remains limited by the lack of a unified methodology, including a central
praxis and clear goals to support action beyond the collection or construction of counter-
narrative” (p. 292). This call to practical action guided our decision to reconceptualize the
design elements (Stavrou & Murphy, 2021) in ways that more clearly align counterstories
with the orthodoxies of CRT and NI.

Methods

LaBoskey’s (2004) criteria for a self-study of practice guided us because this inquiry is self-
initiated, improvement-aimed, and informed by qualitative research in which we kept field
notes, considered our research practices, and dialogued about our teaching and research.
We engaged in multiple cycles of retelling to ascertain our findings (Clandinin & Connelly,
2000). This research was interactive as we dialogued to uncover findings and worked with
a critical friend group member who asked questions and critiqued our assumptions. Our
focus turned to IS, drawing on LaBoskey’s (2004) conceptualization: IS can function as an
orientation within diverse research approaches, yet work grounded in this perspective
typically shares certain defining features—such studies center on the exploration of
personal experiences, practices, lives, or learning, and they intentionally incorporate
elements of subjectivity and vulnerability.
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These characteristics of IS were also characteristics of our research. Except for
Stefinee, we all work at the same institution. To include Stefinee, we held meetings virtually
and assigned ourselves reading and writing tasks. We recorded and transcribed each
meeting and kept notes of our thoughts. Our tasks involved writing narratives of our
experiences with racism or anti-racist teaching. We individually analyzed these narratives
using the lens with which we were most adept: Carmen and Chelsea came to the narratives
with a grounding in CRT, and Stavros and Shaun used NI. Carmen and Chelsea came to the
narratives with a theoretical orientation, and Stavros and Shaun oriented themselves
through a lens of understanding experience. Stefinee acted as a critical friend.

The following quote by Pinnegar and Hamilton (2015) helped us understand our
process:

Interpretation in inquiries conducted within the space of the intimate are always
open—in the doing, in the living, in the reporting, and in the research conversation
of the community...Since intimate scholarship is conducted in an uncertain space
and is fundamentally relational it is oriented to ontology. It allows the reader to see
experience and practice from the perspective of the practitioner and is conducted in
a space where knowing shifts and is unstable, these very characteristics mean that it
holds the promise for contributing to understanding and knowing about teaching,
teacher education, and teacher educators. (p. 185)

We stood in the space of ontology as we brought our personal beliefs about the reality of
our world to our analytical unpacking. The first line of Pinnegar and Hamilton’s (2015)
chapter on IS is central to our thinking: “As we move forward in becoming a teacher
educator working in the midst of experience and practice, we learn and grow” (p. 185). We
undertook this research practice to uncover our experience and practice and how it is
informed by theory. By doing so, we intend to grow in our work as educators.

When we teach, we are always standing in a place of new beginnings. We do not
know what will transpire in our interactions with students, and we bring our experiences
and theoretical understandings. We are aware that our positions are socially constituted.
They have been shaped over time, in various contexts, and by our reflections on experience.
Part of these experiences is our interactions with theory. We are not dispassionate in our
stance.

As we examined the stories we shared with each other, we saw the differences in
each of our own positionings. This did not alarm us; we assumed it would be part of what
we might bring to this research, and this is what we inquired into, considering the tensions
that arose. Clandinin et al. (2009) noted that tensions have a negative valence and are seen
as something to be smoothed over. They wrote, “If there are tensions evident in a school, it
is usually seen as a problem. As we deepened our understandings around tensions we
began to engage in self-facing, knowing how deeply we had learned to deny or cover over
the tensions we ourselves had experienced as we lived on school landscapes.” (p. 82). This
process of self-facing was a thread in their work together as they remembered, recollected,
and inquired into how they “learned to erase, write over, and silence our felt tensions to
maintain smooth stories of school.” (p. 82).
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We replace “schools” with teacher education research in our thinking and consider
diverse racialized positionings, noting how tensions, particularly within cross-racial anti-
racist conversations, are experienced differently in terms of one’s racialized subjectivity. A
seemingly benign tension for a white researcher might cause an abject visceral response
within non-white researchers. This is especially true when tensions within anti-racist
conversations are unrecognized by researchers and are left unsaid and unpacked. Staying
true to the spirit and intent of IS, we engaged in often-unspoken conversations about
racism and whiteness within our research team conversations. Indeed, for Carmen, a Métis
woman who is also mixed race and who has studied CRT since 2012, our IS method at times
led to uncomfortable discussions. These discussions centred on some of the research team
members’ misunderstandings about racism or assumptions about racialized identities,
expertise, and experiences. Stavros and Chelsea, white early career scholars, at times
noticed racial microaggressions, but often did not respond to these experiences within the
research team meetings. As a result, IS was an appropriate method as it allowed the time
and space needed to leave meetings, reflect, and return with more confidence to push our
conversations deeper. We utilized IS in ways that assisted with developing trust and
accountability to our shared objectives through engaging in necessary but at times anxiety-
provoking discussions. Recognizing racialized and professional power dynamics, we aimed
to practice vulnerability and this was instrumental to the process of reconceptualizing the
NI and CRT design elements proposed by Stavros and Shaun (2021).

How We Revised the Design Elements and an Application

Although NI and CRT use storytelling as essential analytical tools, ontological tensions
exist. In CRT, learning from experiential knowledge is understood to be central to racial
justice, whereas NI seeks to understand experience from the participants’ perspective and
in the process might reveal issues relevant to social justice. The role of theory also differs;
in NI, specific theoretical frameworks or standpoints are not required while CRT is situated
within a specific body of U.S. legal literature (Tate, 1997). Experiential knowledge is valued
by NI and CRT, but the use of storytelling or narratives undergirds all NI research while
CRT counterstories are just one of numerous analytical tools.

Noting epistemic distinctions, we have revised Stavrou and Murphy’s (2021) five
design elements. The original elements aimed to respond to ontological and
epistemological tensions between NI and CRT and the revised elements build on and
complicate Stavros and Shaun’s ideas. To do so, we integrate CRT in a more robust way,
congruent with the foundations and tenets of CRT. To arrive at this point, we engaged in
intense conversations through IS and cross-racial, cross-gender dialogue and vulnerability.
We questioned ideas while respecting each other as colleagues and allies. After a period of
trepidation that initially prevented discussions about possible revisions to the original
design elements, we revised to the following in Figure 1.0.
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Figure 1.0

Comparison of Original and Revised Design Elements

Design | Stavrou and Murphy (2021) Revised CRT and NI Design Elements
Element
One Beginning with Experience Racial Justice Is Non-Negotiable
Two Carrying Theoretical Frameworks | Beginning with Experience and
into an Inquiry Anchoring Research in CRT Tenets
Three | Negotiating Theoretical Carrying CRT and NI Analytical Tools into
Frameworks with Participants an Inquiry
Four | Using Narrative Threads to Show | Using Narrative Threads to Reveal
the Complexity of Experience Patterns of Structural Intersectional
Racism
Five Ending in Experience Ending in Experience and Racial Realist
Strategies

A CRT- and NI- Informed Analysis

During our gatherings, we each shared multiple personal school-based counterstories. To
discuss and demonstrate how the revised design elements can strengthen CRT- and NI-
informed research, we analyze a counterstory written by Shaun. We follow with an analysis
guided by the revised design elements conducted by Carmen, Stavros, and Chelsea. Stefinee
acted as a critical friend. The example below is not a comprehensive analysis or research
design but offers a snapshot of what the revised CRT- and NI- design elements might look
like in practice.

One: Racial Justice Is Non-Negotiable

When merging NI and CRT, transparency regarding the research’s aims regarding racial
justice must be communicated with participants. Unlike the original design element
negotiating theoretical frameworks, in which researchers and participants decide how to
consider stories in larger narratives, the counterstories shared must be analyzed with CRT.
As noted earlier, CRT counterstories are told in skillfully crafted ways that draw readers in
through storylines that assist with developing empathy for the characters and identifying
contradictions that preserve white patriarchal dominance. Most present-day CRT
counterstories are told through the experiential lens of racially oppressed people, but the
racial identity of the main character is less important than the story’s power to reveal the
hypocrisy of normalized race-neutral institutional processes (Bell, 1992; Delgado, 1989).
Shaun, a white man, told his counterstory to demonstrate how racial injustice is normalized
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at individual and systemic levels, and understood his experience would be analyzed in
ways that align with both NI and CRT.

Two: Beginning with Experience and Anchoring Research in CRT Tenets

Shaun’s story was selected for analysis because it is informative, engaging, and
demonstrates how experiential knowledge from diverse racialized groups can serve as
anti-racist counterstories informed by both NI and CRT. Anti-racist educators often support
the premise that counterstories can only be told by those racialized as non-white. We chose
to complicate this assumption by telling and analyzing the childhood story of a white man
who holds institutional power. The story is not told to uphold whiteness, but to deconstruct
it, and it assists with demonstrating how to describe white stories using an anti-racist
analysis. Indeed, the research team wanted to analyze Shaun’s story to bring attention to
his experience, necessitating his vulnerability despite being a senior leader. In this way,
design element two can be implemented through innovative methods that complement
CRT and NI. Shaun’s counterstory is titled, We Are Late for School:

My dad is going to drive us on this winter day because we missed the bus yet again.
We live four miles from our small town in Northern Alberta, so walking is not an
option, and we are late for school. My four brothers and I pile into the old blue
station wagon. Missing the bus is common for us. My dad is a social worker, and my
mom is a nurse in our community. It’s a cold day, and it takes the car a while to
warm up. By the time we get there the first class will have started, and everyone will
be in their seats.

As we come over the last hill before the turn for the school, we see Noreen and
Alene (pseudonyms) walking. They are Indigenous sisters, newly placed in foster
care in town, who are now in my class. They are on the margins of the class and are
isolated by the other children in our Grade 6 room. My dad knows them from his
work, and he begins to slow the car down. [ panicked. Is he going to stop? “What are
you doing, Dad?” I ask.

“Stopping to pick up the girls, it’s cold outside,” he replies.

“It’s only a block away, they will fine.”

He gives me a disappointed look. “We are stopping to offer them a ride.”

He pulls over. We make room on the back bench seat for them. They are shy and
giggle as they get into the car. They know my dad, so it is safe for them. Already I am
strategizing about how I will get into the school first and not be seen coming in with

them.

When we arrive, I leap from the car as soon as it stops and hurry inside. I arrive at
the classroom before them and take my seat. [ do not know what happens after.
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[ write this story, and it is seared into my memory some 49 years later. I recall it
with a sense of shame, but this is not the first time I have told it. | remind myself
(with its repeated telling) that I must be on guard against such behaviour. [ want to
forgive the boy I was, but I want to remember, so [ never act that way again. It is a
double-edged sword in my mind.

[ claim my racist behaviour. I placate myself—because that’s what many white folks
do on some level —with the thought that the girls never knew what I was thinking or
how I was strategizing. Was it obvious to them? I fled into the school as fast as |
could; I did not walk in with them. School was a much safer place for me than it was
for them. (Conversation Field Note)

Shaun’s story can be understood through the tenets of CRT, which

1. accept that racism is endemic (ie. racism happens even in seemingly benign situations);
2. reject ahistorical analyses (ie. the story is situated in a particular context and history);

3. critique liberal discourse (ie. the story does not suggest kindness can stop racism);

4. consider intersectional analyses (ie. racism intersects with patriarchy in the story);

5. require interdisciplinary analyses (ie. understanding decolonization is needed to
understand the girls’ conditions); and

6. aim to eliminate all systems of oppression (ie. the story has broader implications).

After gathering data/counterstories and situating stories within the tenets of CRT, the next
design element calls for researchers to apply CRT/NI analytical tools.

Three: Carrying CRT/NI Analytical Tools into an Inquiry

Shaun does not theorize his story, therefore, we are explicit that our interpretations are
layered on his story. His experience draws attention to his fear of making mistakes and of
still “acting in racist ways.” He chose this story because it is one he retells, as it exemplifies
how colonization shaped him across time, from a place of enacting racism to a place of
owning his behaviour and attempting to make amends. The story is written in Shaun’s first-
person voice, and compels readers to engage in ways that layer their own theoretical and
practical understandings atop his. The temporal-spatial dimensions of Shaun’s encounter
with Noreen and Alene are his Grade 6 school days in a small prairie town. His father’s
vehicle enabled him to safely perform a covertly racist act that simultaneously insulated
him from acknowledging his privileged position as a descendent of white settlers. Similarly,
CRT insists on historical contextualization to “adopt a stance that presumes that racism has
contributed to all contemporary manifestations of group advantage and disadvantage”
(Dixson & Rousseau, 2005, p. 9).

To understand Shaun'’s story temporally and spatially from a CRT lens, it must be
situated in the history of Canadian colonialism and anti-Indigenous racism. Shaun’s story
took place in the 1970s in Northern Alberta. His story was experienced within a context
where white dominance was enacted by white authorities and monitored by white citizens.
Harris (1993) theorized the concept of whiteness as property—a CRT analytical tool—to
explain how white identity designations act as an informal type of property that, as with
other types of property in Western legal systems, are afforded property rights such as use
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and enjoyment rights, status and reputation rights, and the absolute right to exclude.
Examples of each right are evident in Shaun’s story. At an individual level, Shaun desired to
maintain his property rights with respect to his white status and reputation. He knew he
would be teased, harassed, or judged by other white people at his school for being seen
with Indigenous students. He therefore strategized about how to enter the school to ensure
he would not be seen with Noreen and Alene to maintain his use and enjoyment rights
through the absolute right to exclude. Shaun was socialized from an early age to know that
white status and reputation is diminished through associations with Indigenous people.

Four: Using Narrative Threads to Reveal Patterns of Structural Intersectional Racism

Our unpacking, theorizing, interpreting, and reframing expands our understanding of
Shaun’s story—a reflection about himself as a child who reluctantly rode to school with
two Indigenous female classmates—thereby becoming a narrative thread (i.e., a plotline)
that shows the complexity of experience. This thread contributed to our overall
understanding of the phenomenon under study; that is, having conversations about the
intersections of NI and CRT. Intersecting these temporal and spatial dimensions is the
personal-social dimension of Shaun’s inward and outward conditions. Panic and fear of his
classmates’ judgments constitute some of his internal conditions to the outward
environment of his schooling life and his father’s work. The backward-and-forward
movements of temporality allow readers to see the contrast of his past personal-social
dimension with his present-day feelings of shame and desire to do better, showing the
strength of NI in unpacking experiences in ways that CRT does not.

The story assists with revealing patterns of structural intersectional racism and how
intergenerational white property rights secure the social and material power afforded to
white families. Shaun was granted institutionalized use and enjoyment rights denied to
Noreen and Alene. Generally, use and enjoyment rights allowed white students extensive
use of school property, including racial acceptance, which continues to be denied to
Indigenous students systemically (Gillies, 2022). Use and enjoyment rights were further
denied to Noreen and Alene but granted to Shaun through his right to grow up with his
family and their access to employment and the car in which he was driven to school. These
divergent experiences are outcomes of the genocidal colonial theft of Indigenous lands and
resources.

Replicating this history, in 2021 Indigenous children accounted for 7.7% of Canada’s
child population but 53.8% of children in the foster system (Statistics Canada, 2021). The
absolute right to exclude was similarly enacted by the federal social services system and
the provincial education system during the 1970s, when Shaun’s story took place. During
the period after the civil rights movement, revolutionary anti-racist, anti-colonial, and
feminist scholarship had been published, yet Canadian institutional authorities continued
to construct, interpret, and implement school policies and laws that maintained white
dominance. Consequently, Shaun’s individual anti-Indigenous prejudices and fears were
structurally determined to normalize white colonial heteropatriarchal power. A
comprehensive analysis of Shaun’s story would therefore also include an intersectional
gender analysis, considering each character’s revealed gendered identities. Western
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European colonialism is dependent on racism and racism is dependent on patriarchy and
the control of women'’s bodies to “produce” and maintain clear racialized boundaries
(Gillies, 2025). From an early age Shaun was taught to view Indigenous girls as not fully
human; this was not an outcome of individual personal biases, but was structurally
determined.

Five: Ending in Experience and Racial Realist Strategies

Shaun said he is ashamed when he thinks about the story because of what he knows
now, and because he disappointed his dad who did the right thing. His story highlights the
many ways we are affected by colonization. Jo Chrona (2022) explained that educators
come to anti-racism and reconciliation work with hesitancy because “educators in all parts
of the system may be anxious about perpetuating misconceptions or stereotypes, making
mistakes or offending others” (p. 13). She explained that not wanting to learn is a barrier,
and the fear of making a mistake can prevent us from engaging. The IS process enabled
Carmen and Chelsea to view the story from an NI lens. For instance, the story is a depiction
of a white boy who was struggling in a world marked by patriarchy and white dominance
and who—in the present—has held this memory close to his heart as a reminder of his
fallibility (temporality). The conditions in which he lived and learned did not allow him to
investigate and understand his racism (spatiality), leading to internal conflicts and lasting
impressions regarding his positioning (sociality). The story is also about Shaun’s father, a
white man who prioritized the immediate rights and needs of two Indigenous girls in a way
which, from a CRT perspective, superseded white approval (Calmore, 1995).

While an NI analysis is an entry point to anti-racist action, the design element of
ending in experience and racial realist strategies reminds us to return from the individual
experience under study to the macrosocial level and urgency of racial justice. Theorizing
racial realism, Bell (1991), argued:

genuine service requires humility. We must recognize and acknowledge (at least to
ourselves) that our actions are neither likely to lead to transcendent change and,
despite our best efforts, may be of more help to the system we despise than to the
victims of that system we are trying to help. That realization and the dedication
based on that realization can lead to policy positions and campaigns that are less
likely to worsen conditions for those we are trying to help and more likely to remind
the powers that be that out there are persons like you who are not on their side and
are determined to stand in their way (p. 90).

Using a racial realist approach, Bell (1992) explained why exposing institutionalized racism
and striving for equality without strategic action, attention to whiteness, and realistic
optimism are impractical paths toward racial justice and decolonization.

Therefore, a NI- and CRT- informed analysis might ask: How does the story objectify
or racialize Noreen and Alene? What responsibility did Shaun’s school authorities have to
ensure Indigenous students were not excluded and harassed, and to teach students about
racism, patriarchy, and colonialism? How did intersectional oppression operate in the
story? Who benefitted and how do similar stories circulate in ways that take attention
away from white dominance and intergenerational colonial wealth? What concrete actions



CRITICAL RACE THEORY AND NARRATIVE INQUIRY 17

can Shaun now take as a white male adult who has power and authority in teacher
education to rectify his past?

Conclusion

We remain attentive to the relationships developed through our CRT- and NI-informed
counterstory inquiry and how we have co-composed the interim texts and this final
research text. The process of IS allowed us to understand why NI and CRT research and
teaching can only work together effectively when we invest in studying and maintaining
the integrity of each theory. Like two solitary trees, the roots of NI and CRT can be
intertwined in unexpected ways that give life and sustain us, even within the harshest
conditions, but each tree also stands alone. While NI does not require us to be explicitly
political or to advocate for racial justice, and CRT does not explicitly investigate experience,
the approaches can be complementary through design elements such as those revised and
presented in this paper, offering an underexplored methodological pathway toward racial
justice. IS made space for us to analyze Shaun’s counterstory using our enhanced design
elements so that CRT and NI maintained their rigorous epistemological and ontological
traditions. Shaun’s counterstory not only allowed us to talk about his real-life experiences
contextualized in social situations—revealing strategies to maintain white dominance and
illustrating racialization, whiteness as property, and race consciousness—it also showed us
that our theoretical orientations are malleable when we combine elements from story, our
current realities, and our analytical frames for the purpose of improving pathways towards
racial justice.
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