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Abstract 

 

Tides of the Changing Same: Race, Class, Gender and School Choice in 

Neoliberal Times 

 

Michelle Lea Mott, PhD 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2019 

 

Supervisor:  Sharmila Rudrappa 

 

In many public school districts across the nation, the policy of allowing parents to 

select the school their child attends is gaining greater popularity. Advocates for this 

policy argue that it enables the public sector to function more like the private sector, 

putting the onus of success and high achievement on the schools directly. As the theory 

goes, the market-based policies of competition and tethering funding to performance 

incentivizes school improvement that will benefit the educational needs and outcomes for 

all students. Critics of this policy argue that this neoliberal model exacerbates existing 

inequities in the distribution of economic resources and educational attainments.  In this 

dissertation, I use ethnographic methods to explore what happens when school choice 

policies and practices intersect with neoliberal urbanism. The research for this project 

was conducted in an urban school that adopted specialized bilingual English-Spanish 

immersion programming as both a means to thwart declining student enrollment resulting 

from neighborhood gentrification and to serve the existing population of working class 

and low-income, predominately Latinx, students. As the school and the dual-language 

programming gain greater popularity, and as the neighborhood continues to see higher 
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costs for housing, the school population becomes increasingly middle-class. Basing my 

study in a two-way dual language immersion school in a rapidly gentrifying urban area, I 

explore questions of belonging, equity, and resource allocation in neoliberal times. This 

study looks at the ways that teachers, administrators, and parents of disparate 

racial/ethnic, socioeconomic, national, and linguistic subjectivities interact and respond to 

school integration and (re)segregation.  In the end, I argue that as the modes for securing 

middle-class advantages are part and parcel of our educational structure, they work 

alongside and through other mechanisms of (re)producing social inequalities along 

racialized, classed, and gendered lines. 
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Chapter One 

Introduction: Living in Neoliberal Times 
 
 

A little more than half-way through the 2015-16 school year, I was driving in my 

car from a coffee shop in East Austin to Vista Elementary School, where I had been 

conducting ethnographic research since August of 2015. When I turned the car on, I 

began scanning through the FM frequencies on the radio and stopped on a top 40s pop 

station. A few minutes into my drive there was a pause in the music programming to run 

commercials. As I was driving past small, older two and three-story apartment complexes 

with fresh coats of paint and new names like “Volume 2,” and brand new retail centers 

housing specialty cupcake bakeries and farm-to-table restaurants, and recently 

constructed condos with banners announcing a starting rent price of $1300 per month for 

a studio apartment, an advertisement for Austin Independent School District (AISD) 

came on the radio. An exuberant man’s voice tells me that, “It’s a great time to enroll in 

AISD” because “great things are happening” and “AISD is reinventing public education.” 

The ad concluded with the phrase “All Are Welcome,” which I had also seen printed on 

billboards that started popping up around the city during that same year. The billboards 

show photos of Austin’s recently constructed skyline (without the cranes) overlaid with 

slogans like: “Come for the weird. Stay for the smart.” and “Austin. Known for skinny-

jeans and smarty-pants.” 
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Both the billboards and the radio advertisement were part of a $350 thousand 

marketing effort to stave off the loss of students to charter schools, private schools, and 

nearby districts. Despite the fact that the population of Austin was growing at a rate of 

over 100 people per day, Austin Independent School District had seen a steady decline of 

student enrollment for the past few years. The loss of students was a combined effect of: 

1) the displacement of low-income and working class families (a significant proportion of 

whom are black and Latinx) from the city due to the rising cost of housing; and 2) middle 

and upper-middle class parents’ decision to enroll their children in private or charter 

schools instead of their neighborhood public school. While some of the billboards 

emphasize that parents can transfer into AISD from any of the surrounding school 

districts, AISD had hired an outside consultant to run a marketing campaign largely with 

the intent of competing with charter and private schools.  

The advertising campaign was a neoliberal solution to a neoliberal problem. 

Neoliberalism is the term used to refer to the confluence of political and economic 

mechanisms set in motion after a moment of global economic stagflation in the 1970s. 

The articulation and promulgation of neoliberal economic policies is largely attributed to 

two economists: Friedrich Hayek and Milton Friedman. In the wake of the economic 

crisis of the 1930s and the second world war, a number of states adopted an approach to 

market regulation and resource redistribution that was meant to redress the inherent 

inequalities of capitalism. This approach, sometimes referred to as egalitarian liberalism, 

was influenced by the work and thinking of John Maynard Keynes and is seen as both in 

response and in resistance to the socialist theoretical and activist movements of the late 
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nineteenth and early twentieth century (Duggan 2003; Harvey 2005; Harvey 2006; 

Hackworth 2007). Egalitarian liberalism justified intervention by the state in capitalist 

accumulation for redistributive purposes to ensure the social welfare of a greater number 

of the citizenry.1 Social welfare policies put in place by the state looked like nationally-

funded healthcare systems, social insurance programs like Social Security, and the 

funding and accessibility of a public education.  

Advocating for a selective return to classical liberalism, in which an unfettered 

market is seen as the most effective and efficient means to ensure individual liberties and 

autonomy, Friedrich Hayek and Milton Friedman’s ideas were largely considered on the 

fringe when they began publishing in the 1940s and 1950s. In the wake of sustained high 

rates of economic inflation, slowed economic growth, and high rates of unemployment in 

the late 1970s, Hayek and Friedman’s ideas began to gain legitimacy (Harvey 2006; 

Hackworth 2007). “A crisis of capitalism was interpreted as a crisis of governance,” and 

the economic hardships that people experienced due to this crisis of capitalism in the 

1970s led to the drumbeat of more market-friendly public policies and a shift in 

ideological concerns. Individualism, freedom, and liberty became the focus of media 

rather than trade union power and alternatives to capitalist modes of production (Harvey 

2006: 16). Neoliberal economic theory argues that state regulation and redistributive 

functions are prohibitive to economic growth and individual liberties, and advocates for a 

retrenchment of the welfare state. 

The neoliberal state, unlike a social democratic state, is not interested in 

regulation or a more equitable redistribution of resources, but rather is interested in doing 
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everything possible to facilitate the flow and accumulation of capital. The neoliberal state 

is hostile to all forms of social solidarity. The state abdicates any responsibilities for the 

well-being of the population (social welfare programs), privatizes all public goods and 

institutions (health care, transportation, public lands, education, and social services). And, 

like the case of AISD retaining a private consulting firm for their marketing campaign to 

compete with publicly funded and privately held charter schools, “[p]ublic-private 

partnerships are favored in which the public sector bears all of the risk and the corporate 

sector reaps all of the profit” (Harvey 2006: 26). The state uses legislation and policing 

practices as a way to control and dissuade collective forms of opposition, including 

increased surveillance and incarceration. The neoliberal state works to reduce any 

barriers to the movement of capital across borders and to ensure the opening of markets 

to global forces of capital accumulation (Harvey 2006: 36). This happens in ways to 

make sure that highly profitable terrains are opened up, sometimes in neo-colonial ways, 

like U.S. military and economic interventions in Central and South America and the 

military invasions of Iraq. By allowing for high concentrations of wealth that result in a 

monopolizing of political power, the neoliberal state is undemocratic, even as it evokes 

liberal ideology to obscure this fact (Duggan 2003; Brown 2005; Harvey 2006). 

Marxist geographer David Harvey (2006) argues that the global, unequal 

concentration of wealth (and the uneven development) facilitated under neoliberal 

economic and political restructuring can be understood as an “accumulation by 

dispossession”- a system of accumulation that Marx treated as “original” or “primitive” 

during the rise of capitalism (Harvey 2006: 42). Accumulation by dispossession happens 
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through: privatization (corporatization, privatization, and commodification of all life 

including seeds, land, water, public resources and services); financialization (privatizing 

pensions, debt peonage, predatory lending, stock promotion, ponzi schemes, Structural 

Adjustment Programs (SAPs) that force privatization of public resources and services); 

management and manipulation of crisis (raising the interest rates- what Harvey calls 

“springing of the debt traps” (46), The International Monetary Fund’s enforcement of 

SAPs backed by threat of military force); state redistributions (privatization of social 

welfare services like housing and health care, austerity legislation and policy, tax codes 

that favor the wealthy and corporations, fees for usage for public services like higher 

education, policing and incarceration). All of these mechanisms of accumulation by 

dispossession result in the reestablishment of a ruling class and the decreasing options for 

other life ways for the rest of the population.  

Neoliberalism is not just an economic theory and practice, it is also a political 

rationality that “when deployed as a form of governmentality, reaches from the soul of 

the citizen-subject to education policy to practices of empire” (Brown 2005: 39). 

Neoliberalism is largely theorized and understood as a totalizing process in which 

economic and political policy is also promoted and implemented through and alongside 

ideology (Duggan 2003; Brown 2005). This ideology is internalized and has a 

normativizing impact on the life ways of people in a society. Neoliberalism is the water 

we swim in, and it informs all aspects of the story told in this dissertation, including the 

processes of gentrification of Austin, the implementation of school choice, and the 

relationships between families and schools. The forms of political exclusion and 
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economic dispossession that play out under neoliberalism are not new, and in fact, they 

fall along entrenched systems of domination and oppression (race, class, gender, 

sexuality, ethnicity, religion, and nationality). Even as it works to co-opt and incorporate 

the language of diversity and multiculturalism that came out of the antiracist movements 

of the mid-20th century, neoliberalism reproduces existing patterns of inequality (Duggan 

2003). 

I conducted ethnographic research for this project in a public, two-way dual 

language school, Vista Elementary, located in a rapidly gentrifying neighborhood that 

until recently had been primarily populated with working class and low-income families, 

most of whom were first or second generation Latinx immigrants. The purpose of this 

project is to explore how communities respond to gentrification. Central to the story that I 

tell here is the political and economic circumstances leading up to our current 

geopolitical moment and the continued displacement of the same migrants (or their 

children and grandchildren) that arrived to this one neighborhood in Austin, Texas 

sometime over the last thirty years, only to be pushed out by another destructive/creative 

force of global capitalism. By the time that I began my research at Vista Elementary 

school, most of these families had been displaced from the neighborhood, but a few had 

worked to remain in the school in order to maintain continuity for their child in the face 

of all of the other instabilities involved in economic precarity and dislocation.  

During my time in the school, I came to know the middle- and upper-middle class 

families that now attend the school, largely by way of transfer through Austin 

Independent School District’s school choice policy. I attended their children’s choir 
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performances, played games with them at their annual fall festival, and truly came to 

appreciate the sweet community the teachers and administrators fostered in the school. In 

this dissertation, I try to hold the complexities and contradictions involved in the 

processes of neighborhood and school gentrification, as I explore the racialized, 

gendered, and classed mechanisms that work to uphold and reproduce systems of 

marginalization, displacement, and unequal access to resources. Built into these 

mechanisms is the lost opportunity for parents with socioeconomic and political power to 

work in solidarity with the most vulnerable members of our society. The gentrification of 

this Austin neighborhood and the displacement of these families from their communities 

and networks of social support leaves them even more vulnerable to the continued and 

intensified forms of economic and state violence.  

BACKGROUND 

Austin and Neoliberal Urbanism 
 
Austin is not unlike a number of urban areas experiencing an extreme shift in population 

growth and economic development. It is often cited as one of the best places to live and 

one of the top growing cities in the United States. Having acquired an international 

reputation for its active nightlife and high-quality-of-life amenities, it is also a primary 

place of relocation for those dubbed as “the creative class” (Austin Convention and 

Visitors Bureau; Fisher 2012; Peralta 2014). Recent reports by the city demographer 

suggest that as many as 110 people move to Austin every day, and in the last ten years, 

the city has seen an increase in population of nearly 200,000 people (Tate 2015; City of 
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Austin Planning and Review Department 2019). Many tout the mass appeal of this city as 

a success story, but greater attention has begun to be paid in scholarly work and in 

mainstream media sources to the downsides of such extreme and rapid growth 

(Straubhaar, et al. 2012; Tang 2014; Tate 2015; Zehr 2015). The perpetuation of social 

inequities inherent in the growth and development of Austin can be understood in a larger 

context of neoliberal urbanism taking place in the United States and globally (Sassen 

1990; Smith 1996; Brenner and Theodore 2002; Hackworth 2007). Neoliberal urbanism 

is the result of restructuring of global markets, sites and modes of production, and a shift 

in the flows and accumulation of capital (Harvey 1985; Smith 1987; Smith 2008). It is 

typified by the construction of mixed-use (housing, work places, shops, entertainment, 

schools, parks and civic facilities) spaces being constructed in compact, walkable 

neighborhoods designed and constructed by private firms and funded by public 

municipalities (Brenner and Theodore 2002; Hackworth 2007). 

Austin most notably gained its reputation as one of the top growing cities in 

Richard Florida’s 2002 The Rise of the Creative Class: and How It’s Transforming Work, 

Leisure, and Community and Everyday Life. Florida’s text on economic and urban 

development was marketed to a popular audience and taken up as a new urbanism manual 

by regional and city planners nationwide. Florida’s primary argument is that human 

capital- the potential workforce of a region- is the driving force for economic growth. He 

points out that in this postindustrial era employees in the creative sector- scientists, 

engineers, professors, analysts, design artists, musicians, and those working in the 

technology industry- are now the top income earners and account for about thirty percent 
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of the U.S. labor force. Florida suggests that these individuals, who are part of what he 

calls “the creative class,” are drawn to areas that are inclusive, diverse and offer the 

opportunity for unique experiences. In order for urban regions to promote economic 

development, they need to be able to appeal to this creative class. Florida argues that the 

“3 T’s,” technology, talent, and tolerance, are necessary components for attracting and 

building a diverse and creative work force. By fostering the growth of their creative 

human capital, urban regions attract businesses eager to tap into this highly educated 

labor force.  By Florida’s metric for evaluating urban regions on their cultivation of the 3 

T’s, Austin ranks as the most creative city for regions with a population over 1,000,000.  

A number of scholars have pointed out the shortcomings of Florida’s book, 

including its elitist and exclusionary depiction of the creative class. Florida has also been 

taken to task for making inverse causal claims that urban renewal efforts targeting the 

creative class result in an economic boom, rather than observing that economic growth is 

what attracts people (Malanga 2004). Additionally, critics argue that he glosses over the 

negative impacts of rapid economic development of urban areas; including the 

exacerbation of existing social and economic inequities and the displacement of low-

income residents and communities of color (Maliszewski 2004; Peck 2005). Florida’s 

policy suggestions typify the neoliberal urbanism that emphasizes walkable 

neighborhoods appealing to middle- and upper-class residential and consumer needs. 

While emphasizing diversity, these development plans fail to address racial and economic 

segregation within urban areas or to address the lasting devastation of previous 
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disinvestment of capital from urban areas for long-term working class residents (Smith 

2008; Zimmerman 2008). 

While some see urban development strategies aimed at economic growth as both 

necessary and beneficial, others express concerns over the process of mass displacement 

of low-income, predominately people of color, residents and perpetuation of economic 

inequality inherent in these urban expansion projects. Marketers of urban planning 

projects employ terms like “revitalization”, “renewal”, and “renaissance” to emphasize 

the benefits these projects bring to urban communities. Characteristic of all of these terms 

is the imperative of progress. Yet these terms often serve to erase the existence and value 

of established communities in neighborhoods targeted for re-development. They also 

ignore the structural forces that lead to the decline and neglect commonly invoked in 

images of the decaying postindustrial urban landscape and depictions of the urban poor 

(Brown-Saracino 2010).  

Those interested in naming the resultant displacement integral to urban renewal 

refer to this process as gentrification. For a long time, scholars have been working to 

document and explain the phenomenon of gentrification. This term was first coined by 

British sociologist Ruth Glass in 1964 to describe the way homes in urban districts 

previously occupied by working class residents are restored and renovated and then re-

occupied by middle-class residents (Smith 1987; Lees, Slater and Wyly 2008). The 

increased social status and economic value of renovated houses creates a domino effect 

wherein other homes in the same neighborhood are quickly remodeled and re-occupied 

by other middle-class residents. This process of rapid restoration of homes and inflation 
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of value results in the displacement of working class residents and a change in the social 

character of the neighborhood. Initially referring only to the transformations of residential 

areas, gentrification has now come to incorporate urban “revitalization” projects like the 

development of urban waterfronts, hotel and convention complexes, and retail and 

restaurant districts (Zukin 1982; Smith 1987; Lees, Slater and Wyly 2008).  

The definition of gentrification has been a cite of theoretical contestation for 

many decades. Earlier scholars debated whether gentrification was the result of shifting 

economic forces or shifts in cultural preferences of artists and young, professional 

middle-class workers (Rose 1984; Smith 1986; Zukin 1987). In 1979, geographer Neil 

Smith argued that a “theory of gentrification will need to explain the detailed historical 

mechanisms of capital depreciation in the inner city and the precise way in which this 

depreciation produces the possibility of profitable reinvestment” (Smith 1979: 542). To 

this end, Smith laid out an argument that gentrification should be understood as a process 

of disinvestment of capital that results in the devaluation of property. The devalued 

property then becomes a site for potential profit and capital is reinvested. The reinvested 

capital results in the transformation of the physical space, which increases the value of 

the property, and the property becomes a means to accumulate capital gains.  

Scholars that focused on the cultural preferences and consumptive practices of 

gentrifiers argued that Smith’s theory was an over-simplification of the process and 

overlooked the way that early gentrifiers were often in search of affordable housing 

themselves, having been priced out of other desirable neighborhoods (Rose 1984; Zukin 

1987; Brown-Saracino 2010). Sociologist Sharon Zukin (1987) offers a synthesis of 
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cultural and economic explanations of gentrification. She posits that “[c]ulturally 

validated neighborhoods automatically provide new middle classes with the collective 

identity and social credentials for which they strive” (143). The arrival of gentrifiers to 

formally working class neighborhoods creates a market for cultural goods and services. 

Once retailers fulfilling that market move into a neighborhood, the rents of that 

neighborhood are raised, which often leads to the pushing out of the earlier gentrifiers. 

Zukin says that gentrification is both a means of accumulation and a means of social 

reproduction for the highly educated middle class, arguing that gentrification “connotes 

both a mode of high-status cultural consumption and the colonization of an expanding 

terrain by economic institutions associated with the service sector” (144). She does agree 

with Harvey (1985) that economic institutions and the disinvestment/reinvestment in 

urban areas is what establishes the conditions to which gentrifiers respond. While 

scholars continue to raise critical questions about the contours of gentrification (does it 

only happen in urban areas, who are the true gentrifiers, what are the specific 

transformations of the built environment), there is consensus about what gentrification 

entails. The agreed upon elements of gentrification are: “1) the reinvestment of capital, 2) 

the social upgrading of locale by incoming high-income groups, 3) landscape change, and 

4) direct or indirect displacement of low-income groups” (Lee, et al. 2008: 158).  

In the United States, urban transformation resulting in gentrification is generally 

understood to coincide with post-World War II deindustrialization and the Civil Rights 

Movement of the 1950s and 1960s (Lees, et al. 2008; Saracino-Brown 2010). In the 

1950s and 1960s, middle-class white residents of urban areas moved, in panicked mass, 
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out of urban centers and into suburban regions. This phenomenon of “white flight” was 

largely a response of white, middle-class populations to the desegregation policies 

resultant of the Civil Rights Movement (Kruse 2005). Legislation of desegregation was 

occurring at the same time that factories and sites of industrial production were moving 

out of major urban areas. A particular confluence of these social and economic shifts lead 

to the disinvestment of capital from urban areas and the rapid decline of urban 

neighborhoods and social amenities, including locally owned businesses, public gathering 

places, and schools (Anderson 1990; Smith 2008).  

In the 1970s and 80s, a new set of circumstances brought white, middle-class 

baby-boomers back into urban areas (Zukin 1982; Harvey 1985; Smith 1996; Lees, et al. 

2008). The 1970s oil crisis caused a spike in consumer gas prices, which made 

automobile commutes from the suburbs into the city a costly expenditure for middle-class 

families. Simultaneously, demographic trends amongst baby-boomers such as delayed 

marriages, fewer or no kids, and greater instances of divorce led to a convenience and 

popularity of urban living for young-professionals. The influx of middle-class residents 

into neighborhoods predominately occupied by working class poor set off the process of 

renovation, inflation in social status and value of homes, and the rapid displacement of 

established lower class communities. As urban living becomes even more popular 

amongst young middle and upper-class people, many cities have implemented urban 

development plans aimed at combining residential and commercial needs.  

Austin has been undergoing this process at a rapid rate over the last fifteen years. 

With the continual construction of downtown condo/retail complexes, the expansion of 
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the Lady Bird Lake boardwalk, and a rising number of specialty cocktail bars, the city’s 

growth is clearly aimed at attracting and catering to an economically privileged lifestyle.  

Distinct from other major U.S. metropolitan areas, Austin never had an established 

industrial sector driving its economy, nor did it undergo the same process of “white 

flight” and return (Tate 2015; Tretter 2016). Rather, racial and economic segregation was 

established in the early planning of city, and contemporary urban development has 

largely reinforced preexisting spatial segregation (Tretter 2012; Zehr 2015).  

Until the 1890s, Austin was a small frontier town. The establishment of the Texas 

state capital and the expansion of the University of Texas in the early 1900s led to the 

growth of the city (Straubhaar, et al 2012; Tretter 2012; Tate 2015; Zehr 2015). During 

the period of 1880-1930, residential segregation was established throughout the city 

through deed restrictions, selective advertising, and the 1928 city plan that confined 

Austin’s African American residents to a single East Austin district (Straubhaar, et al 

2012; Tretter 2016). In the late 1800s and early 1900s, Austin’s African American 

population increased, establishing approximately nine freedman communities throughout 

the city. Smaller in number, there were also a few areas where Mexican American 

residents were largely concentrated. Tretter (2012) describes the settlement of distinct 

African American, Mexican American, and white ethnic enclaves as a “tri-racial” form of 

segregation. Most of the African American and Mexican American communities were 

established in less desirable areas of the city that were at higher risk of flooding.  

The successful damming of the Colorado River and the 1917 Supreme Court 

ruling that struck down segregationist zoning laws had a huge impact on the future 
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planning of Austin (Tretter 2012; Tate 2015; Zehr 2015). Once the river had been 

dammed, land previously in flood zones became increasingly more coveted by Austin’s 

wealthier, whiter residents. The 1917 Supreme court ruling against racially segregated 

zoning laws prompted city officials to seek out different strategies for maintaining racial 

segregation in the city (Tretter 2012; Zehr 2015). The city enlisted the services of a 

Dallas based planning team, Koch and Fowler, who suggested a design for the city that 

established an African-American district in East Austin. This district was separated from 

the downtown area by what would later become the I-35 corridor (Tretter 2012; Tate 

2015). While segregation by law was illegal, the city was able to coerce African 

American residents into the East Austin district by refusing to provide public services to 

any African American residents living outside the East Austin district, and only allowing 

African American children to attend schools in that district (Straubhaar, et al. 2012; 

TCRP 2014). Austin’s Latinx population was also pushed into south East Austin and 

further south in the city, continuing residential segregation between white, African 

American, and Latinx populations (Tretter 2012).  

As pointed out in Zehr’s Statesman project on long-standing inequality in the city, 

the 1935 New Deal program of government-backed mortgages served to solidify 

racialized economic inequity in Austin. Through the practice of redlining, the 

government refused to offer the same mortgage options to African Americans. This 

solidified the racial wealth gap amongst white and African American residents of Austin, 

and sustained the undervaluation of property of East Austin residents.  
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These practices of sustained racial and economic segregation set the stage for the 

processes of gentrification that Austin is undergoing today. In the 1980s and 90s, the 

economic terrain of Austin changed with the influx of technology-based businesses 

(Smilor, Gibson, & Kozmetsky 1988; Straubhaar, et al. 2012; Tretter 2016). While 

slowing briefly after the 1990s dot-com bust, Austin has experienced a steady economic 

and population growth over the past thirty years. Along with this growth has come an 

increase in economic disparity between Austin’s wealthy residents and its low-income 

residents (Tate 2015). Additionally, as reported in an issue brief published by UT’s 

Institute for Urban Policy Research and Analysis, as Austin’s overall population has 

grown, the number of African American residents has declined (Tang, 2014). The brief 

identifies four contributing factors to the decline in African American populations: high 

levels of police surveillance and use of excessive force in African American 

communities; the gentrification of previously segregated neighborhoods driving up the 

price for rent and property taxes, pushing middle and working class African Americans 

out of the city; a persistent lack of opportunities to move into higher paying jobs, 

particularly jobs in the expanding tech industry; and finally, a sustained segregation and 

under-resourcing of public schools in predominately African American and Latino 

neighborhoods (Tang 2014). In the next section, I explore the legacy of segregation in 

Austin Independent School District, and discuss the current state of the school district.  

Austin Independent School District 
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 As discussed above, urban and economic development in Austin has primarily 

reinforced existing educational policies and practices of underserving people of color and 

poor residents of Austin. The long-standing segregation of the city design and planning 

has resulted in sustained racial and economic segregation of schools throughout the city. 

In this section, I will discuss the ways that Austin’s schools were established and 

maintained as racially segregated institutions. I will then describe the current crisis faced 

by a number of AISD schools in East and North East and South Austin. 

In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, eight of the nine established freedman 

communities throughout Austin had community schools. The Mexican American 

enclaves also had designated community schools (Straubhaar, et al., 2012). These 

community schools were largely one-room school houses providing formal education to 

elementary aged children, and were in operation from the late 1880s until the 1930s, 

when Austin’s African American and Latino populations were pushed into East and 

South districts in the city. The 1928 plan, discussed above, enforced the movement of 

African American residents into an already existing African American neighborhood in 

East Austin by exclusively locating segregated schools for African American residents 

there. After the successful damming of the Colorado River, Austin’s Mexican American 

residents were increasingly pushed into East and South Austin. By the 1940s, all of the 

community schools in the Latino and African American districts were closed, and 

students were redirected into segregated public schools (Staubhaar, et al 2012) 

 After the 1954 ruling of Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, AISD was in 

litigation throughout the 1960s and 70s with representatives of the African American and 
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Mexican American communities for its continued practices of de jure racial segregation 

in public schooling. The majority of efforts for forced desegregation involved busing 

African American and Latino students into white schools. Some school closures were 

ordered in the 1970s to further enforce desegregation. All of the schools selected for 

closure had historically served African American students. In contrast, white schools 

were never forced to close to encourage white students to attend schools located in the 

African-American and Latino neighborhoods (Straubhaar, et at., 2012; TCRP 2014). By 

the end of the 1980s, desegregation efforts were all but abandoned in the city. The long-

term effects of these failed efforts were a continuation of disinvestment from already 

under-resourced schools that predominately served African American and Latino students 

(Staubhaar, et al. 2012).  

 The persistence of de facto segregation of housing, schools, and work places 

remain part of Austin’s sociocultural landscape (Orum 2002). According to their website, 

AISD has an enrollment of 80,100 students, of which over 52% are economically 

disadvantaged. Fifty-five of AISD students are Latinx, nearly thirty percent are white, 

seven percent are African American, and seven percent of students are “other” (Austin 

Independent School District, 2019). Austin’s schools remain largely segregated along 

racial-ethnic identities and class, with the majority of African American students 

attending schools in the East and North East of Austin.  

 Austin Independent School District has been working to address high rates of 

attrition from the district for many years now. Over the last several years, a number of 

schools across the district have seen a decline in enrollment (Taboada 2018). According 
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to the Texas Civil Rights Project September 2014 Issue Briefing, eighteen of AISD’s 124 

campuses were under-enrolled (operating at less than 75% capacity) in 2014. Of the 

eighteen schools experiencing under-enrollment, twelve were located in East and North 

East Austin, and all eighteen schools have a majority African American and/or Latino 

student body (School and Family Work Group 2014; TCRP 2014). A number of schools 

in Austin’s wealthier and majority white neighborhoods are operating at over-capacity, 

and have a waitlist for families to enroll (SFWG 2014). Every year the district considers 

options for school closure, most of which are schools serving predominately black and 

Latinx students.  

 According to a study commissioned by AISD (2014) to address the issue of 

retention, approximately 3,000 students left the district in the year ahead of the study to 

attend other districts in Texas, of which 2,000 of those students moved to adjacent school 

districts. It is estimated that 1,800 students left to attend private and private charter 

schools, and 1,400 students left to attend public charter schools. As discussed above, a 

perpetual consequence of the expansive economic growth of Austin is a pushing out of 

low-income families from Austin. As districts throughout the city are rezoned to make 

way for once affordable housing to be turned into high-end property developments, few 

residential options remain within the city limits for low-income families. For those who 

are able to stay in their homes and neighborhoods, the declining number of students 

enrolled in their schools serves to further defund their already underserved schools, 

leaving them with unstable and inadequate educational institutions.  
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 Future policy recommendations made by the work group largely center on a need 

for city and AISD partnership in working to generate and sustain long-term affordable 

housing for Austin’s low-income residents. Additional suggestions include allocating 

funds to improve older, run-down facilities in Austin’s low-income neighborhoods, and 

implementing specialty programing such as after-school enrichment programs, dual-

language programing, and Pre-K programing at some elementary schools to entice Austin 

families to select these schools for their children. Previous measures taken by AISD 

include closing under-enrolled schools or transitioning public schools into charter 

schools. When schools close, those students get reassigned and crowded in to other 

schools that are also generally underfunded and run-down. Another approach has been to 

attach magnet schools to low-performing schools. While this has increased attendance at 

those schools, the magnet schools have largely remained separate from the host-school 

and academic performance for students not attending the magnet programs has remained 

largely unaffected (Straubhaar, et al. 2012). And finally, the approach that this project is 

most concerned with is the instatement of AISD’s dual-language programs in a number 

of elementary and middle-schools throughout the district.  

The stated mission of the dual-language program is: 

Austin ISD Dual Language students will develop a high academic and linguistic 
proficiency in two languages by participating in a rigorous academic program that 
enhances the development of bilingualism, biculturalism, and biliteracy so that 
students will graduate ready for college, career, and life in a globally competitive 
economy. (AISD Website 2015) 
   

The two-way Spanish/English language program has proved quite popular for redressing 

issues of under-enrollment (SFWG 2014). Twelve of the fourteen schools offering two-
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way Spanish/English dual language programing are at full capacity or over, and AISD 

has had to implement a lottery system for admittance into these schools. While this has 

proven an effective tactic for recruiting enrollment for these schools, it does not address 

the uneven distribution of enrollment throughout the city, nor does it prevent the potential 

turnover of a public school to a charter school (McGee 2015). 

In this particular moment of AISD’s history, there remains a persistence of social 

and economic inequity amongst the schools throughout the district. As the population 

shifts and enrollment levels continue to drop in some schools, the district has to decide 

whether to prioritize attending to longstanding problems stemming from racial and 

economic segregation in the city, or attempting to bring in revenue by marketing to 

Austin’s newer socially and economically privileged residents. In the next section, I 

explore the literature on school choice and discuss its relevance to this project. 

School Choice 
 
 In the current neoliberal push for austerity and increased privatization of all public 

goods, parents and guardians are faced with difficult decisions when it comes to selecting 

a school for their children. The options include sending a child to their nearby 

neighborhood school, applying for admission into a better-ranked school in the district, 

selecting a charter school, or enrolling a child in a private school. All of these choices are 

largely confined by the social and economic circumstances in which each family finds 

themselves. For example, if a family does not have a car, they may not have the option of 

sending their child to a better-ranked public school in a different neighborhood (Smrekar 
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and Goldring 1999). For those parents that have the economic means, some may select 

their residential neighborhood based on the ranking of the nearby public schools 

(Goldring and Hausman 1999; Holme 2002; Goyette 2008). 

 In AISD, school selection is permitted, but competition to get into the top 

performing schools can be high. AISD does allow for parents and guardians to request 

transfers to schools other than the ones students are assigned. Parents have to apply for 

transfers online. If the school is at or over-capacity, a family is entered into a lottery 

system, and preference is given to families that already have children enrolled in the 

schools.   

 Central to questions of school choice is the issue of social and economic 

inequality. There remain debates within the literature regarding the effects that expanding 

school choice possibilities have on mitigating inequality. Proponents of school choice 

argue that providing greater options for parents and students- either through public school 

selection, charter schools, or vouchers for private schools- allows students to move out of 

unsatisfactory schools into institutions with better facilities and better programing. 

Choice improves overall satisfaction for parents, students, and teachers alike, in turn 

improving the success of the students (Coons and Sugarman 1978; Nathan 1989; 

Kalenberg 2003). Others argue further, that promoting school choice policies will result 

in better performing schools. Motivated to keep students enrolled, schools will work 

harder to meet the demands of parents and students, and all students in all schools will 

benefit from the general improvement and sustained quality of educational institutions 

(Chubb and Moe 1990; Young and Clinchey 1992).  
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 Those critical of school choice argue that school choice reinforces patterns of 

racial and economic segregation, and compounds existing structural causes of social 

inequity (Wolfe 2003). This literature largely suggests that school choice options of 

transfers, charter schools, and private school vouchers are much more likely to be 

accessed by parents with racial, economic, and existing educational privilege (Henig 

1995; Martinez, Godwin, and Kemerer 1996; Witte and Thorn 1996). These parents tend 

to be more involved in their children’s school affairs, and have higher educational 

expectations for their children. Further, studies have found that as residential segregation 

between white and black families has decreased, white enrollment in private schools has 

increased (Reardon and Yun 2003; Saporito 2003; Renzulli and Evans 2005; Lareau and 

Goyette 2014). This suggests that school choice can and does function to sustain racial 

and economic segregation. 

 More recent literature looks at the continued relationship between school choice 

and residential choice, and the impacts that these have on continued residential 

segregation and disproportionate allocation of funding to regional schools and districts 

(Goyette 2008; Lareau and Goyette 2014). The prevalent understanding of the 

relationship between residential segregation and school choice is that middle and upper-

middle class parents are more likely to consider private institutions or select a 

neighborhood school as part of their residential selection (Saporito and Lareau 1999; 

Charles 2003; Sampson and Sharkey 2008; Rosenblatt and DeLuca 2012).  

 In the era of neoliberal urbanism, the issue of school choice becomes increasingly 

salient. In the process of gentrification, residential prices and property taxes skyrocket, 
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but, as in the case of Austin, there seems to be little evidence that this process improves 

neighborhood schools, nor does it provide any long-term benefits to low-income students 

and students of color (Neild 2005; Lauen 2007; Kimelberg and Billingham 2012). In her 

2006 study on the middle-class, predominately white, “gentry” mothers of the 

Greenpoint, Brooklyn neighborhood, Judith DeSena noticed a trend in the advocacy 

practices that these middle-class mothers engaged in to get their children admitted to 

better-ranked public schools in other neighborhoods. DeSena identifies the options that 

these women seek out as alternatives to sending their children to the nearby 

neighborhood public or Catholic schools. The preferred option is to place their child in a 

better-ranked public school in a wealthier neighborhood in Manhattan. She notes that 

these women have to skirt a number of bureaucratic obstacles in attaining admittance to 

these schools that are either closed off to transfers or have highly competitive lottery 

systems with lengthy wait-lists to get in. Mothers who are successful at gaining 

admittance for their children employ a number of strategies to maneuver through the 

system that requires both a great deal of time and middle-class social and cultural capital. 

The result of these advocacy practices is an enhanced segregation between the working-

class and middle-class children in the neighborhood, a disparate educational experience 

between middle-class and working-class children, and a disruption to community 

cohesion amongst the “gentry” families and the long-term working-class immigrant 

residents of the neighborhood. For the working-class residents of Greenpoint, DeSena 

argues, public schools have long served as an important site for community gathering. 

Through the processes of reproducing segregation and stratification, the “gentry” mothers 
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assert their families’ perceived middle-class needs and wants over, and at times at the 

expense of, working-class community needs.  

 In a similar study conducted in Philadelphia, Maia Cucchiara (2013) examines a 

public/private initiative put in place to entice young, middle and upper-middle class 

families to enroll their children in the city’s public schools. Cucchiara maps out the 

development of the city and urban planning partnership, and then situates her study in a 

single elementary school that has been identified as a target school for launching the 

program. Cucciara found that in the marketing of the school initiative to the 

predominately white, middle and upper-middle class residents of Philadelphia, an uneven 

investment in schools and access to schools was implemented into the programming. 

While she sees this outcome as unintended, she notes that one reason why this happened 

is that city planners failed to take into account the structural nature of deep racial and 

economic divides within the city. By focusing on targeting and meeting the needs of 

Philadelphia’s middle and upper-middle class families, the initiative made the school 

renovation programs inaccessible to the working-class and low-income students in the 

city. Largely, this happened by selecting schools for the program that were located in 

gentrifying neighborhoods, and admitting families into schools through a preferential 

school transfer system in the district. Cucchiara concludes that although the school 

initiative can be touted as successfully increasing attendance and parental involvement in 

Philadelphia schools, it has done so at the expense of perpetuating inequitable practices 

of racial and economic segregation in Philadelphia’s schools.  
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In her research on school choices across class, Heather Johnson (2015) finds that 

there is a paradoxical relationship between people’s understandings of the importance of 

wealth in the accumulation of social and economic capital, and a belief in meritocracy in 

the United States. The paradox, she argues, lies in the fact that most people interviewed 

understand the processes wherein having wealth enables access to the means to acquire 

greater wealth and that it is transferred generationally. At the same time, many of the 

parents and children she interviewed still hold a strong attachment to notions that 

socioeconomic mobility is attained through hard work and determination, that people can 

“move ahead” if they work hard enough, and that people have deservedly 

disproportionate allocations of wealth. The book centers on trying to understand this 

particular ideology that can simultaneously take into account structural understandings of 

wealth distribution and hold onto notions that individual achievement determine life 

chances. What Johnson’s research suggests is that people hold onto notions of 

meritocracy because they want to believe in individual determination and potential 

agency in working against forces of inequity.  

Even when individuals can be critical of the notion that “grit” is an actual 

attribute, we can see examples all around us that support the narrative of individuals 

pulling themselves up by their bootstraps and making major accomplishments despite the 

odds. Parents are caught between doing what is purported as best for the greater good and 

doing what is best for their child. It is asking a lot (and for many too much) of a parent to 

risk their own children’s economic prospects in the face of extreme dearth of resources 

for public schools. At the same time, it is difficult to ignore the research that indicates 
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school choice is largely accessed by economically privileged individuals and serves to 

maintain, if not compound, existing social segregation and stratification.  

As these studies highlight, the issue of school choice is an interesting one for 

understanding the contradictions of individual agency in the face of such extreme and 

sustained structural inequities. Most of the parents and children interviewed in all of the 

studies had some understanding of the structural inequities at play in their own decision-

making regarding their children’s education. While these parents all stated a desire for 

diversity as a motivation for raising their children in urban areas and sending them to 

public schools, they wanted to shelter their children from the inadequate and inequitable 

conditions of their neighborhood public schools. Since the ruling of Brown vs. Board of 

Education, segregation has largely functioned through residential selection, with 

wealthier white people moving out into suburban regions. As more economically 

advantaged individuals move into cities, we are at a moment when potential sites for 

racial and economic integration are generating new modes of reinscribing social 

segregation and stratification. Scholars have documented the ways that middle-class 

parents’ school choice practices are in the service of not just educational attainment for 

their children, but important identity work for parents and their children (Byrne 2006; 

Sikkink and Emerson 2008; Cucchiara and Horvat 2014). Provided the centrality of race 

in the selection of schools, school choice can be seen as a racial project in which parents’ 

select schools in service of constructing a “racial context for childhood” (Holmes 2002; 

Hagerman 2014: 2600). 
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 This project builds on existing literature that takes a qualitative approach to 

examining the relationship between gentrification and educational opportunities. 

Locating my study in one of the top growing cities with some of the poorest social, 

economic and racial equity practices, I will be able to look at the racialized and classed 

processes involved in school choice programming and selection. My hope is to further 

complicate our understanding of how incredibly emotional and laborious school choice 

can be for parents and guardians, particularly when competing ideological imperatives 

come into play. In addition, I will be looking at how social and economic inequities get 

reproduced through the aggregated structural context and cultural practices that unfold in 

these shifting moments of encounter (de/re/segregation) generated by urban economic 

development schemes.  

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS 

Education and the Reproduction of Class 
 

Two influential texts on the study of culture and education are Pierre Bourdieau 

and Jean-Claude Passeron’s (1977) Reproduction in Education, Society and Culture and 

Paul Willis’s (1977) Learning to Labor: How Working Class Kids Get Working Class 

Jobs. Both texts utilize ethnographic methods to discuss the complex relationship 

between structure and culture in the reproduction of class and social stratification.  

 In their study of pedagogical communication in French secondary educational 

institutions, Bourdieu and Passerson examine the systems of domination exercised in the 

reproduction of social class. They argue that the communication valorized and used to 
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denote merit in these schools’ privileges bourgeois linguistic styles. Through the 

exchange of language, upper and lower class distinctions get made and stratified in the 

educational system. Educators demand a symbolic mastery that requires bourgeois 

cultural capital to be successful. Working class students and bourgeois students arrive to 

their secondary education already disparately equipped with the subtle, practiced, and 

refined attributes and cultural knowledge (habitus) to perform well at the school. The 

evaluation of students’ aptitude is premised on their possession of bourgeois cultural 

capital, and lower performing students are siloed into less prestigious fields or excluded 

from the school altogether.  

This process, obfuscated by its own legitimation, serves to affirm the superiority 

of those who are members of the bourgeois. Passerson and Bourdieu conclude that 

academic certification functions as legitimation for bourgeois society in its contemporary 

phase. They argue that the educational system now serves the purpose of justifying 

unequal access to social and economic capital, as hereditary claims once did for the 

aristocracy and supposed ascetic virtues did for first-generation French entrepreneurs.   

Making a similar inquiry into the relationship between class and education, Paul 

Willis (1977) looks at the cultural reproduction of labor power, more specifically, how 

compulsory education in late capitalism fails at effecting upward mobility for working 

class youth. Willis’s 1970s study of a group of working class, white, teenage boys (‘the 

lads’) pays special attention to the ways in which working class youth generate their own 

counter-cultural practices within the school they attend. Through these practices, their 

working class identity coheres even in the face of middle class norms promoted in the 
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school. Willis examines how ‘the lads’ attachment and belonging to their particular social 

group generates a set of norms and practices that inform their actions both in and out of 

school. The lads’ social practices, as well as the opposition they experience by the 

administration, secures an understanding of themselves as a part of a cohesive group. 

Willis uses the term “counter-school culture” to describe the unique set of norms the 

youth follow to proudly distinguish themselves from students that adhere to the middle 

class expectations of behavior and academic performance. Willis is moving away from a 

theory of deviance or moral deprivation to explain ‘the lads’ misconduct in the school. 

Instead, he asserts that the lads’ adherence to the norms of the counter-school culture give 

them a sense of identity and continuity with the larger working class culture in which 

they live their lives.  

In this text, Willis highlights the ways culture conceals the processes in which 

symbolic power reifies itself in moments of interaction. With the lads, their sense of self 

is constructed through their adherence to the counter-school culture, in part because of its 

continuity with a working class subjectivity. The counter-school culture is defined in its 

differentiation from the formal culture of the school. For Willis, power is more overt than 

described by Bourdieu and Passerson, and he is more interested in the ways that the lads 

engage in practices of resistance against the dominant power structure of the school. This 

happens in interactions with teachers and principals who attempt to assert their authority 

over the lads. In these oppositional moments, the lads undermine the legitimacy of the 

school staff’s authority by adhering to the counter-school cultural norms. What this looks 

like in practice is the lads openly defying a school-rule, such as “no smoking” or “no 
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truancy,” or performing a prank at the service of humiliating a teacher or principal. When 

confronted, the lads refuse to capitulate to the head master’s request to tell on a friend or 

to offer up an apology for a transgression. 

While the lads experience a confirmation of their own agency in the face of 

confrontation with the school staff, it is ultimately to their own detriment. These 

interactions confirm for the principal and teachers that the working class youth are 

obstinate and unable to conform to dominate social norms. In the same interaction in 

which the student’s working class subjectivity is reified for the student, punitive 

measures, demarcations in grades, and a general writing-off of the student are justified by 

the school system. Willis argues that in the milieu of a counter-school culture, working 

class youth develop “a subjective sense of manual labor power and an objective decision 

to apply it to manual work is produced” (2). 

Building on the work of Bourdieu and Passerson and Willis, American sociologist 

Annette Laurea (2011) conducted mixed-methods research involving classroom 

observation in two Philadelphia third-grade classrooms (one in a school located in a 

wealthier suburban neighborhood, the other in a working class inner-city school), in-

depth interviews with parents of eighty-eight children, and home based observations of 

twelve families. Presented in twelve vignettes about each of the observed third graders 

and their family life, Lareau develops a theory about the role of class in contemporary 

childrearing. The emphasis of her theory is on the ways that middle class, working class, 

and poor parents structure their children’s daily lives and the ways that they help them 

prepare for and navigate their educational experiences. 
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 Lareau concludes that there is a distinction between the parenting practices of 

middle class parents and those of working class and poor parents. Middle class parents 

engage in what she terms “concerted cultivation,” while working class and poor parents 

engage in what she calls the “accomplishment of natural growth.” Concerted cultivation 

involves a hyper attention to scheduling of children’s non-school time and an emphasis 

on exposing children to a diverse range of extracurricular activities such as music lessons, 

sports, and art lessons. The parents see these activities as necessary for providing their 

children with a well-rounded educational and cultural experience, and recognize the 

benefits that their children’s involvement in these activities will have for college 

admissions and scholarships in the future. In her observations, middle class children have 

very busy and structured daily lives. Their parents make their activities a priority and 

often schedule their own busy lives around their children’s activities. Middle class 

parents are also much more likely to be involved with their children’s school, make a 

point to interact with their children’s teachers on a regular basis, and are more likely to 

intervene on their child’s behalf in order to address problems with teachers or advocate 

for placement in better or advanced classes. 

 For working class and poor parents, Lareau observed a much less structured 

approach to child rearing and attitudes towards child development. The “accomplishment 

of natural growth” that these parents employ involves allowing children to make their 

own decisions about how they spend their extracurricular time, either with neighborhood 

friends or watching television or engaging in their own creative play. The 

accomplishment of natural growth is not consciously elected by these parents, but rather 
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necessitated by their economic circumstances and reinforced by parenting strategies of 

their social and familial networks. One of the working class children reported on in the 

study is enrolled in sports for a short while, but his mother discusses openly and 

explicitly that his engagement in this activity is a strain on the family’s financial 

resources and a burden regarding the time taken away from attending to other household 

obligations. The working class and poor parents in this study are far less likely to be 

involved in their children’s schooling. While they express concern to the interviewers 

about issues at the school, they are generally not as forceful in confronting teachers and 

school administrators, and are less likely to be successful in advocating for their children 

in these settings. 

 Lareau is careful not to assert that one parenting approach is better than another 

and works against long-standing traditions in the discipline of sociology of pathologizing 

working class and poor parents (Lewis 1959; Moynihan 1965; Small, Harding & Lamont 

2010). What her study points out is that social and cultural capital is transferred inter-

generationally through these different parenting approaches. For working class and poor 

children in the study, they get to experience a greater sense of control over their own time 

and, in some ways, develop a greater sense of autonomy. But, as Lareau argues, those are 

not qualities that lend themselves to successfully navigating through educational 

institutions and gaining the credentials necessary for upward mobility. Middle class 

parents are able to instill a greater sense of entitlement for their children in seeing 

themselves as important and worthy of adults’ time, attention, and advocacy. They have 
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an easier time asserting themselves when interacting with teachers and other adult 

professionals and learn the importance of this form of cultural capital early in their lives.  

 What all three of these studies articulate is the role of interaction in making and 

solidifying meanings of class difference. The cultivation of a classed subjectivity is 

mediated through interpersonal interactions. Within formal institutions such as schools, 

values are ascribed to these cultural distinctions and stratified differences are reified. 

Even the most well-intentioned educator is operating within a system in which middle 

and upper class cultural capital is rewarded and required for success.  

 This project is situated in the tradition of using ethnographic methods in a formal 

educational institution to examine the interactional processes involved in reinscribing and 

countering social, economic, and racial inequality. At the time that Lareau was writing 

the first edition of the book, Philadelphia had not yet established its initiative to attract 

middle class, predominately white, gentrifiers to the public city schools (Cucchiara 

2013). I have a unique opportunity to explore these processes in a site and at a moment of 

greater class integration in a centrally located Austin public school.  

 As I have previously stated, Austin’s economic segregation functions in tandem 

with long-standing racial and ethnic segregation. In the tradition of Black feminist and 

feminist of color scholarship, I understand class to be a racialized subjectivity whose 

processes of coming into being are also a gendered and racializing process within 

colonial and settler-colonial capitalist societies (Davis 1981; Crenshaw 1991; Collins 

2005). In the following section, I will discuss the underpinnings of critical scholarship on 

race, class and gender to the conceptualization of this research project. 
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Race, Class, and Gender 
 

 One study that emphasizes the production of race and gender in public schools is 

Ann Arnett Ferguson’s (2001) Bad Boys: Public Schools in the Making of Black 

Masculinity. The findings for this book are based on an ethnographic study she conducted 

in the early 1990s. The study took place in a public intermediate (grades 4-6) school in a 

Northern California mid-sized city she calls Arcadia. As she describes, Rosa Parks 

School is situated in a predominately African American neighborhood where the median 

family income is $20,192. Students from a nearby middle class neighborhood (average 

income of $66, 234) and a wealthy neighborhood (average income of $97,315) are bussed 

in to attend Rosa Parks School in accordance with the city’s desegregation efforts, 

established in 1968. Ferguson notes that between 1960 and 1993, the number of white 

students in Arcadia attending public schools declined from 60 to 30 percent. 

In the beginning phases of her research, Ferguson noticed a pattern that even 

though African American students made up only half of the entire student body, almost 

all of the students receiving disciplinary action from the school, such as being sent to in-

school detention and being suspended from school, were African American, and almost 

all young boys. This observation directed Ferguson’s inquiry to the disproportionate use 

of disciplinary measures for the young black boys in the school. What results is a study of 

“how institutional norms and procedures in the field of education are used to maintain a 

racial order, and how images and racial myths frame how we see ourselves and others in 

a racial hierarchy” (Ferguson 2001: 31). 
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Ferguson argues that racial inequalities get reproduced through two simultaneous 

modes: institutional practices and cultural representations of difference. Both of these 

modes work together to legitimize the persistence of racialized hierarchies and obscure 

the systemic violence inflicted on African American youth. 

 As Ferguson points out, cultural representations of difference are rooted in 

biological understandings of difference (McClintock 1996; Collins 2005; Omi and 

Winant 2015). As the modern scientific discipline of biology came into being alongside 

practices of colonial expansion and chattel slavery, biological theories were often 

invoked to justify racial and gendered oppression. Anne McClintock (1996) describes the 

process in which racial and gendered hierarchies were given credibility through a 

taxonomy she calls the Family of Man. Incorporating new theories on evolutionary 

biology and existing cultural understandings of difference, the Family of Man logic 

suggests that the white, European man is the most evolved of the human species. In this 

taxonomy, people with ancestry associated with different colonialized regions are ordered 

along a hierarchical proximity to white European men. People of African descent are 

categorized as the furthest from men of European decent, and the closest to non-human 

animals. The dehumanization of people of African descent was fundamental to the 

project of slavery (Davis 1981; McClintock 1996; Collins 2005). This taxonomy was also 

used to delineate and justify racialized gendered hierarchies and sexualized practices of 

subjugation (Davis 1981; hooks 1992; Collins 2005).  

Patricia Hill Collins (2005) describes in Black Sexual Politics that during chattel 

slavery, the objectification, commodification, and exploitation of women of African 
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descent took a different form from that of men of African descent. For enslaved women 

of African descent, their bodies were seen as property to be used for both manual and 

reproductive labor. In this way, black women were not perceived as having the same 

dainty and frail gendered disposition as white women. At the same time, their 

reproductive capacities were essential to the perpetuation of chattel slavery, and they 

were seen as always sexual available to white men. The institutionalized rape of enslaved 

women of African descent resulted in the image of the jezebel or sexually wanton black 

woman (hooks 1992; Collins 2005:56). For black men, their physical strength was highly 

valued and promoted but also feared. The same logic used to dehumanize black men by 

equating them with non-human animals was used to promote images of them as 

hypersexual, predatory, and deserving of subjugation (Davis 1981; Collins 2005).  

Racial identities constructed through colonial logics still permeate our 

understandings of racial subjectivities today. The young men in Ferguson’s study are 

already marked as insubordinate and unruly. They are more visible in their transgressions 

against expected deference to school authority and more likely to be understood as rule 

breakers or “bad boys.” They get singled out more often and face much more severe 

punishment for their infractions. One means of punishment in Rosa Parks School is to 

send students to a disciplinary room that Ferguson calls “the Punishing Room.” 

What Ferguson discovers is that, for the students, the Punishing Room does not 

actually serve to punish or correct the behavior of the students, but rather offers a 

reprieve from their regular classroom and can be a place for “for both actively contesting 

adult rules and power, as well as for the sly subversion of adult prohibitions” (Ferguson 
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2001: 31). Ferguson’s findings parallel some of Willis’s findings in that the boys in her 

study act out as a means of resistance to the dominant school culture. Like the lads in 

Willis’ study, the unequal power structure between the young boys and the school staff 

and administrators serves to turn these efforts of resistance into affirmations that these 

boys are bad. The same racist logic that singles out these boys for their infractions is then 

confirmed in the observation of nonconforming behavior.  

 It is important to note that similar to Willis, Ferguson is working against notions 

that it is the African American youths’ fault that they are punished by the school system. 

What she is pointing out is that it is a system designed to reinscribe racial hierarchies and 

that this happens both at the structural and the cultural level amongst the students and the 

administrative staff. The disciplining of these young boys suggests that educational 

institutions play an important part in what Omi and Winant (2015) refer to as a “racial 

project.” A racial project is at once “an interpretation, representation, or explanation of 

racial dynamics, and an effort to reorganize and redistribute resources along particular 

racial lines” (Omi and Winant 2015: 56). In the United States, sustained unequal access 

to homeownership, education, and living-wage employment remains justified by and at 

the service of white supremacy (Lipsitz 2006; Feagin 2010; Bonilla-Sillva 2014; Omi and 

Winant 2015).   

In this section, I have drawn upon Ferguson’s text to discuss the significant 

theoretical insights enabled by critical race theory, Black feminist theory, and feminist of 

color scholarship. These works highlight the importance of understanding both the 

dynamic and shifting processes involved in the making of racialized, classed, gendered 
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subjectivities and the reification of social and economic hierarchies that take place in 

educational institutions. This study is situated within a school that has a waning Latinx 

majority population (60%), and forty percent (40%) of students are reported as 

economically disadvantaged. Feminist critical race scholarship provides crucial insight in 

attending to the various modalities in which power is enacted in all of the interactions 

between and amongst students, teachers, administrators, and parents at the school; 

recognizing that racialized, classed, and gendered hierarchies are constructed and 

enforced simultaneously at the interactional and structural level. This project builds on 

the existing literature that recognizes these processes as continuous and mutable, and 

offers more insight into the uneven, yet simultaneous, transformations in structure and 

culture.  

RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND METHODS 
 

Research Questions 
 

The purpose of this project is to examine how communities respond to the changing 

socioeconomic conditions caused by urban economic growth and influx in populations. I 

based this study in a two-way Spanish/English dual language public school to explore the 

different discourses and strategies that parents, teachers, administrators, and students 

utilize during moments of encounter between people of upper, middle, and lower 

socioeconomic status. The following questions undergird this study: 

1. How do communities respond to neighborhood gentrification? What happens 
when middle- and upper-middle class families move into a school formally 
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populated by working class and low-income first and second generation Latinx 
families?  

 
2. How do parents and children of different social and economic backgrounds 

interact in the context of the school and in extracurricular social settings? 
 

3. What ways do parents, children, and staff use to make sense of racial/ethnic and 
class differences? What does this look like in their interactions? How/do adults 
address racial/ethnic and class differences with kids? How do kids negotiate 
racial/ethnic class differences amongst themselves? 

 
4. How does this fit into a larger context of the changing nature of urban life? 

 

Research Design 
 

The research questions for this project were designed to explore the relationship 

between structural inequalities and cultural shifts. Field observation allows researchers to 

see the context within which social action takes place, and ethnography, in particular, 

allows for the study of everyday life in local places (Burawoy 1998; Buch and Staller 

2007). In-depth interviews allow researchers an opportunity to learn about people’s 

interior experiences, perceptions, and interpretations of social interactions (Weiss1994; 

Hesse-Biber 2007; Luker 2008). Because I was seeking to understand both the 

interactions of individual community members, and those individuals’ means of making 

sense of the changes they are experiencing, I engaged in participant observation and 

conducted in-depth interviews for this project. 

Schools are now commonly understood to function as institutions for reproducing 

modes of stratified labor within capitalist economies (Bowles and Gintis 1976; Bourdieu 

and Passeron 1977; Willis 1977). Within the discipline of sociology, schools have also 
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been taken up as an important ethnographic site for studying the reproduction of racial, 

class, and gendered structures of power (Thorne 1993; Ferguson 2001; Pascoe 2007; 

Lareau 2011; Lewis and Diamond 2015). As I am interested in the shifting and changing 

same (Collins 2011) nature of cultural reproductions of racial and economic inequality 

within the new urbanism in Austin, Texas, I conducted an ethnographic study in an 

Austin public elementary school. 

Participant Observation 
 

One of the primary interests of this project is what happens at the interactional 

level between school community members. As Zussman argues, qualitative sociology 

works best when it “addresses people in places” (2004:352). For this reason, participant 

observation was a primary method for conducting research for this project.  

 Observations took place in the school for the duration of the 2015-16 school year 

(August 2015 through June 2016). I spent on average two to four hours at the school 

every week. My time at the school included classroom observations, recess observations, 

and observations of drop-off and pick-up times. I attended monthly PTA meetings and 

monthly Campus Action Committee meetings. I also attended social and fundraising 

functions such as the Fall Festival, Parents Night Out, choir performances, a Tamalada, 

Multicultural Night, and an off-site spring fundraising dance. Finally, I attended a school-

board meeting to observe students from the school present to the District Board 

Members. 
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I was able to gain access to the school through an existing long-term study 

exploring the implementation of the two-way immersion Spanish/English curriculum in 

the school. There were two other graduate students from the College of Education 

conducting research at the school the same year as myself. One of the other graduate 

students, Dan, was also a parent in the school and was able to introduce me to the school 

principal and put me in contact with key teacher and parent informants in the early 

months of data collection in the school. Because we had a number of overlapping 

theoretical questions in our respective studies, Dan and I agreed to work collaboratively 

in our data collection throughout the year, at times sharing fieldnotes and interview 

recordings. We also conducted some interviews of teachers and the school principal 

together. 

 While I did not formally interview any children in the school, I did use 

observational time during school lunches, recess, and after-school activities as a chance 

to conduct informal interviews with students and observe their conversations and 

interactions with each other. The method for documenting my participant-observation 

research field notes. When possible, I took notes while in the field, but as this can be 

disruptive to interactional moments between myself and members of the school 

community, there were times where I wrote up my field notes immediately after leaving 

my observations (Robson 2002; Luker 2008).  

Since the purpose of the project is to examine the relationship between structured 

and cultural power differentials, I worked to pay careful attention to the impact my 

presence had on the social spaces in which I was observing, and how I was perceived by 
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the different parents, students, and staff members (Twine and Warren 2000; Gunaratnam 

2003; Carrington 2008; Zuberi and Bonilla-Silva 2008). This was most useful to me in 

the coding and analysis of my field notes. Throughout my time at the school, I engaged in 

conversations with colleagues and mentors to get feedback and think through some of the 

complex psychosocial dynamics of conducting participant observation (Gunaratnam 

2003; Naples 2003; Hesse-Biber 2007). 

In-depth Interviews 
 

In Sociology, combining in-depth interviews with observational research is 

generally used for triangulation. Triangulation is considered important in qualitative 

research because people do not always do what they say or say what they do (Esterberg 

2002; Zussman 2004). For this project, I used my in-depth interview data as narratives 

that helped give texture to and enhanced my understanding of complex systems of 

meaning making that parents, teachers, and staff have as they move through their social 

landscapes (Back 2007; Hesse-Biber 2007).  I conducted semi-structured interviews with 

open-ended questions (Weiss 1994; Robson 2002; Luker 2008). I used a purposive 

strategy for selecting my sample, which means I intentionally sampled participants, such 

as a long-term teacher or an actively involved parent, based on the different perspectives 

they were able to provide (Esterberg 2002).  

I interviewed eighteen parents of students at the school. Of those eighteen parents, 

only four were neighborhood parents and the other fourteen transferred into the school. In 

addition, there are five interviews drawn from in this dissertation that I was not present 
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for, but I listened to them, read through the transcripts, and asked follow up questions of 

my co-interviewer. As Dan is bilingual, and I am a monolingual English speaker, there 

are three interviews that I draw from for this dissertation that my colleague conducted in 

Spanish and translated to share with me. Those transcriptions are italicized in this 

dissertation. In addition to parent interviews, I conducted interviews with sixteen current 

teachers, two former teachers, the principal, vice-principal and three staff members of the 

school. In total, I conducted forty-one interviews with Vista community members.  

 The interviews took place between October 2015 and June 2016. Each interview 

lasted 30 minutes to 1.5 hours. I used a digital recorder to record the interview and 

transcribed each recording. I used MAXQDA software to code the transcriptions of the 

interviews along with the emergent themes from my field notes (Alford 1998; Robson 

2002; Hesse-Biber 2007). 

Positionality  
 

Throughout my time collecting data in the school classrooms, meetings, and 

social spaces, I worked to use a reflexive strategy for understanding my own position 

within shifting hierarchical social relations (Sandoval 1991; Naples 2003). As a white, 

cis-gendered woman, who is a graduate student at a major research university, there are 

many ways in which my positionality aligned me with the professional staff and parents 

at the school from the perspective of both students and parents. For some interviews and 

interactions, this did result in a particularly insightful rapport and enabled a richer 

analysis of the more lax and coded ways in which economically privileged and white 
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people tend to talk to one another about race and class (Twine and Warren 2000; 

Gunarathnam 2003; Luker 2008; Zuberi and Bonilla-Silva 2008). For other interviews 

and interactions, it was a hindrance in the establishment of a rapport. For some members 

of the school community, my positionality may have marked me as an extension of the 

perpetual state surveillance of, and interjection into, their family’s daily lives. For this 

reason, some interviewees may not have felt comfortable talking openly with me about 

race and class and their experiences in the school (Ferguson 2001; Gunaratnam 2003; 

Naples 2003; Bonilla-Silva 2008). I attempted to pay close attention to these potential 

differences when coding and analyzing my field notes and interview data. More 

significantly in the context of the school and the dual language program, the fact that I 

am a monolingual English speaker prevented me from establishing social relationships 

with the monolingual Spanish parents whom are some of the most absented and 

marginalized individuals in the school community. Not having access to those parents’ 

voice and perspective is a significant absence in this study.  

For the protection of the privacy of the members of the school community, I use a 

pseudonym for the school and all of the parents, children, and staff. I make as concerted 

of an effort as possible to conceal any identifying information about the participants in 

the writing of this dissertation (Luker 2008).   

VISTA ELEMENTARY 
 

The research for this project was conducted at Vista Elementary School.2 Vista 

Elementary is located in a mixed zone commercial/residential neighborhood just two 
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blocks from one of Austin’s wealthiest neighborhoods3 and sits right off one of Austin’s 

busiest thoroughfares. I selected this school because it was one of nine AISD’s campuses 

offering two-way English/Spanish dual language instruction at the time of my research 

and because it was located in one of the many neighborhoods undergoing rapid 

gentrification. The neighborhood had been targeted for a revitalization by the city in the 

late 1990s. Planning for revitalization of the neighborhood surrounding Vista Elementary 

first began in the fall of 2000 and was officially adopted by the city in 2002 (City of 

Austin, 2002).  

 For several decades, Vista’s core population had been working class, low-

income, and lower middle-class Latinx immigrants and second- and third- generation 

families that had settled into the two- to three- bedroom single story homes and numerous 

affordably priced apartment complexes in the school’s catchment area. As the city began 

to enact the neighborhood plan starting in the mid- 2000s, the neighborhood became 

increasingly more attractive as an affordable option for middle- and upper- middle class 

earners. As gentrification goes, the peaked interest of middle-class home buyers results in 

a markup in the home values. The markup in home values results in the push out first of 

low-income renters and eventually lower-middle class home owners that either opt to 

capitalize on their increased home value and move to another neighborhood or are 

eventually pushed out through dubious legal means exercised by developers or an 

inability to afford rising costs of property taxes. 

 In the early years of this iteration of gentrification of the neighborhood, the 

impact on Vista Elementary was a steady decline of enrollment of neighborhood children. 
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The middle and upper middle- class families that were moving into the neighborhood 

were by and large taking advantage of Austin Independent School Districts school choice 

policy and enrolling their children in nearby public schools or charter schools. By 2007, 

the school had dropped from their capacity enrollment of 350 students down to 185 

students. As Mr. Gonzalez, the school principal explains: 

So I came here in 2000, ‘99 - 2000 school year is when I came here. Uh, Karen 
Owen was the principal here, and at the time there were about 350 kids at Vista. 
And it was predominantly Hispanic, 99% Hispanic. A low SES Title I school. All 
neighborhood kids, every single one of them was neighborhood kids, from all the 
different apartment complexes that are now gone…And then Karen left and I 
stayed. I was the only administrator here for six years, six years that I was just the 
principal, and no coaches, this reading specialist was all I had, and then ran the 
show basically. But we started to decrease, our size went down from 350, with the 
gentrification, the apartment complexes changing, our enrollment dropped down 
to 185 kids. 

 
Because Vista’s population was overwhelmingly a Latinx population and because so 

many of the students were native-Spanish speakers, the school had been operating on a 

transitional bilingual model in which the students received some instruction in Spanish 

with the intention of readying them to take state-wide assessment exams in third grade 

and readying them to receive instruction in English-only by the time they reached sixth 

grade. By 2007 (the same year that the impact of the neighborhood gentrification most 

drastically impacted the school’s enrollment), a few of the bilingual teachers at Vista 

started expressing interest in implementing a dual-language model for English-language 

acquisition for the native Spanish speaking students. As I will discuss at length below, 

dual-language is increasingly seen as the most educationally beneficially model for 

students whose native language is something other than English. The school also began 
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getting feedback from the new neighborhood parents that they would be interested in 

sending their children to Vista Elementary if the school was to adopt a two-way dual 

language program in which they were teaching English to native-Spanish speakers and 

Spanish to native-English speakers in the same classrooms.  

So at the time we started tinkering with the dual language with Sanchez, Holmes 
and Stewart. Um, and then so we did for a couple years, maybe three years, and 
then the district came out with wanting schools to step up and take on dual 
language, so naturally we said we would do it. At the time we thought we were 
gonna do one-way only, uh but then folks from the neighborhood started coming 
in and saying “we wanna go back to Vista ‘cause our kids don’t speak Spanish, 
but if you’re gonna teach Spanish, we’ll come to Vista.” 

 
When Mr. Gonzalez says that the parents want to return to Vista Elementary, who he is 

referring to are the newer residents of the neighborhood that had taken advantage of the 

liberal school choice policies of the district and enrolled their children in the adjacent 

wealthy neighborhood’s elementary school.4 Their return is actually an active decision to 

opt into enrolling their children in their neighborhood school, which they were unwilling 

to do up until the point that dual-language was offered at the school. In the hopes of 

attracting new families to the school and to forestall the closure of the school, Vista 

Elementary volunteered to be one of the first schools in Austin Independent School 

District (AISD) to pilot the two-way dual language program.  

In the six years since implementing the TWI program, Vista Elementary has seen 

tremendous transformations in the school population regarding the socioeconomic and 

racial and ethnic composition of school families. Many of the locally zoned children 

assigned to the school at the start of the program no longer live in the neighborhood and 

no longer attend school in the district. At the same time, the school has experienced 
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exponential growth in numbers of students requesting to transfer in from other 

elementary schools in the district 

In the year prior to the implementation of the two-way dual language program 

(2009-10 school year), Vista Elementary had a total enrollment of 188 students. At that 

time, 86.7% of those students were Latino, 7.4% were white, 5.3% were African 

American, and .5% was of Asian/Pacific Islander decent. Nearly 92% of the student 

population was economically disadvantaged (Texas Tribune 2015). 

Currently, Vista Elementary has a student population of 302 students. 

Approximately 61% of the students are Latino, 30% are white, 3% of students are 

African American, and three students of Asian descent. Around 40% of the students 

receive free or reduced price lunch; a statistic commonly used as proxy for the percent of 

economically disadvantaged students in the school. The demographic shifts that occurred 

in the school over the past five years suggest that the families taking advantage of Vista 

dual language program are predominately economically privileged. This is congruent 

with the literature on school choice indicating that economically privileged families are 

more likely to participate in school transfer programs (Henig 1995; Martinez, Godwin, 

and Kemerer 1996; Witte and Thorn 1996). Additionally, the demographic shifts in the 

school reflect the demographic transformations taking place in the city of Austin at large. 

Provided the changes that are occurring in the school, Vista is an ideal site for exploring 

the research questions set forth in this study. 
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CONCLUSION 
Throughout this dissertation, I explore the ways that neoliberal structures and 

neoliberal governmentality work to reinscribe existing systems of oppression. In the next 

chapter, I look at contestations of belonging in the context of school and neighborhood 

gentrification. I focus on the centrality of the two-way dual language programming to 

explore the relationship between race and class in claims to belonging. In Chapter 3, I 

discuss the relationship between middle-class habitus, neoliberal governmentality, and 

school family relationships. I argue that the middle and upper middle class parents 

moving into the school often espouse progressive and high-minded notions of diversity 

and multiculturalism, but in their relationship with the school, they are invested in 

reproducing class advantages for their children. I layout the ways they pursue obtaining 

class advantages for their children, and suggest that diversity and multiculturalism, in the 

abstract, are in the service of that pursuit. Finally, in Chapter 4, I turn to the relationship 

between neoliberal urbanism and neoliberal educational restructuring. I discuss how 

current economic policies have shifted the financial responsibility of schools onto the 

individual families in the school. I look at the ways that parents’ participation in school 

fundraising contributes to the privatization of public institutions, and in the process 

reproduces racial and class hierarchies. The purpose of this dissertation is to add to the 

growing body of literature examining the processes and impacts of the movement of 

middle and upper-middle class families into neighborhood schools that have 

predominately served working-class and low-income families of color.  
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NOTES FOR CHAPTER ONE

                                                
1 The redistributive practices of the state were highly uneven, and who is considered members of the 
citizenry (and who is excluded) remains a highly contested political project.  
2 The name of this school and all of the names of participants are pseudonyms. In addition, I have changed 
some details about the participants (teachers and parents) to obscure recognizable identifiers. 
3 This neighborhood was originally designed as a wealthy “whites only” suburb and remains one of the 
most expensive and racially segregated neighborhoods in the city (Tate 2015). The neighborhood that Vista 
is located in serves as a buffer between this wealthy neighborhood and the thoroughfare.  
4 This school had been named in commemoration of a famous Confederate Army general. During the year 
that I was conducting observations at Vista the community was undergoing a very contentious process to 
select a new name for the school, much of which played out at AISD schoolboard meetings all throughout 
the year 
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Chapter Two 

“Somos Vista”: Race, Class, and Belonging at the School 
 

There have been many changes. Um, but it’s a small community, so the 
community has changed obviously, but we’ve always been fortunate to have a 
good principal. So though the faces change, it still very much has a family feel to 
it. It’s just the family has changed. 

-Ms. Marquez, Kindergarten Teacher 
 

I mean now you go to the PTA meetings and there are very few Spanish speakers 
compared to the beginning. So what happened? Because when I first moved here, 
when I was going to all the PTA meetings, it was almost all Spanish speakers. So 
what changed? Did they leave? Like, who were they? 

-Linda, a white, “new Vista” neighborhood parent  
 
The teachers were very kind and welcoming since it was such a small school, 
continues to be, there were only two teachers at each grade level then. It’s grown 
to three in some grade levels, but we felt like it had a great sense of community 
and everyone knew [our daughter], not just her teachers but the other teachers 
knew her very quickly and knew us, so there was always that community feeling 
there. And that continues to be the same despite the change of ethnicity. I feel like 
that core of community continues at Vista, which is important to us. 

-Denisa, a Latina, “new Vista” transfer parent 
 

 
 
When asked in interviews why they had elected to send their child to Vista 

Elementary, parents overwhelming gave the same two answers: 1) the small size of the 

school and 2) the two-way dual language program. Parents and teachers alike consistently 

described Vista Elementary as being “like a family” and recount experiencing a strong 

sense of community within the school. The majority of parents I spoke with felt that 

teachers took time to get to know their children and conveyed genuine care and 

investment in their child’s well-being. Teachers almost entirely report feeling supported 
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by the administrators in their instruction and engagement with the students. As both 

Denisa and Ms. Marquez draw attention to in the opening quotes to this chapter, this 

sense of community is something that persisted for teachers and some parents despite the 

drastic demographic changes taking place in the school since the first year of piloting the 

two-way immersion dual language (TWI) program in 2010. As Linda’s questions 

indicate, a few of the white, monolingual English speaking new neighborhood parents 

were aware of the demographic shifts in the school but less aware of the political and 

economic factors informing those shifts. What her comments also indicate is that who 

was recognized and embraced as part of the school community was experienced 

somewhat unevenly.  

Two-way dual language immersion programs have been touted as a means to 

promote greater socioeconomic and racial integration in schools (Gándara 2011). 

However, some scholars have questioned the extent to which TWI models and 

implementation effectively challenge hegemonic power structures between white and 

Latinx students in schools (Palmer 2009; Muro 2016). In an ethnographic study of a TWI 

school in a gentrifying neighborhood in Southern California, Jazmín Muro (2016) 

explored how race relations between white and Latinx families are shaped by the 

structured integration of a dual-language school. She is building on sociological literature 

that argues that prolonged exposure and interpersonal contact can result in improved 

relationships and lessening stratification between people of different racial groups. Yet, 

Muro finds that even when parents have similar socioeconomic statuses, a shared goal of 

bilingualism, and prolonged interpersonal contact, there is still an absence of meaningful 
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affective relationships that develop between people of different racial groups, and racial 

stratification remains largely intact. She coins the term “symbolic integration” to describe 

the “polite, but surface-level, interactions between racial/ethnic groups that are enjoyable, 

voluntary, and additive” (517). “Symbolic integration” is one of the mechanisms that 

allows for racial stratification to remain unchallenged within racially integrated spaces. 

Much like what I have found in my study, Muro observes that “[d]ifference is reified via 

the racialization of the Spanish language and the use of class and language labels as 

proxies for race” (527-8). She argues that the middle-class Latinx parents at the school 

work to align themselves with lower-class immigrant Latinx parents. From this position, 

the middle-class Latinx parents are the parents most likely to speak out against decisions 

made by the middle-class white parents that they feel are harmful or dismissive towards 

the lower-class immigrant Latinx parents. Middle-class white parents invoke colorblind 

racist ideologies to argue that the middle-class Latinx parents are “playing the race card” 

and dismiss the concerns that those parents raised. In this way, the greatest racial tension 

plays out between middle-class Latinx and white parents. Muro’s study echoes the 

findings of other scholars that TWI programs (as additive for middle-class white 

children) end up reifying racial hierarchies, and in their implementation can end up being 

far more beneficial for middle- class white people than for low-income Latinx students 

(Palmer 2008; Palmer 2009; Cervantes-Soon 2014; Valdez, Freire and Delavan 2016).  

This project builds on the existing literature on school integration in the context of 

a two-way dual language program in an urban public school. In the case of Vista 

Elementary, the school piloted a TWI programming because the student population was 
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already declining on account of the neighborhood’s implementation of a revitalization 

plan. At the start of the implementation of TWI programming, the school adopted a TWI 

model – referred to as “bilingual pairs” – that was structured around a one-to-one ratio of 

Spanish-dominant and English-dominant students (Gómez, Freeman, and Freeman 2005; 

Gómez and Gómez 2013). When the program was first implemented, it was presumed 

that the Spanish-dominant students would be students who were already living in the 

neighborhood. As gentrification of the neighborhood progressed much more quickly than 

the school administrators anticipated, those students departed from the school at an 

increasingly rapid rate. Given the popularity of the TWI programming with middle-class 

and upper-middle class parents in Austin, and the structural barriers that low-income 

families experience in taking advantage of school choice policies, the working class and 

low-income, Spanish language dominant, Latinx families were soon outnumbered by 

middle- and upper-middle class families. The working class and low-income white and 

black families that had attended Vista were almost all displaced from the neighborhood 

and the school. Similar patterns of racial/ethnic alliance and class schisms developed in 

Vista as detailed in Muro’s study, and a small group of middle-class parents (primarily 

Latinx or white people co-parenting with a person of color) became the most vocal 

advocates for issues regarding equity in the school and in dual language implementation.  

Vista Elementary, though a small campus, has a reputation for having a strong social 

justice culture. In an attempt to preemptively address some of the repercussions for 

working-class and low-income Latinx neighborhood families that would arise due to the 

neighborhood revitalization plan and implementation of the dual language program, the 
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school administration partnered with a faith-based social justice coalition (FBC) in the 

district the year leading up to piloting the dual language program and the first couple of 

years that the program launched. Together, the school staff and FBC went door-to-door 

and hosted a number of community forums to survey neighborhood families about their 

residential and educational needs. The school also invited in members of the broader 

educational community to work with Vista parents to strengthen parental involvement 

and leadership of working-class and low-income Latinx mothers in the school (Milk 

2011). The intention was to help mitigate the anticipated impacts that socioeconomic and 

racial/ethnic integration of the school would have for these parents’ sense of belonging in 

the school. 

According to Mr. Gonzalez, the school principal, these early efforts were effective. 

When asked what has changed at Vista Elementary school in the past five years since 

piloting two-way dual language programming, Mr. Gonzalez responds: 

The gentrification. That’s the biggest change. It’s something that we worried about 
at the beginning when we started, because we had our families who were here, core 
families, about 150 to 160 kids, that we were worried that those families were going 
to get squashed, were going to get, you know, their voices more than anything, that 
they were going to feel like they were, this was still their school, and they would 
disengage or move away or just give up. Um, so initially we did a lot of relationship 
building with FBC, did a lot of house meetings, did a lot of get-to-know each other 
face to face. There used to be pictures of that (looking around his office) where we 
had a room full, cafeteria full, gym full of people sitting together, playing games, 
talking to each other, talking about issues, talking about what they wanted for their 
kids, you know, ultimately goals for their kids, from both sides. And with 
translation, with signs. Um, and relationships were built. More than anything trust 
was established. And I don’t think anybody felt like anybody was going to push 
anybody out and we were all here for the same reason and we want the kids to learn 
side by side. And um, it was really neat to see that has continued. And the biggest 
place where I see that is when we have the parent potlucks. Oh my God, ‘cause 
you’ve been to them, right? It’s standing room only, and parents do kind of mingle 
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with each other and sit across from each other and the kids talk to each other or 
translate for their parents. Uh, and that has continued there. It would be great if we 
could go back and do some more of those, like we were talking about already, our 
house meetings, where we would bring the parents back and build on that, ‘cause I 
think we’re going to need that as we move forward with dual language beyond just 
Vista. We have to find a way to do that. 

 
The parent potlucks aside, many of the relationship building efforts of the early years 

of school integration have fallen to the wayside in the face of drastic demographic shifts 

in the neighborhood and the school. During the year I conducted observations at Vista 

Elementary, there were numerous times when teachers and parents described the previous 

school year as a very contentious and difficult year for the school community. Three 

apartment complexes where a large number of remaining low-income Latinx Vista 

families had lived for years were closed down for renovation. Those families were priced 

out of the neighborhood, and for some, even the city. A number of teachers that had come 

to Vista Elementary specifically to work with a low-income Latinx population felt 

disappointed with how the demographic shifts were altering the school community and 

the nature of their jobs. Tensions escalated between a few of the teachers and some of the 

new parents, resulting in the departure of several bilingual teachers and some new Vista 

families. At one PTA meeting late in the 2014-15 school year, the departing teachers 

formally addressed the parents and the administrators at the school and criticized the 

direction that the school was taking. I was not present at that PTA meeting, but the events 

were detailed to me in three separate conversations and referenced countless times. One 

respondent characterized that meeting as a “watershed moment” in which the negative 
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impacts of the neighborhood and school gentrification caused a real fissure in the school 

community.  

Conversations about the demographic shifts in the school are numerous. Most 

parents and teachers, as well as the administrators, lament the loss of long-term low-

income families at the school. They worry about the impact that this loss has on the 

bicultural component of the TWI programming. Teachers feel the strain of implementing 

bilingual curriculum to predominately monolingual and English-language dominant 

students. When talking about the demographic shifts, parents, teachers, and 

administrators alike all use similar terms to mark distinctions between the long-term 

members of the student population and the incoming members. In interviews and in 

informal conversations I often heard the phrases “traditional Vista families” and “new 

Vista families” employed to talk about the families at the school. These are coded 

phrases, used to both mark and obscure the racialized ethnic and class commonalities and 

divisions amongst the members of the school community.  

During my observations, I noticed teachers’, parents’, and administrators’ 

discomfort in explicitly naming class differences or using them as descriptors. It is not 

that tensions around racialized class differences were entirely unacknowledged, but many 

school community members viewed efforts to address those tensions as having been 

relatively futile in the face of the demographic shifts of the neighborhood. In addition, 

parents, teachers, staff and administrators disagreed regarding to what extent and how 

best to address those differences. Based on my interviews, particularly with teachers, and 

my observations of school meetings, I sensed there was an unspoken consensus to talk 
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around these differences. This served three purposes, the first was to protect the feelings 

and sense of entitlement of more affluent parents moving into the neighborhood and 

transferring into the school. Second, as described above, turmoil of the previous year 

loomed large over the school community and there was an effort amongst teachers, 

parents, and administrators to ameliorate tensions and promote cohesion in the school. 

And finally, I also saw this as an important strategy for more economically advantaged 

Latinx parents to signal racial/ethnic solidarity with working class and low-income 

Latinx families without having to directly name and confront class differences.  

The motto of the school - emblazoned across the t-shirts worn by parents, staff, 

and students every Friday, and stickered across the bumpers and back windows of a 

number of parents’ vehicles, to show their school spirit - is Somos Vista. In the context of 

the transformations taking place at Vista Elementary, this declaration can be seen as an 

attempt to unify a shifting and plural school population. Like many districts across the 

United States, AISD’s adoption of school choice policy has transformed the routes by 

which students enter into a school. During the time of my research, only 75 of the nearly 

300 students at the school were neighborhood children. What had once been a 

predominately Latinx (87%) and low-income population (92%), had transitioned to a 

more economically privileged population (around 40% of the students qualified for free 

or reduced lunch during my year of observations) with a greater number of white and 

mixed-race families. In this chapter, I explore what it means to be Vista Elementary, to 

belong to the school and be part of the community in the context of neighborhood 

gentrification and school choice policy in the district. I look at the impact that race and 
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class have on processes of inclusion and exclusion, discuss the ways that teachers and 

administrators respond to the shifting demographics of the school population, and explore 

some of the attempts to counter the effects of the transformations taking place in the 

school on account of the neighborhood transformation and the adoption of the TWI 

programming. 

BILINGUAL EDUCATION: WHO IS IT FOR? 
 

Though the United States does not have an official national language, there have 

been numerous legislative and policy provisions at the federal and state level to enforce 

English acquisition for immigrant populations over the last century (Linton 2004). The 

most recent wave of policies occurred in the late 1990s and early 2000s. In reaction to the 

rising number of Latinx migrants and growing Latinx population of the past several 

decades, a number of states, including California, Arizona, and Massachusetts, passed 

measures legislating English-only instruction for English language learners (de Jong, 

Gort, and Cobb 2005; Valdez et. al. 2016). The combined effect of these policies over the 

course of the last century has been deficient second-language (or “foreign language”) 

programs in the United States for native-English speakers, high levels of monolingualism 

for native-born populations, and “subtractive” schooling practices for the children of 

immigrants that promote a transition into English-only instruction as soon as possible and 

undermine the cultural, linguistic, and social identities of racialized immigrant 

populations (Valdez, Delavan and Freire 2016; Valenzuela 1999). These policies can be 

seen as U.S. racial projects that are borne out of white-supremacist, xenophobic ideology 
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invested in the construction of the United States as an Anglo nation (Bonialla-Silva 2014; 

Omi and Winant 2015). One of the many consequences of these policies has been a 

sustained disparity in educational outcomes for Latinx students in the United States 

(Valenzuela 1999; Portes and Rubén 2014).  

Since the 1960s, scholars have looked at alternative approaches to bilingual 

education for minority-language students in the hopes of addressing some of these 

disparities. Dual language education emerged as a viable alternative to English-only 

instruction and transitional bilingual approaches (Lindholm-Leary 2001; Thomas and 

Collier 2002; de Jong 2016). With dual language, students receive core content and 

language arts instruction in both their native language and English throughout their 

schooling. There are several different models for dual-language instruction, some of the 

models are designed for minority-language students exclusively (one-way dual language 

models) and some models are intended to integrate both native-language learners and 

minority-language learners in the same classroom (two-way dual language models) 

(Hamayan, Genessee, and Cloud 2013; de Jong 2016). Proponents of dual language argue 

that this approach to education for minority-language students has many benefits in 

affirming students’ social, cultural, and linguistic identities and has been proven to 

address the educational achievement gap between white and Latinx students, in particular 

regarding middle and high school graduation rates, standardized testing scores, and 

college graduation rates (Lindholm-Leary 2001; Thomas and Collier 2002; Rolstad, 

Mahoney and Glass 2005; Palmer 2008; Thomas and Collier 2012). Two-way dual 

language has also been proven to have a number of educational benefits for English-
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language dominant students as well, including increased reading scores, bilingualism, and 

greater awareness and regard for other cultures (Thomas and Collier 2002; Lindholm-

Leary and Howard 2008; de Jong 2016).  

Bilingual education scholars have pointed out that the rise in popularity of two-

way immersion dual language education parallels the most recent moment of anti-

bilingualism for immigrant populations (Linton 2004; Valdez, Freire, and Delavan 2016). 

Though dual-language immersion has proven to be the most effective and beneficial 

model for English-language learners, it has largely been promoted as educational 

enrichment programming for native-English speakers (Petrovic 2005; Cervantes-Soon 

2014). The result is that two-way dual-language is made more accessible to middle- and 

upper-middle class students, while working class and low-income students do not share 

in the same educational opportunities and English language learners are pushed into 

transitional bilingual programs or English-only instruction (Palmer 2010). 

It is in this context that the question of who dual language is intended to serve 

emerges and becomes central to questions of belonging at Vista Elementary school in the 

wake of the neighborhood gentrification and the implementation of a two-way dual 

language immersion program. At the start of the TWI program, it was housed within 

AISD’s Department of English Language Learners.1 English learners (ELs) are students 

that have been identified by the district as having a home language other than English and 

not meeting state-mandated standards in English proficiency.2 The Department of English 

Language Learners oversees the implementation of all programs geared towards English 

language acquisition and increasing proficiency.  The other programs overseen by that 
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department include one-way dual language immersion, late exit, and English as a Second 

Language (ESL). Both the late exit and the ESL programs are intended to transition ELs 

to receiving English-only instruction. In Austin, ELs make up 28% of the student 

population of AISD, of those nearly 75% are elementary school students (AISD 2015). 

At the time of my research, only six percent (6%) of ELs were served by the two-way 

dual language program.3 The focus of the Department of English Language Learners is to 

close the achievement gap between native English speakers and students with lower 

English proficiency; however, as a number of bilingual scholars have pointed out, there is 

often a mismatch in the intention of meeting the needs of EL students and the marketing 

of TWI programming to predominately middle- and upper-middle class parents, which 

raises important questions about who is best served by this programming (Petrovic 2005; 

Cervantes-Soon 2014; Valdez et. al 2016). 

Traditional Vista Families 
 

At Vista Elementary, similar debates are framed around “traditional Vista 

families” and “new Vista families.” Teachers and administrators use the phrase 

“traditional Vista families” to refer to families at the school that were neighborhood 

residents before the city adopted the revitalization plan, while simultaneously using the 

term to refer to low-income families in the school. This is an appellation that is rendered 

through the collective imagination of teachers, administrators, staff, and current parents 

with all of the trappings of nostalgia that the word “traditional” suggests. The majority of 

families that had initially populated the school at the onset of the TWI program were 
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first- or second-generation Latinx families (87%). They are predominately low-income 

and working-class families. The parents work hourly wage jobs in the construction 

industry and service sector as in-home care providers, cooks, custodians, house-cleaners, 

and caterers, many of them working more than one job. Not all, but a good number, of 

the “traditional Vista” students speak Spanish at home and a high number of them receive 

free and reduced lunch. Most of these families lived in formally low-income apartment 

complexes in the Vista catchment area prior to the neighborhood gentrification. Several 

of these families were multi-generational households, and it was not uncommon for 

grandmothers to be involved in classroom and school activities.  

In recent years, these apartment complexes have either been torn down or 

renovated, with the rent nearly doubling, or tripling in some cases. Few of the traditional 

Vista families that remain at the school currently live in the neighborhood because they 

have been forced out by rising costs for housing. During the year of my research at the 

school (2015-16), only about seventy-five of the three hundred students lived in the 

neighborhood that was zoned to attend Vista. The majority of those seventy-five students 

were children of parents who had moved into the neighborhood after the revitalization 

plan had been put into effect by the city (“new Vista students”). There were some 

students in the school whose parents were lower-middle class home owners who had 

managed to stay in the neighborhood, but as Ms. Connor, a second-grade teacher, 

explained to me, “traditional Vista families” was not necessarily in reference to the all 

the families that had attended Vista before the neighborhood gentrification and the TWI 

program implementation:  
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I’m thinking traditional Vista families, not necessarily native Spanish speaking 
families, because those are not necessarily the same. I’m thinking my 90% of 
students who are at or below the poverty level. That’s the class I’m thinking of, 
which was largely Hispanic, but not entirely. I definitely had a small African 
American population there, um, and some Caucasian students as well who kind of 
were there. 
 
As mentioned above, the school went from being a predominately economically 

disadvantaged population - 92% of students receiving free or reduced lunch - to around 

40% the year I was observing, and closer to 30% as of 2018. Of those low-income 

families that are at the school now, a large number of them are brought in through special 

programming offered by the district. The school operates two enrichment programs 

designed for students with disabilities: Preschool Program for Children with Disabilities 

(PPCD) and bilingual special education. At the time that I was conducting research, Vista 

was the only elementary school in the district residential boundary that offered special 

education for native-Spanish speaking students. For both of these programs, students are 

referred to the programs after a series of evaluations, and AISD is federally mandated to 

ensure that parents can send their children to the school. This means that these students 

must be provided transportation options to get to Vista. Vista also offers bilingual 

prekindergarten (PreK) for both native English and native Spanish speaking students. The 

PreK program is tuition based, but parents can qualify for tuition-waivers contingent on 

their income. The families brought in through these programs comprised the majority of 

low-income Latinx families at the school during my year of observations. Not all of the 

students brought into Vista through these programs are Latinx or low-income, but some 
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teachers did speculate that if Vista did not have these programs, they would have at least 

half the number of low-income native Spanish speaking students in the school.  

As Ms. Connor states above, “traditional Vista families” were not all Latinx or 

Spanish-language dominant students, but it does imply a particular class position. There 

were times when I observed that this term was used to reference Spanish-language 

dominant parents, and teachers often use qualifiers such as “Latino students” or 

“bilingual kids” interchangeably with “traditional Vista families.” Thus, “traditional 

Vista families” is used to mark class distinctions between the families at the school and is 

also a descriptor of racialized class subjectivities in the school. By using the phrases 

“new Vista families” and “traditional Vista families,” teachers, staff, and administrators 

were identifying racialized class differences, while also obscuring the specificities of 

those differences. These terms have the effect of conflating race, language-dominance, 

and class, which eclipses some of the racial/ethnic differences of the “new Vista families” 

and erases the displacement of low-income black and white students from the 

neighborhood. For the middle- and upper-middle class Latinx parents in the school, they 

are either seen as “Americanized” or anglicized in their class habitus or not recognized as 

middle-class if they are Spanish-language dominant parents.    

Elaborating on what she means by “traditional Vista families,” Ms. Connor 

provided an example of one family still at the school: 

 
There’s one family here that has been here for a while, and one of the teachers 
takes them to get Halloween costumes and will drive them home after the YMCA 
Afterschool sometimes, or will provide them with groceries, or all of these things, 
because we know that they need them. And it’s just sort of like, they’re our 
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family. I mean, of the staff almost. Um, and that’s a more traditional Vista 
population. I mean from my time here in the past, that’s a more traditional 
approach to how we treated and supported our students. 

 
In this elucidation, Ms. Connor points to the temporal and relational aspects of the 

expression “traditional Vista families.” For the teachers, their roles and connections to the 

families at the school have shifted as low-income families have largely been displaced 

from the school. Who the teachers and the school now serve has shifted with the 

demographic transformations of the neighborhood. I return to this point again later in this 

chapter and in the following chapter. These phrases allude to racialized class differences 

that intersect with language-dominance and authentic claims to the school and to the 

dual-language programming. It is “traditional Vista families” that teachers and some 

parents feel are the intended recipients of dual language programming, and it is these 

families that are being excluded from the programming and from the school.  

Heritage Language Claims 
 
 As “traditional Vista families” are displaced from the neighborhood and the 

school, more middle- and upper-middle class families transfer into the school specifically 

to access the dual language programming. While I expound on these families in the 

following chapter, one important point about this shift in regards to the dual language 

program is that a number of these middle- and upper-middle class families are Latinx or 

mixed-race families with one Latinx parent. For these new Vista parents, their claims for 

belonging in the school are specific to wanting their children to learn Spanish as part of 

their cultural identity. These parents share this desire with a number of working-class 
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first- and second- generation immigrant parents who used to live in the neighborhood and 

now transfer back into the school.  

There are a few former neighborhood families that transfer back into Vista, 

though the numbers shrink for each grade level. These former neighborhood families 

have long-standing relationships with the school. For example, one couple, Isaac and 

Lucia, have sent their three children to Vista over the span of thirteen years. Both Isaac 

and Lucia are in their 40s. They moved to Austin from Ecuador about thirteen years ago. 

While they can both navigate in English, they predominately speak Spanish at home and 

in the school. Isaac works as an hourly wage-earner at a nearby medical facility. Their 

youngest daughter was in PreK during my year of observation. For their first ten years in 

Austin, their family lived in an apartment complex about half a mile from the school. 

About three years prior to my time at Vista, Isaac and Lucia were issued a notice from the 

apartment manager that they would be selling the complex, renovating, and raising the 

rents. They moved their family to another apartment located about two miles away from 

the Vista neighborhood. They are now zoned to go to another school in the district, but 

they worked with Mr. Gonzalez to ensure that they could transfer into Vista. Isaac 

explains what he likes about Vista and why they elected to return to the school for their 

third child’s education: 

What really grabbed our attention the most is how they welcome you. Not only 
from administrative level, but from the teachers. We have liked that. We’ve 
always tried to be involved as much as we can and we’ve seen that there’s a real 
interest in the students and that’s why the school stands out for us- it’s one of the 
biggest reasons why we’re here.  
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Lucia believes Vista feels like a “family environment” and she appreciates that Vista is a 

small school. She agrees with Isaac that the teachers at Vista are very approachable and 

accommodating in answering any of her questions or attending to any of her concerns 

about her daughter’s education. She also notes that there is a very social environment 

amongst the parents, although she doesn’t feel that she and Isaac have been integrated 

into the new social networks of the school. For Lucia though, the most important reason 

she wanted to return to Vista instead of their new neighborhood school for her daughter’s 

primary education is that they want their daughter to participate in the dual language 

program so that she will be able to learn Spanish and English simultaneously.  

Both of Lucia’s two older sons attended Vista all the way from PreK through fifth 

grade prior to the implementation of the dual language program. When Lucia and Isaac 

moved to Austin, their oldest son was four years old and only spoke Spanish. When her 

second son, Diego, was still a young child, she tried to speak to him in both English and 

Spanish so that he would learn English quickly. She remembers feeling like this 

particular strategy backfired for her when she was informed by his bilingual teacher at 

Vista that he no longer wanted to speak in Spanish because he preferred to speak in 

English. This was upsetting for Lucia because she wants to ensure that her children 

continue to learn Spanish because she sees it as a means of, as she puts it, “maintaining 

the roots of my culture.” 

Following the conversation with Diego’s teacher, Lucia instituted a rule that the 

family could only speak Spanish in the house. She still strictly enforces the rule with her 
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two teenage children so that they can communicate with their monolingual Spanish 

grandparents: 

My two sons that are older and both of them more or less want to speak Spanish 
and English, but I always have to remind them in the house that there’s a rule 
because their grandparents, they don’t speak English. It’s not good if you speak 
English in front of them, so the rule is that in the house no English, only Spanish.  

 
For Lucia, she wants to foster a continuation of significant cultural practices for 

her children and she also sees it as a crucial means to maintain intergenerational ties. For 

her children to be able to communicate with their grandparents, they have to be able to 

speak Spanish. She also views it as an act of disrespect if her children exclude their 

grandparents through their language choices. 

Grandparents were often evoked when discussing the significance of dual 

language education for both Latinx working class and middle-class parents. Concerns 

about cultural identities and intergenerational connections for children and grandparents 

serves as a point of consensus for working class and low-income Latinx parents in the 

school and Latinx middle- and upper-middle class parents. One Wednesday afternoon in 

late February, I attended a house meeting in one of the first grade classrooms where this 

very issue became the center of conversation and momentum for building alliance 

between parents in the class.4 

The house meeting was organized by one of the new Vista parents, Victoria, 

along with the first grade teacher in order to have classroom parents meet with one 

another and share some resources for parents in supporting students in the dual language 

program. Victoria is a middle-class “new Vista mom” whose parents immigrated to the 
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United States from Chile before she was born. Victoria is one of the strongest and most 

vocal advocates for dual language in the school and in the district. She has been a parent 

in the school since the year that Vista piloted the TWI program, and her oldest child is in 

the first cohort to go all the way through the program from kindergarten through fifth 

grade. Victoria’s sister has worked at the school and also has children in the same grades 

(first and fifth) as Victoria’s two children. Victoria is married to a white, American man, 

but feels very invested in cultivating her children’s connection to their Latinx identity. 

Spanish is both of her children’s first language. When they were learning to talk, she only 

spoke Spanish with them at home and enrolled them both in a Spanish-English 

immersion preschool. By the time that they started at Vista, her children were already 

bilingual, and her oldest child is now starting to learn a third language as well.  

There were only three other mothers in attendance at the house meeting that 

Victoria called for her first-grade child’s class. As the four moms and the classroom 

teacher sat in small chairs arranged in a circle, each mother took her turn introducing 

herself and sharing why dual language was important for her. Victoria went first and 

recounted her own experiences of having grown up attending public schools in two 

different cities in Texas being the child of monolingual Spanish speakers. Victoria and 

her sister only spoke Spanish at home with their parents. She recalls the difficulties of not 

being able to have her parents help with her homework because all of her work was in 

English. She also recalls how painful it was for her and her sister to not have their Latinx 

identity recognized and valued in school and to see her parents face discrimination as 

working-class, Latinx, monolingual Spanish speakers. To this day, Victoria’s mother still 
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only speaks Spanish. For Victoria, her children being in a bilingual and bicultural 

Spanish/English school is significant because she wants them to develop their Spanish so 

that they can build and maintain a strong relationship with her mother, and she wants to 

make sure that her children learn Spanish in a way that values that part of their own 

cultural identity.  

The second mother that introduced herself, Paloma, is also a middle-class “new 

Vista parent.” Paloma’s mother is from Spain and her father is from Cuba. She grew up 

in Mississippi where her parents only had a few friends throughout her youth that spoke 

Spanish. Paloma feels that not having access to a Hispanic community was detrimental to 

her sense of esteem and connection to a larger diasporic culture. She values bilingual and 

bicultural education for her children, because like Victoria, it is important to her that her 

children have that part of their identity recognized in an affirming way. She also 

elaborates on how important it is for her that her children be able to communicate with 

her and their grandparents in their native language, particularly as her parents age. 

Paloma’s story was very emotional and all of the moms teared up as she talked about the 

pain of not being encouraged to speak Spanish as a young person. 

The third mom that introduced herself, Gloria is a “traditional Vista mom” who 

works in a restaurant just down the street from Vista. She and her children used to live in 

an apartment in the Vista catchment area, but they were displaced from the neighborhood 

when their apartment complex issued a notice that they were renovating and raising the 

rents the previous year. Gloria is now a transfer parent into Vista. In the conversation, she 

was moved by Victoria and Paloma’s accounts of being the children of native-Spanish 
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speaking parents and second-generation immigrants in public schools. She said that their 

experiences of not having their Latinx/Hispanic identities affirmed is exactly what she is 

hoping to avoid for her daughter. Even though she was pushed out of the neighborhood, 

she transferred back into Vista because she values the dual language programming and 

recognized its importance for her daughter’s educational and emotional development. 

Gloria also shares that she is currently enrolled in an English course because she is 

hoping to model being bilingual for her daughter. 

The fourth mom that introduced herself, Ana, is a transfer parent from another 

TWI school in AISD. Ana is a lower-middle class mom that grew up along the Texas-

Mexico border in a bi-national household. Her father is from Mexico and her mother was 

born in Texas. Her childhood household was bilingual, but she predominately spoke 

Spanish at home. Like Victoria and Paloma, Ana only received English instruction in 

school. She, like the other three moms, wants her daughters to both get to experience 

bicultural education in a way that is in the service of fostering a positive sense of cultural 

identity and wants her daughters to be bilingual so that they can communicate with her 

parents and her extended family.  

   The parents at Vista who were the children of immigrant parents want their own 

children to have a different experience than they had. Bilingualism is important to them 

because they want their children to develop a relationship to a shared cultural identity and 

to be able to have cross generational relationships with their relatives. Their own personal 

experiences of racialization and becoming Latinx in the context of their schooling in the 

United States informs their desires for their children to participate in a dual language 
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program. Parents describe their own experiences of having to assimilate to US culture in 

a way that meant not being able to speak Spanish in school. For these parents, the 

insistence on English in public life and the presence of Spanish in their home lives 

signified the subordinate status that they and their families were subjected to in the 

process of immigration and settlement. This aspect of their personal experience, in 

particular, seemed to drive their empathy and sense of solidarity towards the “traditional 

Vista families” and their investment in the affirming potential of the two-way dual-

language model. These parents were the ones who were most vocal and outspoken about 

the significance of the loss that the gentrification of the neighborhood had for the school 

community and for the bicultural component of the program.  

I refer to these parents as “dual language advocate” parents. Dual language 

advocate parents are a group of “new Vista parents” whose passion and involvement in 

the school largely coalesce around promoting the elevation of Spanish in the school. They 

were all part of a subcommittee at the school called the Dual Language Committee 

(DLC). The DLC held monthly meetings and I often saw one or several of these parents 

coming or going from meetings with Mr. Gonzalez. These parents organized monthly 

“Café and Dolces” for the parents at drop-off one Friday morning each month. These 

were gathering opportunities for parents to chat with one another and have information 

sessions about dual language. These parents were the ones that always requested that 

meetings take place in Spanish and have English translation, or that Spanish translation 

be made available when meetings were going to be held in English. The majority of these 

parents are solidly middle- and upper-middle class parents. Their family composition 
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generally consists of one white parent and one Latino parent, with the exception of a few 

families.  

For these parents, their work focuses around calls for diversity and representation. 

They want the school and the school community to demonstrate and follow through with 

a commitment to not just bilingual acquisition, but also biculturalism. These parents see 

Spanish as their children’s heritage language, and as described above, their commitment 

to having their children learn or retain Spanish is described as deeply personal and 

emotional. 

Equity concerns 
 

Finding commonality around racial/ethnic and linguistic identities is really 

important and prompts some middle-class parents to advocate in solidarity with low-

income parents at the school. The majority of these efforts center around the promotion 

of Spanish language use in the school and expansion of dual language in the district. The 

middle-class parents that invest their time in this advocacy are effective in impacting 

policy at the school and district-wide level because of their social networks and cultural 

capital. These efforts do have significant outcomes in affirming the racial/ethnic identities 

of Latinx students in the school and addressing disparities in access to educational 

enrichment programming for native-Spanish speaking students in the district. However, 

just focusing on advocacy around dual language fails to account for some of the other 

structural factors impacting working class and low-income families in the school, namely 

issues of affordable housing, displacement due to gentrification, labor conditions, and 
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low-wages. As one Vista mother, Denisa, (who also works in the district’s department of 

Multilingual Education) explained, the parents involved in dual language advocacy felt 

that these structural issues were beyond the purview of what they could affect: 

We’re not going to be able to solve the gentrification…that’s outside of our 
control, but we could certainly look at schools who are being negatively impacted 
academically as a result of that gentrification and then figuring out some 
solutions. I mean, ideally, I wish that the city and Capital Metro and others could 
come to the table to talk to us so that we could, you know, have a city bus just 
designed for school children at this time of the day where the public doesn’t get 
on it and figure out a cost that way. So, I know we’re trying to bring partners to 
think with us, because I think it’s in the best interest of the city to not also allow 
their most fragile community families, their most fragile families to be dislocated. 
I think it’s all of our responsibilities. 

 
Denisa and some of the other dual language advocate parents were big proponents of 

AISD working with TWI schools to be able to provide transportation to EL students as a 

way to encourage these students’ parents to elect to send their children to Vista 

Elementary. They also worked with native-Spanish speaking parents at neighboring 

schools to organize and push the district to expand its one-way dual language 

programming to more neighborhood schools. As Denisa points out, this work does little 

to address the circumstances of gentrification and the impacts of displacement for the 

families that are forced out of the neighborhood and out of the city (Taboada 2018). 

For some of the families displaced from Vista Elementary, they were invested in 

their children being bilingual, but having access to dual language programming was not 

their primary concern. These parents worried about the negative impacts that having to 

change schools would have on their children’s emotional well-being and academic 

success. For example, Noelle is a Spanish-language dominant parent who lived in the 
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Vista catchment area for a long time and was forced out by the gentrification of the 

neighborhood. Noelle, in her mid 40s, has been a parent at the school continuously for 

seventeen years. She has four daughters that have attended Vista: a 21-year old, a 16-year 

old, an 11-year old (in the TWI pilot cohort) and a four-year old in PreK. For fifteen 

years, Noelle’s family lived in an apartment complex about a mile from the school and 

she worked at a nearby eatery. When the rents for the apartments increased the year 

before, she and her daughters had to move to another small city about 12 miles outside of 

Austin. Noelle shares how difficult it was for her and her daughters to be displaced from 

the neighborhood and her decision to transfer back into Vista: 

That was this time last year exactly that we moved. My daughters cried. I cried. 
Because that was our life in those apartments- 15 years. We left many friends 
there, but I couldn’t take them out of the school. It’s not hard for me to bring them 
because, as I say, if they’re content where they’re going to school, I’m going to 
sacrifice whatever I can so that they’re happy. Many parents, you know, they say 
that it is better to enroll them in a school that’s closer or look for other horizons, 
but I disagree. I think that if my daughter is doing well in school and if I move 
her, her grades will go down because I’ve seen it in other people, including my 
sister. Their kids, their grades got worse and they came home crying. I don’t want 
that. 

 
Noelle identifies as Latina. Her parents immigrated to Texas from Mexico before 

Noelle was born. She is bilingual, but considers herself Spanish-dominant. Noelle spends 

a lot of time at the school. She volunteers for school-wide and classroom events for her 

daughters’ classes, and I often saw her in the front office visiting with teachers or 

administrators. Although Noelle has a strong presence in the school and strong 

relationships with the teachers and administrators, I did not ever see her at PTA or other 

campus leadership meetings. I also did not see her in attendance at fundraising events. 
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While at the school, she was typically talking with teachers, administrators and other 

parents in Spanish, though I occasionally heard her talk with other parents in English. 

Even though Noelle and her daughters were forced out of their long-term home 

and their neighborhood, they did not want to forgo their connection to Vista because it is 

the only elementary school that any of her children have ever attended. Both of her 

daughters are happy at Vista, and through her long-standing ties with teachers and 

administrators, Noelle describes having received a lot of support over the years. When 

discussing her connection to the school, she says, “This school is not only a school, this is 

like my home because I stay and talk to the teacher, I go to the office. This place is my 

home.” Both the fifth-grade teacher and the principal have helped Noelle with her out-of-

district transfer application that she has to fill out for her daughters to be able to attend 

Vista. They also help her maneuver through the difficult process of obtaining an out-of-

district transfer for her fifth-grade daughter to be able to attend a highly competitive 

middle school that Vista neighborhood students are zoned to attend- the same middle 

school that her two oldest daughters attended.5  

The dual language programming is not the primary reason Noelle sought to return 

to Vista, but she is pleased that her two youngest daughters are able to strengthen their 

Spanish now that it is being offered at the school. Like other Latinx parents in the school, 

she foregrounds the importance of Spanish as part of a shared cultural identity and as 

means to maintain intergenerational ties. Additionally, she employs a neoliberal 

framework of marketability to discuss the potential value of the programming for her 

daughters’ future financial well-being.: 
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Spanish is really important because we’re Latinas, because my parents they come 
from Mexico and they don’t speak English, so the fact that Noella and my other 
daughters speak Spanish perfectly, it’s also important for the future and them. 
And thanks to dual language, they’re going to achieve more. When they’re adults, 
they’re going to be able to find better jobs because of being bilingual. 

 
Similar to Noelle, Miranda is another Vista parent who was displaced from the 

neighborhood due to the increase in rent costs for the apartment that she shared with her 

three daughters. Miranda is in her 30s and moved to Austin from Mexico in the early 

2000s. Miranda is enrolled in English classes, but she currently only speaks Spanish with 

her daughters. She works as an in-home care provider at an hourly-wage. She had been 

living in the Vista catchment area for most of her time in Austin, and between her three 

daughters has been at Vista for ten years. The year prior to my time observing in the 

school, Miranda moved to a more affordable apartment in the same neighborhood as 

Isaac and Lucia. Like Noelle, Miranda works to keep her two daughters at Vista 

elementary school because she does not want to jeopardize their emotional well-being 

and educational success: 

This was the first school where my kids started. I’ve had really good experiences 
at this school. The teachers are good. I haven’t had problems. I’ve heard bad 
things about other schools, and I haven’t wanted my kids to have to go to another 
school where maybe their grades would go down. I am happy with the school. So, 
that’s why I like this school, and I don’t really have any need to move them to 
another school. 

 
For both Miranda and Noelle, they fear that removing their daughters from a 

familiar environment in which they are comfortable and doing well will result in a poor 

academic performance and have lasting consequences for their educational attainment. 

They both recall seeing the negative impacts that changing schools had on the children of 
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friends and family members. They also both desired the continuity of remaining at the 

school. As Noelle’s statement about feeling that the school is her home suggests, for the 

families that are able to remain at Vista as transfers, the school becomes a site of stability 

in the midst of all of the intense economic and emotional turmoil they and their children 

endure. The rising cost of housing and general cost of living in Austin places an 

excessive burden on those most vulnerable to its immediate effects. Parents like Isaac, 

Lucia, Noelle and Miranda who did live in the neighborhood and are now transfers into 

the school are some of the more stable first- and second- generation immigrant families 

that had attended Vista (May 2015). The former neighborhood families that are even less 

stable due to economic circumstances were the first ones to be pushed out of the 

neighborhood and out of the city into the exurbs. Those families are the ones described 

above by Ms. Connor who received not just educational and emotional support from the 

school, but also built important relationships with school teachers and staff. They relied 

on those relationships to receive material support to weather some of the more turbulent 

life circumstances that arise from economic precarity. For example, when families would 

face eviction if they were unable to meet rent (sometimes because they had not been paid 

by their employers), Vista staff and administrators would reach out to landlords to plead 

the case for families to be able to stay. Vista staff would help families find doctors for 

their children, purchase food, and obtain clothing if the need arose. Those families- the 

ones most reliant on the school staff and most vulnerable to displacement- are even less 

likely to find the means to bring their children back into Vista as transfer students in an 

attempt to create a semblance of stability for their children.  
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As literature has shown, the negative and reinforcing impacts of neoliberal social 

and economic policies is borne first and greatest by the most economically vulnerable 

populations (Smith 1996; Wacquant 2009). These policies often end up trapping families 

in or near poverty, place greater individualized economic burdens on them, and reinscribe 

social marginalization- often times through excessively punitive measures. For parents 

like Noelle, moving out of the city adds major financial expenses in transportation 

driving her children in and out of the city each day. These parents used to be able to walk 

their children down the street or send them on the bus. For all of these parents, even the 

ones that moved just a couple of miles away, they now have to reorganize their schedules 

to take into consideration longer distances for commuting to and from the school and 

their work. As I will discuss in the last chapter, these are also the families that lose access 

to programming as the school loses federal funding intended for majority low-income 

schools. They also have to grieve (and help their children grieve) the loss of social ties 

that come from being neighbors with the same people for ten to fifteen years. These 

parents rely on the principal and teachers that they have known for many years to help 

them figure out the transfer process in order to remain at the school. As the school 

becomes more popular, this becomes a bit more challenging to do because the school 

operates on a lottery system for all parents who submit a request for transfer. When 

schools become so popular within the district, they become closed to out-of-district 

transfers. For most of the traditional Vista families that were priced out of not just the 

neighborhood but of the district, the opportunity to return to Vista requires jumping 

increasingly more daunting hurdles. 
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For teachers and many of the new Vista families, they are concerned about the 

permanent loss of these traditional families. They see the declining number of low-

income, native Spanish speaking families as both detrimental to the dual language 

program and contradictory to the intended purpose of dual language as a counter measure 

to transitional bilingual and English-only education policies. As the school moves away 

from the dual language model that the district initially implemented, the need to recruit 

native-Spanish speakers dwindles as a priority for administrators. At one Campus Action 

Committee meeting held in the spring semester, two committee members that are the 

most vocal advocates for dual language at the school, Ethan and Victoria, suggested 

reaching out to neighboring schools that still have a predominately low-income Latinx 

student population for recruitment. Some of the parents at the neighboring schools are 

monolingual Spanish speakers that, as Victoria and Ethan pointed out, may be unaware of 

their right to school choice within AISD, or unaware of the option for two-way dual 

language at Vista Elementary or one-way dual language at another school. As Victoria 

discussed inviting the Latinx parents to an informational meeting about dual language 

hosted by the district and a need to reach out to those parents to recruit them as Vista 

transfers, Ms. Young (the Vice Principal) offered, “Well, with this new model we are 

starting next year, we don’t really need those ELs.” Mr. Gonzalez also responded to calls 

to recruit more ELs from other schools in a similar manner at other meetings. The school 

administrators were somewhat ambivalent about the recruitment of EL students because 

they recognized the logistical barriers to effectively recruiting and retaining EL students. 

In these interactions, the administrators appeared to misconstrue the dual language 
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advocate parents’ intentions of reaching out to the parents of EL students, failing to 

recognize that the dual language advocate parents were positing that recruitment as an 

effort to address inequities around access to dual language programming in the district.    

In informal conversations, two parents present at the meeting brought up Ms. 

Young’s comment and expressed frustration with what they felt like was total apathy, at 

best, if not animosity on the part of Ms. Young towards adhering to the social justice 

component of the two-way dual language immersion program. For the parents pushing 

the recruitment of ELs, they wanted to ensure that the two-way dual language program 

was not exclusively serving economically advantaged children and that it was meeting its 

intended goal of providing better educational opportunities for English language learners 

and low-income Latinx students.  

Teachers also raised concerns about the failure of school administrators to recruit 

these students. Ms. Bustillo, a bilingual special education teacher, expressed her concerns 

about the ramifications of excluding low-income, Spanish-language dominant students 

from the school: 

One of the initiatives is not just having our kids be biliterate but also being 
bicultural. And I think that’s what we’re really missing here is getting a deeper 
understanding of what biculturalism is. I feel like at this point I often wonder, this 
sounds horrible to say this, but I almost feel like the Spanish speaking culture is 
being used to give those who have power even more power by making them 
biliterate, and it’s not really empowering our traditional bilingual students. 

 
Other teachers at the school shared Ms. Bustillo’s assessment of the uneven 

distribution of power that leads to the exclusion of low-income and working class 

families from the school and the way that this exclusion perpetuates uneven gains of 
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power and access to resources for already economically advantaged families. As Ms. 

Connor put it: “in a way, dual language just makes the rich get richer and the poor get 

poorer, you know.”  

Other teachers also expressed concerns about who was missing out on the educational 

advantages of dual language because of the combined impact of gentrification and 

dominance of middle-class parents in the school. The only black staff member employed 

at the school during my year of observation, Mr. Esmond, is a teacher’s aide and the 

coordinator of a very popular after-school program at Vista. When discussing the future 

of dual language in the school, Mr. Esmond raised the issue that native-English speaking 

low-income black students are also not being recruited or retained in the school or served 

by the dual language program: 

And, you know, just me, just because I’m black, I’m African American, and I wonder 
how dual language benefits the students that are not native speakers, they don’t have 
the family support to learn Spanish…The black students that are such a minority in 
the school that like a large percentage of them are in these like, these dire straits, and 
school is literally a refuge for what’s going on at home. So like when I’m seeing dual 
language, I hear the fight that’s going on between these two groups, but at the same 
time I’m looking at this really, really small, this really underrepresented population at 
this school, and probably many other schools, and I’m like, I don’t really see how 
dual language is benefitting them right now, because they don’t have the support they 
need, and you know, they’re in class, I don’t even know if they’re grasping the 
Spanish.  
 

As Mr. Esmond points out, the focus on equity only for English-language learners and the 

focus on heritage language learners obscures the ways that black students, and in 

particular low-income black students, lack access to educational enrichment like dual 

language and other specialized programs (Palmer 2010). Teachers like Ms. Zavala, the 
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fifth grade bilingual teacher, advocated for collective organizing between the teachers 

and the parents invested in the social justice potential of dual language: 

And we need to be strong and united and together, because if it’s not then we’re 
just going to be teaching Spanish to kids who already have power, to communities 
that already know what they need to have and know how to work the system in 
order to have that. But remember who this program is for. 

 
Ms. Zavala is unequivocal in her understanding of who this program is intended to serve, 

but the question of who the program is actually for remains a contentious issue in the 

school community. While there was a great deal of attention payed to the significance of 

dual language and access to the programming, there were other intersecting modalities of 

social exclusion happening at the school because of class integration.  

BELONGING TO VISTA 
 

Nina, a petite and stylish mother of a second-grade student, moved to Austin from 

Mexico several years ago. Her husband is a white, American man that is fluent in 

Spanish. Nina and her husband only speak Spanish with their children at home and they 

elected to transfer their oldest child into Vista specifically for the bilingual programming. 

Within the typology of parents commonly employed by teachers and administrators, Nina 

would be considered a “new Vista” mom. She is one of the only parents in my interviews 

that very openly discussed feelings of exclusion that she has experienced at the school. At 

the time of our interview, Nina had been a parent at Vista for three years. She recounts 

numerous failed attempts to connect with other parents at the school throughout the three 
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years and describes having a sustained desire to feel like she is part of the school 

community: 

I understand the challenges that they have here, but I feel like, if they could focus on 
that sense of belonging, like shared some of Vista with me, I…I’m like it’s so stupid, 
like, am I Vista really? I mean I bought the shirt, of course, I have to buy it because I 
have to wear it because if not, it’s like you’re not supporting your school, but I didn’t 
even feel proud of wearing the shirt. Like I feel like…or the bumper sticker, 
whatever. It’s like, I don’t feel like I’m Vista, you know, but I want to feel that I’m 
Vista. I mean, even now as all my struggles, I still feel like there could be hope with a 
lot of help, but I feel like, sometimes money is not all in the world. And, I know 
education, it’s important, but there’s also that human interaction that we need and 
sense of belonging. I mean, that’s important in every aspect of your life I think. In a 
marriage, you need to belong to each other as, you know, your kids, your friends, 
your country, your school. I don’t feel part of this school even though I’ve been here 
forever. 

 
During my year of observation at the school, Nina was serving as an officer on the PTA 

but resigned from her position by the middle of the spring semester. Nina had appealed 

multiple times to the other PTA members to instate outreach and community-building 

programming in the school and felt that her suggestions went largely ignored because of 

the emphasis placed on fundraising. Nina’s perception of Vista is that there are very 

active and involved parents at the school, but that parents form cliques amongst 

themselves and with teachers and administrators. She is critical of what she perceives is 

the importance of status within these cliques, noting that the most visible parents in the 

school community acted aloof and disinterested if they did not think that other parents 

had compelling occupations or were well-connected within the larger community. She 

also noted that the parents most socially marginalized within the school are the working 

class and low-income Latinx parents, some of whom are monolingual Spanish speakers.  
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Nina is not the only person that I spoke with to note the ways that low-income 

Latinx parents, in particular Spanish dominant parents, are excluded in the school. One 

former teacher, Ms. Nevarez came to Vista first as a parent and then as a teacher. Ms. 

Nevarez is Latina and a native-Spanish speaker. She taught at the school as the dual 

language Spanish teacher for two years and left (as both a parent and teacher) the year 

prior to my observations. Here she reflects on the transformations she saw in the school 

population and parent participation over the three-year span that she was at the school: 

I was a parent at Vista before I was a teacher. I chose to put my firstborn child 
there. She entered first grade…So we started off at Oak Grove, and when I found 
out that Vista was the only school that was really advocating and piloting the dual 
language I transferred her to Vista. And one of the things that I very much liked 
about that school was that there was a significant presence of Latino parents 
involved. And I remember some of the moms from my child’s class, that class, 
um, talking to them and, you know, the sharing how they had been part of Vista 
for a long time, and that it was, you know, they were very involved in it, and I 
saw that change. I saw that group of mothers slowly not be part of that school, I 
saw that group of parents feel like their voice didn’t matter on that campus. So not 
only was their physical presence not there as the years went by, but it was just 
also the sense of it was uncomfortable to be there as a Latino person. 

 
Ms. Smith is another former teacher at the school. She is a white woman who 

learned Spanish as an adult and pursued a career as a bilingual educator. She, along with 

Ms. Nevarez, left Vista the year before I began my research. She had worked at the 

school for three years as a Spanish language instructor and had developed close 

relationships with her students and their parents as she moved up grades with them over 

the course of three years. When I spoke with her about her experiences teaching at a 

school in a gentrifying neighborhood that was implementing a TWI program, she 

recounted feeling very disappointed with the direction that the school was going in. In 
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particular, she felt that the needs of the traditional Vista families and the best interest of 

the traditional Vista students were being set aside to attend to the demands and needs of 

the new Vista students. Ms. Smith worked with almost all Latinx students. She recalls the 

incongruity in comfort and engagement of her students’ parents as they moved through 

different spaces in the school: 

I think it’s really hard for some of the families. They, behind closed doors in the 
classroom, are super vocal and super big advocates for their kids. Even just the 
way that they would talk to me was very forceful about what they wanted for their 
kid and what they needed for their kid- which I appreciate. Like, I love when 
parents are like that because it’s like, “Good, you can fight for your kid. You 
know what you’re doing.” But I think as soon as they walk into those settings, 
something happens when they’re around those middle-class parents that just like 
shuts them down. You know, like these people who when they’re talking to me 
like all of this fire and energy and passion is there. As soon as they’re kind of in 
the same…It’s almost like, you know, a lot of them work in service jobs cleaning 
houses or gardening, and like as soon as they’re in front of those people, it’s like 
they’re in front of their employers and they just shut down. Like you can see, you 
can see it even in their eyes. Like as soon as they sort of walk past them, they sort 
of like look down and don’t make eye contact. 
 
Ms. Smith sensed that the parents of her students felt comfortable with her and 

felt confident asserting themselves and making demands for their children in the context 

of her self-contained classroom. She witnessed though that as they went from her 

classroom to larger school spaces like PTA meetings, school-wide events, or even 

interacting with other parents in the front office and hallways, that their demeanor and 

general sense of entitlement and belonging shifted. Ms. Smith evokes the economic 

power structure between an employer/employee as metaphor to describe this shift in 

demeanor. And while she is speaking metaphorically, I did have one middle-class, 

monolingual English speaking, white mom tell me that when she learned of the economic 
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difficulties of one traditional Vista family in her son’s class, she and her husband 

employed the father of that family to do the landscaping for their home. In this one 

instance, there is a literal employer/employee relationship between parents. 

Racialized Class Belonging  
 

Sociologists have long studied the relationship between schools, families and the 

reproduction of social inequality. Some sociologists have focused on the role that schools 

play in legitimating class stratifications (Bowles and Gintis 1976; Willis 1977). Bourdieu 

and Passeron’s theories of social reproduction of inequality named cultural capital as one 

of the key modalities of naturalizing and obscuring how one social group comes to 

dominate over other social groups (Bourdieu and Passeron 1977; Lamont and Lareau 

1988). By situating their study in a school, they show how dominate cultural practices, 

knowledges, movements and linguistic practices are legitimated through educational 

institutions. In the context of the U.S., Anette Lareau expanded on the importance of 

cultural capital in the inter-generational transference of advantage through parenting 

practices and parental engagement with school settings (Lareau 2011; Lareau and Horvat 

1999). Specifically, Lareau argues that middle-class and upper-middle class parents are 

able to activate their cultural capital in school settings in ways that accrue important 

opportunities for their children’s educational attainment- things like tracking into honors 

and advanced placement courses, special consideration and accommodations from 

teachers and administrators, assistance with homework, subject-specific tutoring, and 

enrollment in extracurricular activities that will both enhance their opportunities that will 
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enhance their sense of belonging and engagement within school-supported activities (like 

band, sports, language acquisition, etcetera) and assist in their competitiveness for college 

applications (Lareau 2011). While Lareau takes into consideration the salience of race in 

parents’ navigation of the field of schools, she argues that socioeconomic class is the 

most significant node of identity for accruing and transmitting gains from cultural capital 

from parents to children. Elsewhere, she and Horvat attempted a more nuanced 

articulation of the ways in which race and class simultaneously impact the means and 

success that parents have in employing their own cultural capital in order to strategically 

ensure best possible educational outcomes for their children (Lareau and Horvat 1999).  

As I sat down with the Assistant Principal, Ms. Young, in her office one afternoon 

after the school day had come to a close, I ask her to talk about the transformations she’s 

seen at the school over the past six years. Ms. Young has worked at Vista Elementary for 

nearly 20 years, first as a bilingual teacher and then for the past four years as the assistant 

principal. As we are talking, I ask her about parent participation in the school. She tells 

me that: “Our parents that are engaged the most are our more affluent families, our 

English-speaking families.” When I ask her what she attributes the discrepancy in parent 

participation to she replies: 

There are quite a few less Spanish speaking families in the school. Just a lot of 
that’s due to the gentrification, and we have some that have been pushed out but 
still have transferred back in. Um, but I think a lot of it’s just, you know, feeling 
comfortable and even though mostly everybody speaks Spanish on campus and 
stuff, it’s still kinda…I see a lot of Spanish speaking parents come for lunch, they 
come and they’re here and they’re engaged with their children in the school day, 
but it’s not like necessarily like they’re here on gardening day or here to read to 
the kids in the classroom and stuff like that. So, I think it’s true, there are quite a 
few less Spanish speaking families, so that does, um…We got some information 
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last week, I got it in a meeting that only 72 of our students are actually from our 
attendance zone. 
 

 In the case of Vista, race, class and language all intersect and inform experiences 

of social inclusion and exclusion taking place in the school. The new Vista families were 

excited about school participation right away and were eager to volunteer. Initially there 

were efforts to recruit the low-income Latinx families that had been at the school to join 

the PTA and leadership committees. By the time that I was observing at the school, many 

of those efforts had been abandoned by the parents. The dual language advocate parents 

were the most consistent in their attempts to signal a desire to have the low-income 

Latinx families participate in school leadership and to build community across 

racial/ethnic and socioeconomic divides. The way that they worked to include low-

income Latinx families was predominately through calls for all school communication to 

foreground Spanish. Some of the monolingual English speaking parents found subtle 

ways to be dismissive of what they perceived as a more performative effort to be 

inclusive.  

The scant presence and involvement of low-income parents at the school was 

something that I noted in my observations of the school throughout the year. I would see 

low-income parents in attendance at school performances and at a couple of the school-

wide events like Multicultural Night. I would also see a mother or father occasionally 

joining their child for lunch in the cafeteria as Ms. Young describes. I did not, however, 

see these parents at PTA meetings, fundraising events, or other meetings in the school 

such as the Campus Action Committee (CAC) meetings that took place monthly.6 At 
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afternoon pick up times, I would see some low-income parents standing off by 

themselves near their cars or on the sidewalks leading up the front doors or congregated 

in small groups with other low-income parents on the peripheries of the school 

playground to wait for their children. Only the parents who had been at the school for a 

long time would hang around the inside of the halls and the front office along with the 

more affluent parents. The subject of engaging low-income Latinx families in the school 

was one that came up often in interviews with teachers and parents and was a matter the 

school had worked to address for years. For parents and teachers that were concerned 

with issues of equity, particularly as it pertained to the mission of the dual language 

programming, the absenting of “traditional Vista families” first through the process of 

gentrification and then through the influx of more affluent parents presented a major 

concern. I will return to a discussion on what parents’ and teachers’ efforts to mitigate the 

social exclusion of low-income Latinx parents looked like below. Because I was not able 

to connect with these low-income parents during my time at the school, I rely heavily on 

what teachers and other parents say to think through what this exclusion itself looks like 

and what it means for the social dynamics of the school for the remainder of this chapter. 

I want to acknowledge that the erasure of these parents’ voices and their presence from 

my observations mirrors the ways in which they are erased from the school- it is 

unintentional and structural and happens through a series of events and individual choices 

that (re)produce economically and racially segregated social spaces. 
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Who Has the Time? 
There are three explanations that teachers and administrators offer for the low 

turnout of low-income parents at PTA meetings and other volunteer opportunities. The 

first and most readily offered explanation is time. Ms. Marquez is a kindergarten teacher 

that has been at the school for seventeen years. She grew up in a small town on the 

Texas-Mexico border. Her mom is from Mexico and her father is a white American. She 

spent a bit of time visiting family and traveling in Mexico when she was younger. In our 

conversation, Ms. Marquez says that “on my dad’s side of the family we were Hispanics, 

and on my mom’s side of the family we were the gringas.” In her description of her 

fluid/hybrid cultural identity, Ms. Marquez calls to mind Gloria Anzaldua’s mestiza 

consciousness. She says that this positionality has always informed her understanding of 

culture and she draws from this in her interactions with students and parents and in her 

implementation of bicultural curriculum.7 Ms. Marquez is a highly regarded teacher 

amongst Vista parents. Here she recalls who the parents were and the engagement of the 

parents when she first started at the school: 

Well when I started, all of my children were Spanish speakers and they were all 
on free lunch. And, the parents were Hispanic and most of them- the mothers 
were the main contact, you know- they picked up their children and dropped them 
off.  You didn’t really see the fathers too much. But, you know, in that SES, they 
usually work labor, and they also work on Saturdays, so the time that they can 
come to school is limited, but they would come to small functions. We had one, 
we had, um, what was it that we had back then? Black History Month. 

 
As Ms. Marquez’s description highlights, most of her interactions with parents 

would primarily be at drop off and pick up at the beginning and end of the day. She did 

not interact with fathers nearly as much as she does now, which she attributes largely to 
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class differences. As she accurately points out, parents that work hourly-wage jobs have 

far less flexibility in their schedules to come spend time at the school throughout the day.  

Ms. Perez is a fourth-grade teacher who is in her first year at the school. She 

identifies as Latina and has worked as a bilingual educator in a number of other settings 

before starting in AISD. Ms. Perez’s daughter is a second-grader at the school, so she is 

also a Vista parent like several of the other teachers. This is Ms. Perez’s first year at 

Vista, but she has already noticed the disparate parent participation amongst low-income 

parents and more affluent parents in her classroom. Like Ms. Marquez, she attributes this 

largely to differences in work obligations and flexibility in schedules: 

Most of them work double jobs, long shifts. I’ve got one family starting a new 
business, plus the father is working a full-time job on the side. I’ve got another 
one that works at a hotel, he’s on call all the time. Most of my families are in 
restaurant businesses. The few stay-at-home moms that I do have are also helping 
with cleaning on the side to earn a little extra money, but also to be there with 
their children ‘cause they can’t afford after school care. Um, also trying to 
learn…one of them is going to school to try to learn English better. I mean they’re 
like super jam packed, so when we invite them to come and join and mix here, it’s 
hard for them to do that. They’re there for their kids and they love their kids, 
that’s clear. Um, and when we called an official meeting at the beginning of the 
year to kind of be like, “Hi, I’m new, and hi, he’s new, and we’re your team this 
year. Let’s chat,” most of the turnout came from the higher SES. We have like the 
standard five moms that always show from my group, but everybody else was 
just, you know. And, luckily, I started saying, here’s my number, don’t abuse it 
(laughs) but contact me. And that’s how I keep in touch with the other parents. 
Some parents I’ve only seen their face one time. Everything else has been through 
the phone. 

 
What Ms. Perez points out is that the low-income parents in her classroom do not 

just work in occupations that have inflexible hours, most of them have to work multiple 

jobs in these occupations. Working multiple jobs does not just leave these parents with 

minimal time for involvement with the school, these parents have minimal mental and 
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emotional energy to expend. Some teachers relayed conversations they had with parents 

regarding their interest in participating in school organizations and attending meetings. 

For example, Ms. Zavala is the fifth-grade teacher at the school. She is working 

with the first cohort of students to move all the way through kindergarten to fifth grade in 

the TWI program. She has been with the same group of students for two years in a row- 

she was their fourth-grade teacher the year before and moved up with the students. Ms. 

Zavala is a very passionate and committed teacher. Ms. Zavala was born in El Salvador, 

but grew up in Canada. Spanish is her native-language and she also attended a French 

immersion school as a child. Ms. Zavala approaches her role as a dual language teacher 

through a social justice lens and goes to great lengths to build strong relationships with 

all of her students and parents. Ms. Zavala has a very diplomatic and influential presence 

at the school. She is one of the teachers that is able to voice concerns about equity to 

parents and administrators alike in ways that ruffle few feathers. By the time I was done 

with my research, she had been appointed an administrative position at the school to 

improve the implementation of the two-way dual language program. When I ask Ms. 

Zavala her perspective about the engagement of low-income parents at the school she 

says: 

Yeah, let me tell you, a majority are so flippin’ busy to even care. Like I can think 
of at least three moms who have like two jobs. Two jobs. Four moms. And they’re 
like, “Dude, PTA meeting, who cares man? I don’t have time for this. I have three 
kids, I have two kids, I have a baby, I have two jobs, I have life. Uh-uh. I don’t 
have time to drive back from Manor to Vista to hang out with people I don’t care 
about.” Um, but there’s one particular mom that I can think of, she’s been here 
also for about fifteen years. Her kid’s now graduating from middle school. And 
um, yeah, she’s like, “No, after third grade the teacher was uninspiring, she was 
on the verge of rude,” like the Spanish speaking teacher. “Um, and no, I don’t feel 
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like I need to be here anymore, I don’t feel like I’m desired, wanted, needed, 
valued. And so if you need me in your classroom I will happily come to your 
classroom, but don’t invite me to those PTA meetings anymore Ms. Zavala.” 
Okay. I can respect that. But there hasn’t been, um, I’ve tried to bridge that 
conversation with all of the Latino mamas, and they’re like, “Well, we don’t have 
time. We have stuff to do.” And so they’re over it. They don’t feel purposely 
excluded, but one mom for sure does. Yeah. And, you know, I include her in 
different ways. Her mom, so my kiddo’s grandma, is gonna come and teach salsa 
dancing to our people for graduation. So like, “Well, I want you to know that you 
are important and that I want you to be here.”  

 
As both Ms. Perez and Ms. Zavala indicate, the teachers are the primary point of contact 

and the people in the school most able to build strong connections with the parents. For 

the parents that are not able to or not interested in being at the school for meetings and 

events, these teachers find ways to make themselves available and establish lines of 

communication. Most teachers discuss the importance of face-to-face interactions with 

parents, as well as using text messaging and calling with lower-income parents. For the 

more affluent parents, the teachers are more apt to communicate with them over email, as 

well as in person.  All of the teachers recognize the numerous constraints that parents are 

dealing with and are sure to voice their understanding of the myriad of reasons why some 

parents are move involved in particular school activities than other parents. As Ms. 

Zavala exemplifies, some teachers also work very hard to find other means to involve 

low-income parents and convey to those parents that they are important members of the 

school community, that their contributions are valuable, and that their presence is 

welcome and wanted at the school. Ms. Zavala describes having only one parent confide 

to her that she has felt unwelcomed in meetings at the school. For a number of teachers, 

they are aware of and express concern about the ways that lower-income Latinx 
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(especially Spanish language-dominant) families might feel pushed out or socially 

excluded from the school with the sharp influx of more affluent and more white, 

monolingual English families.  

Becoming Interlopers: Racialized Class and Linguistic Exclusion 
The work that teachers like Ms. Zavala do to indicate to low-income Latinx 

parents that they are important and valued in the school is to work against the ways that 

they can see these parents may feel uncomfortable and ostracized. Ms. Marquez provides 

an example of what this exclusion looks like:  

I think our school is having a hard time getting the lower income parents, um, of 
Hispanic background actually, more willing to come to events. We just had a 
Multicultural Night, and, I’ll look around and it’s, you know, our community, but 
there were none of that old community around. There were a couple of siblings 
sitting with a teacher and the parent of those siblings was- I saw him- he was 
behind the cafeteria doors kinda looking in, but he had just come in from, you 
know, doing his manual labor. So he did not feel comfortable coming in, because 
obviously the dress is different. So, I think there is that separation. 
 

As Ms. Marquez articulates, there is something beyond just time constraints informing 

the exclusion from participation and leadership of working class and low-income Latinx 

parents from the school. I did not see this particular dad that Ms. Marquez is talking 

about, but I did notice that at other school-wide events low-income Latinx parents would 

either be seated in the last couple of rows in the auditorium or standing up more towards 

the back of the space. I would often see teachers, administrators, and bilingual parents 

make a point to go say hello and chat, but it did strike me that these families did not seem 

to feel the same sense of ownership and comfort in the space. Ms. Marquez assessment is 

that as more middle- and upper-middle class families populate the school, the working 
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class and low-income families feel more out of place at the school. The middle- and 

upper-middle class parents that came to the Multicultural Night performance and potluck 

from work did have on their professional attire, they do converse with one another 

predominately in English, and they do move through the school and auditorium with a 

projection of comfort in the space. Ms. Marquez’s account indicates that the feeling of 

not belonging is also accompanied by a sense of shame, an internalizing of the new class 

norms of the school that renders one an outsider and then physically relegated to the other 

side of the spatial perimeters. Ms. Marquez’s observation does corroborate Ms. Smith 

and Ms. Nevarez’s perspectives as well that there was a clear shift from a high level of 

attendance and presence of working class and low-income Latinx families, and that this 

decline is due not just to the low numbers of those families in the school, but of a 

discomfort in being in the school. 

Daniela is a staff member and a parent at the school. She works in the front office 

as an administrative assistant. She has been at Vista for four years, having previously 

worked as an office assistant at an apartment complex a few miles away. Daniela tells me 

that she decided to quit her job at the apartment complex because it became too 

emotionally taxing to have to keep notifying tenants that their rents would be going up, 

knowing that what she was actually telling people is that they would be moving out soon. 

Daniela’s daughter attends a magnet middle school in the district. When her son’s East 

Austin elementary school was shut down by the district due to low enrollments, Daniela 

decided to bring him to Vista. Her son had not learned Spanish prior to coming to Vista. 

He has been in the school for three years, and while she describes enjoying working at 
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the school, she says she does not feel like her son has fully adjusted to the new social 

environment of the school. During the school day, Daniela sits at a desk in the front 

office located about ten feet behind the counter where parents and school visitors check 

in. Her desk is positioned evenly between the doors to Mr. Gonzalez and Ms. Young’s 

offices. Daniela is always pleasant, if not a bit reserved when I see her working in the 

front office and spending time in the adjacent teacher’s lounge. When I see her at school-

wide functions and fundraising events with her two children, she is much more 

exuberant, joking around with Ms. Young and the other office staff member, Bea. Bea 

has worked at Vista for nearly twenty years, and like Daniela, has a child enrolled at the 

school. Both Daniela and Bea are Latina and bilingual in English and Spanish. When I 

interview Daniela, I asked her what it was like for her to be at the school as a staff 

member and a parent and see the transformation in school population. She responded: 

I guess for me, because I do feel like I’m a Spanish speaker, I just…It’s just, 
you’re always going to feel different I guess, to a certain extent. I’ll interact, like I 
said, with the English speakers and everything, but you always feel just different. 
I don’t know exactly how to explain it. But, I guess what would be the word? I 
guess I don’t know if I just feel like they’re all going to be at a higher place or…I 
don’t know. It’s just the way I guess you just grow up, and so it’s just like, I 
don’t…I wish there was more Spanish speakers just to, you know…And then I 
don’t think that we’ll ever get to everything being the same between them. Like I 
guess growing up with my friends who were just never going to be interacting in 
the school activities and stuff like that. So it’s really hard to make Spanish 
speaking parents come, because, I guess, I grew up in the atmosphere where they 
really were more about like work, and how do we provide for the family, and 
that’s about it. They didn’t really come and like, “Oh,” you know, “what’s going 
on at school?” So I kind of see where these parents come from because of the 
household that I grew up in. Um, but I don’t know, I just wish there were more 
Spanish speakers, but I mean what are we going do here, you know? 
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As Daniela suggests, the social exclusion of working class and lower-middle class 

families is about a combination of the habitus of middle- and upper- middle class parents, 

time constraints related to work and family demands, and language barriers in the school. 

She initially attributes the feelings of exclusion and subordinate status in the school to 

language, but as she is reflecting on her own experience with her parents and her 

community in a small Texas town, Daniela also articulates a sustained pattern of 

exclusion of working class Latinx parents from educational institutions in general. She 

notes that her parents and the other members of her childhood community also did not 

participate in school leadership, volunteer, or attend school events in the same way as 

middle- and upper- middle class families at Vista. 

 Parents and teachers alike do note the declining presence of working class and 

low-income Latinx families, but there are some inconsistencies in how they remember 

parents’ participation before the neighborhood gentrification and the implementation of 

the TWI program. From what I learned from teachers and parents present before the 

piloting of the TWI program, the traditional Vista families had never really been involved 

in leadership roles at the school. As described by Ms. Connor and Noelle, those families 

had really different relationships to the school and to the teachers, administrators, and 

staff. The influx of middle-class parents shifted the roles and the culture of the school, as 

well as the focus and priorities of teachers and administrators. This is a point I explore at 

length in the next chapter. The process of belonging and exclusion for working class and 

low-income Latinx families in the school is far more complicated than just the 
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displacement from the school due to neighborhood gentrification and an influx of middle- 

and upper-middle class transfer families.  

COUNTERING EXCLUSION 
 

Middle-class parents, teachers, and administrators could not really come to a clear 

consensus on what the barriers to traditional Vista families’ participation in the social and 

leadership aspects of the school were. In addition, previous attempts to directly address 

racial and socioeconomic disparities between the school families had gone badly, and 

caused large riffs and sustained underlying tensions amongst some middle-class parents 

and some teachers. During my year of observation, where I saw the most consistent 

efforts to redress issues of social exclusion of traditional Vista families was around the 

advocacy for all communication in the school to be in or foreground Spanish language.  

This particular approach to bring traditional Vista families back into the fold of 

the school also dovetailed with the administrators’ goal of having the district recognize 

Vista Elementary as a Spanish Language Immersion Academy. One of the ways that it 

manifested was in the mantra of the parents and teachers involved in the Dual-Language 

Committee: “We need more Spanish.” What this looked like was parents and teachers 

expecting that all school-wide communication (newsletters, emails, Google Group 

messages, Facebook messages, Tweets, etcetera) be translated into Spanish, and 

preferably signal a prioritizing of Spanish by putting the Spanish version of the text first.  

These teachers and parents also wanted meetings translated into Spanish and 

discussed often that very few of the PTA and other campus-wide meetings were 
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translated anymore, even though the school had purchased headsets a few years earlier to 

be able to run meetings with parents in both languages. The emphasis on translation was 

clearly signaling an awareness of and commitment to accessibility in the school.  

I witnessed numerous times when native-English speaking parents that were 

involved with event and meeting programing were somewhat dismissive of the calls for 

Spanish language translation. Often times, they noted accurately that there were not 

monolingual Spanish speaking parents in attendance at any of the campus-wide meetings. 

This of course was a moot point as far as the advocates for translation were concerned, 

because, they argued, holding all meetings in English was going to serve the purpose of 

ensuring that monolingual Spanish speaking parents would not feel welcome or 

comfortable enough to attend the meetings. These particular debates masked the 

racialized tensions between Latinx and white families in the school, because the 

discussion centered around language and often coded and color-blind racist ideologies 

were employed in the dismissal of the importance of having everything translated into 

Spanish. 

When speaking to Ms. Young about tactics that could be effective in supporting 

the presence and participation of low-income and working class families, she brought up 

some of the debates about translating meetings into Spanish: 

Trying, you know, make sure that we’re doing everything in both languages. 
Sometimes it’s really hard because it does double the amount of time needed for 
things. But also, I know like at one point Ethan was like, “We should do 
everything in Spanish and our English speakers should have to wear headphones.” 
That’s great, but we’re not gonna get 150 headphones, you know. (Laughs) It 
doesn’t sometimes make sense to do it that way, and it doesn’t mean that we don’t 
value our Spanish speaking parents. It’s just if we could get 150 headphones, like 
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if it was possible, but we maybe have ten. Like it’s kind of unrealistic to do it that 
way if it’s not something everybody’s gonna have access to the materials. So I 
mean I think that there’s lots of things that we could sit down and brainstorm and 
try to think about ways to do it, but I think it’s, you know, in reality the majority 
of our parents speak English, the majority of parents that show up to things speak 
English. And I don’t think that that is the deterrent for Spanish speaking families, 
I just think that they’re not made aware of their values sometimes or the value of 
them attending and being part of their children’s education. Um, I know like when 
we first started, like when I first started, you tell a parent something that a child 
did that was not right or whatever, and they’d be all over the kid like, you know, 
“You listen to…” They would take the teacher’s word regardless, like they didn’t, 
you know, if you told them something that.. they were like,  “You do what the 
teacher says.” And um, a lot of our other parents, I mean like, you know, there’s 
all the different philosophies of discipline and parenting (laughs). So I mean like 
there’s so many more different things, and it’s, um it’s just hard to determine 
what’s gonna work and what’s gonna bring parents in. We have to do so many 
different things, and how do you best get like the bang for your buck. So, I don’t 
think that we’ve ever really been able to be very successful in making sure that 
our PTA meetings are heavily attended by every, you know, by good 
representation of our population. So um, Fall Fest obviously, you don’t have to 
have language to…You know anything that I think that relies heavily on 
language, like meetings or performances, not like musical performances or 
whatever, but math night or whatever where they think that everything’s gonna be 
in English, I think anything that relies heavily on language is gonna be kinda hard 
for our Spanish speaking families to really get behind until they realize that it’s 
gonna be, you know, that it is, ‘cause we do have everything in both languages for 
those events. It’s just, they don’t necessarily see it that way I guess, yeah. Or 
they’re just, by the time that they get everybody home and dinner done and stuff, 
it’s just really hard to come back, especially for our families that don’t live in the 
general vicinity anymore, and so transportation can sometimes be an issue. 

 
I included Ms. Young’s quote at length here because her awkward and meandering 

answer reveals important slippages between the various cultural explanations that are 

offered for the lack of participation of low-income parents. She oscillates between 

recognizing the importance of events and meetings being translated into Spanish and also 

being dismissive of the insistence by some bilingual parents that all meetings be run in 

Spanish so that monolingual English speaking parents have the experience of language 
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immersion. Her point that translating meetings doubles the time that a meeting will run is 

a point I heard a number of parents raise when complaining about or dismissing this 

insistence on English-Spanish translation. 

As an observer of the school, I did witness the calls for language inclusion and the 

insistence on translation or leading meetings in Spanish as performative. These were 

insistences that were often made to make the point that monolingual English speaking 

parents have the experience of not understanding what was being said and needing to rely 

on translation. While this in itself can be a valuable and important experience for 

language-dominant parents in a dual-language program to have, it often served the 

purpose of overlooking the other intersecting factors of racialized class exclusion going 

on in the school. Centering Spanish language allowed for discussions about those factors 

to happen by proxy, but also allowed for them to go largely unaddressed.  

CONCLUSION 
 

Schools are a key social institution in which the dominant social class norms are 

upheld, reproduced, and rewarded. When families adhere to class norms, their racialized 

identities are read through their class performance. This also applies to the linguistic 

practices of parents. Parents that are Spanish-language dominant or parents that are 

monolingual Spanish speakers are discussed and assumed to be low-income or working 

class and their racialized/ethnic identities more salient.  

Because of time and other commitments, and because of a sense of inferiority in 

the social scheme of the school, low-income Latinx parents are less likely to participate 
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in school-wide governing bodies like PTA and the CAC. These parent-led organizations 

in the school give parents greater opportunity to build social networks with each other 

and teachers and administrators. They also allow parents to stay apprised on any policy 

changes coming down from the district or changes that the school administrators are 

considering regarding curriculum, school-wide policies, or personnel changes. Parents’ 

participation in these organizations give them an opportunity to have input and give them 

greater political power in the school. From what teachers and parents alike reported, the 

traditional Vista parents had not ever really participated in these organizations in masse, 

and some of the organizations (including PTA and some of the parent-teacher run 

committees) were not in existence or full operation prior to the arrival of the new Vista 

families. Never-the-less, teachers and school staff had worked with the traditional Vista 

moms to get them to have a greater sense of ownership over the school in the years 

leading up to the adoption of the TWI program. These efforts were part of what led to the 

school being successful in making a bid to the district to become one the schools to pilot 

the TWI program.  

What all of these stories point to is the ways that as low-income families became 

fewer in number at the school, they became increasingly marginalized within the social 

spaces of the school. The power dynamics of the school shifted significantly with the 

influx of middle and upper middle- class parents. These parents exerted their cultural, 

social, and economic capital in the school to take up greater space and began collectively 

organizing to gain more political power within the school through organizations like the 

PTA and other parent volunteer committees. While it was not the intention of these 
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parents to push low-income families out of the neighborhood and marginalize the low-

income families that remained in the school, their middle-class habitus and their focus on 

obtaining the greatest access of resources for their own children blinded them to the 

mechanisms of exclusion they were actively setting up and engaging in. This is a point I 

will pursue further, along with a continued discussion of the manifest and latent purpose 

of dual language programming, in the next chapter.  

NOTES FOR CHAPTER TWO

                                                
1 Since the 2017-18 school year, AISD has changed the name of this department to the Multilingual 
Education Department. 
2 For this project, I follow suit of the teachers, parents, and administrators at the school and use terms such 
as “native language,” “home language,” “first language,” and “dominant language” interchangeably to 
describe the language that individuals learned first, feel most comfortable expressing themselves in, and/or 
speak amongst their loved ones. 
3 As of 2017, 69% of ELs in the district are served in the one-way dual language program. Increasingly, 
districts across the country are adopting one-way dual language models for EL students. While this is a 
significant improvement in approach to providing educational resources to students whose native language 
is something other than English, it does not necessarily address the educational disparities that result from 
residential economic and racial segregation.  
4 House meetings are one of the relationship-building strategies that Vista teachers, administrators, and 
parents learned from their partnership with FBC. The intention of the house meetings is to facilitate 
conversation and shared leadership amongst parents. In the first couple of years of piloting the dual 
language program, many teachers held house meetings in their class, and administrators worked with 
community members to hold campus-wide house meetings. In the year that I was observing at the school, a 
number of parents and teachers were working to reinstitute the use of house meetings to address some of 
the social inequities in the school. 
5 Like Vista, the principal of this middle school implemented a number of programs to attract transfer 
students to the school as a response to the neighborhood gentrification. The fine arts programming at the 
school has been so successful that the school is sought out by parents across the district. Transfer students 
in the district must apply to participate in the fine arts magnet programming, and the school is technically 
closed to out-of-district transfers because of its popularity.  
6 The Campus Action Committee is a volunteer group of mostly parents, one teacher, and the Assistant 
Principal. The committee would meet monthly to discuss and approve official school business. This 
Committee served as a way for Mr. Gonzalez and Ms. Young to relay information from the district to 
parents and served as a place for parents and teachers to discuss and propose changes in the school such as 
rerouting traffic around the school at pickup and drop off, changes in the dual language model, and updates 
in school personnel.  
7 Writing about her own experiences as a lesbian Chicana growing up in the borderlands of south Texas, 
Gloria Anzaldúa uses the term mestiza consciousness to describe a flexibility in perception and 
interpretation of social realities that comes about through “developing a tolerance for contradictions, a 
tolerance for ambiguity” (Anzaldúa 2012, 101). The mestiza in Anzaldúa’s description is a person of 
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Indigenous (Native American/American Indian), Spanish, Mexican, and European American decent. 
Anzaldúa argues that, as inhabitants of divergent and contested lands, histories, cultures, and languages, 
people whose plural subjectivities render them simultaneously inside and outside of positions of oppressor 
and oppressed have important insight into the processes of transcending the rigid boundaries of “us” and 
“them.” Anzaldúa emphasizes the liberatory potential of a mestiza consciousness; asserting that the 
ontological and epistemological knowledges of those who occupy liminal social spaces can generate futures 
and positionalities that are in the service of dismantling existing systems of domination and oppression.  

Ms. Marquez’s description of how she draws upon her own plural ethnic and cultural identity in 
her teaching suggests that she works to challenge the hegemonic systems of valuation of dominant cultural 
and linguistic practices. She articulates an effort to model for her students an ability to maneuver the 
contradictions of a bi- or multi-cultural education within a structure that is based on and adheres to the 
privileging of a dominant monolingual and monocultural pedagogy. In addition, the fact that a number of 
Ms. Marquez’s students have bi-racial/ethnic identities, her approach to implementing bicultural 
programming may also be affirming for these students’ understanding of their own subjectivities.  
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Chapter Three 

New Vista Families: Neoliberalism, Choice, and School/Family 
Relationships 

 
The model neo-liberal citizen is one who strategizes for her/ himself 
among various social, political and economic options, not one who strives 
with others to alter or organize these options. A fully realized neo-liberal 
citizenry would be the opposite of public-minded, indeed it would barely 
exist as a public. 

-Wendy Brown, “Neoliberalism and the End of Liberal Democracy” (43) 
 

 
Ms. Starch [the school librarian]: Well, before it was a lot different. The 
parents were different. I’d say they were involved differently. Let’s see, 
we are more, I think we’re more aware of, I feel like we’re being watched 
a lot more now. 
 
Michelle: Like by the district? 
 
Ms. Starch: Maybe by the district, but by our- do they call them 
shareholders now? The parents and, um, we’re under scrutiny more 
maybe. 
 

 
Neoliberalism is “an ideological project, a set of market-oriented practices and a 

project of governance with impacts on individual conceptions of self-worth and value” 

(Mitchell 2018: 13). Neoliberal ideology embeds the ethos and the valor of the market 

into all aspects of social reproduction. Many social theorists have adopted Michael 

Foucault’s theory of governmentality to describe the processes by which neoliberalism 

has transformed not just our economic, geopolitical, and social structures, but has also 

transformed subjectivities. Building on his theories of the circulation of power, Foucault 

employs the term governmentality to describe the myriad aspects of regulation of 
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populations that happen through institutionalized and embodied systems and practices of 

governance (Brown 2005; Foucault 2008). Governmentality incorporates both rational 

metrics used to classify and regulate populations (efforts to control mortality levels and 

birth rates, urban planning, investment in ‘human capital,’ proliferation of assessment 

tools like standardized tests, etcetera) and “individualizing, disciplinary mechanisms that 

shape the [behaviors] and identity of the individual through the imposition of certain 

normalizing technologies or practices of the self”- what Foucault refers to as the conduct 

of conduct (Foucault 2008; McNay 2009:57).  

Neoliberal governmentality is what transforms parents into “shareholders,” 

suggesting that through the mechanisms of the market, parents are empowered to assert 

control over educational institutions in order to ensure the best educational outcomes for 

their individual child. In addition, it is what allows for collective equity efforts resulting 

from social movements of the mid-20th century to be hollowed out in corporatized calls 

for and implementation of diversity and multicultural programming (Duggan 2003; 

Ahmed 2012; Omi and Winant 2015). These are two phenomenon that are central to the 

processes and impacts of middle-class parents’ school choice engagement in urban public 

schools. In this chapter, I explore the concept of neoliberal parenting and the 

reproduction of inequality through parenting/schooling practices to discuss how the 

liberal private/public divide is recapitulated under neoliberal circumstances. I use the 

narratives of the new Vista parents, along with the reflections of Vista teachers, to discuss 

the relationship between neoliberal governmentality and the cultural shifts in the school 

that resulted from the demographic shifts of the school population.  
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NEOLIBERAL PARENTING 
 

Under capitalism, and its accompanying ideology of liberalism, the care and well-

being of children has already been privatized through the racialized gendered division of 

labor (Brown 1995; Duggan 2003). Social reproduction was designated as primarily the 

responsibility of women and relegated to the heteropatriarchal nuclear family (Rubin 

1975; Duggan 2003; Brown 2005). The outsourcing of domestic labor from the middle- 

and upper-middle classes under capitalism is a racialized and racializing class process 

that simultaneously (re)produces racialized, gendered, and classed identities (Combahee 

River Collective 1981; Glenn 1992; McClintock 1996). It is under these conditions that 

middle-class women’s efforts to reproduce socioeconomic status and power for their 

children emerged and shaped the relationship between middle-class families and 

educational institutions (Bowles and Gains 1976; Bourdieu 1984; Lareau 2011). Through 

and alongside practices of racial spatial segregation, educational institutions became a 

key site for the production of racialized class privileges for white children and continuous 

disinvestment for black and Latinx students (Saporito and Lareau 1999; Homes 2002; 

Lewis and Diamond 2015).  

Neoliberalism has both further ensconced the responsibility of child-rearing, and 

other aspects of social reproduction, to individual (nuclear) families and intensified the 

pressures that middle-class families experience in ensuring competitive advantages for 

their children. Under neoliberalism, in which the welfare state has been fully repurposed 

to ensure an increasingly concentrated accumulation of capital, subjects are to be 

individually calculating and rational in the structuring of all aspects of their lives in order 
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to strive for and obtain access to resources. In this way, neoliberal governmentality 

“equates moral responsibility with rational action” (Brown 1995: 42). A person’s social 

and economic success or their social and economic struggles are “interpreted in terms of 

personal entrepreneurial virtues or failings rather than attributable to any systemic 

properties” (Harvey 2006: 27). Racial logics that construct poor and low-income black 

and Latinx populations as the simultaneous archetypes of failure of personal 

responsibility and the undeserving beneficiaries of the welfare state have been the pillar 

of justification for the retrenchment of state facilitated redistribution of resources (Katz 

1989; Wacquaint 2009; Lipman 2011; Omi and Winant 2015).  

The ways in which middle-class parents work to ensure that their children obtain 

educational advantages have been explored at length by sociologists and education 

scholars. One of the most significant recent contributions on this topic is Annette 

Lareau’s Unequal Childhoods (2011). In this text, Lareau builds on Pierre Bourdieu’s 

theory of habitus and capital to discusses the work that mothers do to transmit advantages 

to their children. She coins the term “concerted cultivation” to describe middle- and 

upper-middle class parenting approaches in which children’s activities are prioritized and 

children are the center of the family. Carol Vincent (2017) argues that there has been a 

normalization of this parenting style that “imposes particular forms of behavior on 

parents, especially mothers, requiring them to develop self-sufficient, self-regulating 

children who achieve in a range of academic and non-academic areas” (544). She points 

out that this kind “sacrificial parenting” is normalized in part through a moral imperative 

that parents feel to prioritize their children’s schedules, needs, education, and growth 
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(what Lareau calls “sense of entitlement”). Lareau uses the concept “achievement of 

natural growth” to describe the parenting style of working class and low-income parents. 

These parents provide love, safety, and care for their children, but they allow their 

children greater freedom in determining how they spend their time. Their children are far 

less likely to be involved in organized sports or other extra-curricular activities. They are 

also lack encouragement to interact with adults in ways that push back on adults’ 

authority or challenge adult-child hierarchies. Lareau is quick to point out that the 

parenting styles of working-class mothers should not be viewed as culturally deficient (as 

they often are in popular culture), but should be understood in relationship to the 

disciplining structures of social institutions in which one form of cultural and social 

capital is highly rewarded in comparison to another.  

Other scholars have also examined the relationship between class and parenting 

practices. For example, Sharon Hays (1996) coined the term “intensive mothering” to 

describe the gendered expectations of middle-class mothers to intervene in and mold the 

various aspects of their children’s lives. Jennifer Reich (2014) builds on this theory in her 

discussion of intensive mothering and the anti-vaccination trend that emerged in the U.S. 

in the early 2000s. She employs the term “neoliberal mothering” to describe the processes 

and practices in which middle-class women respond to the pressures of making informed, 

calculated, and rational choices with regards to their child’s health. The result of 

neoliberal mothering is that the social good and the well-being of larger public is 

forfeited and supplanted with the speculative optimal future health of one individual child 

in this calculation. This notion of neoliberal parenting can be applied to school choice, 
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where parents feel an imperative to engage in choice practices that center the needs and 

educational advantages of their individual child, with little awareness or concern for the 

ways that these practices uphold structural marginalization and inequities along racialized 

and classed lines (Wilkins 2014). Or as Mitchell (2018:26) puts it, “Choice is a key 

component of neoliberalism because it rests on ideas of both individual freedom and 

individual responsibility- the freedom to choose one thing over another and also to be 

held accountable for that choice.” In this chapter I demonstrate how these neoliberal 

imperatives influence parenting decisions at Vista.  

NEW VISTA PARENTS 
 

As I have discussed throughout this dissertation, the tensions that arose at Vista 

Elementary resulted from a combined effect of the neighborhood gentrification and the 

piloting of the TWI program. While the teachers and administrators at the school were 

initially interested in implementing dual-language curriculum for the educational benefit 

of EL students, the school administrators were also acting on a need to increase the 

number of students enrolled at the school in order to avoid being shuttered by the district. 

As Mr. Gonzalez explains, the parents moving into the neighborhood as part of the 

gentrification were not initially electing to send their children to Vista: 

They were transferring out, ‘cause we had too many bilingual kids. But when we 
started doing the two-way dual language, it was like a magnet to bring people in. 
And not only the neighborhood kids, but kids from all over. We had parents 
coming from the faraway circles to do walkthroughs and learn about dual 
language and all that. It wasn’t so much about Vista, it was the opportunity for 
their kids to pick up a second language regardless of where they went, and they 
were willing to drive that far just to get their kids in the program. A lot of families 
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had come from California and New York where there was already dual language 
programs and they knew about it, so when they came here they were looking for 
schools that were doing dual language, but there were only four schools that were 
at the time, the four pilot schools. 

 
I do not doubt Mr. Gonzalez’s claims that a number of the families coming to tour Vista 

Elementary relocated to Austin from New York and California, but most of the families 

that I interviewed and interacted with at the school were from other parts of Texas and 

had lived in other states throughout the United States. Evoking the California and New 

York transplants is really a way to signal that these new parents are the gentrifiers of 

Austin and reveals the administrator’s perceptions of who these parents are not just in the 

social scheme of the school but also of the city (Patterson, 1995; Molina 2017). As he 

indicates, these are parents that are aware of dual language immersion programs 

elsewhere and have the means to seek out educational enrichment programs for their 

children (Lareau, Evans, & Yee 2016). Once the school had implemented the TWI 

programming and a number of middle-class families began transferring into the school, 

more of the middle-class families in the neighborhood elected to send their children to 

Vista as well.  In conversation and throughout my interviews at the school, I came to 

know the parents that Mr. Gonzalez is describing above as the “New Vista Families.”  

“New Vista Families” is the term that teachers and administrators use to describe 

both the families in the school that are either the gentrifying residents in the 

neighborhood or the families that opted into the school by taking advantage of AISD’s 

school choice policy. Very few of the “new Vista families” use this term, and I only 

heard one or two parents apply it to themselves. These families are predominately middle 
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and upper-middle class. Those that live in the neighborhood are homeowners. Many of 

the parents work salaried jobs as professors, doctors, farm-to-table restaurateurs, 

architects, computer engineers, state employees, or in “creative class” occupations. A 

large number of the “new Vista families” are white, but several of these families are 

Latinx or multi-ethnic/racial. Most of the multi-ethnic/racial families include one white 

parent and one Latinx parent. There are a few South Asian first- and second- generation 

immigrant families, white European immigrant families, and three biracial black and 

white families at the school during my year of observation. Despite the number of Latinx 

and interracial families that were new Vista families, I observed that the phrase “new 

Vista families” implied a perception of these families as white, upper-middle class, and 

monolingual English speakers from the teachers, administrators, and a few remaining 

“traditional” Vista parents. While a significant number of new Vista parents are 

monolingual English speakers, many of these parents are bilingual English and Spanish 

speakers, and a few of them are multilingual speakers that have lived and traveled all 

throughout the world. In describing the number of middle-and upper-middle class Latinx 

parents at the school, one Latina parent claimed that Vista is “becoming the school of 

choice for the Austin Hispanic elite.” Quite a few of the new Vista parents who are 

Latinx are first- and second- generation immigrants, but unlike the traditional Vista 

parents, they were either born into more economically privileged families or experienced 

economic mobility into a middle-class socioeconomic status from childhood to 

adulthood. As I discussed in the previous chapter, race, language dominance, and class 
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were often conflated, and socioeconomic status has a racializing effect in the schema of 

the school. 

Gentrifiers, in general, are typically presumed to have a penchant for eclectic, 

multicultural consumption preferences and work to signal distinction between themselves 

and both the elite and the working class through these preferences (Zukin 1982; Jager 

1987; Zukin 1987; Saracino-Brown 2009). As part of this identity work, gentrifiers also 

often seek out ethnically diverse neighborhoods as a way to distinguish themselves from 

middle-class suburbanites that are understood to desire greater racial and cultural 

homogeneity (Ley 1996; Florida 2004; Stillman 2012). Unlike the gentrifiers of yore that 

either moved out of the city if they elected to have children or sent their children to 

private schools, studies suggest that increasingly middle-class parents gentrifying 

neighborhoods throughout the United States are opting to remain in the city to raise their 

children and are also opting to send them to public school (DeSena 2006; Patillo 2008; 

Billingham and Kimelberg 2013; Posey, Kimelberg, and Cucchiara 2013; Keels, Will, 

and Keene 2013). This is likely a combined effect of changing social norms and 

neoliberal policy shifts in cities in which school districts are employing market-based 

strategies to attract middle class parents- this includes implementing specialized 

programming, expanding magnet and charter schools, advertising to parents, and 

adopting choice policies that allow parents to select any school in the district (Patillo 

2007; Lippman 2011; Cucchiara 2013; Pearman and Swain 2017). 

The new Vista parents are both the gentrifiers of Austin and middle-class parents 

who actively engage in choice practices in the service of securing class (social, cultural, 
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and economic capital) advantages for their children. While there are a few politically 

conservative families in the school, most of the families that sought out Vista Elementary 

were aware and proud of contributing to Austin’s reputation of being a “blue dot in a red 

sea.” To that end, the parents at this school work to gloss over the importance of class 

advantages they seek out for their child(ren) by describing the social skills and more 

admirable social traits they want their child(ren) to acquire through proximity to low-

income students. Many of these parents talk at length about their desire for racial and 

socioeconomic diversity in their child’s school, but as Mr. Gonzalez indicates when he 

says that new neighborhood parents were not initially sending their children to Vista 

because “there were too many bilingual kids,” there were contradictions in this desire and 

their pursuit of it. This is in line with what other scholars have found when looking at 

white, middle-class parents’ school selection process. Parents in other studies discuss 

wanting their children to attend diverse schools and yet they opt out of schools with high 

numbers of students of color and low-income and working class students (Cucchiara and 

Horvat 2010; Posey 2012). Literature on middle- and upper-middle class gentrifiers 

sending their children to public schools suggests that white, middle- and upper-middle 

class parents are far more likely to send their children to a neighborhood school if there is 

a significant number of other white, middle- and upper-middle class parents also willing 

to do so (Sikkink and Emerson 2008; Kimbelberg and Billingham 2012; Stillman 2012; 

Cuccharia and Horvat 2014). In contrast to the choice practices of middle-class white 

parents, Saporito and Lareau (1999) found that middle-class black parents place greater 

consideration on the performance of the school than on the racial composition of the 
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school population. To this end, middle-class black parents in their study are much more 

willing to send their children to schools with high numbers of black and Latinx students 

or to schools with higher numbers of white students, but do tend to select predominately 

middle-class schools, as school performance correlates with the socioeconomic status of 

the student population. There are far fewer studies on the school choice selection process 

for Latinx parents, but the literature suggests that across race, middle-class parents are far 

more likely to access choice options for school selection (Haynes, Phillips, & Goldring 

2010; Gastic and Coronado 2011; Denice and Gross 2016). 

The transfer and neighborhood new Vista families share many similarities in their 

relationship to the school, how they approach negotiating their individual child’s needs, 

and the way that they talk about the school. The middle-class habitus of these parents 

brought on a cultural sea change at Vista Elementary. In particular, the new Vista parents 

place much higher demands and expectations on their children’s academic progress and 

on the teachers. The new Vista parents are enthusiastic about volunteering and eager to 

involve themselves with classroom and school-wide leadership. While these parents 

selected Vista Elementary because of the dual-language programming, they all describe 

their school selection being motivated by a desire for their children to attend an 

economically diverse school. A paradox arises when parents with very similar 

socioeconomic status all desire diversity for their children and select the same school, 

both crowding out the few remaining working class and low-income families from the 

neighborhood and making the school population far less economically diverse 

(Kimelberg and Billingham 2012). As I discussed in the previous chapter, the one point 
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of departure between some of the transfer parents and the neighborhood parents is their 

attitudes and commitments to the dual language programming. Tensions arise between 

the parents who see Spanish as their children’s heritage language and want the school to 

prioritize its mission to dual language and the predominately white neighborhood parents 

that see the dual language programming as more of an experiment for their children and 

do not demonstrate the same level of investment in bilingual and bicultural education. 

CHOOSING VISTA 
  

One evening in May, I attended a new-parent orientation and potluck that school 

administrators and current parents had organized for incoming kindergarten parents. 

Home-cooked dishes sat on a long table at the entrance of the school library for 

prospective parents to help themselves to as they arrived at the meeting. Ms. Karla, one 

of the long-term cafeteria staff, greeted children and shuttled them off to a second-grade 

classroom down the hall. As the meeting was getting started, parents (both moms and 

dads) sat crowded around small, circular tables inside the library in groups of six 

introducing themselves and discussing why they were coming to Vista. Even parents who 

lived in the neighborhood (which were two of the three couples at my table) described the 

involved process of school selection that included going on numerous school tours and 

comparing school academic rankings and amenities. For all of the parents sitting at my 

table, they had been interested in the dual-language program but were won over by the 

small size of the school, the outdoor gardening space that is incorporated into classroom 

lessons, and the chicken coop kept out in the yard adjacent to the soccer field. In the 
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introductions, I overheard one middle-class Latino father that was married to a white 

woman, enthusiastically say about Vista to a middle-class, white father, “Yeah, it’s like a 

little private school.” This notion of Vista as being “like a private school” is something I 

heard discussed on numerous occasions. It was either raised as a positive selling feature 

of the school or was raised as a criticism about the marketing of the dual-language 

programming and the targeted families for student recruitment. Vista Elementary’s 

transformation into a “boutique school” can be understood in the neoliberal context of the 

privatization of public education. In order to compete with charter and private schools, 

AISD must offer specialized programs and market them to middle- and upper-middle 

class parents, often at the expense of the working class and low-income students in the 

district (Lipman 2011; Cucchiara 2013). In my interviews with Vista parents, it became 

apparent that the new Vista parents had internalized the ideology of neoliberal parenting 

in which it was their obligation to approach their child’s educational attainment as 

informed and engaged consumers.  

Like a Private School Option in a Public School Setting 
 
Many of the new Vista parents that transfer into the school (and a few of the 

neighborhood parents) have had their children enrolled in language immersion preschools 

from a very young age. One in particular, Solecito, is a private language immersion 

preschool that serves as an informal feeder for Vista because Mr. Gonzalez has 

maintained a long-standing relationship with the director of that school. In the early years 

of the TWI program at Vista, he was able to advertise school tours and recruit transfer 
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families. This recruitment strategy proved quite successful for enrolling parents 

committed to bilingualism for their children. In fact, Vista has become the top choice for 

Solecito parents that are interested in sending their children to public school. Families are 

now largely recruited from Solecito through word of mouth by other families. One 

parent, Elena, describes how she was influenced by other Solecito parents to look into 

Vista as an option for her children:  

My kids had been in immersion since they were like one-year and then like eight 
months for him and we really wanted to continue it. It’s one of those things that, 
like the way that I grew up, having dual language, it was not really all that 
important. It wasn’t emphasized, you know. It was like, “Why would you want to 
speak anything but English?” And so we felt like it was almost like a private 
school option available in a public school setting. And again, we had heard really 
positive things from other parents who had…honestly, you know, it’s kind of like 
they did the research and I just, like in casual conversations around town, would 
pick up bits and pieces of what made this place really great. We could have gone 
to [another AISD elementary piloting the two-way dual language program] when 
we lived originally [closer to that school], but because we knew so many parents 
from Solecito were going to come here…And then again, they’re all, you know, 
pretty well-informed. And then we did the tour here and we really enjoyed 
everything that we learned. 

 
Elena is a white woman in her early 40s. She grew up in a conservative city in the 

western part of Texas and moved to Austin to attend college. She has a master’s degree 

and works as a social worker. Elena is married to Charles, a black man in his mid-40s 

who grew up in a small town in Arizona where he was one of only three black students in 

his graduating class. He, like Elena, moved to Austin for college. Charles now works as 

an accountant. Both Elena and Charles attend PTA meetings and other school events like 

evening holiday performances, school fundraisers, and they both take turns volunteering 
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for fieldtrips. During the year that I observed in the school, Elena served on the CAC and 

was becoming increasingly involved with advocacy at the school.  

Vista is not Elena’s homeschool. Her two children attended prekindergarten at Vista as 

transfer students after having gone to preschool at Solecito. When her oldest child was in 

PreK, Elena and Charles drove their daughter nearly 40 minutes across town twice a day 

to attend Vista. They loved their experience at the school so much that they sold their 

house and moved to a nearby neighborhood so that they could be closer. They did not 

relocate into the Vista catchment area but live only a few miles away.  

How Elena comes to learn about Vista is a similar school selection strategy that 

other scholars have observed when studying school choice patterns of white, well-

educated, upper-middle class parents (Madduas, 1990; Echols &Wilms, 1995; Lee, 

Cronginger, & Smith, 1996; Gewirtz, Ball & Bowe, 1995). Not only did she rely on the 

opinions of other same-status (socioeconomic and educational) parenting peers for 

suggestions on schools, but Elena based her decision on reputation rather than any 

research that she had done herself (Ball and Vincent 1998; Holme, 2002; Lareau, Evans 

& Yee 2016). Many teachers and parents at Vista were openly critical about the pipeline 

from Solecito into the elementary school. The families that were entering into Vista from 

Solecito were almost all upper-middle class. Several teachers and parents at Vista 

associated a number of the cultural shifts in the school with the influx of Solectio parents. 

They perceived a pattern of social insularity amongst Solecito parents and children that 

carried throughout the grade-levels and contributed to the social exclusion of working 

class and low-income families.  
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Teachers also believed that parents recruited from Solectio largely expected Vista 

Elementary to operate like a private school because it was what they had grown 

accustomed to prior to their arrival at Vista and because they often times had selected 

Vista over a private primary school. As one teacher predicated of the future of the school: 

“It could be like a free [private dual-language immersion school]. I really see it that way, 

where it’s just Solecito the remix. And there’s less Latino people, which is why I’m here, 

and more people who want a free language.” This teacher’s observations that Vista was 

becoming “Solecito the remix” is a sentiment that I heard a number of teachers express in 

informal conversation and at meetings discussing school tours and transfer recruitment 

strategies. Mr. Gonzalez and Ms. Young were often quick to acknowledge and validate 

concerns raised about the influence of Solecito parents but also continued to court these 

parents and worked to keep them at the school.  

Some Solecito parents, Elena included, were aware of the reputation that 

proceeded them and worked to distance themselves from being seen as part of the cultural 

and socioeconomic transformation of the school. Elena in particular recalls a very 

specific moment in a school-wide meeting, during her daughter’s kindergarten year, 

when two teachers rolled their eyes at something she had said. When she reflected on the 

interaction after the meeting, it dawned on her that the eye roll was directed at her and 

that these two teachers viewed her as “part of that shift” to a more affluent school 

population. In Elena’s case, becoming aware of others’ perceptions of her as a new Vista 

parent prompted her to get more involved in the school and to work to make sure that she 

was modeling for her children the same behavior that she wanted to promote for them in 
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being “citizens of the world”- namely pushing herself to learn and interact in Spanish and 

to socially engage with people who were not of the same socioeconomic class.   

As Elena states above, she was discouraged from learning a second language 

when she was growing up, and both she and Charles are monolingual English speakers. 

She is very invested in her children learning Spanish and likes that her children have 

access to bilingual curriculum in a public school. She describes herself as “trying really 

hard to be a committed public school parent,” but also expressed concerns about the 

shape of public education at the district, state, and national level. Like many of the new 

Vista parents that transfer into the school, Elena says that she was not just seeking the 

dual language programming but was also wanting, as she framed it in our conversation, 

“a little bit of diversity for the kids.” Elena’s children are biracial and were one of the 

only two students in their respective classes that would be read as black. The 

neighborhood school that her children were zoned to attend prior to moving had a largely 

white, middle- and upper-middle class population. The school that her children are zoned 

to attend after her family moved into their new home looks a lot like how Vista 

Elementary school looked in the early years of piloting the dual language programing, 

with a predominately low-income population and more Latinx and black students. At the 

time of my research, that school only had the one-way dual language immersion program 

operating for EL students, so Elena and Charles would not have access to the amenities 

that makes Vista “like a private school option.” 

Other new Vista parents were explicit about their school choice selection being 

between Vista and a private school. For example, Nancy is a “new Vista” mom whose 
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second-grade daughter attended a private trilingual immersion school, called Voyager, for 

her preschool education. Nancy is a doctor in her early 50s who describes her ethnicity as 

Mexican American. Her family has lived in Texas for several generations. Her mom grew 

up in a small Texas town only speaking Spanish at home and being forbidden to speak 

Spanish at school. Although Nancy’s mom was a bilingual teacher when she was young, 

Nancy herself did not learn Spanish until she was an adult. She is divorced from her 

daughter’s father, who is an emigrant to the United States from Colombia. Nancy is very 

involved in the school. She attends all of the PTA meetings, visits her daughter during 

lunch, helps to coordinate fundraising events, and sits on a dual-language advocacy 

committee that meets regularly with the school and district administrators. Prior to my 

year of observation, Nancy had spearheaded an improvement project at the school to get 

a sunshade installed over the outdoor play structure the students use at recess. Vista 

Elementary is not Nancy’s neighborhood school and she was initially planning to keep 

her daughter at Voyager through middle school. She describes her choice to put her child 

at Vista for elementary school after she had attended Voyager: 

I kind of went back and forth because things were really fine at Voyager. There 
was no reason why we left. We were…she was happy. They had…it’s an 
[International Baccalaureate] program and…I mean, she had friends there, I had 
friends there. Um, but what I think I was drawn to was kind of having Spanish-
speaking, native Spanish-speaking children in her classroom with her. Because I 
realized how instrumental it was when we would go to Colombia- like, just for the 
whole year at Voyager, just playing with your cousins in Spanish for a week. A 
week in Colombia, a whole year at Voyager. And so, I’m like, wow, there’s going 
to be Spanish, native Spanish-speakers here. And, it’s, it is more socioeconomic 
diversity, which, you know, that just wasn’t the case in…in any private school, 
probably. So, so this is the time. She’s little, and I don’t want her to ever grow up 
too insulated and not realize that, you know, not everybody has a vacation home 
in Baja and goes and moves to Paris. That’s what her friends over there were 
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doing. Like, they were, you know…It was a very, um, high-powered school. So, I 
was like, you know, I want her later in life to realize, like, she can be friends with 
any and everybody, not dependent on those things. So, it was a very conscious 
decision to leave that bubble and put her here. 

 
Voyager School offers Spanish, English, and Mandarin language immersion 

programming for children from preschool through middle school. Primary school tuition 

at Voyager is around $16,000 annually. In our conversation, Nancy never brings up the 

prohibitive cost of Voyager as being a reason to opt into the public-school system for her 

child’s primary education. Instead, she states that her main motivation for choosing Vista 

Elementary is because she wanted her daughter to be around native-Spanish speakers to 

assist in her language acquisition and because she wanted her daughter to be exposed to 

greater levels of economic diversity. Like many of the Vista parents that I spoke with, 

Nancy viewed public school as an opportunity for her child to learn important life lessons 

and develop social skills that would better prepare her for interactions with people from a 

range of socioeconomic experiences.  

Nancy is not alone in her selection between Vista Elementary and a private school 

for her child. Sophia, another new Vista mom, is trained as a lawyer, but has taken a few 

years off from her career to focus her time on raising her two young children. Her son is a 

first-grade student at the school and her younger child has just begun preschool at 

Solecito, which her oldest child also attended. Sophia describes herself as a “first-

generation American” whose father and maternal grandparents emigrated to the United 

States from Mexico. Sophia grew up in El Paso speaking both English and Spanish at 

home and in her community. Sophia’s husband, Robert, works as an engineer. He 
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identifies his culture as “Tex-Mex” or Hispanic and grew up in central Texas hearing but 

not speaking Spanish at home. Sophia describes them as a Latino family and has a strong 

desire for her two children to be fluent in both English and Spanish like herself. Sophia, 

in her early 30s, appears young and is quite gregarious. She can be heard speaking up 

often and loudly at most PTA meetings. Robert occasionally attends these meetings and 

other evening events at the school with Sophia, but he is not nearly as involved at Vista. 

She spends a lot of time in the school and works as a coordinator of parent volunteers 

(Room Parents) for each classroom for all of the grade levels. She attends the majority of 

the campus-wide meetings and is an enthusiastic volunteer at most all campus-wide 

events.  

Before selecting Vista as her oldest child’s elementary school, she was 

considering putting him into private school. In our conversation, she recounts an incident 

from her own childhood when she was lost in her neighborhood and happened upon a 

mom that she knew from the private school she attended. Sophia can still remember what 

a sense of relief it was for her at the time to find someone who she felt safe with and she 

knew would help her get back home. She describes having anxiety about sending her son 

to a large public school for fear that he would miss out on building relationships like the 

ones she established in her schooling: 

I really enjoy the Vista community, like really enjoy the Vista community. Um, I 
remember as a child going to school with the same eighteen kids my whole life, 
and knowing their parents and, you know, knowing their families… And, and I 
had that feeling very much at Solecito, and I was afraid of going into public 
school. And that was one of the things that we really thought about, we’re like, 
okay, should I go back to work and send [him] to private school? Um, because it 
was a privilege I always had and I thoroughly enjoyed it. I really enjoyed going to 
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private school, and I have tremendous friendships and bonds from going to school 
with the same eighteen kids for ten years, you know. And Solecito was very much 
that community feeling, and when I toured a few of the other schools, they just 
felt very big to me. And so, one of the things I really like at Vista is the small 
community-centric feel of it. 

 
Vista Elementary is not Sophia’s homeschool. She, like a number of Vista parents, lives 

in a recently built and consistently expanding planned development (dubbed by the 

private company contracted to construct the development as a “mixed-use urban village”) 

located only a couple of miles away from Vista. The median home price for the planned 

subdivision is $540,000, but there are a range of apartments, condos, townhomes, and 

houses that sell from $200-750 thousand. Every parent I interviewed at the school that 

lived in that neighborhood identified themselves as “solidly middle-class.” Their families 

all consisted of at least one professional-class salaried earner, and many of their 

households had two salaried earners. Many of the Vista parents that lived in Sophia’s 

neighborhood also sent their children to Solecito for preschool. Although Sophia does 

indicate that the cost of a private elementary school would require a second salary in their 

household, she speaks confidently that she would be able to obtain employment that 

would cover the expense.  

Like many parents that I spoke with, Sophia describes the small size of the school 

and the strong sense of community that she feels in the school as an important amenity. 

When she recounts what she loves about Vista, she compares it to her own experiences in 

a small, private school and to the “community feeling” of Solecito. Even though Sophia 

was seriously considering enrolling her son in a private primary school initially, in our 

interview she states that she ultimately selected Vista because, “I really want my child in 
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an economically diverse environment.” She was resistant to some of the transformations 

taking place in the school, such as the push by some parents for the school to get its own 

app for parent-teacher and parent-parent communication. She saw this in particular as a 

harbinger of the displacement of working class and low-income Latinx parents from the 

school. When asked how economic diversity would contribute to her child’s learning she 

responded: 

I would hope that it would teach my child about his privilege. We try to tell him 
all the time like, you know, during Christmas we do a lot of like volunteer work, 
we do a volunteer activity a day in the month of December, and we try to explain 
to him like, there are people who go to bed tonight who will go to bed hungry. 
There are kids who only ask for clothes for Christmas because they don’t have it. 
And so, when we do these volunteer activities, I feel like it’s- we’ve done it two 
years now- I feel like it’s really opened up his eyes to the idea that like literally 
just down the street there’s a food bank because there are people who will go to 
sleep without eating anything that day. And to have him understand this is really 
important to me, because I want him to understand that he has a lot of privilege 
that a lot of people do not have. And, I hope just to be able to make him aware of 
that so he’s not an asshole (laughs). I’m gonna say that better, just kidding 
(laughs), so that he can learn compassion and humility, and he can be a better 
human being, and he can understand the struggle that people go through that he 
has never had to endure and will never have to endure. So, it was different for me 
because I was raised by very poor parents, so you know I still had very poor 
family, and we would go visit them. I mean my parents were the ones that made 
it. I mean my grandmother has two brothers, they each have 16 kids. My 
grandmother’s kids are the only college-educated ones. So we were always the 
ones that made it. I had a lot of poor family, and I saw the poverty. Um, I saw my 
clothes and hand-me-downs go like four or five kids down, ‘cause it was still the 
nicest clothes they could get. So I understood that poverty. Um, and I’m like, I’m 
not sure my kid will (laughs) and so I want him to understand that, I want him to 
understand that not everybody lives this life. And you can’t take it for granted, 
and um, and you have to help other people out, you know like it’s not…anyway, 
so sorry. So my kid won’t be an asshole.  

 
In her explanation for why she wants her child to be exposed to people of 

different class positions, Sophia emphasizes a hope for her child to learn empathy and to 



 130 

learn about his own position of privilege. She, like other parents, draws upon her own 

experiences to determine what she wishes for her child. As she explained in her 

interview, her peers at the private school that she attended when she was in primary 

school had extreme levels of wealth. They drove luxury vehicles and came to school with 

body guards. As she recounts above, both of her parents came from working-poor 

families. Her parents were able to go to college and earned a combined salary large 

enough to send their daughter to private school. Sophia recalls thinking of herself and her 

family as poor when she was younger, but recognizing that her family was actually 

upper-middle class as she got older and gained a greater understanding of the class 

structure outside her immediate social milieu. Through her relationship with her extended 

family, she was able to see first-hand what poverty looked like and how much wealth she 

had in comparison. For her son, she worries that not being confronted with those stark 

contrasts would result in him taking his material comforts and social advantages for 

granted. 

For the new Vista parents, they are interested in public school not necessarily 

because of affordability, but because it aligns with an identity of a progressive, urban 

parent. In both their choice practices and in their involvement with the school, they work 

to signal their commitment to the viability of public schools, but also inadvertently end 

up monopolizing/privatizing access to quality schools (Lipman 2011; Cucchiara 2013). 

These parents desire the amenities of private schools for their children and are glad to 

have some of those available at Vista. For instance, they appreciate the small size of the 

school and the sense that their families are known by the teachers and the school staff. 
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They sought out the school because of the enrichment programming of two-way dual-

language, which prior to the piloting of the program they would have had to send their 

children to private school to receive. As discussed in the previous chapter, many teachers 

and some parents were critical of the commodification of the Spanish language, 

particularly given that TWI programming is predominately being made accessible to 

middle- and upper-middle native-English speakers. The way that all of these parents 

selected Vista over a private school for diversity suggests that it is not just the dual 

language programming, but that diversity is a selling feature that the school offers 

middle-class families that a private school cannot provide. Under the consumer model of 

school selection, diversity itself becomes commodified as part of the school.  

I engaged the parents in the interviews to talk about whether or not diversity was 

important to them and why. What I wanted to get out in this question is whether there 

were differences between parents’ responses based on their racial/ethnic identity and their 

relationship to the dual language programming. What emerged in the responses was a 

remarkably similar description of why diversity was important to them and what they 

hoped their children would get out of attending a school with racial, linguistic, and 

socioeconomic diversity. I do not wish to diminish the sincerity of these parents’ 

intentions or their heartfelt wishes for their children’s growth, but I would like to return 

to this notion of neoliberal governmentality to think through the turn in new urban 

middle-class parents wishes to have their children attend schools with children of 

different racial/ethnic, socioeconomic, and linguistic positionalities. 
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Citizens of the Worlds/Learning how ‘it really is’ 
The consistency in new Vista parents’ claims for wanting their children to attend a 

diverse school and their description of the significance that diversity has for their 

children’s education suggests that diversity (at least in the imaginative/abstract) plays an 

important function in the social reproduction of middle-class identity. Other scholars that 

have examined urban gentrifiers’ school selection have also found that in recent years, 

there has been a shift away from past trends of moving out of the city or selecting private 

schools or predominately white, middle-class public schools. New urban gentrifiers want 

their children to attend racially and economically diverse schools, and this is a primary 

motivating factor for parents to send their children to public schools (Byrne 2006; 

Billingham and Kimelberg 2013; Posey 2012). Cucchiara and Horvat (2014) argue that 

selecting neighborhood public schools is identity work that middle-class gentrifying 

parents do for themselves, in particular to signal distinctions between themselves and 

suburban middle class parents. Parents’ claims to desiring diversity and their selection of 

schools are used to distinguish themselves as progressive, urban dwellers. My findings at 

Vista Elementary are consistent with other studies that this is identity work for both 

parents and their children, and is best understood in the context of the neoliberal turn that 

has both resulted in the school choice paradigm and the trends in new urban renewal.  

 
Elena describing how diversity at the school contributes to her children’s learning 

I think that when kids are exposed to lots of different people and lots of different 
situations, I think that it can, ideally, it creates an openness and a warmth. And I 
also think that it gives them potentially a competence to kind of go and do 
whatever, wherever, with whoever that they want, that they choose to go do those 
things with, and go be whoever and however they want. I think that when you are 
exposed to different perspectives, like it’s just, it’s growth. I just think it makes 
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you more kind and more open and more accepting and, ideally, you’re more able 
to compromise and you’re more able to problem solve and your more able to kind 
of be creative. 

 
In our conversation, Elena discusses the negative impact that growing up in a 

homogenous and conservative environment had on her as a young adult. She felt like she 

had to struggle against a narrow ideological understanding of the world that she grew up 

with. She expresses a desire for her children to learn and think outside of themselves and 

the perspective that she is able to provide for them with the hopes that they will be able to 

forge their own paths and have a greater sense of social freedom and mobility. She 

believes that gaining comfort in being around many different people will allow her 

children to feel confident and will instill an ability to exercise compassion and kindness. 

Other parents also talked about the importance of diversity at the school for their 

children’s social and emotional learning and overall growth. Vera, another Vista parent, 

discusses the significance of school diversity for her: 

I mean I value it so much. I went to a school that was not diverse at all and I felt 
kind of ill-equipped to really, not exist in the world, but, you know, contribute. I 
just felt kind of behind the eight ball and life in that regard. So, I value it a lot that 
my kids get exposed to all kinds of folks and just see the, you know, the human 
experience for what it is and how different it is for all kinds of people. 

 
Vera is a white woman in her mid 40s who works as an environmental scientist 

for the state. She describes her family as “just kinda white, middle-class, English 

speaking folks trying to broaden our horizons.” Vera lives in the neighborhood zoned to 

attend Vista Elementary. She is one of the neighborhood parents that Mr. Gonzalez 

described earlier who was not interested in sending her children to Vista until the school 

adopted the dual language program. Both of her children attended Solecito for preschool. 
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When it was time for her oldest child to attend elementary, Vista had not yet piloted the 

TWI program, so she opted to send him to a nature-oriented charter school located 

elsewhere in the city. Two years later, when it was time for her second child to attend 

elementary school, it was the first year that the TWI program began at Vista. Her second 

child attended Vista all the way from kindergarten through fifth grade and was in her last 

year at Vista during my year of observation at the school. Because she had such a good 

experience in the school with her daughter, she decided to have her oldest child attend 

Vista for fourth and fifth grade. 

Vera speaks very highly of the school and of her daughter’s success in the dual 

language program. She is a vocal supporter of the continuation and expansion of the dual 

language program. I would often see Vera at CAC meetings and at fundraising events, 

but as she described to me, she had stepped back from a lot of the volunteering she had 

done at the school in previous years. She said that this was largely due to increased 

demands in her work schedule and also a desire to let some of the younger parents at the 

school have an opportunity to take over leadership roles.  

Like Elena, Vera grew up in Texas. She lived in and around Austin for most of 

her life with the exception of the few years she lived in Montana for graduate school. 

Because of Austin’s racial segregation, Vera attended predominately white schools all 

throughout her education. Also like Elena, Vera deems this experience as detrimental for 

her sense of preparedness as an adult. As she states, she desires to counter her own 

experience and ensure that her children have greater awareness of other people, other 

perspectives, and other life experiences. 
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Another neighborhood couple, Lori and Liam also describe diversity as being a 

large motivating factor in their decision to send their two sons to Vista Elementary. Lori 

and Liam are both white and in their late 30s. Lori grew up in an affluent suburb of 

Dallas and Liam grew up in a more racially and economically mixed exurb of New York 

City. Lori and Liam met in Austin in their 20s and lived and worked in Philadelphia for 

many years. Once they had children, they decided to move back to Austin to be closer to 

Lori’s family. Initially they moved to a wealthy suburb of the city and sent their children 

to public school in that district. They are both monolingual English speakers and did not 

seek out Vista for the dual language program. Both of their children started Vista the 

second year into the TWI program. When asked to speak about why diversity at the 

school was important to them they explain: 

 Liam: I mean we actually lucked out that when we moved to the city we were in 
this area, because we’re…and originally we didn’t think Vista was very good, so 
we were looking to transfer them out from Vista. And then we came over here 
and, we’re like “oh…”	
 
Lori: We like this one better.  
 
Liam: ...We liked this one better. Uh, we lived out in West Lake, you know where 
that is? There’s one thing I’m sure of, nobody likes rich white kids. Nobody.  
 
Michelle: Rich white kids like rich white kids.  
 
Lori: (Laughs) Except other rich white kids.  
 
Liam: And my kids were sorta acting that way, sorta privileged, you know, um 
entitled. I didn’t like that, and it’s not the way I grew up, and so, you know what I 
mean?  
 
Lori: And racist. They were coming home saying things, and we’re like… 
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Liam: Yeah. Saying things that we’re not…they were leaning that way. So there 
was a conscious decision, like we’re moving to the city and they’re gonna go to 
whatever school they fall into, you know what I mean? And be around brown kids 
and black kids and white, you know what I mean? Poor kids and rich kids, not 
everybody’s rich. So not like…you know what I mean? And I see…I mean, I get 
to meet a lot of young people in what I do, and the rich white kids are so 
unprepared for life, you know. ‘Cause they’re just pampered, and all of a sudden 
they’re on their own and they, you know, there’s no preparation for how things 
are. So, I thought it was important to move into a city, you know what I mean, so 
they got exposed to all different types of people and different incomes, different 
socioeconomic backgrounds. I think it’s…I don’t know. 

 
Prior to moving into the city from the suburbs, Liam and Lori opened a tattoo 

shop in the same neighborhood as Vista Elementary. Since their business was already 

located in that neighborhood they decided to purchase a home nearby. As they described 

in the conversation above, even though they made a “conscious decision” to move to the 

city and send their children “to whatever school they fall into,” they were initially 

planning to look for a school in AISD with higher performance rankings and transfer 

their children to that school. When they toured Vista, they were impressed by the small 

size and the welcoming attitude of the teachers so they elected to send their children to 

the school to which they were zoned.  

Both Liam and Lori are very involved in the school and have both consecutively 

served as Vice President of the PTA. Lori was serving her second (and final) year as VP 

during my year of observation and volunteered as the Room Parent for her fourth grader’s 

classroom. Any time that I was at the school for observations I was sure to see one or 

both of them hanging around the front office, the library, or the playground with other 

parents, teachers or administrators. As Liam explained to me, he felt it was important to 

be present and actively involved in his sons’ schooling because he did not have that from 
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his parents. He takes advantage of the flexible work schedule that his occupation allows 

so that he can be at the school as much as possible. That reproductive labor, including the 

social reproduction of class status and identity through schooling, has long been seen as 

the feminine/private realm, under neoliberal circumstances, the intensified privatization 

of social reproduction largely goes unquestioned in how individual families structure 

their lives and engage in choice practices. The shifting norms of middle-class parents has 

resulted in greater involvement of men in the school selection process and in participation 

at the school. The majority of labor is still done by women (both teachers and mothers), 

and in many ways, the “progressive turn” of middle-class fathers’ presence at the school 

works to mask the sustained disproportionality of women’s labor in social reproductive 

activities. In addition, the greater presence of middle-class fathers at the school masks the 

ways that under neoliberalism, social reproduction is privatized and entrenched even 

further into the nuclear family. 

As the above conversation reveals, Liam and Lori sought out a racially and 

economically diverse school to send their children because, like Vera, they wanted their 

children to be cognizant of and ready to deal with “how things are.” They were concerned 

with the likability of economically privileged people and saw immersing their white sons 

in a school where they would be studying alongside children of color as the means to 

redress the racist attitudes their children were displaying. By Liam’s account, their choice 

to have their children attend Vista was successful: 

Our oldest one is as white as it comes you know, he’s a redhead, white-skinned. 
He had a sleepover and his two best friends, one’s black, one’s Hispanic. So, it’s 
like, that is…I mean, does my heart right, you know what I mean? That I got 
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these kids sleeping over on a Saturday night. There’s cultural diversity…That’s 
what you want, I mean that’s what a school like this is about too, you know what I 
mean? Just cultural diversity and exposing children to the way it really is, you 
know. There are some very rich kids here, there are some very poor kids here. 
That’s important, you know. 

 
When I asked them if they have conversations with their sons about race, Lori and Liam 

told me that they do not and that they have not had to since they moved them into Vista 

Elementary. For Lori and Liam, they were glad for the lessons for how things really are 

and the corrections on their son’s racist attitudes and behavior. Like other parents, Talia, 

a bilingual new Vista mom whose father is from Mexico and whose mother is a white 

woman from Minnesota, was also appreciative of the lessons that being in a 

socioeconomically and racially diverse school could provide for her children. She was, 

however, one of the only parents to convey some degree of discomfort and (awkward) 

reflexivity about what she is saying: 

I know how, god, what’s the word? Almost how privileged I sound, saying like 
I’m happy that my children are- not happy- I’m glad that my children see that 
there are children that are from all different kinds of backgrounds. And, I want 
them to [exhales] respect, you know, these are your friends and then, you know, 
like they have struggles. And I want them to be human beings that care about 
others’ struggles. And I want them to try and make the world a better place. And, 
I think almost being exposed to that on a daily basis, I hope that helps [laughs]. 
Um, but that sounds so, it sounds so awful, like, “Oh, my kids,” you know? I 
don’t know. I don’t know how to formulate it in an elegant way. But, it sounds 
terrible, like, “I’m so glad that my kids see these struggles and know about the 
struggles.” You know, how comfortable for me to be able to say that in my little 
perch where I’m not, I’m not living in that situation on a daily basis. I don’t 
know. But I think it’s good for society to know about, and for children, like you, 
there are other kids that are less fortunate than you. And I hope that that prompts 
them to be better human beings. And that sounds terrible too. I mean, it sounds so, 
like, I don’t know. It is what it is. [Laughs] 
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In this answer, Talia conveys her awareness of how it might be construed when she says 

that she is glad for her children to learn how to be good people by watching their friends 

have difficult life circumstances due to structural inequalities. She expresses some 

discomfort with the narrative that it is for the betterment of her children to be made aware 

and in close proximity to the economic suffering of other kids, but she also concludes 

with, “It is what it is.” She is both reluctant to express this narrative and resigned to her 

adherence to it. 

One of the virtues for being a competitive upper-middle class laborer in a global 

economy is “flexibility.” The ways that parents want their children to be prepared for the 

“how it really is” in the “real world” suggests that these middle- and upper-middle class 

parents have internalized the imperative to cultivate this virtue for their child. Both in 

their selection of a dual-language school and their selection of an urban public school 

with a socioeconomically diverse population, these parents are striving for their children 

to be socially conscious “citizens of the world.” They want their children to feel a sense 

of freedom and comfort in going and being “whoever, wherever” they want them, and 

they want their children to have awareness of the privilege that they have while they are 

at it. 

Even when parents adhere to socially conscious ideals regarding justice and 

equity, they attempt to optimize the adherence to such ideals through a series of 

individualized choices and the crafting of antiracist and socially conscious children. 

These parents are able to meet two imperatives of middle class parenting- both fulfilling 
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their normative obligations to seek out the best educational advantages for their children 

and shaping their children to be productive, contributing “citizens of the world.”  

Taking from them and not necessarily in a great way 
 
As I discussed in the previous chapter, many of the tensions in Vista Elementary played 

out between parents and teachers around who was the intended recipient of dual language 

programming. One of the most common criticisms raised by some parents and teachers 

was surrounding the commodification of Spanish language through school choice policies 

and also the commodification of the native-Spanish speaking students. As was described 

by a number of parents in the above excerpts about why they had selected Vista 

Elementary, they recognized the educational benefits for their children of being around 

native-Spanish speaking students in regards to their children’s language acquisition. They 

also valued the significant lessons about life that being in proximity and building 

relationships with low-income students could yield for their individual children. While 

the parents describe their intentions of putting their children into a public TWI school as 

being about fostering “citizens of the world,” some of the teachers viewed their intentions 

with greater cynicism. One second-grade teacher attempted a diplomatic critique of how 

the immersion program model initially adopted by the school lead to the exploitation of 

the few remaining Spanish-language dominant students: 

 
The majority of my students, the vast majority of them, are not native Spanish 
speakers. There’s a few. Um, and I love that there’s such a family, um, not quest, 
but there’s such a desire in our community for these students who are English 
speakers, native English speakers, to learn both languages. I think that’s great. 
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Um, but it does end up creating sort of a strange problem in and of itself with the 
influx of higher income families. And with the way Austin has changed, we’ve 
lost a lot of our traditional families, but the program’s sort of based on having a 
strong population of Spanish speakers, and we don’t. And so it’s hard to find that 
it’s kind of this ever-evolving, ever-shifting program that people have one 
expectation of what it’s going to be, and if it were a textbook it would be that, but 
it’s not, because we’re talking about real people and families who their 
apartments are torn down and they have to move. And now we have two Spanish 
speakers in a class instead of twelve, and those two Spanish speakers can be made 
to feel very important and very special, but at the same time it feels a little like 
you’re taking from them, and not necessarily in a great way, you know? 

 
Another teacher, Ms. Smith (introduced in the previous chapter), that no longer worked at 

the school had a more critical understanding of the new Vista parents’ attitudes and 

approach to the EL students that were at the school. In this discussion of what she recalls 

surrounding the way the two different groups of families interacted, Ms. Smith articulated 

a much less generous take on the new Vista parents’ intentions: 

So some of my students had siblings who were younger, and a lot of times 
(laughs) they would get invited to play dates, like, “We’ll invite your Spanish 
friend over to practice your Spanish.” You know, like that kind of thing. And so 
the parents didn’t really have a way of, um, like in some ways they, one, didn’t 
know that it was being done to them because the language barrier between them 
and the other parent group would kind of feel very stark and inhibit them from 
knowing their kid was being used as like a Spanish tutor. And I think at the other 
side, they also didn’t, like they just didn’t know to expect that, right, like it’s not 
something that would be normal, right? Like when you want to have, when 
someone wants to have your kid over, you don’t necessarily think that they’re 
doing it for some ulterior motive, but you just think that the kids are friends and 
they want them to play. And so you could kind of tell that there was this sort of 
dynamic between both the, on one level like exclusion of them from school policy 
and larger school planning committees, and then also this sort of like almost like 
division of labor between them. Like the parents who are at a higher level saw the 
families of lower income like lower social economic status, as something that 
they could use in some way. You know, like, “There’s something I can get out of 
you.” Um, which was the sort of attitude I heard in a lot of meetings. Sometimes 
you hear people say things like, “We need more Spanish speakers. We can bus 
them in.” You know, like, “We’ll bus in some Spanish speakers.” But it wasn’t so 
that we can have a more representative student body. It was so that their kids can 
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learn Spanish quicker, you know? Um, which always kind of gave me this sense 
of like, uh, like extraction, right? Like extraction of resources from our students, 
from my students, extraction of resources from these families, without them 
getting anything in return. Because from what I had seen in my grade level and 
what I was hearing from Special Education teachers who were in other 
classrooms, the pattern of meeting the needs of English speakers first had 
continued. 

 
There were numerous meetings that I attended where I heard dual language advocate 

parents raise the possibility of having transportation made available by the district or the 

city to facilitate more native-Spanish speaking students coming to the school. It was my 

understanding through conversations and observations that the parents that were most 

adamant about increasing the number of EL students in the school had a vested interest in 

making the two-way dual language programming available to students who are 

underserved by the late-exit bilingual programming offered at most schools populated by 

EL students in the district at that time. At the same time, the way that these parents would 

couch their calls for bussing in EL students was often in the context of the two-way dual 

language model that Vista had adopted and that the EL students were needed for that 

model. Their efforts were easily misconstrued because they often lacked strong language 

and analysis around equity, and they were often times trying to “sell” the idea to 

administrators and other parents whose primary stakes were in their children learning a 

second language. To that end, Ms. Smith and Ms. Connor’s comments bring to light the 

ways that teachers observed the new Vista parents using working class and low-income 

native-Spanish speaking students as props for their children’s learning, and worried that 

this learning happened at the expense of working class and low-income Latinx students 

still attending the school.  
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Some teachers were unhappy and vocal about the demographic and cultural shifts 

that had transpired at the school on account of the marketing of the dual language 

programming. As I outlined in the previous chapter, the forms of privilege that the new 

Vista families came to the school with and the ways that the dual language programming 

was being used to reproduce social inequalities was not lost on the teachers at Vista. 

Teachers made conscientious attempts to counter the unequal power dynamics amongst 

the parents and amongst the students in the school. Many of the new Vista parents 

reported appreciating the teachers’ efforts, while a few reacted defensively, but all the 

new Vista parents worked to signal some semblance of awareness surrounding these 

discrepancies.  

One attempt to address the structural issues impacting the power dynamics in the 

school was a two-week unit on gentrification conducted by the fifth grade teacher and a 

UT graduate student also carrying out ethnographic research at the school the same year. 

In that unit, fifth-grade students were asked to discuss issues of socioeconomic class, 

social justice, economic justice, displacement, and structural racism. The teacher weaved 

the theme of gentrification into the math, social studies, and language arts lessons 

throughout the unit. Students wrote blog posts in which they reflected on what they were 

learning and their understanding of how it applied to their city, neighborhood, and school. 

They also created art projects- abstract renderings of their understanding of what 

gentrification was and how it impacted their community. During the two-week unit, the 

teacher brought in guests to talk with the students, including an organizer from Faith 

Based Coalition (FBC), a mother of one of her students whose family was displaced from 



 144 

the neighborhood the year before, and a school board representative who had grown up in 

East Austin. The students were confronted with difficult topics like class differences and 

divergent relationships to racial and socioeconomic privilege and oppression amongst the 

students in the classroom and families at the school.  

 Vera, one of the white, monolingual neighborhood parents discussed above, was 

one parent that expressed appreciation for the work that Ms. Zavala, the fifth-grade 

teacher, did to develop a critical consciousness for her child surrounding topics of 

privilege and oppression. She credited Ms. Zavala and her daughter’s previous teacher 

with being “purposeful in raising their awareness of the situation of others.” The parents 

found that the types of conversations that they could have with their children were 

expanded by the dynamics of the school and teachers’ bringing a critical perspective to 

bear for their children. In this way, the teachers served a very important role in 

triangulating and transforming the experiences and perspectives of the working class and 

low-income students in the school into the life lessons the new Vista parents were 

seeking for their children. 

In the lesson on gentrification, Ms. Zavala’s students unwittingly rehearsed the 

central question of the “gentrification debates”- whether gentrification is good or bad 

(Lees, Slater, and Wyly 2008; Saracino-Brown 2009). Many of her students were able to 

offer a nuanced perspective that it is good for some people and bad for others, but Ms. 

Zavala articulated the difficulties of guiding her students through those debates in a 

classroom where students’ families were either the direct beneficiaries or the most 

severally punished by structured and severe uneven flows of capital. Over the course of 
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the lesson, one of her students discussed how her family was in the process of selling 

their house located just a couple of blocks from the school for $1.25 million, while some 

of her students’ families had been displaced from their low-rent apartments three blocks 

from the school just the year before and now can no longer afford to live in the city limits 

of Austin. Ms. Zavala described two strategies for managing pedagogical moments where 

she was attempting to challenge the thinking for some of her more racially and 

economically privileged students while recognizing that the lessons might come at the 

expense of some of the most negatively impacted students. The first was to push back 

against the conservative thinking of her students: 

When we’re doing this math unit about how we’re building our city, because they 
had a geometric city to build, and who’s going to go there and who’s going to live 
there and who’s going to get affordable housing and who isn’t. And so a student 
said, “Well I don’t think if you’ve been in jail you should get affordable housing.” 
There are two of the dads of my students that are in jail. “You don’t think people 
in jail deserve a second chance? You think they can get out of jail and be like 
great contributors to our society?” “Well like if they’ve killed someone.” “People 
can’t kill someone and say, ‘I am very sorry. I know I cannot bring this person 
back, but I am a great person now. Watch me do great things.’?” But we’re going 
to say, “No, actually, we can’t watch you do great things because you’ve already 
been to jail?” And so I try to challenge the person who’s saying baloney without 
saying, “You’re wrong,” but being the devil’s advocate.  
 

The second strategy that she employs is directly checking in with the students who may 

be injured in this classroom exchange: 

And then I always have to check in with the victim. “Hey, I know someone said 
this comment, are you okay?” “Oh, yeah.” Oftentimes it’s, “Oh yeah, they 
weren’t talking about me.” But I always have to check in, and that’s why I 
checked in with the kids on Wednesday after I started the unit. Like I had to check 
in with them ‘cause there was a lot of, “Well, they can’t afford to live here, so 
they have to move, so they have to leave.” “So they can’t afford to live here, they 
should get better jobs, they should go to college, they should do this.” No, no. 
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And so those are the people I had to check in with and be like, “Are you guys 
cool? ‘Cause I’m so cool with you guys being here.”  

 
Ms. Zavala is not sure that the strategy of checking in with the low-income students in 

her classroom is sufficient. She is concerned both about those students’ feelings and also 

about their perspectives being subordinated. The middle-class students in her classroom 

feel much more comfortable asserting their opinions (which call upon white racial 

frames) and talking in abstractions about the lived experiences of the low-income 

students and their families in the class (Feagin 2010b; Streib 2011). As she referred to 

above, on the third day that her class was doing the unit, she pulled the low-income 

Latinx students in her classroom aside: 

 
So we started on Monday, and on Wednesday I had to like pull all of my Latino 
kids and pull them into that room while this class was doing something else and 
say, “I want you to understand that I’m here for you, that I have been legally hired 
by the district to teach you. And, yes, it’s everybody’s right to learn my language, 
your language, but this is our language, and we are together in our language and 
our culture, and you and I are a family. And that doesn’t mean that someone else 
is in a family that doesn’t speak my language, but I want you to know that I am 
here for you, and that your voice, your thoughts, your heart matters.” And after 
that I saw a change in their blog. ‘Cause initially they were a little, they had some 
trepidation with expressing their thoughts about where they live or why they come 
to Vista. But after that, I didn’t see participation in the classroom in conversation, 
but I saw some very thought-provoking blogs. I would’ve, I don’t know how to do 
that better, because I don’t want to hurt people who are just starting to have safe 
spaces to think, and starting to push envelopes in their brains. And that’s 
absolutely safe and wonderful and empowering, um but I don’t want to bury that, 
and I didn’t know how to do that. 

 
In this interaction (and others), Ms. Zavala works to signal a solidarity with the low-

income, Latinx students. She draws on their claims to Spanish as a native and/or heritage 

language to signal their shared racial/ethnic belonging, and she reminds the students that 
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their educational needs are her contractual priority. She does think that this particular 

strategy had some impact on the blog reflections of the low-income Latinx students and 

that they felt more comfortable naming their own experiences, but she is not entirely 

confident that it was enough or that she would do the same thing in the future. Ms. 

Zavala’s experience in implementing the gentrification unit in a racially, linguistically, 

and socioeconomically diverse classroom helps illuminate some of the simultaneous 

potentials and struggles of teaching in integrated classrooms (hooks 1994). The sense of 

entitlement that the new Vista parents have successfully instilled in their children creates 

a lot of work for teachers when challenging the normative ideology these students bring 

to the classroom. She does not want to shut down their process of thinking through new 

perspectives that go against the grain of the dominant culture. She also does not want 

their process to pathologize the experience of the working class and low-income students 

in the classroom or usurp those students’ process of developing and advancing a critical 

consciousness around the structural issues informing their life circumstances.  

 In many ways, the work that teachers like Ms. Zavala do with their students in the 

classroom would be made much easier if the parents of the students were also actively 

engaged in discussing and confronting some of the unequal power dynamics between 

groups of parents in the school. Instead, the efforts of new Vista parents largely go 

towards glossing over these differences for the sake of conviviality in the school. This 

allows parents to leave their own adherence to normative ideologies around race and 

socioeconomic class unchallenged, and outsources the responsibility of enlightening their 

child(ren) to the teachers, many of whom are Latina and some of whom are from working 
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class, low-income first or second generation immigrant families themselves. As I 

discussed in the first chapter, the work that teachers and administrators do to preserve the 

sense of entitlement to the school and the dual-language programming for middle- and 

upper-middle class families allows for the structural issues underlying the power 

differentials of parents in the school to go unnamed and unaddressed in direct and 

systemic ways. There are moments at meetings where issues of affordable housing get 

raised or where a parent will send out an email with concerns regarding inequities in how 

dual-language is being implemented in the school and the district, but it is typically the 

same handful of parents bringing up these issues and very little infrastructure is put in 

place in the school for parents to facilitate challenging conversations with one another. 

One of the bilingual Special Education teachers, Ms. Bustillo points out the 

difficulties in a school like Vista Elementary to build relationships between parents of 

different socioeconomic status: 

I think uncomfortable things have to be discussed. And that’s a big piece that’s 
missing. And the thing is, it’s a lot of work. It’s a lot of work on the teacher’s 
part, it’s a lot of work on parents’ part, and it’s a lot of work on the organizer’s 
part. And you have to have an admin buy in. Um, and I don’t think it can really 
function well without the buy in from admin. I think hard discussions have to be 
had about power. I think transparency about people’s feelings about power have 
to be discussed in order for one our Spanish speaking families, our low SES 
families, can be self-reflective without guilt, but so that those with power can also 
hear it and try to be self-reflective. I don’t think really anything can, I won’t say 
anything, I don’t think the progress we want can happen without those honest 
conversations. And I think it’s really too difficult for teachers and principals and 
parents to try and have them without mediators. And I think what’s in place right 
now is FBC, but, you know, that’s time and energy. And unfortunately a teacher, 
we have a lot of new teachers here. I don’t know if they have the, they might have 
the desire, I don’t know if they have the energy or time for it because they’re so 
overwhelmed with teaching. And then you have seasoned teachers who are either 
burnt out or burnt out and have families. So it’s just one of those situations that’s 
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like, you have to get it started and hopefully it’ll snowball from there. I think it’s a 
mediation type of situation where honest conversations have to be had about 
power essentially. And, you know, I’ve seen it, I’ve seen like just how the 
difference- without throwing admin under the bus, but I’ve seen just how they 
respond differently to parents because of power. So it’s unfortunate, but it’s 
human nature.  

 
Ms. Bustillo’s assessment is that the conversations about power are necessary for parents 

to build meaningful relationships with one another and address issues of equity and 

exploitation. As she points out, those conversations are very difficult to have and would 

function best with a mediator. While the school does work with FBC about trying to 

institute some of the relationship building tactics of the early years of the TWI program, 

there is an unequal investment by teachers, parents, and administrators. For the teachers, 

who are in the best position to build relationships with parents and encourage their 

involvement, they are struggling with meeting the demands of their current 

responsibilities. It is, in many ways, in their best interest to have polite and functional 

relationships with the new Vista parents, which challenging those parents’ sense of 

entitlement is likely to disrupt. In addition, while the teachers are in the most direct 

communication with the parents, their roles and the power dynamics of the parent-teacher 

relationship has also shifted as more new Vista families attend the school. 

NEW VISTA PARENT DEMANDS 
 

Advocates for socioeconomically integrated schools argue that middle-class 

families are an important asset for a school. Through their cultural and social capital, 

middle-class parents are able to effectively advocate for and acquire resources that 
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ostensibly improve the quality of educational facilities and programming for all students 

in the school (Chubb and Moe 1990; Kahlenberg 2001; Carr 2006). While few scholars 

would argue against racially and socioeconomically integrated schools, as I have been 

discussing throughout this dissertation, middle-class families’ participation in working 

class and low-income schools may not be as direct of a benefit to those students as 

initially presumed (Posey-Maddox 2012; Cucchiara 2013; Lewis and Diamond 2015).  

This is largely due to the relationship that middle-class parents have with the school, and 

the ways that often they deploy their cultural and social capital to accrue individual 

advantages for their child, sometimes at the expense of working class and low-income 

students (Lamont and Lareau 1988; Lareau and Horvat 1999; Ball 2003; Van Zanten 

2003). While this is not a new phenomenon, the tactics that middle-class parents, largely 

moms, use to gain advantages, and the particular kinds of advantages they seek, can be 

understood as part and parcel of the neoliberal turn in education (Lipman 2011; Mitchell 

2018).  

At Vista, the influx of middle- and upper-middle class parents significantly 

altered the culture of the school. While some teachers do express being unhappy about 

the impacts that these cultural shifts have had on the low-income and working class 

students in the school, they also extend sympathy and understanding to the new Vista 

parents. They recognize that these parents, like the working class and low-income 

parents, are striving for the best for their children, and some of the Vista teachers are 

middle-class parents in the school themselves. As one teacher-parent put it: 
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I don’t think anybody is like frontal lobe trying to marginalize. I think it is just 
kind of a natural consequence of what happens when your school gets gentrified. I 
believe many of these parents consider themselves quite liberal, but aren’t acutely 
aware of how it’s affecting the students. 

 
Like other studies focusing on the impacts of gentrification on public schools, what I 

witnessed at Vista is that middle-class parents, particularly as they gain a majority in the 

school, shift the norms, expectations, and demands placed on teachers and administrators. 

As the targeted consumers in the school district’s marketing campaign, these parents 

yield a great deal of influence over school policy and actions (Carr 2006; Cuccharia 

2013; Keels, et al 2013). They often place pressure on teachers and administrators to 

prioritize the needs of their child and to ensure that academic and social advantages are 

conferred to their child (Cucchiara 2008; Cucchiara and Horvat 2010; Keels et al 2013). 

This has two consequences for low-income and working class students: 1) it shifts 

teachers’ attention away from addressing the educational needs of low-income and 

working class students, and 2) it contributes to the exclusion and marginalization of these 

students within the school.    

Shifting Roles 
 
As discussed in the previous chapter, the teachers often reflect fondly on the relationships 

that they had to the “traditional Vista families.” In particular, teachers recall feeling a 

higher level of responsibility in supporting immediate and logistical needs for the low-

income families in the school, which resulted in stronger affective ties to these families 

for some teachers. As one prekindergarten teacher, Ms. Bautista, explains, teachers feel 
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that their roles and their responsibilities in meeting the expectations of families have 

shifted significantly: 

I felt like I had a little bit more of like a social worker role, whereas now I feel 
more like a partner with parents who come in. And they are more assertive, and 
they can better articulate their specific academic expectations. Whereas in the past 
it was parents that were more just worried about survival and are they, you know, 
are they clean, are the healthy, are they at least making the bare minimum. 
Whereas now it’s a lot more concern about specific academic skills and 
enrichment and things like that. 

 
Where she formerly experienced being “more like a social worker” in the lives of the 

students and their families, Ms. Bautista is now a “partner” with parents. Ms. Bautista, a 

white preschool teacher, is not the only teacher to describe the shift in roles using this 

kind of coded language around the classed relationships between the parents and the 

teachers. Some teachers were very reluctant to even name any shifts in their roles and 

relationships with the “traditional Vista families” and the “new Vista families.” As she 

states, new Vista parents, even in preschool, come to the teachers with high and specific 

expectations regarding their child’s learning, both in the academic skills, like reading and 

math, and in their second-language acquisition. All the teachers I spoke with discussed 

the level of anxiety that new Vista parents have regarding their children’s learning. Much 

of the work that these teachers have to do as “partners” is to reassure the parents that their 

child is on track or will make sufficient academic progress as they continue to grow.  

Other teachers and school staff were more explicit about the racialized, class 

difference between parents and their relationships with the teachers. A phrase that came 

up often when discussing the impact that the demographic transformations in the school 

had on parent-teacher relationships was, “Si, Maestra” in describing how this relationship 
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used to be in comparison to how parents interact with teachers now. When asked if there 

was a difference in how the “traditional Vista parents” and the “new Vista parents” 

interact with her, Ms. Fairchild, a Latina, second grade bilingual teacher and parent at the 

school responded:  

Yeah, the parents for those groups [low-income, first and second generation 
Latinx immigrant parents] definitely were like, you listen to the teacher, and the 
teacher knows what they’re doing and they’re helping you. And they supported 
you a lot more. And sometimes some parents now are like, “Well, what did you 
do?” or, you know, sometimes it’s like, they don’t see it as much their kid as their 
teacher didn’t do it correctly (laughs). 
 

I will return to this point about new Vista parents’ belief that when their child is 

struggling or not succeeding, the failure is most often attributable to the teacher. What 

Ms. Fairchild points out is that the lower-income predominately Latinx, largely Spanish-

language dominant parents were far more deferential to the teachers when it came to the 

instruction of their children and addressing behavioral problems with the parents. For 

teachers, staff, and administrators, the shift in parent-teacher relationships highlights the 

level of power that the middle- and upper-middle class parents feel that they have and the 

mechanisms that they are comfortable using to assert their dominance in the school. The 

teachers’ reactions to this shift in power also highlights how disenfranchised low-income 

immigrant parents are from exerting power in educational institutions.  

Ms. Zaragoza, the school counselor, echoed Ms. Fairchild’s assessment of how 

the new Vista parents approach teachers and staff: 

With parents, the Hispanic population that I worked with in other schools, and, 
you know, has been the population here, or minority population, it just seems like 
we’re viewed as professionals and we’re respected. And they are happy to receive 
whatever it is that we’re able to give, right? Whereas parents that are 



 154 

professionals and, you know, middle upper class, sometimes can give off the vibe 
that we’re not professionals and that perhaps we’re not giving everything that we 
can. And I’m not saying everyone is like that across the board, but that is a 
struggle. 
 

As Ms. Zaragoza articulates, the teachers and the administrators did feel that some of the 

new Vista parents actively worked to undermine their position as equals by not 

recognizing the teachers and administrators as professionals. Several teachers described 

experiences where a new Vista parent had challenged the teacher’s authority over 

curriculum, assessment, or addressing behavioral concerns. Again, while discussing these 

instances, most teachers were very careful in how they talked about parents and often 

times either made light of these parents’ actions or offered a sympathetic reflection on 

why the parent would act in that manner. Ms. Marquez, a long-time first grade teacher 

discussed in the first chapter, recognizes the difference in parent-teacher relationships as 

a racialized ethnic class difference between the traditional Vista parents and the new 

Vista parents, and she exemplifies the way that some teachers make light of these shifts 

in how they are approached by the parent: 

So in the Hispanic culture, and I think this is more culture-wise, in the Hispanic 
culture there’s less questioning of a teacher, because they’re seen as the authority 
on what they’re doing. And I think in the Americanized culture, whether you’re 
Hispanic or white or whatever background you come from, I think there’s, you 
know, the more educated the parents are I guess, there’s more questioning of, 
“Oh, why are you doing this?” And, you know, usually once I answer they’re like, 
“Oh, okay that makes sense.” So, you know, it’s just more teaching the parents as 
well as the kids (laughs) 

 
As an older, more experienced teacher, Ms. Marquez may have felt more comfortable 

being dismissive of this challenge to her authority as an instructor. As she asserts, as soon 

as she explained to parents the rationale behind her methods of teaching or evaluation, 
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the parents’ concerns were typically assuaged. Some of the younger teachers that did 

speak candidly about being undermined or challenged by parents were not as quick to 

laugh off their recollection of those experiences, but they did express that they worked to 

minimize parents’ concerns as best as they could by providing frequent communication 

with all of the parents. None of the teachers brought up the possibility that these 

interactions between parents and teachers also reflected racialized gendered dynamics 

between the new Vista parents and the teachers in our conversations, but it is worth 

noting that this certainly is informing how new Vista parents interact with the teachers.  

Because the middle- and upper-middle class parents are more watchful and 

questioning of the teachers in the school, the teachers all describe feeling their efforts in 

teaching and in communication about student progress as being pulled towards the 

middle- and upper-middle class students. Some teachers acknowledge that this is 

happening even against their best intentions. The teachers only have so many hours in the 

day, and as Ms. Bustillo articulated above, they are often either new teachers struggling 

to stay on top of all of their demands or are more experienced teachers that may be burnt 

out and needing to assess priorities based on preserving their own well-being. The 

struggles that the teachers feel in meeting the divergent needs of their students and 

middle- and upper-middle class parent demands is located at the intersection of the 

neoliberal restructuring of educational institutions through austerity and state funding 

retrenchment and neoliberal parenting imperatives. Teachers are taxed and overwhelmed 

by the pressures to teach more and more students per classroom and ensure students are 

making sufficient progress to meet state-mandated standardized tests. This makes it quite 
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difficult for teachers to focus on the individualized learning process and needs for each of 

their students. Parents feel a greater responsibility for facilitating the academic 

achievements of their child to ensure they will be successful and productive workers in an 

increasingly competitive and bifurcated labor market. To that end, parents work very hard 

to gain academic advantages for their child not just through placing greater demands on 

teachers, but also in accessing enrichment programming for their child (Apple 2004; 

Lipman 2011; Mitchell 2018). 

Seeking Advantages 
 

One of the ways that new Vista parents sought out educational advantages for 

their children was to advocate for them to be identified and tested for the Gifted and 

Talented (GT) program. Gifted and Talented is a label that implies a student is 

exceptional in their academic learning, creative expression, or excels in language arts, 

mathematics, or non-verbal reasoning. While the notion of “gifted” is subjective, there is 

in fact a quantitative assessment for determining students as such. Different schools have 

different approaches for identifying GT students and have different programming that 

they offer. In all schools in AISD, students can be nominated by either their teacher or 

their parent, but evaluation is based on the teacher’s appraisal of the child’s work and the 

child’s score on an online cognitive ability test (CogAT). The entire process from 

nomination to approval by a GT campus committee takes approximately three weeks and 

happens in the fall semester of every year. All students on campus from kindergarten 

through fifth grade are eligible to be considered for GT programming. As is AISD’s 
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policy, if a student is labeled GT at any school in the district and they transfer schools 

within district, that designation follows them.  

In order for parents to request that their child be assessed for the GT program, 

they must fill out two forms. The first form is one with a list of questions about a child’s 

cognitive development that parents are to read through and sign if they feel enough of the 

questions aptly describe their child. That signed form enters their child into the 

nomination process. The second form parents must fill out is a checklist of “gifted 

characteristics.” The checklist is a two-page survey in which parents are to mark 

“Always”, “Often”, “Sometimes”, “Rarely”, or “Never” to statements like: “Has unusual, 

often highly developed sense of humor”; “Exhibits concern and understanding of social 

and ethical issues”; “Transfers mathematical learning to new situations.” When parents 

submit the signed checklist, their child is then eligible to take the CogAT test online. 

Once all of the components of the GT evaluation are complete, the admission into the GT 

program is decided upon by a GT committee at the school.  

At Vista, Ms. Connor, the second-grade math instructor, is the GT Program 

Coordinator for the school. When we discussed some of the transformations taking place 

in the school since piloting the dual-language program, she pointed out how many more 

students are admitted into the GT program in the last five years. This is happening both 

because middle- and upper-middle class students are being disproportionately identified 

as “gifted” in comparison to their working class and low-income peers and because more 

of the affluent students are being nominated by their parents for GT:  
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It’s supposed to be such a small portion of the population, and that’s what’s really 
weird, is like in fourth grade, which was one of our first dual language classes, 
they have like 16 kids identified as GT. There’s only 40 kids in our grade level. It 
is not possible that 16 of them are GT. But so many of them were nominated and 
identified at the beginning of the influx of dual language. And GT is against your 
peers, so it’s, do you stand out against your peers? So you could present as GT in 
one school and move to another school and be labeled GT, and the demographics 
are completely different and you might not look as GT there. And I think that’s 
kind of what has happened in our upper grades. We are so heavily over identified 
because the population has changed so much that it’s also presented now this new 
issue where like half of those parents think like, “My kid is GT. My kid is special 
and they need these extra enrichment things,” or whatever GT means to them. But 
in reality, like it’s just not, that’s not possible because that is not, gifted and 
talented does not mean bright. Your kid might be in the program, but if they 
would just do regular grade-level work that would be a great start.  

 
The GT programming at Vista is administered by each classroom teacher. If a student has 

been accepted into the GT program then that child’s teacher provides customized work 

for the student and assigns all of the GT students in their class a project that is carried out 

in the spring semester. Ms. Connor points out in our conversation that most teachers, 

particularly attentive ones, are tailoring the work to each student in the classroom based 

on the teacher’s understanding of that student’s abilities. Her view is that in the scheme 

of enrichment and actual learning, the GT label does not serve much purpose for children 

in elementary school if a teacher is fulfilling their job responsibilities. Despite the unclear 

benefits for students’ actual learning, Ms. Connor observes that middle- and upper-

middle class parents “really want the label for their kid.”  

 In her role as the GT coordinator, Ms. Connor has to interface with parents (most 

often mothers) who are distressed or in disagreement about the nomination process and/or 

the evaluation of their child. She mentions several parents in the fall semester that missed 

the deadline for nominating their child for the program. When she told them that she was 
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holding firm to the deadline, and that they would need to apply the following school year, 

those parents threatened to go above Ms. Connor and Mr. Gonzalez to the district 

administrators to petition to have their child’s nomination recognized. One parent in 

particular, a mother of a first-grade child, yelled at Ms. Connor about the importance of 

her child being admitted into the program when Ms. Connor told her she had missed the 

deadline for the nomination. Ms. Connor also receives meeting requests from mothers 

when their child is denied entrance into the GT program. The mothers often want to set 

up a meeting “to talk about why their kid didn’t get in and what they need to do to get 

them in or to really discuss and go over each of the individual pieces” of the assessment. 

Ms. Connor recognizes that every parent believes their child is bright and special, and she 

is understanding about why these moms want to have their child deemed as such by the 

school, but she also recognizes the program and the nomination process as being 

detrimental to the working class and low-income students in the school:  

Part of it is that your GT population is supposed to reflect your campus 
population, but so many of the nominations come from parents and so many of 
the nominations from parents come from our higher SES parents who really are 
able to read every flyer that goes home. Um, and so some of our lower SES 
students don’t, within the context, this greater context of like a lot of our higher 
SES kids who come in with those opportunities and experiences that are already 
valued, it makes it harder for our lower traditional families to qualify for those 
kinds of services. But I mean GT is such a small population and such, almost like 
a bubble thing, that I feel like those are the places where you really start to see 
how this can be actually damaging to the population that we’re saying we want to 
really learn from, I don’t know. It takes from them in that way for sure, so. And 
teachers can nominate, and teachers can keep those sorts of things in mind, but at 
the same time, you don’t want to have a totally different scale for how somebody 
gets into the program dependent on their income.  
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Ms. Connor makes several points about the high numbers of GT nominations. The Gifted 

and Talented label is subjective in that the assessment that teachers do is largely 

measuring students against their peers. As studies have demonstrated time and again, 

educational institutions do largely function to reproduce social and cultural dominance 

for middle and upper-middle class students and their families (Bourideu and Passeron 

1977; Bourdieu 1984; Ball 2003; Apple 2011; Lareau 2011). The particular kinds of 

knowledge and honed skillset that middle- and upper-middle class students arrive at Vista 

with better prepares them to excel in the structure of the school and the structure of the 

school rewards their particular kinds of knowledge and skillset. While Spanish language 

dominant students are eligible for nomination and are not tested on the language arts 

portion of the CogAT to determine if they qualify for the program, at Vista Elementary, 

the only students that are nominated for the GT program are native-English speaking 

students. Ms. Connor is very aware that almost all of the students are being nominated by 

their parents, and that it is the middle- and upper-middle class parents that are far more 

likely to have the time to read the forms, fill them out, follow up with teachers and 

administrators and even take their concerns to administrators in the district office if their 

requests are not met by the school. Even though, as Ms. Connor says above, the district 

and the school do not want to have “a totally different scale for how somebody gets into 

the program dependent on their income,” the fact that it is almost all middle- and upper-

middle class students being placed in the program suggests that the scale itself is actually 

a measure of family class position.  
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I did not hear of any parents at Vista using these services, but there are several 

CogAT test tutorials to be found online, indicating that preparing for this particular 

assessment tool is a patterned phenomenon for middle-class parents. Strategizing with 

teachers to prepare students not just for the assessment test but also to advance the quality 

of a student’s work (or at least the teacher’s perception of the quality of work) is the kind 

of parenting (mothering) that exemplifies Lareau’s concept of “concerted cultivation” 

(2011). For middle-class parents, mothers in particular, seeking and obtaining the 

designation of Gifted and Talented for their child is performative identity work that is 

both at the service of obtaining advantages for their child and at the service of 

reproducing a gendered middle-class identity. Being able to activate their cultural capital 

to have the state recognize their child as exceptional demonstrates these mothers’ proper 

adherence to the neoliberal imperative to strive to obtain a special status and all of the 

subsequent resources for their child and place their child’s best interest above all other 

considerations (Lareau and Horvat 1988; Laurea 2011; Lipman 2011; Vincent 2017; 

Mitchell 2018). These mothers’ failure to do so successfully, either by missing 

nomination deadlines or by not having an “exceptional” enough child, reflects poorly on 

them and their ability to reproduce middle-class identities for themselves and their child. 

When these moms are not able to effectively persuade or manipulate the rules 

surrounding nomination deadlines or the GT committee’s decision, it disrupts their sense 

of entitlement and is experienced as a slight. These mothers are aware of the advantages 

that the GT designation would provide for their children, and see it as their responsibility 

to assure that their child has access to those advantages.  
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For middle- and upper-middle class parents that are able to successfully obtain 

this label for their child, they often do so unreflexively regarding the racial and class 

implications for tracking in the school and access to enrichment programming. When 

asked about tracking in her classroom of fifth graders, Ms. Zavala, echoing Ms. Connor’s 

evaluation of the breakdown in the upper grade levels in the school, observed:  

Yeah, you’re special ed. because you’re Latino, you’re GT because you’re white. 
And then there was my class, which was an even more drastic difference between 
that group of people in fifth grade and my group of people in fourth grade, 
because everyone who was GT was white, everyone who’s special ed. is brown. 
And I have a ridiculous number of GT kids in my classroom, they can’t all be GT.  
 

The GT label creates institutionalized divisions around race and class, but allows for race 

and class to drop out of the discussion. This kind of tracking exemplifies how, under 

neoliberal educational practices, color-blind racism functions through and alongside 

hierarchical quantitative assessment. By using the assessment tools such as the parent 

checklist survey and the CogAT, GT evaluation allows for claims to objective metrics, 

even though it maps right onto the racialized (language dominance and skin tone) and 

classed distinctions between the students (Oakes 1985; Lareau and Horvat 1999; Lareau 

2011; Lewis and Diamond 2015).  

While the actual enrichment that Vista students might be receiving through their 

participation in the GT program is relatively minimal, there are two modes of 

consequence that emerge from this particular tracking phenomenon. The first is that the 

dominant status and notions of intellectual superiority of whiter, more economically 

privileged, native-English speakers is reified in the classrooms and the school. The 

students are aware of who has and who has not been admitted into the GT program. 
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There are a couple of instances teachers recounted to me where students call attention to 

their own label as “gifted” to put down fellow students or draw distinctions between 

themselves and “non-gifted” students. This allows for racialized and classed processes of 

social exclusion and marginalization to take place in ways that appear to be race-neutral 

and class-neutral for the new Vista parents and their children. As discussed above, many 

of the new Vista students arrive at the school with already sedimented racial ideologies 

that serve to naturalize the tracking in the school and the social cohesion that persists 

along racialized and classed lines for students in their classrooms.    

The second consequence of this particular tracking has to do with the outcomes 

for students regarding their educational trajectories. The work that students do as part of 

the GT program, in particular the projects they complete each year, go towards building 

an academic portfolio for the student. As a means to attract and retain more middle- and 

upper-middle class families, the district continues to implement specialized programming 

in middle and high schools such as magnet programs, skill-specific academies 

(Performance Arts, Liberal Arts, STEM, etcetera), and the International Baccalaureate 

program. Similar to what has happened with the TWI program at Vista Elementary, the 

adoption of these specialized programs is successful in attracting more students through 

school choice. The more popular a program, the more competitive it is for students to get 

into their middle or high school of choice, leading to an increasingly rigorous application 

process. A student’s successful application into a specialized middle school program will 

inform which high school they are admitted to and their ability to move into honors and 

Advanced Placement courses in high school. The classes they take and the school they 
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attend can impact the student’s academic ranking, which will come to bear on their 

college applications and financial aid opportunities. For students who have been building 

their GT portfolio throughout their elementary grades, their involvement in the GT 

program better positions them to move through the educational trajectory set in place by 

the school choice model, where access to quality, enrichment programming is 

concentrated in select schools and admittance into those schools reproduces racial and 

class segregation and unequal educational opportunities. Some middle-class parents may 

be critical and aware of how the GT program reproduces racialized and classed 

inequalities, but they also do not want their individual child to miss out on accessing 

educational advantages.  

Pursuing tracking into educational enrichment programs is just one way that 

middle- and upper-middle class parents seek out advantages for their children. Teachers 

also share incidence of new Vista parents approaching teachers and asking them to 

intervene in interpersonal drama between their child and a fellow student. New Vista 

parents also extend the school choice model to the classrooms at each grade level and 

regularly request that their child be placed with a favored teacher. In order to request a 

specific teacher, parents must email their preferred classroom placement to the school 

principal in the spring semester. Teachers, and some parents, note that this particular 

practice is what ends up reproducing the social insularity and cliques amongst students 

and amongst parents coming into the school from Solecito Preschool. The parents make 

their selection of teachers based on things like literacy rates of the students’ in the 

classroom from the previous school-year, the teacher’s approach to bilingual instruction, 
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and the number of years of teaching experience. The process by which parents obtain and 

disseminate information about teachers is similar to how they learn about schools- 

namely amongst their same status peers.  

The practice of selecting teachers segregates the students by race and class within 

each grade levels. It creates a status hierarchy amongst the teachers and can jeopardize 

teacher’s solidarity with one another. The teachers that are the most sought-after have a 

concentration of upper-middle class students in their classroom. These teachers are more 

likely to have higher levels of parent support in terms of parent-volunteers and classroom 

donations. Their students are more likely to be getting outside enrichment like tutoring or 

being involved in specialized extra-curricular activities. The students’ outside enrichment 

and the support that the teacher receives is reflected in the academic success (grades, 

scores on standardized tests, rates of bilingualism) of the students, which bolsters the 

reputation of the teacher.  

COMMITMENT TO BILINGUALISM 
 

At the very start of the year that I began conducting my research, Mr. Gonzalez 

sent out a welcome email to all of the parents by way of the school’s Google Groups 

account. In that email he announced that Vista Elementary had adopted a new bilingual 

model to be initiated in the 2015-16 school year and fully implemented campus-wide 

over the course of the next couple of years. The new model (“Literacy Squared”) was 

adopted to address the inability of the school to adhere to the “bilingual pairs” component 

of the model first put in place with the piloting of the TWI program. In addition, the new 
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model is intended to increase the amount of instruction in Spanish for all students across 

the campus. A few weeks into the semester, I attended an informational session about the 

new dual language model held for Vista Elementary parents on a Friday morning in the 

school auditorium. As parents were dropping off their children to their classrooms, the 

parents filed into the auditorium and took their seats. Of the roughly 50-75 parents in the 

room, only about ten were fathers. The parents were dressed either in their professional 

work attire or in some kind of workout outfit with leggings, t-shirts and tennis shoes. I 

noted that the moms that sat towards the front and in the center section were all white and 

middle-class. Towards the back of the auditorium (near where I was sitting) were a few 

monolingual Spanish speaking parents sitting next to white and Latinx bilingual parents. 

As the meeting was conducted, the bilingual parents translated for the monolingual 

Spanish speaking parents.  

 The meeting was led by an administrator from the district’s Department of 

English Language Learners (who, as I would come to find out, was also a Vista 

Elementary parent). The administrator, Denisa, stood on the stage in front of a 

PowerPoint presentation. Denisa gave a summary of the new dual language model, how 

the district was planning to implement it at Vista Elementary, and reviewed the 

educational benefits of TWI for both Spanish language learners and English language 

learners. As she was wrapping up her presentation, she invited questions from the 

audience. One blond-haired, white mother in a workout outfit from the middle section of 

the auditorium (Susie) posed a question about whether or not the increased instruction in 

Spanish would negatively affect her child’s learning of core grade-level content and 
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scores on state-wide standardized tests at the end of the school year. Susie’s anxiety was 

palpable in her question and tone, as was the tension in the room in the immediate 

murmuring and exasperated expressions some of the other parents let out in response. 

One middle-class Latina mother, Victoria, shot up out of her seat and launched into a 

pleading and informed response to all of the parents in the room to exercise patience in 

their child’s learning process. Citing the literature that Denisa had just reviewed in her 

presentation, Victoria explained that when learning in two languages, some students’ 

academic progress may present differently than standardized tests are intended and able 

to measure. She cautioned the parents not to put too much weight on those test scores and 

have faith that in the long-run their child’s cognitive and academic outcomes would 

likely exceed that of a student learning core-content only in their native language. 

Another white, neighborhood mom responded to Victoria that some parents are starting 

to grow a little tired of the constant changes to the dual language curriculum because they 

feel that their children are being treated like guinea pigs, and they are worried about the 

consequences for their child’s learning. Denisa then stepped in to acknowledge both of 

the white mothers’ concerns and raised the point that by being in a school piloting the 

dual language program, the parents were all part of an experiment and were helping to 

advance the efficacy of the two-way dual language program for future students. She 

assured Susie that Vista Elementary had excellent teachers and that her child would still 

be learning the core-content that they were required to learn for the standardized tests. 

She also reiterated Victoria’s point that Susie’s child’s overall academic progress would 

be strengthened by their participation in the TWI program. 
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 Throughout my time at the school, I came to gain a much better understanding of 

this particular interaction and what it represented in regards to the two different 

populations of middle- and upper-middle class parents electing to send their child(ren) to 

Vista Elementary. Victoria’s response and her enthusiasm exemplify the commitment to 

dual language of some of the new Vista parents, most, but not all, of whom were either 

Latinx themselves or were co-parenting with someone that identified as Latinx. Susie and 

the other white mom in that interaction exemplified the approach to the dual language 

program that a number of white, middle- and upper-middle class neighborhood parents 

took. They viewed the dual language program as an experiment for their child and were 

far less committed to the tenets of bilingualism and biculturalism. The teachers at the 

school were often caught between the demands of these two groups of new Vista parents. 

The parents committed to dual language advocated for teachers to strictly adhere to the 

immersion curriculum and speak in Spanish for instruction and social interaction as much 

as possible. These parents were more likely to raise concerns and express anxieties 

regarding their child’s language acquisition. The neighborhood parents that were less 

committed to dual language were often oblivious or dismissive of how their ambivalence 

about Spanish language acquisition might be influencing their child. There were a 

number of white, monolingual English speaking students at the school that resisted 

learning Spanish in their classrooms. 

‘I don’t understand Spanish’ 
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The issue of native-English speakers being resistant to learning Spanish was upsetting for 

teachers and dual language parents alike. Ms. Starch, the school librarian, explains the 

kinds of push back she gets from English-dominant students when she has selected a 

book to read to them in Spanish: 

It is challenging trying to reach kids who turn off instantly when you say you’re 
going to read a Spanish book that day. Or they say “it’s Thursday, this is not a 
Spanish day.” I like to read Spanish books. Or they say “I don’t understand 
Spanish,” or “can we read it in English?” And every…it’s just like… It’s kind of 
frustrating to see it in very young, or hear it from very young kids. 
 

While doing my observations in the school I witnessed first-hand what it looked like 

when the native English-speaking students acted out and resisted receiving instruction in 

Spanish. The first incident was in the art room and one of the parents, Victoria, and her 

fifth-grade son was giving a demonstration on how to make empanadas to a classroom. 

Her instructions were given entirely in Spanish and her son was walking around helping 

the younger children. One red-headed first grader very loudly interrupted the instructions 

and said, “I don’t understand Spanish.” Victoria knew the child by name because he was 

in her youngest son’s grade level. Trying to suppress her irritation, she shot the child a 

quick disapproving glance and dismissively said, “Ryan, yes you do.” Victoria’s fifth-

grade son then went to stand next to the younger boy to assist him in assembling his 

snack. Later that same day in the library I witnessed a very similar transaction take place 

between a white, blond-haired boy in the fourth-grade and one of the teachers who was 

running a lesson on world flags. As the teacher was explaining directions in Spanish for a 

flag-making activity, the boy very loudly, and with great irritation, said that he was 

unable to understand the directions because they were in Spanish. This time the teacher 
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shot a glance at me and raised her eyebrows. She then turned to the student and patiently 

suggested that he find a peer that could help translate the instructions for him. From the 

unimpressed response conveyed to me, I presumed it was not the first time she had heard 

something like that from this student. It was my observation that native-English speaking 

students would try to use not understanding the Spanish instruction as an excuse to not 

follow directions for assignments. This particular form of acting out was also a way to 

deride and undermine their teacher’s authority in the classroom, as these students’ 

outbursts were often followed by snickering and snide comments by their peers.  

 The neighborhood parents resisted notions that their children were resistant to 

Spanish because of prejudice, and instead felt that it might be due to poor instruction and 

pedagogy. Linda and Beverly are two white upper middle-class neighborhood mothers 

who have sons in the fourth grade. Linda is a stay-at-home mother married to a college 

professor who works at a nearby university. Beverly is a writer and a college writing 

instructor at another university in the city. A conversation I observed between them and 

Natalie, an upper-middle class mom who moved to Austin from Mexico City fifteen 

years ago: 

Beverly: I’m helping Stevie with Spanish, but he does not like Spanish. 
 
Natalie: No? 
 
Linda: Our, both our boys hate Spanish. 
 
Natalie: They hate Spanish? 
 
Beverly: Yeah. So it’s kind of backfiring as far as culturally. 
 
Linda: Yeah 
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Natalie: Mmmhmmm 
 
Beverly: But I think just the language, like they, they don’t identify it with 
Spanish speakers or out in the world. They see it as school Spanish. 
 
Natalie: Mmhm [Quietly and skeptically] 
 
Linda: Yes! I agree. Yeah it’s not like they’re, “Ugh, Spanish”…yeah 
 

In this conversation, Linda and Beverly work to clarify that their children are not racist 

and that their rejection of Spanish language is not a rejection of people that speak 

Spanish. In the conversation, Natalie goes on to challenge Linda and Beverly in their 

assertion that their sons are just rejecting “school Spanish”:  

You know something that I have found, and it’s awful, and maybe you’re going to 
find it uncomfortable, but what I have found is that no matter what they say, there 
is discrimination against cultures, in general. So supposedly politically correct, 
“No, we are the same.” “We are all the same.” But in reality, that it is not the 
case. And unfortunately, uh, people from Hispanic countries that we have here, 
they are low-income people, low educated, and so you, you have the tendency to 
look at them as lower-class citizens.  

 
Natalie’s explanation for why Linda and Beverly’s sons are rejecting Spanish is 

that they associate it with low-income and working class first and second generation 

immigrants. Natalie goes on to say that she has experienced moments when her seventh 

grade daughter is embarrassed of her accent when she is speaking to her daughter’s 

friends in English. Natalie is both pointing out the racialized classed subjectivity 

attributed to Latinx Spanish-language speakers, and she is reinscribing classed 

hierarchies in her discussion of the “low educated” Latinx people that we “unfortunately” 

have here.  
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Both Beverly and Linda dismiss Natalie’s suggestion that their sons are in fact 

rejecting Spanish because they have internalized the logics of racial hierarchies, and 

instead posit that the primary issue is most likely the teachers that their sons have had. 

Linda offers: 

Up until this year, we’ve had some pretty rough teachers. And so I think part of it 
might have been who was teaching it, actually. You know? There’s been a 
few…yeah…or maybe if they were a little kinder or I don’t know. I don’t think he 
hates it as much this year. He hated it last year, but there was good reason.  

 
Linda’s comments about her son’s rejection of learning Spanish being attributable to his 

teachers is in line with what several teachers reported about feeling that they are 

questioned and challenged by the new Vista parents pretty consistently. As several 

teachers pointed out, the question that new Vista parents are apt to ask teachers is what 

they did, not what their child did. 

‘Some Pretty Rough Teachers’ 
 
Ms. Perez, a fourth grade teacher, has a combined class of 41 students that is split with 

one other fourth grade teacher. The third, fourth, and fifth grades are the most racially 

and economically diverse grades in the school, and as discussed in the previous chapter, 

Ms. Perez has noted the discrepancy in interactions she has with middle- and upper 

middle-class parents and working class and low-income parents. One difference Ms. 

Perez notes is the level of pressure that parents put on students regarding their academic 

success. When pressed about which parents put greater amounts of pressure on their 
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students, Ms. Perez clarifies that she is referring to the economically advantaged parents 

in the grade: 

Um, and they’re just worried about overall success, academic success, which I get 
that, but I feel like sometimes the majority of that particular group is heavy 
handed with the students, versus being a support system. It’s more of like a barrier 
that I have to overcome and just kind of get the kids again not to fear it but 
appreciate it for what it is and know that it’s through practice and development 
and immersion and continued support and all of the other things that have to kinda 
come into play in order for them to truly be successful. But part of it, part of the 
battle that I had at the beginning of the year, was their fear. They just had a lot of 
fear, and from what parents were telling me, they’re saying it was heavily to 
blame on the teacher they had last year, who is no longer with the campus, but I 
think that was the case for that particular group but it wasn’t solely that. 
 

The teachers that she is referring to in this interview are the two former Vista teachers 

that I also interviewed. What is captured in the above quote is the observation that the 

parents place the blame for their children’s stress, anxiety, and rejection of Spanish on the 

former teachers, but Ms. Perez notes that the students are also responding to the stress 

and the fear of failing that is actually generated by their parents.  

Ms. Nevarez is a former teacher at Vista Elementary. She described her first year 

at the school when she was a fourth-grade teacher (before the two-way dual language 

program had been piloted) as being very positive. She worked with an all Latinx 

classroom (what she describes as half first or 1.5 generation immigrant students and half 

second or third generation Latinx American students). In her second year of teaching at 

the school, she was moved down to the third grade classroom where she became the 

teacher for the first unofficial cohort of dual-language students moving through the 

school. Ms. Nevarez struggled with the new group of middle and upper middle class 
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students and saw the new Vista children’s behavior as a reflection of their parents’ 

entitlement. She describes her interactions with the parents: 

So it was just, it was that kind of environment in that classroom on top of their 
parents just coming into my classroom, telling me what I should be doing, why 
wasn’t I doing this, upset when I wouldn’t do things the way that they wanted, 
um, frustrated that they were getting Spanish homework but it was, you know, 
they didn’t know it, but yet they wanted their child to be operating in Spanish. 
Upset that I didn’t have systems set up the way they thought I should have my 
systems set up when it came to homework or taking notes. So it was just, it was 
an environment that I felt was being dictated by the parents because 
administration was supporting them. So my conversations with the administration 
was constantly, “Well what aren’t you doing? Why aren’t you doing this? How 
could you be doing this?” instead of, “How can we talk to the parents so that they 
can see this is where we’re at?” 

 
Ms. Nevarez’s poor relationship with the parents reached a breaking point in her third 

year of teaching. She stayed on in the same grade-level as her second year and found the 

new Vista students and parents of that cohort to be very similar to those of the first. The 

parents of the native-English speaking students often expressed their concerns to her 

about their children’s academic progress and language acquisition. Many of the parents 

felt that Ms. Nevarez was unreasonable in her demands of the students and did not 

approve of her teaching methods. Several of the native-English speaking parents in her 

classroom requested a group meeting with Ms. Nevarez to discuss their collective 

concerns about what was happening in her classroom and between her and their children. 

As she describes that meeting and the aftermath: 

I had a parent meeting with several, I think there was about eight parents. And 
there was a parent upset that his child didn’t understand the work, his child was 
failing. And his child was failing because he wasn’t doing any work, it wasn’t 
because wasn’t understanding work, it was because he was just a lazy student and 
didn’t do work. And um, the parent, eventually after several comments and this 
and that, back and forth, um, made the comment that his child was so unhappy 
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about coming to school, was so upset, just a constant struggle to come to school, 
and that they had termed coming to my class the days he had to come to my class 
as Montezuma’s revenge. And at that point it was kind of like, I’m done with this 
situation, I’m done being here. None of the other parents felt they should say 
anything about it. When I went to administration and told them what the situation 
was, the principal just kind of said, “Oh yeah, that’s not very good, he shouldn’t 
have said that,” and the assistant principal preferred to never acknowledge it. 
Later she said, “Well I didn’t wanna say anything because he’s my friend, and I 
knew that’s not what he meant.” So at that point it was just very clear to me that 
teachers weren’t going to be supported and that I was basically going to be in a 
hostile, racist environment, and that there was nothing going to be done about it. 

 
The incident with this group of parents, along with some of the fundraising practices 

being put into place that I discuss in the next chapter, prompted Ms. Nevarez and several 

other teachers to depart from the school. At the end of the year, Ms. Nevarez and two 

other teachers addressed the administrators at a PTA meeting with their grievances. The 

meeting did not go well, and as I discussed in the previous chapter, cast a shadow over 

the relationships between some teachers and parents and amongst some of the new Vista 

parents. Ms. Nevarez’s interactions with the new Vista parents is one of the more 

dramatic examples of how the power dynamics in the school shifted significantly with the 

influx of new Vista parents. Even though these neighborhood parents elected to come to 

Vista and provided many of the same narratives for their selection of schools as the dual 

language committed parents, once in the school, they felt comfortable exerting their 

power to push back against the curriculum and the teacher’s in the face of their children’s 

struggles with language acquisition. The relationship that these parents developed with 

the school administrators cannot be understood without discussing the relationship 

between social hierarchies in the school and fundraising practices. I will explore this 

further in the next chapter. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

The fact that many of the parents were weighing out their option between Vista 

and a private school demonstrates the ways that school choice policy has effectively 

created a market in which public schools are in direct competition with private schools 

for enrollment. That so many parents discussed choosing between Vista Elementary or a 

private school is indicative of the ways that middle and upper-middle class parents have 

internalized the market logic of consumer choice and work to embody this logic in their 

practices of shopping around for schools. The work that these parents do in selecting 

schools and in sending their children to socioeconomically and racially diverse schools is 

to signal their progressive urban middle class identity.  

New Vista families are not just seeking out the benefits of language acquisition 

through bilingual immersion (“a private school option”), but are also want their children 

to learn valuable social skills, develop a sense of comfort moving through diverse social 

spaces, and cultivate an awareness of their privilege and empathy for less fortunate 

people. They are seeking out the benefits of cross-class immersion “in a public school 

setting.” What all of these parents want for their children is what Annette Lareau 

describes as a “sense of entitlement.” The new Vista parents want their children to not 

just know that the world is their oyster (and how to make these systems work for them), 

but they want them to have an understanding and preparedness for how gritty that world 

is.  

The ways that new Vista parents talk about their desire for diversity for their 

children points to what it means to be a liberal parent under neoliberal constraints. There 
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is a contradictory desire for the public good and a middle-class imperative to navigate the 

structure to the best advantage of your child. The result is this situation in which parents 

talk about a desire for diversity but it is couched in a discussion of the ways that it 

ultimately benefits their child. By fostering “citizens of the world” these parents are both 

countering what they experienced as their own educational and experiential deficiencies 

and are hoping to contribute to the betterment of the collective (through their individual 

children). These parents truly are well-meaning and the struggles that they face, even to 

achieve this goal of having both entrepreneurial and conscientious children. The 

contradictions in how parents seek out racially and economically diverse schools and then 

engage in practices that disadvantage already marginalized populations in the school, 

points to the fact that larger social structures reproducing inequalities are rendered as 

seemingly immutable. This complex processes of divide and conquer through 

reproductive labor is best understood as part and parcel of a neoliberal governmentality.  

Urban public school districts now have to increasingly invest resources into 

enticing middle- and upper-middle class families, often times at the expense of investing 

resources targeting the specific needs of low-income students, minority-language 

students, and schools with predominately students of color (Cucchiara 2013). The 

consequences of this particular turn in public education is that it intensifies the 

inequalities of an already bifurcated educational system. Programming that is aimed at 

addressing educational disparities, such as TWI, effectively become enrichment 

programming marketed as advantageous to students with numerous forms of cultural and 

social capital at their disposal. Once in these socioeconomically and racially diverse 
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schools, middle and upper middle class parents seek out educational and cultural 

advantages for their children, effectively segregating students within schools and 

classrooms along racialized class lines. Through a series of individualized choices and 

practices these parents inadvertently work to socially reproduce racial/ethnic, linguistic, 

and class hierarchies. In the next chapter, I continue my discussion on the social 

processes through which these inequalities are (re)produced in the school and within the 

larger context of neoliberal urbanism and neoliberal educational restructuring.  

 
 



 179 

Chapter Four 

Fall Fests and Spring Flings: The Soft Privatization of a Gentrifying 
Public School 

 
 
I think there is a lot of opportunities to participate in the school. Fundraising, I 
know. And it’s kind of hard because it’s the way our system is. Like if you don’t 
have a certain amount of low-income, we’re not going to get money, so the 
parents, we have to work to get the money. So it’s kind of like, “Oh, wow.” 
      -Mariana, a Latina “new Vista” mom 

 

Early on a Wednesday morning in May, I gathered around the little gravel track in 

the school yard with Ms. Young, Noelle, Sophia, and a couple of other Vista moms and 

two grandparents visiting from India. Ms. Young had brought out a boombox and was 

blasting 80s pop songs while dancing around in a wig and sunglasses. Sophia stood next 

to a box of costumes and homemade streamers and rattlers. It was one of the last 

fundraising events of the year, the “Fun Run,” that Sophia had organized. This particular 

fundraising event served two purposes: it both helped establish a fitness program in the 

school and it helped raise close to $5,000. Every grade-level was participating in the fun 

run, and each student had been training for their mile around the track as part of their 

Physical Education classes for the past two months. Each student had also set a 

fundraising goal and solicited monetary sponsorship for their participation in the fun run. 

Students’ parents had created online profiles to email out to family and friends and share 

on social media.  
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The first group to go around the track was the fifth grade class with the 

prekindergarten students. Sophia handed out costume items and streamers. As the 

students took their mark, Ms. Young turned up the volume on the stereo and the little 

ones were off. Some of them ran the full four times around the track, while some of them 

started off with a run and ended the last circle around in a walk. A couple of moms came 

out to the school yard to walk around the track with their daughters. As the music played, 

the parents, teachers, Ms. Young, and I stood to the side yelling, dancing, and cheering 

on the kids. By this point in the year, I was accustomed to the commonplace practice of 

fundraising events being folded into any number of activities taking place at the school. I 

had also grown accustomed to driving by AISD school yards and busses and seeing 

banners for local businesses plastered on the sides. I had been privy to conversations in 

school meetings about how much revenue each banner could bring in for the school, and 

any other myriad of ways to raise more money for school programming. 

Like other studies that have looked at the relationship between gentrification and 

urban public schools, in my study fundraising emerged as a very clear site of contention 

and social reproduction of inequality in the school (Billingham and Kimelberg 2013; 

Cucchiara 2013; Posey-Maddox 2013; Muro 2016). Throughout this dissertation I have 

been discussing the impacts of the neoliberal turn in urbanization and educational reform. 

One of the primary sites where we can see the relationship between these two processes 

is the defunding of public education. Geographers and education scholars alike have 

pointed out the connections between the uneven flow of capital and the neoliberal 

restructuring of education (Harvey 2005; Hackworth 2007; Mitchell 2018). The processes 
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of disinvestment from urban areas depleted revenue for public schools. This happened in 

the same moment when “accountability models” and school choice policies were being 

implemented (Apple 2004; Lipman 2011). The low performance of public schools in 

areas of disinvestment has been used to justify the continued funneling of public funds 

toward private firms and the sustained defunding of public education. 

In the state of Texas, funding for education is allocated from the state in what is 

called a recapture program. Through the recapture program taxes from every district are 

pooled at the state level and the state redistributes funds to each district based on the 

number of students enrolled in the district. The district is then responsible for dividing 

funds amongst the schools in each district according to the number of students per school. 

This funding model was implemented in the state in 1995, the first year of George W. 

Bush’s governorship.  

In addition to the recapture program, George W. Bush’s tenure in office also 

expanded upon the existing practices of standardized assessment of learning and teaching 

quality. A prototype to the national policy of No Child Left Behind, the state of Texas 

implemented a series of testing regulations aimed at standardizing the assessment and 

curriculum of the public school system that was first introduced into state policy in the 

1980s (Apple 2001; Salinas & Reidel 2007). The implementation of these standardization 

measurements also saw the tethering of school funding to test scores and measured 

performance outcomes. The significance of this “accountability model” is that Texas 

schools and districts have been subject to the punitive effects of No Child Left Behind 

policies for nearly two decades now. The impact has been particularly detrimental for 



 182 

schools serving the state’s most low-income and poor students in already underfunded 

schools. As the state and federal government have taken punitive approaches to allocating 

financial resources, the state has also tightened its budget on most expenditures, including 

education budgets. Under the recapture program, districts like Austin that serve fewer 

students due to gentrification and the movement of more affluent students into private 

schools, the students that do remain in the district are allocated fewer and fewer funds.  

The need for individual schools to supplement funds that would have formally 

come from state and federal sources is representative of the concept “glocalization.” 

Under processes of globalization and neoliberal austerity there has been a transference of 

“financial and other forms of control to global institutions and actors, while responsibility 

for administering austerity and policing compliance is simultaneously scaled down to the 

city level” (Mitchell 2018: 20). In Austin, as the city (and the state of Texas) works to 

attract large multinational firms through tax incentives and partner with private 

developers in their revitalization efforts, capital is shifted upwards and outwards, 

shrinking the state and city budget made available for public services like affordable 

housing and quality education in the district. These processes of neoliberal global 

economic development, urban development, and neoliberal educational restructuring all 

serve to shift the responsibility of educational programming and facility maintenance to 

the individual schools and the families within them. 

This chapter looks at on-the-ground workings and lived consequences of public 

school funding practices, or what Brenner and Theodore (2002) call “actually existing 

neoliberalism.” In this chapter, I discuss the ways in which educational policies and 
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practices shift the burden of financial responsibility from the state and federal 

government to the parents of the school and the impact this has on the school culture. I 

began by illustrating how fundraising has become the primary responsibility and focus 

for the PTA, and I examine parental responses to this transformation. Next, I draw on 

ethnographic observations of three fundraising efforts and discuss how these efforts 

reproduce racialized and classed hierarchies in the school. Finally, I look at the ways that 

these fundraising efforts contribute to the shifting roles and subordination of teachers in 

public schools.  

FROM AMIGOS TO PTA, OR FROM TAMALES AND MOLE TO PIZZA AND PASTA 
 

Parent Teacher Associations are formal leadership organizations that operate 

within the school to allow parents to work with teachers, staff, and administrators in 

shared responsibility for school programming and decisions affecting the classrooms and 

students. Each school’s PTA also has a formal channel to connect them to the school 

district and allow parents some leverage and leadership within the district as well. While 

there was a PTA at Vista in place before the dual language program was adopted, it was 

reported to me by teachers and parents that membership had mostly been two teachers 

and just two or three of the traditional Vista moms. The PTA did meet regularly, but it 

was rather informal and they engaged in few leadership tasks in the school.  

Immediately upon entering the school as parents, new Vista moms took it upon 

themselves to “revitalize” the Parent Teacher Association. Beverly, a middle-class white 

neighborhood parent, recounted that when she first started at the school, the year before 
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the dual-language program piloted, the highest number of parents in attendance at the 

PTA was eleven. Beverly became a co-president of the PTA her second year in the school 

(the first year the TWI program launched), and membership shot up to around 40 parents, 

mostly mothers. When asked if the meetings were run in both English and Spanish, 

Beverly explained: 

So I broke from the PTA by having two people in each [officer position], so we 
had a president who could speak Spanish and one who could speak English and 
same with all the officers. And you’re only supposed to have one per position. 
And now I couldn’t even be PTA president because they say they want it to be 
someone who’s bilingual. And I think that’s a good move because at that point we 
felt like they were losing a lot of people. And I couldn’t tell if it was because, 
well, and also, um, with dual language at the PTA meetings all of a sudden 
instead of it being these moms hanging out with their babies playing on the floor, 
it started to have, you had PhDs, doctors, lawyers, event planners, like everybody 
brought their career with them, which was great when you asked for volunteers. 
But then I’ve tried to picture if I were in this group, you know, and I don’t fit in 
there that would be really intimidating to me and I wouldn’t want to offer to 
come. 

 
The mom that served as the PTA co-president with Beverly was Victoria, a middle-class 

bilingual Latina parent that I have discussed throughout this dissertation. Initially 

working with Beverly, Victoria was really the person to jumpstart the PTA at the school 

in its current iteration. When Victoria took over leadership of the PTA, she named it 

“Amigos” and ran all of the meetings in both English and Spanish. In the first couple of 

years that they led the PTA, Beverly and Victoria scheduled the monthly meetings at 

various times throughout the week to see if and when they could get the highest 

participation of both middle-class and working-class parents to attend. Victoria also 

instituted having the PTA function as a potluck in which parents brought food to share, 

and a school staff member was commissioned to provide childcare during the meetings.  
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 In her recounting of how PTA membership shifted, Beverly exemplifies the coded 

ways that are used to discuss racialized classed differences between parents in the school. 

As Beverly’s recollections suggest, there is a persistent contradiction in how the 

participation of traditional Vista mothers is remembered. Often times, there is a 

recognition that the number of low-income Latinx Spanish-language dominant parents in 

the school has declined, but it is implied that these parents stopped attending meetings 

that they also were not ever reportedly attending in large numbers. The new Vista parents 

did make numerous symbolic and logistical attempts to appeal to the participation of the 

traditional Vista families, but through interviews with teachers and parents it is clear that 

their efforts were not ever successful, in part because they coincided with the large 

displacement of those families from the neighborhood.  

 As Denisa, another bilingual Latina middle-class parent, recalled:  
  

Back then PTA was, you know [Victoria] was the PTA president that first year 
and she changed PTA to Amigos, and that was done very explicitly for it to be 
more inclusive of parents who didn’t have that experience with PTA or shunned 
away, you know PTA is a very American concept. Um, well Amigos, they still 
call it Amigos, but the root birth of that term and why that happened is not what it 
is now. It is different. Now it’s like, well, yeah, Amigos is more friendly term. 
Well, yeah, I guess, but call it PTA now because everybody knows what it is, 
right? You don’t need to have that pseudonym. That would be an example [of 
how the school community has changed]. Um, so the community vibe is still there 
but it totally is a more Anglocized, American community. So when we do 
potlucks it’s pizza and pasta. When we did potlucks six years ago, it was tamales 
and mole and oh my god it was so good. And like, food that people cooked in 
their kitchen versus now it’s all like delivery and take-out food…that, you know, 
I’m complicit too in our fast paced world, but, I don’t know, there’s a sadness 
attached that. 

 
Even though Victoria named the PTA “Amigos” to make the organization more 

palatable and accessible to the traditional Vista mothers, there is also an 
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acknowledgement that there was something more structural about the institution that 

made it inaccessible to the working class Latinx parents, given that they had not been 

participating in the organization for many years leading up to the adoption of the dual 

language program and the influx of middle- and upper-middle class parents. The 

remembering of traditional Vista mothers’ participation in an organization that they were 

clearly being systematically excluded from is a way for the new Vista moms to signal 

their awareness and sadness about the displacement of working class and low-income 

families from the school. It is also a way for them to gloss over the complexities of 

participating in and amplifying an organization in the school that marginalizes and 

excludes working class and low-income families.  

Over the past several years, as PTA membership has grown, the focus of the 

organization has shifted towards fundraising for the school. I attended most of the PTA 

meetings throughout the 2015-16 year. The meetings ran approximately an hour to an 

hour and thirty minutes. Each meeting began with school-wide announcements and 

programming and fundraising updates. Every meeting I attended had a minimum of three 

updates about fundraising (how much money had been raised and what next fundraising 

event was happening when), and at least twenty minutes per meeting were devoted to 

strategizing for further fundraising opportunities. Many parents in the school resent both 

the emphasis on fundraising by the PTA and the need to raise funds for the school. 

Several parents, such as Victoria, see this as a missed opportunity to actually foster 

community building between the different groups of parents in the school: 
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I started here, and then I thought, well the PTA would be a route to sort of get 
involved as a parent. So I got into the PTA. I did the whole PTA, um, I went to 
this district training and all of that stuff. Because what’s neat about PTA is that 
it’s recognized by the district as an entity. So PTA is recognized, CAC, which is 
the campus advisory, is also recognized. So there’s power behind those two 
groups. Unfortunately, there’s also these stereotypical connotations of what PTA 
is, which I feel like there’s still, we’re still having to figure out how to break 
through some of those things. Like fundraising has become a big deal. Like it 
used to be all mothers, right? Now it’s become like fundraising, and it’s just kind 
of, how do we break that and really kind of focus on community? And when I was 
the PTA president, like I felt like I was hounding that idea, but how to make it 
happen was really a struggle. It’s like, “Great, we have a Fall Fest, we include 
everybody, wonderful!” But what are we doing to really engage people? What are 
we doing to really have conversations with people? 

   
As Victoria points out, the PTA is a site for parents to exercise power in the school and in 

the district. Parents involved in PTA are able to take on leadership roles in the school. 

They are able to collectively organize at the district level for school resources. And, 

increasingly, the PTA is the purse at the school and the PTA leadership gets to hold the 

strings. The fact that the PTA participation is largely middle- and upper-middle class 

parents gives those parents a disproportionate ability to set the agenda for the school and 

exert influence over the teachers and administrators. 

Fundraising 

The centrality of fundraising at the school was made apparent to me immediately 

upon commencing my research. The first afternoon that I went to the school to attend a 

faculty meeting, I was introduced to two mothers working in the teacher’s lounge 

adjacent to the front office. I first met Talia, the president of the PTA during my year of 

observation. Talia is a middle-class woman in her early 40s with long, brown hair that 

she typically wears either pulled back into a ponytail or in braids.1 Talia is commonly 
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dressed in looser fitting clothing that I imagine she has purchased from fair trade clothing 

vendors, and she often has an empty Ergobaby® fastened around her waist. She has two 

children at Vista Elementary: one in second grade and one in fourth. Talia’s third child, a 

toddler named Peter (whom is occasionally strapped into the Ergobaby®) roamed freely 

between the front office and the teacher’s lounge, being passed between Bea (one of the 

front-office staff and a Vista parent) and Lori, the PTA vice president introduced in the 

previous chapter. Lori is a middle-class, white woman in her early 40s. She has stretched 

ears, full-sleeves on both arms, and neck tattoos. On our first meeting, she was wearing a 

workout outfit- tight-fitting capri pants, a loose fitting tank top, and sneakers.  

  I sat down at the large table in the center of the room with them and began to 

explain my research. Over the course of our conversation, Talia expressed that she is very 

interested in the issue of retaining diversity at the school. She said it was a common 

concern of parents at Vista Elementary, but that most parents agree it is difficult to locate 

an effective course of intervention, as the issue goes deeper than just the school being 

accessible; it is also a matter of city planning, development, and affordable housing. 

As we talked, Talia sat busily cutting out heart-shaped posts for a large banner 

that reads, “Thank you to the families who have donated during the Fundraising Drive!” 

in both English and Spanish. The banner remains draped in the entry corridor of the 

building year-round, and is updated periodically with the total dollar amount raised out of 

the $10,500 goal and cut-out hearts posted on it with the names of the families that have 

made contributions. “It’s a fundraiser thing,” Talia shrugged, referencing her current 

work. “We’re always doing some kind of fundraising around here.” She then went 
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through a litany of upcoming efforts to bring in money for the school and listed all of the 

expenses for which the PTA is responsible. “Fundraising is Lori’s job, actually,” Talia 

said. “That’s right, mostly I am focusing on organizing the Fall Fest right now,” 

concurred Lori. “Oh, and tomorrow is our first Parent’s Night Out. It’s for the fourth 

grade’s Outdoor Adventure school weekend happening next month.” 

As I learned through the course of the year, the PTA focuses primarily on 

fundraising because every year their budgetary needs grow. As greater numbers of 

middle and upper-middle class families transfer into Vista Elementary, and as fewer low-

income students live in the neighborhood and do not transfer into the school, the school 

no longer qualifies for Title I funding.2 In order to compensate for the loss in funding, the 

PTA ends up taking on a number of expenditures including funding the Dual Language 

kits, teacher classroom supplies, field trips, the Outdoor Adventure school for the 

students, supplies for the school garden, and even a percentage of the Assistant 

Principal’s salary. In discussions in PTA meetings about the budget cuts happening at the 

district level and what that will mean for the school, parents and administrators often 

(partially) joke about just adding whatever the district is no longer covering on to the 

PTA budget. In order to raise funds for the school, the PTA organized two large 

fundraising events during the school year: the Fall Fest and the Parent Pachanga in the 

spring. Other fundraising efforts throughout the year included partnering with local 

businesses to receive a percentage of the proceeds on designated days of the month, 

holding bake sales, and organizing a fun-run. In addition, each month grade-level 
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teachers organized and hosted a Parents Night Out to raise funds for their specific class 

needs. 

PARENTS NIGHT OUT 
 
 Parents Night Out is a highly successful fundraising event in which the school 

offers childcare for families one Friday evening from 5-9pm once per month throughout 

the school year. Each month the funds raised go to a different grade level and the teachers 

for that grade level are in charge of coordinating activities, volunteering for the event, 

and working with the PTA to recruit parent volunteers from their classrooms to assist 

with childcare. Dinner is provided for the kids and the adult volunteers. The parent 

volunteers coordinate with the PTA to decide on food and pick it up in advance for the 

event. 

 My second observation at the school was as a volunteer for the first Parents Night 

Out of the year. I arrived at the school right around 4:45pm. The drop-off time for Parents 

Night Out coincides with the regular pickup time for kids from the YMCA afterschool 

program. As kids and parents were arriving for Parents Night Out, the kids participating 

in the YMCA afterschool program and their parents were departing. I noted immediately 

that these were not the same families, and that not a single child from the YMCA 

afterschool program stayed for Parents Night Out. Parents Night Out costs $20 for one 

child and $10 for each additional child. While $20-30 for four hours of childcare is a true 

bargain for many parents at the school, it is well beyond the means of a number of other 
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parents, particularly for parents that are more likely to rely on extended family or older 

siblings to provide childcare.  

As I walked into the school, I saw Talia and Lori standing around a folding table 

that was set up in the entry corridor at which Daniela, the front-office staff member and a 

Vista parent, sat with Ms. Young, the Assistant Principal. In order to participate in 

Parents Night Out, parents must register their child or children online in advance. Parents 

have the option of paying online with a credit card or they can pay with cash or a check at 

the door when they drop their child or children off. Daniela and Ms. Young were 

responsible for checking in the students who were registered and for collecting money 

from the parents who had not paid in advance. 

There are spots available for forty-five kids each monthly Parents Night Out, and 

most months they fill up soon after registration is made available online. The event is so 

well attended because the parents who are able to afford to participate in the event see it 

as a good deal for a good cause, and because their children really enjoy the time they get 

to spend at the school with their friends and their teachers.  

That first evening, as I walked into the school cafeteria, I sat near a fourth-grade 

mother who was volunteering for the event with her husband. There were activity stations 

already set up along the cafeteria tables such as crafting stations, art stations, a Lego 

station, and a word puzzle station. The supplies for each activity had been collected and 

arranged by the two fourth grade teachers and Ms. Young earlier in the day. I learned that 

for each Parents Night Out, the grade-level teachers are in charge of planning the agenda 

and coordinating all of the activities for the four-hour span. As children and a few more 



 192 

parent volunteers, including another mother-father couple, arrived, the kids jumped right 

into their crafting projects or building with the Legos. The arrival of students started as a 

slow trickle, but around 5:30pm, there was a rush of parents, many of them clearly 

dressed for a date-night. One thing that I noted on that first Parents Night Out is the 

similarity in style and age of the parents dropping their children off at Parents Night Out 

and the contrast between those parents and the ones who I had just seen pick their 

children up from the YMCA afterschool program. The parents picking up their children 

from the YMCA were lower-middle class and working class parents, many of them 

Latinx. They looked as though they had just come directly from work and hurried their 

children along out into their cars. The parents dropping their children off were either 

dressed in their professional work clothes or were dressed up in stylish causal wear. Both 

moms and dads arrived together to drop off their children, clearly on their way out for a 

date. There were a few couples that arrived around the same time and left together in 

what looked like a group outing. As I continued my observations at the school over the 

year, I became quite familiar with many of the Parents Night Out parents, as a few of 

them are the parents that serve as members of the PTA and sit on other committees on 

campus.  

 Parents Night Out exemplifies the ways in which social relationships between 

kids and parents solidify around involvement with these fundraising events at the school, 

and the ways in which these social relationships form along racialized class lines. The 

PTA parents who volunteer at the school (Lori and Talia in particular) have much closer 

relationships with each other, the teachers, and Ms. Young. They spend a great deal of 
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time working together on projects and supporting each other in making the school 

operations run as smoothly as possible. The parents who drop their kids off for Parents 

Night Out are the parents in the school who stay involved with and apprised of what is 

going on in school, but they do not do the same kind of labor in the school. These parents 

are the ones much more likely to make large monetary donations, as well as donate goods 

and services for other fundraising events throughout the year. They are all upper-middle 

class professionals that hold relatively high-status jobs in the community. They are 

professors, doctors, IT start-up owners, proprietors of trendy local businesses, media 

consultants, city and state government officials. Many of these parents have had long-

standing relationships with one another that began with their children’s attendance at 

Solecito, and some of them live in the same neighborhoods outside of the Vista 

catchment area. Their participation in PNO is a way for them to make conspicuous 

donations to the school and allows for a particular kind of hierarchical social status to 

emerge in the school.  

 Even though Parents Night Out was very popular with the parents in the school, it 

was a much more contentious strategy for raising money amongst the teachers. When I 

spoke with Ms. Smith, one of the former bilingual teachers at the school, she asked me if 

I had heard about the “forced babysitting” requirement for teachers at the school. When I 

asked her to elaborate, she shared:  

I think the first year they started kind of toying with this idea of like, “You could 
have a fundraiser as a grade-level where you and some parents volunteer to stay 
and babysit some kids.” And I was like, “Oh, well, I don’t want to do that. You 
know, personally like I think it’s demeaning to the profession. We’re already not 
really seen as professionals and it’s just not, I don’t think that’s a good practice 
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start. It’s just not a good idea.” So I didn’t do it. And the next year, my teammate 
and I got called into the principal’s office and we were told that if we wanted our 
kids to go on fieldtrips that year, even though at this point in time all the Title I 
funds coming into the school are coming from my kids. So there’s still Title I 
money coming in the second year that I’m teaching there, and it’s to pay for all of 
my students being there. And I get told that if I don’t fundraise and babysit, my 
kids won’t be able to go on fieldtrips. So, at that point (laughs) I was like, “Well, 
this is really problematic.” But I said, “You know, actually like no, I’m not 
comfortable doing that. There’s going to be other ways to get money for 
fieldtrips.” And I petitioned PTA, because they did take away like a major fourth 
grade fieldtrip, to give us something back at the end of the year. And by the time I 
got to 5th grade, it was like, “Every teacher must do Parent’s Night Out. It’s a non-
negotiable.”  

 
Ms. Smith ended up not participating in the PNO that year because of an injury, but she 

felt that if that had not been her situation, she would not have been able to decline the 

request that she volunteer her time to raise funds for her grade-level.  

 This particular fundraising practice and the administrators’ method of pressuring 

teachers into participating in it was one of the central issues leading up to the departure of 

Ms. Smith and several other teachers the previous year. Ms. Smith and a couple of other 

teachers went to the teacher’s union, who approached the school district on their behalf. 

The school district then came back to the school administrators and informed them that 

teachers’ participation in fundraising like PNO had to be voluntary, it could not be 

required of them by the school.  

 The fact that the teachers who were most upset by this fundraising practice left the 

school the year before, and that their departure had been so public and contentious, very 

likely informed the kinds of silences that teachers I spoke with had around the 

expectation that they would extend their work day and volunteer their time to raise funds 

for their classroom programming. Ms. Smith, whose voice has been one of the most 
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critical about the transformations taking place at Vista Elementary because of the influx 

of middle- and upper-middle class parents, offered this analysis about the relationship 

between the fundraising efforts in the school and the shifts of power between parents: 

The parents who were originally at Vista and the new parents at Vista view 
schools as different spaces. So like the parents that I work with, and even the 
parents that were in the native English speaker group of the pilot year, had like a 
very, um, the view of school is like a place where you send your kids and this 
teacher teaches them and they learn things and, you know, kind of like a 
traditional view of school. And then like an understanding of what public school 
is, right, that like everybody has to be served by public school, that, [the teachers] 
work for the state. The parents that came in seemed to have more of like a sense 
of if they just exerted enough influence, if they brought in enough fundraising 
money, that they could turn their public school into like their own private school, 
right. Like not an actual private school, but something that would operate for 
them in that way. So that kind of, I think, changes the dynamic and the way that 
teachers are treated and the way that parents who don’t fit the norm of what that 
private school wants its other kids and other parents to be, they feel the same sort 
of like cast off to the side. And also that’s the way the office staff and even 
administrators respond to conflict, or like even just requests. Right? Like a teacher 
request versus a parent started to shift the power, the power balance started to 
shift a lot. 

 
As she points out, the particular strategies for fundraising adopted by the school allowed 

for parents to be direct financial contributors to the school. This set up unequal 

relationships in the school between administrators and parents who were donors and 

parents that were not. It also undermined teachers’ roles as professionals, as they were 

expected to volunteer their time. The structure of teachers providing childcare in direct 

exchange for parent donations affirms the school choice model of parent as consumer and 

teacher as direct employee of the parents. 

 Parents Night Out is not is not the only event that allowed for the middle- and 

upper-middle class parents to be conspicuous donors to the school and for a soft form of 
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privatization to take hold. The two major fundraising events put on by the PTA, the Fall 

Fest and the Parent Pachanga were both important fundraising and social events at the 

school. 

FALL FEST 
 
 Like many schools, Vista Elementary hosts an annual Fall Fest, which is the 

largest fundraising event of the school year. It happens in early November, but planning 

for the festival starts in the spring of the prior school year. A long-standing tradition at 

Vista Elementary, the school community has hosted a Fall Fest for at least 20 years. 

However, three years prior to my year of observations, the tenor of the festival changed 

quite drastically on account of the planning efforts of Lori’s husband Liam.  

 Liam, a middle-class white man in his early to mid-40s also discussed in the 

previous chapter, is a tattoo artist and co-owner with Lori of a tattoo shop in the 

neighborhood. He is covered in tattoos and has gold crowns on a number of his teeth. He 

attends all of the PTA meetings with Lori, and actually held the post of Vice President of 

the PTA for two years prior to passing the position on to her. At meetings he is often seen 

sneaking drags of his e-cigarette and blowing vapor up and off to the side of where the 

other parents are seated. This behavior is completely tolerated, as are a number of Liam’s 

more abrasive and straightforward mannerisms that stand in contrast to the comportment 

of most of the other upper-middle class parents that regularly attend PTA meetings.  

In my interview with Lori, she described Liam’s contributions to the Fall Fest: 
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Well the Fall Fest has been here forever, apparently, like 20 years. And then my 
husband actually made it bigger than ever. It was like really small and intimate, 
but then the school needed more money and it was like well, instead of doing 
another fundraiser let’s just go big at the Fall Fest. 

 
What Lori means by “go big” is to turn what was a “small and intimate” event for the 

school community into a mini-carnival that appeals to not just Vista families, but also to 

the families in the surrounding neighborhoods and wider Austin community. This year’s 

Fall Festival included three children’s carnival rides, food, beverages, face painting, 

carnival games (such as ring toss), a cakewalk, raffle drawings, and live performances by 

bands that included teachers and parents as well as Austin bands with small, local 

followings. Advertisements for the Fall Fest go out on local community event websites 

and on local radio stations. One of the major strategies for increasing funds for the 

festival is that parents elicit sponsorships from local businesses and local corporate 

franchises. Sponsorship prices range from the $100 level (in which the sponsor is credited 

at the actual festival and in a newsletter that goes out after the festival) to the $1,000 level 

(in which the sponsor’s name will be prominently recognized on a banner outside of the 

school for the entire year, the sponsor’s name on one of the carnival rides at the festival, 

and recognition on the school’s website). Parents spend a great deal of time and energy 

reaching out to businesses for raffle prizes as well. 

 The increase in the size and activities of the Fall Fest also led to a hike in prices 

for attendance and participation in the festival activities. At the festival, parents exchange 

money for tickets and then tickets are used in exchange for rides, games, food, face 

painting, etc. The increase in the number of tickets that people were using increased the 
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cost of participation at the festival for individual families. In an attempt to mitigate the 

impact this might have on some of the low-income families at Vista, the PTA and the 

principal agreed to set aside a certain number of tickets that are given to certain families 

so that they can still attend the festival and partake in the rides, food, and games.  

 I attended a number of planning meetings for Fall Festival in the early part of the 

school year. I noted that only middle and upper-middle class parents were involved in the 

planning for the festival. Much attention is paid in those meetings to attending to the 

expectations of “inclusivity” in the festival planning, but those efforts tend to dwell more 

on ensuring that there are markers of it being a “bicultural” or “multicultural” event. The 

result of these efforts is that churros and Mexican hot chocolate are still sold as food 

items, there are bands that perform in both English and Spanish, and, this year, there was 

a performance by a senior belly dancing troupe (one of the members is a grandmother of 

a Vista Elementary student). The discussions regarding affordability at the planning 

meetings were awkward, at best. In these conversations, the high economic needs of the 

school at large and the general assumption that “most families” can afford a dollar more 

here and a dollar more there prevail. The parents present at the planning meetings concur 

that it is okay to charge a little bit more for this item or that. 

 The matter of exclusivity around economic lines has been a contentious issue at 

the school for several years now. As one former teacher and Vista parent described 

regarding the changes that the school has undergone since implementing the Dual-

Language program five years ago: 
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One of the things that I very much liked about that school was that there was a 
significant presence of Latino parents involved. And I remember some of the 
moms from my child’s class talking to them and them sharing how they had been 
part of Vista for a very long time, you know, they were very involved in it. And, I 
saw that change. I saw that group of mothers slowly not be part of that school. I 
saw that group of parents feel like their voice didn’t matter on that campus. So not 
only was their physical presence not there as the years went by, but I could just, it 
was also just this sense of it was uncomfortable to be there as a Latino person. 
You know, one of those things that comes to mind with that question was they 
would have the UT Longhorns, a volunteer group of students, come volunteer and 
help kids put on a play. And I don’t remember if it was the first year that they did 
it, no it was the second year, the parents had the idea of reserving the first two 
rows as exclusive seating. I don’t remember exactly what they called it, but they 
were basically going to charge like ten dollars or fifteen dollars per chair. And, I 
said something about that. And they were, you know, I got looked at ugly. I got 
responded, “Well, what suggestions do you have? This is a fundraiser. The whole 
purpose of this is for us to raise money.” And my response was, “No, the purpose 
of this is for our kids to be involved in drama.” And if we happen to fundraise out 
of that, that’s great. But what are you saying to parents when you’re charging 
them fifteen dollars? You’re saying, “You’re not going to come see this and have 
this great seating if you don’t have money.” Which automatically excluded all of 
those parents that didn’t have the luxury to pay ten, fifteen dollars for a ticket to 
see your kid at a play. So, it was those kind of changes that I saw in the school, 
that it was very money centered. And you know, the lip service, of course, was 
the money is for our school, the money is for our teachers, the money is for our 
kids at the expense of the dignity of those that didn’t have the money. At the 
expense of making those people feel less because they didn’t have money. 
 

Every parent I have spoken with discusses being upset or “really hating” how much focus 

the PTA must pay to fundraising, but they see it as a necessary evil: 

Lori: It’s crazy how much our budget keeps going up, like… 
 
Liam: We keep getting handed this money to raise, and you have to think of a 
way to raise it in a way that is not purely fundraising. And I hate pure fundraising 
anyway. I don’t wanna buy any goddamn chocolates, you know what I mean? I 
don’t. I don’t wanna buy any wrapping paper either. But if you have an event 
that’s fun, and my kids have a good time, and it’s like a Saturday afternoon and 
everyone’s gonna have a… 
 
Lori: He just keeps doling it out. The kids are happy… 
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Liam: But I can’t stand that, like making salesmen out of all our children. That 
sucks. It just seems like a terrible thing to do, you know. That’s your other option, 
do you know what I mean?  
 
Lori: We’re paying for office supplies now.  
 
Liam: Yeah.  

 
Liam and Lori’s conversation echoes the sentiment that other parents have expressed, 

both in recognizing the ever-increasing monetary demands placed on the PTA to pay for 

basic school supplies for teachers, administrators, and staff and an aversion to “making 

salesmen out of all our children.” Many of the new parents at Vista are quite experienced 

in raising money. They also have more connections to people with greater economic 

resources and know how to appeal to people’s generous spirit around tax-deductible 

donations. Their wanting to protect their children from directly selling wares results in 

strategies aimed at marketing fun. While these types of fundraising events do result in 

particular kinds of relationships coalescing within the school community, it tends to be 

amongst those wealthier families that can afford to attend and that also feel more 

comfortable in those social spaces. 

 The Fall Fest happens to be one of the main fundraising events that, despite the 

increase in cost, still appeals broadly to many different families at the school. 

Unfortunately the year I was conducting my research, the festival fell on a cold, rainy day 

and the turnout for the Fest was much lower than expected. In addition to the Fall Fest, 

throughout the year the PTA organized numerous fundraising events including a 

Valentine’s Day bake sale, a FunRun, matching spending days at local franchises like 

Amy’s Ice Cream and Phil’s Ice House, and even an evening in which all the proceeds 
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from Lori and Liam’s tattoo shop were donated directly to the school. Despite all of these 

efforts, the PTA still found itself with a $10,000 deficit nearing year’s end. The PTA 

agreed that they needed to organize one more event in which they could pull in a large 

sum of money. 

SPRING FLING 
 
 There was one suggestion for an event to bring in as much money at one time to 

which all of the PTA parents agreed. Modeled on a “Parents Prom” put on by another 

elementary school in a nearby neighborhood, the parents thought it would be fun to have 

a mock-formal dance for parents to gather and drink and spend money. Over the course 

of a few months, with pushback and murmurs of disapproval by several parents due to 

concerns about the potential exclusiveness of this event, the name of the event was 

changed from its original “Spring Fling” to “Parent Pachanga.”  

 The Parent Pachanga was an event held on a Friday evening at a small East 

Austin cultural and performing arts center that doubles as a dance studio and Latinx 

performance arts venue. The ticket price for the Pachanga was $25 per ticket, and only 

100 tickets were made available. They all sold out.  

 I had the pleasure of attending the Parent Pachanga, and I observed a good time 

being had by all. Talia and Lori were taking money at the door. With the help of a 

committee, Lori and Liam had organized the event. Through various connections that 

they have, they were able to get people to donate alcohol and a friend to work as a 

bartender for the event. They had three gambling tables set up, as well as a DJ playing 
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different styles of dance music throughout the night. One of the families at the school 

owns a well-known farm-to-table restaurant in the neighborhood and they donated 

catering for the event. To raise extra money, a silent auction was held in which parents 

placed bids on art projects done by the students, as well as extra time for their children to 

spend with teachers. The teacher-child dates ranged from activities like a private music 

lesson with the music director at the school to a trip to a trampoline park with a second-

grade teacher. The Parent Pachanga brought in nearly $5,400 for the PTA. 

 The attendees at the Parent Pachanga were all the same parents who I saw 

dropping off their children at the first Parents Night Out, a few of the younger teachers, 

Bea, Daniela, and Ms. Young. The parents in attendance are all the same parents that I 

see in attendance at the PTA and campus committee meetings. They are the “new” Vista 

families who have upwards of $150, and more, to spend on one evening out and a one-

on-one activity for their child to have with a teacher at the school.  

 The extravagance and exclusive nature of the Parent Pachanga was a bit too much 

for some parents and teachers at the school who felt upset by the obvious exclusion of the 

lower-middle class and low-income families. Lori referenced this controversy in a 

discussion about taking the whole school community into consideration when planning 

events: 

Like the Parent Pachanga that we’re planning right now, that was a hard one 
because we knew we would exclude some people because we’re charging a ticket 
price. And, um, but in the end we’re like in the greater good it’s to help 
everybody. So we’re kind of like, we can do one event, I guess, that can’t have 
everybody there. It was hard though, because it’s hard to exclude people when 
you’re trying to help people. You know, it’s uh getting pulled every way. So, that, 
we thought, “well, we could invite them” but then just invite, I mean, and 
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anybody is welcome. We would always help if they wanted to come and couldn’t 
afford all they have to do is come and talk to us, you know. And I think a lot of 
people know that, but I don’t know, I’ve never been in that situation, so I don’t 
know how I’d be like, “Oh, I can’t afford it, but I’d really like to come.” I don’t 
think I would want to approach people. That’s me, I’m shy in that sense. But, um, 
it’s like I want everybody there, you know, but it’s hard to make that balance. 

 

PAVING ROADS, OR ON GOOD INTENTIONS 
 

As Lori’s reflections indicate, the notion of the greater good is constantly 

bumping up against, and eclipsing, the needs of the “traditional” Vista Elementary school 

families. While in theory, and in practice to some extent, these particular fundraising 

efforts do serve to enhance some of the learning experiences for all of the students, it also 

inadvertently produces a group of elite families that sit at the top of a social hierarchy in 

the school. The parents who participate in the fundraising events form a kind of 

community that has a lot of visibility and power in the school; they stay engaged with 

each other and the school online and at various social events (which they often coordinate 

online). The fundraising that is done for the school ultimately serves most directly to 

benefit their children, as well as establish more prominent connections between 

themselves and their children’s teachers and the school administrators.  

As one white, middle-class neighborhood mom, Vera, points out, in a school like 

Vista where there is still about a third of the population that are working class and low-

income students, the school relies on larger donations from fewer families:  

It’s like all organizations’ kinda struggle with just being resource limited, that’s 
tough, that’s not really unique to Vista. I mean it is in the sense of our, um, our 
demography, you know, we don’t have the ability to fundraise. Like the school we 
were in when my son was in kindergarten, their fall carnival would make like 
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$50-100,000 (laugh). So, here we’re lucky if we’re making $5,000 or something, 
it was just spectacular. And the benefit of that of course is to fill gaps and sponsor 
kids to do things and enrichment activities, or like they were talking about even 
pay stipends to teachers. So I try to, kinda help, but, you know, you’re limited in 
all you can do. 
 
In addition, the shifting of the financial responsibilities of the school onto the 

more economically wealthy families creates a situation in which they become the direct 

benefactors of the low-income families in the school. For example, with the cutting of 

Title I funding to Vista, the school also lost their Parent Specialist in the last two years. 

The Parent Specialist’s job primarily consisted of making sure that the more immediate 

needs of the families at the school were met, especially if a family was experiencing a 

financial crisis and was unable to purchase things like food, clothing, and personal 

hygiene products. While there are not as many Vista families in as great of economic 

need as before, those that do make an effort to remain in the school now have to struggle 

without the assistance previously provided to them. As it stands now, the Principal, the 

PTA president, and the school counselor now fill the role that the Parent Specialist once 

held, though it is not technically any of their duties and they do not have the means to 

meet all of the remaining needs of these families. If a parent comes to one of them, or 

they hear from other parents that a family is in need, they will try to find ways to donate 

HEB cards to families for groceries, or set up fundraiser drives around the holidays for 

high-needs families. These families are now faced with the experience of being the 

outliers in their needs and knowing that they have become the recipients of direct charity 

from the more economically privileged families.  



 205 

Title I funds were also used to pay for low-income students’ participation in 

afterschool programming. In the fall semester that I was doing my observations Ms. 

Bustillo, one of the bilingual special education teachers sent out an email to the parents 

on Google Groups to raise awareness that some of the students in the school were not 

able to participate in afterschool programming because of the cost. Nancy, an upper-

middle class Latina mother at the school organized a Tilt fund for parents to make online 

donations to help sponsor a child’s participation in one of the more expensive afterschool 

programs. She explained her decision to start the Tilt fund in this way:  

I don’t think people really want pity. The whole reason that I started the like Tilt 
fund for after-school activities is like they were doing food drives and they were 
doing gift cards for times, and it’s like no, no, no. It’s like do hands up, not 
handouts. Like why are there different literacy rates between- and I know it’s a-I 
still don’t know the answer to that, but for ethnicities there’s different test scores 
here and they break them out by that. And, is it that this is a special education 
campus for the ELs? And this is kind of the magnet because they have the staffing 
and this is part of it? Is there, is it a language thing? You know, I don’t know. It’s 
not really my job, I’m not the educator or administrator here. But I think if we can 
do things that kind of early childhood intervention or early childhood exposure, 
that’s an indicator of like graduation rates, like literacy rates at third grade is 
whose going to graduate from college and whose going to, and maybe break the 
cycle of poverty, or whose going to do you know, those things? I think there’s this 
window and after that the die is cast, not always, but you know. I think that’s part 
of what drew me to like the PTA stuff is like well let’s, it would be nice to have a 
seat at some of those tables. Because part of what they’re doing, and I’m in the 
Hispanic Physicians Association and we do scholarship funds for premed students 
at UT. But I’m like, “Well, they’re already at UT.” They already came in. Their 
trajectory is set. You can give them a couple of thousand bucks to pay for their 
books, but they’re going to do it, they’re motivated, they’re there already. But 
how do you get more kids into that, those roles, you know?  

 

While these kinds of sponsorship are done out of kindness and in an attempt to 

mitigate some of the experiential and educational disparities in the school between the 
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economically privileged children and the low-income children, they actually end up 

reifying social hierarchies in the school along economic lines, where some of the parents 

work with the school administrators to provide services for families in need. These would 

never be reciprocal relationships, and for the low-income families that have been at the 

school a long time, this is very different than how the school has provided services for 

their families in the past. 

In addition to the financial burden that this puts upon some parents in the school, 

it also places an expectation on the teachers that they will volunteer their time and labor 

for the good of the school and of the children. It creates a culture of giving in which the 

teachers and administrators are expected to participate and often put in charge of 

coordinating some of these extra-curricular activities that help raise money for their 

classrooms. Asking even more uncompensated time of the teachers helps relieve the state 

even further of its responsibilities to pay state laborers, as the imperative is that teachers’ 

labor is motivated by their care and concern for the well-being of the students and the 

success of the school. Teachers know that they not only cannot (austerity), but should not 

(altruism), ask for greater compensation for their time and labor. They become indirect 

employees of the parents, but actually, in their volunteerism, their work is more like 

servitude to these wealthy families that have the economic, social, and cultural capital 

savvy to ask, and thus receive from the system. 

CONCLUSION 
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The combined effects of the implementation of market responses to the loss of 

state and federal funding for the school along with the gentrification of Austin, at large, 

and this neighborhood, in particular, result in a two-pronged exclusion of low-income, 

predominately Latinx families from the school. The population of working class families 

is declining significantly because they no longer live in this neighborhood. Those that 

remain in the school experience the impacts of an institutionalized social hierarchy that 

emerges from the centrality, visibility, and community formation that happens around 

fundraising.  

The parents must engage in fundraising because the state continues to allocate less 

money to the district on account of the declining number of students enrolled. For sundry 

reasons, Vista parents choose to keep their kids in the public schools. Those of economic 

means want to do what they can to bolster the resources and quality of experiences that 

all of the students have at the school. An unfortunate side effect of the school choice 

model is that as more economically privileged families move into the school, they bring 

more economic resources, which often results in a higher quality ranking of the school, 

which then attracts more economically privileged parents. This both pushes out low-

income, Latinx families from the school, and it eclipses the needs and experiences of 

those that remain. Within the school choice model, quality schools remain about the 

economic means of the families inhabiting those schools, and gentrification of 

communities and schools results in the pushing out and continued underserving of low-

income students and families of color.   
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NOTES FOR CHAPTER FOUR

                                                
1 I initially read Talia as white. In an interview conducted later in the school year Talia, with a degree of 
discomfort, identified her racial and ethnic identity by saying, “My dad is from Mexico and my mom is 
from the States, so I identify as being of both cultures…so yeah, Mexican on my dad’s side; Austrian, 
Hungarian, Croatian on my mom’s side.” 
2 Title I funding is money provided by the federal government to public schools that have a population of 
40% or higher of their students receiving free or reduced lunch benefits. The money provided by Title I to 
schools populated by low-income students is used to purchase classroom supplies, pay for enrichment 
programs for students, and used to provide essential social services to the students and school families.  
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Chapter Five 

Conclusion: Tides of the Changing Same 
 

On a warm afternoon late in the spring semester, I followed Ms. Hernández’s 

third grade class from the lunchroom out into their portable classroom. Ms. Hernández 

began the afternoon with the students by reading a chapter from the Spanish-language 

novel they were reading together as a class. As she read aloud, the students followed 

along in their individual copies of the book. I watched as some students squirmed in their 

chairs, some had a difficult time not talking to or interacting with their neighbors, and 

some sat and read along intently. After she finished the chapter, Ms. Hernández asked the 

students some reflection questions related to the plot of the story. The discussion took 

place in Spanish, with some students slipping into English or asking their peers for help 

with translation when they couldn’t recall the word in Spanish. As the discussion about 

the book wrapped up, Ms. Hernández instructed the students to get into their work groups 

to complete their projects for the upcoming Multicultural Day. The students’ assignments 

were to recreate the national flag of another country on a poster board. The students could 

draw, color, or do construction paper mosaics to render the flags. 

I watched on as the students broke up into groups. The desks were already 

arranged in clusters of four, and the students got up from their assigned seats to join their 

work groups. They were primarily separated by gender. There were two groups of all 

girls, two groups of all boys, and one group of three boys and one girl. The third graders 

all slowly gathered their materials and huddled around the poster boards to strategize how 
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to craft their flags. There was some drama going on between the two groups of girls 

where one girl went back and forth between the two groups, seeming to incite some 

degree of concern that two girls were talking badly of another girl. Ms. Hernández 

ignored the momentary commotion, and in a short interaction, the girls seemed to sort out 

their immediate differences amongst themselves and settled in. As they began to focus 

more on their work, I overheard one child, Saanvi, whose parents are both from India, 

speaking to two of her classmates about the news of India’s most recent request for Koh-

i-Noor’s return from England. “Most of the jewels in the British Crown are stolen from 

India,” Saanvi informed her classmates. This sparked a very interesting, albeit brief, 

discussion about British colonialism in India amongst the students as they assembled 

their flag.  

This interaction is one example amongst many of the kinds of conversations and 

interactions that a school like Vista Elementary makes possible. These third grade 

students are used to understanding themselves and their peers as collaborative learners, 

and the students have a great deal of variation in their experiences and awareness of their 

own ethnic identities. There were many occasions throughout the year where I truly 

appreciated why parents were so drawn to the school. I did witness its potential in 

adhering to some of the ideals of equity embedded in dual language programming and 

parents’ intentions in wanting their child to participate in racially, ethnically, 

linguistically, and socioeconomically diverse social spaces.  

As I have highlighted throughout this dissertation, larger global political and 

economic structures inform the mechanisms through which inequalities are socially 



 211 

reproduced. In her 2009 Presidential Address to the American Sociological Association, 

Patricia Hill Collins (2010) borrows from Amari Baraka’s notion of the “changing same” 

to describe the “patterns of social inequalities that characterize intersecting power 

relations of race, class, gender, ethnicity, sexuality, age, ability, and nation” (Collins 

2010: 8).1 Despite the best intentions of the middle- and upper-middle class parents 

moving into the school, their adherence to normative middle-class ideals and 

relationships to educational institutions often obscured their own complicity and 

participation in institutionalizing and reproducing systems of 

racialized/gendered/ethnic/classed exclusion, marginalization, and exploitation in regards 

to the working class and lower-income families and teachers in the school.  

Situated within a growing body of literature on the intersection of neoliberal 

urbanism (gentrification) and neoliberal educational restructuring (school choice), my 

findings confirm and advance what other sociologists and education scholars have 

documented. Even though middle-class parents processes of selecting schools have 

shifted with larger social transformations, they still activate their cultural and social 

capital to obtain educational advantages for their children. In the context of intensified 

commodification and privatization, existing social hierarchies are recapitulated and 

inform the shifting and new mechanisms of unequal access to resources. In my interview 

and observation data, I offer greater understanding of the processes and impacts of 

“actually existing neoliberalism” (Brenner and Theodore 2002) from the perspectives of 

gentrifying parents, teachers, and school administrators.  
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This study contributes important insights to the literature on sociological inquiries 

into middle and upper-middle class parents’ participation in gentrifying public schools 

and to the bilingual education literature looking at the impacts of participation of middle 

and upper-middle class monolingual English speakers in two-way dual language 

programs. From my positionality as a white, monolingual English speaker, I was able to 

establish a rapport with the new Vista parents and gain a greater perspective on their 

processes of navigating school choice and their own participation in a public school 

setting where low-income and working class families, predominately Latinx first and 

second generation immigrants, were being displaced. Building on what other scholars 

have found when middle and upper-middle class families participate in two-way dual 

language immersion schools, I was able to document the processes through which 

racialized ethnic and classed identities and solidarities emerge in the context of the 

school. As a greater number of middle and upper-middle class parents move into the 

school, questions arise around claims of belonging at the school and claims of entitlement 

to the dual-language programming. While teachers and many parents see the intention of 

dual-language programming as being to address the educational disparities between 

monolingual native-English speaking students and Spanish-dominant students, due to the 

neighborhood gentrification and socioeconomic constraints, the two-way dual language 

programming is primarily accessed by middle and upper-middle class parents with 

monolingual English speaking children or children that already arrive at the school as 

bilingual students. Middle-class parents that perceive Spanish as their child’s heritage 

language work to signal their solidarity with the few low-income and working class 
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Latinx immigrant families that remain in the school. White monolingual parents that are 

gentrifiers of the neighborhood are either largely unaware of what is causing the 

displacement of the low-income and working class Latinx families from the school, or 

express a recognition of the loss of these families, but often do not feel that it is possible 

to address the structural causes driving the displacement of these families. Teachers in the 

school do not distinguish between the Latinx and white new middle and upper-middle 

class parents. This is primarily due to the fact that these teachers observe far greater 

commonalities in the way that these families engage with the school and approach their 

children’s educational acquisition. While teachers and administrators are sympathetic to 

the goals and intentions of the middle-class families moving into the school, they are also 

aware and concerned about the ways that middle and upper-middle class parents’ 

engagement with the school contributes to the marginalization and exclusion of low-

income and working class Latinx families that remain at the school. 

In this study, I highlight what happens when neoliberal governmentality instills a 

sense of necessity in approaching all aspects of social reproduction as rational and 

informed consumer-citizens. The imperative for middle-class parents to make calculating 

and apprized decisions based on the best projected outcomes for their individual child 

shifts the cultural norms of school-family relationships. In their efforts to reproduce 

educational (and class) advantages for their children, middle-class parents’ advocacy for 

their individual child(ren) often results in the shifting of resources (including access to 

dual-language programming, teachers’ time and attention, and access to other educational 

enrichment programming) to benefit their child(ren). It is not these parents intention to 
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siphon and hoard resources, but that is often the outcome when these forms of social 

reproduction happen within the context of increased privatization of public goods and 

existing processes of exclusion of access to resources for marginalized communities. This 

study exposes the ways that individuals’ choices are constrained by structures and the 

ways in which individualized choices work to unintentionally uphold and reproduce 

structural inequalities. My study adds to our understanding of how these processes are 

obscured in the minutiae of the day-to-day of social life.  

In addition, this study adds important insight into the ways that neoliberal 

cooptation of antiracist movements (neoliberal multiculturalism) manifests in and 

through individualized choices of parents. For all of the middle and upper-middle class 

parents I spoke with, they expressed a desire for their children to attend racially and 

economically diverse schools. These desires largely informed their decision to send their 

child(ren) to a public school. These parents frame the importance of diversity for their 

children’s education in two ways: 1) diversity assists their children in learning how to be 

conscientious (“good”) people; and 2) their children are better prepared, both in their 

bilingualism and their knowledge of “how things really are,” to participate in an 

increasingly globalized labor market. While these parents’ school selection contributes to 

a brief moment of racial, ethnic, class, and linguistic diversity in the school, it also 

contributes to the commodification of “diversity” and the exploitation of marginalized 

students in the school when their experiential and linguistic knowledges are seen as a 

resource for middle and upper-middle class students’ educational acquisition. 
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Finally, this study also points out that the transformation of urban neighborhood 

schools through school choice and gentrification are also very much a labor issue. 

Through the retrenchment of federal and state funds to public schools, the financial 

burden of school operations has largely been transposed onto individual families 

attending the schools. The families that contribute greater monetary amounts to the 

school are able to have greater access to teachers and administrators, and are also granted 

higher status within the school community. As I have discussed throughout the 

dissertation, the shift in population of the school resulted in a shift in demands and 

expectations on the school staff, administrators, and teachers. Teachers are often the 

people that are responsible for fielding parents’ anxieties about their children’s learning. 

While the parents at the school largely bare the financial burden of insufficient funding of 

educational resources, teachers are expected to do greater amounts of (uncompensated) 

labor through organizing and participation in fundraising events. They get asked to 

volunteer their time, and the culture of the school shifts in ways that make their 

participation in these activities far less of an option than an imperative. As one teacher 

told me in a conversation about the administration’s response to being told the school 

could not force teachers to participate in fundraising events, the phrase now employed to 

describe this extra labor is: “It’s not a have to, it’s a get to.” For teachers that left the 

school, their resistance to the greater demands on their time and emotional engagement 

without concurrent compensation illustrates how difficult it is for teachers’ to push back 

against these increasing demands and shifts in cultural norms. 
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Neoliberal policies undergird every aspect of this story- shaping the immigration 

patterns of people from South America, Central America, and Mexico, the dislocation of 

those populations from the neighborhood, school choice policy and marketing of the 

school, the privatization of the school itself, the parenting imperatives of middle class 

people, and the restraints on advocacy for low-income people. A school like Vista 

Elementary should be an ideal site for organizing resistance to the pernicious 

authoritarian capitalist tendencies that appear to be the on the rise. Instead, in a zero-sum 

ideological structure of capitalism, the parents at Vista spend the majority of their efforts 

working to ensure that educational institutions work for their individual child. Middle and 

upper-middle class parents are aware of and dissatisfied with the way that funding is 

distributed at the local, state, or federal level. These parents are also aware of and critical 

of gentrification of the city and its resultant displacement of low-income populations, in 

particular immigrant populations and people of color. These parents are also concerned 

about issues of housing affordability. Despite their awareness of the structural issues 

informing the displacement of low-income and working class communities of color from 

Austin, they feel at a loss for how to organize effectively to work against the forces of 

neoliberalism. 

 As I have demonstrated in this dissertation, superficial and symbolic attempts to 

be inclusive like changing the name of an event or serving culturally representative food 

items at a carnival cannot address the structural issues underlying the displacement of 

working class and low-income families of color and immigrant families from the city, 

neighborhood, and school. The populations displaced from the school are actually the 
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populations most vulnerable to state surveillance and violence through incarceration, 

family separation, and deportation. Spaces like Vista should be sites mobilizing political 

solidarity. The middle class parents that come to Vista Elementary do have quite a bit of 

social and cultural capital to make changes happen. In my time at the school, I saw 

parents strategize to have the city rezone the parking and speed limits surrounding the 

school and work to expand dual language programming to other campuses in the school 

district. To make the changes necessary to address the structural issues informing the 

displacement of working class and low-income families would require that middle- and 

upper-middle class parents place the same kind of investment in organizing for issues like 

public housing/affordable housing, higher wages for so-called low-skill service sector 

jobs, as well as state and federal reinvestment in public education. This study highlights a 

need for collective organizing and activism at the local, state and federal level to truly 

address structural issues that produce inequality and social injustice. Any future research 

and collective organizing on this topic should most assuredly seek out the voices of the 

families that were displaced and have not been able to return to the school. These 

families’ voices should not just be incorporated, but should be centered to fully 

understand the needs of these families and the structural transformations necessary for 

them to be met.   

NOTES FOR CHAPTER FIVE

                                                
1 Amari Baraka uses this term “the changing same” to articulate a theory of a Black aesthetic. Others, such 
as Paul Gilroy, have expanded on this notion of a diasporic cultural aesthetic, looking at circuitries of 
geographical movement and encounters through time and space that inform and transform the politics, 
modes, and forms of expression associated with a Black aesthetic and its influence on modernity. 
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Appendix A: Parent Interview Guide  

 
How long have you been a parent at Vista Elementary School? 
 
 
Is Vista your neighborhood school, or did you transfer? 
 
 
If transfer, what would be your neighborhood school? Why did you choose Vista? 
 
 
Can you describe your experiences of being a Vista parent? 
 
 
How would you identify your family’s racial/ethnic composition? 
 
 
What language(s) do you speak at home with your child? 
 
 
How would you describe your socioeconomic background? 
 
 
Do you consider Vista Elementary to be a diverse school? Do you think that the Dual 
Language program contributes to the school’s diversity? 
 
 
What (if any) are challenges you or your kids have experienced being at such a diverse 
school? [if they answered yes to the above question] 
 
 
How does the diversity contribute to your child’s learning? 
 
 
Does your family socialize with other Vista Elementary families outside of school? If 
yes, how often and what kinds of activities? 
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Appendix B: Teacher Interview Guide 
 
How long have you taught at Vista Elementary School? 
 

Have you taught elsewhere? If so, where and for how long? 
 

Can you talk a bit about your overall experience teaching at Vista?  
 

What, if any, are some changes that you have seen in the school over the last five years? 
 

How have these changes impacted your classroom? How have they impacted your teaching style? 
How have they impacted your relationship to parents? 
 

What are strategies you employ to communicate with parents? Do you find some forms of 
communication more or less effective with some families? 
 

Do you find that parents (both native-English speaking and native-Spanish speaking) express 
concerns about their child’s educational progress in the context of the dual-language curriculum? 
If so, how do you address these anxieties with the parents? 
 

What, if any, are strategies you use to incorporate bicultural education into your curriculum? 
Have you experienced challenges in doing so? What have been some of your most successful 
strategies? 
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