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CriTicAL RaceE THEORY: WHAT IT Is. AND WHAT
IT Is Not. A Q&A WITH ADRIENNE DIXSON
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In recent months, more than two dozen states have introduced legislation or taken other
steps to limit instruction related to racism and race. These prohibitions have been adopted —
through state board action or legislation — in 12 states. Advocates of these bans have focused
on a body of academic scholarship called Critical Race Theory (CRT), to which they attached
a variety of ideas and approaches.

Once the realm of academics and scholarly journals, CRT has now become a household
name as Republican lawmakers, including former President Trump, have denounced it as
“divisive,” “twisted,” “dangerous and flat-out wrong.” Unfortunately, much of the public
debate around the topic is based on misunderstandings and misinterpretations of CRT. In
the Q&A below, National Education Policy Center Fellow Adrienne Dixson, a professor of
education policy, organization, and leadership at the University of Illinois College of Educa-
tion in Urbana Champaign, succinctly explains what Critical Race Theory is — and also what
it is not. Professor Dixson is an expert on CRT who has published extensively on the topic.

A single and brief Q&A cannot fully explain an academic theory that has taken decades to
evolve. Accordingly, this piece is meant to be a quick introduction for those who are curious
or maybe just lacking foundational information about the theory at the center of this polit-
ically charged debate.

Q: In just a few sentences, what is critical race theory?

A: CRT is a theoretical framework that originated in legal scholarship in the late 1980s. The
founding CRT scholars were dissatisfied with anti-discrimination laws and the legal schol-
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arship that informed it because they felt it didn’t adequately address the role of race and
racism and relied too heavily on incremental change. CRT was introduced to education in the
1990s to address similar dissatisfaction with research in education that scholars believed did
not fully account for race and racism. Moreover, scholars felt that multicultural education
had become co-opted and no longer had the potential to adequately address inequities in
education writ large.

Q: There are a lot of misconceptions out there about CRT. In a few sentences,
please tell us what critical race theory IS NOT.

A: 1t is not about training people to “be” anti-racist. It is not a static or pre-packaged cur-
riculum that is sold to K-12 schools or even universities. It is not focused on making White
people feel guilty. It is not Black, Asian, Latinx or Indigenous Supremacy. It is not Culturally
Relevant Pedagogy.

Q: What does critical race theory add to our thinking?

A: Critical Race Theory helps us think more carefully about how our policies and practices
create barriers that prevent equitable participation and success in the educational enterprise.

Q: To what extent, if any, is critical race theory currently taught in K-12 schools?
(e.g., What grade levels or subjects? What elements of CRT?)

A: It is not taught in K-12 schools as a curriculum of any sort formally. If teachers have had
courses where their instructor used a CRT text, they may have a broader understanding of
race, racism, and inequity than a teacher who has not. In that way, CRT may inform the
teacher’s pedagogy and curriculum.

Q: How should CRT be used or taught in K-12 schools? When taught or employed
well, what are the benefits of teaching/employing CRT in K-12 schools? Are there
any drawbacks?

A: CRT is a theoretical framework, like feminist theory or other theories on how to make
sense of the world. It could be taught as one of many theories that attempt to explain ineqg-
uities. I think the benefit is that students will have a more expansive perspective on world
history and contemporary issues. I don’t know of any drawbacks other than the ones we are
seeing now: a profound ignorance about academic discourses.

Q: In a few words, tell us about the current political controversy over CRT. In
your view, what can we learn from it and why is it occurring now?

A: Ithink we are seeing the lengths to which the powerful will go to suppress information
and ideas. As CRT scholars, many of us predicted that after Obama’s election, this nation
was going to experience an extended period of racial backlash. Thus, while many of us were
pleased to see the first Black president elected, we were also concerned about the extent, the
substance, and tone of the backlash. We are seeing all of that now. It began to unfold imme-
diately after Obama was elected, but it began to accelerate with the election of Trump. I don’t
know if January 6, 2021 was the nadir, but I hope that it was. This backlash and the resulting
legislation are logical outcomes of how racism manifests in the United States. Public educa-
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tion is always the stage on which the most racist policies are tested. We saw that with the
post-Katrina education reforms, and we’re seeing it now with the anti-CRT laws.

Q: How do you suggest teachers respond in states where legislatures are at-
tempting to prevent schools from teaching CRT? That is, while we understand
that your response here isn’t providing legal advice, what would you suggest as
a scholar of education?

A: I think that teachers should band together and file class action lawsuits against their state
legislatures if they encounter any backlash from teaching objective, historical information.
I think they should present a range of perspectives on literature, politics, science, and any
other subject matter that they teach.

Q: Are there steps that others — particularly students — might take to address
the current attempts by some policymakers to prevent schools from teaching
CRT?

A: I think students and teachers should work in solidarity to resist fascist attempts to limit
knowledge and ideas. I would hope that they will organize together and go to their state leg-
islators’ offices as groups of concerned citizens rather than as individuals.

NEPC Resources on Critical Theory and Pedagogy

This newsletter is made possible in part by support provided by the Great Lakes Center for
Education Research and Practice: http://www.greatlakescenter.org

The National Education Policy Center (NEPC), a university research center housed at the
University of Colorado Boulder School of Education, produces and disseminates high-qual-
ity, peer-reviewed research to inform education policy discussions. Visit us at: http://nepc.
colorado.edu
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