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This dissertation presents the findings of a three-year ethnographic 

investigation of the teachers’ professional lives in one urban elementary 

school in an era of educational accountability.  The dissertation outlines the 

localized responses by community and district leaders to the Texas 

Accountability System (TAS) by offering a brief historical analysis of the 

community and school district in which this research took place. This 

historical analysis revealed that the community and school district leaders had 

formulated two district responses the accountability system since 1990, the 

first a student- focused response and the second a ratings-focused response. 

Detailed case studies of teachers and their day-to-day experiences under 

intensified conditions of accountability follow this analysis.  The findings of 

this research suggest that curriculum and assessment policies focused on  

earning a district a more coveted state rating not only undermines the 

professional lives of teachers, but undermines the quality of instruction they 
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deliver in the classroom. Specifically, such a ratings-focused response to 

accountability undermines teachers’ professional knowledge and leads to the 

de-skilling of teachers. In the end, the curriculum changes made by the district 

to boost its state rating did not lead to the very improvement in educational 

quality and equity upon which the move toward accountability is premised.   
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Introduction 

PROLOGUE  
It is a bright Saturday morning and an end-of-the-school year excitement is in the 

air. The Parent-Teacher Association (P.T.A.)-sponsored “Carnival” is about to get 

underway as parents, teachers, and children busily make last minute adjustments and 

arrangements for their fund-raising activities.  Although the Carnival is meant to be an 

end-of-the-year celebration, it also functions as the main fundraiser for special projects 

such as field trips, materials for special projects, and teacher professional development 

scholarships.  The money-generating games and activities are the chief means by which 

both the P.T.A. and the grade-level teams generate their yearly extra-curricular budgets.  

Each grade-level team of teachers is responsible for creating, building, or 

organizing its own fund-raising activity.  This year, like last, the second-grade team 

organized the “sponge toss,” whereby teachers, sticking their heads out of a hole cut out 

of a painted sheet of plywood, become tempting targets for children launching water-

soaked sponges.  The first-grade teachers created a “silly-string” booth where children 

could spray their teachers to their hearts’ content, or at least until the can went dry. The 

fifth-grade teachers arranged the rental of an air- filled playscape in which children could 

jump around for a specific amount of time.  Most of the activities and booths are standard 

fair for such P.T.A. gatherings, but this year the third-grade team’s fund-raiser stands 

apart from the other normal Carnival activities. It is also the fundraiser that generates the 

biggest buzz, along with the most mischievous smiles, among teachers, parent, and 

children alike. The third-grade teachers, unbeknownst to all, obtained an old “junk car”—

with the glass removed—from a local vendor and had it delivered to school grounds 
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along with a complimentary sledgehammer.  Shortly after the junker arrives, the third-

grade teachers spray paint messages on the sides of the old car that they are sure will 

generate the necessary ire for would-be ticket buyers to lay down $1.00 for a chance to 

pummel it with the sledgehammer.   

It was clear that the third-grade teachers “knew their market.”  One each side of 

the car, they spray painted, “TAAS Mobile” and next to the defenseless old American-

made “beater” they posted a sign that said: "Hate the TAAS?  Take a whack at it!"  Given 

the collective sentiment of the audience, the poor car never stood a chance. At the end of 

the day, the “TAAS Mobile” was a huge financial success for the third-grade teachers’ 

special projects fund, and by extension the next year’s third-grade class.  

The scene reminded me of a newspaper photograph I saw when I was child.  The 

photograph showed striking United Auto Worker union members in Detroit angrily 

smashing to bits with a sledgehammer a green Datsun 510 sedan.  That picture left an 

impression on me principally because the car in the picture was the same car that my 

favorite fifth-grade teacher, Miss Boyle, drove to Kiel Middle School every day.  Since 

Kiel was a “union town,” I always wondered whether or not Miss Boyle feared for her 

little car. 

What is it about the 2000-2001 school year that seems to generate such open 

hostility among teachers, children, and even a few parents towards the TAAS test?  After 

spending two years with the teachers at Glendale Elementary and living in the Glendale 

neighborhood during the second year, I finally realize that the collective sentiments, even 

open hostilities unleashed today upon the “TAAS Mobile” are new to the school.  Even 

though the TAAS test has been a reality for Glendale teachers and children for nearly a 
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decade now, it seems clear that there has been a major shift in how teachers and children 

are expected to view and respond to accountability in general and to the TAAS test in 

particular. One thing seems certain: For the teachers and children at Glendale, 

accountability is not seen as a “complicated arrangement of multiple and interacting 

components” (Scheurich, Skrla, and Johnson, 2000, p. 296).  For the folks in Glendale the 

community, accountability means the TAAS test, period.  And the TAAS Mobile is proof 

positive of it. (Field notes, 5/2002) 

INTRODUCTION 
At present, nearly every state in the U.S either has implemented or is currently 

debating the implementation of a test-based accountability system (Hoff, 1999).  

Moreover, the recent reauthorization of the Elementary Secondary Education Act 

(ESEA), or the “No Child Left Behind Act of 2001” (Robelen, 2002) means that more 

children will be tested more often as part of a nation-wide accountability system.  Given 

this current educational milieu, there is a poignant need for more localized, school- and 

classroom-level portraits of teachers working under highly organized conditions of 

increased educational accountability.  For this reason, I chose to focus this research on 

the professional lives of teachers at one diverse, urban elementary school—Glendale 

Elementary School, located in the Twin Oaks Independent School District1. This research 

study is one attempt—my personal attempt—to understand how one state’s accountability 

system interacts with the professional lives of teachers and ultimately shapes the quality 

of the instruction teachers deliver in the classroom.   

Since the early 1990’s, the Texas Accountability System (TAS), with the Texas 

Assessment of Academic Skills (hereafter referred to as the “TAAS test”) as its 
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centerpiece, has been a robust force of curricular and pedagogical change in Texas public 

schools.  Schools and school districts across the state (e.g., Guerrero and Sloan, 2001; 

McNeil, 2000a, 2000b; Scheurich, et al., 2000; Skrla, Scheurich, and Johnson, 2000) are 

making significant curricular changes as a result of the accountability movement that has 

swept the nation (Olson, 1999).  Through this “reform by comparison” movement 

(Corbett and Wilson, 1991), a complex array of pressures are brought to bear on school 

districts, schools, and teachers, and it would appear as though policy makers’ wishes for 

change have been granted.  However, as the old adage warns—“Be careful what you wish 

for…”—change may not always lead to the very improvement in educational quality and 

equity upon which the move toward accountability is premised.   

Whether or not this move toward increased educational accountability has 

resulted in curricular and pedagogical improvements has been the subject of hundreds of 

journal articles, dozens of books, and countless paper sessions and symposia at 

educational conferences. Indeed, there has been a proliferation of discourse, within both 

the popular media and the educational literature, concerning both the promises and 

problems of testing-based systems of accountability.  Even still, a review of the available 

educational literature concerning teachers and accountability reveals that much is still not 

known about how such systems interact with local contexts to influence the professional 

lives of teachers, especially at the elementary school level.  More specifically, little is 

known about how localized actions formulated as a direct response to state systems of 

accountability interact with teachers’ professional identities and their professional 

knowledge, and how this interaction influences teachers’ instructional practices.   
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In order to gain a deeper understanding of how the TAS interacts on a day-to-day 

basis with the professional lives of Glendale teachers, I chose to pursue an ethnographic 

approach.  I carried out this three-year ethnographic investigation in three distinct phases, 

each lasting a year.  During the first year of this investigation, I conducted numerous 

interviews with teachers and school- level administrators and reviewed both district- and 

school- level curriculum documents. During the second year, 2000-2001, which 

constitutes the bulk of the data reported in this dissertation, I spent the entire school year 

at Glendale Elementary School. During that year, I spent countless hours observing 

teachers in their classrooms and conducted numerous interviews with teachers, 

community members, school board members, and both school- and district- level 

administrators. To bring myself closer to the local community, I moved to Twin Oaks and 

lived in an apartment near the school.  During the third year of this investigation, I 

conducted numerous interviews with teachers and administrators, many of which were 

follow-up interviews based on previously conducted classroom observations and 

interviews.  During each of the three years, I reviewed district- and school- level 

curriculum documents related to the district’s efforts to prepare teachers and children for 

the TAAS test, or efforts designed specifically to bolster the school’s state rating.  

Throughout this ethnographic investigation, I made every effort to capture a wide range 

of responses to accountability among and between teachers.  The long-term, in-depth 

nature of ethnography, coupled with a complexity-friendly theoretical framework, 

provided me with increased opportunities for capturing such accounts.  

My interest in pursuing this line of research grows directly out of my past 

research experiences in both “regular” and bilingual education primary classrooms across 
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the State of Texas (Chard, Vaughn, Tyler, and Sloan, 2000; Guerrero and Sloan, 1999, 

2001).  Based on these research experiences, I entered this investigation skeptical of the 

linear or “output”-based logic that states, “High student TAAS test scores, or more 

coveted state- issued school ‘ratings’ means that children are receiving high quality, more 

equitable classroom instruction.”  This skepticism is based on research findings that 

suggested that the schools in which we conducted research achieved their coveted 

“Exemplary” statuses largely through a systematic teaching of the TAAS test.   

In addition to this skepticism over how the schools “played to” accountability, 

however, I was introduced to the complexity involved in trying to comprehend the many 

ways primary-grade teachers experience and understand their teaching in relation to 

accountability.  In other words, through these research experiences, I began to see, but 

not yet understand the “common sense” aspects of accountability and the contradictory 

ways in which teachers talk about this common sense. That such contradictions should be 

present in the talk and actions of teachers should not be surprising given the complex 

ideological terrain that educational accountability occupies (Gramsci, 1971).  

To help me work through these and other contradictory tendencies of teachers in 

relation to accountability, I needed to develop a theoretical orientation that was not only 

open to, but inviting of these contradictions.  For this I look to Bakhtin’s (1981) 

dialogical perspective of human activity.  Through a reading of Bakhtin, I began to see 

these apparent contradictory statements of belief by the teachers vis-à-vis accountability 

as “heteroglossia” (p. 292), or the simultaneous existence of different languages and 

perspectives filled with competing meanings.  However, not all of these languages and 

perspectives are “equal,” according to Bakhtin.  Rather, the orchestration of these 
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different languages and perspectives concerning accountability, or the privileging of one 

over the other, is dependent upon the amount of authority with which they are inscribed.  

It is only through a day-to-day engagement with teachers as they work their own 

“dialogic nature” (Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, and Cain, 1999, p. 15) that I can gain a 

deeper understanding of these existing contradictions, and also come to understand which 

languages and perspectives concerning accountability are inscribed with more situative 

authority.   

Theoretically, I also bring to this project an agentic view of both communities and 

individuals that joins tenants of critical social theory and cultural anthropology. Through 

this lens, Twin Oaks community and education leaders as well as Glendale teachers, both 

individually and collectively, are not just products of their cultural milieu, not just 

socially-constructed responders to situations, but are also active agents who critically 

appropriate cultural artifacts and produce actions (Holland et al., 1998). Thus, I do not 

view the Twin Oaks community, or Glendale teachers, as merely passive receivers of a 

“thing” or a “system” called accountability.  On the contrary, both community leaders 

and teachers alike actively “read” the specialized discourses and practices that make up 

accountability, construct their own understandings of accountability, and then formulate 

actions that are shaped by, in some instances constrained by, specific situational, or 

contextual social and cultural forces.   

This view that local communities, or in this case individual school districts, do 

not, in fact, act upon accountability in uni-dimensional ways is supported in the research 

conclusions reached by Scheurich and colleagues (2000). Scheurich and colleagues 

present data that suggest that districts in which they have conducted research, district-, 
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and school- level administrators, drawing upon local capacities, have “used the [Texas] 

accountability system in positive ways” (Scheurich, et al., 2000, p. 294) to improve both 

educational quality and educational equity.  In this same reporting, the authors also claim 

that teachers within these districts report higher levels of professional satisfaction and 

decreased turn-over rates. Whereas there are scholars who have cha llenged the 

conclusions of this research, including myself (Valencia, Valenzuela, Sloan, and Foley, 

2001), the most salient research finding reported by Scheurich and colleagues, and the 

finding most germane to this research project, is that not all districts in the State of Texas 

have responded in the same way to the TAS.   Indeed, as my analysis of Twin Oaks ISD 

and Glendale Elementary’s recent histories in relation to the TAS will show, district- and 

school- level responses to accountability have not in fact been as uni-dimensional as 

critiques of such systems seem to suggest (e.g., Skrla, 2001b; Scheurich et al., 2001; 

Trueba, 2001).  

Drawing on the dialogic and agentic view of human activity, I formulated 

research questions that would help me not only stay focused on the languages and 

practices employed by Glendale teachers, but would also help me situate these languages 

and practices within the local milieu of Twin Oaks.  Thus, during my three-year 

ethnographic investigation at Glendale Elementary, I was guided by the following two 

research questions: (1) What is the nature of the localized response among Twin Oaks 

community and educational leaders to the TAS? and (2) How have Glendale teachers 

experienced, and perhaps been shaped by this response?  

In order to make sense of the wide ranging and contradictory responses of 

Glendale teachers to the localized response to accountability, I draw on scholarship 



   

9 

linked to issues of identity (formation) and knowledge. I draw strategically from both of 

these bodies of theoretical work and then support these moves through an explication of 

the varied responses to accountability among and between teachers.  For theoretical 

support concerning issues of identity and identity formation, I turn to teacher education 

literature and cultural anthropology.  For theoretical support concerning issues of 

knowledge, I turn to critical social theory.   

“To understand something so intensely personal as teaching,” Goodson (1992) 

posits, “it is critical [that researcher] know about the person the teacher is” (p. 234). My 

own understanding of teachers and their teaching practices is predicated on the 

assumption that teachers’ classroom practices and the ways in which they talk about these 

practices are mediated, at least in part, by the ir teacher identity.  In their narrative-based 

explorations of issues concerning knowledge and school contexts, Connelly and 

Clandinin (1999) reveal how teachers constantly tell and re-tell storied compositions of 

their lives to define who they are, what they do, and why. Connelly and Clandinin 

understand identity as “a story to live by.”  However, this narrative conception of identity 

leaves unexplained how people’s practices and actions play into these embodied 

compositions of self. 

In their book Identities and Agency in Cultural Worlds, Holland and colleagues 

(1998), assert, much like Clandinin and Connelly (1999), that identities are indeed shaped 

by context.  However, in their cultural anthropological research related to issues of 

identity and identity formation, Holland and colleagues reveal how human’s capacity to 

“author the self” (Bakhtin, 1981) is mediated and facilitated not only by context, but also 

by and through social practices. The social practices most germane to this investigation 
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involve not only teachers’ in-class practices, but also the ways in which the teachers talk 

about these practices. Holland and colleagues also expand the notion of context beyond a 

physical location or place, to spaces they call “figured worlds.”  Figured worlds, 

according to these authors, take shape through activities, discourses, performances, and 

the artifacts present.  Thus, Holland and colleagues hold that because “identities are lived 

in and through activity…[identities] must be conceptualized as they develop through 

social practice” (p. 5), not merely as they develop in a physical place.   

To explain the varied responses among and between Glendale teachers to 

accountability, I also look to the critical literature related to knowledge. My 

understanding of teachers and their teaching practices is also predicated on the 

assumption that teachers’ classroom practices and the ways in which they talk about these 

practices are shaped, at least in part, by their knowledge, either personal or professional, 

concerning teaching. However, as the work of Michael Apple (1993/2000) and others 

demonstrates, the knowledges that teachers enact through their classroom practices may 

not in fact be viewed as “legitimate knowledge” (Apple 1993/2000).  This process 

whereby teachers are no longer able to bring their personal and professional knowledges 

to their day-to-day teaching practices, because these knowledges clash with locally 

legitimated “official knowledge,” has been described as “de-skilling” (Apple, 1982/1985, 

1993/2000; McLaren, 1989/1994; McNeil, 2000a).   

Because of the lack of detailed portraits in the educational literature of what 

deskilling actually looks like in schools and classroom, current descriptions of deskilling 

tend to be reductive, and uni-dimensional in nature.   Thus, I lay out the complex 

dynamics present at Glendale Elementary that have led not only to the deskilling, but also 
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to a reskilling of teachers.  I do this by constructing a “social mapping” (Popkewitz, 

1998) of how teachers’ personal and professional knowledges intersect with, conflict 

with, and in some cases fall short of locally legitimated forms of official knowledge 

related to teaching practices.  

 Having articulated the central questions guiding this research project, as well as 

the theoretical orientations guiding this dissertation research, I will now lay out what is to 

follow.  Chapter One serves as an introduction to the educational accountability, high-

stakes testing discourse. In this chapter I lay out the origins, or the history of the 

accountability “movement” in education, as well as a critical assessment of the literature 

concerning test-based systems of accountability and teachers in order to demonstrate the 

important lacunae in the educational literature that have remained under-explored. In 

addition, I offer a paradigmatic characterization of the literature to show why different 

researchers have come to different conclusions regarding the “impact” of accountability 

on teachers and children.  This characterization of the literature is based on the challenge 

to researchers recently posed by Scheurich and Skrla (2001): “Should not 

[researchers]…try to understand why the results produced by [different] researchers are 

yielding opposing conclusions?” (p.325)  

In Chapter Two I offer methodological details of this three-year ethnographic 

study.  Because of the circumstances surrounding my placement at Glendale Elementary, 

I begin Chapter Two by describing my twin, but complimentary researcher roles at the 

school.   I follow this by providing information concerning my general methodological 

orientation in general and a description of the research methods that I employed to better 

understand how the TAS interacts with the professional lives of teachers at Glendale.  
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In Chapter Three I focus on the first of my two research questions, What is the 

nature of the localized response among Twin Oaks community and educational leaders to 

the TAS?   In this chapter I offer a historical analysis based on my readings of district- 

and school- level documents, interviews with Glendale teachers, administrators, and 

community leaders to describe the district’s and school’s recent history vis-à-vis 

accountability. Through this analysis, I demonstrate that community and school district 

leaders have formulated two district responses the accountability system since 1990. The 

first response I call the student- focused response and the second response I call the 

ratings-focused response.  I compare and contrast these two responses by exposing the 

different underlying assumptions concerning teachers, children, and how children learn.  

In Chapter Four I describe a typology of the ways Glendale teachers experience 

accountability in general and the Twin Oak ISD’s newly articulated response to 

accountability in particular. I describe how I draw on this three-category typology as a 

heuristic tool principally to make sense of the range of experiences among Glendale 

teachers.   

In Chapters Five through Seven, I present data from each of the three teacher 

typologies. To represent the first typology of teacher experiences under intensified 

conditions of educational accountability, I present case-study data of Christine Dole, a 

17-year third-grade teacher. Christine experiences a great deal of frustration, even anger 

as a result of district’s new ratings-focused curriculum and assessment mandates.  As a 

result of the ratings-focused mandates, Christine reports that she is under a great deal 

more stress and she frequently contemplates leaving teaching altogether. The 
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accountability-related mandates prevent Christine from delivering higher-quality, child-

informed classroom instruction.  

 Dean Eager, a 20-year veteran fourth-grade teacher, represents the second 

category.  The case of Dean Eager is by far the most complex and intriguing of all the 

Glendale teachers. I am originally drawn to Dean largely because I believe he represents 

a “counter example” to how Glendale teachers experience accountability.  More than any 

other teacher at Glendale, Dean seemed to have completely rejected the pressures to 

“Teach the TAAS.” However, over time I began to see many problematic aspects of 

Dean’s teaching. 

 In Chapter Seven, Anne Blaire, a first-grade teacher who is a 19-year teaching 

veteran, represents the third category.  The district’s move toward a ratings-focused 

response to accountability not only undermines Anne’s teaching, but it also sharply 

conflicts with what she views as “developmentally appropriate” classroom practice. 

Unlike many other Glendale teachers, however, she is able to successfully mount a 

“counter attack” against these policies.  

In Chapters Five through Seven, I offer grounded characterizations of these three 

Glendale teachers’ classroom practices.   Through a presentation of these data, I establish 

a theoretical foundation from which I can shed a clearer light on the complex, 

multidimensional ways that accountability impacts not only teachers’ classroom 

practices, but also teachers’ professional lives.  

In Chapter Eight, I draw on data presented in previous three chapters to generate a 

discussion of teacher “de-skilling” (e.g., Apple, 1993/2000; McClaren, 1989/1994; 

McNeil, 2000a).  Although many authors have made claims about how standards, 



   

14 

enforced through high-stakes tests, de-skill teachers, there are surprisingly few detailed 

accounts of what this de-skilling process actually looks like.  Also missing from the de-

skilling literature are explorations of contexts in which teachers may have been “re-

skilled” as a result of these moves toward test-enforced standard (See for example, 

Apple, 1993/2000).   

In the concluding chapter I explore the both the main themes that emerged across 

the three cases studies.   I conclude this final chapter with a discussion of the implications 

of this research and speculations about what the future might hold for teachers working 

under conditions of increased accountability.   

 

NOTES 
1To protect the identities of the school and school district, as well as the teachers and 

administrators, all names are pseudonyms.   
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Chapter One 

Accountability and Teachers: A Literature Review 

There has been a proliferation of discourse, within both the popular media and the 

educational literature, addressing the promises and problems of testing-based systems of 

accountability.  A review of the available educational literature concerning teachers and 

accountability reveals that much is still not known about how such systems interact with 

local contexts to influence the day-to-day professional lives of teachers, especially at the 

elementary school level.  More specifically, little is known about how localized actions 

formulated as a direct response to state systems of accountability interact with teachers’ 

professional identities and their professional knowledge, and how (and perhaps why) this 

interaction influences teachers’ classroom practices.   

  In this chapter I offer a review of educational literature concerning teachers and 

accountability.  I focus my review of the literature on only that literature that deals with 

how teachers are faring under conditions of test-based systems of accountability. To 

better understand the existing debate surrounding teachers and accountability, it is 

important to know the history of accountability in general and of accountability in Texas 

in particular.  In addition to offering brief history, I will also provide a description the 

State of Texas’s accountability system.  I conclude this chapter with my own overall 

assessment of the educational literature concerning accountability to better situate this 

investigation of the professiona l lives of Glendale teachers.   
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ACCOUNTABILITY IN EDUCATION: A BRIEF HISTORY 
The origins of the present-day test-based accountability state- level systems can be 

traced back to the early 1970’s. The release of the Equality of Educational Opportunity 

report (Coleman, 1966) initiated a shift in national attention away from the “inputs” of 

schooling toward the “outcomes” of schooling (Mosteller & Moynihan, 1972).  At that 

time, state legislatures began mandating the use of standardized tests as a cost-effective 

and efficient way of assessing whether or not public schools were in fact successfully 

teaching children (Madaus, 1988). The results of these tests were used primarily to chart 

local trends or were presented to parents as way of justifying educational decisions 

concerning their children, such as placement in special education or retention. Because 

teachers tended to pay little attention to these results, the impact on classroom instruction 

was minimal (Smith, 1991).  The rise of standardized testing in the late 1970’s, and their 

use as a tool of educational accountability, signified a major shift in judging the 

effectiveness of schools.  

More recent moves toward educational accountability, owe much to two policy 

initiatives in the 1980’s. The first is the U.S. Department of Education’s plan during the 

Reagan administration that proposed to make schools and universities more accountable 

by linking their levels of federal funding to the attainment of measurable outcomes.  The 

second, and more prominent source that shaped the current accountability discourse 

involves President G. H. Bush’s America 2000 policy initiative.1 The America 2000 

document included a 15-point accountability package whereby “parents, schools, and 

communities can all be encouraged to measure results, compare results, and insist on 

change when the results are not good enough” (US Department of Education, 1991, p. 

11).  The current discourse surrounding accountability and its preoccupation with 
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educational “outputs” owes much to these two policy initiatives.  Prior to the creation of 

state- level systems of accountability, schools and districts were focused primarily on 

“inputs” such as teachers accreditation, per pupil expenditures, and teacher-student ratios.  

ACCOUNTABILITY IN TEXAS 
Whereas the testing of the minimum basic skills of public school students in the 

State of Texas can be traced back 25 years, high-stakes testing as part of comprehensive 

accountability system originated with the passing of House Bill 72 (Texas Education 

Agency, 2000).  Passed in 1984, House Bill 72 called for the establishment of a system of 

accountability based primarily on student performance.  House Bill 72 was followed by a 

series of legislation that eventually led to the creation Academic Excellence Indicator 

System (A.E.I.S.) in the spring of 1990, which includes other indicators of school and 

district success (Texas Education Agency, 2000).  Still, however, the centerpiece of A.E. 

I. S. is data from standardized tests.   

 In addition to the TAAS test, the accountability system in Texas has evolved since 

the early 1990’s through legislative amendments to include the following factors: 

• End-of-course examination passing rates 

• Attendance rates by year 

• Dropout rates by year 

• High school completion rates 

• Percent of high school students completing an advanced course 

• Percent of graduates completing the “Recommended High School Program” 

• Advanced Placement (A.P.) and International Baccalaureate (I.B.) examination 

results 
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• S.A.T. and A.C.T. examination participation and results (Texas Education 

Agency, 2000) 

The state’s testing program has also been expanded through legislation to include 

more students, more grade levels, and more subject areas.  More recently, a Spanish 

version of the TAAS test has also been created for bilingual education students at the 

elementary school level.  Currently, the TAAS test is administered to all students in 

grades three through ten in reading and mathematics.  Students in the fourth, eighth, and 

tenth grades are also tested in writing, and students in grade eight are tested in science 

and social studies.  Beginning in the 2002-2003 school year, however, the State of Texas 

will administer a new, more rigorous standardized test called the Texas Assessment of 

Knowledge and Skills (TAKS).  The TAKS testing program will expand the testing of 

Science and Social Studies in fourth grade. 

An important aspect of the TAS entails the systematic use of dis-aggregated 

testing data, or the state’s use of dis-aggregated data by ethnicity (African-American, 

Hispanic, White, Native American, Asian-Pacific Island) and by income level (including 

“Economically Disadvantaged”).  District and school ratings are issued based on pass 

rates of each of these groups across all tests (mathematics, reading, writing), as long as 

the total population of the identifiable ethnic or economic group exceeds 5% of the total 

student population.  For a district or school to earn an “Exemplary” rating, the TAAS test 

pass rates for each dis-aggregated group must reach or exceed 90%.  A district or school 

earns a “Recognized” rating if the TAAS test pass rates for each dis-aggregated group 

meet or exceed 80% and an “Acceptable” rating if the pass rates meet or exceed 55%.  It 

should be noted that the required passing rate to earn an “Acceptable” rating started at 
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25% in 1994 and has since been increased by 5% increments through time to the current 

level of 55% (Texas Education Agency, 2002). 

THE “STAKES” IN THE TAAS TEST 
The TAAS test has often been described as a “high-stakes test” (e.g., McNeil, 

2000a, 2000b).  The degree to which “stakes” are associated with such tests is based on 

the extent to which individuals, including children, teachers, principals, and 

superintendents, are impacted or perceive themselves as impacted by the decisions made 

as a result of student performance on the test (Madaus, 1988).  At the district or school 

level, the stakes associated with the TAAS test are determined by a variety of factors.  

These factors include increased visibility of score comparisons among schools and 

districts, increased public acceptance of scores as “benchmarks” for success, and the 

significance of the rewards and sanctions apportioned to administrators as a result of 

student performance (Corbett & Wilson, 1991).    

At the individual student level, three decisions are most often associated with 

high-stakes accountability systems such as the one in place in Texas.  The first involves 

tracking, or assigning students to specific academic programs or classes based on their 

performance on the standardized testing instrument.  The second concerns issues of 

promotion, or whether or not a student will be retained or promoted to the next grade 

level.  The third involves a graduation requirement, or whether or not a student will 

receive a high school diploma (Heubert & Hauser, 1999).   

Whereas decisions concerning tracking are most often left to local schools or 

school districts, the State of Texas has mandated that high school students pass the tenth-

grade portion of the TAAS test, or the “Exit TAAS” in order to graduate from high 
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school2.   More recently, legislators in Texas, with the backing of then Governor George 

W. Bush, established a “no social promotion” policy.  Beginning in the 2002-2003 school 

year, third graders in Texas public schools must pass the reading portion of the TAAS 

test in order to be promoted to the fourth grade.  This no social promotion policy will 

thereafter be extended to successive grades, one year at a time.     

TEACHERS AND ACCOUNTABILITY: THE “IMPACT” LITERATURE   
  A review of the educational literature reveals that test-based systems of 

accountability impact teachers in two major ways.  The first way deals with how such 

systems impact teachers personally and the second deals with how such systems impact 

teachers’ instructional practices.  In addition, other authors have made the claim that such 

systems work to “deskill” (Apple, 1982/1985; McLaren, 1989/1994; McNeil, 2000a), or  

“deprofessionalize” (Bohn and Sleeter, 2000; Dahlberg, Moss, and Pence, 1999) teachers.  

IMPACT ON TEACHERS 
Presumably, systems of accountability are meant, at their best, to motivate 

teachers (and children) to perform their best in the classroom (Comfort, 1991; Smith and 

O’Day, 1991). Through the establishment of clear educational goals, along with the 

creation of tests that assess whether or not these goals are being attained, accountability 

systems are posited as a positive way to address the uncertainty, even confusion, teachers 

may experience over “what to teach” (Edmonds, 1979; Meyer, 1996; Popham, 1987, 

1998; Rowan and Miskel, 1999).  Beyond assisting teachers to formulate more focused 

instruction, such systems are also posited as ways to re-configure the work of teachers.  

Skrla, Scheurich, and Johnson (2000), whose research focused largely on district-  level 

administrative practices related to “systemic school success” (p. 1) in “Exemplary” 
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school districts in the State of Texas, conclude that district- level administrators have 

“used” the accountability system to “move their teachers away from the isolation of self-

contained classrooms and into collaborative teaming and learning communities” (p. 296).  

As a result of these moves, not only were the teachers in their study reported to have 

experienced high levels of professional satisfaction, but that the teacher turnover and 

absentee rates were reported to have lowered substantially.  

In terms of the educational equity effects on teachers (and their practices) by test-

based systems of accountability, Linda Skrla (2001a) presents data that suggest that 

teacher expectation levels concerning the abilities of the children in their classrooms have 

been positively affected.  Skrla concludes, “[teacher] interviewees said clearly and 

repeatedly that their expectations for the achievement of their students changed for the 

better due to accountability” (p. 20).  Skrla adds that these changes in expectations were 

accompanied by improvements in both the quality and equitability of classroom 

instruction.  

Other researchers, most of whom focused on issues related to curriculum and 

instruction versus issues of administration or management of teachers and their practices, 

have questioned whether or not such systems of accountability motivate teachers in 

positive ways.  Several researchers have described how such systems ultimately work 

against teachers and teaching because they monitor, surveille, and ultimately control 

teachers, their teaching, and in some cases, even their interactions with children 

(Anderson and Grinberg, 1998).  The International Reading Association (IRA; 1999),has 

warned that test-based accountability systems have “become a means of controlling 

instruction as opposed to a way of gathering information to help students…” (p. 257).  In 
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their research, Skrla, Scheurich, and Johnson (2000) describe positively the intensified 

monitoring procedures in place in the four Texas school districts in which they conducted 

research as “proactive redundancy” (p. 30).  In terms of teachers, proactive redundancy 

entails frequent visits to teachers’ classrooms by administrators and instructional coaches 

along with frequently-administered assessments that district-level administrators draw on 

to determine whether or not all children are learning. Nevertheless, concern has been 

raised over whether or not such test-heavy systems of accountability are “lessening 

professional discretion” (Anderson, 2001, p. 324) among teachers.   

That surveillance and control are necessary, notes Darling-Hammond (1990), 

signifies that such systems operate under the assumption that the work of teachers 

can be made to improve [only] if standards are set and incentives established that 

force school people to pay attention to them…Supplying concrete goals and using 

both carrots and sticks to move educators to pursue them are the presumed 

answers to under performance. (p. 287) 

Astuto and colleagues go even further, noting that test-heavy accountability 

systems “reflect a [public] concern that local educators will not work hard enough to 

support student learning unless coerced” (p. 63). This assumption that teachers do not or 

will not work unless pushed, forced, even coerced by a test-based system of 

accountability has not been lost on teachers.   

Those researchers who describe the adverse impacts upon teachers themselves 

tend to highlight the controlling, even coercive elements of test-based accountability 

systems.  As a result of this “intensified surveillance” (Anderson, 2001, p. 323), many 

researchers have described the heavy negative emotional impact of such systems on 
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teachers (Gillman and Reynolds, 1991; Hoffman et al., 2000; Jones et al., 1999; McNeil, 

2000a, 2000b; Smith, 1991).  This heavy emotional impact has, in turn, led to concerns 

over whether or not many of the best teachers are leaving the profession all together 

(Anderson, 2001; Hoffman et al,2000; McNeil, 2000).   

Smith (1991), in her self-described “extensive qualitative study” (p. 8) of the 

effects of test-based systems of accountability on elementary teachers over a fifteen 

month period, found that the publication of test scores produced “feelings of shame, 

embarrassment, guilt and anger in teachers” (p. 9).  This emotional anxiety was observed 

among teachers in schools where test scores were high as well as in schools where 

student test scores were low.  In the schools in which the student test scores were high, 

teachers reported feeling pressured to maintain the high scores, or even exceed the 

previous year’s scores.  Similarly, Jones and colleagues (1999), based on a survey data 

from North Carolina teachers, conclude that the state’s new high-stakes accountability 

program, called the “The New ABCs of Public Education” has had a deleterious impact 

upon teachers.  Through a survey of “certified teachers in 16 elementary schools in five 

school districts across North Carolina” (p. 200), these researchers found that more than 

three out of every four teachers feel that their morale was lower and that their jobs are 

more stressful since the implementation of the state’s testing program.  

In their survey of primary-grade reading teachers across the State of Texas, 

Hoffman and colleagues (2000) found that not only were teachers under increased 

emotional strain as a result of the TAS, but that that many teachers reported that either 

they, or other teachers that they know, were contemplating “dropping out” of the teaching 

profession. Based on her long-term research in secondary magnet schools in Houston, 
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McNeil’s (2000a, 2000b) research came to a similar conclusion concerning those teachers 

leaving.  The teachers in McNeil’s study left teaching because of the “controlling” and 

ultimately restrictive nature of local content and assessment directives related directly to 

the state’s accountability system.  

IMPACT UPON INSTRUCTION 
The second way in which test-based systems of accountability impact teachers 

involves teachers’ classroom instructional practice.  Researchers who advocate for the 

use assessment-driven accountability systems posit that test-based systems, properly 

constructed, can guide teachers to deliver more focused, even improved instruction 

(Popham, 1987, 1998). Furthermore, some researchers contend, albeit cautiously, that 

systems of accountability, properly structured, force teachers to deliver a standard 

curriculum to all students—sometimes in places where no standard previously existed 

(Scheurich, Skrla, and Johnson, 2000).   

Those who support results-driven forms of accountability to improve educational 

equity in the State of Texas are quick to point out that the TAAS test is a criterion-

referenced test and not a norm-referenced test (Scheurich, Skrla, and Johnson, 2000), 

which bases a student’s achievement on comparison to the performance of other test 

takers.  Rather, because the objectives tested on the TAAS test are said to be closely 

aligned with the State of Texas’s adopted curriculum, students and teachers are provided 

with “fixed targets.” In other words, because the TAAS test is aligned with specific 

content, enumerated by the state, in theory, every child in the State of Texas could answer 

100% of the questions correctly.   
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Several researchers have noted that systems of accountability that dis-aggregate 

all the testing data, like the one in Texas, can also work to narrow the achievement gap 

between the performance of children of color and low income children and their white, 

more economically advantaged peers (Grissmer  & Flanagan, 1998). Skrla and colleagues 

(2000) posit that the an accountability system that dis-aggregates data has the potential to 

“leverage” better instruction for children of color and children of poverty by exposing, 

rather than concealing, the failure of schools to meet their needs.   Furthermore, because 

the State of Texas rewards schools and school districts based on the performance of 

students from all ethnic and economic groups, schools can no longer conceal the failure 

of students who have historically been neglected.  In other words, because schools’ and 

school districts’ ratings are dependent upon the passing rates of students of each race or 

socioeconomic status, teachers can no longer neglect, either consciously or 

unconsciously, the learning needs of low-income children of color.   

THE CURRICULUM NARROWS 
However, researchers who have put forth critical assessments of test-based 

systems of accountability note the problematic aspect of this explicit focus on curricular 

“fixed targets.” Because these fixed targets, in most cases, do not encompass the entirety 

of the adopted curriculum (e.g., Hoffman et al., 2000; McNeil & Valenzuela, 2000), 

teachers telescope their classroom instruction around only that curriculum content that is 

assessed on the standardized test, or worse to only that content which avails itself to 

standardized forms of assessment (Gillman and Reynolds, 1991; Haladyna, Nolen, & 

Haas, 1991; Haney, Madaus, & Lyons, 1993; IRA, 1999; McGill-Franzen and Allington, 

1993). Based on her research, McNeil (2000a) notes that “aligning curricula to state tests 
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narrows and trivializes what can be taught” (p. 231).  Addressing issues of educational 

equity, McNeil continues, “this narrowing and trivializing is most common in those 

schools where students have traditionally scored low on standardized tests—the schools 

of poor and minority students” (p. 231). Thus, a telescoping, or narrowing of the 

curriculum, some researchers have concluded, not only obscures richer ways of judging 

children and schools (McNeil and Valenzuela, 2000), but it further divorces classroom 

instruction from children’s lived experiences (Valenzuela, 1999).   

TEACHING THE TEST 
Worse yet, this telescoping or narrowing of the curriculum around only that 

content which is assessed on the standardized test results in classroom instruction 

dominated by explicit test preparation, or teaching to the test. Madaus (1988) claims that 

in educational contexts in which test scores are used as the primary indicators for 

educational accountability, teachers teach to the test and that they adjust their instruction 

to fit the format of the tests (multiple choice, essay).  This move toward an explicit 

teaching of the test constitutes a move toward increased attention directed at mundane 

drills and the use of worksheets at the expense of classroom activities that target higher-

order thinking skills (Gallagher, 2000; McNeil, 2000a, 2000b; McNeil and Valenzuela, 

2000; Smith, 1991). Based on a random survey of North Carolina teachers, Jones and 

colleagues (1999) conclude that since the initiation of the implementation of the state’s 

“ABC” standardized testing program, teachers have dramatically increased the 

instructional time given over to direct test-preparation activities. In a classroom-based 

study of the relationship between high-stakes testing and the teaching of science at the 

secondary level, Canadian researchers (Wideen, et al., 1997) conclude that the 
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implementation of a test-based accountability program resulted in science instruction that 

was less varied and more routinized (also see Suárez and Gottovi, 1992). Furthermore, 

Wideen and colleagues note that the implementation of a test-based accountability system 

“discouraged [teachers] from using strategies which promoted enquiry and active student 

learning” (p. 428) and led to a substantial deterioration in the quality and depth of 

classroom discourse between teachers and students.  

DE-SKILLING OF TEACHERS 
Apple (1988; 1993/2000) and others (e.g., McLaren, 1989/1994; McNeil, 2000a) 

argue that test-centric accountability as a system of external bureaucratic controls, in the 

end, works to “de-skill” teachers.  Apple (1993/2000) defines deskilling as a situation in 

which  

complicated jobs are broken down into atomistic elements, [and] the person doing 

the job loses sight of the whole process and loses control over her or his own 

labor since someone outside the immediate situation now has greater control over 

both the planning and what is actually to go on [in the classroom]. (p. 116) 

Directing her analysis of deskilling to the work of teachers, McNeil (2000a) 

describes de-skilling as a pressured, in some cases forced separation of teachers’ 

professional knowledge of pedagogy from expected overt classroom teaching behaviors. 

This de-skilling process results in teachers’ being viewed merely as technicians—not 

professionals (Apple & Jungck, 1990; Giroux, 1987; McLaren, 1989/1994; McNeil, 

2000a, 2000b).  In the context of increased accountability, teachers are de-skilled when 

they are expected to deliver, and are only rewarded for delivering, instruction that 

directly targets a narrow range of facts and skills that can be assessed through 
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standardized tests.  Thus, such systems of accountability ultimately limit teachers in 

terms of the professional knowledge they can bring to their teaching practices (Giroux, 

1987; IRA, 1999; McLaren, 1989/1994; McNeil, 2000a).    

Although there are accounts of how textbooks or other forms of “teacher-proof” 

curricula work to de-skill teachers (for example, Apple, 1982/1985; McLaren, 

1989/1994), the same cannot be said for test-based systems of accountability.  Many 

educators have made claims that bureaucratically-derived standards, enforced through 

test-based systems of accountability, work to de-skill teachers, or de-professionalize 

teachers (Bohn and Sleeter, 2000; Dahlberg, et al., 1999); however, there are surprisingly 

few classroom-level portraits in the educational literature of what this de-skilling process 

looks like in practice.  A notable exception is Linda McNeil’s (2000a) book on the 

educational costs of standardized testing, however, this account is not without its 

methodological problems (Skrla, 2001b).  Linda Skrla, in her critique of McNeil’s study, 

takes issue with the claims made by McNeil based on data drawn solely from magnet 

schools, which may not in fact be representative of the schooling experiences of a vast 

majority of children.  “Using these schools as exemplars,” explains Skrla, “[McNeil] 

avoided or ignored the serious curricular and instructional problems that typical urban 

schools face—the very problems that accountability policy most often is intended to 

address” (p. 17).   

Apple (1993/2000) notes that too many researchers conducting critical analyses of 

school knowledge and issues of the hidden and overt curricula in schools “take the easy 

way out” (p 53).  Whereas rigid systems of accountability, like processes of text book 

adoptions, might very well “cause” ideological hegemony over what constitutes official 
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knowledge, or what forms of teaching are deemed as “best practices,” Apple (1982/1985) 

warns against seeing such ends as “pre-ordained” (p. 156). The same can be said about 

those who have researched test-based systems of accountability.  In other words, authors 

critical of increased educational accountability because of its de-skilling nature seem to 

present functionalist, even reductive analyses of how seemingly rigid test-centric systems 

of accountability “cause” de-skilling (Apple, 1982/1985). As Apple (1993/2000) points 

out, however, reality is often times too complex for reductive analyses to capture the full 

range of effects of systems of accountability on teachers and their work.   

Thus, any analysis of the de-skilling educational literature gives rise to the 

question: Might there be teachers who have actually been “re-skilled” as a result of 

accountability?  Again, Apple’s (1993/2000) work is helpful to think about how systems 

of accountability might lead to teachers becoming more skilled in some aspects of their 

work, while perhaps being de-skilled in others.  Citing the example of the standardized 

textbook, Apple (1993/2000) notes that universal adoption of these texts at the turn of the 

century was crucial to teachers facing “large class sizes, difficult working conditions, 

insufficient training, and even more importantly, little time to prepare lessons for the vast 

array of subjects and students they were responsible for” (p. 51).  Apple notes that the 

standardized texts helped the “unprepared” teachers deal with these issues in the short 

term, but over time, eventually led to teachers becoming more skilled as they re- fined, 

and made more personal, the “directions” found in the standardized texts.  

Such is the claim of Scheurich and colleagues (2000) who conclude that district- 

and school- level leaders have drawn on the state’s accountability system to bolster 

teachers’ professional capacities.  Schuerich and colleagues acknowledge that in some 
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contexts, teachers have over-relied on TAAS test explicit instruction to help their 

students to perform better on the TAAS test, but that this strategy only goes so far in 

improving test scores.  When explicit TAAS test instruction no longer improves test 

scores, Scheurich and colleagues argue, teachers will then make even more substantive 

changes in their teaching practices.  Because it is my desire to present complex portrait of 

the ways that teachers experience conditions of increased educational accountability, I 

entered this research open to the possibility that accountability may in fact lead to a “re-

skilling” of teachers. 

AN ASSESSMENT OF THE LITERATURE 
A major impetus for this investigation is my overall dissatisfaction with the ways 

that teachers have been positioned in the literature vis-à-vis accountability. In reviewing 

the literature regarding accountability and teachers, I observe distinct differences between 

the literature that supports, in some cases cautiously, test-based systems of accountability 

and the literature that critiques such systems.  The educators and researchers who have 

offered research in support of systems of accountability to improve educational quality 

and equity come primarily from educational administration and segments from the 

measurement and assessment community.  To arrive at their conclusions of accountability 

systems, these educators and researchers draw on data generated through reviews of 

macro- and micro- level curricular and administrative documents and, in some cases, face-

to-face interviews. More importantly, however, those educators and researchers who have 

presented research data in support of accountability systems tend to focus a substantial 

amount of research attention on test scores as primary indicators of instructional quality 

and equity at the classroom level. Most of these research reports, however, lack data 



   

31 

generated through sustained observations in the very place where educational quality and 

equity plays itself out: the classroom.   

On the other hand, much of the educational literature that has been critical of test-

heavy systems of accountability draws on data generated through interview batteries 

focused on classroom practices and classroom climate and in many cases classroom 

observations.  Although researchers draw on these data to put forth portraits of teachers, 

children, or classrooms, many of these portraits fall short of capturing the full range of 

experiences of teachers working under conditions of increased educational accountability.  

Educators and researchers critical of test-heavy systems of accountability, most of whom 

are teacher educators, or work in curriculum and instruction, however, put forward 

incomplete, and in some cases, uni-dimensional (Scheurich, et al., 2000), even reductive 

analytical (Apple, 1993/2000) portraits of teachers working under conditions of increased 

accountability. Absent from many of these portraits are the complexities involved in how 

individual teachers experience accountability on a day-to-day basis.  For example, absent 

from these critiques of teachers and teaching practices suffering under conditions of 

increased accountability are portraits of teachers who do not, or portraits of those teachers 

who might, support moves toward increased accountability and testing.  Also absent from 

many of the research critiques is recognition that in many schools, there are many 

teachers who may believe themselves to be delivering quality and equitable instruction, 

but perhaps are not.  

After reviewing the educational literature that is critical of a test-based system of 

accountability, it is easy to conclude that prior to the implementation of rigid forms of 

accountability all teachers were delivering higher quality, more equitable classroom 



   

32 

instruction on a regular basis. However, as Scheurich and colleagues (2000) so cogently 

point out,  

It is important to remember the nature of prior practices.  A great deal of the 

research, such as that of Linda Darling-Hammond and Deborah Ball (1998), has indicated 

that the general level of teaching quality that existed prior to the institution of these 

accountability systems was consistently low for the overwhelming percentage of children 

of color and low-income children. (p. 298) 

Because this research takes place in a context in which educational equity and 

educational quality are closely linked, as they are in most places, it is incumbent upon me 

to pose the question to myself and others: Have low-income children of color at Glendale 

Elementary School been better served since the implementation of accountability? 

Glendale teachers may indeed be “suffering” under more intense conditions of 

accountability, but how are the children at Glendale faring under these same conditions of 

increased accountability? 

DIFFERING VIEWS OF EFFECTS, DIFFERING RESEARCH FOCI 
In terms of research concerning the impact of test-based systems of accountability 

on teachers and the quality of instruction they deliver in the classrooms, divergent 

conclusions have been reached.  Are accountability systems like the one in Texas 

“leveraging” higher quality and more equitable education for children, especially low-

income children of color (Navarro and Natlicio, 1999; Scheurich, et al., 2000; Skrla, 

Scheurich, and Johnson, 2000)?  Or are such systems reducing the quality and quantity of 

curricula delivered to children, and especially low-income children of color (see for 

example, McNeil, 2000a; Suárez and Gottovi, 1992; McNeil and Valenzuela, 2000; 
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Smith, 1991; Wideen et al., 1997)?  Are systems of accountability  “forcing” out the very 

best teachers and “de-skilling” those left behind (see for example, Hoffman et. al., 2000; 

Jones et al., 1999; McNeil, 2000a), or are they reducing turnover among teachers and 

increasing professional satisfaction (Scheurich, Skrla, and Johnson, 2000)?  Based on 

research presented in the leading educational journals, many books, and countless 

conference sessions, it would appear as though the systems of accountability are 

contributing to all of the above.   

In a recent exchange between researchers (Scheurich and Skrla, 2001; Valencia et 

al., 2001) the following question was posed: “Should not [researchers]…try to understand 

why the results produced by [different] researchers are yielding opposing conclusions?” 

(Scheurich and Skrla, 2001, p. 325)  How could researchers, each of whom are 

committed to promoting both educational quality and equity, reach such divergent 

conclusions concerning accountability in Texas?  A partial answer to this question better 

clarifies where I hope to position this investigation of how teachers in one diverse urban 

school experience accountability. 

I see two possible answers to this question.  The first, simply put, is that Texas is 

a large and diverse state. In a state as large and diverse as Texas, one must expect that a 

multifaceted scheme, such as the TAS, combined with other factors, such as increased 

pre-school education funding, class-size reduction legislation, and more equitable 

statewide funding of schools, will mix with equally complex local factors to produce 

differing results.  The second, and perhaps the more important reason why researchers 

have reached such divergent conclusions, involves research, perhaps even paradigmatic 

orientation. In other words, because different researchers looked in different places for 
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different reasons, they drew on different “evidence” to come to different, even divergent 

conclusions concerning accountability.  

Although it is true, as Scheurich and colleagues (2000) point out, that “each side 

in this debate…can legitimately quote real and accurate data to support its conclusions” 

(p. 294), there are some significant differences in the foci of the research that generated 

these data. Skrla, Scheurich, Johnson (2000), for example, focus on district-level 

administrative practices related to “systemic school success” (p. 1).  Although these 

authors have offered brief glimpses of classroom life, they seem to rely most heavily 

upon “outputs” such as TAAS test scores, high school end-of-course test scores, and 

enrollment in Advanced Placement courses, to support their conclusions.  They buttress 

these statistics with testimonials, generated largely from district- level administrators and 

other “central office personnel.”  

Drawing on the “effective schools” paradigm, introduced by the late Ronald 

Edmonds (1979, 1981), Schuerich and colleagues (2000) seem to assert that the 

improvements gains in the districts they have studied are most significantly attributable to 

strong administrative leadership and high expectations for all students (Valencia et al., 

2001).  Drawing on an administrative orientation, these researchers give primacy to the 

successful administration or administration of teachers and children to explain the 

positive impact of systems of accountability on the achievement levels of low-income 

children of color.  

Those who have been more critical of the TAS, most often associated with 

teachers and teacher educators, tend to operate from an entirely different orientation.  

This orientation, which I call an “agency orientation,” is most often focused on curricular 
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and/or pedagogical practices related to the creation of socially productive and inclusive 

classrooms.  Unlike the research generated from an administrative orientation, as an 

agency-oriented researcher, I focus my research on the lived experiences of children and 

teachers, and most often work in promotion of cognitively-complex and culturally-

informed curricular and pedagogical practices.  Drawing on this agency orientation, then, 

teachers and teacher educators seem better positioned to speak about how classroom 

teachers experience test-centric forms of accountability.  

In terms of these two research orientations, an administrative orientation and an 

agency orientation, there also seems to be a difference between the “evidence” presented 

to solidify claims made concerning the ways through which systems of accountability 

impact teachers and their classroom practices.  Those researchers who draw on an 

administrative orientation seem to generate their conclusions concerning systems of 

accountability from the outside-in, while researchers who draw on an agency orientation 

tend to generate their conclusions from the inside-out.  That is to say, to ascertain 

whether or not systems of accountability are truly facilitating improved, more equitable 

instruction, researchers operating from an administrative orientation rely most heavily 

upon “outputs” evidence outside the classroom.  Conversely, researchers operating from 

an agency orientation rely most heavily upon the lived experiences of children and 

teachers inside the classroom. Therefore, that these two orientations should generate 

different conclusions concerning accountability should not be surprising.   

In terms of my own research orientation, I went to Glendale Elementary with an 

agency orientation, hoping to generate an inside-out account of how a state- level policy 

such as the TAS plays out in the day-to-day lives of teachers and children.  Coupled with 
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the complexity-friendly theoretical framework articulated in the introduction, it is my 

hope that this agency orientation will better situate me to understand how systems of 

accountability interact with the professional lives of teachers. 

CONCLUSION 
 In this chapter I have presented my overall assessment of the educational 

literature concerning accountability to better situate my investigation of the professional 

lives of Glendale teachers.  Although there has been a proliferation of discourse 

concerning the promises and problems of test-centric systems of accountability, much is 

still not known about how such systems interact with local contexts to influence the day-

to-day professional lives, especially at the elementary level.  Prior to offering a 

description of the localized responses to state systems of accountability at both the 

district- and school- level at Glendale Elementary in Chapter Three, in the next chapter, I 

outline the methodological details of this investigation. 

 

NOTES 
1America 2000 was later supported by President Bill Clinton. 

2Students are afforded up to eight opportunities to pass the “Exit TAAS” in order to 

graduate.   
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Chapter Two 

The Study 

In this chapter I offer methodological details of this three-year ethnographic 

study.  Because of the circumstances surrounding my placement at Glendale Elementary, 

I begin this chapter by describing my twin researcher roles at the school.   I follow this by 

providing information concerning my general methodological orientation and a 

description of the research methods that I employed to better understand how the TAS 

interacts with the professional lives of teachers at Glendale. TWIN, COMPLIMENTARY 

RESEARCH ROLES  

That I ended up at Glendale Elementary School in Twin Oaks ISD was not of my 

own doing.  My entry into the school was facilitated through my work as a researcher on 

a major, cross-site research and evaluation project.  As part of a team of researchers, each 

of whom was located in an individual school across one major metropolitan area, I was 

assigned to research and to evaluate Glendale Elementary School’s involvement with a 

major systemic school-based reform project over a three-year period.  Thus, over these 

past three years I have maintained two distinct yet complimentary roles as researcher at 

Glendale Elementary School.  The first role, and the role that brought me to Glendale 

Elementary, is that of investigator for a multi-year research and evaluation project. The 

second role is that of a Ph.D. candidate conducting his dissertation research on teachers’ 

professional lives in an era of increased educational accountability.  

A major impetus for Glendale’s involvement in the reform project was the school 

principal’s desire to bolster the professional knowledge and professional capacities of 

teachers. Over the three-year funding cycle of the reform grant, Glendale Elementary 

focused most of their reform attention, and grant funds, on bolstering teachers’ 

professional knowledge and capacities primarily in the area of literacy.  This focus on 
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teacher knowledge and teacher professional capacity provided a clear inroad to my own 

investigation of teachers’ professional lives in an era of increased accountability. Thus, 

the complimentary nature of my researcher roles involves the intersection between the 

focus of my dissertation research on issues related to teacher identity and teacher 

knowledge and one of the three “imperatives” of the systemic reform project. 

The complimentary nature of my researcher roles at Glendale was further 

facilitated by the adopted research orientation of the research and evaluation project.  As 

a member of this project, I enacted a “reflective transfer” (Argyris and Schön, 1996) 

research orientation.  This reflective-transfer orientation is an “ action-based” research 

orientation (see for example, Carr and Kemmis, 1986) that is wedded to issues of action 

and agency through processes of reflective engagements with teachers and 

administrators. Rather than passively viewing local actions related to the systemic reform 

project enacted at Glendale as stable “treatments” and then merely reporting on them, I 

continuously engaged in reflection-focused conversations with teachers and 

administrators about their actions related to the reform initiatives.  Akin to the late 

Donald Schön’s (1983, 1987) “reflection- in-action,” such a research orientation helped 

me get closer to the complexities embedded in the teachers’ daily work through a 

constant framing and re-framing of problems they faced, and possible solutions to these 

problems. This reflective transfer, or reflection- in-action research orientation, combined 

with my prolonged ethnographic engagement with teachers and administrators at 

Glendale, not only brought me closer to the teachers’ lived experiences as they related to 

their day-to-day professional lives, but also helped me to develop a deeper understanding 

of how the TAS influences teachers’ classroom practices.       

Furthermore, this reflective transfer orientation coupled with my long-term 

ethnographic engagement with Glendale also meant that I was able to be actively 

engaged in reciprocal relations with the school in general, and with teachers in particular.  

Rather than simply sitting back passively with my pen, pad of paper, and tape recorder, I 
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actively participated in the daily lives of teachers.  I worked closely with administrators 

and teachers as they formulated instructional plans for an after-school TAAS test tutoring 

program, which was partially funded through the reform monies.  To further immerse 

myself, I tutored a small group of fourth-grade students over a one-month period.  In 

addition, I served as a reading tutor in an in-school tutoring project for kindergarten, first, 

and second grade struggling readers.  Along with a small cadre of community volunteers, 

made up largely of retired members of the community, I tutored a second-grade 

struggling reader twice a week for the entire school year. Through these engagements, I 

was able to establish credibility and trust among teachers not only as a researcher, but as 

a primary-grade teacher with whom they spoke often about their own classroom practices 

and experiences.  

METHODOLOGY: ETHNOGRAPHY 
Ethnography necessitates the asking of the question, “What is the culture of this 

group (Patton, 1990)?” To understand how Glendale teachers experience conditions of 

increased accountability, I viewed their actions as socio-cultural behaviors shaped by a 

unique set of circumstances forged through a complex interaction among the individuals 

in the school, the local community, and a plethora of more macro- level forces—not the 

least of which being the state’s accountability system.  This notion of viewing teachers’ 

actions as socio-cultural behavior is central to ethnography.  

This ethnographic inquiry was guided by nine criteria for a “good ethnography” 

as put forth by Spindler and Spindler (1987): 

1.  Observations are contextualized. 

2.  Hypotheses emerge in situ as the study goes on. 

3.  Observation is prolonged and repetitive. 
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4.  Through interviews, observations, and other procedures, the “native view” of 

reality is obtained. 

5.  Knowledge is elicited from informant-participants in a systemic fashion. 

6.  Instruments, codes, schedules, questionnaires, agenda for interviews, and so 

forth are generated in situ as a result of inquiry.   

7.  A transcultural, comparative perspective is frequently an unstated assumption.  

8.  The ethnographer makes explicit what is implicit and tacit to informants. 

9.  The interviewer/researcher must not predetermine responses by the kinds of 

questions asked (p. 18). 

These nine criteria guided the methods used to generate as well as to analyze the data. 

DATA GENERATION METHODS 
Throughout this three-year investigation, I generated data through a variety of 

ethnographic research methods. I conducted countless one-on-one and focus-group 

interviews with teachers, district- and school- level administrators, parents, community 

members, and a school board member. I conducted numerous systematic classroom 

observations and analyzed both district- and school- level curriculum documents.  I also 

drew on data from teacher and parent surveys conducted through the systemic reform 

project.  

INTERVIEWS 
 Throughout this investigation both in my role as evaluator of the school’s 

involvement with the systemic reform project and in my role as Ph.D student conducting 

his dissertation research, I conducted interviews without a standard interview instrument 

or protocol.  Rather than simply asking teachers questions from a list, I constantly tried to 
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engage teachers, administrators, and community members in purpose-filled, open-ended  

conversations.  When I did enter an interview with a set of questions, most often these 

questions were focused on allowing informants to either clarify what they said previously 

(e.g., “In our last interview you said….Can you tell me more about that?”), or corroborate 

what another informant said (e.g., “Last week, Ms. _____ told me that Principal Brown 

asked all teachers to do….  What did Principal Brown ask you?”).   Thus, the initial phase 

of most interviews might correctly be characterized as “semi-structured” in that they were 

guided by a set of basic questions or issues that I wanted to explore.  In terms of record 

keeping, I tape recorded all extended interviews with informants.  However, because of 

the hurried nature of school life, most question and answer sessions with teachers or 

administrators were conducted quickly during short respites in the daily schedule, for 

example, in the hallway or teachers’ lounge. In these instances, I did not tape record their 

responses, but recorded their responses in my field note journal. 

OBSERVATIONS 
 I did not utilize any sort of structured recording procedures during my many 

observations.  Rather, I took copious field notes based on my time spent observing 

classrooms.  Although I focused much of my attention during these observations on what 

the teachers did and said, I also took particular note of the classroom environment as a 

whole.  While observing in classrooms, I frequently circulated about the room and 

interacted with both the teachers and the children at the appropriate times.  On many 

occasions I sought out children in the classroom to explain to me the nature of the activity 

in which they were involved.  Throughout the 2000-2001 school year, I spent an average 

of three days a week in classrooms conducting observations.  



   

42 

In addition to interviewing teachers and school- and district- level administrators, I 

also consulted local community members, knowledgeable about Glendale Elementary, to 

serve as informants about the school context.  These informants, each of whom is a long-

time resident of the Twin Oaks community, included a school board member, parents of 

children at the school, community members in the school’s tutoring program, and local 

businesspersons.  These community informants provided me with useful insights into the 

Glendale Elementary community and they were able to steer me toward new information 

concerning community issues that influenced school district policy.   

Throughout the data generation process, data were continually “triangulated.”  

Fetterman (1989) describes the process of triangulation as an approach through which the 

researcher tests one source of information against another to strip away alternative, rival 

explanations.  Through this approach, I worked to ensure both the quality and accuracy of 

the data.  

Field notes, which Yin (1984) calls the fundamental database for case studies and 

qualitative research, were gathered through out the length of this three-year investigation.  

At the end of each school day, I transcribed these field notes into a computer data base.  

Each data entry was given a descriptor and these descriptors were later used for data 

analysis purposes.  Through the constant recording of field notes, I generated emergent, 

or working, hypotheses and then challenged them through further interactions with 

informants.  

The relationship between the data generated through interviews and the data 

generated through participant observation was interactive.  In other words, I cross-

referenced the information teachers shared with me during interviews with what I 
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observed in other settings.  I routinely “member checked” early themes which emerged 

through these interactive processes.  These member checks, or what Atkinson (1995) 

refers to as “respondent validation,” consisted of my asking informants about the validity 

of the accounts I was creating based on interviews, observations, and document analyses.  

CASE STUDIES  
Because there are over 35 teachers at Glendale Elementary, I entered this research 

with the full realization that I could not hope to represent how all Glendale teachers 

experience systems of accountability and how these experiences shape their classroom 

practices.  To avoid offering superficial- level accounts of how all Glendale teachers are 

experiencing accountability, I decided to focus more closely on five “case study” 

teachers1.  These five teachers, each of whom taught at a different grade level, became 

my “point persons” throughout this investigation.  That is to say, I turned to these 

teachers whenever I had general questions about district- or school- level curriculum 

policy.  If responses among these three teachers varied, I would then turn to other 

Glendale teachers for further responses.  

Furthermore, I drew on the data collected through these five case studies to 

compare and contrast the experiences and practices of other teachers at Glendale.  The 

information gathered through more in-depth one-on-one interviews and more extended 

classroom observations with these five case study teachers served as a springboard to 

interviews with other Glendale teachers.  Conversely, I routinely brought to the case 

study other Glendale teachers’ statements or my perceptions regarding what I observed in 

other classrooms.  In many ways, the five case study teachers helped me more clearly 

interpret the statements made by other Glendale teachers, and also clarify the teaching 
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practices I was observing in other classrooms.   In the end, these five case study teachers 

assisted me in the co-construction of descriptions of how Glendale teachers experience 

conditions of increased accountability. 

The selection of these five case study teachers was “purposive” (Erlandson, 

Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 1993), rather than random.  Each of the five case study teachers 

is a veteran teacher who has been at Glendale for at least six years.  Thus, each of the six 

case study teachers has experienced, firsthand, efforts initiated by the district to bolster 

student achievement levels (more information on these efforts provided in Chapter 

Three). In terms of total years of experience teaching at the primary-grade level, the 

teachers ranged in years of experience from 15 to 20 years.  To select the five teachers, I 

drew on recommendations of other teachers at the school as well as the school’s principal 

and assistant principal. While these teachers may not represent the five “best” teachers at 

Glendale, their colleagues frequently described them in extremely positive ways.2 

In addition to the more standard methods of ethnography, such as interviews and 

observation, I also drew on the narrative inquiry methods of Connelly and Clandinin 

(1988, 1999) in my explorations of these five case studies.  In particular, I asked the five 

case study teachers to share their life histories, or what I call “school- life narratives,” 

related to their own schooling and becoming a teacher.  Secondly, I asked the five case 

study teachers to develop images or metaphors of both their classrooms and their 

teaching practices.   

These school- life narratives become useful because, as Jean Clandinin (1986) 

points out,  
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[They] contain various threads that knit a kind of continuity and unity in our 

personal professional lives….they are particular orderings of prior experience, brought to 

bear on new situations.  As such these orderings yield new ways of telling a story of who 

we are and how it is that we are doing what we are doing (p. 11). 

In the first phase of this school- life narrative process, then, I asked teachers to 

share with me their earliest recollections of school. I also asked the five teachers to 

describe any and all experiences, either in or out of school, that might have influenced 

their decision to become a teacher.  Lastly, I asked each of the five teachers to describe 

their teacher preparation experiences in addition to their first years of teaching.  Although 

I made sure to ask all five case study teachers to discuss these common themes (i.e., 

Their earliest school recollections, experiences connected to the desire to become a 

teacher, experiences during their teacher preparation, and experiences in their first years 

of teaching), all of the teachers mentioned their families as well as other experiences in 

these school- life narratives.   

In order to explore how the five case study teachers viewed themselves as 

teachers, or their teacher identities, I also asked them to develop images and metaphors of 

their classrooms and practices (Connelly & Clandinin, 1988).  I viewed these images and 

metaphors as “figurative tropes” (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996, p. 84) that might help me 

more clearly access how teachers experience conditions of increased accountability.  

Connelly and Clandinin (1988), drawing upon Lakoff and Johnson’s (1980) Metaphors 

We Live By, refer to such imagery as:   

something within our experience, embodied in us as persons and expressed and 

enacted in our practices and actions.  Situations call forth our images from our 
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narratives of experience, and these images are available to use as guides to future 

action.  An image reaches into the past, gathering up experiential threads 

meaningfully connected to the present.  And it reaches intentionally into the 

future and creates new meaningfully connected threads as situations are 

experienced and new situations anticipated from the perspective of the image (p. 

60).   

 The use of these figurative tropes by teachers in the course of this research proved 

deserving of analytical attention because of their grounding in the “socially shared 

knowledge and conventional usage” (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996, p. 84).  Such imagery 

unveiled shared understandings and situated realities of the teachers that might not 

otherwise be revealed.  Conversely, a failed or mixed metaphor also revealed levels of 

ignorance not otherwise seen (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996).    

Thus, unlike the other Glendale teachers, I asked the case study teachers to 

produce, in writing a central image of their classroom and their teaching.  To prompt 

teachers I drew on examples of images and metaphors used by teachers in Connelly and 

Clandinin’s (1988) research.  These examples included “classroom as home” (p. 60) and 

“teaching as mountaineering” (p. 71-74).  

With two teachers, I drew upon the pattern found in Margaret Wise Brown’s 

(1949) The Important Book, to assist them in generating images and metaphors of 

themselves as teachers and of their practices.  The book was known to many of the 

primary-grade teachers because it was used during a professional development workshop 

that I attended with the second and third grade teachers.  Drawing on the pattern in 

Margaret Wise Brown’s book, I asked teachers to complete the following:  “The 
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important thing about teaching is _______ .  Teaching is _________,  __________, and 

_________. But the important thing about teaching is (repeat of first line).”  After 

teachers completed this activity, I interviewed them about the meanings and significance 

of their statements.  

DATA ANALYSIS   
Utilizing a “cultural perspective” (Wolcott, 1980) when interpreting and 

analyzing data, I constantly developed possible themes or ways to organize the data for 

representation over the three years of this research.  Thus, data analysis became a sorting 

procedure, through which I was constantly searching for “patterned regularities” 

(Wolcott, 1994).   As the teachers shared their experiences, ideas, metaphors, life 

histories, and philosophies related to their teaching lives, special attention was paid to 

how they constructed their narratives.  In particular, special attention was paid to see how 

key events and other social actors were represented through these narratives of 

experience.  As I explored the relationships between social processes involved in their 

professional teaching lives as well as their personal lives, my analysis approached what 

Denzin (1989) refers to as “interpretive interactionalism.”  

Another significant aspect of data analysis, which strengthened the reflexive 

aspect of this research, was my reliance upon the perspectives from outside the 

immediate research setting.  To gather these outside perspectives, I drew upon a small 

group of scholars, researchers, and friends whose interests paralleled my own.   Many of 

the researchers in this small group were part of the same multi-sited research and 

evaluation team assessing the impact of the major systemic reform project. Through 

interactions with this “peer debriefing group” (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 
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1993), I was able to receive feedback that helped me refine, challenge, and even redirect 

certain aspects of the data analysis.    

In the process coding of the data, particular attention would be paid to how ideas 

were communicated by those interviewed.  As was stated above, the two principal forms 

of data that were generated by teachers included interviews and observations along with 

teacher explications of their images and metaphors of their classrooms and their practice.   

I repeatedly cross-referenced these texts through semiotic analysis (Denzin, 1987).  

Manning refers to this as a “mode of analysis that seeks to understand how signs perform 

or convey meaning in context” (p. 25).  I used this semiotic approach to look at and 

cross-reference the specialized vocabularies produced by the teachers in both the 

extended interviews and in their descriptions of their central images of classroom and of 

practice.  I then drew upon these vocabularies, or signs, to make sense of classroom 

practices.  One example of this cross-referencing, semiotic analysis took place with Anne 

Blair, a first-grade case study teacher.  Because she used the image of a restaurant to 

describe her classroom, I drew upon this image, or semiotic sign to describe her 

classroom practices.  Particular attention was paid to how she “served up” instruction and 

how she provided children with a “menu” of strategies from which to choose when they 

encountered a new or difficult text.  

CONCLUSION 

In this chapter, I provided information concerning my general methodological 

orientation as well as detailed description of the research methods that I employed to 

better understand how the TAS interacts with the professional lives of teachers at 

Glendale. Because of the circumstances surrounding my placement at Glendale 



   

49 

Elementary, I also described my twin researcher roles at the school.  Having offered the 

methodological details of this three-year ethnographic study, I now move to the first 

research question guiding this investigation: What is the nature of the localized response 

among Twin Oaks community and district- and school- level leaders to the TAS?  
 

 

NOTES 
1Due to space constraints and redundancy, I present in-depth data from only three of 

these cases in Chapter Four.  

2More information about these case study teachers is provided in Chapters Five through 

Seven.  
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Chapter Three 

Twin Oaks I.S.D. and Glendale Elementary:  

A Local History and a Shifting Response to Accountability 

In this chapter I offer an analysis of the recent history of the Twin Oaks 

community as well as Glendale Elementary, as related to more recent moves toward 

increased educational accountability.  To a large degree, “the story” of Twin Oaks and 

Glendale Elementary revolves around dramatically shifting demographics.  During the 

past 15 years, the Twin Oaks community has evolved from a quiet, sparsely populated, 

predominantly Anglo, suburban community to a busy, densely populated, ethnically 

diverse, urban community.  As I discovered through a review of district- and school- level 

documents and through interviews with administrators, teachers, and long-time Twin 

Oaks residents, this demographic shift significantly shaped how district-level leaders 

responded to the nascent accountability movement in Texas.  Along with the initiation of 

the present educational accountability system in the early 1990s, the changing 

demographics in Twin Oaks provided a powerful incentive to reform district schools, 

including Glendale Elementary.  

In addition to providing background information on both the Twin Oaks 

community and Glendale Elementary, in this chapter I also address the first of the two 

questions guiding this research: What is the nature of the localized response among Twin 

Oaks community and district- and school- level leaders to the TAS?  After an extensive 

review of district documents, along with numerous interviews with veteran teachers, 

administrators, community members, and even a school board member, I discovered that 
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district- level leaders’ responses to the accountability system have shifted significant ly in 

recent years.  Through a comparative analysis of the district’s varied responses to the 

TAS, I discerned two distinctive responses: a student-focused response and a ratings-

focused response.  

What most distinguishes the discourses that advance each of these two responses 

to the accountability system are the vastly different underlying assumptions concerning 

children, teachers, and the value ascribed to curricula and pedagogy.  After providing a 

brief history of the Twin Oaks district and Glendale Elementary, I offer a detailed 

description of these two responses and the assumptions that seemed to drive each 

response. The information provided through the answering of this investigation’s first 

question (i.e., What is the nature of the localized response among Twin Oaks community 

and district- and school- level leaders to the TAS?) sets the stage for this research’s 

second question: How have Glendale teachers experienced and perhaps been influenced 

by this response? 

TWIN OAKS: A COMMUNITY IN TRANSITION 
Located 20 minutes from downtown Houston, Twin Oaks I.S.D. encompasses 

approximately 44 square miles and is home to approximately 180,000 residents.  

According to data provided by the Texas Education Agency (T.E.A., 2001), the school 

district has a total student population of 31,659, and well over half that population 

(18,476) attends one of the 25 elementary schools. The Twin Oaks school district’s 

student population is 49% Hispanic, 37% White, 7% Asian, and 6% African American.   

In interviews, district- and school- level administrators and teachers as well as long-time 

Twin Oaks residents repeatedly described the demographic shift over the past ten to 
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fifteen years in Twin Oaks as “dramatic” or “drastic.”  Although the district had a history 

of population fluctuations, mostly due to ups and downs in the oil industry in the 1970s 

and early 1980s, the demographics of the area in terms of ethnicity and socio-economic 

status (SES) remained mostly constant1.  A review of district documents confirmed that 

as recently as ten years ago, Twin Oaks was predominately White and middle- to upper-

middle class.   

However, in the late 1980s as the Houston metropolitan area continued to grow 

outward—toward Twin Oaks—and affordable housing in the city became more difficult 

to find, real estate developers turned their attention to the open tracts of land found in 

Twin Oaks. In terms of housing, these developments took the form of large, multi- family 

apartment complexes that offered something that had previously been unavailable in 

Twin Oaks: an abundance of low-cost housing.  As a result, Twin Oaks received an 

influx of new residents, but these new residents were neither middle-class nor White.  

Rather, these new residents were predominately lower- income and Hispanic.  

Furthermore, an increasingly large percentage of the newly arriving residents to Twin 

Oaks were recently-arrived immigrants, many coming from Mexico.  In one interview, a 

long-time resident of Twin Oaks, who is also a volunteer tutor at Glendale, commented, 

“…[T]he faces that we see in the streets [of Twin Oaks] are different than they were even 

just a few years ago.” 

The vast majority of these “new faces” in Twin Oaks, however, are concentrated 

(some in the community openly suggest “segregated,”) in specific areas within the 

community.  The areas in which there are concentrations of low-income families of color 

are north of an East-West Interstate corridor that literally and figuratively divides the 



   

53 

Twin Oaks community in half.  On the south side of this Interstate corridor is 

neighborhood after neighborhood of large homes with equally large, well-maintained 

lawns, gated communities, walled town-home complexes, and retail businesses that cater 

to an upscale clientele. On the north side is a concentration of fast- food chains, discount 

retail outlets, low-cost ethnic restaurants (e.g., Mexican and Americanized Asian 

restaurants) and large, low-cost apartment complexes.  Traversing the Twin Oaks 

community by car on any north-south thoroughfare, one can quickly sense a difference in 

terms of economic status when crossing the Interstate corridor.  Glendale Elementary is 

located north of this Interstate corridor. 

Long-time residents, especially those who have been involved in school board 

politics, frequently commented that nothing draws the ire of the community more than 

issues concerning the reconfiguring of school boundaries in ways that challenge the 

current north-south, Hispanic-White, low income-high income divide.  Specifically, 

controversy is generated when school boundary lines are drawn in such a way that 

requires students to cross the interstate.  However, the controversy is largely a “one-way 

issue,” according to one Twin Oaks resident.  That is to say, the ire over interstate 

crossing emanates exclusively from the White, middle-to-upper middle class segments of 

the community who live south of the interstate and who actively oppose any boundary 

proposal that would mean sending their children to schools north of the interstate. One 

Twin Oaks resident characterized the issue of interstate crossing as “politically charged,” 

whereas another characterized it as a “red button issue.”  Another long-time resident even 

claimed that such proposals have resulted in death threats being directed at district- level 

officials responsible for such interstate crossing boundary proposals.  
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A north-south comparison of the 25 elementary school also reveals some 

interesting differences in terms of school size and ratings and student demographics.  A 

district-wide review of school size reveals that the larger the percentage of Hispanic or 

African-American students, the larger the overall school population.  Take, for example, 

one particular elementary school located in the wealthiest section of Twin Oaks.   Of the 

six elementary schools in this area, five have student population that range from 440 to 

596; however, this particular elementary school has 724 students. A review of the 

demographics of this school reveals that unlike the other smaller, mostly Anglo-

populated elementary schools in the area, 79% of its student population is Hispanic.  

Thus, there seem to be two obvious trends when one compares schools on the north side 

of the interstate with those on the south side: (1) the larger the student population, the 

more likely it is that that student population consists of low-income children of color; and 

(2) the larger the school, the less likely it is that school has earned an “Exemplary” or 

“Recognized” rating.  

A “STORIED” HISTORY 
In interviews with community members, frequent references are made to the 

history of high quality schools in Twin Oaks.  Long-time residents often wax romantic 

about the “good old days” when nearly all Twin Oaks high school graduates went on to 

college and the high schools were recognized as some of the best, not only in the state, 

but in the nation.  One long-time resident, and a volunteer in Glendale’s tutoring 

program, stated, “People in [Twin Oaks] have always been very education oriented.”  

This volunteer’s comment concerning the historically strong support for public schools 

among the residents of Twin Oaks is supported by the relatively high level of financial 
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support given to the public schools by the community.  Although many Twin Oaks 

residents complain openly about the high taxes they pay for district schools, there seems 

also to be an equal amount of pride over this level of community support. These claims of 

high taxes were confirmed by a 2001 report published in the local newspaper that stated 

that Twin Oaks residents indeed paid the highest per capita tax rates in the entire Houston 

metropolitan area.   

THE GLENDALE NEIGHBORHOOD/BARRIO 
When questioned about the neighborhoods surrounding Glendale Elementary, 

indeed about the very neighborhoods in which the children who attend Glendale live, 

teachers and administrators frequently spoke of them as “dangerous places.”  Citing 

poverty as the principal cause, teachers and administrators spoke of gang-related activity, 

crime, rampant drug and alcohol abuse, even child abuse. When I informed these same 

people tha t I intended to live in a neighborhood apartment complex near the school, 

teacher after teacher spoke with trepidation about my decision.  Several teachers 

characterized the neighborhood as “bad,” or at least, “are not the best place to live.” After 

informing another Anglo teacher about my visit to one particular complex, she told me 

flatly, “You wouldn’t want to live there.”  Teacher after teacher offered me advice about 

where to look and several teachers even drew maps highlighting areas of Twin Oaks that 

were well away from the “dangers” of the Glendale neighborhoods. 

GLENDALE ELEMENTARY 
The newly attached façade of Glendale Elementary School belies the fact that the 

school has served the Twin Oaks community for over 40 years.  A walk through the 

open-air hallways reveals color- filled classrooms, computer labs filled with the latest in 
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computer technology, and a high-ceilinged library that is extremely well resourced.  Pre-

kindergarten through fifth-grade children dressed in some combination of the school’s 

red, white, and blue uniform dress code greet visitors with a friendly smile and a “hello,” 

or “hola.” Although the school serves a predominately low-income, Latino community, 

many of whom are recent immigrants to the U.S., nothing on the school’s surface projects 

the image of a “poor” urban school.   

Whereas the overall student population of the district as a whole might well be 

characterized as ethnically and economically diverse,” Glendale’s student population is 

predominantly low-income and Hispanic. Glendale has a student population that is 74% 

Hispanic, 14% White, 9% African-American, and 3% Asian/Pacific Islander (T.E.A., 

2001).  Seventy-five percent of the student population is classified by the state as 

“economically disadvantaged” and 57% of the students at Glendale qualify as “at risk of 

dropping out of school,” according to state compensatory education guidelines.  These 

state guidelines stipulate that students can be considered “at risk” if they have ever been 

retained, are of limited English proficient (LEP), have failed any portion of the TAAS 

test, have an identified learning disability, or have ever received social service attention 

due to physical, psychological, or sexual abuse.  

At present, Glendale Elementary bares little resemblance, both in terms of the 

physical plant and the overall student population, to the Glendale of fifteen years ago.  

District documents reveal that between the 1983-84 and 2000-2001 school years, 

Glendale’s overall student population nearly doubled while the percentage of Hispanic 

student rose from less than 15% to 74%.  At the same time, the percentage of students 

classified by the state as low-income has risen over threefold, from 24% to 75%.  
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In addition, more than one in four children at the school move to another school or is new 

to Glendale Elementary.  Although TEA data shows that the school’s “mobility rate” has 

decreased slightly since the early 1990s (see Appendix A), most teachers still see the 

student population as extremely fluid.  This view surfaced in interviews when a veteran 

first-grade teacher reported that she was shocked that she could locate only 14 of her 

former first-grade students in third through fifth grade classes.  When I asked Christine, a 

third-grade case-study teacher, to review the fourth- and fifth-grade rosters for her former 

students, she responded,  

In fifth grade I can only come up with about five or six [students] that I had as 

third graders.  In fourth grade there are a few more.  There’s maybe 13 out of 

about 19.  But, see, the last two years I’ve had 14 changes in my roster by 

Christmas and spring break.  Fourteen changes.  Adds or subtracts.  So that 

mobility factor is still big.  We’re not teaching the same, we’re not testing the 

same kids that we’ve prepared.   

The overall percentage of the Glendale student population classified as “recent 

immigrants” has also risen dramatically in recent years.  Students classify as recent 

immigrants if they have been living in the U.S. for less than three years.  According to 

Title VII information (Title VII is a federal program that provides funds to schools with 

large immigrant populations), 10% of the children at Glendale are recent immigrants. 

Over half of these children are in kindergarten and first grade, and 85% arrived in the 

U.S. from Mexico. When I asked a select group of teachers who teach English language 

learners in kindergarten through fifth grade to estimate the overall percentage of the 

children at Glendale who were born outside of the U.S., however, their responses ranged 
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from 40% to 60%.  These estimates could not be confirmed because these data are not 

collected by the state or the school district.    

A review of Glendale Elementary’s TAAS test data between the 1994 and 2001 

school years reveals steady gains in test scores for all student groups as well as progress 

toward closing the achievement gaps between student groups (see Appendix B). Except 

for 1997, in every year since the inception of the current Texas accountability scheme, 

Glendale has earned an “Acceptable” rating from the T.E.A. based on the students’ 

performance on the TAAS test. In 1997, the school earned the higher “Recognized” 

rating.  These steady improvements have taken place despite the continued pressures 

exerted on the school by issues of poverty, mobility, and language (see Appendix A).   

As Appendix A demonstrates, each year over a quarter of the student population 

either leaves or newly enrolls at Glendale.  The overall percentage of “economically 

disadvantaged” students as has the overall percentage of students who have limited 

proficiency in English. While the pressures exerted on the school by language and 

poverty have increased, the overall percentage of students exempted from the TAAS test 

because of language or special education issues has decreased significantly. 

GLENDALE AS A RESEARCH SITE 
For the purposes of investigating how teachers experience conditions of increased 

accountability, Glendale proved to be a very robust site.  One reason involves the relative 

stability of the teaching staff since the early 1990s (even the mid-1980s).  The second 

reason, explored below, has to do with the varied nature of the responses to the state’s 

accountability system by district-level leaders. Despite the dramatic—and rapid—

demographic shift in the population of children who attend Glendale Elementary, the 
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overall makeup of the teaching staff changed little during this same period.  At present, 

over half of the school’s 42 teachers have more than eleven years of teaching experience 

at Glendale.  Seventeen percent of the teaching staff has over 20 years of teaching 

experience.  In an interview, the principal described the teaching staff at Glendale as 

“very experienced.” A review of the hiring patterns over the past ten years reveals that, 

on average, only two beginning teachers are hired per year. In terms of the ethnic make 

up of the teaching staff, 76% of the 42 person teaching staff is White and 17% is 

Hispanic.  One teacher at the school is African American and two teachers are Asian-

American.  In terms of gender makeup of the teaching staff, 91% of the teaching staff are 

female.  There are only four male teachers (9%) at Glendale.  A review of district 

information concerning teachers reveals that the makeup of the Glendale teaching staff 

mirrors closely the makeup of the entire Twin Oaks I.S.D. in terms of ethnicity, gender, 

and years of experience.  Thus, the Glendale Elementary teaching staff has remained 

relatively stable for more than a decade, since the state first introduced the current 

accountability sys tem.   

RESPONSE TO DEMOGRAPHIC SHIFT AND ACCOUNTABILITY 
During the initial year of this three-year ethnographic investigation, I focused on 

the first of my two research questions: What is the nature of the localized response of 

Twin Oaks community and district- and school- level leaders to the TAS?  To answer this 

question, I reviewed both district and school policy and curriculum documents.  I also 

perused the district’s various intra- and inter-net websites where I found curriculum 

information as well as mission statements and district goals.  In addition, I interviewed 

veteran district- and school- level administrators and teachers, long-time members of the 
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community who were active in school affairs, and one school board member.  Based on 

this historical analysis of the local response to the accountability system, I found that the 

“drastic” demographic shift taking place in the district in the late 1980s and early 1990s, 

coupled with the nascent accountability scheme, shaped the district’s initial response to 

the accountability system.   

DEMOGRAPHICS AND THE NEW ACCOUNTABILITY SYSTEM   
In many ways, the demographic shifts that have taken place in the Twin Oaks 

district provided a general framework for the discourse of reform generated district-wide 

and in turn at Glendale.  However, weighing in concurrently with these dramatic 

demographic changes was the initiation of the state’s new accountability system that was 

implemented in 1993-94.  Although teachers and administrators may have been well 

aware of the need for educational reform in the early 1990s due to the dramatic 

demographic shifts taking place in the community, the state’s new accountability system 

provided a powerful incentive for substantive changes to be made.  In other words, 

because the State of Texas began to award district and school ratings based on a dis-

aggregation of TAAS test scores by race and income, simply having a high percentage of 

middle-class White students scoring well on the TAAS test would not earn a school or a 

district a high rating.  

A review of the TAAS test data in the early 1990s showed administrators and 

teachers much more clearly than before that the newly arrived low-income children of 

color were not achieving at levels anywhere close the levels at which middle-class White 

students were achieving. In the Twin Oaks district in the 1993-1994 school year, 83% of 
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the White students passed all portions of the TAAS test, while only 41% of African-

American students, and 47% of Hispanic students passed each portion on the TAAS test.  

  Based on these data, then, a litany of reform efforts yielded programmatic 

adoptions, and changes and waves of professional development opportunities for 

teachers.  These programmatic adoptions and changes along with a plethora of 

professional development opportunities were designed primarily to meet the educational 

needs of a new student population by enhancing and expanding the professional 

capacities of the teachers. Through an analysis of these demographic- and accountability-

initiated reforms, I found that three key assumptions seemed to underlie the discourse of 

reform over the past ten to fifteen years: (1) reform was needed to address the needs of 

the rapidly changing student population in general, and the needs of the “new” (i.e., the 

low-income English language learner) student in particular; (2) this new student 

population had different and specific educational needs that could best be met through 

child-centric, constructivist pedagogical and leadership models; and (3) teachers, 

especially ve teran teachers, were professionals capable of building their own capacity to 

effectively teach the “new” student.  Noticeably absent from the documents that 

propelled these efforts, as well as from interviews with teachers and administrators, were 

explicit references to either the TAAS test, or the district or school ratings.   

MEETING THE EDUCATIONAL NEEDS OF THE “NEW” STUDENTS  
Interviews with teachers and school- and district- level administrators, as well as a 

review of school and district documents revealed numerous and sustained district-

initiated efforts in the early 1990s that were designed to enhance teachers’ understanding 

of the multifaceted nature of learning and the acquisition and representation of 
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knowledge.  Moreover, these reform efforts were designed to push teachers to recognize 

and adapt their teaching to the social and emotional needs as well as the academic, even 

cognitive needs of the “new” students.  A clear example of the former were the district-

funded TRIBES (Gibbs, 1987) workshops that were provided for all teachers and 

administrators at Glendale. These were district- initiated workshops in which teachers and 

administrators received a significant amount of professional development in areas known 

as “brain-based teaching” and “multiple- intelligences teaching.” In the earliest stages of 

Twin Oaks I.S.D.’s response to the demographic shift and the accountability system, 

there seemed to be a collective belief among district leaders that only through more 

cognitively-complex, culturally-responsive forms of teaching would the needs of the new 

students be met.  

Every Glendale teacher over the past four years has been required to attend a 

district-sponsored TRIBES training.  At this professional development workshop teachers 

received a book titled TRIBES: A New Way of Learning and Being Together by Jeanne 

Gibbs (1987).  Brenda Brown, the principal of Glendale, described how the district 

“whole-heartedly backed” this district-wide initiative because it targeted character 

education that addressed specific areas such as cooperation and values formation.  The 

book jacket proclaims, however, that this program “blends the fields of group process and 

cooperative learning; prevention and resiliency; learning theory and school change into a 

comprehensive, meaningful whole” (p. III).   New teachers hired at Glendale during the 

2000-2001 and 2001-2002 school years were still required to attend district-sponsored 

TRIBES workshops. 
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 Not surprisingly, some teachers incorporated the tenets of TRIBES into their daily 

teachings and routines more than others; however, each teacher that was asked to 

describe how they incorporated TRIBES into their teaching could list several examples. 

Veteran teachers who had received TRIBES training often mentioned using guidelines to 

conduct class meetings or to settle classroom issues or disputes.  One fifth-grade African-

American teacher seemed to exemplify the idea that in order to address a child’s 

educational needs a teacher must also, and in some cases, first address his or her social 

and emotional needs.  This same teacher opined, “Until you let kids know you care, they 

won’t make the necessary investment [of time and energy] to be a high achiever.”  

Although this teacher did not attach any descriptor to the children she was referring to, 

other teachers are more explicit in their assignation of importance to the concepts 

embedded in TRIBES for the mostly low-income children of color at Glendale.  

To challenge teachers’ traditional understandings of teaching and learning, the 

district also devoted a significant amount of time and resources to promote more 

expansive notions of cognition and knowledge representation designed specifically to 

create more opportunities for academic success for low-income children of color.  For 

example, teachers and administrators received numerous and sustained professional 

development under the rubric of what is called “brain-based teaching” or “brain-

compatible teaching” (see for example, Caine & Caine, 1994; Chipman, 1986;  

Sylwester, 1995). A central tenet of the “brain-based teaching,” and one that is frequently 

cited by Glendale teachers, is the creation of learning environments with a distinct 

“absence of threat.”  This tenet holds that children think the most clearly in stress-free 

classroom conditions (Caine & Caine, 1994; Chipman, 1986).  For teachers at Glendale, 
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this concept means creating and maintaining learning environments in which students 

feel comfortable to participate or not to participate.  As a result of the district’s move to 

embrace “brain-based teaching,” a “right to pass” rule was adopted in 1999 as not only a 

school- level rule at Glendale, but also at the learning community level.  This rule was 

posted in each Glendale classroom and teachers were expected to communicate this rule 

to children. Without being prompted by their teachers, I observed many children saying 

“pass” when called on in the classroom, and on numerous occasions even observed 

teachers reminding children that they had the option to “pass” if they chose.  In follow-up 

interviews with these teachers, they confirmed that they had acquired this technique in a 

district-sponsored brain-based teaching workshop.  Over the duration of this three-year 

investigation, however, this “right to pass” rule was invoked less and less by teachers and 

children alike. 

Based on an analysis of district-level documents and teacher interviews, I also 

learned that the district invested heavily in the notion of “multiple- intelligences”-based 

teaching.  Veteran teachers at every grade level stated that they had attended workshops 

designed to help them incorporate instructional strategies to address children’s “multiple 

intelligences” (Gardner, 1983).   When teachers were asked to describe their teaching and 

the sources of their ideas about teaching and learning, many made direct reference to the 

multiple- intelligences workshops they had attended.   Whereas many teachers admitted 

that that the information garnered through these professional development opportunities 

led to subtle changes in the ir teaching, most agreed that the content pushed them to find 

alternative ways for students to experience success in the classroom.  This was especially 

true for students who routinely struggled through more traditional modes of instruction.   
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For other teachers, however, the knowledge they gained through numerous 

multiple- intelligences workshops meant pushing traditional curricular boundaries.  For 

example, one veteran teacher drew on the concepts of multiple intelligences teaching to 

incorporate the arts in the curriculum. This teacher, who describes herself as “musically 

inclined,” stated that she frequently utilizes drawing, singing, and rhythm in the 

classroom as instructional vehicles to deliver the curriculum to the students.  She 

emphasized, “It’s not just singing and dancing…they’re learning.”  She then winced as 

she was forced to admit that she is not able to utilize such modes of instruction as often as 

she would like due to more recent administrative mandates with regard to TAAS test 

preparation: “All that has gone out the window because of ‘holy TAAS.’” Nonetheless, 

she still struggles to find time in her increasingly busy daily schedule to employ the arts 

in delivering the fifth-grade curriculum.  

This belief that each child learns in a different way was also enacted by another 

teacher who, as a result of her belief in multiple intelligences and Principal Brown’s 

“constructivist” leadership style, was able to fund the construction of a nature habitat on 

the grounds of the school.  Driven by the desire to offer the children at Glendale more 

diverse and rich curricular experiences, Carla Smith worked tirelessly to construct an 

outdoor habitat at the school.  After attending a “Project Wild” (for information see 

http://www.projectwild.org/) workshop one summer, Ms. Smith applied for and won a 

grant from the State of Texas to fund the construction of a certified habitat on the 

Glendale campus.  Ms. Smith frequently brought her student to the habitat and used it as 

a venue for integrating subject areas.  However, as the 2000-2001 school year progressed 

and the testing-related mandates increased, Ms. Smith and other teachers took their 
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children to the habitat less and less.  During much of the 2001-2002 school year, the gates 

to the habitat were chained and locked and teachers were discouraged by school- level 

administrators from taking their children to the habitat.  

Equally evident in both the teachers’ talk of multiple intelligences and the 

recognition of the multi- faceted nature of knowledge was an overt constructivist 

orientation of cognition.  This orientation was especially prevalent among the pre-

kindergarten through third-grade teachers. When asked to clarify the idea of 

constructivist teaching, teacher responses included discussions of the developmental 

nature of learning in which students construct knowledge through organized, even 

managed classroom experiences.  In discussions with teachers about the didactic 

materials in their classrooms, “developmentally appropriateness” was often used as a 

referent to describe these materials in positive terms or to critique them.  The concept of 

“developmentally appropriate” surfaced often when teachers discussed the power of the 

“guided reading model” (Fountas and Pinnell, 1996) that has been adopted at Glendale 

through a recent reform initiative.   

TEACHER-AS-PROFESSIONAL MODELS OF PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT   
The discourse of education reform in the Twin Oaks district and in turn at 

Glendale over the past ten years situated teachers as professionals capable of enhancing 

their professional knowledge to accommodate the educational needs of the “new” 

student.  One Glendale administrator who was also a long-time teacher at another school 

in the district spoke of the district-sponsored efforts to promote brain-based and multiple 

intelligences models of curriculum and pedagogy as ways to “re-tool,” even “empower” 

teachers to be stronger professionals.  This same administrator, along with other veteran 
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teachers spoke of receiving the message from district- level administrators that this re-

tooling of teachers would be a time-consuming process. Several teachers and one 

administrator referred to these efforts, initiated by the superintendent, as a “fifteen-year 

plan.”  Teachers and administrators at Glendale spoke of an agreed-upon assumption that 

a shift to cognitively complex, culturally-responsive models of curriculum and pedagogy, 

such as brain-based teaching and multiple- intelligences-based teaching, would take time.  

Furthermore, there seemed to be a shared understanding among teachers and 

administrators that the results of such new models of curriculum and pedagogy, in terms 

of TAAS test scores, would also take time.   Administrators and teachers at Glendale 

explained frequently that enormous amounts of money were spent on what one teacher 

called the “re-education” of teachers.  There was a common understanding among 

teachers and administrators at Glendale that the desired effect of these efforts would be 

new instructional models or teaching strategies that would produce not only deeper levels 

of children’s understanding of curriculum content, but also would bolster the school’s 

TAAS test scores.  

SITE-BASED MANAGEMENT 
 That teachers and school-based administrators were at the center of these reform 

efforts was further demonstrated by the district’s clear and sustained support of site-

based, or school-based, management.  Although the passage of Senate Bill 1 in 1995 

mandated that school districts move in the general direction of site-based management, 

the Twin Oaks superintendent had already invested heavily in site-based management, 

both financially and philosophically. When questioned about the district’s apparent 

emphasis on site-based management, one long-time school board member stated that the 
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district superintendent invested heavily to create what he called “an exemplary site-based 

management model.”  This “exemplary” status, according to this board member, was 

largely the result of the promotional efforts of the Twin Oaks superintendent who took 

great pride in presenting at various state and national professional administrative 

conferences the “Twin Oaks model” of site-based management he had helped to create.   

As a result of these substantive investments in time, energy, and resources, 

structural elements of site-based management are frequently on display at Glendale.  

However, more important than these structural, even rhetorical elements of site-based, 

constructivist models of administrative leadership were the robust philosophical elements 

of site-based management present in the talk of Glendale teachers.  Structurally, each 

Glendale teacher is a member of a “cadre,” a small team of teachers from each grade 

level along with a resource teacher or para-professional.  Each team, or cadre, is charged 

with a different aspect of school management; the cadres meet intermittently to address 

issues under their auspices.  Currently, there are six cadres, named: Student 

Achievement; Technology; Parent and Community Involvement; Student Climate; Staff 

Climate; and Grants Coordination.  These six cadres, according to the school’s principal, 

are guided in their meetings by the previous year’s Campus Improvement Plan (CIP).  

The cadres meet either during after-school faculty meetings or during part of an in-

service day.  The minutes from each cadre meeting are posted either in the staff lounge or 

on an intra-net list serve.  

The philosophical remnants frequently evidenced in the talk of teachers and 

administrators at Glendale most often arose in conversations concerning decision making.  

For example, Glendale’s principal, Brenda Brown, frequently deferred to teachers or 
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grade-level teams when making decisions concerning schedules, student grouping, and 

nearly all instructional issues.  When asked about site-based management at the school 

level, Principal Brown frequently referred to the teachers as professionals capable of 

making such decisions, explaining on more than one occasion, “[Teachers] know the 

instructional needs of their students more clearly than I do.”  When asked to elaborate on 

her leadership style, Principal Brown spoke of her administrative role as facilitator and 

guide versus director or classroom manager.   This leadership model, according to both 

the principal and assistant principal, was wholly consistent with the district-sponsored 

professional development they had received.  When asked to characterize this 

professional development, each mentioned the district’s focus on constructivist leadership 

models of school administration. I frequently witnessed Principal Brown drawing on this 

model of leadership by placing the decision-making power for classroom instructional 

decisions in the hands of teachers.  

Principal Brown’s “constructivist leadership” is evident in the following excerpt 

about the school’s recent school-based literacy-focused reform efforts:  

The beauty [of this systemic reform effort] is that it gives me as an administrator 

the freedom to say, “You’re the teacher, you’re the decision maker.  I want you to get 

what you need for your classroom.”  And I don’t put restrictions on what they order.  If 

fifth grade needs subject-area leveled books, or if they need books about the slavery issue 

to go along with their social studies, or they need ….culturally- based books, then that’s 

what they need. Whereas first grade needs the real incremental, leveled readers.  Third 

grade needs both, because they have kids at all levels…But once we got those funds…in 

terms of teachers making decisions during planning days on what they’re going to focus 
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on and how they’re going to do it with the new materials.  That is really what I expect 

them to do as leaders in their classroom and as team leaders.  And these are my team 

leaders, a lot of these ladies are.   

This model of leadership, then, seems consistent with the teacher-as-professional 

models of professional development as well as the emphasis on site-based management 

by the district over the past ten years. 

GLENDALE “TURNING THE CORNER”  
In discussions with both Principal Brown and Glendale’s assistant principal, Carol 

Dressman, both women expressed a belief that teachers have steadily incorporated the 

notions related to brain-based teaching and implemented more multiple- intelligences-

based instruction in their classroom teaching.  In addition, there was also a collective 

belief among both teachers and administrators at the school that such teaching has led to 

increased levels of student achievement. Assistant Principal Dressman believed the 

steady gains in overall student achievement were the result of teachers who had begun to 

“turn the corner.”  In other words, their teaching had indeed become more cognitively 

complex and culturally responsive.   

This opinion that there had indeed been steady improvements made at Glendale 

was also voiced by a statistician with the district’s Office of Accountability, who stated 

that “Things [at Glendale] are improving or have been steadily improving.” She then 

added, however, “But not quickly enough for some.”  She went onto explain that despite 

the fact that Glendale has shown steady improvements in the overall levels of student 

achievement on the TAAS test, some district- level administrators were unhappy that 

these improvements had not led to improved school or district ratings.    
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This general consensus among both Glendale teachers and administrators as well 

as district- level officials, that Glendale teachers have begun to “turn the corner” and that 

educational quality at the school has been “steadily improving,” is further supported by 

outside evaluators.  As stated previously, Glendale was chosen as a site for a systemic 

project not because of demonstrated problems, but rather because the school has shown 

promise in terms of bolstering student achievement levels.  Furthermore, researchers 

from a leading Texas university who investigated the effectiveness of recent educational 

reforms in the district concluded that there has indeed been demonstrable success at the 

elementary level throughout the district (more details about this study provided below).  

TENTATIVE CONCLUSIONS: EDUCATIONAL QUALITY ON THE RISE   
The recent history of reform in Twin Oaks I.S.D. and in turn at Glendale is replete 

with efforts that placed the academic as well as social and emotional needs of the 

district’s “new” student at the center.   Whereas this growing population of low-income 

children of color may have been the focus of these reform efforts, teachers and their 

professional knowledge were seen as the key to meeting the needs of the new student.  

Based on my first year (1999-2000) of research at Glendale, I formulated the 

tentative conclusion that district- and school- level leaders and Glendale teachers had been 

motivated by the TAS to improve overall quality of instruction delivered in the 

classroom.  Based on an extensive review of documents and on numerous teacher 

interviews, I also formed the tentative conclusion that teachers’ professional lives had 

improved based on the support they had been given as a result of the district’s student-

focused response to accountability and demographics.  The accountability system had 

indeed shed light upon the academic weaknesses, and even academic failure of low-
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income children of color at Glendale; as a result, district- level leaders as well as 

Glendale’s principal were motivated to take substantive action.  

Thus, I settled into Glendale Elementary School for the 2000-2001 school year to 

conduct the heart of my ethnographic investigation, fully prepared to offer a complex 

portrait of administrators and teachers at one urban elementary school who had been 

motivated to change to bolster their professional knowledge and capacities, and most 

importantly, to increase overall student achievement levels.  Although both teachers and 

administrators desired for TAAS test scores to go up, there seemed to be a collective 

belief that raising test scores should not come at the expense of more substantive, higher 

quality instruction or of a stress- free learning environment.  Drawing on their 

understandings of multiple-intelligences teaching, teachers saw children’s TAAS test 

performances as merely one way for children to demonstrate their capabilities.  Drawing 

on their understandings of brain-based teaching, Glendale teachers were reluctant to place 

excessive amounts of pressure on children to perform well on the TAAS test.  Drawing 

on her understandings of site-based, constructivist leadership models, Principal Brown 

positioned teachers as professionals who best understood the needs of their students. 

However, early in the 2000-2001 school year, it became clear to me as well as to 

the Glendale teachers that a dramatic shift was underway at the district level in terms of 

how teachers and school- level administrators at Glendale would be expected to respond 

to the accountability system.  Unbeknownst to myself and to Glendale teachers, district-

level leaders had formulated and begun to implement a new response to the 

accountability system.  This shift in response to accountability resulted in substantive 

changes in the curriculum, a palpable deterioration in the overall atmosphere in the 
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school, and ultimately to the removal of the school’s principal, Brenda Brown, at the end 

of the 2000-2001 school year.  More importantly, however, this shift in response to the 

TAS significantly altered how the Glendale teachers experienced accountability and had 

a major influence on the types of instruction teachers delivered in their classrooms.  

RATINGS-FOCUSED RESPONSE: S.W.E.E.P. IN THE NEW YEAR 
At the beginning of the 2000-2001 school year, it was clear to the Glendale 

teachers that something was different regarding to how district- level leaders viewed 

accountability in general and the TAAS test in particular. Teachers sensed that a plethora 

of new curriculum mandates, or what Principal Brown characterized as “non-

negotiables,” and the initiation of a significantly expanded testing and assessment 

regimen signified that district- level administrators wanted teachers to focus more 

explicitly their instructional efforts on the TAAS test.  However, few teachers saw these 

new curriculum mandates and testing guidelines as part of a larger plan to bolster the 

school district’s rating through more systematic attention to the school’s TAAS test 

scores.  Indeed, the teachers knew nothing of the district’s newly formulated “High 

Performance Blueprint,” which district leaders hoped would bring the school district the 

coveted “Exemplary Rating” by T.E.A.  What teachers did sense, however, was that these 

changes would require them to focus more of their instructional efforts on the TAAS test 

than ever before. “You sure picked a good year to talk to us about the TAAS!” or “Just 

remember, this is not what it’s usually like around here” were common refrains delivered 

by Glendale teachers early in the 2000-2001 school year as I discussed with them the 

impact that accountability had on their work. 
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In the first month of the 2000-2001 school year, Glendale teachers struggled to 

make sense of this apparent shift, and as the year progressed teachers continued to 

struggle.  In early October, however, almost two months into the 2000-2001 school year, 

an article in the local newspaper titled “District Working on ‘Recognized’ Status” offered 

teachers—and me—more details about the district’s newly formulated response to 

accountability.  The newspaper article detailed the district’s plan to earn the more coveted 

“Recognized” status. The ominous title of this data-utilization scheme was S.W.E.E.P.—

[Schools] Working to Ensure Every Student Exceeds Exemplary Performance.  In the 

article, the district superintendent explained that through a systematic “sorting and 

analyzing [of] test scores,” with the help of a newly purchased data software package, 

teachers would be able to more effectively “identify student weaknesses.”  The 

superintendent went on to state, “but only strong leadership by principals and area 

superintendents can ensure that the necessary interventions are taking place.”5 The article 

also stated that the district is creating teams of curriculum writers to produce new 

curricula to help address students’ weaknesses, and that teachers will be expected to, 

according to the superintendent, “stick close to the approved curriculum.”  Lauding these 

new prescribed curricula, the superintendent went on to state, “We’re not hiring people to 

go in and teach what they feel good about.  We’re hiring them to teach the curriculum.” 

After reading this article, Carla Stanton, a particularly vociferous, yet talented 

classroom teacher, shrilled, “Teach the curriculum!? Teach the curriculum?!  Oh, that 

makes me so mad.”  Tapping into what appeared to be a collective angst among teachers, 

she complained that her ability to “teach the curriculum” had actually been hindered in 

recent weeks. She cited the district’s expanded beginning-of-the-year individually-
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administered reading assessment battery, the number of her planning hours given over to 

the bookkeeping that the assessments required, and other administrative requirements.  In 

particular, she named one new mandate that required teachers to create detailed yearly 

lesson plans in each subject area and submit them to administrators. This curriculum 

mandate required teachers to specify when and how they would address specific state 

curricular objectives (i.e., Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills, or T.E.K.S.) as well as 

TAAS test objectives.   Kindergarten through second-grade teachers were required to 

construct in the first weeks of the school year yearly T.E.K.S. Plans and third- through 

fifth-grade teachers were required to construct yearly TAAS Plans.  Glendale teachers 

were then required to provide these yearly T.E.K.S. plans or TAAS test plans as evidence 

that they were indeed “sticking close to the approved curriculum.”  

Ms. Stanton was not alone in her frustration. Repeatedly, teachers expressed their 

unhappiness with new district- level mandates, especially the district’s adding two 

additional full-scale, two-day practice-TAAS administrations.  Not only did these 

mandates increase teacher workloads, adding even more work hours to their days and 

weekends, but the mandates stole valuable instructional time away from activities that 

teachers believed to be more substantive in terms of depth and breadth of learning. 

Furthermore, teachers frequently bemoaned the adverse impact these new accountability-

focused mandates had on the overall atmosphere of the school.  Christine, a case-study, 

third-grade teacher, reported during the first month of the 2000-2001 school year, “…The 

school climate right now is nothing like it has been the last three years.  Nothing!”  

Indeed, the school’s atmosphere was nothing like the one I had come to know from my 

time there the previous year.   
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In interviews with teachers about the possible reasoning behind the district’s 

seemingly new response to the accountability system, teacher after teacher expressed 

cynicism. Whereas the publicly-professed reason for the new district mandates was to 

ensure that every student would, according to the newspaper article, “exceed exemplary 

performance,” teachers were skeptical.  Many teachers and school administrators saw the 

new S.W.E.E.P. initiative as the work of, as one teacher put it, “new and very ambitious 

[district- level] administrators.” This teacher went on to explain how these new and 

ambitious administrators were working hard to improve their own standing in the 

community by forcing teachers to do something they had not previously been expected to 

do: systematically teach the TAAS test.  Thus, the general feeling among teachers and 

even administrators at Glendale was that the S.W.E.E.P. initiative was less about meeting 

the educational needs of children and more about the personal ambitions of district- level 

administrators.  When teachers were asked about what might be behind these ambitions, 

frequent references were made to bonuses paid by T.E.A. to district-level administrators 

for the earning of an “Exemplary” or “Recognized” rating.  The school’s instructional 

coach informed me, “It’s common knowledge that the state will reward the district with 

$50,000 if the district earns a ‘Recognized’ rating.” Most teachers and administrators 

believed that this “bonus” would be awarded not to teachers or school-based 

administrators, but to district- level administrators. 

 

THE FORMULATION OF A RATINGS-FOCUSED RESPONSE 
In 1998, the school district contracted a well-known economics firm, Standards 

and Poor’s, an arm of the McGraw-Hill Publishing Company, to conduct a “School 
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Performance Analysis.”  A long-time Twin Oaks resident informed me that influential 

residents in Twin Oaks, upset over the district’s high tax rates, “pressured” the school 

board to contract the economics service.  However, when a long-term school board was 

asked about this, he reported that the economics firm “approached the district” in order to 

conduct the service.  Either way, the Twin Oaks school district did pay for the service. 

“The purpose of this service,” states the executive summary of the report, was “to 

provide the district and its constituents with an objective analysis of how effectively the 

district maximizes the educational return on its resources.”  The unnamed authors of the 

analysis concluded that the district “is yielding a good and improving educational return 

on its resources.”  The study acknowledged that there had been an improvement in 

“student performance” and that the district had “posted impressive gains in student test 

scores, both in absolute terms and relative to peers.”  

However, the “School Performance Analysis” also contains findings, if not 

invidious distinctions, that seem to construct low-income, LEP, Hispanic students as the 

principal reason why the district may not in fact receive a maximum “return” on its 

educational investment.  The authors of the report state that “a principle factor” that could 

“impede [the district’s] return on resources includes the large and expanding LEP and 

economically disadvantaged enrollment.”  Later in the report, under the heading, “Risks 

that may impede future success,” the authors of the report state that “shifting 

demographics…may impede [the district’s] future success if not addressed effectively.”  

Soon after the results of this study were shared with district officials, the results of 

another study of the district were released. The researchers who carried out this second 

study set out to assess whether or not the education needs of a large and expanding LEP 
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and economically disadvantaged enrollment were being addressed effectively. Together, 

these two studies seemed to provide district officials with a central rationale and the 

discursive tools necessary to formulate the nascent ratings-focused response to the state’s 

accountability system. 

During the 1999-2000 school year, administrators from the Twin Oaks district 

office, together with researchers from a major Texas university, conducted a study 

investigating the interaction between the district’s recent student- focused efforts and the 

achievement levels of all students.  The authors of this study acknowledge that there had 

been significant gains in TAAS test scores among all student groups between 1994 and 

1999, but that these gains had primarily been evidenced at the elementary level and not at 

the secondary level. To explain this uneven success, the authors conclude that while the 

district may have adequately assessed the “problem of the problem” (see for example, 

Getzels, 1975; Getzels and Csikszentmilhalyi, 1976), or the achievement gap, they have 

been less effective at formulating the “problem of the solution.”   That is to say, the 

district has been less effective at implementing efforts to address the lingering 

achievement gap—at the secondary level. 

In their evaluation of district- and school- level efforts designed to close the 

achievement gap, as evidenced by TAAS test scores, the investigators attached a high 

value (“direct impact”) to efforts that increased TAAS test scores and a low value ( 

“unintended impact”) to reform efforts that did not help increase scores. Interestingly, the 

authors of the study cite several student- focused response efforts frequently cited by 

teachers at Glendale.  Specifically, the authors of the study refer to  “brain-based 

teaching” and “multiple intelligences approaches” to teaching.  The authors of the report 
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state that “brain-based teaching” had a “direct impact” in raising TAAS test scores for all 

students, especially at the elementary level.  However, the authors state that the 

implementation of “multiple intelligences approaches” had an “unintended impact” of 

“reducing the focus on drill in basic skills in favor of other artistic, musical, or physical 

activities.  As a result, students’ TAAS [test] scores may not show improvement or may 

even decline.”  The authors of this report did not explain how they were able to so closely 

attribute gains or declines in TAAS test data, or the closing of the achievement gap with 

the various reform efforts. 

To illustrate their conclusion that the Twin Oaks district has been less successful 

at articulating a “problem of the solution,” the authors offered the results of a survey sent 

to principals throughout the Twin Oaks district.  The survey asked principals to list any 

and all reform efforts related to improving student achievement.  Through this survey, the 

authors identified 74 reform efforts within the district, and suggested that this number of 

reform efforts indicated a lack of focus on the part of the district.  However, a veteran 

teacher who participated in the study at both the school and district level believed that the 

way in which the survey instrument was worded led principals to over identify actual 

reform efforts.  According to this teacher, principals, who are expected to demonstrate 

that they have been doing everything humanly possible to increase student achievement, 

created “laundry lists” rather than actual accounts of ongoing, school-wide reform efforts.  

More often than not, however, these “reforms” were merely teaching strategies teachers 

employed, not sustained school-wide efforts of school change.7  

The net result of this over identification of reform efforts, however, proved to be a 

powerful tool in the hands of district- level administrators who were eager to promote 
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“strong leadership” employed with “laser- light focus” emphasizing curriculum “control.” 

At a public presentation of the findings of this study, the district’s Chief Academic 

Officer (CAO) stated, “We were shocked to find out just how much was going on out 

there… Too many things were going on that we had absolutely no control over.” The 

findings of this study, in part, justified district administrators’ move toward a curriculum 

policy that was more singularly focused on bolstering TAAS test scores.  To formulate 

this new curriculum policy, district-level leaders drew not on child-centric curriculum 

and pedagogy discourses, such as brain-based teaching or multiple- intelligences, but on  

discourses laden with business and efficiency languages. 

In a booklet titled “High Performance Blueprint,” published in 2000 by the Twin 

Oaks district’s Office of Accountability, the district’s ratings-focused response to the 

accountability system begins to take shape.  The booklet opens with the following 

“strategy statement”: “We are embarking on a comprehensive benchmarking strategy 

resulting in continuous quality, increased productivity, and cost improvement for the 

district.” It continues with a quote by author George Labovitz (1997), “Our research and 

our experience have convinced us that growth and profit are ultimately the result of 

alignment between people, customers, strategy, and processes.” The booklet then 

describes the district’s efforts to create an organizational structure with a “laser- light 

focus” on increasing student achievement and earning a higher state rating.  To facilitate 

this laser- light focus, the district’s thirteen “Strategic Goals-Objectives” were 

“streamlined” to four.  The first new Goal-Objective states, “[The district] will be 

identified as an ‘Exemplary’ district by ensuring increased and sustained academic 

achievement for each student.”  
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CONCLUSION   
Glendale teachers quickly realized at the beginning of the 2000-2001 school year 

that the myriad of new mandates signified that district- level administrators wanted 

teachers to focus more explicitly on the TAAS test.  For the most part, however, teachers 

never saw this growing list of TAAS test-related mandates, or what Principal Brown 

frequently described to teachers as “non-negotiables,” as part of an organized, coherent 

plan to garner more coveted school and district ratings. Teachers experienced the 

mandates as a part of the district’s S.W.E.E.P. initiative, a plan built around frequent 

testing of children and a systematic and repeated “sorting and analyzing” of the resulting 

scores.  However, no Glendale teacher reported having any knowledge that the 

S.W.E.E.P. was merely one component of a broader accountability-focused “blueprint” 

for helping the district achieve its newly articulated number one goal.  As stated in the 

district’s newly formulated “strategic goals”:  [Twin Oaks]ISD will be identified as an 

exemplary district by ensuring increased and sustained academic achievement for each 

student.” 

Whereas the district leaders’ initial, student- focused response to accountability 

might well be characterized by the child-focused, teacher-centric notions of educational 

improvement, their newly formulated ratings-focused response seems more driven by an 

overt desire to earn a “Recognized,” or better yet an “Exemplary” rating.  In contrast to 

the student-focused response, the ratings-focused response presented teachers and 

students with an ever-growing list of curricular and pedagogical “non-negotiables.” Three 

wholly different assumptions seemed to advance the discourse of the ratings-focused 

response.  First, low-income, LEP Hispanic students presented the district with 

“challenges,” even “risks” that had the potential to “impede” their efforts at achieving a 
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“Recognized” rating.  Second, prescribed, even scripted curricula, systematically and 

repeatedly assessed under TAAS-like conditions, were needed to ensure that all students, 

especially low-income, LEP students, were meeting grade-level TAAS objectives.  And 

third, teachers or “people” hired by the distric t were to be systematically monitored to 

make sure they were teaching the district’s “approved” curricula. 

 

NOTES  
1An article in the local community newspaper detailed fluctuations in student population 

associated with the oil boom and bust of the 1970s and 1980s.  The article stated that in 

1975-1976 there was a student population of 41,259 students, while in the 87-88 school 

year, the population was as low as 24,390. 

2Just prior to the 1999-2000 school year, the TOISD was divided into “learning 

communities.”  These learning communities, headed by an area superintendent, contained 

schools in an elementary, middle school, junior high school, and high school “feeder” 

pattern. 

 3In early March, the area superintendent decided to administer a third full-scale, two-day 

practice TAAS.  

4At a public presentation of the findings of the data from this study, the district’s CAO 

was challenged to distinguish between a “reform” and a “teaching strategy.”  He 

acknowledged that there may have indeed been an over- identification of actual 

“reforms.”  

 



   

83 

Chapter Four 

Glendale Teachers’ Experiences Under Intensified Conditions of  

Educational Accountability: A Typology 

 In this chapter I briefly describe a typology of the ways Glendale teachers 

experience accountability in general and the Twin Oaks ISD’s newly articulated response 

to accountability in particular. I draw on this three-category typology as a heuristic tool 

principally to make sense of the range of experiences among and between Glendale 

teachers.  However, this typology also serves as an efficient way to organize and present 

interview and observational data collected over a three year period.   

A single case-study teacher anchors each of the three typological categories.  

Thus, I begin each of the following three chapters by presenting observational and 

interview data drawn from one case-study teacher. I do so because I believe the 

experiences of these three teachers best capture the range in experiences among Glendale 

teachers to accountability in general, and to the Twin Oaks ISD’s recently articulated 

ratings-focused efforts in particular.  The three teachers that anchor each of the three 

categories are veteran teachers who are well-regarded by their peers, school- level 

administrators, and local community1.  More importantly, however, these three case-

study have experienced, first-hand, the district’s shift from a student- focused response to 

a ratings-focused response accountability. 

Each typological category or chapter has three distinct phases.  The first phase 

includes observational and interview data focused on the case-study teachers’ classroom 

practices.  I follow these data presentations with grounded characterizations of each 
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teacher’s classroom practices, highlighting her or his relative strengths and weaknesses.   

To help shed a clearer theoretical light on reasons that might reasonably explain the ways 

these three case-study teachers, as well as other Glendale teachers, experience 

accountability differently, I then explore issues of teacher identity.   To explore issues of 

teacher identity, I focus on how the three case-study teachers “narrativize” their lives as 

teachers.  Through this exploration of teacher identity, epistemological issues related to 

teaching and children emerge.  These epistemological issues serve as a springboard to a 

wider discussion of issues related to teacher knowledge.   

GROUNDED CHARACTERIZATION OF PRACTICE 
I begin each of the three categories with a grounded characterization of the case 

study teacher’s classroom practices.   These grounded characterizations are based on 

extended classroom observations and follow-up interviews focused on what I observed 

during classroom observations.  In addition, I include characterizations of the case-study 

teachers made by fellow teachers and school- level administrators who are familiar with 

the case-study teachers’ classroom practices.   

Through the presentation of these characterizations of classroom practices, I hope 

to establish an experiential foundation from which I can better identify and then explain 

the complex, even contradictory factors that might reasonably explain the different ways 

Glendale teachers experience intensified conditions of educational accountability.  

Specifically, I draw on these classroom characterizations as an introduction to issues of 

teacher identity and teacher knowledge.   
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TEACHER IDENTITY ISSUES  
My focus on teacher identity is predicated on the assumption that the ways that 

Glendale teachers experience and interact with the district’s newly formulated response 

to accountability, are mediated, at least in part, by the ways that teachers see or “self-

author” (Holland et al., 1998) themselves as teachers.  Moreover, this self-authorship 

process of a teacher identity is influenced by deeply personal issues related to how and 

why Glendale teachers became teachers.  Goodson (1992) says that “to understand 

something so intensely personal as teaching, it is critical we know about the person the 

teacher is” (p. 234).  

How people articulate, characterize, or “story” who they are has been a rich area 

of scholarship across a wide range of disciplines. Psychologists, sociologists, 

anthropologists, and educators, among others, drawing on a range of philosophical 

orientations, have all offered cogent explications of the various ways in which the self, 

“I,” or identity is articulated, constructed, located, narrated, or inscribed.  A consistent 

thread running through these disciplinary understandings of identity is the notion that 

humans are capable of scripting multiple stories about themselves and that these stories 

are largely situative, or context-related. This view of humans as holders of multiple 

identities challenges the “unified subject” (Erickson, 1963, 1968) view of humans that 

holds that a person’s identity as a woman, as a mother, and as a teacher is essentially the 

same.   

Thus, I view the teachers as composites of many, oftentimes contradictory 

identities that are constantly in flux (Holland et al., 1998). This means that in the home an 

individual composes a story of self, or an identity, that can be related to or contradictory 

with the story of self composed at work, or even on the bus during a morning commute.  
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This notion that individuals are a composite of multiple, situative identities opens the 

door to an investigation of “teacher identity.” 

My own understanding of teacher identity begins in the education literature with 

Connelly and Clandinin’s (1999) “narrative” conceptualization of identity as “story to 

live by.”  In their research on teacher knowledge and school contexts, Connelly and 

Clandinin reveal how teachers live, tell, retell, and then relive their life stories (Clandinin 

and Connelly, 1998) as they negotiate themselves within and across various contexts, or 

“landscapes” (Clandinin and Connelly, 1995, 1996). However, to broaden and deepen my 

own understanding of this context- focused orientation toward teacher identity, I couple 

Clandinin and Connelly’s work on teacher identity with a cultural anthropological 

conceptualization of identity that is not only contextual, or situative, but also more 

closely linked to social practices, more specifically teaching practices.  

Clandinin and Connelly’s sustained investigations into the personal practical 

knowledge of teachers (also see Elbaz, 1983) unveils how teachers script compositions of 

their lives in order to define who they are, what they do, and why they do it (Clandinin, 

1992; Clandinin and Connelly, 1998; Connelly and Clandinin, 1990, 1999).  These 

authors posit a theory of teacher identity that is “both personal—reflecting a person’s life 

history—and social—reflecting the milieu, the contexts in which teachers live” (Connelly 

and Clandinin, 1999, p. 13). Clandinin and Connelly (1995, 1996), however, focus most 

of their attention on how teachers talk about, or “narrativize” their experiences within a 

variety of school-related contexts, or “professional knowledge landscapes.”  

In their book Identities and Agency in Cultural Worlds, Holland and colleagues 

(1998), posit, much like Clandinin and Connelly (1999), that identities are indeed shaped 
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by context.  However, in their anthropological research on identity and identity 

formation, Holland and colleagues reveal the ways that human’s capacity to “author the 

self” (Bakhtin, 1981) are mediated and facilitated not only by context, but also by and 

through social practices.  In other words, Holland and colleagues expand the notion of 

“authoring the self” beyond merely how people talk about their experiences in different 

physical locations or places, or what they call “figured worlds.”  Holland and colleagues 

hold that because “identities are lived in and through activity…[identities] must be 

conceptualized as they develop through social practice” (p. 5), not merely as they are 

narrativized within a physical place, or context. Thus, in this chapter, I have attempted to 

couple how teachers narrate their teacher identity, or their “story to live by” with the 

classroom practices that are described in Chapter Four.  

To explore issues of teacher identity, I first ask the case-study teachers to generate 

a personal experience narrative (Denzin, 1989).  As this research continued, however, I 

garnered personal experience narratives from other Glendale teachers. Through these 

personal experience narratives, or what McKernan (1991) calls “topical life histories,” I 

asked teachers to offer the episodes of their lives that related to school and their 

becoming a teachers. I focused these topical narratives on the teachers’ own experiences 

as students, their experiences in their teacher preparation programs, and finally, their 

early experiences as teachers. However, many of the teachers offered far more than 

personal experiences as they relate to school and schooling.  For example, teachers spoke 

of their marriages or divorces, their children, or their attempts to have children.   

Such personal experience narratives, or topical life histories, as a research 

method, have a longer history in anthropological research focused on teachers’ 
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interpretations of their own experiences with racism and the ir cross-cultural interactions 

in school and classroom settings (see, for example, Spindler and Spindler, 1987). These 

personal experience narratives furthered my goal of presenting an insiders’ point of view 

with regard to how Glendale teachers experience systems of accountability (Langness 

and Frank, 1981).  More to the point of this investigation, however, these personal 

experience narratives helped me “see” and make clearer sense of how Glendale teachers 

experience accountability in general, and the Twin Oaks district’s ratings-focused 

response in particular.   

 In addition to these personal experience narratives, I also explored to notions of 

image and metaphor with teachers. Many scholars have studied the utilization of and 

generative nature of metaphors in education (see for example, Bullough, Knowels, & 

Crow, 1991; Connelly and Clandinin, 1988; Elbaz, 1983; Provenzo, McCloskey, 

Kottkamp, & Cohn, 1989). Connelly and Clandinin (1988), drawing on the work of 

Lakoff and Johnson (1980), see metaphors as “experiential” means by which to 

understand teachers’ practices and actions.  Moreover, Connelly and Clandinin (1988) 

posit the use of images and metaphors as a means to better understand teachers “personal 

practical knowledge” (Clandinin, 1992) because they provoke embodied languages that 

convey experience more clearly than verbal explanations.  Drawing on these notion of 

image and metaphor, then, I asked many Glendale teachers to generate images and 

metaphors of their teaching practice as well as images and metaphors of their classroom.   

 Metaphors and images also provide insight into teachers’ ideological or 

epistemological orientations toward their practices.  De Castell (1988) analyzes the wide 

range of metaphorical images of teachers used by noted educational scholars: Socrates’ 
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teacher-as-mid-wife, Dewey’s teacher-as-artist/scientist, Skinner’s teacher-as-technician, 

Stenhouse’s teacher-as-researcher, and Greene’s teachers-as-stranger.  De Castell 

describes her own image of teacher as teacher-as-strategist, an image she derives from 

comparing teaching to warfare.  Bullough (1991), in stark contrast to de Castell, finds 

that for many beginning teachers, mothering or nurturing provides their central image of 

teaching.   

TEACHER KNOWLEDGE 
To explain the varied responses to accountability among Glendale teachers, I also 

explore with them issues related to knowledge. My understanding of teachers and their 

teaching practices is predicated on the assumption that teachers’ classroom practices and 

the ways in which they talk about these practices are shaped, at least in part, by their 

knowledge, either personal or professional, concerning teaching. However, as the work of 

Michael Apple (1993/2000) and others demonstrates, the knowledges that teachers enact 

through their classroom practices may not in fact be viewed as “legitimate knowledge” 

(Apple, 1993/2000).  This process, whereby teachers are no longer able to bring their 

personal and professional knowledges to their day-to-day teaching practices because 

these knowledges clash with locally legitimated “official knowledge” has been described 

as “de-skilling” (Apple, 1982/1985, 1993/2000; McLaren, 1989/1994; McNeil, 1999).   

THE TYPOLOGY 
Christine Dole, a 17-year third-grade teaching veteran represents the first category 

in the typology.  To me, the case of Christine is much like the teacher cases that I find in 

the educational literature that harshly critiques test-based systems of accountability (see 

for example, Gillman and Reynolds, 1991; Jones et al., 1999; McNeil, 2000a; Smith, 
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1991).  Like the teachers in these studies, Christine experiences a great deal of 

frustration, even anger as a result of the district’s new ratings-focused curriculum and 

assessment mandates.  As a result of the ratings-focused mandates, Christine reports that 

she is under a great deal of stress and she frequently contemplates leaving teaching 

altogether.  Resembling the teachers presented in much of the educational literature 

critical of test-based systems of accountability, Christine is prevented by the 

accountability-related mandates from delivering higher-quality, child- informed classroom 

instruction.  

 In trying to make sense of Christine’s experiences under intensified conditions of 

accountability, however, I began to wonder just how the district’s new TAAS-related 

curriculum and assessment mandates impacted the quality of instruction she delivered in 

the classroom.  To be sure, these new mandates result in changes in Christine’s day-to-

day teaching, but unlike the teachers in McNeil’s (2000a, 2000b) study, these mandates 

do not seem to be preventing Christine from delivering richer, higher-quality, child-

focused instruction. Based on my interactions with Christine, as well as extensive 

observations of her classroom teaching, then, I see Christine as a teacher who may indeed 

be adversely impacted by TAAS-explicit curriculum and assessment mandates, but the 

impact on the actual quality of instruction she delivers seems negligible.  

Dean Eager, a 20-year veteran fourth-grade teacher, represents the second 

category.  The case of Dean Eager is by far the most complex and intriguing of all the 

Glendale teachers. I am originally drawn to Dean largely because I believe he represents 

a “counter example” to how Glendale teachers experience accountability.  More than any 

other teacher at Glendale, Dean seemed to have completely rejected the pressures to 
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“Teach the TAAS.”  For me, Dean is “Bill Nye, the Science Guy,” a child-friendly 

teacher who is intensely interested in bringing fun and excitement to his classroom.  In 

fact, Dean is the type of teacher who might well be valorized in some educational circles 

for successfully “resisting” accountability- laced curriculum policy.  However, over time I 

began to see many problematic aspects of Dean’s teaching.  In particular, Dean’s disdain 

for the curricular ordinary seems to privilege a few Anglo children and to work against 

the greater number of children of color in his classroom.  

 The third category is represented by Anne Blaire, a first-grade teacher who is a 

19-year teaching veteran.  The district’s move toward a ratings-focused response to 

accountability not only undermines Anne Blaire’s teaching, but it also sharply conflicts 

with what she views as “developmentally appropriate” classroom practice.  From the 

beginning, Anne is critical of this shift toward more TAAS-explicit curriculum and 

assessment policies.  However, unlike many other Glendale teachers, she is able to 

successfully mount a “counter attack” against these policies.  Rather than simply 

complaining about these policies to other teachers, she takes her concerns to school- and 

district- level administrators and successfully defends her position against the mandates.  

She is able to clearly demonstrate to administrators how the new mandates “set children 

up for failure.” Moreover, she is able to demonstrate why increased curricular flexibility 

is necessary to meet the individual needs of first-grade children.  

CONCLUSION 
In this chapter I present a topology of how Glendale teachers experience 

accountability in general and the district’s ratings-focused curriculum and assessment 

mandates in particular.  In the next three chapters, I will draw on this topology to shed a 
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clearer theoretical light not only on the complex, multidimensional ways that 

accountability interacts with the teachers’ professional lives, but also how these 

interactions shape their classroom practices.  To be sure, this typology misses the 

particular experiences of certain individual Glendale teachers.  But it is my hope that I 

can draw on these cases to not only capture the range of experiences among Glendale 

teachers, but also to make clearer the theoretical distinctions between the their 

experiences.  

 

NOTE    
1I conducted case study research on five veteran Glendale teachers, but due to similarities 

between several of the cases and space constraints, I present only three of the case 

studies.  
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Chapter Five 

Category I: Christine Dole, Third-Grade Teacher 

INITIAL ENCOUNTER 
Early in the 2000-2001 school year, Christine Dole vo ices her opposition to the 

new curriculum and assessment mandates connected to the district’s newly-formulated 

response to accountability. After Principal Brown reviews with Glendale teachers a long 

list of new district- level mandates during one of the year’s first faculty meetings, at 

which Christine is the first teacher to raise her hand. Barely concealing her frustration 

with the many new district curriculum and assessment mandates, Christine states, “With 

all of this paperwork, there are just so many overlapping deadlines to keep track of. Is it 

possible that someone can make some sort of calendar with all of these deadlines and that 

it be posted in the staff lounge?” Although Christine, on the surface, is asking for a way 

to help teachers keep track of the many new district mandates and their deadlines, she is 

also venting a collective frustration among teachers over the increased amount of work 

these new curriculum and assessment mandates require.  In addition, Christine is venting 

a collective frustration among teachers over the amount of instructional time needed to be 

given over to meeting the demands of these new mandates.   

From this early encounter with Christine I learn two things that will hold true 

throughout this investigation.  First, Christine pays particularly close attention to what is 

expected of her as a teacher and she is extremely diligent about meeting guidelines 

established for teachers.  Second, Christine is not shy about expressing her opinions or 

feelings about administrative actions that have an impact on the daily lives of teachers 
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and children.  Throughout this investigation, Principal Brown frequently characterizes 

Christine as having a “strong personality.”  This characterization is prompted by 

Christine’s willingness to offer her thoughts, often in the form of complaints, about the 

district’s newly formulated response to accountability and the new curriculum and 

assessment mandates in particular. 

CHRISTINE’S TEACHING: WILL SHE SEE THE SHADOW? 
It is early February and Christine is about to deliver a short Groundhog Day 

lesson. After thirty-minutes of working silently through practice TAAS-test problems 

from commercially-available materials that she is required to use, Christine collects the 

children’s work and calls them to the front of the class. “Today we’re going to talk about 

Groundhog Day,” she excitedly informs the class. She begins the lesson by reading to the 

children about the origins of the holiday as well as a short passage on the world’s most 

famous groundhog.  “His name is Punxsutawnee Phil, boys and girls,” Christine 

energetically exclaims.   

After these short readings, she produces several weathered laminated props that 

she made years before.  The props include a sun, a groundhog, and a black cut-out of the 

groundhog’s shadow.  After standing the groundhog on the floor, she holds the sun aloft 

and ponders dramatically, “I wonder where Phil’s shadow will be?”  She follows this 

with the question, “Can anyone put Phil’s shadow where it will be when the sun is here?”  

The children sit passively.  They seem a bit lethargic after working through their 

daily dose of TAAS test problems and are slow to respond.  Christine quickly interjects, 

“You won’t be tested on it.” This statement seems to provoke visible exhalations of relief 

among a handful of children, but the overall atmosphere in the classroom remains mostly 
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flat. Several children pick up the shadow cutout and place it where they think the ground- 

hog’s shadow should be, given where Christine is holding the sun.  In dramatic fashion, 

Christine moves the sun about the groundhog and asks individual children to place Phil’s 

shadow on the carpet where the groundhog’s shadow should be.   

To conclude the lesson, Christine distributes a worksheet activity that asks 

children to chart the movement of shadows by the position of the sun.  Because Twin 

Oaks is firmly nestled in America’s sunbelt, the threat of six more weeks of “winter,” if 

in fact Phil sees his shadow, seems a hollow one.  Perhaps this is why Christine’s activity 

does not generate the excitement levels among the children that she had hoped.  In the 

end, the energy level among the children never approaches the energy that Christine 

expends as she directs the lesson.  

In a followup interview, I ask Christine about her statement, “You won’t be tested 

on it.”  She responds, “When you ask kids, ‘Why are we doing this or that?’ they always 

respond, ‘for TAAS.’” She then explains the aims of the Ground Hog’s Day lesson:  

I wanted to make sure they understood about shadows, properties of the sun. I 

didn’t want them to think that we were just doing that just because it was going to 

be tested on TAAS.  I’m very cognizant of that.  I don’t want them to think that 

it’s only for this test.  But, despite my best efforts, basically this whole year has 

been a focus on those two days [of the TAAS test]. 

Later Christine adds, “Once we start teaching TAAS format and test-taking 

strategies, the children’s reasons for focusing on a lesson or a skill changes.  Some 

[children] tune out quickly.  There’s no interest in reading [TAAS passages] to gain 

knowledge or be entertained.  [The reason] is just merely to color bubbles or get 100%.”  
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PERCEPTIONS OF CHRISTINE’S TEACHING 
Principal Brown frequently refers to Christine as an “excellent teacher” who is 

one of the school’s “strongest teachers.”  Even those Glendale teachers who do not 

necessarily agree with Christine’s opinions with regard to what is best for children or 

what children need, admit that Christine is a good teacher. A co-worker at the school 

describes Christine as a “fabulous reading teacher.” The curriculum area in which her 

peers most often compliment Christine is reading instruction, in particular guided reading 

instruction.  It is widely known that Christine possesses “leveling software” and that she 

is willing to use the program to help other teachers determine the “readability levels” of 

trade books they have in their classrooms. During the 2001-2002 school year, the 

school’s new principal refers to Christine as the school’s “expert” in terms of her 

knowledge and use of leveled texts through guided reading instruction. 

CHRISTINE’S TEACHING AND THE NEW CURRICULUM MANDATES  
After a classroom observation, I ask Christine about the ways the new district 

curriculum and assessment mandates influence her classroom instruction. Christine 

states, “If I could just teach the TEKS, I could get there, but they won’t let me.” By 

“there,” Christine means helping the children in her class to pass the TAAS test in the 

spring.  Christine laments, as she does on many other occasions, over being prevented by 

these new district mandates from teaching “her way,” or in ways that she knows works or 

ways that she feels are “best for kids.”  

One new district curriculum mandate introduced early in the 2000-2001 school 

year, of which Christine is frequently critical, directs first- through fifth-grade teachers to 

periodically submit “writing samples” to school administrators of “TAAS-like 

compositions” from their students. According to the district’s new grading guidelines, 
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first- through fifth-grade teachers are required to have documented writing grades in 

Language Arts for at least three TAAS-like compositions.  To monitor whether or not 

teachers are in fact following this guideline, they are required to turn in writing samples 

to school administrators. Christine frequently characterizes these new writing-related 

curriculum mandates as moves toward forcing third-grade teachers, in her words, to 

“teach fourth-grade writing in third grade.”  Christine frequently maintains that the 

children in her classroom are simply not ready for such writing instruction.  When I ask 

Christine to explain, she says:  

We’ve done some writing work, but [district administrators] haven’t even let me 

teach how to write a good sentence or how to write good paragraph yet, except 

when I’ve tried to piecemeal some lessons in.  This is because we’re doing so 

much narrow-focused TAAS writing, modeling, and practicing, not real Writer’s 

Workshop or anything.  We’re teaching form over content. 

When I ask Christine to further describe the ways the district’s new mandates 

have impacted her classroom teaching, she responds, “Because of the TAAS stretch this 

year, I’m not able to pull out the few things that I really liked about our basal [reading] 

series.”  When I ask her to provide an example, Christine replies, “There’s a flip chart 

that has some phonics kinds of lessons on it.”  Christine seems especially frustrated over 

being “prevented” from using the basal reading series because she served on the district-

level adoption committee that chose the series.   

Later Christine states that she is also prevented from delivering “shared reading” 

instruction. About “shared reading,” Christine explains,  
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In shared reading, my students and I share the text…Then I ask questions on the 

content, a phonics element, rhyming words can be pointed out, punctuation can be 

isolated, viewed and discussed, dramatic re-readings can occur, all sorts of skills 

can be addressed.  

EXPANDED ASSESSMENT REGIMEN  

In addition to the district’s new curriculum mandates, such as those that require 

teachers to create yearly TAAS instructional plans or to follow the newly scoped and 

sequenced curricula, the district also significantly expands the number and types of 

required assessments.  As part of the district’s newly formulated data utilization program 

called S.W.E.E.P (described in detail in chapter three), the number and types of 

individually-administered reading assessments are expanded as are the number of full-

scale practice TAAS tests. In addition to these district assessment mandates, later in the 

year, district administrators also require teachers to administer mini-TAAS test- like 

assessments every Friday.  The results of these “Friday tests” are shared with school- and 

district- level administrators and curriculum coaches.  At one point during the 2000-2001 

school year, Christine tells me, “We are assessing these babies out the kazoo.”  

Christine is particularly critical of the administration of a full-scale, two-day 

“release” TAAS test in early October:  “I worry about the stress [the practice TAAS test] 

puts on to these poor babies,” referring to the children in her class. Christine also 

questions the validity of the assessment because, as she frequently points out to me, 

“TAAS is an end-of-the-year test!”  In addition to questioning the validity of the 

children’s test scores, she also is wary of the judgements that district- level administrators 

might form about her as a teacher based on these scores.  She expresses concern tha t if 
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the October practice TAAS test scores are too low, she will attract unwanted attention 

from district-level administrators.  When I ask her about this, she specifically cites her 

fear over the intrusion into her classroom by district-level instructional specialists.  Later, 

she describes these same instructional specialists as “very ambitious.”  

Because of her suspicion over how district- level administrators might “read” low 

practice TAAS test data, even in October, Christine begins explicit TAAS test 

preparation much sooner than she has in years past.  Christine laments over teaching not 

only to the TAAS test, but teaching to the practice TAAS test. About this, Christine 

states, “Isn’t that terrible?  I’m just trying to get past all the tests…so I can actually 

teach.”  As a result of this anxiety over the practice TAAS test results, Christine begins 

using the commercially-available TAAS test teacher materials issued to her by the district 

in early October.  During a classroom observation, she makes a point of telling me that 

this is the earliest she has ever started using such materials with her children. Christine 

states, “I usually don’t use this stuff until after Christmas.” Christine then states, “I wish 

[district administrators] would get off our case!”  

CURRICULUM NARROWS 
Throughout the year, Christine also complains that the explicit focus on TAAS 

test subjects prevents her from teaching science and social studies. She acknowledges 

that fully addressing all of the curriculum objectives has always been a challenge, but that 

through the utilization of thematic units in the past, she was able to integrate science and 

social studies with mathematics and with language arts. Consequently, Christine claims, 

“It’s impossible to do thematic units now.”  To explain why she feels this way, she cites 

the district’s expanded assessment regimen. Christine explains that the expanded 
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assessment regimen interrupts the flow of such teaching.  She states, “I may teach two 

days and then I assess three.”  

In late January, raising her arms and sighing, Christine tells me, “Well, [Principal 

Brown] told us to forget teaching science and social studies for the third quarter.” She 

then informs me that third-grade teachers are to record “NA,” for “Not Applicable,” in 

the spot on the report card for Science and Social Studies.  About this directive by the 

school’s principal, Christine tells me, “Leaving Science and Social Studies out is a real 

dis-service to these kids.”  When I ask her to explain why, Christine adds, “I don’t like 

that because I can teach a lot of skills through those subjects.”  When I ask her to name 

these skills, she replies, “I can teach a lot of things like handwriting…lots of listening 

skills, following directions, modeling, neatness.”   In addition to the impact upon the 

teaching of science and social studies knowledge and skills, Christine bemoans that the 

teaching of other skills are also neglected. Christine explains passionately, “If they don’t 

get cursive handwriting and computer keyboarding now, they’re not going to get it 

later…And these skills are in the T.E.K.S.”  

CHRISTINE’S TEACHING: GUIDED READING 
Each morning, third graders divide into leveled reading groups. During this 60-

minute block, each third-grade teacher, including Christine, delivers “guided reading-” 

based instruction (see Fountas and Pinnell, 1993). This guided reading block consists of 

teachers working with smaller, leveled instructional groups to target children’s reading 

needs at their instructional level.  Throughout the year, Christine routinely utilizes this 

guided reading block to conduct literacy circles or other short book projects and reports 

in smaller instructional groups.  It is during this guided reading block that Christine’s 
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instructional strengths show most clearly.  Her awareness of the children’s various 

strengths and weaknesses is evident when she asks questions such as, “Remember that 

word we worked on yesterday?” or prompts, “That word is a lot like the word you had 

trouble with the other day.” Christine is adept at helping children make connections to 

previous texts.  With questions such as the previous one, during small instructional 

groups, Christine is able to pinpoint children’s reading weaknesses and to offer children 

strategies to decode texts.   

As the 2000-2001 school year progresses, however, I begin to notice significant 

changes in the instructional routines during Christine’s morning guided reading block. As 

the spring administration date of the TAAS test nears, Christine, as well as the other 

third-grade teachers, begins to give over more and more instructional time during her 

daily 60-minute guided reading block to explicit TAAS test preparation through the use 

of commercially-available teacher materials.  In contrast to the active interactions with 

leveled texts and other trade books during this guided reading block, children 

increasingly work silently through TAAS test- like passages.  Of this giving over of 

guided reading time to explicit TAAS test preparation, another third-grade teacher says in 

a focus-group interview, “Guided reading time used to be sacred, but not any more.”   

CHRISTINE’S MATHEMATICS TEACHING AND THE TAAS TEST 
During one particular mathematics block three weeks prior to the April TAAS test 

administration, Christine begins a lesson by projecting on the overhead projector the 

following prompt: “Things to remember for TAAS.”  The children quickly generate a list 

of eight tips to performing well on the TAAS test: “Show proof,” “stay calm,” “get a 

good night’s sleep,” “eat a good breakfast,” “take your time,” “use strategies,” “check 
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your work,” and “do your BEST!”  When I ask Christine later whether or not she has 

previously discussed these “strategies” with the children, she answers, “Yes, of course.  

Since the beginning of the year.” 

Shortly after this TAAS test “opener,” Christine projects the following TAAS 

test- formatted mathematics problem on the overhead projector:   

Julie bought four items in the store.  The lowest priced item was $4 and the 

highest priced item was $9.  Before tax is added, what is a reasonable total for the 

cost of the items.” 

• $10 

• $20 

• $30 

• $40 

Enthusiastically, Christine explains, “Now this is something that actually 

happened to me over the weekend,” Christine tells the children. Stridently, Christine 

continues, “I only had so much money with me, but I had a list of things I needed.” Her 

introduction does not seem to draw any reactions from the children, who sit passively and 

seem largely ambivalent. Christine then informs the class, “This is a ‘reasonableness’ 

problem.”  To me, Christine says, “This is [TAAS test] Objective 13.  The [TAAS] test 

makers will usually put one of these problems on the third-grade TAAS.  I’m just trying 

to make sure that they’re familiar with these types of problems. It’s more of a fourth-

grade thing.”    

Christine works through the problem by herself, modeling her problem solving 

procedure through a “think aloud” strategy. She records the relevant information from the 



   

103 

problem on the dry board while the children sit passively. As she works through the 

problem, she does not solicit significant input from children, but she does stop her 

teaching frequently to redirect one child’s attention or admonish another child for being 

off-task. Occasionally, she asks “yes-no” questions, such as, “Is this number important 

for solving the problem?” She moves on before any of the children respond. Christine 

then informs the children that they will need to use multiplication to solve the problem 

and asks, “But which numbers should we use?”  As Christine is modeling how to settle 

on the numbers that will result in a “reasonable” answer, I notice several children around 

me employing a trial-and-error strategy by calculating all the possible combinations of 

prices per item.  Christine does not notice, and instead is focused on locating the median 

numbers between $4 and $9, and then $16 and $36.  As she does, most of the children in 

the class look on passively as she explains how to find “the number in the middle.” 

Christine is quick to bring her teaching to a complete stop to redirect the attention of 

those children who are talking or not paying close enough attention.  In fact, upon seeing 

one or two children even mildly off-task, Christine completely stops her teaching and 

bring the class’s attention to the behavior of those individual children.  As she does 

routinely, Christine seems over-exact children’s complete and absolute attention while 

she teaches.  This behavior management style seems to consume much of her available 

direct instruction time. 

Throughout the lesson, Christine relies exclusively on verbal explanations to 

demonstrate one way to solve the problem. At no point does she suggest that there might 

be other ways to come to the same answer, nor does she acknowledge the growing group 

of children who are now trying to solve the problem through a trial-and-error strategy.  
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After setting up a number sentence, she asks, “Could this be right?”  She works her way 

through the problem without soliciting alternative solutions from the children. Instead, 

her instructional focus seems trained on arriving at a single, “correct” answer through a 

single, “correct” method, even though the problem seems to have multiple strategy 

opportunities.  

 Working one-on-one with a Latina girl, Christine exclaims, “Oh, they trapped 

you!”  Christine then takes the girl through a rereading of the problem, pointing out how 

to spot the distracters in the problem.  Throughout her one-on-one interventions, 

Christine’s comments are mostly focused on “trap avoidance” versus allowing the gir l to 

identify and decipher aloud the conceptual mathematics content.  In other words, her 

instructional focus with these TAAS test- formatted problems seems singularly trained, as 

it is on most days when her instruction is TAAS-explicit, on drawing a single 

interpretation of the problem so as not to get “tripped up” or “trapped.”  Most of her 

instructional attention this day, as it is on most days, seems far more focused on problem 

“deciphering” than on delivering mathematics-related content through “problem solving.”   

CHRISTINE THREATENS TO LEAVE GLENDALE 
In interviews throughout the year, Christine repeatedly speaks of leaving teaching 

or requesting a transfer to a non-TAAS grade level due to the increased workloads, 

pressures, and stress levels related to the mandates that resulted from the district’s newly-

formulated response to the accountability system.  At one point Christine tells me, “Well 

they can stick me this year, but they won’t do it again next year…[District 

administrators]  say, ‘Well, if you don’t like it you can find a job elsewhere.’  I’ll be glad 
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to.  If they want to play hardball, I’ll do just that.  I don’t know at this point if they are 

going to be able to work with me here or not, to change to a lower grade.”  

Of the increased workload, Christine states with frustration, “It is horrible this 

year.  This is the worst year I’ve ever had, time-wise.  I will not do 80-hour weeks next 

year.  I will not.  I’m just not going to do it.  Life’s too short.  I’m missing too many 

things at home.”  When I ask her to describe what it is about the 2000-2001 school year 

that has led to such an increased workload, Christine says flatly, “The heavy TAAS 

emphasis.  I mean it is big-time.”   

 Christine expresses her pessimism over whether her grade- level transfer request 

will be granted. When I inquire about the reasons for her pessimism, she replies, 

“Because I’ve had TAAS success. Why would they move me to another grade when they 

know I can do it?”  The irony of her unhappy situation is not lost on Christine. 

 It seems clear to me, by the frequency of such statements, that the stress Christine 

is experiencing is wearing on her. “This TAAS is just too much,” she complains, “…The 

pressure is draining.” In the week leading up to the spring TAAS test administration, I 

ask Christine how things are going and she responds, “Besides the canker sores and 

stress, things are fine.”  I later follow up on this statement and ask her about her physical 

condition. Christine says, “As the TAAS [test] gets closer, I’ll be less patient, more 

snippy.”  Of the physical effects, Christine states, “I get an upset stomach,” but she 

juxtaposes her own physical ailments with a co-worker’s. As Christine tells it, “I know 

one teacher who told me she has got shingles because of the stress she’s under.”  

 Near the end of the school year, Christine informs me that she has formally 

requested a transfer out of third grade to another grade level at Glendale.  She tells me 
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that if she is not granted a transfer out of a TAAS grade at Glendale she is set to resign 

and look for a job in another district.  She then recounts the physical and emotional toll 

taken by the long hours she has put in this year.  

CHRISTINE AND ACCOUNTABILITY: CATEGORY I 
Over the length of this investigation, four general trends emerge in terms of the 

ways Glendale teachers like Christine experience the district’s newly formulated response 

to accountability.  First, the district’s ratings-focused response to accountability not only 

“forces” these teachers to deliver what they believe to be inferior instruction, but it has 

also “prevents” them from delivering higher-quality forms of classroom instruction.  

Second, based on interview and classroom observation data, Glendale teachers in this 

first category tend to concentrate most of their instructional attention on basic skills that 

they believe children must master prior to being allowed to engage in more complex, 

open-ended learning activities.  Third, many Glendale teachers, including Christine, 

begin to focus more of their attention on meeting the time and administrative demands of 

the district’s new curriculum and assessment mandates, and less on the instructional, 

social, or emotional needs of the children. Fourth, the district’s new ratings-focused 

efforts have not only increased workloads for teachers but have also increased their stress 

levels.  As a result, many teachers’ emotional state approaches what has been described 

as “teacher burnout” and teachers, like Christine, contemplate leaving Glendale.  

“PREVENTED FROM” AND “FORCED TO”  
Many Glendale teachers, and most especially Christine, frequently claim that the 

district’s new curriculum and assessment directives prevent them from delivering richer, 

thematic, or hands-on instruction.  About her teaching since the district enacted this new 
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response to accountability, Christine states, “I don’t think there are enough hands-on 

[lessons] and there are too many paper-and-pencil, book kinds of situations.” Christine 

frequently bemoans being “forced” to teach writing in a formulaic, decidedly TAAS-like 

fashion, or as she puts it, “to teach fourth-grade writing in third grade.” Christine 

frequently states that she feels forced to teach only that which is on the TAAS test.  As 

she states,   

We just don’t have the time for hands-on lessons or integrated units now…It used 

to be, if you felt like you needed to [teach a certain topic], and you could justify it 

[by connecting it to the TEKS], it was fine to do. But now, boy, if it’s not a 

testable TEKS [objective], don’t teach it.  Don’t go there.  We don’t have time for 

it.  We have to get these scores up. And that’s a narrow focus and I don’t like that.  

Likewise, a fifth-grade teacher reports that the district’s move toward a ratings-

focused response “forces” her to, in her words, “turn everything I do in my classrooms 

into TAAS.” 

On numerous occasions, teachers inform me that the district’s new curriculum and 

assessment mandates prevent them from delivering better, hands-on, or even 

developmentally appropriate instruction.  However, when I ask teachers to offer specific 

details of this better instruction, or the more important curriculum content, most Category 

I teachers are unable to provide clear and convincing examples.  In some cases, teachers 

in this category actually describe instruction that seems less rich instruction, or 

instruction that targets content that is not found in their grade- level curriculum.  There are 

other Glendale teachers, however, who are able to both describe and demonstrate how 

these mandates undermine higher-quality, more child-responsive instruction. Examples of 
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these cases will be outlined in Chapter Seven when I present Glendale teacher category 

number three.  

In the case of Christine, when I ask her to describe the types of instruction that 

she is “prevented” from delivering, she frequently describes what I consider to be “basic 

skills”-based instruction. For example, when she complains that the district’s curriculum 

mandates require her to “teach fourth-grade writing in third grade,” I ask her to explain 

what this “prevents” her from teaching.  Christine then describes writing instruction that 

is focused on the more discrete skills of writing than on the writing process. That is to 

say, Christine seems to suggest that the third-grade children are “not ready” for extended 

and open-ended writing opportunities, or “fourth-grade writing,” until they have mastered 

a series of discrete skills that produce correct, standard writing conventions.  Such 

sentiments seem prevalent in the following comments:“…[district administrators] haven’t 

even let me teach how to write a good sentence or how to write good paragraph…”; “I 

haven’t had time even to model an entire story, …a story with good beginnings, good 

endings…how to format a letter…to model good transitions from one sentence to another 

in sequenced.” Another example is found above when she explains why she is upset over 

being asked to set aside science and social studies curriculum content. When asked to 

explain why she is upset, Christine explains, “I don’t like tha t because I can teach a lot of 

skills through those subjects.”  When I ask her to name these skills, she replies, “I can 

teach a lot of things like handwriting…lots of listening skills, following directions, 

modeling, neatness.” 
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SKILLS-FOCUSED INSTRUCTION 
 Whereas some Glendale teachers are able to provide clear examples of the ways 

the district’s new curriculum and assessment mandates prevent them from delivering 

more dynamic, even more cognitively-complex instruction, there are other teachers who 

are not.  When asked to provide specific examples of the types of instruction that the 

district’s new mandates prevent them from teaching, other teachers, including Christine, 

frequently describe instruction focused on “the basics.”  

For example, Christine frequently discusses being prevented from teaching 

phonics instruction, which I find somewhat surprising. Although Texas’s state 

curriculum, or the T.E.K.S., contains phonics, or “letter-sound correspondence” 

expectations, in first through third grades, there is a clear move in the state’s curriculum 

by the third-grade toward the teaching of other cueing systems.  For example, instead of 

the overt focus on phonics-related objectives, the third-grade T.E.K.S. contains far more 

objectives targeting semantic or context cues (“What makes sense here?”) and syntactic 

or grammatical cues (“What sounds right grammatically here?”).1  Even the fairly 

conservative, phonics-focused policy document (Coles, 2000; Taylor, 1998) produced by 

the National Research Council, Preventing Reading Difficulties in Young Children 

(Snow, Burns, and Griffin, 1998), suggests that by third grade letter-sound “decoding,” or 

phonics-based instruction, should give way to more contextual-based or site-word 

vocabulary reading instruction.    

I observe a consistent pattern in the ways Christine seems to view the literacy 

development of children in their classrooms.  Specifically, I observe that Christine seems 

to routinely operationalize what Paris, Wasik, and Turner (1996) refer to as an additive 

model of literacy development.  Under such a model, the development of skilled reading 
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is “viewed as a linear accumulation of skills.  When children [are] developmentally 

ready, they learn sound-symbol correspondence, followed by decoding and sight words, 

followed by interpretation of text” (p. 643).  This additive view of literacy development is 

evident in Christine’s critique of the district’s push toward increasing the amount of 

instructional time for writing.  To support her critique, Christine states, “My third-grade 

kiddos are still struggling to become strong readers, and writing follows reading.” By this 

comment, Christine seems to be promoting an additive, or what Street (1995) further 

describes as an autonomous view of literacy development.  Through this autonomous 

view of literacy, Christine, and teachers who experience accountability in ways similar to 

Christine, views reading and writing as a sum of their discrete parts, such as letter-sound 

correspondence, or “phonics,” and correct grammatical or syntactical concepts.   

For Christine, learning to read and write seems strictly a matter of acquiring these 

discrete and technical skills that are presumed to operate independent of context, and then 

adding them all together.  Autonomous models of literacy stand in stark contrast to what 

Street calls an ideological model of literacy.  Through ideological models of literacy, 

Street sees the cognitive processing of linguistic parts as wholly dependent on context, 

because such processes always take place “within cultural wholes” (Street, 1995, p. 161). 

When Christine bemoans that district curriculum and assessment mandates prevent her 

from delivering “shared reading” or “shared writing” instruction, which is more 

consistent with an ideological model of literacy instruction, she is not upset over not 

being able to find time to offer children more context-based interactions with texts.  

Rather, Christine seems most upset over losing even more opportunities to target discrete 

literacy skills, such as punctuation, spelling, and indenting paragraphs. 
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On several other occasions, Christine complains that the district’s new curriculum 

and assessment mandates have led to a telescoping of the curriculum around only that 

content which is assessed on the TAAS test.  When Glendale’s principal asks Christine to 

set aside science and social studies to focus on TAAS test-related mathematics and 

“reading,” she states firmly that it is a “a real dis-service to these kids.” When I ask her to 

explain why, she states, “I don’t like tha t because I can integrate a lot of skills through 

those subjects.” When I ask her to name these skills, she offers a set of discrete literacy 

skills unrelated to science or social studies, “I can teach a lot of things like 

handwriting…lots of listening skills, following directions, modeling, neatness.”  Based 

on this response, it does not appear as though Christine “misses” teaching science and 

social studies subject-area content; rather, she misses teaching these subjects as means 

through which she can target seemingly unrelated sub-skills. 

Even when Christine does find instructional time to teach science-related content, 

she frequently targets curricular content that is not in the third-grade science curriculum. 

A clear example of this is her Groundhog Day science lesson.  Christine seems to boast 

about the decidedly non-TAAS nature of this lesson; however, when I review the third-

grade T.E.K.S., I discover that “shadows” and “properties of the sun” are not third-grade 

objectives.1   

NEEDS OF MANDATES VERSUS NEEDS OF CHILDREN 
      The district’s ratings-focused response requires Glendale teachers to expend a 

significant amount of energy to keep track of the details of the new curriculum mandates, 

and to meet the demands of the new assessment mandates. Eventually, these demands 

lead many Glendale teachers, Christine in particular, to focus more of their energies on 
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complying with these mandates than on meeting the academic, social, and emotional 

needs of the children in their classrooms. In Christine’s case, her hyper-diligence toward 

meeting demands of and making sure she is in compliance with the new curriculum and 

assessment mandates seems to consume her.   

 That she prioritizes the needs of the ratings-focused mandates over the 

instructional needs of the children in her classroom seems prevalent in the previously 

mentioned mathematics lesson.  Throughout this lesson, Christine seems singularly 

focused on helping children become TAAS test problem “decipherers,” not mathematics 

problem solvers.  In this lesson, as in many others, Christine overtly privileges this 

problem-deciphering model of teaching to the delivery of meaningful mathematics 

content.  Although Christine attempts to introduce the lesson with an authentic scenario, 

she does not return to this scenario to help children find deeper meaning in a realistic 

“reasonableness” scenario of their own.    

That these new curriculum and assessment mandates would yield such 

contradictory results in terms of meeting the needs of children is hardly surprising. As   

McNeil (1986) notes in her book, Contradictions of Control, administrative efforts 

designed to control the work of teachers or to exact their compliance most often result in 

teachers falling into ritualistic behaviors that undermine rather than improve educational 

quality at the classroom level.  As I report in Chapter Three in my description of the 

district’s newly formulated ratings-focused response, the superintendent of Twin Oaks 

ISD states that the central aim of this effort is to ensure that teachers comply with the 

district’s newly scoped, sequenced, and benchmarked curriculum.  As the superintendent 

states in the local newspaper, “We’re not hiring people to teach what they feel good 
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about, we’re hiring them to teach the approved curriculum.”  With this statement, it 

seems clear that the central aim of the district’s new mandates is to control teachers’ 

classroom practices and to exact teachers’ full compliance.   As a result of the mandates, 

Glendale teachers like Christine indeed comply with and teach the new approved 

curriculum; however, during many of my classroom observations, it was unclear whether  

teachers like Christine are  actually teaching children.    

TEACHER “BURN OUT” AND TEACHER LEAVING 
The district’s newly formulated ratings-focused response to accountability brings 

with it not only increased workloads, but also increased stress levels for Glendale 

teachers.  Throughout the 2000-2001 school year, there is a constant buzz in the air at 

each faculty meeting and in each district-sponsored professional development workshop 

over whether or not the school will “make it” to “Recognized” status. By the end of the 

2000-2001 school year, however, these increased workloads and stress levels leave many 

Glendale teachers emotionally and physically exhausted, or experiencing a condition that 

Van Manen  (1986) describes as “teacher burnout.”  As a result, many teachers, including 

Christine, contemplate leaving Glendale.    

In the case of Christine, the combination of her characteristic hyper-diligence and 

the many new TAAS-related district- level initiatives adds many hours onto an already 

long teaching day. As she says above, “…This is the worst year I’ve ever had time-wise. 

I will not do 80-hour weeks next year…Life’s too short. I’m missing too many things at 

home.”  While other Glendale teachers also experience this increased workload and the 

stress related to TAAS test performance, it is Christine who seems to be most caught in a 

whirl of stress. Whereas Christine’s apparent teacher burnout seems symptomatic of the 
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excessive effort she frequently expends to meet the demands of the new district 

curriculum and mandates, other Glendale teachers’ burnout seems more linked to a loss 

of control over their own teaching.  As Van Manen (1986) makes clear, “Teacher burnout 

is not only a symptom…of being overworked, … burnout is the evidence of the 

helplessness teachers experience over losing control of their day-to-day teaching”  (p. 

29).  

The increased workloads and stress levels among teachers, combined with the 

“non-negotiable” nature of many of the curriculum and assessment mandates, leads many 

Glendale teachers, including Christine, to inform me that they desire to leave Glendale. 

Late in the 2000-2001 school year, however, Christine’s formal request of a grade- level 

transfer is granted. Principal Brown transfers Christine to second grade. 

Although Christine stays at Glendale because she has been granted a transfer to a 

non-TAAS test grade level, the district’s ratings-focused response to accountability leads 

many other Glendale teachers, including the school’s principal, to leave.  The resulting 

staff turnover between the 2000-2001 and 2001-2002 school years is the highest in 

Glendale’s recent history.  In the earliest stages of this investigation, Principal Brown 

characterizes the teaching staff at Glendale as “very stable” in terms of year-to-year staff 

turnover.  A review of school teaching rosters shows that Principal Brown made, on 

average, three to four new hires per year in her six years at Glendale.  However, between 

the 2000-2001 and 2001-2002 school years, seven Glendale teachers transfer grade levels 

and nine teachers leave Glendale.  

In an interview with a teacher mid-year, she tells me, regarding the district’s new 

curriculum and assessment mandates, “I don’t want to be a ‘cookie cutter’ teacher….if 
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they ask me to be one, I’ll quit.”  Later, she adds, “I’ll gladly take a pay cut and go 

somewhere else.  I didn’t become a teacher to teach, or be, like everybody else.” This 

teacher leaves Glendale at the end of the 2000-2001 school year.   

A third-grade teacher finds out prior to the end of the 2000-2001 school year that 

she has been granted an intra-district transfer to a district-run charter school.  When I ask 

her to explain the reasons for her requested transfer, she responds, “I wanted to teach 

there because their focus is on brain-compatible learning, integrated curriculum, multiple 

intelligences.”  She then explains that prior to the district’s newly formulated response to 

accountability, she was able to deliver such instruction at Glendale.  

CHRISTINE’S “STORY TO LIVE BY” 
  In my reading of Christine’s story to live by as a teacher, or her teacher identity,  

a clear theme emerges that seems to explain, at least in part, her experiences under 

intensified conditions of test-based educational accountability.  Although Christine seems 

to view teaching as a profession, she does not position herself as a fully agentic 

professional capable of shaping her own daily experiences as a teacher.  This theme 

emerges in my observations and interviews with other Glendale teachers who seem to 

experience the district’s newly formulated response to accountability in similar ways.   

CHRISTINE’S TEACHER STORY  
About her childhood educational experiences, Christine tells me that she can 

remember only a few elementary school teachers.  She attributes this to the severe 

asthmatic condition she suffered from as a child, a conditions that forced her to miss 

school often.  About her high school experiences, Christine reports that it was in high 

school that she formulated the career aspiration to become a pediatric nurse. Because of 
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this aspiration she, “zeroed in on science and math” to prepare herself for college. 

Christine bolsters this career aspiration as a Candy Striper volunteer at a local hospital.  

Christine attributes her desire to become a pediatric nurse to her familiarity with and 

great appreciation for the nurses who cared for her when she was young. In her words, “I 

spent so much time with [nurses] as a child, and they just seemed to have it all together. 

And at home, we didn’t have two nickels to rub together, so even in the hospital I was 

better off and had more meals and fussin’ over me than I did necessarily at home.”  

Christine’s dream of becoming a pediatric nurse, however, was derailed by the 

difficulties of collegiate- level chemistry.  Despite her high school preparatory classes in 

science, Christine claims she simply lacked, in her words, “that science aptitude.”  

Shortly after coming to this realization, Christine transfers to another university and 

switched to an elementary education major.   When I ask Christine if she ever regrets not 

becoming a pediatric nurse, she replies, “I knew I wanted to work with children…so I 

was happy with the decision to be a teacher.”   

Christine sees her decision to become a teacher as a sound one, not only because 

she would still be able to work with children, but also because becoming a teacher will 

be, “a step up in life.” About becoming a teacher, Christine says: 

For me, teaching was an escape from the socio-economic status that I had 

experienced as a child.  Because it was a professional kind of status and it was a break 

away from that home life, that poverty rut.  Neither my mother nor my father had 

graduated from high school.  And to go on to college, that was just a big deal. 

Christine reports that, starting very early in her teacher education program, she 

wanted to be a first-grade teacher.  As Christine explains, “Everything, every report I 
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wrote, everything I did [in college], was geared for first grade.” When I ask Christine to 

explain her preference for first grade, she responds, “I just liked six-year olds.  They’re 

still innocent, still young.  They’re creative.”  Later Christine offers more about her 

preference for teaching first grade:  

When the “a-ha’s!” hit, you know it hits, because that’s when all they want to do 

is read.  And you see it. You see it in their eyes.  I’ve had kiddos that needed one little 

link, or two or three little long vowel rules and that unlocks it for them.  They come to me 

knowing some of them, knowing their short vowels sounds, but they can’t go beyond 

that, or they haven’t had enough site-word work.  You do a little bit of drill with that and 

it’s just neat if you can find the little holes.  

Christine reports that in her 17-year teaching career, she has often moved to new 

schools to secure a first-grade position. She adds, “And it looks like I’m going to do it 

again soon.”   

When I ask Christine to recall some of the most important things she learned in 

her teacher education program, she does not talk about content-related issues.  Instead, 

Christine talks about the dedication required to be a “good” teacher.  In her words, “[My 

professor] honestly said that she probably put in two hours a day for every hour she was 

in the classroom with her students…I’m currently putting in more than that.” 

 After several years “overseas,” where her husband was in the military, Christine 

and her husband moved to the Twin Oaks area.  Christine bounced around from one 

school district to another during the first years of her teaching career.  She reports that 

one of her first teaching jobs was in a school with predominantly low-income children in 

color.  Of this experience, she explains, “We just didn’t have that kind of thing in the 
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Midwest, you know…We just didn’t have minorities needing welfare, etc.  So, it was 

kind of a new experience for me.”   

When I ask Christine to work through an image of her teaching through the use of 

the Margaret Wise Brown’s (1949) book, The Important Book, Christine responds,  

The important thing about teaching is… to have a love for kids.  You need to have 

a lot of teaching materials, because in this day and age, schools are not supplying 

near everything we need.  You need to have dedication to your work—not just be 

in it for minimum hours, because it certainly is not a minimum-hours job.  But the 

important thing about teaching is to have a love for kids. 

TEACHING AS “PROFESSIONAL KIND OF STATUS” 

Although Christine describes teaching as a “professional kind of status,” she 

rarely seems to speak of being a professional herself.  Instead, Christine positions 

teaching as a difficult job, or a job that requires more than the minimum hours. Based on 

multiple readings of her story to live by as a teacher, I come to the tentative conclusion 

that becoming a teacher for Christine is a way to escape the lower socio-economic status 

she knew as a child growing up a small Midwestern setting. 

Thus, Christine seems to bring a strong working-class ethic to her understanding 

of being a teacher. She frequently draws on this working-class ethic to warrant her 

“professional kind of status,” a status that only feels secure for her through diligence, 

hard work and compliance. Christine demonstrates frequently to others at Glendale that 

she is both willing and able to work long and hard at being a “good teacher.” “I was here 

until 8:30 last night!” I overhear Christine tell the librarian one afternoon.  The district’s 

move toward a ratings-focused response to accountability, however, threatens Christine’s 

working-class, “professional kind of status” as a teacher. 

This move not only increases Christine’s workload and stress level, but it brings 

with it an “out-puts” logic that threatens Christine’s “professional kind of status.”  
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Through this out-puts logic of educational improvement, which institutional theorists 

Rowan and Miskel (1999) claim has fundamentally changed the way schools work, 

teachers are evaluated not by how hard they work or how diligent they are, but by the test 

scores of children in their classroom.  Thus, teachers like Christine are no longer 

evaluated by how hard or long they work, or not by how many curricular details they can 

keep track of and manage, but by the curricular “bottom line,” or students’ TAAS test 

scores. Christine’s efforts to overtly demonstrate her professional status through long 

hours of work and extreme diligence in making sure she is complying with administrative 

requirements no longer seem to matter to district-level administrators as much as the 

TAAS test scores of the children in her class.  This shift does not bode well for other 

Glendale teachers whose stories to live by are similar to that of Christine. This shifting 

professional landscape leaves many Glendale teachers, including Christine, feeling 

vulnerable and stressed, because they see themselves as doing all they can to help their 

children pass the TAAS test, short of directly and explicitly teaching the test.  Eventually, 

however, that is exactly what teachers like Christine begin to do. 

Glendale teachers like Christine begin to systematically teach the TAAS test not 

just because they are worried about the judgements of district- and school- level 

administrators formulated based on the assessment data generated by the district’s newly 

expanded assessment regimen; they begin explicitly teaching the test because they are 

afraid that poor results on mandated practice TAAS tests will lead to a heavy-handed 

intervention by the new district- level instructional coaches.  Christine, in particular, is 

wary of these instructional coaches, describing them as “very ambitious” and looking to 

boost their own efforts to become school- level administrators.  Her suspicions seem 

warranted as the instructional coaches’ positions within the Twin Oaks district serve a 

career- ladder position for high-quality classroom teachers who desire to be school- level 

administrators.  That teachers like Christine are wary of this intervention, or even 

intrusion into their classroom by district-level instructional coaches is not surprising 
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given the isolated, even individualistic work of classroom teaching (see for example 

Lortie, 1975).   

More than most Glendale teachers, however, Christine’s concern over poor 

assessment data and the judgments that might be made about her and her teaching 

exemplifies the robust effect testing data have on teachers and on teachers’ self worth.  

The net result of the robust nature of these testing data and the stress that many Glendale 

teachers experience as a result leads Christine as well as many other Glendale teachers to 

do something that they have not done in the past: explicitly and systematically teach the 

TAAS test.  These teachers do this by eliminating science and social studies from their 

daily schedules, eliminating any sort of extended or open-ended instructional activities, 

such as “integrated units,” and giving over more and more instructional time to direct 

TAAS test preparation through the increased use of commercially-available test 

preparation materials.  Most importantly, however, most veteran Glendale teachers 

abandon the professional knowledge that they gained through past district-level and 

school- level, student- focused reform efforts such as brain-based teaching and multiple 

intelligences-based instruction, and other forms of curriculum and pedagogy that 

incorporate not only children’s academic needs, but their social and emotional needs as 

well.  This issue of the professional knowledge teachers  seemingly abandoned as a result 

of the district’s move toward a ratings-focused response to accountability will be further 

explored in Chapter Eight on the “De-skilling/Re-skilling” of Glendale teachers. 

CONCLUSION 
To me, the case of Christine is much like the teacher cases found in educational 

literature harshly that is critical of test-based systems of accountability (see for example, 

Gillman and Reynolds, 1991; Jones et al., 1999; McNeil, 2000a; Smith, 1991).  Like the 

teachers in Smith’s study, Christine experiences a great deal of anger as a result of 

district’s ratings-focused mandates. Similar to the teachers in Jones and colleagues’ 
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study, Christine feels herself to be under a great deal more stress than ever before. And 

like teachers in Hoffman and colleagues’ (2000) and McNeil’s studies, Christine 

frequently contemplates and even threatens to leave teaching altogether as a result of the 

district’s new TAAS-explicit policies.  Resembling the teachers presented in many of the 

educational literature critical of test-based systems of accountability, Chr istine feels 

prevented by accountability-related mandates from delivering richer, higher quality 

classroom instruction.  

 In trying to make sense of Christine’s experiences under intensified conditions of 

accountability, however, I began to question just how the district’s new TAAS-related 

curriculum and assessment mandates affected the quality of instruction she delivers in the 

classroom.  To be sure, these mandates stole away a significant amount of instructional 

time, increased Christine’s workload, and even placed more pressures on her, but unlike 

the teachers in McNeil’s (2000a) study, these mandates do not seem to be preventing 

Christine from delivering richer, higher-quality instruction. When asked to describe this 

more important, richer instruction that she was prevented from delivering, Christine 

routinely identifies skills- focused instruction, such as phonics, grammar or even cursive 

handwriting lessons. This tendency is evident in statements such as, “[District 

administrators] haven’t even let me teach how to write a good sentence or how to write a 

good paragraph.” In several other cases, in an explicit effort to target non-TAAS related 

content, Christine teaches content that is not in the state’s third-grade curriculum. 

 Based on my interactions with Christine, as well with other Glendale teachers 

who experience the district’s newly formulated response to curriculum in similar ways, I 

see a teacher who is adversely affected by TAAS-explicit curriculum and assessment 
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mandates, but the impact on the actual quality of instruction she delivers seems 

negligible.  Like the teachers in Firestone, Mayrowetz, and Fairman (1998) study of 

teachers and accountability, whereas the district’s new curriculum and assessment 

mandates significantly influenced what Chr istine taught, these mandates had less of an 

impact on how she taught. 

Just as Punxsutawnee Phil hopes that the sun is not out to cast a shadow over 

Groundhog Day festivities in upstate New York each year, so, too, does Christine hope 

that the TAAS test does not cast a shadow over each and every classroom activity.  

However, in both cases, winter turns to spring on March 20th as the TAAS test will be 

administered April 23rd and 24th. As the 2000-2001 school year progresses, Christine 

begrudgingly gives over more and more instructional time to TAAS-explicit instruction.  

In the month before the TAAS test administration dates, Christine frequently devotes the 

entire 90-minute mathematics block or the 60-minute guided reading block to working 

silently through TAAS-like passages or problems. Thus, in the end, there seems to be no 

escaping the long shadow of the TAAS test for Christine and many other Glendale 

teachers.   

 

NOTES 
1I could not find objectives related to “shadows” or “properties of the sun” in the 

Kindergarten through Fifth-Grade Science T.E.K.S. 

2Although there are several phonics-related expectations in the third-grade T.E.K.S., 

there are no phonics or “letter-sound relationship” objectives in the third-grade T.E.K.S.. 
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Chapter Six 

Category II: Dean Eager, Fourth-Grade Teacher 

INITIAL ENCOUNTER  
My first actual encounter with Dean Eager takes place in the first weeks of the 

school year. Terry Underwood, Glendale’s veteran and loquacious librarian, is in the 

process of organizing a second-grade group for their requisite story time. With many 

directives, packed with a beginning-of-the-year exactitude, she successfully settles and 

readies the group, Dean rushes into the library through the back door.  As he does, a 

chorus of excited salutations aimed at Mr. Eager ring out from the children shattering the 

hard-established order.  “Hi Mr. Eager!” “Hello Mr. Eager!”  “Good Morning Mr. 

Eager!”  With a smile and a shrug Ms. Underwood joins in the student chorus with a 

dramatic, “Hel- lo Mr. Eager!”  A blushed and slightly embarrassed looking Mr. Eager 

breaks out in a smile and mumbles something that sounds like “Good morning” as he 

continues walking quickly through the library toward the computer lab.  As he rushes out 

of the library, the children, seemingly in awe, continue to watch Dean. 

He exits the library as quickly as he has entered.  After he exits, the children 

continue to talk excitedly amongst themselves about Mr. Eager. Then Ms. Underwood 

chimes in, “[Mr. Eager] is very smart and he does some fuuun stuff with his class.”  But 

she quickly adds in a drawn out, drawled fashion, “But he’s hard.”  As the children 

continue talking excitedly about Mr. Eager, the librarian catches my eye and adds, 

seemingly for my benefit, “The other teachers are smart too, but they don’t do the things 

he does.” 
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From this initial encounter with Mr. Eager I learn two things about Dean that hold 

true throughout this research.  First, Dean seems always to be in a hurry.  With his quick, 

smallish strides, he is forever rushing to get from one place in the school to another.  He 

rarely pauses—unless there is food for the offering—or stops long enough to sit or even 

chat with others in the teachers’ lounge.  However, whenever he crosses paths with 

anyone in the school, he always flashes a genuine smile and offers a warm “Hi.”   

Second, Dean is indeed a “different” teacher who often does “fun stuff” with the children 

in his classroom.  

MR. EAGER’S CLASSROOM 
Upon entering the classroom, the first things I notice, apart from the unorganized, 

even messy nature of the space, are the sayings that he has posted on the wall around the 

room.  These quotes and sayings, which come and go throughout the year, are part 

informational, part inspirational, and part humorous.  A few examples include: 

“Chocolate is my middle name, but I’m thinking of making it my last name.” “Serenity is 

not freedom from the storm, but peace within the storm.” “Yesterday was the deadline for 

all complaints.” “Drink upstream from the herd.” “Organized people are just too lazy to 

look for things.”  “Think big. Anything is possible.” These sayings reveal Dean’s dry 

sense of humor, which he frequently displays in his teaching. When I ask him about the 

many quotes he simply shrugs and says, “I just think they are funny” and does not 

elaborate. 

As I settle in my seat for my first of many classroom observations of Dean’s 

teaching, I am also struck by a bulletin board positioned at the side of the room.  

Covering it are numerous class photographs from most of Dean’s seventeen years at 



   

125 

Glendale. Mixed in with these class photographs, however, are pictures along with letters 

given or sent to him by former students. The letters are from former students now in 

junior and senior high schools, as well as from former students who are now adults.  One 

former student, now a junior high school student, writes that she misses him and his “fun 

teaching.” When I ask Dean about these letters, he informs me that several of his former 

students have gone on to become teachers.  Later in the year, one of the school’s 

instructional specialist informs told me that her daughter was one of Dean’s former 

students and is now a primary-grade teacher. This instructional specialist credits Dean 

and his teaching, saying, “My daughter would probably not be a teacher if it wasn’t for 

[Dean].” 

DEAN’S TEACHING: ROUTINES AND “EVENT PEDAGOGY” 
Without introduction, Mr. Eager begins the mathematics lesson by launching 

quickly into an explanation of multiplication “families,” or the number concept of 

reversibility. Prior to moving to multiplication and division “fact families,” however, he 

quickly reviews the notion of number families for addition and subtraction. 

Characterizing the numbers “3, 4, and 7” as a “family,” Dean quickly lists all of the 

possible number sentences that include the numbers three, four, and seven.  Without 

slowing down, Dean states softly that the numbers 2, 3, and 6 are a family.”  Then he 

writes out all of the possible multiplication and division sentences containing the 

numbers 2, 3, and 6 on the board.  He rushes through both of these examples of “number 

families” without stopping to ask questions or to overtly monitor children’s 

understanding. Deans speaks quickly in soft, mumbled tones when delivering instruction, 

making it very difficult for me to understand exactly what he is saying.  
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During this lesson, I observe that many children, especially those at both edges 

and rear of the classroom, do not appear to be listening to Dean or following along as he 

writes on the dry-erase board.  Dean pauses periodically for input from the quickest 

responders in the classroom. These quick responses emanate from only a small group of 

Anglo children, who are perched at the edge of their seats just waiting to jump up, shoot 

their arms up, or blurt out a response to Mr. Eager’s questions.  As this goes on, two girls, 

one African-American, the other Latina, converse quietly, but openly, mostly oblivious to 

what Mr. Eager is saying.  As Dean speeds through his explications of number families at 

least half of the class, at any one given time, does not appear to be listening or following 

along.  Although Dean seems aware that many children are not following along, he does 

not seem overly concerned. Dean periodically interjects, in a soft voice, “Estafania,” or 

“Raoul” to re-direct their off- task behaviors.  Upon hearing their names, the children re-

direct their attention, some only momentarily, to the front of the classroom. 

Dean then directs the children’s attention to the eight short mathematics problems 

that he has written on the dry-erase boards in the back of the room. Some children work 

independently while others work together with a partner. As children work through the 

problems at their desks, Mr. Eager circulates casually about the room helping several 

children work through variations of problems on the dry board.  As Dean works with 

individual children, he does not direct, or invite other children to participate, but many 

do.  Children enter and exit casually Dean’s one-on-one teaching encounters, although 

Dean does not seem to notice.  

Although most children are working through the eight problems on the dry-erase 

board, many are not, and several children seem to just float around the room chatting 



   

127 

casually with others.  Dean subtly calls out names of children whose voices become too 

loud, whose behavior becomes noticeably disruptive.  “Carla,” says Dean flatly.  Carla 

looks up away from the Latino boy she is talking to and re-focuses on the mathematics 

problems scrawled on the dry-erase board. Dean then walks toward Estafania, who 

continues talking to her neighbor and has not started working on the assignment, and he 

places a worksheet of mathematics multiplication facts on her desk.  Without speaking to 

Estafania, Dean turns and walks back to the front of the classroom.   

“Oh, man!” sighs Estafania.  The mathematics worksheet filled with arithmetic 

problems is the consequence for her off-task behavior.   

After giving Stephanie her consequence, and without surveying the class to 

determine whether or not children have completed working independently on the 

problems, Dean then begins to work through the eight problems.  One of the problems 

includes a pattern problem:  “1, 3, 5, 7, ___, ___, ___.  3, 6, 9, 12, ___, ___, ___. 1, 3, 6, 

10, ___, ___, ___.”  Without asking children to supply the answers or to voice their own 

strategies for finding the patterns, Dean launches into solving the patterns through a 

matter-of-fact explanation. He offers both solutions and explanations casually, and 

evenly.  Although children are presumably expected to record the solutions in their 

notebooks, Mr. Eager offers no explicit directions to do so.   

This problem is followed by an arithmetic lesson on multiplication facts. Holding 

a stopwatch, Dean challenges child after child through timed fact recitations. Children 

race to recite “Four times one is four, four times two is eight, four times three is twelve, 

four times…”  After completing the drills, Dean reports their time out loud. By simply 

holding his stopwatch aloft, children eagerly take their turn to see if they can “be the 
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fastest.” One by one, children stand excitedly, nervously, draw in a breath, and launch 

into a speedy recitation of mathematics facts.  An occasional cheer or “Yes!” rises from 

the children whose “best friend” did well. However, many children, most of whom are 

Latino, are seated at the periphery, and chat idly.   

In addition to the mathematics problems, Dean also integrates into this daily 

routine one non-mathematics statement or fact that children are expected to record in 

their mathematics notebook. An example includes the following statement:  “170 BC—

First paved streets in Rome.” Making reference to this statement, Dean asks, “What did 

they have before?”  One child responds, “dirt.”  “What is the problem with that?” Dean 

asks the children.  After another child points out that dirt turns to mud if it rains, Dean 

flatly states, “So, paved roads helped people move ahead.”  Without pausing, he quickly 

moves on to the next problem, providing no further explanation of what he might mean 

by “people moving ahead” or to where people might move ahead. 

In a follow-up interview, Dean informs me that he began incorporating these daily 

“statements of fact” into his daily routine after reading Cultural Literacy by E.D. Hirsch 

(1987). Dean says he did this, “Because many of these kids are not from here or didn’t 

grow up here so they don’t know any of this stuff.”  He adds, “I read it also helps them do 

better on [standardized] tests.” To help the children in his class develop “cultural 

literacy,” Dean offers a daily “cultural fact.”  Each day, Dean devotes a portion of 

instructional time to offer explanations of the significance of the cultural fact, and 

challenge children to think of what their lives would be like if “culture” had developed 

this or that or something had not been invented.   This direct targeting of cultural literacy 

also includes having children memorize and recite in front of the class passages from 
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such canonical scripts as the Declaration of Independence, the Emancipation 

Proclamation, and an excerpt from Shakespeare’s Hamlet. 

I observe this same routine, whereby Dean conducts a whole-class lesson 

followed by children independently working about eight mathematics problems, 

throughout the school year. Although the routine is what most of the instructional time in 

his classroom looks like, it is not this teaching routine that others in the school are 

referring to when they characterize Dean as “a different teacher.”   

At the conclusion of this daily lesson routine, or on some days in lieu of this 

routine, Dean orchestrates what I came to call “event pedagogy.”  Through experiments, 

experiences, and demonstrations that constitute event pedagogy, Dean not only integrates 

the mathematics, science, and social studies curriculum areas, but also generates interest, 

even excitement among the children.  One such event took place in late November to 

coincide with the Thanksgiving holiday. 

Without any lead in, Dean picks up a well-worn, long-since out-of-date 

mathematics textbook and begins to read: 

The Mayflower sailed for 66 long days and nights.  On November 20th land was 

sighted.  The pilgrims did their best to live through the harsh winter.  Almost 50 

died.  During the summer many pilgrims remained indoors in fear of a new 

menace.  There was a turkey named Mr. Kangaroo.  Mr. Kangaroo liked to fly 

around pecking the noses off of everyone he saw.  He bit the noses of three girls 

and two boys.  He sold the noses to a mad scientist named Governor…. 

At this point, a Latino boy who is hanging on Dean’s every word declares in heavily 

accented English, “It don’t say that,” referring to the old, well-worn mathematics 
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textbook from which Dean reading the story.   Without batting an eye, Dean continues 

reading: “…a mad scientist pilgrim named Governor Bradford for $4 each.  How much 

did the turkey make?” 

After recording the mathematical information from the story on the dry board and 

discussing it briefly with the children, he begins to solve the problem using the following 

equations: 

3+2=N    Nx4=M 

3+2=5    5 x 4=20 

Without soliciting input from children, Dean quickly solves the equations. Then, 

without pausing, Dean continues reading from the story, which is taped into the 

mathematics textbook: 

Governor Bradford took the noses to his mad scientist laboratory to perform some 

allergy experiments.  He put the noses into a press to see what they were made of.  A 

volunteer squeezed 6 milliliters of nose juice out of each nose [Dean pulls a jar of clear 

liquid from a box sitting on a table next to him]. He squeezed five noses.  He added 20 

milliliters of freckle juice [Dean pulls another jar of liquid from the box].  How much 

juice did he have? 

Without pausing, and without input from children, Dean begins writing the 

relevant information from story on the board. After recording the numbers 6, 5 and 20 on 

the board, he draws containers containing “nose juice” to help the children visualize the 

problem.  Shortly after drawing the diagrams, which now includes a detailed profile of a 

nose, Dean writes the following on the board: 

6 x 5 = J      J + 20 = T 
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6 x 5 = 30   30 + 20 = 50 

Although several children interject comments related to the arithmetic, Dean 

solves the problem mostly by himself.  He does not stop to monitor whether or not the 

rest of the class is following, or whether or not they understand the algebraic expressions 

he has created or how they help solve the problem.  Dean then continues reading the 

story. 

Once again, Dean solves the mathematics problem embedded in the story with 

most of the input coming from a small group of the quickest responders. Shortly after 

solving the story’s last problem, Dean mixes the “freckle juice” with the “nose juice” and 

he creates a slime- like substance he calls “oyster brain.”  Dean then says, “Governor 

Bradford wanted to keep the turkey in suspense.  Does anyone know how to keep a 

turkey in suspense?”  After a short pause he says, “I’ll tell you tomorrow.”  Only two 

Anglo girls seem to catch on, albeit belatedly, to his joke. 

This episode of Dean’s event pedagogy concludes without a discussion of either 

the mathematics, the presumed “social studies” content, or the “science” involved in the 

creating of the oyster brain. Instead, Dean brings the experience to an abrupt conclusion 

by announcing that it is time to go.  

REACHING ALL CHILDREN  
In the lunchroom, I run into a small group of children from Dean’s class. Curtis, 

an African-American boy from Mr. Eager’s class, is upset and crying. “When are you 

coming back to our classroom?” he labors through tears.   

 “If not tomorrow, then the next day, Curtis,” I respond. “ Why?”  
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Still sobbing, Curtis says, “Because the only time [Mr. Eager] is nice to me is 

when you are there.” He then launches into a rambling series of stories describing how 

unfairly he feels Mr. Eager treats him and others in the class. Although Curtis admits that 

his own poor behavior is partially to blame for Mr. Eager’s treatment of him, he still feels 

he is not being treated fairly.  When I ask him to explain, Curtis describes not being given 

opportunities to do what other children do in his classroom, or not being able to 

participate as much as other children.  “Mr. Eager hates me,” Curtis states flatly. 

SHIFTING PERCEPTIONS OF DEAN’S TEACHING 
In the early stages of this investigation, other frequently describe Dean as a “good 

G-T [gifted-talented] teacher” who frequently delivers “enriched” instruction.  In 

interviews at the outset of this investigation, other fourth-grade teachers frequently speak 

of their desire to “teach like[Dean]” or “do some of the same things as [Dean].”  

However, when I ask these teachers to characterize aspects about his teaching that they 

would like to emulate, they are unable to offer specifics related to his actual classroom 

teaching.  For example, Ms. Lee, a first-year fourth-grade teacher speaks openly about 

her desire to copy Dean’s unit of study on cockroaches later in the year because it would 

be “fun.”  Other fourth-grade teachers also state that they would like to teach in the ways 

Dean does; however, they too offer no specifics about how they plan on going about it.  

As this investigation progresses, however, there is decidedly less and less talk among the 

other Glendale teachers, especially fourth-grade teachers, to “be like Dean.” 

Late in the 2000-2001 school year, one of the school’s instructional coaches 

reports that district- level administrators have asked her to intervene in Dean’s classroom.  

She informs me that these same administrators base this intervention request on multiple 
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readings of Dean’s practice TAAS test scores. Of Dean’s teaching, she states, “[Dean] is 

a great ‘G-T[Gifted-Talented]’ teacher, but he is weak at remediation teaching.”  She 

then describe how Dean’s teaching pushes the highest-ability children in the class, but 

that his teaching simply misses too many other children.  This instructional coach adds 

that most of the children who are being “missed” tend to be children of color who speak 

English as a second language. To more clearly characterize her critique of Dean’s 

teaching, the instructional coach drew upon the image of the bell curve: 

In the past, concepts were taught and the distribution of success and failure of the 

students was in the shape of a bell curve. Some children were expected to ‘get it’ and 

some children were expected to miss it.  [Dean] still exists in era of the bell curve… And 

I have real problems with that. 

After district- level administrators and instructional coaches raise concerns about 

Dean’s teaching, I ask Principal Brown to comment on Dean’s teaching.  She attributes 

Dean’s low practice TAAS test scores to a lack of “structure” and “organization” in his 

teaching, but she believes he needs to make only minor changes in his day-to-day 

practices.   

DEAN’S TEACHING AND THE TAAS TEST 
When I ask Dean about his teaching in relation to the TAAS test, he concedes, 

“Yeah, I hear a lot more about it now.” Dean then tells me that in the past few years he 

has devoted more instructional time to giving students more TAAS test- formatted 

problems than he has in the past.  When I ask Dean if he has changed anything about his 

teaching as a result of his readings of the previous year’s TAAS test data or of this year’s 

practice TAAS test data, he answers, “I pretty much read it only when someone tells me I 
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have to.”  As the interview ends he adds, “We’re doing something weird later, I think you 

might enjoy it.” 

As the spring TAAS test administration date approaches, Dean is directed by 

Principal Brown and district- level instructional coaches to set aside his teaching of 

mathematics, science, and social studies to teach specific TAAS test objectives, one of 

which included the TAAS test objective concerning “fact and opinion.”  To address this 

objective on “fact and opinion,” Dean utilizes event pedagogy. 

Dean begins the fact and opinion lesson by asking the children, “Has anyone ever 

seen ‘Judge Judy?’” Without waiting for the children to respond, Dean adds, “She always 

says, ‘Just the facts.’” In front of him is his infamous cardboard box, from which he 

routinely pulls props for pedagogical events. “Can anybody tell me what’s in the box?” 

he asks the children.  Because Dean frequently uses this box for pedagogical events, the 

children focus attentively on the box, readying themselves for the unexpected. Before 

allowing the children time enough to respond to his question, Dean reminds the children, 

“Remember, a guess is not a fact.” 

“It’s an opinion!” shouts a Latina girl who is in the after-school TAAS test 

tutoring program. 

“Facts are something that are true, and because you don’t know whether or not 

your guesses are true or not, guesses are opinions,” Dean tells the class.  On the board 

Dean then puts up an old poster that lists a series of “generalization rules” that he made. 

Dean does not offer an explanation of the connection between fact and opinion and the 

formation of a generalization. Nor does Dean offer an explanation of what a 

generalization is.  His list of rules states: 
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1. Read the fact carefully. 

2. Think about how the facts are related. 

3. Pick the best qualifying word (For example, a few, several, some, many, 

most, often, almost). 

4. Write a statement that ties the facts together. 

5. Check to be sure it is valid (true) 

Dean then writes the following sentence on the dry-erase board: “There are 

millions of eggs in the world. Five of them are visiting our class.”  He then draws 

diagrams of two different “grades” of eggs and proceeds to explain to the children the 

difference between “Grade A” eggs and “Grade AA” eggs.  “The smaller the air sack,” 

Mr. Eager states, “the better the egg.”  Because the children have previously conducted a 

unit on eggs, which included the raising and hatching of chicken eggs in a class 

incubator, this portion of the lesson seems to draw in the most children.  He then reminds 

the children that an eggshell is actua lly porous and that most of the pores are located near 

the end of the egg.  “That means that eggs break easier on the end where the air sack is,” 

Dean points out.   

To prove his point that eggs are more difficult to break “on their sides,” Dean 

hands Jose an egg and says, “Put this flat in the palm of your hand and try to break it by 

squeezing it.” As Jose struggles—in an overly dramatic, comedic fashion—to break the 

egg, Dean attempts to explain why the egg does not break despite Jose’s efforts, which by 

now are now producing laughs among the entire class. Most of the children, however, are 

too busy laughing at Jose, so the gist of the explanation dissipates as quickly as it is 

delivered.  Dean takes the egg from Jose, places in it on the desk in front of him and spins 
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the egg.  “You can tell if an egg is hard-boiled or not by how it spins.  A hardboiled egg 

stands up and a raw egg doesn’t.”  After spinning the egg several times to “prove” that 

the egg is indeed not hardboiled, Dean reaches into a box and pulls out another egg.  He 

informs the children that the egg has been soaked in vinegar and that the vinegar, acting 

as acid, softened the egg’s shell.  Without offering the children the opportunity to touch 

the egg themselves, Dean tells them that the vinegar made the egg shell “rubbery.” 

Reaching into his box once again, Dean pulls out a large glass bottle, a piece of 

paper, and a lighter. Standing the egg on the opening of the bottle, Dean asks, “Does 

anybody think I can get this egg into this bottle without touching it?”  Without probing 

with the children how such a thing might be possible, Dean lights the piece of paper on 

fire, lifts the egg from the bottles opening, drops the burning paper into the clear, glass 

bottle, and places the treated egg back on the top of the bottle’s opening. 

Noah, a particularly active young Anglo boy who is often in trouble, exhales 

excitedly, “I love it when you burn stuff, Mr. Eager.”  Turning to me with wide eyes he 

says, “I love to burn stuff.” 

In the midst of the burning paper, the egg being pushed into the bottle by 

atmospheric pressure, and the bustle of children excitedly working themselves into 

positions to see what is happening to the egg on the bottle, there was a palpable buzz in 

the air.   After the egg is pushed into the bottle by atmospheric pressure, he challenges 

children to get the egg out.  One by one, children tip the bottle upside down but the egg 

gets lodged in the bottle’s opening.  He then tells the children that by blowing into the 

bottle, the egg will be forced out.  Jose eagerly jumps to attention and Mr. Eager gives 
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him the bottle.  After several failed attempts, Jose has the egg, along with ashes from the 

burning paper in his mouth.  The children laugh wildly, and Dean laughs with them. 

With this exc ited buzz still in the air, Dean hands out a worksheet titled, 

“Generalizations.”  The worksheet tells children:  “Read the facts carefully.  Think about 

how they are related.  Use a qualifying work to make a broad statement that ties the facts 

together.  Write the generalization.  Check to be sure it is valid.”  The example states, 

“The cardinal is read.  The scarlet tanager and the redheaded woodpecker are red.  The 

bluejay is blue and the Arctic tern is white.  The crow is black.”  On the one- line space 

beneath, he has written, “Some birds are red.”   

He offers no explicit directions, nor does he explicitly connect the task to TAAS 

test objectives related to “fact and opinion.”  Nor does Dean draw the children’s attention 

to the “rules of generalizations” that he placed in the front of the room.  He simply gives 

them the worksheet and then tells them to finish it. Shortly after giving the children the 

worksheet he takes down the poster of generalization rules that he has posted in the front 

of the classroom.  

As children settle in their seats, few turn their attention to the worksheet on their 

desks.  Most children are still laughing at Jose trying to wash the taste of burnt paper 

from his mouth with water.  Dean is at the front of the room talking idly to several 

children as he puts material back in the card board box.  Back at the their seats, only a 

few children are actually working on their worksheets.  Most are talking casually with 

their neighbors. As I walk about the room, I see that one group of children who are 

working on the assignment has written one-word responses in several of the blanks; 

however, most children have not written anything. Busy putting materials away, Dean 
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does not monitor, or circulate about the room to determine whether or not the children are 

even working on the assignment. 

After he has put all of his materials away, Dean becomes aware that most children 

in the class are at a loss as to what to do.  So, he writes the following two phrases on the 

dry board: “Mr. and Mrs. Egg are oval shaped.  The Egg children are also oval shaped.”  

He then asks the children to formulate generalizations without offering further 

explication of what a generalization might look like, or what forming generalizations had 

to do with differentiating between fact and opinion.  The only direction he offers children 

is a reference to the generalization “rules” that he posted earlier and has since removed.  

DEAN EAGER AND ACCOUNTABILITY: CATEGORY II 
Over the length of this investigation, three themes emerge in Dean’s classroom 

practices.  First, Dean creates a relaxed classroom atmosphere that is decidedly threat 

free.  Dean’s classroom management style is extremely relational in nature and as a result 

he is able to cultivate a mostly positive and mostly supportive environment.  Second, 

Dean generates not only interest, but even excitement among the children in his 

classroom through his classroom practices. At times, Dean seems to go to great lengths to 

impress, even entertain the children in his classroom through his teaching, and often he is 

successful. Third, Dean focuses most of his energies and instructional attention on the 

orchestration of event pedagogy experiences and at times neglects “ordinary” fourth-

grade curriculum content. Content wise, Dean expends most of his energies delivering the 

fourth-grade science curriculum through clever demonstrations, experiments, or 

“discrepant events” (see for example, Wright and Govindarjan, 1995) and tends to rush 

through his delivery of the mathematics curriculum.  Fourth, although Dean is routinely 
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able to generate interest, even excitement among most of the children in his classroom 

through his teaching, especially through event pedagogy, his teaching style tends to 

privilege a few children and work against many children. Specifically, Dean’s teaching 

tends to privilege Anglo children and to work against the African-American and Latino 

children, especially those children who speak English as a second language.  

DEAN’S CLASSROOM MANAGEMENT STYLE 
Dean’s classroom management, or discipline style, as well as his overall 

disposition in the classroom is particularly noteworthy in terms of creating a safe, stress-

free environment.  Dean maintains a calm and relaxed demeanor in the classroom, even 

in the face of the self- initiated chaos that his event pedagogy can evoke.  Dean never 

raises his voice with children, even when he is disapproving of their behavior.  Never 

once did I witness, nor did I hear of anyone mention to me about Dean raising his voice 

with children.  Rather than verbally reprimanding children for off-task or disruptive 

behaviors, Dean typically gives children, in a stealth-like fashion, extra drill- type work 

assignments, or informs them quietly and calmly that their recess time will be shortened, 

or “fun” activities will be withheld.   

In addition to delivering the fourth-grade curriculum through his teaching, Dean 

also spends a great deal of time encouraging positive social behaviors among the 

children.  He not only asks children to “be nice” and caring with each other, he routinely 

shows them what being nice or caring looks like. Dean frequently assigns children 

homework that encourages this behavior at home.   For example, some of the 

“homework” that Dean assigns to his children during the 2000-2001 school year includes: 

q Say “Hi” to three people you don’t know 
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q Wave to three people you don’t know. 

q Give compliments to three different people. 

q Write a post card to your grandparents. 

q Do the laundry this weekend. 

q Do the dishes. 

q Make dinner for someone at home  (dress up as waiters and create the 

menu). 

q Do a treasure hunt for your brothers and/or sisters. 

The ways in which Dean interacts with the children in his classroom, and the 

resulting dynamic between himself and the children, stand in stark contrast with what is 

observed in other Glendale classrooms.  For example, Dean’s management of classroom 

behavior stands in stark contrast to how Christine manages behavior in her classroom.  

Rather than working hard, as Christine routinely does, to exact “perfect” behavior from 

children, Dean seems to understand that such a focus, in the end, can undermine learning.  

Dean seems fully aware that children develop relationships not only with their teacher, 

but with other children when they are respected, cared for, and loved (Goldstein, 1998, 

1999).  

TEACHING THAT GENERATES INTEREST, EVEN EXCITEMENT 
Dean’s classroom is indeed a unique space at Glendale Elementary. Through 

event pedagogy, Dean delivers instruction that not only interests, but also excites 

children. Dean also infuses in his daily teaching routines with games, contests, and 

competitions to further generate interest and excitement among children.  These games, 

contests, and competitions include allowing children to shoot baskets with a sponge ball 
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when answering correctly a question, timed multiplication times-table recitations, 

recitation contests for the poems and other texts he routinely asks children to memorize, 

cockroach races, and even the occasional belch contest.  In addition, Dean keeps animals, 

such as rabbits and hedgehogs, in his classroom and assigns children the responsibility of 

caring for the animals, even on the weekends.   

Although Dean is able to generate high levels of excitement through event 

pedagogy, he shows little interest in channeling this excitement in what Dewey (1938) 

would have called an “educative” direction.  Rather, it seems these events are more 

geared towards simply “having fun” or “doing something weird” than toward making 

specific links to important curriculum content.   Most of the pedagogical events that Dean 

conducts constitute experiences onto themselves that are not explicitly connected to 

earlier experiences or to experiences to come.  In this way, these pedagogical events, as 

experiences, lack what Dewey termed “continuity, ” which he defined as an experience 

that “takes up something from those which have gone before and modifies in some way 

the quality of those which come after” (p. 35). Even though these experiences are 

enjoyable for children, or “agreeable” in Dewey’s words, most of the events that Dean 

orchestrates hold little value in terms of their ability to help children make connections 

between these experiences or make connections between these experiences and important 

curriculum content.  

SCIENCE OR MATH TEACHER?: SUBJECT-AREA TENSIONS  

For the 2000-2001 school year, Dean is in a team-teaching situation with a fellow 

fourth-grade teacher.  Per their arrangement, Dean is responsible for teaching both classes 

science and mathematics, and the other teacher teaches language arts and social studies. 
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Although Dean is responsible for both subject areas, it seems that he is far more focused 

on the science curriculum than on the mathematics curriculum.  Drawing on his own 

personal science-based interests, Dean routinely privileges the teaching of science over 

the teaching of mathematics.  Whereas Dean extends himself to create excitement when 

teaching science content, he seems consistently to be hurrying through his mathematics 

instruction.  In fact, it frequently appears as though Dean is speeding through the 

mathematics portion of his instructional time so he can get to science-related experiences, 

experiments, or demonstrations.  As a result, Dean tends to deliver inferior mathematics 

instruction.  Although Dean often is able to generate interest among the children during 

his mathematics teaching, most often by embedding his mathematics instruction into 

humorous tales such as the fantastical Thanksgiving Day story above, the mathematics 

instruction itself seems to be the least important part of the stories.    

The significance of Dean’s privileging of the science curriculum over the 

mathematics curriculum becomes an issue for district- and school- level administrators, as 

well as for children, because it is mathematics, not science, that is assessed on the TAAS 

test.  As a result of Dean’s apparent ambivalence toward changing his mathematics 

teaching, the perceptions of Dean’s teaching, and of Dean as a teacher, held by district- 

and school- level administrators, and even by fellow teachers, seem to shift dramatically 

through the school year.  Through frequent readings of Dean’s practice TAAS test data, 

district- level administrators assign mathematics instructional coaches to work with him.  

As the year progresses, however, these coaches seem to grow even more frustrated with 

Dean because of his apparent unwillingness to change his mathematics teaching.   

PRIVILEGING FEW, FRUSTRATING MANY 
Although Dean’s teaching has noticeable strengths, namely his ability to create a 

safe and relaxed learning environment and his ability to routinely generate interest and 

excitement among children, there are also some intensely problematic aspects of his day-
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to-day teaching.  In addition to privileging the delivering of the science curriculum over 

the delivery of the mathematics curriculum, Dean’s teaching also tends to privilege a few 

children and to work to the overall detriment of a larger group of children.  More 

specifically, Dean’s teaching routinely privileges bright, middle-class Anglo children, 

and works to the detriment of low-income children of color, especially children who 

speak English as a second language.   

Pedagogically, three reasons seem to explain this. First, Dean privileges the 

orchestration of pedagogical events over the explicit delivery of the fourth-grade 

curriculum content.  Second, Dean does not effectively differentiate or vary his classroom 

instruction so children who struggle to understand through one method of instruction 

might require other, perhaps even more explicit or concrete experiences in order to 

understand.  Third, Dean routinely demonstrates abstract solutions to problems without 

demonstrating more concrete problem-solving strategies. In the end, these three aspects 

of Dean’s teaching not only serve to undermine children’s ability to perform well on the 

TAAS test, but they also undermine children’s ability to gain a deeper understanding of 

important fourth-grade curriculum content.  

PRIVILEGING EVENTS OVER DELIVERY OF CONTENT 
Dean is routinely able to engage children through his classroom instruction, but 

he seems little interested in helping children make explicit connections between the 

content embedded in these events and fourth-grade curriculum content. Rather than 

enhancing children’s understanding of the fourth-grade curriculum, Dean’s usage of 

event pedagogy more often than not obfuscates fourth-grade curriculum content.  A clear 

example of this is found in the vignette above describing the “fact and opinion” event.  
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Although this lesson generated interest and excitement among the children, Dean never 

makes a clear the connection between the event and the curriculum content relating to 

“fact and opinion.” As a result, many children, especially children of color, seem to 

languish. 

Dean’s tendency to privilege experiential events over curriculum content is 

suggestive of Lisa Delpit’s (1988) cogent critique of the ways progressive educators’ 

focus on experience and process fails children of color.  By privileging instructional 

models such as “whole language,” or process-oriented models of literacy instruction over 

more traditional, skills-based literacy instruction, Delpit argues, important knowledge and 

skills are hidden from view for children of color. Dean’s event pedagogy, much like 

progressive literacy practices Delpit critiques, most often obfuscates curriculum 

knowledge and skills, or what Delpit called the “codes of power,” rather than revealing 

them.   Thus, Dean’s tendency to not make explicit curriculum content, in favor of 

orchestrating a “fun-filled” event is especially negligent to the needs of low-income 

children of color who are routinely left to their own devices to make, or as is often the 

case, not to make sense of the event.  

Because children are frequently left to their own devices to make sense of Dean’s 

teaching, behavioral issues arise.  Such is the case with Curtis.  Although I never see 

Dean acting in a way toward Curtis that makes it appears as though “he hates” Curtis, I 

do see Curtis frequently struggle to keep track of, and then make sense of Dean’s 

teaching practices.  After becoming increasingly frustrated with not being able to make 

sense of Dean’s teaching, Curtis, like many other children in the classroom, especially 

boys of color, turn their attention and energies elsewhere.  Not surprisingly, behavior 
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becomes an issue.  Thus begins a vicious cycle through which many boys of color in 

Dean’s class tune out, get in trouble, and then are more or less ignored by Dean.  When 

Dean reads children’s behavior as disinterest in his teaching-as-entertainment style, he 

seems to systematically marginalize them.  For one young Latino boy, this 

marginalization was not only figurative, but literal.  Early in the year, Dean moved 

Alejandro’s desk to the far end of the room and turned it toward the window, facing away 

from the rest of the class. His desk remains in that same position throughout the year, and 

it becomes increasingly apparent that Dean is paying him less and less attention as the 

year progresses.    

DIFFERENTIATING INSTRUCTION 
Another way Dean’s teaching seems to work against many children in his class, 

and especially against children of color, involves his unwillingness to break from his 

pedagogical routines or events to meaningfully differentiate instruction.  That is, Dean 

does not vary his classroom instruction or use more concrete, explicit instructional 

strategies so that lower-ability children can more easily grasp and then master the fourth-

grade curriculum content.  When Glendale’s instructional specialist characterizes Dean as 

a teacher who is “weak at remediation teaching,” she is referring specifically to Dean’s 

inability to meaningfully differentiate or vary his instruction in the classroom so that 

those children who are struggling can grasp important curriculum content.   

Although Dean does make slight alterations to the difficulty level of the content in 

the lessons or events that he orchestrates between the two ability groups, his basic modes 

for delivering the material do not change.  If children struggle with certain concepts or 

certain procedures, Dean does not question his teaching methods, rather he questions the 
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difficulty level of the content.  Thus for Dean, differentiating his instruction to ensure that 

more children are successful seems only to be a matter of “toning” or “watering” down 

the difficulty of the content, or perhaps even lowering expectations.  

After observing yet another pedagogical event in Dean’s classroom, this time a 

humorous tale about how Columbus “discovered” America, I ask him to assess the lower-

ability children’s understanding of the mathematics concepts embedded in the event. To 

my question Dean responds, “Yeah, some of [the decimals] were too hard.  It was too 

much for some of [the children].”  When I ask him to explain, he states, “I should have 

toned it down for this group.”  By “it,” Dean is referring to the difficulty level of the 

decimals and by “this group” he was referring to the group being the “lower-ability 

group.” Dean concludes that the storied event would have been more successful with the 

“lower group” if he had simply interjected one- and two-digit decimals instead of three- 

and four-digit decimals.  Dean does not question his mode of instruction, or his event 

pedagogy. 

SOLUTION DEMONSTRATIONS VERSUS  PROBLEM SOLVING 
Dean consistently relies upon quick explanations of problems that are filled with 

clever shortcuts, tricks, and mnemonic devices that to him seem “obvious.” Dean rarely 

offers detailed, conceptual explanations of multi-step problems.  Rather than teaching and 

then modeling problem solving steps or processes, one of which he is “mandated” to use, 

Dean seems forever to be conducting solution demonstrations through which he can 

illustrate his own cleverness or creativity. Dean’s solution demonstrations are for the 

most part completely lost conceptually on many of the children in his class, most 

especially the children of color. 
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An example of Dean’s tendency to privilege mnemonics over more concrete, 

concept-based instruction is observed in his teaching of the geometrical concepts of 

“translation,” “rotation,” and “reflection,” which are concepts that are assessed on the 

fourth-grade TAAS test. Without offering the children more concrete examples of what 

these concepts mean relative to geometry through the use of manipulatives, Dean quickly 

moves into teaching them a series of mnemonics to remember what these terms mean.  

For the term translation, he writes on the dry board, “tranSLation”. “Think of ‘slide’ with 

an “SL,” Dean then says, “For ‘rotation,’ think of a globe.”  He then draws a detailed 

diagram of the Earth complete with the continents and the imaginary axis.  For the 

concept of “reflection” he writes “reFLection” and “FLip” on the board and says, “For 

reflection, think of ‘FLip.’”  Without monitoring understanding of the mnemonic, he 

quickly proceeds to demonstrate how particular polygons might be “translated,” 

“flipped,” or “reflected” by drawing crude diagrams on the dry board. Throughout this 

lesson, Dean only lectures and diagrams.  Dean does not allow children to experiment 

with each of the concepts by drawing their own diagrams, nor does Dean utilize concrete 

objects and allow the children to experiment with the geometrical concepts. Instead, he 

simply explains the mnemonics that will help children remember these word meanings 

for the TAAS test, but does not offer them experiences that might help the children 

understand these terms conceptually.  

DEAN’S “STORY TO LIVE BY” 
  In my reading of Dean’s story to live by as a teacher, or his teacher identity, 

several themes emerge that seem to explain, at least in part, his experiences under 

intensified conditions of test-based educational accountability. First, Dean seems to 
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dislike the whole idea of “school.” For Dean, school is most often boring and “in the 

way” of fun. Second, being a good teacher for Dean means being smart, being able to 

relate to children, and making school fun for children.  However, being a good teacher for 

Dean does not mean possessing and being able to operationalize pedagogical or 

professional knowledge.  

DEAN’S TEACHER STORY 
About his earliest recollections of school, Dean says,  

It was always me against the teachers, I guess.  They were the enemy.  I’m not 

sure I really have any specific memories that would make me want to be a 

teacher.  There were a lot of teachers I liked and stuff, but just from my mentality 

[as a student], it was always, like school was there just there to put up with, I 

guess. [School] just got in the way of my playtime, I guess.   

When I ask Dean if this view of teachers ever got him in trouble at school, Dean 

replies, “Yeah, I was a trouble maker, but I wasn’t a real bad one.  But I was always 

taking the fall [for my classmates], but I didn’t do real bad things, but I would always 

take [the blame] if someone wanted me to, because I didn’t care.” Later, I ask Dean if 

these views of school influence how he approaches his own teaching.  He responds,  “I 

guess it kind of helps me try to make it more fun for kids.”  

Despite his general dislike of school, Dean does speak positively about several 

qualities that teachers displayed that he admired as a child.  About one teacher Deans 

says, 

I remember in fourth grade, the teacher I didn’t like a whole lot, but then one day 

she was telling us her faults and I was just blown away.  I had never heard an 
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adult say that before.  And to me that was really impressive that she would admit 

that she had faults and that she was really sorry about them. So that was pretty 

impressive to me.  

When I ask Dean about his decision to become a teacher, he tells that he did not 

plan on being a teacher when he first went to college.  Dean reports that that changed 

majors “maybe four or five times” before deciding upon elementary education.  As he 

explains, 

Oh, I didn’t have much of an idea of what I wanted to do. I didn’t really know 

what I wanted to be, I was just sort of out there, doing whatever.  I didn’t have 

many goals in life, or anything… But, I decided I didn’t want to be behind a desk 

or something.  I wanted to be doing something with people.  

When I ask Dean to explain why he chose to teach at the primary grade level 

instead of at the secondary level, he responds, “I just thought I would fit in more with 

kids, I guess, because I got along with kids more than adults.  I can relate more to them, I 

guess.”   

 Dean has little positive to say about his teacher education program.  When I ask 

him whether or not there are any aspects of his teaching that he attributes to his teacher 

education program, Dean replies,  

I kinda felt like [my teacher education program] was all worthless.  It was just 

something to go through to be a teacher.  It’s the opposite of being a doctor.  The 

courses were so easy, it was torture to go through them.  There is just not much 

they can teach you to be a good teacher.  I would take Calculus II just out of 
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boredom.  Just to get something.  It was just awful. [Professors] would talk to you 

like you were kindergartners, or something.   

In the end, Dean states that his teacher education program was simply something he had 

to “endure.” 

Dean describes his first years of teaching as “a lot of fun.” Contrasting his early 

years teaching with the present, Dean remembers being able to “relate to the kids a lot 

better” then because he was younger.  Conversely, Dean notes that now that he is “o lder”, 

he feels he is, in his words, “getting distanced from [the children].”  

When I ask Dean to compare his first years of teaching with his current teaching, he 

says, “There’s not much difference between now and then.”  When I ask him to explain, 

he says, 

I’m surprised sometimes.  It seems like that first year is important for what you do 

later. But [my teaching] has kind of always been the same, I guess.  I’m a little 

looser now. You’re just scared when you’re first teaching and worried that you 

have to do everything perfect… but then you realize that you just kind of do your 

best and draw on the inspiration of the moment.  It’s just whatever that moment 

has for you, you do.  

In discussing images and metaphors of his teacher, Dean first draws on his deeply 

held religious faith: “I guess I’d try to see teacher as God. That’s the thing.  For me, it’s 

like trying to ask myself, ‘How would God do this or do that?’”  Although others at the 

school frequently make mention of Dean’s religious beliefs, this is the only reference to 

such beliefs that he makes to me during the entirety of this investigation.  
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In later conversations about how he would metaphorically describe his classroom, 

however, Dean does not draw on religious or faith-based imagery.  Instead, Dean cleverly 

twists the questions around and responds, “Metaphorically I would describe [my 

classroom] as a ‘classroom,’ I always feel like [my class] is a family first!”  In follow-up, 

Dean adds that in addition to seeing his classroom as a family, he also sees his classroom 

as a “fun house.”   

“SCHOOL” IN THE WAY OF FUN 
As Dean narrates his teacher story to live by, he seems to convey a general dislike 

of the notion of “school.” For Dean, school is boring and “in the way of having fun.” 

Moreover, school is simply something that one has to “put up with.”  Based on these 

understandings of school, Dean’s heavily utilization of event pedagogy as a way to 

entertain both children and himself is hardly surprising.  Dean seems to go out of his way 

to offer children in his classroom the experiences he always wishes he had as a child. 

Dean’s heavy use of event pedagogy in his teaching is designed to make school more fun 

not only for the children in his classroom, but also for himself.  

Dean’s rapid instructional pacing when he teaches mathematics lessons makes it 

appears as though he is completely uninterested in teaching mathematics.  Teaching 

mathematics is something that appears that Dean is “putting up with” until he can have 

fun teaching science.  Because his primary focus seems always to be on “getting through 

the boring stuff” in order to “get to” the fun or “weird” stuff, he seems unconcerned 

about whether or not children in his classroom are making sense of mathematics content.   
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NEGATIVE VIEW OF PROFESSIONAL KNOWLEDGE  
Dean seems to reject the notion that effective teaching involves operationalizing 

pedagogical or professional knowledge, practical or theoretical.  For Dean, it seems as 

though teaching is not a discipline, but rather a vehicle for doing fun and interesting 

activities.  Because teaching for Dean seems merely to involve “giving” children 

interesting facts, or clever tricks with which to impress others, he seems mostly unaware 

that teaching-as-pedagogy might involve theories of learning or curriculum.   These 

views of both teaching and learning seem prevalent in his comments about his teacher 

preparation program: “It was just something to go through to be a teacher.  It’s the 

opposite of being a doctor.  The courses were so easy, it was torture to go through them.  

There is just not much they can teach you to be a good teacher.”   

Such sentiments challenging the teaching-as-discipline notion of teaching also 

surface in conversations about the actual sources for his teaching.  When I ask Dean to 

name the sources for his teaching he shrugs, “That stuff is just from things I read in the 

summer.  Things that interest me…I use a lot of the summer [break] to study things, or 

just try to find things that are interesting…or by looking in the library…Just whatever 

inspires me.”  When I ask him whether or not he reads teacher magazines or educational 

journals to look for teaching ideas, Dean responds flatly, “ No, I don’t like any of that 

stuff.”  

 When I ask Dean about the ways professional development opportunities inform 

his teaching, Dean states, “Not much, I pretty much go on doing my own thing, 

regardless of what I hear there.” He then explains that he intensely dislikes attending 

professional development workshops and only attends them if “forced to.”  In Dean’s 
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words, “I’ll always ask [the principal] if there’s a choice or not, because if there’s a 

choice, I say, ‘Oh, good, I don’t have to go [laughter].’” 

Given his view of professional development, it is not surprising then that Dean 

claims to know little about the recent district- or school- level reform efforts. When I ask 

Dean to describe his knowledge of specific school- level reform initiatives related to 

building teacher’s professional knowledge, Dean responds, “I’m not really sure what it is 

exactly, but it’s just kinda like everything else.  You kinda hear the name [of the project] 

a lot and it just seems it’s something where we get that extra time to plan, to get 

organized and stuff.  I’m not real sure what exactly it is, but it just seems like where we 

get money to prepare.” 

TEACHER TYPE II: NOT IMPACTED BY ACCOUNTABILITY 
The state’s move toward increased educational accountability in general and the 

district’s shift toward a ratings-focused response to accountability seem to have made 

little impact on Dean’s day-to-day teaching or on his views of teaching and learning.  As 

Dean says, “I pretty much go on doing my own thing, regardless of what I hear.” Despite 

the increased pressures brought to bear on all Glendale teachers through the district’s 

ratings-focused efforts during the 2000-2001 school year, and the poor evaluations of his 

teaching by district- and school- level administrators through their readings of TAAS test 

data, Dean does not significantly modify his teaching.  Although Dean devotes more time 

to explicit TAAS test preparation, through the presentation of TAAS test- like problems, 

his modes for delivering instruction, either through his daily teaching routine or his 

frequent deployment of event pedagogy, do not change.  
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Dean does not only seem ambivalent toward these pressures to change his 

teaching; at times, he even resists changing.  Later in the year, a school- level instructional 

coach informs me that she has been asked by district-level administrators to “intervene” 

in Dean’s teaching because of his low scores on the practice TAAS tests and on the 

weekly TAAS test- like assessments. However, she reports feeling uneasy at the prospect 

of working with Dean, especially since she felt as though she had been “sicced” on him 

by these district- level administrators.  The instructional coach goes onto recount her 

recent experiences working with Dean, or rather working with children in his classroom. 

“When I get to [his classroom], he just stops what he is in the middle of and says, ‘Okay, 

they’re all yours.’” She then describes how this scenario of simply teaching for rather 

than teaching with teachers contradicts her stated role as “instructional coach.”  When I 

ask Dean about this instructional coach’s time in his classroom, Dean simply states, 

“Yeah, she came and did something in math,” but he does not offer any more details.  

This instructional coach characterizes Dean’s behavior as “passive-aggressive” because 

she does not believe that Dean is open to changing his classroom practices. 

Dean pays very little attention to how well children actually do on the practice 

TAAS tests or even on the actual TAAS tests. Although Dean frequently informs children 

that a topic, or an activity is important “because it’s on the TAAS test,” he does not seem 

overtly concerned with how well children in his class perform on the TAAS test. Dean’s 

ambivalent attitude toward the TAAS test is evident by his indifferent affect during 

faculty-or grade-level meetings devoted to reviewing TAAS test data.  This attitude also 

surfaces at the beginning of the 2001-2002 school year, when I ask Dean about his past 

year’s TAAS test scores.  Specifically, I ask him if he was surprised in terms of certain 
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kids passing or failing the TAAS test.  Dean replies, “I don’t know. I didn’t look at the 

scores.” I then ask him whether or not he ever looks at the testing data, practice or 

otherwise, and he responds, “I don’t ever look at that stuff,” but after a short pause he 

adds, “Unless someone makes me and sometimes they do make me.” After talking about 

what such information might tell him, or how it might inform his teaching, Dean says, “I 

don’t look at that stuff because I already know what they need.”  

Dean’s ambivalence to the TAAS test and the resulting data, as well as his 

resistance to changing his teaching practices, seem closely linked to his understandings, 

or rather his misunderstandings, of the TAAS test.  Based on his understanding of the 

TAAS test as a standardized test, Dean seems to believe that his teaching of the fourth-

grade curriculum only partially helps children do well on the TAAS test.  This issue 

surfaces early in the 2000-2001 school year when I ask him about the “daily fact” portion 

of his daily teaching routine.   

When I ask Dean about the statement,  “170 BC—First paved streets in Rome,” 

he tells me that he began exposing children to these daily facts after reading E.D. 

Hirsch’s (1987) book Cultural Literacy.  When I ask him to explain, Dean replies, “[The 

book] said that this stuff will help them do better on standardized tests like TAAS.”  This 

statement leads me to conclude that Dean may not understand the difference between the 

TAAS test as a “criterion-referenced” test and a “norm-referenced” test.  Based on his 

understanding that his teaching only partially expla ins why children perform well on 

“standardized test like the TAAS,” his general ambivalence toward the TAAS test is 

more easily understandable.   
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WILL HE, OR WON’T HE CHANGE? 
As the 2000-2001 school year progresses and a growing number of district- and 

school- level administrators and curriculum coaches voice their concerns over Dean’s 

teaching, I look for signs of changes in Dean’s teaching. However, despite these 

pressures,  numerous visits to his classroom by district- and school- level instructional 

coaches, and even the assignment of the school’s mathematics instructional coach to co-

teach with Dean later in the year, nothing about Dean’s teaching appears to change.   

As the administration date for the TAAS test nears, one of the school’s 

instructional coaches informs me that each TAAS test grade level teacher will be 

expected to draft instructional plans based on a reading from the third and final practice 

TAAS test data.  As we discuss Dean’s practice TAAS test data she concludes, “It 

doesn’t look good.”  Pessimistic over whether or not Dean will make the necessary last- 

minute adjustments to ensure that more of his children pass the TAAS test, the 

instructional coach asks me, “You know what the definition of insanity is, don’t you?” 

Without waiting for my reply, she replies, “It’s continuing to do the same thing over and 

over, but expecting different results.”  While she stops short of characterizing Dean as 

insane, the instructional coach believes Dean’s days at Glendale might be numbered if he 

does not make adjustments in his teaching to better meet the TAAS test needs of all the 

children in his classroom. 

SURPRISING RESULTS? 
In addition to working with Dean, this instructional coach works closely with 

three other fourth-grade teachers.  However, unlike Dean, this instructional coach works 

with these other fourth-grade teacher throughout the school year, not just in the month 

leading up to the TAAS test in late April.  As a result of her “coaching,” mathematics 
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instruction in the other three fourth-grade classrooms is decidedly more TAAS-focused 

throughout the year than mathematics instruction I observe in Dean’s classroom.  As the 

2000-2001 school year draws to a close, this instructional coach frequently praises the 

other fourth-grade teachers for “making the necessary changes,” and makes dire 

predictions of failure for the children in Dean’s classroom.  After the children finally take 

the TAAS test, it seems common knowledge that children in Dean’s classroom perform 

more poorly on the TAAS test that children who receive the instructional coaches support 

throughout the year.   

But, much to everyone’s surprise—including my own—the dis-aggregated 

mathematics test data from the 2000-2001 TAAS test reveal that the overall scores of the  

children taught mathematics by Dean actually outperformed the children in all of the 

other fourth-grade classrooms. It is at this point that I ask Dean whether or not last year’s 

TAAS test scores surprise him.  To which he replies, “I don’t ever look at that stuff.” 

Interestingly, when I share these TAAS test results with the mathematics instructional 

coach, who has since moved into an Assistant Principal position at another district 

school, she credits her last minute intervention for the positive results.   

CONCLUSION 
The case of Dean Eager is by far the most complex and intriguing of all the 

Glendale teachers. I am originally drawn to Dean largely because I believe he represents 

a “counter example” to how Glendale teachers experience accountability.  More than any 

other teacher at Glendale, Dean seems to have completely rejected the pressures to 

“Teach the TAAS.”  Early on I see Dean as “Bill Nye, the Science Guy.” He is a quirky 

child-friendly teacher who is intensely interested in bringing fun and excitement to his 
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classroom.  In fact, Dean is the type of teacher who I might well have valorized for not 

yielding to the immense TAAS test pressures, and even “resisting” accountability- laced 

curriculum policy.  However, over time I began to see many problematic aspects of 

Dean’s teaching.  In particular, Dean’s seeming disdain for the curricular ordinary 

privileges a few Anglo children, but works against the larger population of children of 

color.  

Over time, I begin to wonder whether or not Dean’s teaching would actually 

improve if his teaching was more informed with an accountability-based, or ratings-

focused “logic.”  With such a logic influencing his teaching, would the children in his 

classroom, especially the children of color, receive better instructional attention?  That 

his teaching might in fact be missing a large percentage of children in his class, most of 

whom are low-income children of color who speak Spanish as their first language, seems 

lost on Dean.   Because Dean does not make an effort to understand this “logic” of 

accountability in Texas, he seems to find it easy to simply ignore it.  While there may be 

many noble reasons why Dean chooses to ignore some of the professed reasons for 

educational accountability systems, in the end, the quality of his teaching might very well 

improve if he were to allow the district’s accountability-focused mandates to influence 

his classroom instruction to some degree.   

 

NOTES 
1T.E.K.S. Objective 4.7:  The student knows that matter has physical properties. (A) The 

student is expected to observe and record changes in states of matter caused by the 

addition and reduction of heat.  
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Chapter Seven 

Category Three: Anne Blaire, First-Grade Teacher 

 When I ask Anne to talk about her reasons for becoming a teacher, she responds 

with a bright smile and says “It sounds so corny, but I always knew I was going to be a 

teacher… I just knew from early on in my life.” Throughout my three years at Glendale, I 

frequently overhear Anne, either in the teachers’ lounge or in the hallways, excitedly 

telling other teachers stories about the ways the children in her classroom amaze, 

surprise, or even shock her with their latest break-through moments. From these early 

encounters with Anne, I learn several things about her that hold true throughout this 

research.  First, Anne Blair loves teaching and simply loves being around children. 

Second, because of her love for teaching and for children, she is not afraid to challenge 

curriculum policy that works against what she believes to be a “developmentally 

appropriate” learning environment.   

ANNE’S TEACHING 
Outside, the late November mornings are getting cooler and cooler. Inside Ms. 

Blaire’s classroom, however, things are just beginning to heat up.  With the morning 

attendance and “Math Their Way” (Baratta-Lorton, 1982/2002) calendar routines out of 

the way, Ms. Blair launches into her Language Arts “block.”  “This morning we’re going 

to make a class book using all the winter words we’ve been learning this week,” Anne 

informs the children.  Scanning the room, I see bookracks filled and tables covered with 

winter-themed books such as Snowy Day, by Ezra Jack Keats, Snowballs, by Lois Ehlert, 

and The Biggest, Best Snowman, by Margary Cuyler, to name just a few.  In addition to 
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the large collection of winter-themed “trade books,” I see several winter-related, child-

generated vocabulary word lists hanging about the room.  About these word lists, Anne 

tells me later, “We make [word] charts all the time.”   

Anne then explains to the children that the class book will be titled “In the Winter 

I Wear…,” and each child will be required to complete a page for the book.  The book the 

children will make is considered a “pattern book” that has “predictable” text (see for 

example, Routman, 1991), predictable because it is semi-repetitive. The pattern in 

today’s book is:  “In the winter I wear ….” Anne informs the children that after they 

complete the text for their book page, they will be able to go to the “Art Center” to create 

a picture or image to accompany “their words.”   

Prior to setting the children loose on the activity, though, Anne directs the 

children’s attention to the various child-generated word lists around the room.  The word 

lists are found on paper “flip charts,” on the dry erase board, and on other charts around 

the room.  “Who would like to help us read our winter words that we’ve learned?”  Every 

child’s arm shoots up. “Elijah, would you help us?” As Elijah, a shy yet self-assured 

African-American boy, approaches Ms. Blaire, she reaches into a cylindrical container 

filled with an array of both simple and decorative fly swatters.  She hands him a bumble-

bee fly swatter and says, “Okay Elijah, start with this word list.”  Following Elijah’s lead, 

the class choral reads the list of winter words as Elijah points the fly swatter at each word 

on the list.  “Great job, Elijah,” says Ms. Blair as she takes the fly-swatter pointer from 

him.  Pointing to the word “snowman,” she asks the class, “What kind of word is this?” 

“Compound word,” Maria answers confidently.  Pointing to the letter “a” in the word 

“hat,” Ms. Blair, queries, “What kind of vowel is that?”  “Short,” Maribel responds 
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without hesitation. Before children begin on their daily literacy activity, Anne peppers the 

children with questions about the various distinguishing characteristics of “their words” 

and the children respond eagerly.  Anne asks them about sounds, beginnings and endings, 

and “like words”—“what word have we just learned that is like this word?” 

STRATEGY-BASED LITERACY INSTRUCTION 
After asking the children a series of word- identification questions, she concludes 

the whole-class instructional time by reminding the children about their new reading 

strategy. This week’s strategy, Ms. Blaire reminds the children, is “chunking.”  

“Chunking is a strategy we use when we see a big word,” Ms. Blaire excitedly tells the 

children.  Ms. Blaire points to the word “snowflake.” Although many hands shoot up 

immediately, Carlos’s hand does not.  Carlos is a “struggling” reader with whom Anne 

frequently works closely. “Carlos, what about you?  Can you tell me if you see any ‘word 

chunks?’” she asks Carlos.  After some thought, Carlos says tentatively, “I see ‘no.’” 

“Good,” responds Ms. Blaire, as she underlines with a marker the “no” in “snowflake.”  

She then asks, “Does anyone see any other ‘chunks’ in this word?”  Cheryl answers, “I 

see ‘lake” and Ms. Blair underlines it.  “So, we have ‘no’ and we have “lake,” says Anne. 

Without Anne’s asking him the word, Carlos blurts out, “Snowflake! It’s snowflake!”   

Speaking of her frequent focus on strategy-based literacy instruction, Anne says,  

[I]nstead of just thinking, “I want [children] to get to [reading] level 12 or 13 by 

the end of the year.” That’s not really the key.  The key is to keep building on 

their strategies that you’ve taught them and to help them gradually become a 

stronger and better reader so they can handle the tougher material that is coming 
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up. So [the children] can tell you, “Well, I need to skip this word, and read on and 

use the context clues.”  

She later adds, “I want [children] to have some strategies that they can use…in 

any book that they pick up, whether it’s our math book or something in the science 

book…I’ve seen that carry over for the students and I’ve really become aware of that in 

my teaching.   

When I ask Anne to name specific strategies that she teaches children, Anne 

responds,  

[I spend] two weeks each on ‘re-reading”, “reading on”, finding the “chunks” in 

the word.  Any reading strategy that [the children] can use. I show them how to 

use background knowledge information that they already know about that topic, 

or what makes sense [by asking children,] “What word could that possibly be in 

that sentence that you don’t know how to figure out?”  

Ms. Blaire’s success at strategies-based instruction is even evident in the 

discourse between children in her classroom.  When reading in pairs, children in Ms. 

Blaire’s class frequently prompt each other to use the strategies that she is teaching. One 

example of this occurs one morning between two girls.  While Ms. Blaire is working with 

a small group in the front of the room, I overhear Marcela softly coach her friend, Noemi, 

in an exaggerated but flattering Ms. Blaire impersonation, “Now, go back and look for 

the ‘word chunk’ in the word.”  After I tell Ms. Blaire about this incident, she comments 

with a smile, “Once [the children] have got [a new strategy], they love to teach somebody 

else that doesn’t have that skill.” Later she adds, “Five years ago, I never would have 

heard that from children.”  
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ANNE’S TEACHING AND THE STUDENT-FOCUSED REFORMS  
In a focus-group interview, Anne is quick to credit past district- and school- level 

student- focused reform efforts for her strategy-based teaching and her ability to 

effectively manage small-group instruction:   

…I am a lot more into teaching [children] the strategies that they need to use than 

before…This is because of the [student- focused] training that I have received.  

This is how I can get [the children] to keep building sequentially on their skills, 

and build and build and build until they get to that independent level, so that they 

can pick up any book in the classroom and read it.  That’s probably something 

that has impacted my teaching the most.  To really make sure [the children] 

understand those strategies so that no matter where they start out and whatever 

level reader, we can build and grow from there.  

Through small-group instructional methods, such as guided reading (Fountas and Pinnell, 

1993) and workshop approaches (Calkins, 1986; Heuser, 2000a, 2000b), Anne is not only 

able to individualize her teaching, but is able to, in her words, “meet children’s 

developmental needs.”  

Anne conducts small-group instruction after introducing an activity through 

whole-class instruction.  After children begin working independently on this activity, she 

will call small groups to the front of the room, one by one. During one small group 

instructional activity with four children during her morning language arts block, Anne 

begins by asking Estefania to write a word on the flip chart. As she hands Estefania a 

marker, she quickly prompts the others in the small group to “write along” with Estefania 

by “writing” with their fingers on the carpet.  Children eagerly respond to the prompt as 

Estefania works through an individualized phonics-based spelling lesson.  As Estefania 



   

164 

writes, I see Carlos, with finger poised on the carpet, peeking over her shoulder to see 

what she is writing.  After Estefania finishes, Ms. Blaire turns quickly to the other 

children in the group and says, “Is that how you spelled it?” Some heads nod, but Carlos 

is still busy “re-writing.”  After all the children finish their “carpet writing,” she invites 

the members the group to help Estefania edit her word.   

PERCEPTIONS OF ANNE’S TEACHING 
Anne’s peers at Glendale frequently characterize Anne as a strong, even 

exemplary teacher.  One veteran Glendale teacher describes Anne as the “best of the 

best.” I found that most every other Glendale teacher shares this assessment of Ms. 

Blaire’s teaching, especially the second- and third-grade teachers who receive her former 

students.  In an interview, two second-grade teachers frequently reference Ms. Blaire’s 

name as a teacher whose children demonstrate advanced literacy skills in the second 

grade.  So advanced, in fact, these second-grade teachers claim to notice the difference 

between Anne’s former students and students that come from other first-grade 

classrooms. As one second-grade teacher put it, “There is a definite difference [in the 

abilities] between kids who come from [a different first-grade teacher’s class] and kids 

who come from [Ms. Blaire’s] class …Most of my ‘high’ kids come from [Ms. Blair’s] 

classroom. …Her kids are just way higher.”   

ANNE’S TEACHING AND THE DISTRICT’S RATINGS-FOCUSED RESPONSE    
At various points throughout this research, Anne shares with me her thoughts 

about the district’s new curriculum and assessment mandates associated with the 

district’s newly formulated response to the accountability system. Anne describes in 

detail the ways the district’s expanded assessment regimen increases her daily workload 
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and steals away valuable instructional time.  Anne also describes the ways the district’s 

new assessment mandates undermine her teaching, and actually make it harder for her to 

“know” children’s academic strengths and weaknesses. In addition, Anne details the 

“developmental inappropriateness” of the district’s newly scoped and sequenced 

mathematics curriculum and describes her efforts to work around, even against the new 

curricula to preserve a quality learning environment in her classroom.     

INCREASED WORKLOAD  
Early into the 2000-2001 school year, Anne says to me, “In the past, I didn’t 

spend nearly the hours planning and doing paper work in the evenings and on the 

weekends I spend now.” She then explains that even though the student-teacher ratios 

were much higher, she now works many more hours now than in the past. She attributes 

the increased workload in the 2000-2001 school year to administrative record keeping, or 

paperwork associated with the district’s new curriculum and assessment mandates. Anne 

then explains that each of the district’s new assessments has its own paper form and that 

this assessment data also needs to be entered into an electronic, district-monitored 

database.  

Anne also notes that these increased paperwork responsibilities sharply reduce the 

time she can devote to reflecting on her current teaching and planning future instruction.  

At one point in this investigation, I ask Anne if she has had time to read a professional 

text purchased for her through a school- level reform grant targeting teachers’ 

professional knowledge.  In response to my question, she laughs, “Who has to read 

professional books?” 
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LOST INSTRUCTIONAL TIME 
Like most every teacher at the school, Ms. Blaire recognizes the importance of 

assessment and evaluation in terms of formulating future instruction around the 

instructional needs of her student.  However, she is quick to point out that the district’s 

newly expanded battery of individually-administered reading assessments steals away too 

much valuable instructional time. In December of the 2000-2001 school year, Anne 

states, “I think we over-test the kids.  We’re over-doing ourselves with assessments this 

year.”  So much instructional time is lost, that Anne does not initiate her “normal” 

teaching routines until the first week of October, almost six weeks into the 2000-2001 

school year.  In her words,  

[October] is so late for me to finally begin teaching.  Usually, I can start teaching 

the middle of September. It only takes the first two weeks to go through our usual 

battery of tests.  But what we were required to do this year, it was just like way 

above and beyond the ordinary. 

Comparing past district assessment requirements to the district’s newly 

formulated, S.W.E.E.P.-related assessment requirements, Ms. Blaire explains,  

We’ve always done … leveling [assessments], to find the [text reading] level that 

[children] are at.  But, this year we had to find their comprehension rate, fluency 

rate, concepts about print, letter awareness, phonemic awareness.  We had to do 

so many more assessment summaries… It was way more paperwork.   

Ms. Blaire then offers more details of the district’s new assessment battery,  

The DRA [The Developmental Reading Assessment] is ridiculous.  I love it for 

getting a “cold reading” on a reading level, but I hated the comprehension part… 

and there was the [personal literacy questions],“Who do you read to at home 
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with?”  “What time of the day do you read?” “What do you like most about 

reading?”  It was like, people!  You had to prompt the kids forever and ever.  It 

took too much time.  That was another problem.  It took up too much instructional 

time.  The DRA takes probably 45 minutes per child.   

At the end of the school year, Anne points out that the same assessment battery 

administered requires even more instructional time.  As she puts it,  

Oh, there’s so much more [instructional time lost] at the end of the year…It takes 

longer because the kids, of course, they know more and you have to keep them 

going on the tests until they ‘max out’ and they can’t produce anymore at a 

certain accuracy rate…It’s just like, it’s actually like a month of wasted 

instruction at the end of the year. 

ASSESSMENT MANDATES AND CHILDREN’S GROWTH 
When I asked Anne to assess the impact of lost planning and instructional time on 

children’s academic progress, she responds quickly, 

[The children] definitely suffered because they could be way beyond where they 

are now.  Those [children] that are strong, well they made that growth anyway, 

because they were going to because they already had that foundation…But most 

other [children] needed that one-on-one in small little groups with me sitting with 

three or four children.  I couldn’t do it for weeks because I had to do this test, and 

this test, and this and this and this. 

THE NEW MANDATES AND CLASSROOM INSTRUCTION 
The rigors and scoring particularities of each of the assessments in the battery 

require that Anne focus her attention on individual children as she administers the 
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assessments.  Because the assessments require such undivided attention on her part, Anne 

reports that she privileges activities that are easy enough for the rest of the class to work 

on independently over extended periods of time.  Anne frequently describes these 

activities as “busy work.” When I ask her to offer specific details of the activities that the 

rest of the children in her class work on while she administers the assessments to 

individual children, she replies,  

Lots of seatwork, independent seatwork.  You just have to give them a long 

project.  Usually, I would start out with a science or social studies or a vocabulary 

oriented, or book-making project, where they had to write and put their books 

together all on their own.  Usually some type of spelling or phonics worksheet 

activity.  Usually a long one that they have to color, cut, and paste and then some 

type of math worksheet activity.  So, I would practically have to go over all of it 

at once, and say, “Here I am loading you up, do that by yourself, don’t come and 

bother me when I’m testing.”  That went on probably two to three weeks into 

October.  I hated it.  And that’s not normal.  

When I ask Anne if these types of activities are typical, she responds quickly and 

emphatically, “No! [My teaching] is more workshop oriented.” Anne then describes 

thematic units, like the “Winter Unit,” through which children work on various projects 

over an extended period of time.  Through “workshop”-based instruction, Anne 

frequently “conferences” with individual children to monitor progress and assign 

individualized mini- lessons strategically targeting individual children’s weaknesses.  

Ms. Blaire contrasts her small-group and workshop-based instruction with the 

activities that she “busies” children with as she is individually administering a battery of 
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assessments to each child.  With frustration in her voice, Anne says facetiously, “‘Here it 

is, shut up, sit down and be quiet and do it.’  I hated teaching like that and so early in the 

year.  I was frustrated.  The kids were frustrated.  [The assessment] was too long for 

them. I would then get frustrated, because behavior problems would escalate.” 

Anne is equally frustrated by the end-of-the-year assessment requirements.  “Just 

when many of my weaker kids are having that ‘break through moment’ or that ‘a-ha’,” 

Anne explains, “I had to stop teaching.”   She then adds, “We were flowing so nice up 

until mid-April, but then everything just stopped because that is when we had to start 

with the end-of-the-year assessments.”  Once again, Anne’s instruction consists mostly of 

activities she characterizes as “busywork.”  

TAAS-PREPARATION MATERIALS  
Ms. Blaire also speaks derisively of the commercially-available TAAS test 

workbooks that district-level administrators “issue” Glendale teachers.  She sees the 

TAAS preparation materials as limiting, both in terms of her teaching and in terms of the 

instructional needs of the children. Instead of regularly using the TAAS test preparation 

materials, per a district-level mandate, Ms. Blaire uses them only rarely. In her words,  

We have Kamico TAAS workbooks that [the area superintendent] gave to [our 

assistant principal] for us to use, but they’re sitting on a pile, because I just don’t 

have time.  I really don’t have time. I thought maybe in the spring we could start 

going over some so they could see the [TAAS] format.  For example for 

“bubbling in.”  I’ll have them read the passage, find the main idea and the details.  

But we already do so much of that anyway in our rooms... So, we may just use 

those [TAAS workbooks] as class projects, or have them do it on the overhead 
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with me, so we can say that we are covering what [the area superintendent] wants 

us to cover.  But that’s just another thing to find time to do…So, I’m just going to 

pretend I do (laughter)…I’ve got more important things to do than to know how 

to bubble in some TAAS questions. 

“KNOWING” THE INSTRUCTIONAL NEEDS OF CHILDREN 
Late in this investigation, Anne explains that the expanded battery of individually-

administered assessments actually makes it more difficult for her to “know” children or 

to identify and understand the instructional needs of children. She points out that these 

standardized individually-administered assessments target discrete skills in isolation and 

in inauthentic ways, thus they reveal little to her about the actual literacy abilities of 

children.  Anne then explains that by working with children in small group instructional 

settings, or individually with children, as they are engaged in more authentic literacy 

activities, she is able to garner far more robust information about individual children. 

This is especially the case, Anne explains, given that she often feels the need to race 

through the assessments to either preserve instructiona l time or to meet the district-

established deadlines.  

Not only does the expanded assessment regimen work against Anne “knowing” 

the instructional needs of children, but it also left her ill-prepared to report to parents their 

children’s academic strengths and weaknesses.  Of the October parent-teacher 

conference, Anne reports,  

It was horrible…I was never so embarrassed, reporting to the parents, “I don’t 

know a whole lot about [your child’s] individual strengths.  This is what the 
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testing shows, but one-on-one, I can’t tell you a whole lot because we’ve not met 

that often in instructional groups.” 

Of feeling ill-prepared to report to parents their child’s academic strengths and 

weaknesses, Anne says, “It was very embarrassing, professionally and just as a person 

sharing what I knew about their child and what I was going to do to help them.  It was the 

most awkward year for [parent-teacher] conferences.  I hated them.  It was not fun at all.” 

ANNE’S TEACHING AND THE DISTRICT’S “APPROVED” CURRICULUM 
The district’s newly formulated ratings-focused response to accountability also 

produced a newly mandated, or “approved” curriculum in each subject area.  This newly 

scoped and sequenced curriculum is accompanied by nine-week, district-created 

“benchmark” assessments that are aligned with the district’s new curriculum.  Whereas 

Anne has less difficulty adjusting her teaching to fit the new language arts curriculum, 

she experiences profound levels of professional dissonance over the mathematics 

curriculum.  Eventually, Anne abandons the district’s “mandated” mathematics 

curriculum and returns to what she considers more developmentally appropriate 

mathematics instruction.  

Juxtaposing the district’s new language arts curriculum with the mathematics 

curriculum, Anne says, “[The language arts curriculum] is okay because we teach so 

thematically anyway and use balanced literacy approach, and you kind of fit [the 

children’s] needs when they’re ready for it.  So it is okay.”  Conversely, Anne sees the 

district’s new mathematics curriculum as far too explicit and rigid. As she puts it, “By 

each nine weeks, [the new mathematics curriculum] states exactly, ‘This is what you will 

be doing and when.’” Anne is critical of the overly specific nature of the new 
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mathematics curriculum, but she is even more critical of the way the content is ordered.  

Anne states, “[The mathematics curriculum] just doesn’t flow smoothly.  I don’t know 

where [district administrators] came up with this scope and sequence; it is horrible.  I 

mean, we saw it the day they introduced it to us and we were outraged; we were like this 

is not going to work.”  

When I ask Anne to explain why she believes that the new mathematics 

curriculum “is not going to work,” she replies, “It’s just not developmentally 

appropria te.” When I ask her to provide an example, Anne states,  

For example, the first nine-week place value objectives.  According to the new 

mathematics curriculum, [first-grade] children had to master skip counting by 

twos, fives, and 10s [during the first nine weeks].  They also had to know 

sequencing from zero to 100.  Sorry, but zero to 100? Well, at kindergarten 

[children] have to leave knowing at least up to the number 10.  Many of our kids 

go beyond 10, but when you try to say, ‘Okay, here is where we are now, you’ve 

got like nine weeks before we test you on it.’ That sets too many kids up for 

failure. 

Anne further explains that the new mathematics curriculum does not allow for 

enough instructional time to offer children “concrete” experiences upon which they can 

formulated more “abstract” understandings of the mathematics concepts. In her words, 

“You have a week to teach an objective, get them to use it concretely, and then turn it 

into abstract and apply it.”  She then quickly adds, “There’s no way you can teach 

anything in one week to a first grader that’s that difficult, when they’ve never been 

introduced to some of the concepts that we have in [first-grade] math.”  Because of the 
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hurried nature of the new curriculum, Anne repeats, “[The new curriculum] just sets too 

many children up for failure.” 

Describing how the children fared with the new curriculum and the first nine-

week benchmark assessment, Anne says, “Oh, my gosh, we had kids crying, kids were 

getting sick to their stomachs that they couldn’t do it.  Upset parents…It’s just 

developmentally inappropriate for [children] to start out the year with such difficult place 

value objectives.  After many children fail to meet the district’s newly established 

benchmarks, as assessed on a district-created nine-week mathematics assessment, the 

district’s new grading guidelines require teachers to give many children “N”’s on their 

first nine-week report card. Explaining the parents’ responses to these grades, Anne says,  

At [parent-teacher] conference time in mid-October, I had so many parents that 

were sitting there in tears and in shock that their child got an “N,” which means 

they need improvement…And all we heard from most of the parents was well, “In 

kindergarten they did really good.”   

When I ask Anne about her response to parents in the conferences, she replies, 

And I just had to say it’s not how I usually teach and it’s not what I know they 

need at this time.  Even though I’m still trying to catch them up.  It’s what the 

district has said we need to be teaching them.  And I told that to all the parents. 

The district has told me this is how I have to teach.  This is when I’m supposed to 

be teaching these skills and concepts.   

Anne explains that the newly scoped and sequenced mathematics curriculum sets 

up children for failure in the future as well. “Because if [children] haven’t mastered what 

they needed to know in that [nine-week] benchmark [assessment],” Anne explains, “you 
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have to start right in on the second week’s benchmarks and all of the TEKS [objectives] 

that [the new curriculum] said we have to cover and test that nine weeks.” Anne then 

explains how such a scenario guarantees higher levels of student failures because if she 

follows the curriculum, there is little time to go back to remediate.  As Anne explains,  

So, therefore, if kids didn’t understand something the first nine weeks and you’re 

trying to present them with something that they have to learn the second nine weeks, 

there is no way [the children] could even begin to understand those concepts because they 

had yet not mastered the first nine weeks’ concepts that they needed to build on.  So, 

therefore, [children] were already instantly failing by the second nine weeks.  As you had 

to report mid-progress reports and end of the nine week reports, there’s no way you can 

catch them up even with as many small group, mini-sessions, and math workshop mini-

groups. 

When I ask Anne to name specific mathematical concepts that certain children are 

missing because of the scenario described above, she replies, 

Place value and patterns in numbers, which would be skip counting and seeing the 

patterns in vertical rows and horizontal and diagonal rows, and zero to 100 charts.  

Many [children] were not ready for that at the beginning of the year. And [also] 

adding strategies like doubles and doubles plus one…In the first nine weeks, it 

was just too overwhelming for many of the kids. 

Anne then reiterates that without the repeated, concrete, even self-exploratory 

experiences early in the year, children will have a much tougher time later on when they 

encounter more complex mathematical concepts.   
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Just after the first parent-teacher conference, Anne experiences a significant professional 

“first.” This “career first” leaves Anne shaken.  For the first time in her 20-year teaching 

career, parents of a child in Anne’s class go to the principal to request that their child be 

moved out of her class.  The parents are upset over their child earning an “N” on their 

report card and they blame this grade on Anne’s teaching. Based on these early 

experiences with the district’s newly created curriculum, Anne decides to make some 

changes.   

ANNE WORKS AGAINST THE NEW MATHEMATICS CURRICULUM 
 Very early into the second nine-week quarter during the 2001-2 school year, Anne 

sets aside the district’s newly scoped and sequenced mathematics curriculum and returns 

to her workshop and flexible-group teaching approaches through which she presents 

children with content for which they are developmentally ready.  About this decision, 

Anne says, “We constantly voiced our opinion [about the new curriculum] to our math 

coach, who went to weekly meetings in the district.  And she would always come back 

and say, ‘There is no option, you will do it this way.’”  Even after being told by the 

mathematics coach that the new curriculum was a “non-negotiable,” however, Anne is 

not deterred.  Anne then says,  

We told [the mathematics coach] that we wanted to revamp it, make it work the 

way we know it can work, which is more appropriate for children’s development 

at this age. But again [the mathematics coach] said it was not an option; we did 

not get to pick and choose how and when we wanted to do it.  So then we were 

like, “Nah, we’re not going to listen to district people.”   
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Anne and her first-grade teammates then go to the school’s new principal, Sheila 

Anderson, to plead their case for deviating from the district’s newly scoped and 

sequenced mathematics curriculum.  Of this meeting, Anne reports,   

We met with our principal, our math coach, and a bunch of other district coaches 

and we said, “Okay, this is what we need from you.  We need you to find out how 

much of this we can change…if we can we just reshuffle [the content] to make it 

fit our nine-week plan.”  And our principal said, “Fine, you just go ahead, do it 

whatever way you want.” I mean, that was great support.  But, unfortunately, the 

district math people kept coming back and saying, “No, it’s got to be done at a 

certain time this way.  We want to keep everybody uniform in the district.”  

About this comment that all teachers need to be teaching the same content at the 

same time, Anne says, “That is so horrible because not every kid is learning the same 

thing at the same time.” 

After this meeting with the school’s principal and the instructional coaches, two 

first-grade teachers, including Anne, decide to, in her words, “chuck it, just file [the new 

curriculum] away, and go on.”  Interestingly, the other first-grade teachers continue to 

follow the new mathematics curriculum for one more nine-week quarter.  However, after 

one more nine-week quarter, they too “chuck” the new curriculum.  

RATING-FOCUSED EFFORTS AND RACE 
 Late in the 2000-2001 school year, Anne brings up the issue of race and the 

district’s newly formulated ratings-focused response to accountability.  Anne informs me 

that the district area superintendent directed each school’s Campus Action Teams, or 

“C.A.T. teams,” to include explicit race-focused plans in their Campus Improvement 
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Plans (C.I.P.).  According to this new district-level mandate, each school’s C.I.P. must 

describe the ways the school will increase achievement levels for each racial group, as 

well as low-income children.  The mandate requires the C.A.T. to craft goals with the 

following wording:  “Improve African-American TAAS reading scores from ___% to 

80%.” Consistent with the wording found in the district-produced, ratings-focused 

document “Blueprint for Success,” each campus’s C.I.P must contain explicit plans for 

improving the TAAS test scores to an 80% level of each dis-aggegated student group.   

This goal is then to be followed by a detailed description of actions to be taken to meet 

this goal for each dis-aggregated group. Anne is troubled by this guideline. 

When I ask Anne to explain to me the reasons this guideline troub les her, she 

replies, “I don’t know.”  After a short pause, she continues, “I just think that [these 

guidelines] make it more difficult for teachers to see children as individuals with 

individual needs.”  She then suggests that such guidelines might lead teachers to over- 

generalize about the instructional needs of children of color. In her words, “It’s like we’re 

saying, ‘All African-American children need this, while all Hispanic children need that.’”      

ANNE BLAIRE AND ACCOUNTABILITY: CATEGORY III 
 Over the length of this investigation, four themes emerge in Anne’s classroom 

teaching practices.  First, Anne operationalizes an expanded definition of literacy, a 

definition that includes all of the “language arts.”1 Her definition stands in stark contrast 

to the definitions of literacy offered by other Glendale teachers.  Second, Anne’s teaching 

is informed with the notion that each child possesses a unique set of strengths and 

weakness.  Based on this understanding, Anne’s teaching actively targets these various 

weaknesses and strengths through individualized and small-group instructional settings. 
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Third, learning, for Anne, is a developmental process through which children construct 

knowledge.  This developmental process is best facilitated through child-focused 

experiences linked to children’s experiences both in and out of school.  Fourth, Anne’s 

primary responsibility as a teacher is to teach children, not to deliver the curriculum.  

Because Anne believes the district’s ratings-focused curriculum and assessment mandates 

push her to privilege the delivery of the curriculum and the demands of the assessment 

regimen over the academic, social, and emotional needs of the children in her classroom, 

she successfully works around and against these mandates.   

EXPANDED DEFINITION OF LITERACY 
  Through her teaching, Anne operationalizes a definition of literacy that includes 

all of the “language arts.” When I ask Anne to define literacy, she replies,  

Literacy is being able to communicate through readings and writings. If you read 

something, you are at the receiving end of communication.  If you can write and 

speak orally, you’re communicating expressively.  So, I think literacy is using 

reading, writing, oral language to communicate.  Not only expressively, but 

receptively, through those different media: books, writings, letters, and through 

good oral communication… [Literacy] is very process oriented, very 

developmental. 

Ms. Blaire’s definition of literacy goes beyond merely decoding single words or 

extracting meaning from written text and it is this definition that she demonstrates 

through her classroom teaching. Throughout the day, Anne not only constantly prompts 

children to decode words or texts, but she also facilitates literacy-focused teacher-to-child 
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and child-to-child interactions.  Through these interactions, Anne presents children with 

increased opportunities to bring to the activity their lived experiences.   

Anne’s expanded definition of literacy is also evident when she discusses how she 

formulates her instructional goals. For example, when I ask Anne to explain her 

instructional goals in language arts, she replies,  

My goal is to teach [children] the strategies that they need.  Instead just of just 

saying “I want to them to get to [reading] level 12 or 13”—that’s not really the 

key, I want to help keep building on their strategies that I’ve taught them to 

gradually become a stronger and better readers and communicators so they can 

handle the tougher material that is coming up.  This is the key.   

 In trying to more clearly distinguish between the ways Glendale teachers define 

literacy, I look to the work of Willis (1997). After reviewing an extensive body of 

reading research, Willis created a three-category typology into which many definitions of 

literacy fit.  Those researchers supporting definitions of literacy in the first category view 

literacy as a collection of specific skills.  This definitional category would include 

Street’s (1995) autonomous model of literacy described in Chapter Five.  In this first 

category, literacy entails successfully accumulating these requisite skills.  This definition 

of literacy most approximates Christine’s definition of literacy.   

 Definitions fitting into Willis’s (1997) second category view literacy as “school 

knowledge” (p. 389).  Learning to be literate, according to this definition of literacy, 

involves not only reading words and texts, but also “reading” the world of school.  

Becoming literate through this definition means knowing how to sit, behave, and engage 

in typical school- like conversations and activities.  Willis’ third definitional category of 
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literacy is “literacy as a social and cultural construct” (p 391).  Literacy, according to this 

definition, entails the ability to read not only words and texts, but entails reading the 

world (Freire and Macedo, 1987).  Becoming literate through this definition means 

developing an awareness of the social and political complexities embedded in issues of 

reading and writing.   

 I locate Anne’s definition of literacy between Willis’s (1997) second and third 

category.  Although Anne does not expose the first-grade children in her classroom to the 

social or political dimensions of literacy, it is easy to see that Anne pushes children 

beyond Willis’ “literacy-as-school-knowledge” definition.  In this way, Anne’s definition 

of literacy most approximates Street’s (1995) “ideological” (p. 161) definition of literacy.  

As stated in Chapter Five, through a ideological model of literacy, the acquiring of 

literacy “skills” is wholly dependent on context.  Anne introduces context into her 

literacy activities by drawing on children’s language in classroom literacy activities and 

then by giving them ownership over “their language.”  Frequently, the language that 

children bring to these activities come from places outside the classroom, such as home, 

the playground, church, or the soccer field.  Sometimes this language is Spanish.    

VARIABILITY, NOT DISABILITY 
As indicated in Anne’s definition of literacy, Anne understands, as Krashen 

(1996) points out, that although all children may go through a fairly similar 

developmental path in language, literacy, and cognitive development, they do not go 

through this path at the same rate.  Thus, rather than characterizing children’s academic 

weaknesses as “disabilities,” Anne focuses on the “variabilities” in children’s cognitive 

development (Roller, 1996). To respect this variability between children in her 
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classroom, Anne relies most heavily on instructional models that allow her to vary, or 

differentiate her teaching, but still challenge children, in Anne’s words, “at their 

developmental level.” Two models that Anne effectively uses to target variabilities 

include guided reading (Fountas and Pinnell, 1993) and workshop-based instruction 

(Calkins, 1986; Heuser, 2000a). 

Rather than simply giving struggling learners easy, or less challenging activities, 

and advanced learners hard, more cognitively rich activities, Anne relies on guided 

reading and workshop-based instruction to challenge each and every child.  Through 

guided reading instruction, for example, children are “guided” through texts that are at 

their “instructional level,”2 or texts that present each reader with a certain amount of 

difficulty. Through guided reading instruction, then, Anne “ge ts in close,” delivers more 

individualized strategy-based literacy instruction, and routinely helps children make 

connections between the texts and their prior experiences.  

Ms. Blaire’s overt targeting of children’s strengths through her guided reading 

instruction versus constantly exposing their weakness has been show to be especially 

effective strategy with struggling readers (Roller, 1996).   This attribute of Anne’s 

teaching is clearly on display when she helps Carlos read “snowflake” by finding the 

“chunks” that he does know.  As Carlos, who often struggles, finds more and more 

chunks that he “knows,” his confidence builds until he is able to read the word.   

Through small-group settings, Anne is better able to identify the variabilities 

among and between children and adjusts her instruction accordingly.  She often 

juxtaposes the information she garners through these small-group instructional 

encounters with the “data” she collects through the district’s standardized, individually-
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administered reading assessments.  As children engage in literacy activities, Anne not 

only gathers rich information about children’s abilities, but she also finds particularly 

“safe” ways for children to demonstrate what they can do versus exposing what they can 

not do. By doing this, Anne draws on children’s current abilities and strengths to address 

skills that are still developing. Examples of this include the “carpet writing” and “finding 

the word chunk” strategies.  Through these strategies, children at all levels find safe, 

stress-free ways to meaningfully participate in language activities.  

To address the developmental variability among and between children in other 

curriculum areas, Anne draws on “workshop” teaching approaches.   Workshop teaching 

approaches, which are derivations of the “writers’ workshop” methods created by Calkins 

(1986), are particularly attractive to Anne because she can create a more flexible learning 

environment in which children engage in activities at their own pace and in accordance 

with their own cognitive developmental readiness (Heuser, 2000b).  Through workshop-

based instruction, children engage in long-term, most often thematic curricular 

experiences.  Periodically, Anne conferences with individual children to monitor their 

progress, offer guidance, and provide feedback.  These extended experiences also include 

periods of structured or guided reflection through which children can share their own 

personal thoughts and feelings about their experiences, and make more explicit the 

connections between the activities and their prior experiences.  

 “DEVELOPMENTALLY APPROPRIATE” INSTRUCTION 
Throughout this investigation, Anne measures the value of the district’s new 

curriculum and assessment mandates by whether or not they facilitate “developmental 

appropriate” classroom teaching.  Generally speaking, developmentally appropriate 



   

183 

practice “aims to take into account a child’s developmental readiness for any particular 

task or activity” (Goldstein, 1997, p. 23).  However, beyond this, developmentally 

appropriate instruction entails activities that children find engaging, meaningful, and 

challenging. (Bredekamp, 1987).  

It should be pointed out, however, despite the widespread use of the term 

“developmentally appropriate,” especially among early childhood educators, this notion 

has come under cogent critique.  Goldstein (1997) states that these critiques range from 

practical applications of educational philosophy (Spodek, 1989; Kessler, 1991a) to 

concern over the artificial separation of cognition and affect (Jipson, 1991); from more 

general critiques of the utility of the notion of broad and universal developmental stages 

(Walsh, 1991) to specific concerns about developmentally appropriate practice’s impact 

on teachers of young children (Jipson, 1991); from concerns about issues of equity, 

fairness, and diversity in the early childhood classroom (Jipson, 1991) to 

developmentally appropriate practice’s focus on children’s present state as children rather 

than on their potential for the future (Kessler, 1991b) (p. 23-4).  

Moreover, the signification of “developmentally appropriate” onto a teaching 

practice has been likened to a disciplinary, or regulatory act, rooted in patriarchy, aimed 

at controlling women and children (Cannella, 1997).  Cannella also suggests that the 

language of developmentally appropriate practice fosters a racialized (read: White, 

middle-class) understanding of children’s development. 

That said, however, developmentally appropriate practice for Anne, in Goldstein’s 

(1997) words, “stands as a humane and sensitive alternative” (p. 23) to curriculum efforts 

that push activities on children that they are simply too young to benefit from (Elkind, 
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1981).  For Anne, developmentally appropriate practice entails both the developmental 

readiness of children and activities that allow them to explore concepts “concretely” 

through hands-on experiences prior to expecting children to represent an abstract 

understanding of the concept.  

Anne understands that place-value concepts are essential for learning more 

advanced mathematics concepts (Carey, Fennema, Carpenter, and Franke, 1995).  

However, she believes that for children to develop the sorts of “abstract” understandings 

of place value that are assessed on a TAAS test-formatted, multiple-choice “benchmark” 

assessments, children need to experience place value concepts through extended hands-

on and self-exploration activities.  In other words, to help children develop 

understandings of place value that will indeed help them learn more advanced 

mathematics concepts later on, Anne states that first “needs to use manipulatives to 

concretely teach [place value objectives].”  Of the new mathematics curriculum, Anne 

says, “You have a week to teach an [place value] objective, get [the children] to use it 

concretely, and then turn it into abstract and apply it... There’s no way you can teach 

anything in one week to a first grader that’s that difficult…”  

In Anne’s classroom, developmentally appropriate literacy practice entails 

activities in which children are active, language producing agents. Anne facilitates such 

practices by encouraging children to generate “their language”, share “their knowledge” 

about thematic curricular topics, and by actively encouraging children to make 

connections between their classroom experiences and the own lived experiences.  She 

records “their words,” posts them around the room, and actively encourages children to 

draw upon these words as they work through various literacy activities. By striving to 
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give children ownership over the language used in the classroom, Anne generates 

increased levels of authenticity and she helps children make clearer connections between 

the classroom activities and their lived experiences.     

TEACHING CHILDREN VS. DELIVERING CURRICULUM 
Although Anne is cognizant of what she is expected to teach based on the state’s 

curriculum, or the T.E.K.S., for the most part, her teaching is based on an aggregate of 

the practical, personal, and situated (Clandinin, 1986; Paris, 1993). Drawing on 

knowledge that is both personal and practical, then, Anne sees herself as agent for 

children’s learning—a teacher of children.  However, the district’s new curriculum and 

assessment mandates challenge Anne’ teacher role as an agent for children’s learning.  

Over the length of this investigation, Anne begins to see herself more as an agent for the 

district- level administrators’ TAAS-focused agenda—a deliverer of standardized 

curriculum.  

The district’s new assessment regimen steals away so much instructional time that 

Anne does not initiate her regular teaching routines until a month into the school year. 

This same assessment regimen, which Anne claims takes away even more instructional 

time at the end of the year, leads to a virtual curricular shutdown in the first and last 

months of the school year.   While she is administering the assessments to individual 

children, Anne gives the rest of the class “busywork” that is meant primarily to occupy 

them, not to facilitate their learning. While she is individually administering these 

assessments, she is not able to meet with children in small instructional groups, nor is she 

able to conference with individual children to monitor their progress or offer 

individualized instruction.  Anne makes frequent claims that this lost instructional time 



   

186 

actually “leaves behind” the very children the expanded assessment was meant to serve, 

namely children who chronically struggle to achieve. 

Although she begrudgingly adjusts to the expanded assessment regimen, Anne  

refuses to adjust to the new mathematics curriculum.  Because she concludes that the new 

curriculum is not developmentally appropriate, she mounts a successful campaign to, in 

her words, “chuck it.”    Despite the many messages, even directives from the school’s 

mathematics coach and by distric t- level administrators stating that Anne must follow the 

curriculum, Anne successfully garners support from the school’s principal and works 

around and even against the new mathematics curriculum.  She does so because she sees 

herself as a teacher of children, not a deliverer of curriculum.   

ANNE’S “STORY TO LIVE BY” 
In my reading of Anne’s story to live by as a teacher, or her teacher identity, 

several themes emerge that seem to explain, at least in part, her experiences under 

intensified conditions of test-based educational accountability.  First, Anne not only loves 

teaching and loves being around children, but she is also able to infuse her teaching with 

what Goldstein (1997) calls “teacherly love.”  Second, Anne’s experiences with her 

disabled uncle and as a special education teacher paved the way for her being attuned not 

only to the variability in learning, but also the uniqueness of every learner.  

ANNE’S TEACHER STORY 
When I ask Anne about her earliest recollections of school, she replies, “It sounds 

so corny, but I always knew I was going to be a teacher.  I always knew. It was just the 

atmosphere, the socialness, the wanting to work with children.  I just knew from ever 
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on…when I was in second grade.”  Anne then recounts how she used to “play school” 

with her baby sister by modeling her own schooling experiences. 

Anne recounts how she also “played school” with an older uncle with Down’s 

Syndrome. About this experience, she says, “It was just really interesting, learning how 

to deal with him and handle him and watch my grandmother deal with him…We used to 

do a lot of make believe, play things, and I would teach him things that I had learned at 

school.”  Based upon these experiences with her disabled uncle, Anne reports that she 

decided early in life that she wanted to be a teacher of students with special needs.  In her 

words, “My first goal in going to college was to be a special education teacher.  And that 

was actually my first teaching job, teaching educable handicapped students.” 

Anne reports joining the “Future Teachers of America” club as a high school 

senior.  About this experience, Anne recounts, “I went and worked in a first-grade 

classroom with Mrs. Anderson… I worked with her the whole year and the ideas I got in 

her room, I still use today.”  When I ask Anne to provide an example of something she 

learned from Mrs. Anderson, she replies, “Some things she taught me and showed me 

like special projects… like the “dot writings.” 

 After high school, Anne decided to study to become a teacher even though many 

in her family expected her to become a “farmer’s wife.”  In her words,  

Everybody [in my family] thought that I was going to go away to college, but that 

I’d just end up having that degree, and then end up being a farmer’s wife, and just 

being a housewife. To this day, I was supposed to end up being the “farmer’s 

wife” with all the kids and stay around my little hometown.  Yuck.  I’m the first 

one that headed out and went to a major city.  And I wasn’t really into feminism 
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and careers and equalism and all that.  I just knew that was what I wanted for me 

personally and that’s what I went for. 

 Anne reports that she earned both elementary education and special education 

degrees in college.  When I ask her about any influential mentors she had at the 

university, she tells me of a “wonderful old professor” who guided her toward elementary 

education.  When I asked Anne to explain why this professor was special, Anne replies,  

[This professor] was just so down to earth and got rid of all the red-tape “crud” 

you had to go through.  She would say, “Honey, this what it’s really like in the 

classroom.”  She told me to forget all this philosophy of education stuff they’re 

teaching you. You want to get right down to the meat of it, which is the children 

and the practical experience.  That’s where she said I would learn how to be a 

teacher.  And that junior year with her was the most enlightening year for me. 

Later Anne speaks about what she most admired about this professor:  

She was more of the old style, old fashioned teacher that I think I always wanted 

to be.  And I always looked up to those teachers that were just really like, “just the 

basics,” but yet, she really treated each kid like they were on their own.   So she 

still did individual work with the students and met those students’ needs very 

well.  I really admired that.  That was like 1979, and that’s back when you had 28 

or 29 kids in the classroom!  

 Anne’s first teaching job out of college was as a special education teacher in what 

she referred to as an “educable classroom.” Teaching fourth- and fifth-grade students, 

Anne says, “I didn’t think I would ever like to work with students that old, but I did.”  
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After working as a special education teacher for two years in the Midwest, Anne 

married and moved to the Twin Oaks area and started teaching at Glendale Elementary.  

About her experiences as a special education teacher, Anne says, “I think I had so many 

great experiences and I just knew what I wanted to do.  And I kind of knew how I wanted 

to teach.  It came really easily and naturally for me.” Anne acknowledges that she was 

anxious about the shift from being special education teacher to being a first-grade, 

“regular” education teacher, but in her words, “I was really blessed.  It was just really 

easy.” 

To describe her teaching metaphorically, Anne describes how being a teaching is 

like being a chef.  Drawing on this teacher-as-chef image of teacher, Anne explains that 

she sees teaching like cooking wherein the teacher, or chef, mixes the proper ingredients, 

in the proper amount at the proper moment in order to produce a delicious meal.  Taking 

this image even further, Anne explains that that she sees her classroom as a restaurant and 

she sees the children in her classroom as restaurant patrons. Speaking directly to her 

strategy-based instruction, Anne explains that she continually tries to expand the menu in 

the classroom from which children can pick and choose for themselves among the 

various strategies “on the menu.” Anne sees it has her job to provide children with menu 

that has as many appetizers, entrées, and desserts as possible from which children can 

select to either make sense of a text or solve a problem.  She concludes our conversation 

about image of practice, and place with the comment, “Hey, you are what you eat!”   
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TEACHING WITH LOVE 
As Anne narrates her teacher story to live by, or her teacher identity, Anne 

communicates a clear love for teaching and children. When she says, “I always knew I 

was going to be a teacher.  I always knew,” she communicates the depth of her passion 

and commitment for teaching.  When I overhear Anne in the teachers’ lounge or in the 

hallways excitedly telling stories to others about the ways the children in her classroom 

amaze, surprise, or even shock her with the ir latest break-through moments, this is 

another indication of her passion and commitment to children.  

Anne draws on this passion and commitment to enact an “ethic of care” 

(Noddings, 1984) into her teaching.  Through this ethic of care, Anne enters into care-

filled instructional encounters with children in her classroom.  Noddings describes such a 

caring encounter as a interaction between a person giving care—or the “one-caring,” and 

the person receiving the care—or the “cared-for.”  Noddings outlines two features of a 

caring encounter that are frequently on display in Anne’s teaching.  The first feature of a 

caring encounter entails an engrossment, or the full attention of the one-caring for the 

cared-for’s situation and perspective.  The second feature of a caring encounter, 

according to Noddings, is motivational displacement.  Through motivational 

displacement, the one-caring gives primacy, even if only momentarily, to the needs of the 

cared-for.  Anne frequently engages children in these care-filled encounters while she is 

teaching.   

  Perhaps more impressively, however, Anne’s care-filled interactions with 

children as well as the intimate classroom environment she cultivates through her day-to-

day teaching approximates what Goldstein (1997) characterizes as “teaching with love.”  

For Goldstein, teaching with love entails the “marriage” between one’s passion for 
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teaching and children and what Jane Roland Martin (1990) calls the “three C’s” (p. 24) of 

effective teaching: care, concern, and commitment.  It is marriage of factors that leads 

Anne to stand up for children against the district’s new mathematics curriculum.  Despite 

the many administrative roadblocks, Anne simply would not be denied largely because of 

her “teacherly love” (Goldstein, 1997, p. 8) for children.  

 Anne’s teaching with love is deeply rooted in her experiences as a child growing 

up in a rural Midwestern setting and as a single mother of two children (Goldstein, 1997).  

Furthermore, her teaching with love is rooted in her experiences “playing school” with 

her “baby” sister and her uncle who suffered from Down’s Syndrome and her volunteer 

experiences in Future Teacher of America.  All of these experiences help Anne formulate 

this passion for teaching and children that is the hallmark of teaching with love. Through 

her lived experiences, Anne develops a commitment to teaching with love that has since 

become part of her own personal practical knowledge (Clandinin, 1986) of teaching, a 

way for her to know and be in the classroom. 

VARIABILITY AND UNIQUENESS 
Both in her teaching and in her story to live by as a teacher, Anne demonstrates 

that she is sharply attuned to the variability of the learning process and the uniqueness of 

each learner’s strengths and weaknesses.  Anne’s experiences with her uncle with 

Down’s syndrome as well as her early teaching experiences as a special education teacher 

no doubt influence the ways that she views individual children’s abilities.  Together, 

these experiences also profoundly influence the ways that she addresses learner 

variability. These experiences with her disabled uncle and as a special education teacher 

paved the way for her being attuned to the ways to ways each learner’s strengths can 
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shine, and how each learner’s strengths serve as the starting point of any teaching and 

learning encounter.   

CONCLUSION 
To me, Anne’s case is much like the teachers cases found in the qualitative, 

classroom-based studies by Smith (1991a) and McNeil (2000a).  Like the teachers in 

Smith’s study, Anne’s teaching is severely undermined by the ratings-focused mandates.  

Like the teachers in McNeil’s study, these mandates adversely impacted both the quality 

and quantity of the curriculum.  Like the teachers in both of these studies, these mandates 

reduced Anne’s capacity to deliver more cognitively rich instruction and even push her to 

deliver instruction that contradicts the ways she believes children learn.  

The case of Anne is far clearer in this regard than the case of Christine.  Although 

Christine complains bitterly about how the district’s new ratings-focused mandates 

“prevent” her from delivering quality instruction and “force” her to deliver inferior 

instruction, it is not at all clear by the ways she talks about her teaching that this is 

actually the case.  Although there is no doubt that the district’s assessment mandates steal 

away a significant amount of instructional time, and “force” Christine to give over more 

instructional time to explicit TAAS test preparation, it is unclear whether or not the 

teaching and learning experiences in her classroom are substantially different because of 

the ratings-focused mandates.  However, this is clearly not the case with Anne and her 

teaching.  The district’s ratings-focused mandates alter significantly the teaching and 

learning experiences in Anne’s classroom.  As a result of the assessment mandates, 

children work through far less challenging activities on their own, while Anne is busy 

attending to a single child.   
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The district’s move toward a ratings-focused response to accountability not only 

undermines Anne Blaire’s teaching, but it also sharply conflicts with what she views as 

“developmentally appropriate” classroom practice.  Thus, not only does this move 

weaken her teaching, but it also undermines the ways she believes children learn. From 

the beginning, Anne is critical of this shift toward more TAAS-explicit curriculum and 

assessment policies.  However, unlike many other Glendale teachers, she is able to 

successfully mount a “counter attack” against these new policies.  Ra ther than simply 

complain about these policies to other teachers, like many other Glendale teachers, Anne 

takes her concerns to school- and district- level administrators and successfully defends 

her position against the mandates.  She is able to demonstrate why increased curricular 

flexibility is necessary to meet the individual needs of first-grade children. Moreover, she 

is able to work around these mandates because she is able to clearly demonstrate to the 

school’s principal how the new mandates, in her words, “set children up for failure.” 

 

NOTES 
1The “language arts” include the “receptive arts,” or reading and listening, and the 

“expressive arts,” writing and speaking.   

2A text that is at a child’s “instructional level” is a text that children can read with 90%-

94% accuracy.  This means that the child most probably will encounter difficulties in the 

text and that the teacher will need to intervene to offer “guided” support. 
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 Chapter Eight 

A Ratings-focused Response, Teacher Knowledge,  

 And Teacher De-skilling  

 In this final chapter, I build on the data presented in the previous three chapters to 

make further theoretical distinctions between the ways Glendale teachers experience the 

district’s most recent response to accountability.  To make these distinctions, I focus 

more closely on the ways the district’s ratings-focused response the to accountability 

system interacts with the Glendale teachers’ knowledge, and I explore issues related to 

their possible de-skilling (e.g., Apple, 1982/1985, 1993/2000; McLaren, 1989/1994; 

McNeil, 2000a). To build on the three-category typology that I present in Chapters Five 

through Seven, I begin with a brief explication of my orientations toward knowledge and 

a brief discussion of the phenomenon that has been described as “de-skilling.” I also 

bring to this discussion of teacher knowledge and de-skilling data gathered through 

interactions (observations and interviews) with other Glendale teachers.  

TEACHERS’ KNOWLEDGE: PERSONAL AND PROFESSIONAL 
 Teachers’ classroom practices and the ways that they talk about these practices 

are shaped, at least in part, by their knowledge of teaching and learning. Many different, 

at times contradictory forms of knowledge, both personal and professional, are at play in 

the daily professional lives of Glendale teachers (Connelly and Clandinin, 1995).  To 

capture the personal dimensions of teachers’ knowledge, I look to the narrative inquiry 

work of Clandinin (1986), and to understand the teachers’ professional knowledge I look 
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to what has been described as the “teacher professionalism” literature (e.g., Darling-

Hammond and Wise, 1992; Shulman, 1987). 

To capture the personal side of teachers’ knowledge, I look specifically to 

Clandinin’s (1986) work on teachers’ “personal practical knowledge.” Clandinin (1992) 

describes personal practical knowledge as rooted “in a person’s past experience, in the 

person’s present mind and body and in the person’s future plans and actions.  It is 

knowledge … that is constructed and reconstructed as we live out our stories and retell 

and relive them through processes of reflection” (p. 125).  Thus, Clandinin posits a form 

of personal knowledge that is rooted in narrative authority (Bruner, 1986), or knowledge 

that is provisional and contingent upon social negotiation and re-negotiation, or storying 

and re-storying.  Through my explorations of teacher identity, or a teacher’s “story to live 

by” (Connelly and Clandinin, 1999), my goal is not only to “know about the person the 

teachers is” (Goodson, 1992, p. 234), but is also to access the personal contours of 

teachers’ knowledge of teaching.  In other words, when I ask Glendale teachers to narrate 

their “teacher lives,” I am interested in accessing teachers’ personal practical knowledge.  

In terms of teachers’ “professional” knowledge of pedagogy, I operate under the 

assumption that teaching is more than a set of dispositions, communication skills, 

subject-matter mastery, or the mere ability to directly “apply” techniques.  For me, a 

general professional knowledge base exists that teachers ought to draw from to deliver 

classroom instruction. A key component of improving, indeed “reforming” education 

entails bolstering teachers’ professional knowledge base (Carnegie Task Force, 1986; 

Darling-Hammond, 1989; Holmes Group, 1986; Shulman, 1987).  The notion of a 

professional knowledge base in teaching suggests that there is a “codified or codifiable 
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aggregation of knowledge, skills, understandings, and technology, of ethics and 

dispositions, of collective responsibilities as well as a means for representing and 

communicating [this knowledge]”(Schulman, 1987, p. 4).   

Whereas this notion of a body of professional knowledge has definite normative 

overtones, any discussion or debate concerning the various understandings, abilities, 

skills, traits, and dispositions that render a person a “competent teacher” is, and hopefully 

always will be, an on-going one.  This is primarily because issues of curriculum and 

pedagogy are infused with highly charged epistemological, social, and political issues 

that give rise to dilemmas that require continuous re-negotiation, rather than to problems 

that can simply be solved. However, as critical social theory demonstrates, these 

discussions and debates, and at times battles over this knowledge, are not merely 

academic or rational exercises, but are enactments of power.   

Knowledge is inherently political, never neutral (e.g. Apple, 1982/1985; 

Popkewitz, 1998), and has robust normative implications in the work and talk of teachers. 

Words and descriptors such as “brain-based teaching,” “multiple intelligences,” or 

“below level” are not merely the words of teachers, but are part of socially constructed 

“ways of reasoning” that govern how teachers are able to see, think, talk, and ultimately 

act as teachers (Popkewitz, 1998).  That Glendale teachers are even able to employ these 

terms is largely the result of complex power relations and struggles among identifiable 

groups vying for what counts as legitimate knowledge (Apple, 1993/2000). Nowhere are 

these issues more evident than in the discourse that drives the district’s newly formulated 

response to accountability. 
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As the district’s response to accountability shifts from a student-focused response 

to a ratings-focused response, wholly different constituents within the community bring 

to bear their political might to shape locally legitimated notions of teacher professional 

knowledge.  Brain-based teaching, multiple intelligence-based instruction, and site-based 

management models are considered “legitimate” forms of teacher professional 

knowledge during the district’s initial, student- focused response to accountability.  

However, these forms of knowledge are systematically de- legitimized during the 

district’s ratings-focused response to accountability.  Legitimate knowledge in this newly 

formulated response to accountability consists of “data-driven instruction” and top-down, 

“strong instructional leadership” models of administration, and rigidly scoped and 

sequenced curricula that are “vertically aligned.”    

DE-SKILLING OF TEACHERS 
The process through which teachers are no longer able to plan or control a large 

portion of their day-to-day teaching practices, because these practices are increasing 

subject to administrative logics, has been described as “de-skilling.” (e.g., Apple, 

1982/1985, 1993/2000; McLaren, 1989/1994; McNeil, 2000a). Directing her analysis of 

de-skilling to the work of secondary, magnet-school teachers, McNeil (2000a) describes 

de-skilling as a pressured, in some cases forced, separation of teachers’ professional 

knowledge of pedagogy from expected overt classroom teaching behaviors. This de-

skilling process results in teachers’ being viewed merely as technicians—not 

professionals (McLaren, 1989/1994; McNeil, 2000a, 2000b).  

Whereas rigid systems of test-based systems of accountability, like so-called 

teacher-proof curricula, have been widely posited as mechanisms of teacher de-skilling, 
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Apple (1993/2000) warns against seeing such ends as “pre-ordained” (p. 156) and 

suggests there may be a dual side to de-skilling.  In other words, while an educational 

policy or a curriculum mandate leads to the de-skilling of teachers, there might well be 

aspects of the policy or mandate that lead to the re-skilling of teachers.  Thus, any 

discussion of re-skilling necessitates the question: Might there be an aspect of a policy or 

mandate that “re-skills” certain teachers?  

TEACHER KNOWLEDGE AND THE DISTRICT’S STUDENT-FOCUSED RESPONSE 
 Although I characterize the district’s initial response the Texas Accountability 

System as a “student- focused response,” I might well have called it a “student/teacher-

focused” response.  As I describe in Chapter Three, one of the central assumptions of the 

district’s initial response to accountability is that Twin Oaks teachers are professionals 

capable of building their own professional knowledge capacity to effectively meet the 

academic, social, and emotional needs of the increasingly Spanish-speaking, Latino 

student population. Glendale teachers, most of whom are veterans, are afforded numerous 

and sustained professional development opportunities designed to challenge their 

“traditional” understandings of teaching and learning.  To challenge their traditional 

understandings, the district devotes a significant amount of professional development 

resources to expose teachers to what a school-board member refers to as “cutting-edge 

reforms” in educational and cognitive research.  For district- level leadership in the early 

1990’s, the cutting edge of educational research consists of brain-based, multiple-

intelligences-based, and “workshop”-oriented teaching strategies. At the same time that 

the Twin Oaks administrative leadership is challenging district teachers’ “traditional” 

knowledge of teaching and learning, they are also challenging “traditional” models of 
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educational leadership.  In the early 1990’s, just as the state’s accountability system was 

being formulated, Twin Oaks ISD administrative leadership moved whole-heartedly 

toward site-based management models of educational leadership.  The net effect of this 

move was that Glendale teachers were given even more decision-making authority over 

classroom curricular and instructional issues.  

Through these moves toward site-based management, Twin Oaks ISD leadership 

in the early 1990’s seemed to embrace the notion that “students will be better served by 

teachers who are prepared to make responsible decisions and then given the authority to 

do so (Darling-Hammond and Wise, 1992, p. 1359). This administrative stance is 

consistent with influential educational policy documents associated with the “second 

wave” of school reform in the late 1980’s and early 1990’s (Darling-Hammond and 

Wise). As Darling-Hammond and Wise explain, this notion of educational leadership is 

based on the theory that greater teacher competence in terms of “client- focused” 

knowledge reduces the need for prescriptions and that teachers can better focus on the 

needs of individual children if they are not made to follow standardized procedures.   

 That this shift toward site-based management influences the administrative 

practices of Glendale’s Principal, Brenda Brown, is evidenced by the way she talks about 

Glendale teachers.  Throughout the first two years of this investigation, Principal Brown 

frequently refers to Glendale teachers as “instructional decision makers” when I ask her 

about how curricular decisions are made at the school. When she explains her views 

about who should make classroom curricular and instructional decisions at Glendale 

Principal Brown’s frequent refrain is, “[teachers] know the instructional needs of their 

students more clearly than I do.”  That Principal Brown held this position about 
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administration is largely the result of the district-sponsored professional development 

opportunities in what she refers to as “constructivist leadership.”  

In term of Glendale teachers, there is ample evidence that the district’s move 

toward site-based management influences the ways they view administrative decisions 

concerning curricular and instructional issues.  Although most veteran teachers are 

cynical about the relative influence of site-based management structures and processes, 

such as the school- level cadres and the school’s yearly Campus Improvement Plan 

(C.I.P.), most every Glendale teacher believes strongly that they should have a direct say 

over issues of classroom curriculum and instruction. Shortly after the initiation of the 

district’s newly formulated, ratings-focused response, Glendale teachers complain loudly 

that they were not afforded any input on the new curriculum and assessment mandates.  

Christine Dole, for example, complains bitterly that the new mandates have, in her words, 

“just been rammed down [teachers’] throats.”  When I ask another Glendale teacher late 

in the 2000-2001 school year about the district’s past site-based management efforts, she 

replies, “For a while, it was wonderful.  [Teachers] had a real say in what went on in 

schools.  And then, I don’t know if TAAS influenced it or what. I don’t know what 

changed it, but decisions [about curriculum and instruction] went from site-based 

[decision making] to being micro-managed by the district.” 

RESULTS OF TEACHER/STUDENT-FOCUSED RESPONSE TO ACCOUNTABILITY 
As I describe in Chapter Three, based on my first year of research at Glendale 

Elementary, I formulate the tentative conclusion that district- and school- level leaders 

and Glendale teachers had indeed been motivated by the state’s accountability system to 

make substantive educational reforms.  These reforms efforts not only bolstered teachers’ 
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professional knowledge of child-responsive teaching strategies, but they led to steady 

improvement in the school’s TAAS test scores (See Appendix A). Thus, it appears as 

though Glendale teachers’ professional lives have indeed been positively impacted as a 

result of the district’s initial, or student- focused response to accountability. The state’s 

new accountability system has indeed shed light upon the poor achievement levels of 

low-income children of color on the TAAS test at Glendale and as a result district- level 

leaders as well as Glendale’s principal were motivated to take substantive positive actions 

(Scheurich, et al., 2000). Furthermore, these actions bolster the teachers’ professional 

capacities and improve their professional satisfaction (Scheurich, et al., 2000).   

However, as this investigation progresses, it becomes increasing clear that not all 

Glendale teachers’ “traditional” views of teaching and learning are effectively challenged 

through the district’s student/teacher- focused professional development opportunities.   

For example, although teachers in Category I, represented by third-grade teacher 

Christine Dole in Chapter Five, make note-worthy changes, even improvements in their 

day-to-day teaching practices, few teachers in Category I drew on this “cutting edge” 

professional knowledge to significantly alter their “traditional” notions of teaching and 

learning. For example, teachers in Category I, most especially Christine, successfully 

adopt Guided Reading (Fountas and Pinnell, 1993) instructional strategies to more 

effectively differentiate, even individualize their classroom reading instruction.  

However, when delivering guided reading instruction, Category I teachers engage 

children in mostly inauthentic, work-sheet based activities that focus on the accumulation 

of discrete skills rather than engaging children in activities that allow them to use 

language in more meaningful ways.  
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Conversely, teachers in Category III, represented in Chapter Seven by Anne 

Blaire, draw upon the dis trict’s student- focused reform efforts to challenge their 

“traditional” understandings of teaching and learning and to make substantive changes in 

their daily teaching practices.  For example, through these student- focused reform efforts, 

Anne develops a broader understanding of literacy that is “very process oriented, very 

developmental.”  Through this student- focused response to accountability, Anne is able 

to build a “menu” of meaning-based, literacy strategies from which children can self-

select.  And it is through these student-focused reform efforts that teachers in Category 

III are able to develop “workshop” based instructional strategies through which they 

deliver what they believe to be “developmentally appropriate” classroom instruction.   

PROBLEMATIC ASPECTS OF THE STUDENT-FOCUSED RESPONSE 
 Although I outline a series of seemingly positive aspects about the district’s 

initial, or student- focused response to accountability, this response and the processes 

through which it is enacted at the school level are not without their problems. Chief 

among these problems is Principal Brown’s decidedly “hands-off” administrative style. 

Although Principal Brown’s self-described “constructivist” leadership affords Glendale 

teachers increased professional autonomy and authority over classroom curriculum 

decisions, not all Glendale teachers appear to make wise decisions, nor do all Glendale 

teachers follow through with their decisions.  In the end, many Glendale teachers, 

especially the Category III teachers, are frustrated by Principal Brown’s reluctance to 

“push” certain teachers harder to change or improve their classroom practices. Several 

Glendale teachers even go so far as to characterize Principal Brown as “out of touch” 

with what is going on in the classroom. As a result of her “hands-off,” even distanced 
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administrative style, Principal Brown establishes very little structure for teachers’ 

professional development opportunities or attaches few expectations of change to these 

opportunities.   

However, that more Glendale teachers did not make substantive changes to their 

daily teaching practices as a result of the district’s initial response to accountability is not 

entirely Principal Brown’s fault.  Many of the early district-sponsored teacher learning 

opportunities provide Glendale teachers with only limited, or superficial tools with which 

to make substantive changes in their classroom practices.  Through the district’s initial, 

student- focused professional development efforts, according to school level instructional 

coaches, Glendale teachers frequently attend professional development opportunities 

guided by “experts” who are paid to “train” Glendale teachers.  Through these training 

sessions, these experts provide Glendale teachers with lists of “fun,” “creative” lesson 

ideas, and in some cases long-term lesson-planning scripts to take back to the classroom. 

That these teacher learning opportunities did not facilitate substantive changes in many 

Category I and II teachers’ classroom practices is largely attributable to the limitations of 

the “training” professional development model.  Hoffman and Pearson (2000) describe 

the limitations of the teacher training model this way:  “[Training] will not help teachers 

develop the personal and professional commitment to lifelong learning required by those 

teachers who want to confront the complexities and contradictions of teaching” (p. 36).  

Whereas seeing themselves as life-long learners is a demonstrable trait of Category III 

teachers, this trait is less apparent among Category I and II teachers.  

Despite Principal Brown’s hands-off administrative style and the limited nature of 

some of the professional development opportunities afforded Glendale teachers, there is a 
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general consensus among Glendale teachers that the district’s student-focused response 

did indeed lead to overall improvements in instruction. There is also general consensus 

among Glendale teachers and administrators that these improvements resulted in 

“genuine” gains in the school’s TAAS test scores.  In the early stages of this 

investigation, most Glendale teachers and both Glendale administrators express great 

pride that Glendale is not a “test factory.”  In other words, teachers and administrators 

realize there might be a short cut to raising TAAS test scores, namely through “teaching 

the TAAS,” but they have chosen not to take it.     

That there have been significant improvements in the children’s TAAS test 

scores—without a overt emphasis on “teaching the TAAS test”—over the past seven 

years is noted by Glendale teachers and administrators, a district-level statistician, and 

even two external evaluations of the school district as a whole (See Appendix A).  As I 

report in Chapter Three, a district- level statistician states that the TAAS test scores at 

Glendale, “have been steadily improving,” although, she quickly adds, “but not fast 

enough for some.”  Furthermore, two external evaluations of the Twin Oaks district 

conclude that Twin Oaks elementary schools “have posted impressive gains in student 

test scores, both in absolute terms and relative to peers.”  An external evaluation of the 

Twin Oaks district by a major Texas university even credits the district’s adoption of 

“brain-based teaching” as having a “direct impact” of raising TAAS test scores at the 

elementary level.  However, this same report goes onto state that the district’s emphasis 

on “multiple intelligences” might have the “indirect effect” of lowering TAAS test 

scores.  
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All of these noted improvements, however, do not lead to a more coveted 

“Recognized” rating for the district or for Glendale.1 As result, Twin Oaks ISD 

leadership decides to make significant curricular changes. These changes result in the 

district’s newly formulated, ratings-focused response to accountability. That the district 

feels compelled to formulate this new response is due in large part to a confluence of 

local economic, social, and political issues. 

MATURING PRESSURES AND “OFFICIAL” KNOWLEDGE 
Since its inception, accountability as a system  has matured.  For example, for a 

school or a district to have earned an “Acceptable” rating in 1991, only 25% of 

students—for all disaggregated student groups—were required to pass the TAAS test.  

Since that time, however, the minimum “Acceptable” pass rate has risen incrementally to 

its current level of 50%.   In addition to these changes, the TEA has made it far more 

difficult to exempt children for special education or language reasons.   

Just as the state’s accountability system has matured, so too have the various 

localized pressures that surround it.  Like test-based accountability systems in other 

states, TAAS test scores have a significant impact on local, community- level politics. 

This is largely the result of the impact of these scores and ratings on local property values 

(Hayes and Taylor, 1996).  Added to this volatile mixture of test scores and property 

values are demographic issues related to “white flight.” Over the past ten years, as the 

Twin Oaks ISD student population has shifted from predominantly White, middle class to 

predominantly low-income Latino, district leadership has worked actively make Twin 

Oaks ISD more “attractive” to White, middle class families.  
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As a result of these issues, the Twin Oak ISD’s “Acceptable” rating was simply 

no longer acceptable to many community leaders.  As several neighboring school 

districts’ ratings improve, Twin Oaks ISD leaders find themselves defending themselves 

against charges of not doing enough to boost their district’s rating. Long-time Twin Oaks 

residents note the particularly intense pressures exerted on Twin Oaks ISD leadership by 

local economic and real estate interests.  As a result of all of these issues, public charges 

begin to emerge in school board meetings and other public school district forums such as, 

“If _____ ISD can be ‘Recognized,’ why can’t we?” or, “Our school tax rate is much 

higher than _____ ISD’s, so our TAAS scores should be better than theirs.” These 

comments circulate through the local media and in school board meetings.  The issue of 

the school district’s rating then becomes an election-year issue in the local school board.  

These pressures eventually lead school board members to issue an ultimatum to the 

district’s superintendent: Boost the district’s rating or face removal.  Thus is born the 

district’s newly formulated response to accountability.   

Whereas the district’s initial, student- focused response to accountability might 

well be characterized by the child-focused, teacher-centric notions of educational 

improvement, the district’s newly formulated ratings-focused response is driven by an 

overt desire to earn a “Recognized,” or better yet an “Exemplary,” rating.  In contrast to 

the student-focused response, the ratings-focused response presents teachers with a long 

list of curricular “non-negotiables.” Beyond this, wholly different assumptions advance 

the discourse of the ratings-focused response.  First, low-income, LEP Hispanic students 

present the district with “challenges,” even “risks” that had the potential to “impede” 

their efforts at achieving a “Recognized” rating.  Second, prescribed, even scripted 
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curricula, systematically and repeatedly assessed under TAAS-like conditions, will 

ensure that all students, especially low-income, LEP students, are meeting grade- level 

TAAS objectives.  Third, teachers, or “people” hired by the district, are to be 

systematically monitored to make sure they were teaching the district’s “approved” 

curricula. 

This shift in response to accountability not only results in substantive changes in 

district- level curriculum and assessment policy, but also results in a palpable 

deterioration in the overall atmosphere in the school.  The deterioration in the school’s 

atmosphere leads to a much higher turn over rate among Glendale teachers and even the 

resignation of the school’s principal, Brenda Brown, at the end of the 2000-2001 school 

year. Between the 2000-2001 and 2001-2002 school years, nine teachers left Glendale. 

This number is three times the average yearly turn-over rate over the six-year tenure of 

Principal Brown.   

Drawing on my three-category typology, I will now describe the varied ways 

Glendale teachers’ personal and professional knowledge interacts with the district’s 

newly formulated response.  Moreover, I will explore issues related to the possible de-

skilling of Glendale teachers. 

CATEGORY I TEACHERS   
In Category I, represented by Christine Dole, are detail-oriented teachers whose 

teaching lives have been made much more difficult and stressful because of the ratings-

focused curriculum and assessment mandates.  With the district’s increased scrutiny of 

TAAS test data and practice TAAS test data, teachers in Category I feel themselves to be 

under intense pressure to make sure their scores look good, not just in the spring, but in 
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October as well.  As a result, they give over significantly more instructional time, much 

earlier in the year, than teachers in the other two categories to explicit TAAS test 

preparation, or “teaching the TAAS.” Due to these pressures, teachers in Category I 

privilege, albeit begrudgingly, the demands of the ratings-focused mandates over the 

social, emotional, even academic needs of individual children. Despite Category I 

teachers’ frequent claims that the ratings-focused mandates “prevent” them from 

delivering richer instruction and “force” them to deliver inferior, TAAS-focused 

instruction, based on observations of their “normal” teaching, this is difficult to 

substantiate.  Although teachers in Category I have received numerous professional 

development opportunities in child-focused, more dynamic forms of instruction, their 

teaching remains mostly “traditional.” 

 After spending more time in classrooms observing teachers, I begin to notice an 

overt dualism in teachers’ classroom practices.  I call this phenomenon a “pedagogical 

dualism,” and as this research progresses, I begin to see it as a clear indication of teacher 

de-skilling. I find that this pedagogical dualism is especially pronounced among Category 

I teachers.  Although most Category I teachers are highly capable teachers who often 

deliver high-quality, child-responsive classroom instruction, these teachers quickly 

abandon such teaching when they begin to more explicitly target TAAS test content.   

I am first alerted to this pedagogical dualism by several teachers’ responses to my 

requests to visit and observe in their classrooms. For example, in response to my request 

to visit her classroom, a fifth-grade teacher responds, “Oh, you don’t want to come 

tomorrow morning.  Why don’t you come the next day when I’ll be doing some ‘actua l 

teaching.’”  When I asked her to explain, she informs me that the next morning she will 
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be “TAAS teaching.”  This pedagogical dualism, or this TAAS teaching/actual teaching 

dichotomy, is prevalent in many classrooms, but it is most visible in Category I teachers’ 

classrooms.  As the Spring administration date of the TAAS test approaches, this 

pedagogical dualism grows even more pronounced, as “actual teaching” gives way to 

more “TAAS teaching.”  The following vignette clearly captures this pedagogical 

dualism as well as the de-skilling effects of the district’s ratings-focused response.  

Ms. Singh is the fifth-grade Language Arts-“reading” teacher.2 Although she has 

been at Glendale for only six years, she has been teaching for nearly 20 years.  Based on 

several observations of Ms. Singh’s teaching, I am impressed with how she is able to 

generate interest among children and draw them into the short novels, or “chapter books,” 

they are reading.  In guiding children through various chapter books, which children 

select as a class, Ms. Singh’s teaching is highly interactional and child-responsive. 

Drawing on professional knowledge she acquired through district-sponsored guided 

reading workshops, Ms. Singh frequently allows for, and actively encourages, children to 

bring themselves and their lived experiences to the texts.  “Does anyone have a dog like 

Shiloh?” or “Has your brother or sister ever done that to you?” are standard Ms. Singh 

prompts as children work their way through their chapter books.  Through such teaching, 

she actively encourages and honors multiple interpretations of text passages.  

These literacy practices, which to Ms. Singh constitute “actual teaching,” stand in 

stark contrast to the literacy instruction that I observe in her classroom when she is 

“TAAS teaching.”  “Everything you need to know is right here,” says Ms. Singh to the 

children one day, tapping the overhead with her Vis-à-vis marker.  Rather than 

facilitating a class discussion about the text and encouraging children to draw on personal 



   

210 

knowledge to make sense of text passages on the overhead screen, she frequently warns 

them that such knowledge will only confuse them. “Forget everything in your head, use 

an eraser and get rid of it!” she frequently says to her class as they work their way 

through yet another TAAS test passage.  

In a follow-up focus-group interview with fifth-grade teachers, they talk openly 

about this pedagogical dualism.  To my question about “actual” versus “TAAS teaching,” 

one fifth-grade teacher responds, “There are two competing schools of thought.  One for 

‘real life’ and one for the TAAS.”  To which Ms. Singh points out, “But the TAAS is real 

life.” Ms. Singh’s comment produces cynical laughter among the fifth-grade teachers, but 

it seems apparent that she sees her TAAS teaching as closely linked to “real life.”  She 

focuses on the idea that in “real life” children need to pass the TAAS test, even if it 

means repeatedly giving children meaning-free literacy activities, or even if it means 

discouraging children from bringing themselves and their prior experiences to texts.   

I initially struggle to understand how Ms. Singh could see her TAAS teaching as 

more closely linked to “real life” than her actual teaching.  This seems to directly 

contradict what I see and hear from other Glendale teachers, especially Category III 

teachers (and even Dean Eager, a Category II teacher).  For most other Glendale teachers, 

even many Category I teachers, it is “actual teaching” that is more closely linked to “real 

life,” not TAAS teaching.  In trying to understand her comment, “But TAAS is ‘real 

life,’” I look to the personal practical knowledge that surfaces as she shares her teacher 

“story to live by.”   

Although she claims to loathe the introductory statement, “In my country,” she 

explains to me one afternoon, “You know, in my country, we have had something called 
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exams, mid-terms and end-of-year exams.  Even kindergartners write exams.  While 

there’s something wrong with that system, too … an examination of what you know just 

makes sense.”  Ms. Singh is critical of the TAAS test not because of its high-stakes 

implications for children and teachers, but because she does not sees the TAAS as a 

wholly valid indicator of what children know and can do.  In other words, Ms. Singh 

takes issue with the TAAS test’s multiple-choice format. Such a format presents 

problems for children who, in her words, “analyze too much, they think too much.”   

 Thus, Ms. Singh’s “forget-everything-you-know” TAAS teaching is, for her, 

“test-taking strategy” that will help children perform better, and advance farther, in the 

“real world.”  She repeatedly communicates this instructional message to children even 

though it directly contradicts her professional knowledge about the ways that children 

comprehend texts. As the school year progresses, and the TAAS test approaches, it is 

clear which of these two instructional messages children hear more often in Ms. Singh’s 

classroom: To make sense of any text, it is better to “forget everything you know.” 

Given the frequency with which Ms. Singh and other Category I teachers deliver 

such contradictory messages to children, it seems reasonable to question which of these 

messages about text comprehension they will remember.  Does comprehending text entail 

bringing oneself to the text, or “forgetting everything you know”?  As the spring TAAS 

test administration approaches, children in Ms. Singh’s class spend less and less time 

bringing themselves and their experiences to chapter books and more and more time 

“forgetting everything they know” as they read TAAS test- like passages. 

As Glendale teachers, particularly Category I teachers, switch from “actual” 

teaching to “TAAS teaching,” they not only send contradictory messages to the children 
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in their classroom about how to make sense of texts, they also set aside their own 

professional knowledge. As teachers retreat from instruction that allows children to bring 

themselves to the texts or build on their own problem-solving strengths in mathematics,  

they retreat from instruction that generates increased interest, even excitement among the 

children. Through their TAAS teaching, teachers send children the message that arriving 

at a correct answer on the TAAS test is more important than bringing themselves and 

their own experiences to texts, and in so doing that reading can have a variety of 

purposes, one of which is enjoyment.  Whereas Ms. Singh might be able to make the 

distinction between the knowledge-based messages embedded in “actual” and “TAAS” 

teaching, it is arguable whether or not the children in her classroom ever formulate this 

same distinction.   In the end, children in her classroom are more apt to formulate the 

assumption that what is tested is what is most important and to understand that what is 

important means forgetting every thing they know.   

When Ms. Singh and other Glendale teachers deliver “actual” instruction, on the 

other hand, the children seem to better understand what they are supposed to do because 

it makes sense to them.  During actual teaching, activities hold more meaning, more 

purpose, but during TAAS teaching, meaning and purpose wane as children experience 

texts or mathematics problems that make little sense to them, or that they could care less 

about. “Caring” about a particular activity or lesson because it will help one perform well 

on the TAAS test only motivates children and teachers for so long.  Moreover, as 

meaning and purpose wane, “controlling” children’s behavior increasingly becomes an 

issue for teachers.  
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CATEGORY II TEACHERS 
In Category II is Dean Eager, a teacher who is, for the most part, a category unto 

himself.  Although there are other Glendale teachers who have made relatively few 

visible changes in their day-to-day teaching since the initiation of the state’s 

accountability system, Dean seems mostly oblivious to even the idea of accountability.  

He seems equally oblivious to the reasons for, or even the “common sense” (Gramsci, 

1971) reasons why such a system would be warranted in the first place.  That some 

children, most especially children of color, may not be getting—either consciously or 

unconsciously—an equitable amount of instructional attention seems lost on Dean.  Also 

lost on Dean is the idea that concrete changes in his teaching are necessary for him to 

better meet the instruction needs of children of color in his classroom. “I pretty much 

keep on doing my own thing, regardless,” seems to sum up Dean’s view of accountability 

and his teaching.  Besides increasing the amount of time he gives over to test preparation, 

Dean’s day-to-day teaching has changed little since he started teaching 20 years ago.   

During a mathematics lesson later in the 2000-2001 school year, after the 

administration of the second practice TAAS test, Dean demonstrates his personal 

practical knowledge of problem solving, but he leaves untouched a teacher professional 

knowledge base with regard to problem solving.  

Dean presents the children with the following TAAS-formatted mathematics 

problem: 

“Joe used 4 rolls of film.  Each role had 24 to 36 pictures.  What could be the 

total? 

A. Less than 80 

B. Between 80 and 160 
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C. Between 160 and 240 

D. Over 6 million” 

Jose, a particularly energetic, talkative Latino male who frequently struggles to 

keep up in Dean’s class, asks in heavily accented English, “Why do we have to do this 

anyway?” Dean responds, “Because you missed that one on the test.”  Under his breath, 

Jose says, “Oh, man.”  Dean takes the children through the problem by first asking the 

children to locate the relevant information in the problems passage. The children easily 

identify the three numbers in the passage, and then Dean dutifully but deliberately 

underlines the numbers.  He then explains, “The best way to do this is to first find the 

number in the middle between 24 and 36.”  He then writes out the numbers from 24 

through 36 on the dry board and states, “To find the number in the middle, count the 

numbers and divide by two.”  He quickly counts thirteen numbers and sets up, with the 

aid of a divisor bracket, the equation 13÷2.  Starting with his dry marker next to the two, 

he slides the marker to the one and says, “Two can’t go into one, so you look at the 

three.”  Moving his marker back to the two, he then slides his pen beneath the one and the 

three and says, asking no one in particular, “Two goes into thirteen how many times?” 

A particularly bright young Anglo male, Sherman, who is also enrolled in the 

district’s Gifted and Talented program, blurts out, “Six!” 

Dean records the six and proceeds to solve the division problem mostly by 

himself, arriving at an answer of “6.5.”  Dean then goes back to the list of numbers from 

24 through 36 and, without explaining, counts the first six numbers and then circles the 

number 30.  Without explanation he continues counting up from thirty to demonstrate 

that there are six numbers between 30 and 36.  “Because 30 is in the middle, you can 
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multiply 30 by 4.”  After doing so, again with help from only a very small segment of the 

classroom, mostly Anglo, and of this group, mostly from Sherman, he arrives at an 

answer of 120.  He then directs the students to the answer choices, but by that time 

several children begin chanting, “It’s B!  It’s B!” 

Dean is demonstrating the way he solves TAAS-formatted problems.  District-

created problem-solving strips (See Appendix D) are book-taped to every second- 

through fifth-grader’s desk in the entire school and the district’s “approved” problem-

solving model (See Appendix C) is posted in every third- through fifth-grade classroom.   

Despite both of these guides, even “non-negotiables,” Dean’s own problem-solving 

approach and the language that he uses to solve the TAAS-formatted “reasonableness” 

mathematics problem follows neither the problem-solving model nor strategy strips book-

taped to the children’s desks. Although both of these more structured problem-solving 

guides are prominently displayed around the classroom, I cannot help but notice that 

Dean completely ignores them in his mathematics teaching. 

In a follow-up interview to this classroom observation, I asked Dean about “the 

test” to which he was referring in his response to Jose.  He informs me he is referring to 

practice-TAAS test. When I asked Dean whether or not his mention of that particular 

TAAS test objective was based on his own reading of the practice TAAS test data, Dean 

reported simply, “No, they told us.”  “They” as I discover later, are the district- and 

school- level mathematics coaches, who meet regularly with the fourth-grade teachers, 

both individually and collectively.   

Although Dean Eager is “forced” to give over more instructional time to direct 

TAAS test preparation, I conclude that overall Dean Eager has not been de-skilled as a 
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result of the district’s ratings-focused response. McNeil (2000a) describes de-skilling as a 

pressured, in some cases forced separation of teachers’ professional knowledge of 

pedagogy from expected overt classroom teaching behaviors.  Because Dean draws 

almost exclusively on his personal practical knowledge of teaching, and not a 

professional knowledge base of teaching, I conclude that the district’s ratings-focused 

response has not had any de-skilling effects on his teaching.  Not only is Dean not de-

skilled as a result of the district’s newly formulated response to accountability, he even 

resists efforts, albeit TAAS-focused efforts, to be re-skilled.  In other words, he resists 

efforts that have the potential to make his teaching more explicit, structured, and 

ultimately, more accessible to more children in his classroom.    

CATEGORY III TEACHERS 
In Category III, represented by Anne Blaire, are teachers who view themselves 

first and foremost as “professionals.”  The district’s ratings-focused response not only 

undermines this professional status, but it also severally undermines the quality of their 

“normal” classroom practices. Teachers in Category III, when not constricted by the 

demands of the district’s ratings-focused curriculum and assessment mandates, 

consistently deliver cognitively-rich, child-responsive classroom instruction.  Most 

teachers in Category III actively draw on professional knowledge they acquired through 

the district’s initial, student- focused response to accountability; however, most consider 

themselves to be “still learning.”  Several teachers in Category III even draw on this 

professional knowledge to work around the district’s ratings-focused response.  By 

working around, and in Anne’s case against, the district’s new ratings-focused curriculum 
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and assessment mandates, teachers in Category III are able to successfully preserve their 

child-responsive, cognitively-rich classroom teaching. 

In addition to the example of Anne Blaire, another clear example of a “Category 

III” teacher is fifth-grade teacher Carla Smith.   In her ten years at Glendale, Ms. Smith 

develops from a struggling novice teacher who has come to teaching later in life, to 

Glendale’s 2000-2001 “Teacher of the Year,” as voted by her peers. Ms. Smith credits 

professional development efforts associated with the district’s student-focused response 

and Principal Brown’s “constructivist” leadership style for her growth as a teacher. Based 

on her exposure to child-responsive forms of teaching, most especially multiple-

intelligences teaching, Ms. Smith is able to acquire the professional knowledge and 

professional confidence required to construct, nearly single-handedly, a state-certified 

wildlife “habitat” on the Glendale campus. Ultimately, the school’s habitat includes a 

pump-regulated pond and becomes a home to turtles, fishes, a variety of birds, occasional 

water fowl, a wide variety of wild flowers, and a vegetable garden. In the early stages of 

this investigation, Ms. Smith routinely uses the habitat not only to create authentic, 

integrated learning activities for children, but also to offer her urban students unique 

environmental experiences.  

In interviews, Ms. Smith describes her professional experiences related to the 

habitat and its construction as “transformative.” Ms. Smith states frequently that her work 

on the habitat not only “transformed” her as a teacher, but also transformed her teaching. 

Ms. Smith explains that until she began work on the habitat, she was simply “marking 

time” as a teacher and that she was not experiencing professional satisfaction.  Other 

Glendale teachers confirm this general assessment of Ms. Smith and many even add that 
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until she began working on the habitat, most Glendale teachers, in addition to parents and 

children, had mostly negative opinions about Ms. Smith and her teaching.  These 

comments by her peers make her selection of Glendale’s “Teacher of the Year, 2000-

2001,” all the more remarkable.    

 Ms. Smith reports that early in her teaching career at Glendale, she was frustrated 

with her teaching and in turn frustrated with the children.  In particular, she reports being 

frustrated by children’s lack of interest in school.  Rather than continuing to blame the 

children for this, however, Ms. Smith decided to take action.  Ms. Smith explains, “I was 

on my way to professional burnout until one summer when I went to a [district-

sponsored]‘Project Wild’ workshop.”  

Based on her experience at the workshop, she reports that she came back to 

Glendale that fall believing it possible to create a wildlife habitat on campus where 

teachers could conduct authentic, nature-based, integrated lessons, through which she 

could more effectively deliver multiple intellegences-based instruction. In fact, Ms. 

Smith describes her efforts to create this habitat as a “mission” and quickly points out 

that the habitat offered her a renewed “purpose for teaching.”     

 Although most Glendale teachers agree that the habitat is largely the result of Ms. 

Smith’s tireless efforts, Ms. Smith credits the school’s principal, Brenda Brown, for her 

leadership and support in the construction of the habitat. Ms. Smith describes Principal 

Brown as “extremely trusting” of both her commitment and her ability to follow through 

with the habitat. However, Ms. Smith laughs when she admits that Principal Brown may 

not have been fully aware of what the work involved in creating a habitat entailed. Ms. 

Smith points out, however, that without Principal Brown’s trust in her as a teacher, her 
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support, and in her words, “[Principal Brown’s] encouragement to think outside the box,” 

the construction of the habitat would not have been realized. In the end, Ms. Smith 

concludes, “There is no way I would be the teacher I am now without the support 

[Principal Brown] gave me.” 

The construction of the habitat not only transforms her teaching, but Ms. Smith 

also states that that habitat transformed her relationships with children.  By offering 

children what she describes as “real-world” nature experiences, Ms. Smith reports that 

the children in her classroom are far less likely to resist or defy her classroom directions.  

At the end of one interview about the habitat, Ms. Smith supplies me with a quote 

indicating why working in the habitat is so important for the children in her classroom: 

“Teach ‘em to love it and they’ll never leave it.”  However, after she offers this quote, I 

can not help but think that it applies to her own teaching and her own work in the habitat.  

Through the first half of this investigation, Ms. Smith routinely brings children 

into the habitat for what she calls “authentic,” integrated science-mathematics lessons.  

On one occasion, children “screen” the pond to collect and record specimens.  Over 

another period of time, children plant, maintain, and collect data from a vegetable garden.  

Ms. Smith frequently states that the experiences children are exposed to in the habitat are 

important, because in her words, “These kids just don’t get these types of experiences 

because of where they live,” referring to the large apartment complexes in which most of 

the children who attend Glendale live.  Beyond these experiences handling turtles, 

catching small fish, planting wild flowers, and tending a vegetable garden, however, Ms. 

Smith works hard to integrate curriculum content into their experiences in the habitat.   In 

the habitat, I observe children charting animal and plant specimen counts, measuring to 
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determine the area and perimeter of the vegetable garden, and creating scaled diagrams of 

various parts of the habitat.  On other occasions I observe children, wearing rubber 

wading boots, screaming in laughter as they struggle to stand in the middle of the 

habitat’s pond.   

As the 2000-2001 school year progresses, however, and the ramifications of the 

district’s newly formulated response to accountability begin to take full shape, Ms. 

Smith, as well as other teachers, are no longer able to find the instructional time to take 

children into the habitat.   Inside the school, teachers are busy preparing children for the 

TAAS test.  Over the last half of this investigation, Glendale teachers use the habitat less 

and less frequently and the habitat eventually falls into a state of disrepair, and is 

padlocked shut.  

At the end of the 2000-2001 school year, Ms. Smith informs me that she has 

accepted the position of Glendale mathematics coach for the next school year.  She is 

excited at the possibility of using this new position to promote even more widespread use 

of the habitat.  However, at the beginning of the 2001-2002 school year, Ms. Smith is 

given clear instructions by district- level curriculum coordinators that the habitat does not 

fall under her new responsibilies as the school’s mathematics coach.  She is informed that 

her job is to help and support teachers classroom instruction.  However, in the end, she 

claims that much of her time is helping teachers more effectively “teach the TAAS.”  At 

the beginning of the 2001-2002 school year, I notice that the habitat is still padlocked 

shut.  A teacher tells me that the school’s new principal, Sheila Anderson, informed 

teachers that they are not to take children to the habitat until after April TAAS test 

administration date. 
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DE-SKILLING/RE-SKILLING OF GLENDALE TEACHERS 
  In trying to understand the de-skilling effects of the district’s ratings-focused 

response to accountability, I find it most useful to position this response as a multi-

layered text from which Glendale teachers are asked to read.  Apple (1993/2000) suggests 

that there are three potential ways people can respond to text: dominant, negotiated, and 

oppositional.  Apple explains, 

In the dominant reading of a text, one accepts the message at face value.  In a 

negotiated response, the reader may dispute a particular claim, but accept the 

overall tendencies or interpretations of a text.  Finally, through an oppositional 

response, one rejects these dominant tendencies and interpretations…[and] 

“repositions” herself or himself in relation to the text. (p. 58)  

Although Apple’s categories are merely ideals and most responses to text are some 

combinations of two or all three of his categories, still these categories help me make 

more clear the various distinctions between my own teacher typologies.  More 

importantly, however, Apple’s three categories remind me that Glendale teachers are 

indeed active agents in constructing, at least in part, their own responses to the district’s 

newly formulated response text.   

 Drawing on these three possible responses, then, I would characterize the 

responses by Category I teachers as combined dominant and negotiated responses.  

Teachers in Category I are more prone to accept the notion that knowledge represented 

on the TAAS test is important, and in some cases, is closely linked to “real life.”  

Teachers in this category are less troubled by the contradictory instructional messages 

that they frequently send through their classroom instruction. 
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 In the cases of Ms. Dole and Ms. Singh, however, their “readings” of the district’s 

ratings-focused text are more dominant than negotiated.  They both privilege “TAAS 

teaching” over “actual teaching,” or their “story to live by” as teachers (Connelly and 

Clandinin, 1999) over their professional knowledge base.  Christine’s privileging of 

TAAS teaching over actual teaching is the result of her seeing teaching as merely a 

“professional kind of status” that entails, first and foremost, hard work and long hours.  

That the effectiveness of her hard work and long hours can be assessed by a single 

indicator, a mere test score, threatens her professional kind of status.  In short, low test 

scores tells others that she did not work hard enough and is not deserving of her status as 

a teacher.  For Ms. Singh, on the other hand, this privileging of TAAS teaching over 

actual teaching is the result of her own experiences of “writing exams” as a child on the 

Asian subcontinent.   For her, testing, and specifically the TAAS test is “real life,” so she 

has little problem abandoning actual teaching for TAAS teaching.   

 As a result of their mostly “dominant” readings of the district’s ratings-focused 

text, many Category I teachers’ classroom practices seem mostly rooted in reaction, 

rather than thoughtfulness.  As Dewey (1904) stated nearly a century ago, “The 

willingness of teachers … to become submerged in the routine detail of their callings, to 

expend the bulk of their energy upon forms and rules and regulations, and reports and 

percentages, is evidence of the absence of intellectual vitality (p. 241).”  While I would 

not go so far as to challenge the “intellectual vitality” of all Category I teachers, I am 

extremely troubled by their tendency to seemingly abandon the social, emotional, even 

individual academic needs of children for the sake of either protecting themselves or 
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trying to misrepresent the actual quality of the day-to-day teaching by hiding behind 

“polluted” (Haladyna, et al., 1991) TAAS test scores.    

 In trying to fit Dean into one of Apple’s (1993/2000) response categories, I am 

tempted to add a fourth category: ambivalent. Despite the frequent pressures that district- 

and school- level administrators apply to Dean to change his day-to-day instructional 

practices, Dean continues to do his “own thing.” Early in this investigation I tentatively 

position Dean as a somewhat valiant resistor to the pressures to TAAS teach.  Over time, 

however, I begin to see Dean’s unwillingness to even respond at all to the district’s 

ratings-focused text or the previously scribed student-focused text, as detrimental to the 

children in his classroom.  Although there is a group in Dean’s classroom that truly 

excels academically, there is a much larger group, made up mostly of Latino children, 

who, despite having fun, simply do not “ge t” Dean’s teaching. 

 Drawing on Apple’s (1993/2000) three responses to text, I characterize Category 

III teachers, such as Ms. Smith and Ms. Blaire, as teachers who have formulated a 

combined negotiated-oppositional response.  For Category III teachers, “actual teaching” 

equates to “real life” while “TAAS teaching” contradicts it.  Although Category III 

teachers also “TAAS teach,” they are far less likely to contradict their own professional 

knowledge base by sending children mixed, even contradictory messages about how to 

make sense of text or how to solve problems.  Rather than abandoning her professional 

knowledge when “TAAS teaching,” a Category III teacher will, for example, present 

children with the notion of “TAAS as genre” (e.g. Readon, 1990; Santman, 2002).  

Through TAAS-as-genre types of instruction, Category III teachers “reposition” 
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themselves and their professional knowledge in relation to the ratings-focused text 

(Apple, 1993/2000).  

 Despite these more oppositional responses to the district’s ratings-focused text by 

Ms. Smith and Ms. Blaire, most Category III teachers enact a more negotiated response.  

Unlike teachers in Category I, however, the negotiated response of Category III teachers 

does not entail merely teacher de-skilling, but more closely approximates teacher de-

professionalizing.  In this way, Category III teachers’ de-skilling more closely 

approximates McNeil’s (2000a) definition of de-skilling than Apple’s (1982/1985) 

definition.  As stated above, McNeil describes de-skilling as a pressured, in some cases 

forced separation of teachers’ professional knowledge of pedagogy from expected overt 

classroom teaching behaviors.  While McNeil calls this forced separation of teachers’ 

professional knowledge from their classroom practices “de-skilling,” I believe it more 

closely approximates “de-professionalizing” (Bohn and Sleeter, 2000; Dahlberg, et al., 

1999).    

Through the district’s newly formulated response, different notions of what it 

means to be a “professional teacher” emerge.  The district’s initial response to 

accountability seems based on the notion that students, especially the district’s expanding 

population of immigrant and Latino students, will be better served by teachers who are 

prepared for and given increased authority to make responsible “client- focused” 

classroom decisions (Darling-Hammond and Wise, 1992).  However, through the 

district’s newly formulated, ratings-focused response, “being” professional means, in the 

words of the district superintendent, “sticking close to approved curriculum.” Moreover, 

to ensure that teachers are in fact being professional, district- level administrators create a 
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comprehensive assessment system (i.e., S.W.E.E.P.) to monitor whether or not teachers 

are indeed sticking close to the approved curriculum.  Poor results on these assessments 

not only indicate that teachers are not following the approved curriculum, but they call 

into question whether or not teachers are being professional.  

CONCLUSION 
In this final chapter, I built on the data presented in the previous three chapters to 

make further theoretical distinctions among the ways Glendale teachers experience the 

district’s ratings-focused response to accountability in particular. To make these 

distinctions, I focused more closely on the ways the district’s ratings-focused response 

the to accountability system interacts with the Glendale teachers’ knowledge and I 

explored issue related to teachers’ possible de-skilling. To build on the three-category 

typology that I present in Chapters Five through Seven, I also brought to this discussion 

of teacher knowledge and de-skilling data gathered through interactions with other 

Glendale teachers. Finally, in positioning the district’s responses to accountability as text, 

I demonstrate that teachers in my three-category typology formulated unique responses to 

these texts based on both their professional and personal knowledge of teaching. Finally, 

I demonstrated that Glendale teachers are indeed active agents in constructing, at least in 

part, their own responses to the district’s ratings-focused efforts. 

 

NOTES 
1In 1997 Glendale did earn a “Recognized” state rating, but has not done so since. 
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2The four-teacher fifth-grade team is “departmentalized.”  One teacher teaches language 

arts reading and writing, one teaches social studies, one teaches science and mathematics, 

and the fourth teaches mathematics, spelling and grammar.     

 



   

227 

Conclusion 

During my three-year ethnographic investigation at Glendale Elementary, I was 

guided by the following two research questions: (1) What is the nature of the localized 

response among Twin Oaks community and educational leaders to the TAS? and (2) How 

have Glendale teachers experienced, and perhaps been shaped by, this response? I entered 

this research armed with a complexity-based understanding of human action, indeed 

human agency; thus I fully expected to find a range of experiences among Glendale 

teachers.  In order to make sense of this range of experiences, I drew on scholarship 

linked to issues of identity (formation) and knowledge. For theoretical support 

concerning issues of identity and identity formation, I turned to teacher education 

literature and cultural anthropology.  For theoretical support concerning issues of 

knowledge, I turned to critical social theory.  This “complexity friendly” theoretical 

framework yielded several significant findings with regard to how elementary school 

teachers experience accountability in general and intensified conditions of accountability 

in particular.  In this concluding chapter, I explore the main themes that emerged through 

this research.  I also discuss the implications of this research and speak briefly about what 

the future might hold for Glendale teachers.   

Despite the proliferation of discourse surrounding test-based systems of 

accountability in both the educational literature, a review of the literature revealed that 

there are surprisingly few detailed accounts based on long-term qualitative or 

ethnographic research of how elementary school teachers are experiencing systems of 

accountability on a day-to-day basis. Although there are a few exceptions in the 

educational literature, most notably Smith (1991) and McNeil (2000a), these cases are 
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either dated in terms of the evolution of state- level accountability systems, or focused on 

teachers at the secondary level. Many researchers report the ways teachers experience 

accountability and high-stakes testing; however, most of the data for these reports were 

drawn from surveys, interviews, or only limited time spent in classrooms (e.g. Jones et 

al., 1999; Suárez and Gottovi, 1992; Wideen et al., 1997).  Moreover, I found no accounts 

in the educational literature of local, community- level contexts interacting with state-

level systems of accountability to influence teachers’ classroom practices. Thus, this 

ethnographic investigation fills an obvious void in the educational research. 

In addition to offering a review of the pertinent educational literature, I also offer 

an explication of why different researchers have come to such divergent conclusions 

concerning systems of accountability. This analysis of the accountability literature is 

based on the challenge to researchers recently posed by Scheurich and Skrla (2001): 

“Should not [researchers] … try to understand why the results produced by [different] 

researchers are yielding opposing conclusions?” (p.325) Through this analysis of the 

literature, I demonstrate that researchers have come to opposing conclusions regarding 

the “impact” of accountability on teachers and children based on their research focus and 

their researcher orientation. For example, researchers who conclude that Texas’s 

accountability system is “leveraging” higher quality classroom instruction for children of 

color (Skrla, Scheurich, and Johnson, 2000) and leading to higher professional 

satisfaction for teachers (Skrla, 2001b), draw primarily on “outputs” (read: test scores) or 

on limited interview data collected outside the classroom.  Conversely, those researchers 

who conclude that test-centric forms of accountability lead to curriculum narrowing, 

lower-quality classroom instruction (e.g., Smith, 1991; Wideen et al., 1997) and teacher 
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de-skilling (McNeil, 2000a) draw primarily on observational data generated inside the 

classroom.  Researchers who have praised systems of accountability, albeit cautiously, 

tend to bring a decidedly educational administration or “leadership” perspective to their 

research (e.g., Scheurich, et al., 2000; Skrla, Scheurich, Johnson, and Koshoreck, 2000).  

Through this perspective, these researchers are more interested in the ways systems of 

accountability interact with organizational or administrative mechanisms, than they are in 

“quality of life” issues inside the classroom.  Conversely, researchers who have been 

more critical of these systems bring a decided teacher education perspective to their 

research (e.g., Hoffman et al., 1999; McNeil and Valenzuela, 2000).  Through this 

perspective, these researchers are interested in the ways accountability enhances or 

detracts from classroom teaching and learning.  Of additional interest to these researchers 

are issues related to what Johnston (1998) calls consequential validity of tests.  In other 

words, questions pertaining to the validity of a test do not merely entail the measurement 

of scores, but an assessment of the impact of the test itself on the life of the classroom 

and on the affect of the child.  Following this rubric, then, if a test undermines the overall 

quality of teaching or children’s learning, the assessment is consequently invalid. That an 

“outside- in,” even top-down research orientation towards teachers and teaching would 

yield different research findings than an “inside-out” research orientation is hardly 

surprising.   

Even though I desired to offer an “inside-out” portrait of the ways teachers 

experience accountability, the first significant set of findings that emerged from this 

research was discovered outside of the classroom.  In addressing the first of my two 

research questions—or What is the nature of the localized response among Twin Oaks 
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community and educational leaders to the TAS?—I discovered that the Twin Oaks ISD 

leadership had formulated two distinctly different responses to the state’s accountability 

over the past decade.   

Based on extensive document analysis and numerous interviews early in this 

investigation, I formulated the tentative conclusion that district- and school- level leaders 

and teachers had indeed been motivated by the state’s accountability system to make 

what I viewed to be positive educational reforms.  In the early 1990’s, the state’s new 

accountability system shed light upon the poor achievement levels of low-income 

children of color and as a result, district- level leaders as well as Glendale’s principal were 

motivated to take substantive positive actions. Thus, it appeared as though Glendale 

teachers’ professional lives had indeed been positively impacted as a result of the 

district’s initial response to accountability.  These positive educational reforms included 

efforts to promote child-focused, culturally-responsive, and cognitively-complex teaching 

strategies, such as brain-based teaching, multiple intelligences-based instruction, 

workshop methods, and guided reading. Despite the fact that these strategies were not 

universally adopted by Glendale teachers, nearly every Glendale teacher concurred that 

these reform efforts had led to overall improvements in the instruction received by 

children in the Glendale classrooms. These instructional improvements were also 

reflected in the school’s steadily rising TAAS test scores.  Above anything, however, 

what made the district’s initial response to accountability, along with the accompanying 

improvements in TAAS test scores, even more noteworthy was the focus on children and 

teachers rather than on test scores and ratings. However, as this research progressed it 

became increasingly apparent that due to localized political and economic factors closely 
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related to the district’s unacceptable “Acceptable” state rating, Twin Oaks district 

leadership felt compelled to formulate a new response to accountability.  This new 

response was intensely focused on boosting TAAS test scores and the district’s state 

rating.   

In the midst of this shifting research context, I found myself in a situation similar 

to the one McNeil (2000a) found herself in the early stages of her research. Whereas 

McNeil began her research focused on investigating organizational models of schooling 

that supported authentic, engaging teaching and learning, she ended up producing a 

cogent critique of the contradictions of the state’s new test-based reform efforts.  Like 

McNeil, then, I found myself in a research setting that was changing right before my very 

eyes. Whereas early in this research I found myself preparing a mostly positive portrait of 

the district’s child-focused, teacher-centered response to accountability, this portrait 

disappeared in front of me as the newly formulated response to accountability took shape.  

In many ways, this shift in response resulted in a far more robust research context 

than it otherwise might have been.  The district’s shifting response to accountability 

generated such dissonance among Glendale teachers that issues of teacher knowledge and 

teacher identity were exposed that might otherwise have remained hidden.  The district’s 

shifting response created fissures in the fabric of teachers’ “normal” teaching lives that 

left more clearly exposed the personal dimensions of their work.  However, at times, 

these fissures were so deep and so raw that I had to step away, leave teachers to make 

sense of the situation on their own, turn off the tape recorder, or even walk out of a 

classroom observation. 
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That the district formulated two such distinctly different responses to 

accountability is significant for several reasons.  First, it shows that district leaders can, if 

they choose, formulate a response to a test-based accountability system that is child 

responsive and teacher centered, and not test focused.  I believe Twin Oaks’s initial 

response to accountability stands in stark contrast to the “positive” responses to 

accountability described by Skrla, Scheurich, and Johnson (2000).  In the districts that 

these authors conducted research, they tout the “proactive redundancy” of the 

administrators’ actions (Skrla, Scheurich, and Johnson, 2000).  Through proactive 

redundancy, administrators met frequently with teachers to discuss their teaching 

practices as well as their testing data.  Anderson (2001) raises the concern, however, that 

such surveillance-oriented administrative actions, when carried out with the specific 

intent of raising test scores, and not improving the actual quality of classroom instruction, 

lessens the professional discretion of teachers, or in effect, de-skills teachers.  

THE NEWLY FORMULATED RESPONSE AND RACE 
That Twin Oaks district leadership felt compelled to formulate new curriculum 

and assessment policy that was systematically focused on boosting TAAS test scores and 

earning a more coveted state rating revealed to me the powerful connection between 

politics and race. Long-time Twin Oaks residents, many of whom were active in school 

district politics, informed me that “people” had applied pressures on the superintendent to 

raise the school district’s rating.  Others informed me that “groups” had formed to 

influence school board elections in order to push the superintendent to do more to boost 

the district’s rating.  However, left out of their descriptions of these political moves to 

pressure the district were the reasons and motives behind these people’s or groups’ 
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efforts to boost the district’s rating. This silence was significant given the systematic use 

of dis-aggregated data to award state ratings and the district’s still changing 

demographics. As I report in Chapter Three, Twin Oaks ISD’s student population is 

nearly half Hispanic. Glendale’s student population is over 75% Hispanic.  Between the 

2000 and 2001, the last year for which I have demographic change data, the district’s 

Hispanic population rose by five percent.  This suggests that the district’s Hispanic  

population is continuing to expand.   

Moreover, Twin Oaks is a highly segregated community that is literally divided in 

half by an east-west interstate corridor. On the north side are high concentrations of large, 

run-down apartment complexes that are home primarily to recent immigrants from 

Mexico.  On the south side are large homes, gated town-home complexes, and up-scale 

apartment complexes.  In terms of elementary schools, on the north side are large and 

expanding elementary school campuses and on the south side are mostly small 

neighborhood schools.  As I reflected upon the district ratings politics, I kept thinking of 

the advice “Deep Throat” offered Woodward and Bernstein, “Follow the money…” With 

this echoing in my brain, I asked myself, Who stands to gain most by a “Recognized” 

state rating?  I even spoke with Twin Oaks realtors who confirmed that an improved 

district rating did indeed raise the values of homes.  Suddenly the silences of who was 

pressuring the superintendent and who was organizing to influence school board elections 

and for what purpose became screams.  Those who stand to benefit most from an 

improved district rating, namely White, middle-class, south-side dwellers, sent their 

children to schools that did not subject them to the “test factory” conditions of Glendale.  

Their children’s teachers did not privilege TAAS teaching over actual teaching.  None of 
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their children were beseeched regularly to “Forget everything in your head … get rid of 

it!”     

Although I could not personally confirm these informed speculations over what 

was actually going on in different parts of the district and what, exactly, race politics had 

to do with the district’s newly formulated response to accountability, Glendale teachers 

often shared with me their knowledge of “the other side.” Many Glendale teachers 

informed me that the district’s ratings-focused curriculum and assessment mandates were 

only “non-negotiable” north of the interstate corridor.  At the end of the school year, 

Glendale teachers eagerly looked for openings in schools on the south side so they might 

be able to, as one teacher put it, “actually teach again.”  Of course, this sentiment that 

some Glendale teachers expressed, of wanting to leave Glendale for a south-side school, 

may well have been laced with issues of racism as well.  Did the teacher above believe 

she could “actually teach again” because there would be more Anglo children in her 

classroom or because she would not be pressured to TAAS teach?  In the case of the 

teacher who made the statement above, I believe it was the latter.   

 Certainly one of the limitations of this investigation is my inability to make 

broader generalizations about the racialized nature of the district’s newly formulated 

response to accountability.  As I said, it was “common knowledge” among teachers and 

even school- level administrators that the implementation of the ratings-focused 

curriculum and assessment mandates at Glendale was “different,” or more intensely rigid 

than in other parts of the district.  However, when I questioned district- level personnel 

about whether or not other district schools were afforded more flexibility with new 
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curriculum and assessment mandates, the standard answer was, “No.  S.W.E.E.P. applies 

to everyone, no exceptions.”   

IMPORTANCE OF CONTEXT IN ACCOUNTABILITY RESEARCH 
Through my research, I show that to better understand the ways classroom 

teachers are experiencing a state- level policy, such as the Texas Accountability System, 

first requires that researchers focus on how local forces shape this state- level policy to fit 

more localized needs and demands.  Without seeking to first understand how local district 

leadership responds to the state’s accountability system, researchers are prone to 

formulate over-generalized conclusions concerning the ways state- level policy “impacts” 

classroom practices.  Had my research been guided by the general question, “How do 

Glendale teachers experience the Texas Accountability System?” I might have missed the 

localized dynamics that are more robust in terms of their influence on Glendale teachers’ 

classroom practices than is the Texas Accountability System itself.  By contextualizing 

this research within the Twin Oaks community, I was able to gain a deeper understanding 

of and appreciation for the many complex forces that shape the professional lives of 

Glendale teachers.  In the end, I concluded that it is the district- level leadership’s 

response to the state’s accountability system that Glendale teachers experience on a day-

to-day basis, not the state’s accountability system per se.  

This finding that local context, specifically local politics and economic issues, 

significantly shapes the ways district leadership responds to accountability also holds 

implications for researchers interested in understanding teachers’ classroom practices in 

relation to accountability systems.  Understanding how local contexts can and do 

influence district administrators is especially important given the recent reauthorization 
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of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA).  This legislation means that 

even more children will be tested annually, but more significantly perhaps, it means that 

even more testing data will be available to local communities to draw from in formulating 

opinions and fomenting responses that will no doubt shape local educational politics.  

That these numbers will be the only thing that count does not bode well for the 

preservation of child-responsive, cognitively-rich classroom instruction, or the types of 

instruction that simply do not “show up” on tests.   

VARIED TEACHER RESPONSE TO ACCOUNTABILITY 
A second set of findings emerged as I explored my second research question, 

How have Glendale teachers experienced, and perhaps been shaped by this response? 

While I fully expected to find that teachers experienced accountability in different, even 

unique ways, I believe my three-category typology offers clearer portraits of these 

teacher variations. That Glendale teachers indeed experience localized conditions of 

accountability differently is significant because it demonstrates that just as district-level 

responses to accountability have not been uni-dimensional, neither have the responses by 

teachers.   

“ACCOUNTABILITY SHOVEDOWN” 
Another important finding from this research is that accountability-related 

pressures are not isolated to only “tested” grade levels, or grade levels in which the 

TAAS test is administered.  My investigation clearly captures the phenomenon Hatch 

(2002) calls “accountability shovedown.” While standardized curricular logics can have 

negative effects on students at all levels, these effects can be even more pronounced on 
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young children.  The district’s ratings-focused curriculum and assessment mandates 

introduced rigid, standardized assessment rubrics for children as young as six.  

In conversations with early childhood teachers, an interesting theme emerged in 

terms of the purposes for their teaching. Through the district’s initial response to 

accountability, it seemed clearer to Glendale teachers that their purpose for teaching 

involved meeting the “developmental” needs of children.  However, as the district’s new 

ratings-focus response took shape, several teachers mentioned that they believed that 

their purpose for teaching was being undermined.  Whereas all Glendale early childhood 

teachers believed they were responsible for preparing children for the more rigorous 

demands of the next grade level, through the district’s newly formulated response to 

accountability, they saw their purpose for teaching shift from teaching children to 

preparing them for the third-grade TAAS test.   

Glendale early childhood teachers formulated this thinking based on a series of 

TAAS-focused meetings that they were forced to attend.  The school’s assistant principal 

met frequently with early childhood teachers to discuss with them third-grade practice 

TAAS test data.  Laying out the dis-aggregated data, the assistant principal pointed out 

that the “data said” that they should focus more on measurement objectives.  When I 

asked the assistant principal about this, she replied, “I just want them to know what’s 

ahead for their kiddos.”  When I asked the early childhood teachers about these meetings, 

one kindergarten teacher’s response seemed to capture the collective sentiment of the 

group: “They just want us to teach more TAAS stuff.”  

This notion that curriculum is about constantly preparing children for future 

assessments seemed to be an underlying assumption of the district’s newly scoped and 
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sequenced, “vertically-aligned” curriculum.  In speaking to mathematics curriculum 

coaches about the new curriculum, I was also surprised to hear them talking about their 

coaching efforts to make sure that teachers are doing enough to prepare their children for 

ninth-grade algebra.  This notion of the “vertically-aligned” curriculum undermined the 

notion of the curricular present for both children and teachers.  Through the new 

curriculum, teachers were constantly being reminded about what children need to know 

and demonstrate knowledge of in the future.  Such messages not only undermined the 

purpose for classroom activities, but also communicated to children that their “now” 

simply does not matter.  It communicated that who they are now is less important than 

who they will be—once they pass ninth-grade algebra.  It is the future that matters, not 

the present.  This “futurizing” of the curriculum severely undermined the meaningfulness 

of classroom activities, especially in mathematics.    

Through the district’s initial response to accountability Glendale early childhood 

teachers were exposed to developmental or constructivist notions of teaching and 

learning. It was through these professional development experiences that Glendale 

teachers acquired an understanding of “developmentally appropriate instruction.”  It was 

hardly surprising, then, when Ms. Blaire, along with many other Glendale teachers stated 

that the district’s new “benchmark assessment” “set many children up for failure.” To 

most of the Glendale kindergarten and first-grade teachers, the notion that a six-year old 

child could be “failing” because they were “below level” on a newly established 

benchmark, was extremely troubling.  

Although I focused much of my energy on understanding and representing the 

varied ways that Glendale teachers experience the district’s ratings-focused response to 
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accountability, I think it is important to note an area in which all Glendale teachers were 

in unanimous agreement.  I could not find a single Glendale teacher who believed that the 

district’s ratings-focused response to accountability “improved” the overall quality of 

instruction children received in Glendale classrooms.  This unanimity among Glendale 

teachers held even after they learned that the 2001 TAAS test scores improved slightly at 

each grade level.  Despite these slight increases, every teacher I asked attributed them not 

to improved classroom instruction, but to a more singular focus on “TAAS teaching.”  

Many teachers’ responses echoed this third-grade teacher’s response, “And [the scores] 

would have gone up even more if they would have left us alone.”    

SHIFTING NOTION OF “PROFESSIONAL” 
The district’s shift in response to accountability was accompanied by a shift in 

what it meant for teachers to be considered “professional.”  Through the district’s initial 

response, teachers received the message that they were professionals, deserving of 

increased autonomy.  However, through the district’s ratings-focused response teachers 

were offered a more conditional definition of professional.  Through the district’s new 

response, teachers were frequently informed that “being” professional meant following 

the ratings-focused curriculum and assessment mandates.  Furthermore, being 

professional meant not complaining about having to follow these mandates. After these 

notions of what it meant to be professional were presented to teachers, they were then 

informed, in effect, “If you have a problem with this, you have the choice to leave and 

teach elsewhere.”  It was hardly surprising that many Glendale teachers chafed under the 

district’s newly formulated response.  
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It was also not surprising that teachers so vehemently opposed administrative 

moves that pushed “TAAS teaching.” The shift in the professional knowledge context 

was truly dramatic for many Glendale teachers.  In fact, it always saw it as slightly ironic 

that the intellectual tools that they drew upon to critique the district’s newly formulated 

response to accountability were tools that were provided to teachers by the district.  

Nearly every significant “piece” of knowledge they acquired about how children learn 

best, or the multiple ways children can learn and represent their knowledge, was violated 

by ratings-focused efforts that pushed TAAS teaching. Teachers were originally 

encouraged to draw on brain-based research to create stress- free learning environments in 

which children can draw on their multiple intelligences to learn and represent new 

knowledge.  Then they were told to “stick close to the approved curriculum” and to make 

sure to link all curriculum content to the ways the content is assessed on the TAAS test.  

Again, that teachers would experience such intense dissonance over the district’s newly 

formulated response to accountability was not in the least surprising.  

A similar knowledge conflict arose with Glendale’s former principal, Brenda 

Brown.  Through the district’s initial response to accountability, the district formulated an 

“exemplary” site-based management program that encouraged principals to grant 

teachers more authority over curriculum decisions.  Principal Brown, “trained” by the 

district to be a “constructivist” leader, encouraged teachers to make these decisions, and 

she fully supported teachers, because as she often said, “[Teachers] know the 

instructional needs of their children better than I do.” However, the district’s newly 

formulated response was driven not by a constructivist, or site-based management 

administrative orientation, but was propelled by a “strong instructional leadership” model 
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of administration.  Under this new model of school administration, Principal Brown was 

seen as a weak instructional leader, out of touch, and unwilling to push teachers to make 

the necessary changes to boost their TAAS test scores.  Eventually, she was forced out, 

for being who the district “trained” her to be.  

TEACHER VIEW OF ACCOUNTABILITY 
Even though Glendale teachers rejected much of the substance of the district’s 

newly formulated response to accountability, I never heard a Glendale teacher state that 

she did not feel as though she should be held accountable for the quality of her teaching. 

Most Glendale teachers believed strongly that they should be held accountable for their 

teaching.  Very few Glendale teachers even had a problem with the TAAS test in and of 

itself.  For the most part, Glendale teachers simply opposed putting the teaching of the 

TAAS test before the teaching of children. This finding seems to suggest that Glendale 

teachers support the notion of a system of accountability that includes multiple criteria to 

determine what children know and can do (e.g., Valenzuela, in press).  Such a system 

might prevent the telescoping of curriculum and instruction around the TAAS test.  

WHAT DOES THE NEAR FUTURE HOLD? 
As the third and final year of this investigation drew to a close, there were signs 

that the school’s new principal, Sheila Anderson, was making changes; changes that had 

the potential to mitigate the harmful effects on curriculum and instruction of the district’s 

ratings-focused efforts. These changes could potentially provide Glendale teachers with 

more “knowledge tools” with which to resist pressures to TAAS teach and with which to 

improve the quality of classroom teaching. Instead of sending Glendale teachers to more 

district-sponsored training sessions where teachers receive mostly TAAS-explicit 
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messages, Principal Anderson decided to arrange more structured, in-school teacher 

learning experiences.  The stated goal of these experiences was to build teacher capacity 

through more reflective, even “constructivist” experiences, experiences through which 

teachers discussed with each other issues of classroom practice.  This focus on reflection 

and teachers, versus on the TAAS test, represented a shift, even an evolution in terms of 

the ways Glendale teachers and administrators are beginning to respond to the district’s 

ratings-focused efforts. These efforts, however, began late in the 2001-2002 school year 

and most will not be fully implemented until the 2002-2003 school year.  It remains to be 

seen if these efforts will provide teachers with the tools required to work around, even 

against curriculum policy that seems driven first and foremost by the TAAS test.   

It remains to be seen whether or not these efforts will provide Glendale teachers with the 

counter strategies they need to formulate curriculum and instruction that drives the TAAS 

test rather than being caught in a situation in which the TAAS test drives curriculum and 

instruction.  Currently, Glendale teachers find themselves in a situation in which the 

TAAS test is the “master” of the curriculum and instruction, not the “servant” (Madaus, 

1999).  

FINAL THOUGHTS 
The district’s move toward a ratings-focused response resulted in teachers placing 

the TAAS test, and not children, at the center of their day-to-day work.  This move 

undermined not only Glendale teachers’ classroom practice, but also how many saw 

themselves as teachers. Glendale teachers universally believed in the notion of being held 

accountable for their teaching; however, almost all Glendale teachers believed that they 

should, first and foremost, be held accountable to the needs of children, not to the needs 
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of a test or of a system. A complex array of issues and pressures were brought to bear on 

Twin Oaks district leadership to make changes. Through the formulation of their ratings-

focused response, local calls for change were indeed heeded. These changes even resulted 

in the district earning a “Recognized Rating” in 2001. People’s wishes for change were 

indeed granted by district leadership.  But once again, I return to that old adage, “Be 

careful what you wish for...” In the end, the changes that the district made to successfully 

boost its state rating did not lead to the very improvements in educational quality and 

equity upon which their move toward accountability is premised.  
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Appendix A 

Demographic/Testing Data for Glendale Elementary, 1994-2001 

’94       ’95        ’96       ’97       ’98      ’99       ‘00        ’01             

%Change 

MOBI
LITY  

30 30.1 30 28.4 24.8 24.4 25.9 25.7 - 3.9%1 

Ec. Dis.2 68.1 71.2 74.3 75.5 77.7 78.4 79 75 +6.9% 

L.E.P.3 
34.4 40.4 41.5 41.3 49.3 48.7 49.8 52.4 +18% 

EXMP
T.4 

L.E.P. 

  Sp. Ed. 

 

NA 

NA 

 

23.8 

17.7 

 

20.5 

10 

 

16.1 

10 

 

15.8 

6 

 

15.8 

6 

 

9.9 

7.3 

 

6.4 

0 

 

-17.4% 

-17.7% 

1A district document reports that Glendale’s Mobility Ra te is over 50%  

2Ec. Dis. = Economically Disadvantaged 

3L.E.P. = Limited English Proficient 

4Students exempted from taking the TAAS because of language or special education 

issues.  
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Appendix B 

TAAS Results Glendale Elementary School, 1994-2001 

 

          ’94         ’95       ’96      ’971      ’98       ’992       ‘00         ‘01       

  %change  

ALL  
54 59 61 78 82 73 70 75 +21 

Afr-Am3 35.9 35 26 53.3 50 65 75 68 +32.1 

HISPA
NIC 

35.2 47 48 71.4 85.5 71 60 72 +36.8 

WHIT
E 

69.1 81 78 86.7 83.7 76 86 87 +17.9 

Ec. Dis.4 39.4 44 44 70.1 75.8 69 61 69 +29.6 

 

1School earned a “Recognized” rating.  All other years, school earned an “Acceptable” 

rating. 

2Beginning in 1999, results included special education test takers and Spanish TAAS 

scores in grades three and four.  

3Because the African-American student population is small, TAAS pass rates for African-

American students have never been factored in the school’s rating. 

4Ec. Dis. = Economically Disadvantaged    
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Appendix C 

How to Use the Problem-Solving Model 

 
You will use both the desktop problem-solving strip and the desktop 

operations chart! 
1.  Read the problem and think about the question (underline the 

information): 
 
• Who is in the problem?  What is happening in the problem?  Which 

information is important? Which is the question and what is it asking you 
to do? 

• DRAW THIS AND LIST THE INFORMATION. 
 
______________information________________ 
______________information________________ 
______________information________________ 

          *STOP!  Go back and look  
      at the question! 
 
_____________restate the question____________ 
 
  Now go back and cross out 
      any information not 
              necessary to answer the  
                               question! 
2. Show what you know.  How can you represent the information you 

wrote on the lines? 
  

6. ACT IT OUT. 
7. DRAW A PICTURE OR DIAGRAM. 
8. USE OR MAKE A TABLE. 
9. MAKE AN ORGANIZED LIST. 
10. WORK BACKWARDS. 

 
3.  Decide how to solve the problem.  THIS IS WHERE YOU USE THE 

OPERATIONS CHART. 
 
• Look at your picture, diagram or list and decide which operation best fits 

the problem situation. 
• Write the number sentence!  (Check the problem information to be sure 

you are using the correct numbers.) 
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• Write the fact family! 
4.  Solve the problem. 

11. Make sure place values are lined up.  Carefully do the calculations and check 
your work. 
 
5.  Is the answer reasonable? 
• Have I answered the question?  Reread the question to make sure. 
• Estimate the answer.  Is the estimated answer close to the actual 

calculation? 
• Cross-check.  Whenever possible, use the inverse operation to check your 

work. 
 

NOW YOU MAY CHOOSE AN ANSWER CHOICE.   
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Appendix D 

These 8 1/2” by 5 1/2” strategy strips, which are book-taped to the desk of every 

child in grades two through five, are one of the “non-negotiable” mandates delivered 

through the office of the area superintendent. 

if you need to …. then you will use… 
combine 2 or more groups of things Addition 
combine 2 or more groups that are equal in size multiplication 
compare 2 groups of things 
or  
take some things away from a group 
or 
find a missing part of a group 

subtraction 
 

separate one whole thing into several small things 
or 
separated a collection of things into smaller groups 

of equal size 
or  
find how many groups of equal size can be made 

with a collection of things 

division 
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Book-taped next to this strategy strip was a more narrow 9” by 1 1/2” strategy 

strip: 

Read 

problem 

and think 

about the  

question 

 

Show 

what you  

know 

 

Decide how 

to solve the  

problem 

 

Solve 

the  

problem 

 

Is your 

answer 

reasonable? 
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