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INTRODUCTION

DISRUPTING  
SINGLE NARRATIVES 

THROUGH THE POWER  
OF STORY

   I learned my name.
         I rose up. I remembered it.
Now I could tell my story.
  It was different
   from the story told about me.

(Mother Ireland, Boland, 1989)

“Mother Ireland,” by Irish poet Eavan Boland, is a powerful example of 
how storytelling and counter-narratives can be used to challenge dominant 
narratives and to elevate the voices of those who have been marginalized 
and silenced by more powerful elites. Here, Boland uses story and counter-
narrative as a powerful example of how storytelling and stories can be used 
to challenge the traditional representation not only of Ireland but of Irish 
womanhood as well as to [re]place the voice and agency of women in Irish 
history and society. Through the use of counter-narrative, Boland presents 
an alternative story of Mother Ireland, one in which she becomes active, 
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self-conscious, and articulate, challenging the male-centered narrative that 
has dominated Irish history and culture. For us, this poem reflects not just 
‘Mother Ireland’ but all places where stories have been silenced, hidden, 
or erased. The chapters in this volume seek to recapture and magnify these 
silenced stories in a variety of contexts.

Stories are comprised of socially constructed narratives that make 
sense of experiences, events, and phenomena. In doing so, they inform 
and (re)shape our (inter)subjectivities, identities, and understandings of 
the past, present, and future (Bamberg, 2021; Bamberg & Andrews, 2004; 
Sonn et al., 2013). In this way, stories serve a unique function in all cul-
tures. Stories and the act of storytelling enable societies across the globe 
to make and sustain meaning, build collective identity, illuminate, humor, 
instruct, guide, share, question, and remember. Stories are not neutral, 
they can have many purposes and agendas. They can be political. They 
can challenge and resist or silence. They can dehumanize and erase or il-
luminate. They can Other and oppress or emancipate (Arday et al., 2021; 
Dominguez, 2017; Dunn et al., 2019; King & Swartz, 2018; Krueger, 2019; 
Ladson-Billings, 1998). They can affirm or deny agency and humanity and 
legitimize or delegitimize ways of being, seeing, and knowing the world. 
Stories continually shape and reshape how we see, understand, and treat 
ourselves and others and the value we attribute to communities, their 
identities, practices, and knowledge systems. As a result, they exercise sig-
nificant social, cultural, economic, and political power, playing a key role 
in agenda setting, priming and framing.

In this volume, the authors have interrogated those agendas: some 
challenge the dominant stories of a nation, some seek to re(place) Indig-
enous knowledge and ways of being, some seek to uncover or challenge 
the discourses that permeate curriculum and textbooks, and some call for 
meaningful engagement with controversial issues often avoided. Many of 
the chapters in this volume name, unsettle, and disrupt powerful and prob-
lematic hegemonic stories and their taken-for-granted assumptions, norms, 
and values. This type of critical engagement is increasingly important in the 
context of confronting the multiple and intersecting social, ecological, and 
climate crises we are currently experiencing (Kavanagh et al., 2021). Cli-
mate change, global conflicts, the growing chasm between rich and poor; 
the rise in racism, xenophobia, homophobia, and misogyny, fuelled by the 
growth of right-wing politics and fake news, present particular challenges 
for what is an increasingly globalized and diverse world. Business-as-usual 
politics simply will not work. We need alternative narratives and perspec-
tives in order to meaningfully connect with and address the complexities 
and challenges of our changing world in ways that are just and support the 
dignity and rights of all living things.
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THE ORIGINS OF STORY

Human beings have told stories since time immemorial. In fact, some may 
argue that the ability to tell a story is uniquely human, and it is often said 
that we are the storytelling beings. While storytelling might be a human 
universal, it is not just confined to humankind; the soil, the rocks, the stars 
above us, and the geology all around us tell their stories, if we are willing 
to listen (Magan, 2022). There is a story in every individual atom on this 
planet, the story of who they are, who they were, and how they came to be. 
Again, some would argue that what marks humankind is not the ability to 
tell a story, but the ability to receive it and pass it on; yet once more, that 
is not confined to humans. Bees, for example, communicate through sym-
bolic dance. Through this dance, bees pass on information about potential 
food sources and possible difficulties in accessing them. They pass on infor-
mation of past experiences to the new generations on where to go, what to 
do, how to behave, and how to pass the story on (Crist, 2004).

From ancient pictograms to digital representations, people have told 
their stories in numerous ways: orally, visually, in print, and through music, 
dance, film, and theater. While the means by which we tell a story have 
evolved, the key elements of storytelling, such as plot, characters, and set-
tings, have remained unchanged. Paleoanthropologists generally agree that 
Homo sapiens had language some 200,000–300,000 years ago, indicating 
the existence of storytelling, or at least, the possibility of it (Pagel, 2017). 
Nowell (2023) argues that Paleolithic narrative scenes are almost certainly 
visual expressions of the oral narratives that were passed from one genera-
tion to the next. The earliest tangible forms of this narration can be found 
on the walls of caves dotted around every continent in the world (except 
Antarctica). Though not the oldest, the Lascaux Cave drawings in southern 
France contain drawings created over 30,000 years ago. Using images to 
communicate, the drawings tell stories of human encounters with animals 
such as bison, horses, deer, and bears. There is a lack of consensus today 
on the stories that are being told in Lascaux, but Davenport and Jochim 
(1988) argue the scenes depicted indicate “a single artist with a story to 
tell” (p. 560). Oral stories have been lost to the mists of time but the visual 
culture of this era strongly suggests a rich tradition of oral storytelling was 
in place (Nowell, 2023).

These oral traditions, often taking the form of myths and legends, were 
used for a variety of purposes: to entertain, to educate, to explain or pro-
vide explanations for the unknown, to provide moral lessons for the next 
generation on acceptable social mores, and to communicate cultural be-
liefs, personal, family, or group history and experiences (Cajete, 2017). In 
some instances, the oral tradition may be the only record of a cultural his-
tory or event. For example, many Indigenous communities continue to rely 
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on the strength of the oral storytelling tradition to preserve and pass on 
their history and culture. In this sense, the oral tradition still plays an im-
portant role in preserving the heritage of many cultures around the world. 
Additionally, and from a present-oriented perspective, these stories, often 
through the retelling of myths and legends, give modern societies insights 
into the customs, beliefs, and practices of ancient societies.

The Epic of Gilgamesh, argued to be the earliest surviving literary story, 
dates back to the 18th century BC and is said to be a thousand years older 
than the Iliad or the Bible (Zhu & Zheng, 2021). Since then, the art of sto-
rytelling has taken many forms, from the written word to digital yet, it has 
remained a constant of human culture since the earliest of times (Nowell, 
2023). This book aims to capture the many ways in which ‘story’ can be 
used to challenge, disrupt and accommodate other ways of thinking.

INTERPRETING STORY THROUGH A CRITICAL LENS

The chapters in this book are informed by a range of theoretical and em-
pirical perspectives. Broadly speaking, they fall within the critical paradigm 
as they seek to interrupt, interrogate, and challenge the hegemonic nar-
ratives and stories which dominate school curricula and suppress alterna-
tive points of view (Cornbleth & Waugh, 1995)—that is, stories that deviate 
from the White supremacist, capitalist, anthropocentric, hetero-patriarchal 
and imperialist master script (Ladson-Billings, 1998; Sultana, 2022; Zemby-
las, 2020). In privileging these hegemonic stories and relegating alterna-
tives to the margins, these school curricula offer “a narrow, disclocating 
lens” (King & Swartz, 2018, p. xv) which distorts understandings of the self, 
of others, and of the natural environment and perpetuates myths of Eu-
rowestern intellectual and cultural superiority. Our unequivocal stance is 
that these single stories are harmful to all but particularly to minoritized 
and marginalized communities. They create and perpetuate epistemic 
violence in the production of knowledge and in epistemological framing 
(Domínguez, 2017; Sultana, 2022). They do so by systematically inferioriz-
ing, marginalizing, silencing, and erasing marginalized communities’ funds 
of knowledge and their intellectual, historical, and cultural contributions 
to knowledge production and society more broadly (Domínguez, 2017; 
King & Swartz, 2018; Zembylas, 2020). They also do so by framing stories 
of minoritized communities (when they are included) through the lens of 
the White gaze. In editing this book, we seek to disrupt the dominant nar-
ratives that permeate school curricula and educational spaces more broadly 
by de-cloaking and exposing their uninterrogated normativity and privileg-
ing stories and perspectives from the margins. These marginalized stories 
and alternative narratives “enable a different ‘truth’ to be told and heard, 
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allowing alternate lenses of understanding of the same facts of an event” 
(Bamberg, 2021, n.p.). In collating this volume, we are conscious that al-
though the stories told are coming from the margins, the tellers themselves 
are not always. This is symptomatic of the over-representations of dominant 
group members within academia (Bhopal, 2017; Doharty et al., 2021; Kha-
mis, 2023), which itself is a product of social structures that are constituted 
in and reinscribed through hegemonic stories and discourses. As editors, 
we recognize our relative privilege as White, English-speaking (L1), cisgen-
der, heterosexual, able-bodied teacher educators. We seek to leverage it by 
editing this book which supports teacher educators, student teachers, and 
teachers to uncover and challenge the uninterrogated assumptions which 
underpin dominant narratives. Additionally, many chapters center the sto-
ries, perspectives, and histories of marginalized peoples.

EVERY CURRICULUM TELLS A STORY

School curricula are comprised of a series of stories whose selection is inher-
ently political and non-neutral (Kavanagh et al., 2021; Krueger, 2019; Miles, 
2020; Nieto & Bode, 2018). As articulated by Nieto and Bode (2018), ‘‘even 
seemingly innocent [curricular] decisions carry an enormous amount of 
ideological and philosophical weight’’ (p. 142). In this sense, the inclu-
sion or exclusion of stories, whether they are historical, geographical, or 
mathematical, is intentional and always towards a purpose or goal (Kava-
nagh et al., 2021; Broom, 2016). In most jurisdictions, curricular decisions 
are made not by academics or educational experts but instead by selected 
groups of key stakeholders whose value systems and ideologies appeal to 
those in positions of power (Miles, 2020; Broom, 2016). While appearing to 
be democratic, ultimately, those with power (usually members of dominant 
groups) more or less “get the curriculum outcomes they support” (Broom, 
2016, p. 711). This is not always a bad thing as the outcomes may focus on 
concepts or ideas that are oriented towards social or environmental justice, 
or they may seek to mainstream previously marginalized or silenced stories 
and histories. However, more often than not, these stories reinforce the 
status quo, privileging the uninterrogated cultural norms, values, assump-
tions, perspectives, and ways of knowing of dominant groups (Arday et al., 
2021; Dominguez, 2017; Dunn et al., 2019; King & Swartz, 2018; Krueger, 
2019; Ladson-Billings, 1998). The omission of the stories, histories, and 
lived experiences of non-dominant groups from school curricula and stan-
dards leads to feelings of exclusion and marginalization for these groups as 
their knowledge systems and identities are denied and invalidated (Arday 
et al., 2021; King & Swartz, 2018; Leonardo, 2016). Yet when included, mi-
noritized stories are often told from dominant perspectives and as such are 
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often decontextualized, sanitized, misrepresented, or distorted (Domin-
guez, 2017; King & Swartz, 2018; Krueger, 2019). The stories most curri-
cula tell are therefore framed around a single narrative grounded in the 
dominant group’s exceptionalism, thereby “destroy[s]ing the integrity of 
school knowledge” (King & Swartz, 2018, p. xiv). In this sense, curricula are 
deeply implicated and complicit in the perpetuation of asymmetric power 
relations, epistemic injustices, and cultural assimilation (Dominguez, 2017; 
Miles, 2020). The significant implications that this has for student identity 
development and emergent understandings of the world underscores the 
importance of teachers interrogating the assumptions that underpin their 
curricular and pedagogical decision-making.

DOMINANT NARRATIVES AND COUNTER-NARRATIVES

Stories or narratives are social and cultural collective sense-making devices 
that “provide a framework for categorizing people, phenomena or events 
and infer how these should be understood and treated” (McKenzie-Mohr 
& Lafrance, 2017, p. 191). They are constitutive and performative as they 
construct understandings of past and present, self, others, the wider world, 
and the natural environment (Andrews, 2004; Frandsen et al., 2016). They 
validate or deny experiences, identities, and histories. As such, they have 
the capacity to be immensely powerful (McKenzie-Mohr & Lafrance, 2017). 
Their power is mediated by the social, historical, cultural, material, and 
political context in which they are told and the degree to which they are 
internalized (Hänninen et al., 2022; McKenzie-Mohr & Lafrance, 2017). 
Narratives that accrue power by virtue of being taken for granted as nor-
mative are often called dominant or master narratives (Hänninen et al., 
2022; McKenzie-Mohr & Lafrance, 2017) and the assumptions grounded 
in negative stereotypes about marginalized groups which underpin these 
stories often go unnoticed (Solórzano & Yosso, 2016). Indeed, such is their 
seeming neutrality that they are not considered stories at all but as simply 
“natural parts of everyday life” (Solórzano & Yosso, 2016, p. 135). These 
master narratives are harmful when they distort or silence the voices and 
interpretations of minoritized groups’ historical experiences or present-day 
realities (Hänninen et al., 2022; Solórzano & Yosso, 2016). Both dominant 
and marginalized groups accept and internalize these master narratives 
and reinforce them by simply acting as usual and going about their every-
day lives (Bell, 2016; Kavanagh et al., 2021). Andrews (2004) argues that 
these hegemonic narratives are reproduced when we “[w]ittingly or unwit-
tingly . . . become the stories we know” (p. 1).

As argued in the last section, school curricula are, more often than 
not, capitalist master narratives that erase and silence the experiences, 
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histories, and perspectives of minoritized and Indigenous groups (Arday 
et al., 2021; Dominguez, 2017; Kavanagh & Dupont, 2021; King & Swartz, 
2018; Krueger, 2019; Ladson-Billings, 1998; Shear et al., 2015). Such narra-
tives, however, are neither stable nor absolute. Rather, they are negotiated 
and contested by students and teachers who can offer counter-narratives 
that present alternative experiences and perspectives (Frandsen et al., 
2016). Andrews (2004) describes counter-narratives as “the stories which 
people tell and live which offer resistance, either implicitly or explicitly, 
to dominant cultural narratives” (p. 1). These counter-narratives in turn 
can be challenged and subverted by other counter-narratives (Frandsen 
et al., 2016). In the context of school curricula, Multicultural Education, 
Critical Race Theory, and Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy are all examples 
of counter-narratives. These counter-stories can act as catalysts for consci-
entization, resistance, and social change by exposing the uninterrogated 
assumptions behind dominant narratives (Bamberg, 2021; Solórzano & 
Yosso, 2016). They enable people to “resist harmful storyings of their lives” 
(McKenzie-Mohr & Lafrance, 2017, p. 189) and to voice “new and more 
helpful stories” (McKenzie-Mohr & Lafrance, 2017, p. 192). They enable 
marginalized communities to reclaim their stories. In this volume, we seek 
to give a platform to counter-narratives in social studies and, in doing so, 
to validate previously marginalized and silenced stories, experiences, and 
perspectives. However, we recognize that such inclusion does not neces-
sarily alter power relations between dominant and marginalized groups as 
not “all people’s stories [are] heard the same way” and may be “persuasive 
when told by some groups and seen as unconvincing when told by others” 
(Polletta et al., 2011, p. 114). However, at the very least, they have the capac-
ity to unsettle and disrupt the hegemony of dominant stories.

THE PROBLEM WITH THE DOMINANCE  
OF DOMINANT NARRATIVES IN EDUCATION

Dominant stories may be taught consciously or unconsciously and for a 
diverse range of reasons. In the first instance, these stories are embedded 
in mandated curriculum specifications and standards and in the corre-
sponding high-stakes standardized assessments which are used to evaluate 
students (and teachers). Their embeddedness and related normalization 
as truth or official knowledge renders them invisible. Their selective and 
partisan nature is thus shrouded under the guise of common-sense knowl-
edge. As Dunn, Sondel, and Baggett (2019) point out, many teachers enter 
the profession believing teaching to be politically and ideologically neutral 
and may be largely unaware of the pernicious implications of internalized 
dominant narratives for marginalized communities.
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Dominant narratives are often built upon meritocratic ideologies, which 
is at its simplest level, the idea that you get what you deserve and you de-
serve what you get. If you are rich, it is because you worked hard. If you are 
poor, it is because you made bad decisions. Such is the power embedded 
in these narratives that they often become the stories that marginalized 
groups tell about themselves (Godrej, 2011). In this context, the unequivo-
cal sine qua non for counter-narratives cannot be overstated.

These narratives are equally evident in textbooks, which are widely used 
in classrooms as though they are the curriculum. These highly selective sto-
ries are frequently “inaccurate and irrelevant” (Krueger, 2019, p. 304). As 
Krueger (2019) argues, for some teachers, “Anything and everything worth 
learning is held within their [textbooks] pages” (p. 304) and anything that 
exists outside the textbook, for example, Indigenous or other localized 
knowledge, is seen as ancillary, superfluous or invalid (Krueger, 2019). A 
reliance on textbooks for some teachers within social studies is understand-
able in the context that many issues are profoundly complex, contentious, 
and emotive; there is a perceived safety in textbook reliance. However, if 
teachers are not provided with opportunities to engage with and interro-
gate the assumptions, values, and beliefs that underpin curricula and text-
books, they may unwittingly perpetuate damaging dominant narratives.

Other barriers include real or imagined time pressure as a consequence 
of perceived overloaded curricula and/or the pressure for high results that 
comes with standardized testing and end-of-year assessments (Gibbs, 2019). 
Fear of push-back or retribution from parents, the school district, and oth-
er local or federal stakeholders limits teacher agency and autonomy (Dunn 
et al., 2019; Hess, 2009; Ravitch, 2016) and therefore their capacity to in-
troduce alternative stories or perspectives. Within some jurisdictions, there 
is also the real possibility of job loss as accountability reforms mean that 
teachers’ curricular and pedagogic decisions are monitored and policed 
(Dunn et al., 2019). The sociocultural and sociopolitical context in which 
teachers are working is hugely impactful and either expands or contracts 
pedagogical spaces for interrogating dominant assumptions and ideolo-
gies, by, for example, including counter-narratives.

TEACHER AGENCY AND OPPORTUNITIES

Whether made consciously or unconsciously, curricular and pedagogical 
decisions chosen by teachers impact on student identity development and 
emergent understandings of the world (Kavanagh et al., 2021). Within the 
classroom, the teacher serves as a gatekeeper who interprets curriculum and 
standards and “makes the crucial decisions concerning content, sequence, 
and instructional strategy that determine the social studies experiences of 
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students” (Thornton, 1989, p. 2). This can include decisions on which stories 
are told and whether those stories include or exclude counter-narratives. Con-
sidering the constraints of social studies standards (An, 2016; Busey & Walker, 
2017; Shear et al., 2015; Vasquez-Heilig et al., 2012), textbooks (Aldrige, 2006; 
Krueger, 2019; Litner, 2007; Loewen, 2008), and, in some settings, limited op-
portunities to learn social studies content (Fitchett & Heafner, 2010; Gibbs, 
2019; Hawkman et al., 2015; Houser, 1995), teachers must learn to critically 
question the stories they are asked to tell through mandated curriculum stan-
dards and textbooks. This type of reflexive agency supports teachers’ critical 
awareness of their own biases and prejudices and those continued with cur-
ricula which can motivate them to act to challenge this unjust status quo.

Within the field of education, a uniform definition of agency does not 
exist. On the surface, it appears the word “agency” has been co-opted and 
applied to teachers without the field first agreeing on what it means. Rios 
(2018) defines teacher agency as a teacher’s belief that they can “make a 
difference in the world that includes and extends beyond the classroom 
or school context . . . [It] involves a sense of empowerment and a feeling 
of control over important decisions as it relates to the education of stu-
dents” (pp. 41–42). Emirbayer and Mische (1998) propose agency should 
be understood as a configuration of influences from the past, orientations 
towards the future, and engagement with the present, and Biesta and Ted-
der (2006) build on this definition, suggesting agency is concerned with 
the way in which actors “critically shape their responses to problematic 
situations” (p. 11). Combining aspects of these existing definitions, Allen 
(2021) defines teacher agency as “an empowered positioning of teachers as 
active and adept practitioners in their field, embodying knowledge gained 
in learning contexts through personal judgment and ability to act” (p. 176).

Critical literature emphasizes the importance of teachers exercising 
agency and engaging critically with their identities and taken-for-granted as-
sumptions before exploring counter-narratives with children. Often, teach-
ers experience emotional discomfort when teaching material that has been 
deemed controversial (Zembylas & Kambani, 2012). Teachers must engage 
“in reflexive work on their own complicity in the perpetuation of injustice 
through their own practices and policies and practices of the school” (Kava-
nagh et al., 2021, p. 9). Topics that venture into areas the teacher is unpre-
pared to discuss can be dangerous. Often, these topics intertwine ideas of 
student identity, teacher identity, and personal experience. As a result, it is 
imperative for teachers themselves to do the hard work of discovering what 
they believe and reflecting on how these beliefs transfer to pedagogy before 
determining how to best embody these ideas in the classroom.

Unfortunately, the same barriers which lead to teachers teaching domi-
nant narratives also prevent teachers from exhibiting agency. Some teachers 
continue to question whether or at what age students are mature enough 
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to handle difficult history (Zembylas & Kambani, 2012) despite research 
showing that even very young students have the ability to critically engage in 
dialogue about complex topics (Hess, 2009; Paley, 1992). Another difficulty 
arises when teachers feel they must choose between following a student-ini-
tiated query and a felt need to cover specific content (An, 2022; City, 2018; 
Hostetler & Neel, 2018). Many teachers are also reluctant to discuss con-
troversial topics because of a perceived threat to their social, professional, 
or personal security (Dunn et al., 2019; Engebretson, 2018; Gibbs, 2019), 
and over the past decade, these perceived threats have sometimes been 
realized. In 2016, two educators were placed on administrative leave after 
speaking out against then President-Elect Trump (Branson-Potts, 2016). In 
2022, The Washington Post found that more than 160 teachers had lost 
their positions due to political debates (Natanson & Balingit, 2022). In 
2023, a professor at Palm Beach Atlantic University was fired for teaching a 
racial justice unit, despite spending two decades as part of the staff (Sachs, 
2023). Because of the risks associated with this work, the development of a 
network of allies is key for providing emotional support and leads to greater 
opportunity to enact transformative pedagogy (Kavanagh et al., 2021).

Despite these limitations, many opportunities exist for teachers and teach-
er educators to exhibit agency. As a starting point, educators at all grade levels 
can build their own content and pedagogical knowledge about counter-nar-
ratives and how to teach with them through readings, webinars, or resources, 
many of which are available for free (An, 2022). Though textbooks and stan-
dards are flawed, teachers can use mandated curriculum as a starting point to 
critically interrogate dominant narratives while also seeking out alternatives, 
like trade books or primary sources, to supplement required texts (An, 2022).

While this book focuses on teachers’ agency and their capacity to unsettle 
and disrupt dominant curricular stories, we also want to acknowledge the im-
portance of students’ agency. Recognizing that structural and systemic con-
straints can limit student agency (and as addressed above teacher agency), 
we conceptualize students as capable and competent social beings who are 
actively engaged in the construction of knowledge and can bring about so-
cial change (Kavanagh et al., 2021). We want to emphasize the importance 
of centering students’ rich funds of knowledge and providing pedagogical 
opportunities for them to share and reflect upon their own communities’ cul-
tural knowledge, histories, and experiences and to imagine and be provided 
with opportunities to work towards creating more just and sustainable futures.

NAVIGATING THIS BOOK

This book is centered on the premise that school curricula more often 
than not focus on dominant and powerful master narratives and that 
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counter-narratives are necessary to promote equity, inclusion, and repre-
sentation as well as epistemic, social, and ecological justice. This volume 
supports student teachers, teachers, and teacher educators in recognizing 
and disrupting powerful and problematic curricular dominant narratives 
through the use of critical reflection and the inclusion of multiple perspec-
tives and counter-narratives. More specifically, it seeks to support student 
teachers, teachers, and teacher educators in reflecting on their own taken-
for-granted assumptions, norms, and biases by highlighting the political na-
ture of social studies curricula more broadly. The chapters, which address 
a range of themes across the field of social studies, seek to illuminate and 
expose the partiality of the single stories embodied within these themes 
and to support and inspire educators to incorporate alternative stories or 
counter-narratives into their social studies teaching.

This chapter provides the context and background information for the 
book’s central themes: stories as meaning-making devices, stories as domi-
nant or master narratives which distort and silence the perspectives of mi-
noritized communities, and stories as counter-narratives that teachers can 
deploy to disrupt and challenge damaging hegemonic narratives. It also 
provides a broad outline of the book’s sections before offering a short over-
view of each chapter. The book is divided into three sections, each with 
a particular focus on the use of story. The first section considers themes 
relating to national history, controversial issues, and historical thinking. 
The second section includes themes such as Indigeneity, agency, and place-
based education, and the third section is centered on themes related to Eu-
rocentrism and Whiteness, in classrooms, textbooks, and school standards.

In Section I, the ideas surrounding controversial issues and historical 
thinking are explored with a focus on exploring what it looks like to disrupt 
dominant narratives across five countries with contested national histories: 
Ireland, Canada, Northern Ireland, England, and the United States. The 
first chapter, by Torres, uses a historical event to interrogate and disrupt 
children’s understanding of a present issue. Through the lens of the Great 
Irish Famine of the 1840s, the concept of migration and what it means to be 
a refugee was explored with primary-aged children. Students engaged with 
historical perspectives to challenge dominant narratives about refugees in 
order to construct an understanding of the role of stereotyping and bias in 
the development of xenophobia and the use of propaganda to dehuman-
ize. In Chapter 2, Lefrancois and Ethier look at how the national history 
of Quebec is taught through the lens of controversial issues, emphasizing 
the importance of problematization and investigative strategies related to 
historical thinking. Pace builds on the idea of controversial issues within 
national history, and, in Chapter 3, she follows two student teachers as they 
grapple with issues of context, identity, and emotion while teaching Irish 
history in England and Northern Ireland. Although they covered similar 
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content, each student teacher had radically different emotional experienc-
es due to distances in time and space. In the United States, national history 
often features narrow, simplified stories of citizenship which exclude ethnic 
studies and Chapter 4, using the conceptual framework of anti-oppressive 
elementary social studies and cultural citizenship, Stebbins examines eth-
nic studies as an avenue to (re)imagine elementary social studies to teach 
beyond a single story of citizenship.

In Section II, the focus shifts to the inclusion of multiple perspectives and 
counter-narratives through discussions of Indigeneity, agency, and place-
based education. Kavanagh and Ní Cassaithe investigate how socio-ecological 
issues such as climate change can be explored using Indigenous and ethnic 
minority knowledge systems and stories. Drawing on stories from the Mincéir 
(Irish Traveller) community, Chapter 5 demonstrates how these stories can 
be used to uncover relational Indigenous onto-epistemologies which can sup-
port children to think differently about how humans relate to the natural 
world. Similarly, Durham investigates onto-epistemological shifts that attempt 
to flatten our understanding of the interspecies hierarchy of agency. Using 
the American chestnut tree epidemic and the Irish potato famine as case 
studies, in Chapter 6, he analyzes how the inclusion of other-than-human 
agencies are entangled with that of the human. In Chapter 7, Allen uses the 
five dimensions of place to examine the experiences of students during travel 
to Savannah, Georgia; Montgomery, Alabama; and Tulsa, Oklahoma, to study 
slavery, civil rights, and mass incarceration. The chapter explicates ways teach-
ers can utilize place-based education as an opportunity to decenter dominant 
narratives. Tying many of these ideas together, Guerrero, Mercado, Alarcon, 
and Jimenez-Silva use the GeoCivics project to provide a place-based teacher 
professional development experience with the goal of increasing content 
knowledge with pedagogical and cultural knowledge while increasing con-
fidence in teaching underrepresented populations. In Chapter 8, they focus 
on these authors’ experiences as teacher-mentors during the project, work-
ing alongside Indigenous scholars and communities to integrate multicul-
tural content into history instruction.

In Section III, the included studies pivot towards a critical interrogation of 
counter-narratives with a focus on the presence of Eurocentrism and White-
ness in the classroom, in textbooks, and in state standards. In Chapter 9, us-
ing Werner’s content analysis framework, Li analyzes the representation of 
Africa in a Chinese world history textbook and examines how the narratives 
contained can sustain anti-Black racism. Based on this analysis, he finds that 
textbook narratives of Africa and Black history are largely fragmented and su-
perficial. Rock, Handler, and Brooks invited local teachers to help them cre-
ate instructional resources (which included narrated videos of lessons, anno-
tated lesson plans, and critical reflections) capturing teachers in-the-moment 
pedagogical decisions that connected with students’ lived experiences, assets, 
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and funds of knowledge. In Chapter 10, they share an illustrative example 
of the power of allowing teachers to analyze and reflect on their beliefs and 
practices for the purpose of telling their story as a tool for teacher educa-
tion. Using grounded theory, Perry, Missias, Vesperman, and Blankenship 
analyze four Evangelical Christian American history textbooks’ treatment of 
the Progressive Era in Chapter 11. This analysis revealed important patterns 
of whose story and perspective are prioritized, demonstrating how the por-
trayal of historical agency in textbooks influences the ways students interact 
with the stories of the past and their impact on the present. Finally, in Chap-
ter 12, Bordwell considers how state standards shape the stories that get told 
in social studies classrooms, sharing his experiences as a committee member 
during the revision of the Minnesota state standards, questioning the role of 
the committee, and putting into the field questions and challenges future 
standards writers may experience.

Together, these twelve chapters provide a broad view of what moving be-
yond a single story might look like in practice, addressing themes relevant 
to student teachers, teachers, and teacher educators.

CONCLUSION

Throughout time and space, people have constructed and shared stories 
of their people, their histories, their experiences, their imaginations, their 
dreams, and their lives with each other. They have shared stories of other 
people and the natural world. While some stories may flatter and ascribe 
status to other beings (human and other-than-human), others malign and 
diminish them. Stories are critically important in shaping how we construct 
and understand the world around us. Single stories, however, can be limit-
ing and dangerous (Adichie, 2016). In this volume, these twelve chapters 
articulate stories that disrupt dominant narratives, elevate marginalized 
voices, and provide examples of what counter-narratives and the alternative 
perspectives they embody might look like in practice.

— Amy Allen 
Anne Marie Kavanagh 
Caitríona Ní Cassaithe
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