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This dissertation breaks new ground in qualitative educational research by looking 

closely at the community and curricula of a well-resourced seven-year-old public high 

school in a New York City borough, which I call the Legal Studies Academy (LSA). This 

school created its own nonprofit organization in order to accrue private donations. Its 

most important “funder and founder” is an elite Manhattan law firm. The relationship 

between the firm and the school is emblematic of the direction that many urban public 

schools in the United States are moving: toward increased dependence on private funds to 

secure the resources deemed necessary for quality twenty-first century education (Anyon 

1997; Lipman 2004; 2005). My project explores how the privatization of public 

institutions affects definitions of social justice and good education in the United States. 

I document the ways that students and teachers in the LSA community both 

reproduce and contest school norms. My methods in this two-year study included: 

teacher-research, participant observation of teachers and students, extensive interviews 

with teachers, students and parents, conduct of a summer book club / cultural circle, and 
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analysis of data from a schoolwide student questionnaire. I also examine materials the 

school uses to solicit donations from its funders in relation to cultural constructions of 

urban students and their teachers in literature and the media. I explore what students’ and 

teachers’ daily practices of resistance or conformity to these cultural constructions might 

reveal about the place of democracy, humanization, character education, and critical 

pedagogy in U.S. public schools that depend on private or corporate philanthropists for 
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structure of education and achievement that, in the United States, ever more 
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inspires critical questions about the place of democracy and citizenship as juxtaposed 

with inequities furthered by global racial capitalism. 
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Chapter 1:  An Introduction 

 

During the second (and final) year of my teacher-research at the Legal Studies 

Academy1, a small, law-themed public school in a New York City borough I served on 

the school’s hiring committee for new English teachers. The demonstration lesson of one 

white interviewee, Ms. Seton2, provides a frame for my ethnographic analysis of 

contested notions of race, gender, social justice and upward mobility in a racially 

segregated urban school in the context of neoliberal capitalism. 

Ms. Seton interviewed for a position in the English department of our school in 

May 2010. She gave her lesson in a ninth-grade English class that I co-taught that year 

with Mr. Rodino, a white3 28-year-old originally from the southern United States. The 

principal, Ms. McCarren; the head of the English department, Ms. Sands; an English 

teacher, Ms. Elliott; and the head of the ninth-grade team, Mr. Matthews also observed 

the lesson. All of the adults in the room were white, with the exception of Mr. Matthews, 

who is African-American. All of the students in the room were black or brown.  

Demographically, LSA aligns with much of the literature that documents the race 

and class segregation prevalent in U.S. educational institutions (Bowles and Gintis 1976; 

Massey and Denton 1993; Wacquant 1994; Anyon 1997; Kozol 2005; Oakes 2005), and 

                                                
1 In accordance with the Internal Review Board at the University of Texas at Austin, I have changed the 
school’s name. All names that appear in this manuscript are pseudonyms; most were self-selected by 
participants in order to protect anonymity. Age, gender, race/ethnicity, class, and position remain 
unchanged.  
2 In order to limit readers’ confusion, I refer to staff members and parent/ guardians by last name, and 
students by first name throughout this manuscript. 
3 In this manuscript, I follow the patterns of racial discourse that my subjects most often used: I use “white” 
to represent “European-American.” I use “Latino” and “Hispanic” interchangeably (which my subjects also 
named as “Spanish” at times); as a racial, rather than an ethnic marker, I use “brown.” I use the terms 
“black” and “African-American” interchangeably, unless specifying a participant’s Caribbean roots as per 
his or her request, in which case, I use “Caribbean-American” or “Caribbean.”  
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the racial demographic I describe in Mr. Rodino’s and my classroom on the day Ms. 

Seton did her demonstration lesson was typical of other LSA classes. In the 2009-10 

school year, of the school’s thirty-five teachers, twenty-three identify as white, seven 

identify as African-American or black, three as biracial or mixed-race (one African-

American and white, two Latino and white), and two as Latino. Of the 458 students 

enrolled in the school, grades 9-12, 81% identify as black, 17% as Hispanic, 1% as Asian 

/ Pacific Islander, and fewer than 1% as white or American Indian4 (nysed.gov 2008-09). 

While these statistics are typical of New York City schools, LSA’s 93% graduation rate 

and 97% college acceptance rate for seniors stand out as atypical compared to New York 

City’s average graduation rate of 62.7% (schools.nyc.gov 2010).  

LSA is not a charter school. It is a small, traditional public school that is well 

resourced due to an in-house nonprofit organization (which I call “the Foundation”) that 

the school's founding administration created in order to acquire private donations from 

philanthropists, elected officials, foundations, private companies, and organizations. A 

Manhattan law firm (which I call “the Firm”) is the school’s most significant source of 

support; it is both a funder and founder of LSA. The school is a media darling, has been 

lauded many times in newspapers and magazines for the great opportunities it provides to 

its at-risk population of urban black and brown students. LSA has demonstrated 

excellence at getting its students into college with the help of its college office (which 

pays its advisors with funds from the Foundation), and at managing its external image. 

The media praise the school for its mission of social justice. Sebastian Thomas, thirty-

two years old, white, and the graduate of an ivy-league school, is in charge of Foundation 

staff, who are housed in the school building and work with teachers and school staff to 
                                                
4 Of the 458 students enrolled in the school, grades 9-12, 72% are female and 27% are male. Students and 
staff often hypothesize that this atypical imbalance is due to the school’s lack of a football team, as well as 
its law and justice theme, which they assume is more popular with young women. 
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ensure (according to the school’s website) that students have access to internships, 

mentorships, early college awareness programs, after school activities, summer 

opportunities, guest speakers, and differentiated college advising—what the school’s 

website says are the “staples of more affluent school districts.” The Foundation Support 

office, which includes student enrichment and college preparatory staff, employs six 

people, one white man, four white women (one of whom replaced an African-American 

man halfway through the 2009-10 school year), and one woman who identifies as mixed 

East Asian (Korean) and white.  

Ms. Seton began her demo lesson in Mr. Rodino’s class by giving students a text 

from Cris Tovani’s well-known professional development book for teachers, I Read It but 

I Don’t Get It (2000). The text tells the story of two boys who are friends. After school 

one day, the boys decide to go over to one of their houses to hang out. No one is home, 

and the boy who lives in the house gives the other boy a tour of his home, showing his 

friend everything from the leaky basement, to his father’s coin and stamp collection, to 

his mother’s expensive jewels and furs.  

The exercise Tovani recommends to go with this text instructs teachers to read the 

text aloud with students twice. The first time, students are to have one color highlighter in 

their hand, and are to pretend that they are robbers. They are to highlight the information 

that would be important to them if they were planning on stealing from the house. The 

second time, students are to have another color marker in their hand, and are to highlight 

the details that they would look for if they were homebuyers interested in purchasing the 

property. The objective of the lesson is to teach students to read with various lenses, in 

various contexts. 

After LSA students completed the first part of the lesson, highlighting as if they 

were robbers, Ms. Seton asked students to share out loud what they had highlighted. As 
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students raised their hands, stating that they highlighted the jewels, furs, and stamps, Ms. 

Seton, in an attempt to joke with the students kept repeating: “Wow!  Some of you would 

make great robbers!”  In a response to one African-American student who shared out 

what she highlighted, Ms. Seton said, grinning, “My goodness!  You would certainly 

make a good criminal!”   

Looking around the room, I noticed most of the adults and the students in the 

room were smiling. Mr. Matthews, however, the only African-American adult in the 

room, walked out of the lesson. Later that day, he brought up with both Principal 

McCarren and Ms. Sands, both of whom wanted to hire Ms. Seton after what they 

thought was a great lesson, how racially problematic he thought Ms. Seton’s comments 

were.  

A conversation ensued over e-mail between everyone who had observed the 

lesson, including me, as well as Angela Moore, a special education teacher who is 

African-American and learned of the incident that day at the English department meeting. 

Ms. Sands agreed to call Ms. Seton, and talk to her about the “criminals” comment. After 

the conversation, Ms. Sands forwarded a summary of Ms. Seton’s response to Principal 

McCarren, as well as to the English department:  

I am always trying to be really friendly with the students because that helps make 
learning fun. I try to find places where we can make light of ideas collectively, 
and I was trying to make light of being called “criminals” with the students. I did 
not mean any other social commentary whatsoever. Also, in my classroom I break 
down texts that question social issues in our society. In those situations, when 
texts are dealing with equity, I don’t make light of it all. I take it very seriously. 
My students know that. Because I was trying to help them engage in this task of 
seeing what the criminal’s [sic] would see as important, I thought it was an 
appropriate joke. I didn’t mean the students were criminals. I guess I did follow 
the Tovani lesson as it is originally written and the instructions are to read it from 
a criminal’s perspective. Now that you’ve said this, I would not say that again.  
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Following her description of Ms. Seton’s response, Ms. Sands reported that she 

made suggestions to Ms. Seton for adapting the Tovani lesson. According to Ms. Sands, 

Ms. Seton’s response was: “I think that’s a really good way to adapt it. I will do that. 

Thank you for taking time to ask me about this.”  Principal McCarren responded that this 

was a “thoughtful and thorough response,” and that she would offer Ms. Seton the job the 

following day after school.  

Ms. Moore felt differently and wrote: 

Hi all, 
Hearing her response makes me feel a little conflicted. On the one hand I do agree 
that her response seemed very thoughtful and reflective. It was also great that she 
was able to respond to constructive criticism in an introspective way. Although I 
wasn’t at the demo lesson, I understand why there was some concern based on the 
statements she made in reference to her “criminals” comment. If I was there and 
heard that comment it would have given me pause also. Whether she meant it or 
not, I don’t feel that the comment was something to be made “light of.” 
Additionally, I am concerned that she thought that this was an “appropriate joke.” 
Issues of race are sensitive issues and comments made that seem to be thought of 
as light humor may not always be thoroughly understood by students who haven’t 
had enough life experience to interpret or pinpoint hidden biases. Considering the 
student population that we teach, we need to be highly aware and sensitive to 
issues concerning race, etc. Are we hiring people who truly understand this? If 
they don’t, obviously, they shouldn’t be a part of our staff. If they do, then by all 
means welcome aboard.  
On the other hand, as I stated in yesterday’s meeting, I don’t necessarily feel that 
this is something that is irreparable. Although first impressions are important, the 
fact is that we don’t know her and time will tell. Humans are not perfect. 
However, if we are truly willing to search our hearts thoroughly and come to a 
place of understanding, then there is nothing that can’t be accomplished. I think 
that this conversation should not stop here. If we are going to hire her or anyone 
else, dialogue needs to continue… 
Just my thoughts :) 

Responses followed, including my own, which addressed the need to foreground 

the race and gender politics of any adult that we consider hiring. I wrote that Ms. Seton’s 
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comment stood out as being particularly un-self-reflexive coming from a white woman 

teaching in a black and brown classroom, and that this self-reflexivity was one key to a 

truly “socially just” and “humanizing” pedagogy. Ms. Sands responded the next day, 

saying that after sleeping on it, she decided that hiring Ms. Seton was a bad idea, 

especially since by that point, word had gotten out around the building that a teacher had 

“called our students criminals” in a demo lesson. 

This anecdote illustrates the idea that just because racism or racially charged 

incidents are explicit to some does not mean that they will be visible or even explicit to 

all. Where Mr. Matthews and Ms. Moore viewed Ms. Seton’s comments as indexing 

much larger social structures of white supremacy, black ghettoization and 

hypercriminalization of black and brown urban youth, it was much easier for the white 

adults in the room, it seemed, and also the students, to accept Ms. Seton’s comments as 

harmless. While each of the adults in the room classify themselves as skilled pedagogues 

who teach for social justice, and see themselves as having the best of intentions for LSA 

students, the incident took on very different meanings in regard to what oppression looks 

like and what “good teaching” looks like. 

This dissertation explores how students, staff and parents / guardians rearticulate 

mainstream ideologies that equate social justice with ostensibly “colorblind” upward 

class mobility. Michael Omi and Howard Winant write, “racial formation is a process of 

historically situated projects in which human bodies and social structures are represented 

and organized” (1994, 56). Discourses of educational reform are “racial projects,” some 

of which are characterized by racism if they “create or reproduce structures of 

domination based on essentialist categories of race” (ibid., 71). Definitions of race and 

racism are fluid, contested and always shifting. At LSA, on a micro level, students and 

staff manage conflicting “racial projects” both between and among themselves every day.  



 7 

Because the school’s mission is to ensure that black and brown students from 

traditionally underserved communities are marketable for college, the racial project of the 

school intersects with a “class project” in the name of a specific model of “social justice.” 

The anecdote about Ms. Seton demonstrates a racial project that some staff construed as 

racist because it links essentialist representations of race with social structures of 

domination. Staff members critical of racial hegemony resisted this racial project with 

another racial project, by beginning the chain of e-mails and conversations that was 

critical of Ms. Seton’s action and by advising that Ms. Seton not be hired. 

Patricia Hill Collins (2004) describes the “new racism” as a global, transnational, 

post-U.S. civil-rights-era racism in an age where much popular discourse denies that 

racism exists. Especially because patterns of racial oppression and privilege are obvious 

(black people are disproportionately poor in a global sense), but they cannot be linked to 

any one specific government, the new racism becomes quite difficult to isolate and 

critique, operating often through hegemonic ideologies transmitted through global mass 

media. Importantly, in critiquing the new racism one simultaneously critiques politics and 

hierarchies of class, gender, and sexuality. Although some popular Obama-era discourse 

may argue that Americans are “post-race” (see, for example, Bai 2008), race remains 

central to the social distribution of goods and resources, as well as the social distribution 

of privilege, power and control, and race intersects with class, gender and sexuality, and 

is foundational to human interactions on an everyday level. 

The anecdote about Ms. Seton demonstrates the contested terrain of social justice 

in education, especially in an era that emphasizes policies of accountability to move 

toward upward mobility and social equity (often through the language of “college or 

career readiness,” central to popular national educational discourse (Dillon 2010)) for 

urban students. In mainstream academic and popular discourse that problematically 
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conflates race, class and place5, urban students are often portrayed as poor, black or 

brown, at-risk of academic failure, and in need of “help” from outsiders in order to 

succeed economically according to mainstream standards. Federally and state sanctioned, 

standards-based educational “reforms” see the process of teaching and learning as 

methodologically universal and measurable through assessments like school graduation 

rates and high-stakes test scores. Yet the conflict over Ms. Seton’s demonstration lesson 

reveals a larger conflict between viewing education as a politically neutral or objective 

enterprise (as much of current policy might see it) or as a more political, and quite 

subjective, process of humanization (as more critical pedagogues might envision). 

The conflict over what social justice and good education mean undergirds many 

of the everyday interactions at LSA between staff, students, and parents / guardians, 

because LSA’s discipline policies prioritize the performance of corporate professionalism 

for its students (see chapter 3), and the school’s mission statement prioritizes college 

matriculation and social justice. Additionally, the school depends on private funding for 

its resources. 

Positionality 

As a white teacher, my racial positionality is representative of a majority of New 

York City teachers; the city’s teaching force is 60% white (Green 2008). Citywide, the 

student demographic is very different from the teacher demographic: according to 2009 

data, 30.8% of students identify as black, 39.9% identify as Hispanic, 14.6% identify as 

Asian, and 14.3% identify as white (schools.nyc.gov 2011).  

                                                
5 Also see Gregory’s (1998) ethnographic portrayal of political culture and activism in black Corona, 
Queens for a critique of mainstream discourse that conflates race, class and place by classifying black 
urban communities as “socially disorganized.” 
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Originally from a college town in central Pennsylvania, I attended a large, 

predominantly white public high school where students were tracked into classes based 

largely on socioeconomic status. My father, a clinical psychologist, has his Ph.D., and my 

mother has her master’s and works for the university as an academic advisor. Growing 

up, I had the impression that we were solidly middle class. In my high school, I 

remember being tracked into advanced humanities classes along with sons and daughters 

of the town’s academics and entrepreneurs, while noticing that many of the school’s poor 

and working-class white students who lived just outside of town in more remote areas, or 

who lived in the town’s trailer parks, were tracked into the Center for Applied 

Technology to work on car engines or in the wood shop. Most of the teachers at my high 

school came from my town, or from somewhere close, and most stayed at the school for 

the duration of their careers. For me, becoming a Brooklyn teacher took both time and 

curiosity to get accustomed to the differences and similarities in what teaching and 

learning meant in a setting very different from the one where I grew up.  

After joining the New York City Teaching Fellows program in 2003 when I was 

twenty-three years old, I noticed that many of my colleagues were as young as I was and 

were, like me, from places outside of New York City. Many were unsure about how long 

they would stay in teaching. The majority in my teaching fellows cohort was white6, and 

all of us were teaching in what the Fellows program called “high need,” racially 

segregated urban schools. Because of this, I became especially interested in how teaching 

and learning occur when classroom teachers come from different backgrounds than their 

students, which influenced my decision to leave the classroom for Ph.D. coursework in 

anthropology from 2006-08. 
                                                
6 New York City Teaching Fellows, which make up 20-25% of teachers in New York City, are making an 
effort to recruit higher numbers of black and Latino teachers. In the 2006-7 school year, 32% of the 
Teaching fellows were black or Latino, and in 2007-8, 37% were (Green 2008). 
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When I interviewed for a tenth-grade English position at LSA in April 2008, I 

was still in the process of completing my doctoral coursework in Texas. LSA was 

situated between two public housing projects and shared a building with an elementary 

school. This was the same neighborhood where I began my teaching career in 2003 

although at a different public school, and I knew it well. When I came for my interview 

and demo lesson, I stayed with a former colleague who lived within walking distance 

from the school. On my way that cold morning, walking past bodegas and liquor stores, 

through grey slush between parked cars, beneath the roaring, trembling “el” of the 

expressway, I ran into one of my favorite former students. Now 17, he had been in my 

class five years beforehand when I taught eighth-grade English. After a hug, we caught 

up, and he informed me that he was starting at community college in the fall. I felt, at that 

moment, as if I was coming home, in a sense, to a self, a life, and a routine that while 

never easy nor predictable, was comfortable, and at times, joyful. After arriving at LSA’s 

building, I was ushered into a ninth-grade class to do my lesson. Following the lesson, the 

students voted to hire me.  

Unlike other schools where I had applied to work, LSA required a portfolio 

(including lesson plans, student work and assessments) in addition to a demo lesson and 

an interview. After turning in my portfolio, I interviewed with Claire Cohen, the thirty-

two-year-old, Brooklyn-born, white principal, then with a panel of three teachers. I was 

open about my research project with Ms. Cohen during the interview, and told her that it 

would ‘supplement’ my full time teaching. Based on my experience, and my successful 

interview and demo lesson (as well as my colleagues’ recommendations; see below), I 

was hired on the spot to begin my teaching and research the following fall. 

From teaching in two other New York City schools previously, as well as from 

coming into teaching through the New York City Teaching Fellows program, I found 
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three familiar faces on staff: 33-year-old Kathy Sands, a white English teacher and 

former teaching colleague from 2003-05; and Ralph Fulton, a 30-year-old white math 

teacher and colleague from 2005-06 (both were originally from the midwestern United 

States); and 32-year-old, Brooklyn native Martina McGoldrick, also white, who taught 

with Mr. Fulton and me in 2005-06. Ms. Sands had taught at the school for the previous 

two years, and Mr. Fulton and Ms. McGoldrick had been there only the year before. I 

applied (and I believe, was hired at the school) based largely upon their recommendations 

to Ms. Cohen. For the two years that I worked at the school, I remained close with all 

three.  

Soon after arriving at the school, I was informed that I would be sharing a 

classroom with La’Trice Williams, who is African-American and a history teacher. We 

would both teach tenth grade, and while we would teach the same students, our classes 

would meet at alternating times in the same room, where both of our desks would be 

located. Originally from Watts, Los Angeles, Ms. Williams had just moved to Brooklyn 

from Austin, Texas, where she taught at a public high school. That year, Ms. Williams 

and I also developed a close personal friendship, sharing in many of the joys and 

challenges that came with our first year at this school.  

The School 

By the fall of 2008, when I began my teacher-research at LSA, the school had 

moved, and Kelly McCarren, a 45-year-old white woman originally from the U.S. west 

coast, had replaced Ms. Cohen as the principal. The school was now located in a 

renovated building in a different, more affluent neighborhood, close to quite a few bus 

and subway lines, stores, restaurants, and public buildings. The school had resources that 

seemed incomparable to those at the two other Brooklyn public schools where I had 
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previously taught, where photocopiers, overhead projectors, and working computers were 

unavailable or limited, and chalk was the only teaching tool distributed freely. LSA’s 

new location boasted four working copy machines, unlimited paper supplies for teachers, 

smartboards and LCD projectors in almost every classroom, computers for teachers and 

students, and overhead projectors available for teachers who wanted them.  

To construct this ethnography, I gathered data during two years of fieldwork and 

deep engagement in the LSA community. My selectivity in choosing particular pieces of 

data to highlight out of thousands of pages of field notes, journals, school memos, 

documents, and interview transcripts, reflects my partial views and particular agenda7. 

The stories that I choose to tell constitute a purposeful form of social critique, for 

ethnographic writing is a political process of telling stories about how people engage with 

one another in the context of social structures that regulate power and privilege. These 

structures sometimes constrain and sometimes enable human agency. In this case, social 

structures form the basis for how people engage with an educational institution. As a 

white, straight, middle-class woman trained as both a teacher and an anthropologist, my 

positionality provides me with a unique, but always partial view into the “stories we tell 

ourselves about ourselves” (Geertz 1973). I tell these stories about LSA because it is both 

politically engaging and important to me to expose and critique those forms of power that 

continue to structure intersectional inequalities of white supremacy, patriarchy and class 

inequity, often through the misleading guise of “social justice” or “colorblindness.” I 

“speak” my own “truth to power” here. This is never a neutral enterprise, and my views 

do not represent those of all LSA community members, although I do my best to 

represent the voices, stories and perspectives of some, as I saw and heard them. This 

                                                
7 Here, I am drawing on Donna Haraway’s ideas of “situated knowledge” and “feminist objectivity” in 
science (1988). 
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particular exercise, or form of storytelling, informs how I see myself within the context of 

the community I study, and informs a larger project of troubling dehumanizing forms of 

domination that too often go unmarked or unnamed in educational institutions, and 

beyond. 

Methods 

I worked to become a trusted community member of this school in as fluid a 

manner as possible, building relationships with staff, students, and parents / guardians. 

During the first year of my project, as a full-time tenth-grade English teacher, I developed 

close working and personal relationships with colleagues and was open in telling staff 

and students that I was simultaneously doing research for my dissertation, mostly by 

recording daily field notes, photocopying student work, doing preliminary interviews 

with teachers, and collecting school memos and documents. The first year I worked at 

LSA, I focused more on my teaching than my research, which felt somewhat natural 

given that I had been in the classroom for three years prior to training as an 

anthropologist. I was incredibly busy that first year, and often exhausted from planning, 

teaching, and grading for a full course load of American Literature to 115 tenth graders, 

as well as planning and teaching an “advisory” (social and academic support) class of 18. 

I made regular and frequent phone calls to parents / guardians about trips, grades, or 

behavior. I attended frequent official staff and planning meetings, less frequent parent 

meetings and disciplinary mediations, and frequent unofficial happy hours and parties 

with my colleagues. I regularly stayed up until 12:00 or 1:00 a.m. that first year to type 

field notes, or record them as audio files if I was too tired to write, only to wake up again 

at 6:30 the next morning to shower, eat, put on teaching clothes, and repeat the process.  
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As I became a member of the LSA community, I noticed that staff tended to 

segregate racially. A predominantly black group of teachers tended to socialize together, 

but a few of the white teachers socialized with this group as well. There were also a fair 

number of teachers, mostly white, that socialized together, and still others that rarely 

socialized with other staff members outside of school. Latino teachers at times hung out 

with the group of predominantly white staff members, or didn’t socialize with staff after 

school. I tried to maintain healthy relationships and socialize with all groups. When 

asked, I spoke openly about my project, including the fact that I was interested in 

studying how teachers and students construct race and gender in classrooms.  

I found, for the most part, that teachers were supportive of my project (although 

some were more eager to have me in their classrooms, and to talk about my project, than 

others). Many were curious, asked how my work was going in passing, and told me 

repeatedly that they were interested in my findings. Many offered to help in any way they 

could, opening their classrooms to me for observations, and taking the time to interview 

with me during their busy days, evenings, and even occasional weekends.  

Partly because I was so overwhelmed by the volume of work involved in teaching 

full time my first year at a new school, and partly because I wanted to be careful to 

develop strong relationships before further developing my “researcher” identity, I did not 

start the interview process with staff until April of my first year. The school had a 

shortened schedule on Wednesdays so that teachers could meet in their grade teams (all 

the ninth grade teachers met together, all the tenth grade teachers met together, etc.). 

After meeting with Principal McCarren and gaining her initial support to talk about my 

project and solicit interviews from staff at meetings, I began with my grade team, the 

tenth grade team, and then moved to other grade teams.  
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Teacher interviews, which were anonymous and confidential, took approximately 

one hour each, and took place at locations convenient for the teachers, either on or off 

campus. I talked with teachers during a common planning period during school, before 

school, after school, or on weekends. Interviews were audio recorded and later 

transcribed. I told teachers that I saw them as co-researchers rather than as subjects or 

informants, and I informed them that I would ask for their perspective on the completed 

dissertation. I wanted to get as rich, nuanced, and full a perspective as possible of teacher 

stories in this space. 

Interviews were semi-structured (Spradley 1979) and, despite the recorder and the 

consent form, felt more like friendly conversations than interrogations. After interviews, 

several staff members told me that they had fun talking with me, or that they were glad 

that I was initiating conversations about teachers’ experience with race, gender, and 

academics at the school. Although I had a list of potential questions, I told staff members 

that they could feel free to ask me any questions that came up for them during the 

process, and they often did. In the interviews, I often commiserate or celebrate with 

teachers, sharing my own stories and experiences in response to theirs. I was conscious 

through this whole process that ethnographers often expect those whom we interview to 

reveal everything about themselves while we remain closed and distant under the guise of 

“neutrality” (Behar 1997). Despite being empowered in the interview context through my 

privilege (my whiteness, middle classness, recorder, questions, consent form, and 

ownership of the project), I tried to play up my strong relationships, insider status, and 

priority to highlight the voices of my “co-researchers” in this context. I tried to let 

interviewees tell their stories as naturally as possible, while I gently guided the process. 

At opportune moments, informal interviews with teachers took place—for 

example, on the subway ride home, over the phone, in the teachers’ office, at Friday 
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happy hours, or in chats after meetings. I found that teachers were continually reflective 

about the school, their teaching, and their relationships with students and their families. 

These informal conversations often provided me with opportunities to get critical 

perspective from teachers of my ideas. The process was one of continual conversation, 

reflection, and re-evaluation. I continued to type or record daily field notes through the 

end of June 2009 when the school year ended. My field notes continued during 2009-10, 

my second year at the school. 

It was important to my project not only to get teachers’ perspectives at the school, 

but also to get students’ perspectives. The summer following my first year, in order to 

explore a more critical or humanizing pedagogy that resisted the school’s deliberate 

“interpellation”(Althusser 1971; Hall and Du Gay 1996) of students as marketable 

subjects, I held a weekly “cultural circle” book club (Freire 1970), which met outside of 

the school with four former students, all young women who identify as African-

American8.  

My second year at the school, I served as a part-time mentor / assistant to two 

teachers, which allowed more time for data collection. I also served as the school’s 

cheerleading coach. This gave me excellent insight into school culture, achievement, 

school spirit, and students’ gendered relationships to the school’s “extracurriculum.” I 

continued to gather documents and memos, attend after school meetings, and pay a great 

deal of attention to how the school marketed itself to funders. I attended the school’s 

fourth annual benefit, a private evening function that solicited donations from individual 

and corporate funders. Following Anne Ferguson’s model (2001), I shadowed students 

for an entire school day, in the interest of getting a fuller perspective of the experience of 

                                                
8 See chapter 6 for an in-depth exploration of the cultural circles.  
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being a student, as opposed to a teacher. I collaborated with teachers in choosing eight 

students to shadow and interview: three young men, and five young women, all African-

American.  

During the fall and winter of the second year, I began interviewing parents. Since 

I was required to call the homes of all of the students in my advisory every three weeks 

about grades and progress reports, I already had close relationships with many of the 

parents of the 18 students that were in my advisory the year before. Out of the 18 

advisory homes that I called, I interviewed eight parents. In addition to reaching out to 

parents within my advisory, as well as to parents of students that were in my summer 

cultural circle book club, I also asked our parent coordinator and a few staff members 

whether there were any parents that they could recommend that I interview. Out of these 

recommendations, I found three more parents who were willing to talk with me. Semi-

structured interviews with parents took place in a location of their choice, sometimes at 

their home, sometimes at the school, and sometimes at a restaurant or café. Sometimes 

their children were present for all or part of the interview, and when they were present, 

they participated in the interview process as well. Most interviews were with mothers, but 

one was with a student’s grandmother. For one, both parents were present. Parent 

interviews were audio recorded and transcribed later. In the end, combining advisory 

parents, cultural circle parents, and parents that were recommended by other staff 

members, I interviewed a total of 14 parents, all black, and either U.S.- or Caribbean-

born. 

To learn more about LSA and college readiness, I interviewed 14 alumni from the 

school’s two graduating classes: seven young women, all black and all U.S.-born, and 

seven young men, five black, one Latino, and one who identifies as mixed white / Latino. 

One was born in the Caribbean, and the other men were U.S.–born. I approached many of 
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them at the school’s homecoming day, which took place over college winter break. 

Alumni were recommended by LSA’s parent coordinator, staff from the college office, or 

from the enrichment team, who had close academic and personal relationships with these 

former students. Sometimes staff members introduced me to the alums before I 

approached them about an interview, and sometimes, I approached them on my own. I 

explained that I would ask them about their experiences at LSA, as well as about their 

experiences at their college or university. Many were happy to agree to talk with me, and 

most of our interviews either took place at the school, or at a café behind the school. In 

one case, I went to an alum’s home in East Flatbush, Brooklyn, and we walked to a 

nearby donut shop where we sat and talked.  

In total, over two years I interviewed forty-five members of the school staff 

(including administrators, security guards, guidance / college office staff, and deans of 

discipline), fourteen alumni, fourteen parent / guardians, and ten students. I also 

collaborated with teachers and students on authoring and disseminating a schoolwide 

questionnaire about students’ home life, school life, personal interests and aspirations. At 

each grade team meeting, as well as at the enrichment team / college office meeting, I 

showed staff members an initial list of questions. This was developed largely from 

Demerath’s schoolwide questionnaire in Producing Success (2009), but was greatly 

expanded and revised with feedback from students and staff members. I also elicited 

student feedback on the questionnaire by asking a pilot group of students to take the 

survey and give me their comments and questions. Their feedback helped me to time the 

survey (which took about 30 minutes) and to make the language and format more student 

friendly. At Principal McCarren’s invitation, I returned to the school in October 2010 to 

present the questionnaire results and facilitate a community dialogue with teachers, 
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students, and parent / guardians about what the LSA students’ feedback means for 

teaching and learning. 

Speed (2008) emphasizes an approach to anthropological research that equally 

privileges a final written ethnographic product and the research process as sites that allow 

one to collaborate with subjects and address critiques. Through this process, both the 

research and the interpretation of data are grounded in partnership and dialogue with LSA 

community members. In this way, my critique of larger social, economic, and political 

structures is informed by the agency of community members.  

All in all, I wanted my methods to nuance my auto-ethnographic portrait of this 

school (Chang 2008). Through expanding my view as much as possible and exploring a 

multitude of voices and perspectives, I discovered how this institution is a site of struggle 

in regard to social structures of power and difference. My findings touch upon larger 

discourses in the United States in regard to inequity and injustice, as well as race, class, 

gender, power and sexuality. Further, this research gives insight as to what hope exists 

for teachers, administrators, students and parents in mainstream educational settings to 

circumvent or resist discourses of oppression and inequality.  

A General Outline 

Chapter 2 provides a profile of neoliberal urban school reform in New York City 

by looking not only at key figures and movements in urban education reforms since 2000, 

but also at corporate philanthropists whose financial altruism contributes to a market-

based logic in education. I incorporate a nuanced and critical perspective on the “school 

choice” debate here, as well as an analysis of how the “neoliberal imaginary” (Taylor 

2004; Rizvi and Lingard 2010) articulates with education reforms.  I conclude by 

touching upon some of LSA’s image management and marketing practices. 
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In chapter 3, I closely examine how LSA’s discourse and pedagogy of 

professionalism articulate with making students marketable in regard to the neoliberal 

imaginary. I analyze how and when students and teachers choose to perform 

“professionalism” as well as what I call “unprofessionalism” at the school.  

Chapter 4 challenges mainstream liberal tropes about white “savior” teachers in 

urban schools, tropes that I argue are furthered through mainstream media and academic 

literature. I provide case studies of four white female LSA teachers and I look at how and 

when these teachers conform to or subvert dominant narratives of the white savior in 

urban classrooms. Here I introduce the notion of the “neoliberal savior” as a particularly 

insidious race and class project at the school. I place this analysis in context of larger 

neoliberal, racial, and patriarchal projects.  

In chapter 5, I challenge mainstream liberal tropes about black “at-risk” female 

students, furthered through some of the same liberal mechanisms as dominant narratives 

about white, female, savior teachers. I provide case studies of three students at LSA, all 

African-American young women, and look at how these students cleverly manage their 

image with agency, at times conforming to, and at times subverting dominant and 

circumscribing liberal social narratives. As in chapter 4, I place this analysis into the 

context of larger neoliberal, racial, and patriarchal projects.  

In chapter 6, I profile my own attempt at a social-justice pedagogy through 

detailing the experience of holding a voluntary summer-long cultural circle (Freire 1970), 

which met weekly with a small group of LSA students. I attempted to make Freire’s ideas 

relevant in a more contemporary context. The summer cultural circle experience gave me 

insight into how students and teachers grapple with defining a good education in a 

climate where acquisition of “marketable virtues” (Stevens 2007) to look attractive for 

college acceptance or a career goal can take precedence over all else. 
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Cultural critics (Giroux 2004; Macrine, McLaren et al. 2009) and educational 

researchers (Apple 2006; Hursh 2009) critique neoliberal reforms in education for 

excluding the possibility of democracy and critical thinking in schools, but their critiques 

remain predominantly on a macro, theoretical or policy level9. Meanwhile, contemporary 

liberal patrons of education, like Bill and Melinda Gates, Mark Zuckerberg, and the 

Robin Hood Foundation, donate to U.S. urban public schools in the name of preparing 

students to become college or career ready in a market-driven, consumer-based 

economy10. By documenting the ways that students and teachers in this community both 

reproduce and contest the school’s norms, I interrogate the place of democracy, 

humanization and character education in U.S. public schools, informing both pedagogy 

and policy. It is my hope that this work is useful for teachers, students, families, scholars 

and education policymakers in the context of great changes and increasingly heated 

debates about the purposes and goals of U.S. schools. 

                                                
9 But see Lipman (2004) for an exception; she demonstrates the problematic role of market- and standards-
based “reforms” in education, using Chicago as a case study.  
10 See, for example Hass (2009), Perez-Peña (2010) and Gibbs (2005) for mainstream media 
documentation of private and corporate philanthropy in U.S. public schools. 
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Chapter 2:  Making Ourselves Marketable: ‘Climate Control,’  
Image Management and Neoliberal Public School Reform  

in New York City  

 

The problem of our age is the proper administration of wealth, so that the ties of 
brotherhood may still bind together the rich and the poor in harmonious 
relationship. 

 —Andrew Carnegie (1889) in ‘The Gospel of Wealth’  

I can conceive of no greater mistake, more disastrous in the end to religion if not 
to society, than that of trying to make charity do the work of justice. 

 —William Jewett Tucker, liberal theologian in response to Carnegie11  

 

It is the first Wednesday of the month at LSA12,  which means the bell chimes for 

student dismissal at 1:48 p.m., and staff stays in the building for a series of meetings. In 

addition to a weekly tenth-grade team meeting that will last until 3:30, we have a full 

staff meeting that begins at 3:45, and will end around 5:00. First Wednesdays are long for 

teachers, which is why on meeting days lunch is catered, compliments of the midtown 

Manhattan law firm that is a primary funding agent and founder of our school (hereafter, 

called “the Firm”). Platters of wraps and sandwiches, snack bags of chips and pretzels, 

cookies, water and soft drinks are a familiar sight in the guidance suite during fourth and 

fifth periods, a preemptive reward for the hours we will spend collaborating later. This 

Wednesday is especially remarkable because we are told that we will be viewing the 

“LSA movie,” a promotional film created by two filmmakers who were hired by the 

                                                
11 Qtd. in Nasaw (2006) 
12 See Sanjek (1991) for a discussion of the “ethnographic present”. 
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nonprofit organization that our school created in order to funnel in private donations 

(hereafter, called “the Foundation”).  

As teachers enter, we notice that there are two celebratory sheet cakes on a table 

at the side of the room, and that there are wooden chairs are set up facing a screen and a 

podium. We take our seats and listen as Sebastian Thomas, the head of the Foundation 

and dressed in tie and blazer, shares how thrilled he is about the outcome of the film we 

are about to watch. He congratulates the filmmakers, two young white women who are 

sitting in the back. They smile and wave.  

Sarah Maxwell and Michelle McLeod, two of LSA’s enrichment coordinators, 

and Angela Moore, a ninth-grade special education teacher, have been asked by Mr. 

Thomas to give us a short introduction to the film, and they approach the podium. Staff 

become quiet, our clipboards on our laps, waiting to see what is in store. 

Ms. Maxwell, the young, white ninth-grade enrichment coordinator, fills us in on 

how the film is going to be used as a tool for eighth-grade recruitment. “Students are the 

best ones to sell the school,” she emphasizes. Ms. McLeod, the tenth-grade enrichment 

coordinator, who identifies as Korean and white, tells us that “the film captures the 

community around each child,” and that “it shows what enrichment at LSA really is.” 

Brooklyn-native Ms. Moore, the only teacher and the only African-American at the 

podium, says that the film “captures the passion, energy and relentless work ethic that 

makes LSA set the standard for excellence.”  She emphasizes, “The film captures the 

most important parts of the school, including professionalism.”  We recruit, she says, the 

best and brightest of New York City teachers, the strongest teachers, those who know 

what it takes to move students from the bottom to the top. This all comes through, she 

says, in this short movie. 
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Mr. Thomas steps back up to the podium and adds that the film would also, of 

course, be shown to prospective funders, such as Time Warner or other corporate 

philanthropists. “Without further ado,” he announces, “we give you the first LSA 

movie!”   Someone in the back of the room dims the lights and the film begins. We see 

Principal McCarren and Mr. Thomas on the screen first. They paint a portrait of the 

school as an unscreened public school, one that is academically rigorous and has a law 

focus, as well as a focus on critical thinking. The face of a young, black male student 

flashes onto the screen. “Without education,” the student says, “you don’t have 

anything.” Other student perspectives are highlighted. One student says, “If things start 

getting shaky at home, someone at school will get me back on track.” Another student 

warns, “Be prepared to have faculty on your back.” Another expresses, “Especially 

coming from the environment that I grew up in, it helps me to know that I don’t have to 

go down the wrong path.” 

The camera cuts to an interview with La’Trice Williams, one of my closest 

personal friends at LSA since we shared a classroom the previous school year. In the 

film, she says that she is from South Central Los Angeles, and that “if it weren’t for the 

educators in my life, I wouldn’t be here. Working at LSA gives me the opportunity to 

give back to my community.”  I sneak a look at her, seated down the aisle from me next 

to dean of discipline Jack Sandler. Her face is expressionless as she stares straight ahead 

at the screen. Months before, she reluctantly agreed to be interviewed for the film. After 

the interview took place, I remember that she returned to the classroom we shared, pulled 

me aside, and told me that the experience had been somewhat strange.  

We had already talked at great length about her feeling frequently tokenized  by 

white staff and administrators as one of only a few African-American teachers at the 
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school13, and as one of the only teachers at the school who grew up in circumstances that 

were similar to many of our students. Of the interview, she said that “it was obvious why 

they wanted me to be there, and it was obvious what they wanted me to say. I had to play 

my role in order to sell LSA to the white liberals who throw money at us to save these 

‘poor black and brown kids’.”  She shook the experience off, but her resentment was 

obvious, and through the two years that we worked at the school (we left at the same 

time, me for Austin, TX, her for another job at a charter school advocacy organization in 

New York), her patience and tolerance for how she was treated by some white staff 

members wore thin. 

I look back at the screen. As the film continues, during a narrative about higher 

education, I see a still shot of Keisha Anderson’s face flash across the screen. I find this 

ironic: Keisha’s name was one that I learned from her ninth-grade teachers before she set 

foot into my classroom as the ringleader of a clique of about 20 African-American girls at 

LSA who called themselves “BOB” or the “Bang out Bitches.” BOB were notorious for 

verbal and physical altercations with other students (both boys and girls) outside of and 

sometimes inside of classrooms, as well as for having a propensity to disrespect teachers 

and act “unprofessional” (see chapters 3 and 5). BOB were also, by and large, brilliant 

young women who were high academic achievers despite their unprofessional demeanor.  

Although I did not know it then, while Keisha was my tenth-grade student, her 

name would come up during a meeting the following school year, her junior year, as a 

possible student representative at the annual spring benefit. The benefit, which was 

attended by corporate lawyers who would donate to our school at the end of an evening 

of schmoozing with a select group of LSA students and teachers, took place at the Firm 

                                                
13 See Kailin (1999) for a discussion of white tokenization of black teachers in U.S. educational 
institutions. 
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to raise money for the Foundation. Barbara Meehan, a college advisor, suggested to Mr. 

Thomas that we ask Keisha to represent the school because she had made great 

improvements in her behavior and grades since her ninth-grade year. Mr. Thomas 

immediately refused the idea, saying that the benefit “was not a time to take a chance on 

a student.” Clearly, Keisha could represent our school by still image on film, but still 

could not be trusted to manage her performance among important adults in real time. 

The narrator continues: “We offer students as many opportunities as possible to 

interact with the adult professional world.” The film then cuts to Howard Jackson, an 

African-American twelfth-grade English teacher. “Here,” he says, “students can re-

imagine their possibility.”  We see Mr. Thomas again, who states, “This school is 

transformative and life-changing for its students.” This is juxtaposed by a statement by an 

African-American male student: “This school set the foundation for helping me to be 

what I want to be when I want to be it, whether it’s president, senator, or lawyer.”  On 

this meritocratic note, the film ends. The lights come up in the library to a chorus of 

applause. Mr. Thomas tells us to help ourselves to cake, and says that the filmmakers will 

walk around, eager to answer any questions, and to get our reactions to the film. Most 

staff leave the library at that point, eager to either go home, or to continue their work in 

the third- or fourth-floor teachers’ offices. In the film, the school was portrayed so 

favorably that the gravest threat to students’ education and college matriculation seemed 

to be their own challenging backgrounds and circumstances14. Parents and older 

community members were absent, serving to reinforce the LSA narrative of urban 

teachers and students working together, against all odds to pull students up by their 
                                                
14 This is reflective of a “culture of poverty” discourse that traces back to Oscar Lewis (1959) and Daniel 
Patrick Moynihan’s (1965) deficit-based arguments. The idea of a “culture of poverty” continues to be 
heavily contested in the social sciences, because it tends to “blame the victim”, and lacks any structural 
critique. For example, see Good et al. (1996) Foley (1997) and Valencia (2010) for critiques or the recycled 
“culture of poverty” in anthropology and education. 
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bootstraps, and help them to graduate securely on the road to achievement in the real 

world–in this case, synonymous with college readiness and a secure place in the middle 

class.  

Ms. Moore, Ms. MacLeod, and Ms. Maxwell were right: this film presents an 

image of LSA that showcases the professionalism and hard work of both teachers and 

students. It demonstrates how well-resourced the school is, and how many enrichment 

opportunities exist for those students who are deemed “worthy.” It is expertly produced, 

and will certainly aid in bringing in more donations to the Foundation, which will 

translate into more enrichment opportunities for students and more resources for students 

and teachers. So what does it mean that Ms. Williams feels tokenized, or that Keisha is 

not invited to represent the school at the benefit, even though her face is used in the 

video?  Why do so many students’ everyday performances conflict with the school’s 

ideal image, resisting wearing their uniforms, resisting the electronics policy, resisting the 

push for professionalism, and resisting teacher’s instruction on an everyday level?  Why 

are our teachers predominantly white and/or middle class, and why is the turnover rate of 

staff of color much higher than that of white teachers?  Despite all of these questions, our 

numbers show that we are an urban success story. How much does the discrepancy 

between the ideal and the real, between the image and the reality matter?  

In this chapter, I connect discourses of neoliberal globalization to the competitive 

knowledge industry, and trace how a neoliberal corporate class agenda made its way into 

New York City schools through the advent of the school choice movement. Charles 

Taylor’s concept of a “social imaginary” (2004), the ideologies and beliefs about the 

social world that give meaning to people’s everyday practices and choices, informs Rizvi 

and Lingard’s idea of a “neoliberal imaginary” (2010). This concept frames my analysis 

of pedagogies and practices of professionalism at LSA. In essence, the neoliberal 
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imaginary signifies a particular conception of subjecthood as constituted by liberal ideas 

of the free and entrepreneurial individual, who is interpellated (Althusser 1971; Hall and 

Du Gay 1996) into subjecthood within the context of the privatized public sphere. LSA 

helps students, through resources gained from charity and through its pedagogies of 

professionalism, to become marketable within the context of the neoliberal imaginary. In 

this chapter, I put the school’s aggressive strategies of image management within the 

context of this “neoliberal imaginary.” 

Context: Private Wealth and Public Schools 

In March 2010, an article entitled “Pressed By Charters, Public Schools Try 

Marketing” appeared in the New York Times (Medina 2010). The article discussed the 

methods used by public school principals in Harlem to recruit students (and their parents) 

to the school. The article explains that in Harlem, because there are so many charter 

schools, public school administrators must fight dropping enrollment rates that could lead 

to school closure. Traditional public schools use some of the same marketing techniques 

that charters use to interest students and parents, including revamping school logos, 

making school t-shirts, emphasizing after-school programs, creating blogs and websites, 

and advertising through flyers and mailings to parents. This is controversial, however, 

because good advertising costs money. The article gives the example of the Harlem 

Success Academy, a charter school that spent $325,000 to recruit their 3,600 applicants. 

Charter schools are publicly funded but privately run. While charters are ideally, through 

the choice that they give their consumers (students and their parents), supposed to create 

healthy competition, the article demonstrates that the logic of fair competition through 

choice is flawed. Eva Moscowitz, a former city councilwoman, founded the Harlem 

Success Academy. The school’s website boasts a long list of the school’s board of 
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trustees, many of whom are affiliated with private corporations like Goldman Sachs or 

Morgan Stanley. Connections like these give publicly funded charter schools quite an 

advantage in getting extra resources for advertising through gaining significant financial 

support from both the public and the private sectors. 

The New York Times documented another ugly side of private sector competition 

in an article on January 13, 2011, entitled “Charter School Cries Foul Over Decision to 

Close It” (Chen 2011). The article profiles the story of the Ross Global Academy, a 

charter school that is closing. While the New York City Department of Education claims 

that the school was closing for poor performance, the article reveals the real reason why 

the charter will not survive: money. The school’s building is promised to Girls Prep, 

another charter school, even though 3.5 million dollars were spent on renovations for 

Ross. 

Courtney Sale Ross, the widow of Steven J. Ross, who was a Time Warner 

chairman, founded Ross Global Academy. Sarah Robertson, the daughter-in-law of 

financier Julian Robertson, founded Girls Prep. Her foundation, the Robertson 

Foundation, made $25 million in contributions in recent years to three entities closely 

associated with former New York City School Chancellor Joel Klein. While it’s true that 

Ross Global struggled with unusually high teacher and principal turnover, violence in 

school, and low test scores, the Times (Chen 2011) writes:  

The school’s decision to publicize its fight throws into the open, in raw and 
awkward fashion, the tight relationship between the city, which has promoted the 
creation of charter schools, in general, and the wealthy patrons of some of these 
schools. (A27) 

Whether the charter school revolution in New York, and in many other urban 

areas of the country, has raised the bar for teaching and learning or for post-graduation 

opportunities is debatable (Molnar 2005; Kelly 2007). But many public schools, 
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including LSA, must draw in private money, or find other ways to stay on top if they are 

to remain competitive within the regulations of the new game. Indeed, this is the very 

logic of the President Obama’s “Race to the Top” educational policy move. In his state-

of-the-union address on January 25, 2011, he summarized the policy, saying, “If you 

show us the most innovative plans to improve teacher quality and student achievement, 

we’ll show you the money” (whitehouse.gov). Resources are finite, and the ideology is 

competitive.  

Philanthrocapitalism and the ‘Public Good’ 

Both Bill Gates of Microsoft and Mark Zuckerberg of Facebook have donated 

millions of dollars to charter schools and New Jersey public schools, respectively (Dillon 

2009; Perez-Peña 2010), demonstrating what Bishop and Greene (2009) call  

philanthrocapitalism15. Gates and other social entrepreneurs have used their capital to 

start foundations dedicated to philanthropy.  

Bishop and Greene argue that philanthrocapitalists are interested in “maximizing 

the leverage of their money” through a market-oriented approach. The authors argue that 

philanthrocapitalists are more akin to social investors than bleeding heart liberals; they 

financially back those who create possible solutions for social problems. Based on a 

strong belief that profit motive can achieve social good, the authors argue that “if 

[philanthrocapitalists] can use their donations to create a profitable solution to a social 

problem, it will attract far more capital, far faster, and risk provoking the public into a 

political backlash against the economic system that allowed them to become so wealthy" 

(6). In other words, philanthrocapitalism is based on faith that free market capitalism is 

                                                
15 Also see a recent Atlantic Monthly article (Freeland 2011), “The Rise of the New Global Elite,” for a 
discussion of philanthrocapitalism. 
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the antidote to social ills. The richesse oblige of these social innovators helps to maintain 

the “unstable equilibrium” of neoliberal hegemony. 

Millionaires, society’s self-appointed visionaries, choose to aid those whom they 

deem worthy, thus maintaining both privilege and consent. The logic of 

philanthrocapitalism is evident through media portrayals of progress-minded, goal-driven 

(read: professionalism and college matriculation for all students) LSA, whose website 

thanks five foundations, seven elected officials, thirty-four companies and organizations 

for their charitable donations to the school, and also thanks more than 300 individuals 

who have each donated five thousand dollars or more to the Foundation. 

In addition to these donors, the school’s website boasts more than 25 links to 

articles in newspapers and magazines that praise the school for its ambitious mission, its 

talented teachers, its innovative law theme, and its propensity for receiving generous 

grants and donations. The articles enhance the image of the school as one that provides, 

as Carnegie might say, a ‘hand up, not a hand-out’ (Bishop and Green 2009) for poor, but 

hardworking students to become college ready.   

Importantly, Bishop and Green point to a text that Carnegie wrote as a favorite of 

Bill Gates. This text, “The Gospel of Wealth” (Carnegie 1889) is quoted in the epigraph 

of this chapter. Carnegie, a devotee of Herbert Spencer and Charles Darwin, argues that 

capitalism, competition and economic “survival of the fittest” are not only inevitable, 

they are essential to civilization. Millionaires are the trustees of wealth for the masses, 

who if left to their own devices or if given resources to use on their own, would squander 

them through vice and laziness. In addition to arguing against redistributing wealth, 

Carnegie argues against indiscriminate charity. He writes, “It were better for mankind 

that millions of the rich were thrown into the sea than so spent as to encourage the 

slothful, the drunken, the unworthy” (11); for this reason, Carnegie writes, the millionaire 
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should “assist but never do all” (11). The millionaire chooses to aid those whom he (or 

she) deems worthy, again maintaining both his or her privilege and the consent of those 

who have less. 

The School Choice Debate 

Macedo (2003) points out that common schooling was an important tenet of the 

immigrant-heavy United States in the late nineteenth century. Ostensibly, common public 

schools were supposed to neutralize religious and class boundaries (despite the fact that 

they also perpetuated rampant xenophobia, racism, and anti-Catholicism). Following this 

legacy, Americans still tend to see a good (but not necessarily an equal) education as 

more of a public than a private asset that should be available to all (Wolfe 2003). In the 

current school choice debate, arguments for school choice tend to fluctuate between 

market-based arguments that advocate for the advancement of the individual and 

arguments that advocate for equity of resources through increasing the likelihood that the 

most disadvantaged can receive a good education at no cost. Discourse around school 

choice began with an essay written by economist Milton Friedman in 1955 that proposed 

the idea of a voucher system, or a system where publicly subsidized funds would 

contribute toward private schools. Friedman believed that a voucher plan would end the 

government’s monopoly over public education, and stimulate competition that would 

lead to greater economic efficiency as well as the elimination of failing public schools. If 

the United States could create a marketplace of education through publicly financed, but 

privately run schools, then failing schools would either be forced to improve or close 

(Viteritti 2003).  

In 1978, Harvard law professors John Coons and Stephen Sugarman shifted the 

conversation about school choice from one that glorified the market to one that glorified 
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the pursuit of social justice through increased opportunity. Coons and Sugarman 

advocated a targeted school voucher system for the most socially and economically 

disadvantaged families, arguing that freedom is promoted through giving everyone 

(especially those who did not previously have it) access to the market (Viteritti 2003). 

The social justice argument for market access promoted a unique blend of political 

alliances between those on the left who advocated redistributive public policy and those 

on the right who advocated the market-based model of the liberal state (ibid.). 

Neither Friedman’s argument, nor Coons and Sugarman’s enjoyed much 

mainstream success until after the 1983 release of the U.S. Department of Education’s 

report, A Nation At Risk, which argued that “a rising tide of mediocrity” in public schools 

was threatening the country’s competitiveness in the global marketplace. This seminal 

publication laid an important foundation for the school choice debate as well as for 

political climate of President Obama’s “Race to the Top” educational policies, and its 

predecessor, President Bush’s “No Child Left Behind” Act. Because U.S. schools were 

allegedly failing the economy, A Nation at Risk put pressure on schools to partner with 

corporations, who supposedly had expertise on how to improve education (Molnar 2005). 

Following A Nation at Risk, and the national education crisis of the 1980s, political 

scientists John Chubb and Terry Moe took up the school choice debate in their 1990 

publication Politics, Markets and America’s Schools, bringing the conversation further 

into the mainstream (Viteritti 2003). Chubb and Moe did not advocate a fully privatized 

system, but provided empirical support for Friedman’s original arguments, advocating for 

a system where public schools would compete with private schools. Some students were 

to be given publicly supported ‘scholarships’ to private schools, and managerial 

autonomy would be maximized at the school level (ibid.). Chubb and Moe argued that the 
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market could be the antidote to the problems and ineffectiveness caused by democratic 

control of public schools.  

Yet, even despite persuasive equity arguments, experiments with school voucher 

programs in the 1990s in both Cleveland, Ohio, and Milwaukee, Wisconsin, inspired 

legal controversy. Using vouchers, parents were free to use publicly subsidized vouchers 

to send their children to private, faith-based schools, and this was the issue of contention. 

Critics argued that this was a violation of the First Amendment’s separation of church 

and state (Molnar 2005). While high courts in Ohio and Wisconsin, as well as the U.S. 

Supreme Court ruled in subsequent cases that giving vouchers directly to families and not 

to religious institutions does not violate First Amendment rights, supporters of voucher 

schools have been repeatedly defeated on ballot initiatives (ibid.). Charter schools have 

been a much less controversial, and much more accepted form of choice in this debate 

(ibid.). 

First popularized by former president of the American Federation of Teachers 

Albert Shanker, charter schools were originally conceived as independent, non-faith 

based public schools that would be started by special interest groups. Charter schools 

operated under a “charter,” or a contract between an “operator,” such as a group of 

parents or a private school acting pro bono, and a sponsor, such as a local school 

authority. Once granted by a district or a state, charters were to be publicly funded and 

supported, but offered more freedom in how public money was spent (Molnar 2005; 

Kelly 2007). The advent of charter schools in the urban United States gave the movement 

for school choice more momentum as new political coalitions between traditionally left-

leaning black and Latino, poor or working-class parents unified with traditionally right-

leaning, white, elite social conservatives who favored market logic and competition as a 

means to social good (Pedroni 2007; Wolfe 2003). Both camps argued the injustice of the 
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discrepancy in educational opportunity between children of parents who have the option 

of choosing a school by paying for it or moving to a different school district versus those 

who do not for different reasons: urban parents fought for their children’s education, and 

social conservatives fought against a government monopoly of public schools. This kind 

of coalition, argues Wolfe (2003), demonstrated a “new politics of race,” which occurred 

largely (and more successfully) under the auspice of social equity arguments as opposed 

to arguments about individual freedom or competition. 

Yet, underneath these new politics, publicly funded charter schools became a 

vehicle for privatization as for-profit education management corporations like Edison, 

National Heritage Academies, and White Hat made their way into running charter 

schools, sometimes as in the case with Edison, to be met with great controversy and 

eventual failure to make a profit or to meet academic standards while providing adequate 

resources for students (see Molnar 2005, 91-119). Creating this kind of market in 

education does not necessarily grant parents more autonomy (see below for a discussion 

of the 2010 film The Lottery, in which there are insufficient spaces for children whose 

parents who would opt out of the traditional public, zoned schools in their Harlem 

neighborhood). Nor does the charter necessarily improve or enhance school performance 

and curricula (Molnar 2005; Kelly 2007). Instead, both charter and traditional public 

schools are under pressure to focus on exam results in the short term in an effort to avoid 

being labeled as “failing” (Kelly 2007) by the high-stakes assessments put into place by 

federal education policies like the No Child Left Behind Act and “Race to the Top.” 

Lipman ( 2004) argues that, in fact, federally sanctioned models of standards and 

accountability define a good school as a “high scoring” school. This definition 

individualizes failure and places blame on principals, teachers, students, and parents, thus 

negating the state’s responsibility for the structural root of the problem. Many “failing” 



 36 

urban schools are located in some of the most impoverished communities in the United 

States, where capitalism and white supremacist racial structures have led to 

impoverishment, underdevelopment, and social crisis (Marable 2000 ). Allegedly 

colorblind high stakes testing policies, where everyone is held to the same standards, 

cannot incorporate any discussion of these structural realities (Lipman 2004).   

New York City’s Small Schools of Choice (SSCs), including LSA, are a direct 

outcome of the school choice movement, the “knowledge industry” that is a result of the 

increasing privatization and marketization of public education, and federally sanctioned 

support of high stakes tests as a measure of “good” education. In New York City, SSCs 

evolved in the late 1980s from being an alternative to large high schools for unsuccessful 

students, often based in grassroots initiatives by teachers and administrators, to become 

the normative and widespread response to the failure (by state and national standards) of 

the city’s large, factory-style high schools (Ancess and Allen 2006). While the common 

threads of New York City’s SSCs in the late ’80s and early ’90s were these grassroots 

initiatives, today the common thread of these schools is that millions of private dollars in 

start-up grants not given to school systems, but to private, not-for-profit intermediaries, 

the leadership of which are usually not educators (ibid.). The following sections describe 

how this mainstream mechanism of school choice intersects with the neoliberal 

imaginary (Rizvi and Lingard 2010). 

Globalization, Neoliberalism, and the Privatization of Public Schools 

As stated, the 1983 U.S. Department of Education report, A Nation At Risk, which 

argued that mediocrity in public schools was threatening U.S. competitiveness, 

undergirds the political climate of “Race to the Top” educational policies, as well as the 

No Child Left Behind legislation. Because U.S. schools were allegedly failing the 
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economy, A Nation At Risk put pressure on schools to partner with corporations, which 

supposedly had expertise on how to improve education (Molnar 2005). The No Child 

Left Behind Act put pressure on states to create academic benchmarks and standards, the 

attainment of which would be measured by standardized assessments. Schools that failed 

to meet their achievement goals for five consecutive years were forced to replace all or 

most of the staff and administration, to hire an external agency to manage the school, or 

to become a charter school (ibid.). Because many of the same for-profit corporations that 

provided external support to public schools also operated charter schools, the more 

schools that were labeled “failing” the more profit private educational companies made  

(ibid.). Much of the current discourse that informs school choice as school reform is 

based on the underlying logic that competition stimulates innovation and pushes public 

schools toward improvement (Goldsmith, Georges et al. 2010; Sandler 2010). U.S. 

education continues to become a “knowledge industry,” a competitive business rather 

than a social service (Molnar 2005). 

Harvey (2003) argues that as U.S. world dominance declines, and the country’s 

economy becomes increasingly unstable, U.S. foreign policy is increasingly characterized 

by strategies to dominate the global capitalist economy, and shift from what Gramsci 

(1975) would call consent to violent coercion. In relation to education, the idea of a 

global knowledge economy in which the United States must compete (and innovate) to 

dominate pervades political discourse about schools. We see this not only in A Nation at 

Risk, but also, for example, in a publication by a U.S. school reform organization called 

Achieve, Inc. entitled America’s High Schools: The Front Line in the Battle for Our 

Economic Future. Formed by CEO’s of major corporations and politicians, Achieve, Inc. 

writes that “high school is now the front line in America’s battle to remain on the 

increasingly competitive international economic stage” (qtd. in Spring 2008). In the 
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context of a competitive global economy, discourse about education includes investing in 

education to develop “human capital,” “lifelong learning for job skills,” or “economic 

development,” so that schools can meet the needs of a global economy (ibid.). Ideas of 

“college or career readiness” for high school graduates, as well, supports the neoliberal 

logic of universities as a cornerstone of the knowledge economy (Olssen and Peters 

2005). Neoliberal educational discourse concerns privatization, marketization, 

performativity, and the “enterprising individual” (Apple 2001). It is rationalized as a 

necessity in order to compete in the global marketplace. Neoliberalism and its 

competitive logic, then, is one result of globalization of production, consumption and 

investment. 

Neoliberalism, New York City and Schools 

In the name of contributing to economic growth, New York City Mayor Michael 

Bloomberg’s search for the panacea that will guarantee “success” for the city’s public 

school students in a climate of competition, accountability and pressure to innovate is 

marked by a reliance on private monies and school choice. The economic system of 

neoliberalism on which Bloomberg’s ethics are based (as well as the ethics of the 

knowledge industry in the United States) harks back to Thomas Hobbes’ (1651) and 

Adam Smith’s (1776) liberal philosophies of the economic “invisible hand” of the free 

market. Economist Milton Freidman, a student of Freidrich Hayek, founder of the 

Chicago school of economics (Spring 2008), repopularized this logic more recently 

(1955; 1962); this is what is neo about liberal economic policies that are actually old. 

Neoliberalism prioritizes the rule of the market, the absence of price controls, and total 

freedom of movement for capital, goods and services (Martinez and García 2000; Giroux 

2004).  
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Neoliberal logic holds that economic systems of deregulation (reducing 

government regulation for anything that would diminish profits) and free market 

capitalism are synonymous with the public good. The neoliberal argument runs counter to 

the Keynesian economic policies of the welfare state, which hold that state regulation and 

welfare are necessary to mediate the inequities and inconsistencies of the unfettered free 

market. Following the neoliberal emphasis on unencumbered free market and 

competition, public expenditure for social services like education and health care is 

deemed unnecessary. The safety net for the poor is reduced and often, so is the 

maintenance of public goods like roads, bridges, and the water supply (ibid.). Public 

services are privatized; state-owned enterprises (like schools or libraries) are sold as 

goods and services to private investors in the name of efficiency (see, for example, 

Streitfeld 2010). This has the effect of placing wealth in a few hands, and of making the 

public pay for more of its needs, replacing the concept of “community” with individual 

responsibility, and placing pressure on poor and middle-class people to find their own 

solutions, for example, to the lack of health care, education, or social security. If they do 

not succeed, they are blamed for their own laziness (Martinez and García 2000).  

Neoliberalism, in comparison to Keynesian economic policies, redefines the 

relation between the individual and the state (Hursh 2007). Because it is no longer the 

state’s responsibility to protect individuals from the free market (and in fact, it is the 

state’s responsibility to encourage free economic competition), it becomes individuals’ 

responsibility to compete for success. If they fail, according to meritocratic logic, they 

have themselves to blame. The tension between Keynesian and neoliberal economic 

policies is typified by the tensions between what Weikart (2009) argues are the “second 

and third” American revolutions. The second, Roosevelt’s New Deal, mitigated the stock 

market crash of the Great Depression. The third, according to Weikart, is Ronald 
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Reagan’s New Federalism. While Roosevelt led the United States out of the crash of 

capitalism through government investment in social welfare, Reagan’s 1980 campaign 

slogan was that government was the “problem, not the solution.” In other words, while 

Roosevelt believed that capitalism could only be saved if government regulated or limited 

markets, Reagan believed that unfettered free market competition would lead to greater 

social benefits. This move to more neoliberal economic policies was furthered by the 

1999 repeal of the Glass-Steagall Act under President Clinton; the controversial repeal of 

this depression-era act meant that commercial banks could merge with investment banks. 

Critics (Hoenig 2010; Chan 2011) blame the 2008 financial crisis partly on these 

deregulations. 

While Keynesians argue that citizens need to be protected by government in order 

to reach their fullest potential, neoliberals (like Milton Friedman) argue that free market 

competition inspires creativity and innovation, and that over-regulation by the 

government retains the status quo. Weikart (2009) argues that the third U.S. revolution 

produced a “primitive capitalism with global overlays in which multinational 

corporations become dominant” (Weikart 2009, 135). Because it produced, globally, 

more economic inequality and poverty, while people are willing to subordinate their 

needs to those of the financial elite, the third revolution failed, and led to private interests 

dominating public policy. This is clearly seen in New York City since the mayoral 

election of 2002, through Bloomberg’s continued support of private interests, 

philanthrocapitalism and school choice (discussed below).  

The same logic informs current “reforms” in public education; many public 

schools, including LSA, must draw in private money, or find other ways to stay on top if 

they are to remain competitive within the regulations of the new (global) game. 

Capitalism requires the state’s support to sustain accumulation strategies, and to create 
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social subjects that are invested in the operations and cultural practices that accommodate 

the global economy (Rizvi and Lingard 2010); we see this logic play out in current U.S. 

educational policy discourse. 

Philanthrocapitalists, who are proponents of the neoliberal agenda, argue that an 

entrepreneurial approach is the most effective way of solving social problems. For 

example, Steven Goldsmith, former mayor of Indianapolis and self-professed admirer of 

Milton Friedman, argues that rich philanthropists provide “catalytic capital,” or capital 

that is invested with a private approach but with a partial social return (2010). Catalytic 

capital, according to Goldsmith, inspires “new and creative innovations for combating 

social problems.” Goldsmith believes in philanthropic investors of capital “turning risk 

into reward,” in fact, in a chapter that bears this title, he focuses on investors cultivating 

the ability to understand and underwrite risk in a way that unlocks value for investors, 

and enhances participation [in free market capitalism] for “marginalized populations.” 

He cites Bloomberg’s “entrepreneurial approach” to public school reform as 

particularly effective. Along with business executive Joel Klein (who Bloomberg 

appointed as his first chancellor of schools), a former U.S. deputy attorney and antitrust 

lawyer, Bloomberg joined with civic entrepreneurs in order to inspire “innovation”; as 

Goldsmith says, by partnering with nonprofits and the private sector, Bloomberg  

Infused the system with catalytic talent from nontraditional areas, partnered with 
private sector entrepreneurs to widen choice, disrupted traditional school 
management by developing new routes for advancement, and granted managers 
the authority and autonomy to innovate. (204) 

Through greatly expanding the number of privately run charter schools, and 

increasing the role of both nonprofit and for-profit intermediaries in the public school 

system, Bloomberg merged private interest with public good in an unprecedented 

fashion. 
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Bloomberg’s favoritism of private interests and the city’s financial elite comes 

from his own background. A self-made multibillionaire, Bloomberg is a former bond 

trader and creator of Bloomberg L.P., the leading financial news and data company in the 

world (Weikart 2009). Throughout his term, Bloomberg has awarded more than 900 

million dollars in tax breaks to some of the city’s largest corporations, including Bank of 

America, Pfizer, Hearst, Goldman Sachs, and the Bank of New York, in order to keep 

corporations in the city and subsidize further development (ibid.). Indeed, Weikart argues 

that part of Bloomberg’s success as mayor comes from the fact that he came from Wall 

Street, and that his clients were the financial elite; when he was elected, they had ‘one of 

their own’ in power, and could impose their desires on public policy decisions. 

School Choice and The Lottery 

In relation to education under Bloomberg and Klein,   

Schooling becomes one more consumer choice where one benefits by choosing 
wisely. Those who work hard are admitted to good schools and do well; those 
who do not work hard have only themselves to blame. Inequality is explained as 
differences in personal effort. (Hursch 2007, 26)  

The neoliberal logic of competition in order to encourage innovation is especially 

evident in the discourse of proponents of school choice in a recent documentary film, The 

Lottery (2010). The film portrays the struggles that four black families in Washington 

Heights as they compete with their neighbors for a coveted spot for their kindergarteners 

in Eva Moscowitz’s Harlem Success Academy charter schools, as opposed to attending 

failing zoned schools in their neighborhood. Discourse about school achievement and 

inequity in the film is both racial and class-based; film clips cameo both former 

Chancellor Klein and President Obama lamenting the racial achievement gap for African 

American and Latino students, while Moscowitz states that the real inequity is in the 
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choices that middle- and upper middle-class parents have over which school their child 

will attend (as opposed to poorer parents who do not have these choices). A brief clip of 

President Obama, however, sums up the real problem with the outcome of insufficient 

schooling in the United States: “Jobs will not be done and purchases won’t be made,” he 

says. In other words, students who grow up with inadequate education are not marketable 

for jobs, and they will not be consumers. The lack of a “good” education in the United 

States, then, inhibits the growth of the free market and inhibits global competitiveness.  

Yet, an irony of the film is that while it critiques educational inequity, it lionizes a 

system of competition that necessarily produces winners and losers: In the end, two of the 

students “win” spots at the school through a lottery system, and two do not. Additionally, 

the film profiles angry resistance from parents at the “underperforming” Public School 

194 when Moscowitz, and parents whose children attend her Harlem Success Academy, 

fight to have another branch of their school take over PS 194’s building. The 

conversation becomes one of respect and ownership of the community (from PS 194 

parents) versus one of what children can “become” (career-wise) when they leave the 

Harlem Success Academy on the way to college readiness (from Harlem Success 

Academy parents). These competing ideals encapsulate an important facet of the debate 

around school choice, privatization and the public good—that is, should U.S. schools 

foster community or competition? Who should be responsible for ensuring that children 

get a “good” education: communities, government, teachers’ unions, corporations, 

philanthropic organizations, or individuals? Former Chancellor Klein, an advocate of 

school choice, states in the film that with a system of school choice “parents vote with 

their feet.” Yet, if a good public education were free and universal, why would parents 

have to vote, or compete at all for their children’s welfare? 
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The logic of school choice arguments demonstrate value for markets and 

competition over teachers and students (Hursh 2007). This can especially be seen in 

widespread anti-teachers’ union discourse from proponents of school choice (Compton 

and Weiner 2008), including Eva Moscowitz in The Lottery, who repeatedly describes the 

teachers’ union as “thuggish.” Additionally, externally mandated systems of standards 

and accountability tend to see both schools and teachers as commodities: The end goal 

for students is to compete in marketplace, but standards-based reforms give the 

appearance that the state takes an interest in education (Hursh 2007). This logic underlies 

corporate and private philanthropy in education. Because competitive reforms cannot be 

universal or systemic, educational inequalities are exacerbated while hegemony is 

maintained. Meanwhile, the state can increase its own capital by saying that schools do 

not need more money, they just need to compete with one another. This competition puts 

pressure on traditional public and charter schools to get money through private investors, 

rather than from the state (ibid.). 

Politicians and policymakers increasingly take advice from those in positions of 

corporate power in regard to public education. In his attempt to overhaul New York City 

schools, former Chancellor Klein met with corporate consultants including Chris Cerf, 

the former president of controversial Edison schools and the commercial manager of 

public schools in 25 states, the consulting firm Alvarez & Marshal, which revamped the 

school system in St. Louis and is rebuilding the system in New Orleans, and Sir Michael 

Barber, a leading thinker on accountability and achievement for teachers and public 

officials. In his native England, Barber served on a committee nicknamed the hit squad, 

which closed schools that were failing to meet national standards. This consulting work 

was paid for with five million dollars in private funds (Herszenhorn 2006).  
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More recently, Mayor Michael Bloomberg appointed Cathie Black16 to replace 

Joel Klein as the Chancellor of Education. Black, who lacks a graduate degree and has no 

experience in education or government, is the chairwoman of Hearst magazines. She 

attended parochial school and sent her children to private schools. Black is the third white 

chancellor in a row in an educational system where, according to 2009 data, 30.8% of 

students identify as black, 39.9% identify as Hispanic, 14.6% identify as Asian, and 

14.3% identify as white (schools.nyc.gov 2011). Ms. Black has met widespread critique. 

Former schools’ Chancellor Rudy Crew (2010) warns that “we’re in danger of making 

New York City schools a plaything for the rich and famous,” but Bloomberg’s logic 

seems to be that in order to demonstrate capability for being in charge of the city’s 

schools, one need only be a good manager. This demonstrates further the increasing 

overlap of competitive market logic with public welfare and furthers the pervasive 

underlying assumption (also found in the logic of philanthropy in relation to public 

schools (Domanico, Innerst et al. 2000)), that public schools and educators lack expertise, 

and that the outsiders working with the system can provide this expertise with their talent 

and motivation17. 

Neoliberalism and the Advent of the Small Themed School in New York City 

LSA’s model is representative of a trend in many public schools in New York 

City18. Giroux (2004) warns that public schools in the neoliberal imaginary become 

“training for students to master the realities of a market-driven economy,” as opposed to 
                                                
16 According to an April 7th, 2011 New York Times article, Mayor Bloomberg asked Ms. Black to resign 
three months after her appointment due to her unpopularity and incompetence. He replaced her with deputy 
mayor Dennis M. Walcott (Barbaro et al., A1). State Commissioner David Steiner, who gave Black the 
waiver to be Chancellor without any background in education, resigned as well. 
17 Although it is important to note that Black and Steiner’s resignation was due largely to pushback from  
local public and school leaders, and from the teachers’ union. This demonstrates that this logic is contested, 
and is not all encompassing. 
18 Also see Lipman (2004; 2005) for analyses of how neoliberal trends impact education policy in Chicago. 
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places of education (102). According to a report funded by the Bill and Melinda Gates 

Foundation about graduation rates for New York City’s SSCs (Bloom, Thompson et al. 

2010), since 2002, the Bloomberg / Klein administration has closed more than 20 

underperforming high schools and opened more than 200 charter and traditional public 

secondary schools. The report states that 123 academically nonselective SSCs have been 

created in the city since 2002. In total, Klein created 333 new public schools, and more 

than 80 charters between 2002 and 2009, using a total of 70 million dollars in outside 

funding from organizations like the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and the Carnegie 

Foundation, relying heavily on the nonprofit New Visions for Public Schools as a 

developer (Goldsmith, Georges et al. 2010). Bloomberg and Klein created the Center for 

Charter School Excellence, raised the number of allowable new charters from 100 to 200 

statewide, and imposed no limits on the number of existing public schools that could turn 

into charters (ibid.), further merging private interests with public institutions. 

SSCs were created with the goal of preparing students for the competitive 

demands of the world economy (Ancess and Allen 2006), with a special emphasis (says 

another Gates Foundation-funded research report) on disadvantaged students from 

historically underserved communities in the city (E. Foley 2010). In addition to providing 

students with more individualized attention, small themed schools were intended to guide 

students on a more focused path through a field of study or discipline such as nursing, 

teaching, law, literacy, or technology, and to foster three core principles of academic 

rigor, personalization, and community partnerships (Bloom, Thompson et al. 2010).  

Since 2002, New York City has implemented a centralized high school 

admissions process where 80,000 students per year indicate their school preferences 

(Bloom, Thompson et al. 2010). In middle school, students (and parents) have the 

opportunity to rank their top twelve high school choices. Then, a centralized computer 
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system matches students with schools (who have also entered their own preferences into 

the system). If students are not matched with a school in the first round, then there are 

subsequent selection rounds. If a student is never matched with a high school, then they 

attend an under-enrolled school in their neighborhood. School themes are supposed to 

connect to students’ interests (Ancess and Allen 2006). The themes also, ideally, should 

provide students with a preview of sorts as to possibilities for their future careers, as well 

as provide a core curriculum for teachers in all subject areas to connect to their lessons. 

Students are encouraged to consider schools that are not in their neighborhoods, making 

it more difficult for schools to partner with students’ communities.  

The beginning of small themed schools in New York City occurred under 

Chancellor Joseph Fernandez’s tenure from 1990-1993, when a number of smaller 

alternative schools were created. When Fernandez was in office, New York City was the 

recipient of the Annenberg Challenge grant (annenberginstitute.org 2011), a 25 million 

dollar, 2 to 1 matching challenge private grant from politically conservative publishing 

mogul and philanthropist Walter Annenberg. To utilize the money, Fernandez turned to a 

nonprofit intermediary, called Fund for New York City Public Education, to help him 

oversee proposal requests by community-based organizations and educators for small 

themed schools in the city (Domanico, Innerst et al. 2000). The Fund for New York City 

Public Education then combined resources of four other intermediary organizations: New 

Visions for Public Schools, the Center for Collaborative Education (CCE), the Center for 

Educational Innovation (CEI), and the New York Association of Community 

Organizations for Reform Now (ACORN) to institutionalize development of small 

schools in order to provide choice to low-income communities (annenberginstitute.org 

2011). They also influenced the New York City Board of Education to create an Office of 

New and Charter School Development (ibid.). 
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Small, themed public schools in New York City continue to be heavily influenced 

by philanthropic aid—and philanthropic agendas. In the same way that the Annenberg 

Challenge money was distributed to four nonprofits that acted as intermediaries in the 

1990s, the Gates Foundation began investing funds in small school intermediaries in New 

York City in 2001, and with the Carnegie Corporation and the Open Society institute, 

made a 30 million dollar grant to New Visions for Public Schools, New York City's 

largest school reform association, to establish 75 small schools by 2005 (E. Foley 2010). 

Deeper investments by the foundation came about as the state granted Mayor Bloomberg 

control of the New York City Department of Education’s 1,400 schools. By the fall of 

2003, the Gates Foundation committed 51 million dollars to 10 intermediaries to establish 

67 new secondary schools in New York City (ibid.).  

Structured by New Visions for Public Schools, the process to start a small school 

was competitive, and was supposed to inspire creativity and innovation from prospective 

school starters. Getting funding for a small school was designed as a three-step process: 

First, prospective school planners received $3,000 to $5,000 to outline a school concept. 

Second, if the concept was approved, planners received between $65,000 to $85,000 to 

develop a formal school proposal, recruit staff, and begin professional development. 

Winning proposal teams were granted $400,000 (minus earlier grants) to ramp up their 

designs (E. Foley 2010). 

Ancess and Allen (2006) explain that, according to market (Friedman-inspired) 

theory, creating small themed schools was supposed to encourage equity by stimulating 

competition among the schools, which would theoretically increase the number of good 

schools and decrease or eliminate the bad ones. They argue, however that the themes tend 

to function as a sort of code (for example, ‘School for Math and Science’ might attract 

high achieving students, usually boys, while a ‘School for Social Justice’ might attract 
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poor or working-class students). Usually, they explain, more elite parents have the money 

and the insider knowledge to ensure advantage in the system: not all schools are equal, 

and many struggle with insufficient space, inexperienced teachers, new principals, and 

vulnerable or challenging students. In other words, the model of smaller themed schools 

can function to perpetuate, rather than eradicate, inequity through ostensibly de-raced, de-

classed and de-gendered hidden tracking.   

On-time graduation rates are slowly increasing, rising to 59 percent for the class 

of 2009 from 46.5 percent for the class of 2005, and 56.4 percent for 2008 (Medina 

2010); although this is an improvement, David Steiner, the state education commissioner 

calls the fact “unacceptable” that almost a third of the city’s students do not graduate on 

time.” Just over 50 percent of Hispanic students and 54 percent of black students 

graduate on time as compared to 74 percent of white students and 77 percent of Asian 

students (ibid.). At federal, city, and school level, the widespread discourse of school 

choice, competition and accountability, whether in the context of traditional public or 

charter schools does not inspire systemic or structural change. Through empowering the 

elite, and advancing corporate agendas, mainstream educational reform seems to heighten 

the inequities that it purports to eradicate.  

Weithman (2003) argues that motivation is also among the benefits that schools 

distribute. While debates on ‘achievement’ are often founded in measuring high stakes 

test-scores, he argues that motivation is much more difficult to measure, but more 

important in the debate on educational equity. Motivation, he argues, induces students to 

realize other educational benefits (like students’ own knowledge and wisdom, as well as 

the skills needed for more meaningful work). He writes: 

The motivation to learn depends on curiosity and desire for joy and discovery. It 
depends on self-esteem, faith that one’s efforts will be rewarded, hope that the 
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rewards are worth the effort, and the conviction that expending the effort that it 
takes to learn is not a fool’s game. We are very far from understanding the 
motivation to persevere and succeed in school. And we are very far from 
understanding how differences in economic opportunity, social location, family 
structure, parental or adult solicitude, and gender can affect it. (75) 

We cannot, in the present system, control for motivation, which Weithman asserts 

has largely to do with one’s awareness of one’s place in social structure, and with one’s 

belief in one’s own agency in the face of the realities that one faces outside of school. 

Equity-based arguments for school choice do not, then, get us to the root of the problem 

of socioeconomic inequity (Kelly 2007). It is doubtful that school choice plans alone, or 

that focusing on teachers doing better work in the classroom can lead to social justice or 

equity, or to higher levels of student motivation to persevere or to succeed in school. For 

policymakers to solve that problem, they would have to ask bigger questions about what 

kills student motivation.  

A crisis that is often portrayed as educational, in other words, is actually 

structural; arguments about social equity, or social justice that manifest as arguments for 

school choice, would be more convincing if they were arguments for redistribution of 

income (Macedo 2003). Below, I discuss how LSA’s image-upkeep and “climate 

control” projects tie into its hyperawareness of its own marketability and survival. 

LSA in the Media 

An article published in the New York Times during LSA’s first year of existence19 

portrays it as a small school that owes its success to its private and nonprofit sponsors, 

including but not limited to the Firm and the Gates Foundation. The article quotes a 

student who says that she became interested in law because so many of her relatives have 

spent time in jail. The article lionizes Claire Cohen, the (then) not-yet-30-year-old 

                                                
19 In an attempt to preserve anonymity, I do not cite the articles I discuss here. 
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principal, as both an older sister figure and a disciplinarian in the eyes of students20. In 

2006, LSA was featured on a Today Show special that donated thousands of dollars worth 

of supplies and equipment to the school. The Firm was featured in a 2005 article in a law 

magazine that describes its relationship as both partner and patron to LSA. In addition to 

these articles, the school’s website boasts over 25 more links to newspaper and magazine 

articles that praise the school for its ambitious mission, its talented teachers, its 

innovative law and justice theme, and its propensity for receiving generous grants and 

donations.  

The Ideal: Image Management and Climate Control 

Looking at the outside of the school, the building seems like a well-built, friendly, 

welcoming place. Appropriately located between a corporate hotel and a City University 

campus, the ‘college or career-ready’ focus seems to be metaphorically symbolized by 

the urban academic atmosphere of the campus, and the convention / corporate-friendly 

atmosphere of the hotel. In the two years that I was at the school, I noticed that this 

school did not escape the gap between the real and the ideal so apparent at many public 

schools. “Climate control” (regulating the temperature) of classrooms was a continual 

battle, and by the second year that I worked at the school, most of the clocks in the 

building had stopped working by Christmas, and were never repaired. Ms. McLeod, an 

enrichment staff member, metaphorically described the experience of being in a building 

with almost no working clocks as “like working in a bad Vegas casino with fluorescent 

lights and a tile floor.”  

Twice during my first year at the school, the ceiling in the classroom next to mine 

caved in due to water damage from heavy snow. While college readiness, the student 

                                                
20 Former Principal Cohen left the school to work for a charter school start-up organization. 
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dress code, and professionalism (which I discuss in the following chapter) were frequent 

topics at staff meetings, another frequent topic was building maintenance, which never 

seemed to run quite smoothly, despite that we were in a newly renovated space. At two 

points in the time that I worked for the school, building issues were highlighted in 

Brooklyn’s Daily News21. The stories pointed out that the school seemed almost booby 

trapped when students arrived: an unlocked door led to a 10-foot drop onto the roof, the 

malfunctioning heat and air conditioning meant some rooms were hot while others were 

freezing. There were exposed electrical wires at various locations in the building, and one 

ceiling leaked for two weeks. Unexplained fire alarms were, at one point when we first 

moved into the building, going off continuously during the day. 

Staff and parents from the school alerted the Daily News to the issues in the 

building in order to use publicity to get attention and get the building’s issues fixed. The 

climate control issues were a big deal because normally (as I emphasize above), it was 

good publicity, not bad, that surrounded us. Principal McCarren frequently reminded us 

that we were a high-profile school, and we were advised not to “air our dirty laundry” in 

official yearly New York City Department of Education surveys, or when teams came to 

give us our School Quality Review. This was important because we wanted to maintain 

the A we had on our school progress report, as well as our high status in the New York 

Post’s ranking of the top 50 public schools in the city22. During my two years at the 

school, “climate control” functioned as a metaphor for the emphasis that was placed on 

individual and collective image management at the school, and served as a sort of 

“making out game” (D. Foley 2010) for administrators of the school in order to uphold 

the school’s image to outsiders. Foley defines “making out games” in a South Texas High 

                                                
21 In order to preserve anonymity, I do not include a reference for this article. 
22 In order to preserve anonymity, I do not include a reference for this article. 
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School as humorous classroom speech events where students “con” teachers into 

breaking from the planned lesson. At LSA, administrators of the school purposefully 

create another kind of event. Both Foley’s and LSA’s making out games index 

racial / ethnic and class hierarchies, but at LSA, the making out games that administrators 

perform for outsiders draw on discourses of neoliberal success and marketability to 

uphold a specific image of the school. Both a lack of attention to building infrastructure 

in U.S. urban schools (Kozol 1992), and schools’ maintenance of race and class 

hierarchies (Bowles and Gintis 1976; Bourdieu 1977) have been documented in earlier 

studies. LSA markets itself to its elite funders as being set apart from stereotypical urban 

high schools in low-income communities (and it many ways it is). But at the same time, it 

continues to grapple with many of the same issues of building infrastructure and student 

motivation (which develop largely as a result of structural inequalities beyond the school) 

while hiding them from funders who want to invest their capital in a successful 

enterprise.  

The mission statement of the school places emphasis on extracurricular activities, 

rigorous instruction within a law-themed curriculum, and most importantly, college 

readiness. Just as the façade of the building masks faulty wiring and safety hazards 

inside, the way that our school is marketed and the making out games that school 

administrators play glaze over other, hidden dynamics of this particular learning 

environment. 

The ‘LSA Look’: Real vs. Ideal 

What advice would you give a new student who is just starting at LSA? 

LSA is not what it seems. LSA is a very slick mixed-up school. A lot of lies are put 
into promoting this school. 
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The above quote was written by a young woman in twelfth grade on a schoolwide 

questionnaire disseminated to LSA students during spring 2010 as part of the data 

collection for this study, but also for the benefit of staff and students, who wanted to get a 

sense of students’ perceptions of the school. This student’s perception of the school is 

telling, in that she seems quite aware of the presence of an “LSA look” or ideal that is 

used promotionally. Beneath the ideal, however, there is a reality that is very different. 

While the ideal, I argue here (and in the following chapter), is a façade of uniformed 

professionalism and neediness for staff and students, both parties queer (Foucault 1978; 

Anzaldúa 1987; Butler 1990; de Lauretis 1991) LSA norms in instrumental ways. 

Examining both the norms of the institution, and how they are resisted serves to expose 

the ways that power works in this space, as well as to critique larger social structures. 

In one of a series of staff meetings about school culture at the end of the 2009-10 

school year, Principal McCarren unknowingly echoed what the student said on the 

survey: 

To me it seems like there are a couple levels of culture here—there is one level of 
culture, which is the external public persona, and then there is the internal level, 
the reality. Listening to all the conversations that we have about this, it seems like 
that’s where our struggle is. We have this reputation that has been branded, that 
now the expectations are ‘I’m gonna go to Harvard or Yale ’cause that’s what this 
school does,’ and then we have the internal culture of what happens in the day to 
day—and I wonder how do we get those two things to match or be the same? I 
can give you one concrete example from today—we had all these district people 
visit Karla Gomez’s class this morning and the kids were amazing. It was first 
period, and they knew what to do. In this setting, they know what they are 
doing—they were on their game, it was a great class. But then at the end of the 
day, we had Nakisha go absolutely insane, and Karla turned to me and said ‘I’m 
glad this didn’t happen first period!’ The feedback from the visitors was ‘this 
school is amazing!  How do we get our kids to do that?’ First period wasn’t a 
show, because they know how to do that stuff, and they practice all the time, but 
it’s amazing how you can have the exact opposite thing happen with the same 
lesson. Those visitors walked away and said ‘LSA has got it and they know how 
to do it!’ And I am thinking ‘no, we don’t,’ actually. 
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Principal McCarren highlights the idea here that while students choose to perform 

school norms and do so under certain circumstances, there are other circumstances where 

they resist. Regardless of how they perform, they are aware that administration has a 

vested interest in the external public persona that must be upheld. At certain times (like 

when there is a classroom visitor), students help to do this, and at other times, they 

choose not to. 

Several students picked up on this double-standard in responses that they wrote in 

on a schoolwide survey. Knowing that the “LSA look” does not have room for student 

failure, three seniors wrote in response to a question that read: “How does your 

experience at LSA compare with the experiences of your friends / siblings who don’t go 

to LSA?” 

Academic wise it’s great, the teachers teach you in a way that you can’t fail. But 
the kids take advantage of that. 

LSA is a good place, but sometimes babies the students too much, and doesn’t 
know exactly how or when to let us fly away. 

LSA is more academic but the students are babied.  

While these students show an awareness that the school might be more academic 

than schools their friends attend, they show awareness that staff hold students up in order 

to prevent them from failing, sometimes too much. Ralph Fulton, a ninth-grade math 

teacher and Assistant Principal Humphries echoed this sentiment in a conversation at a 

meeting about school culture: 

MR. FULTON:  I wanted to respond about being non-democratic, and I think that 
idea speaks to one of the issues that plagues us. We mold situations here in an 
inauthentic way because we so badly want a final product. People that come to 
work here, including myself, have this insane sense of pride. We never let kids 
fail, and they are not accountable. If you don’t have a pen, I give you one, and if 
you don’t have a printer, I print it out for you. We don’t allow students to fail. But 
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that triggered in my mind, that that’s what we do, that we scaffold things so 
much… 
MS. HUMPHRIES:  But that speaks to staff values. 
MR. FULTON:  And our personalities. Like I wanted my advisory23 to go on a 
trip, and finally because I am exhausted, I said ‘you guys plan it. Give me three 
options with budgets’, and I’ve got nothing. They just told me paintball and Six 
Flags prices, but we’ve got nothing written up, and that’s what I said they had to 
do. So we are not going on a trip. And there is a part of me that might do it for 
them—part of me wants to do it for them—on another day. 

These comments demonstrate that staff will go to great lengths to preserve the 

LSA look, whether it is based on teachers’ pride, on larger, deeply rooted internalization 

of neoliberal ‘savior’ discourses in urban schools (see more on this in chapters 4 and 5), 

or in realizing that the resources that we get depend on a well-managed image of student 

success, not failure. Teachers, in a sense, are professionals at managing the image of the 

student body to the outside as well, and will go to great lengths to cover for students who 

do not further the school’s reputation.  

The Protestant Work Ethic 

The overt project of image management at LSA gets translated into how members 

of the school community define good teaching. Much of this discourse can be traced to 

what Max Weber (1958) calls the “Protestant Work Ethic” in his critical analysis of how 

religious ideologies tie into Western notions of labor. 

In The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, Weber traces the ethic 

behind work in the Western mind. If one is not willing to work hard, he argues, one has 

no grace (159). Furthermore, one’s calling in work should serve a common, as opposed to 

a selfish, good. In Western protestant capitalism, asceticism in itself is not a rational goal, 

but the attainment of asceticism as the fruit of one’s labor as a result of a calling is more 

                                                
23 ‘Every student at LSA has an advisory class, which is supposed to give students social and academic 
support. 
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desirable. One grows in grace as a result of working within one’s calling; this gives one 

life purpose through work, the pursuit of which is almost religious, like a calling from 

God. Weber writes that the “light cloak” of the puritan’s call to work has now become an 

“iron cage” —now, instead of choosing to obey a calling to work, one is forced to do so 

in order to survive.  

This ethic seems to be quite present in the narratives and drive behind teachers at 

LSA, largely because of discourse popular in advertisements and promotions for 

programs like the New York City Teaching Fellows, which according to the website, has 

placed over 16,000 teachers in New York City schools and is the largest alternative 

certification program in the United States (Fellows 2010). The Teaching Fellows program 

advertises on the New York City subway with slogans like the following: “You 

remember your first grade teachers name… who will remember yours?” “Develop our 

City’s most precious resource.” “There are half a million kids who could use your talents. 

Think outside the cubicle.” On the program’s website, one can click on an icon that says 

“Make a Difference” to access the application for the program.  

With a bachelor of arts in English literature, I started teaching through the Fellows 

program after a summer of preparation through the program. My first two years in the 

classroom, I was taking night classes toward my master’s in teaching. I remember several 

of my professors during those years trying to empathize with those in my cohort, and 

talking about how hard our jobs were. They told us that we were in the trenches, but that 

we were making a difference, even through our very presence in the city’s neediest 

classrooms. We weren’t getting paid much, by New York City standards (in 2010 the 

starting salary is $45,530 for fellows before they get their master’s degree), but that 

wasn’t the point. We had a purpose and a mission beyond money. Teaching in itself was 

supposed to be the reward.  
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Yet, especially my first year in the classroom at a neighborhood 6-12 school in 

Fort Greene, Brooklyn, I seemed to be missing the joy that was supposed to be the fruit 

of my labor. I felt unsupported by my school administration, and I struggled with student 

discipline in my eighth-grade classroom. I could barely get through the first five minutes 

of my lesson plan without losing control of the class. Even still, I spent whole weekends 

planning, hoping that the next week would be the one that my students would finally pay 

attention, would finally start to respect me and each other. I stayed at school organizing 

my classroom and putting up bulletin boards of the little student work that I had until late 

at night, especially in preparation for important visitors that my principal would bring to 

the school. I know that I didn’t teach much to my students that year, according to state 

standards, and I became quite doubtful about whether my presence in the classroom 

really was the best thing for the students. I learned a lot about what not to do that year, 

but didn’t develop any close relationships with students or their communities. 

I continued to teach in New York City for two consecutive years following the 

first before I began my doctoral coursework. Although I got to be a better classroom 

manager, and I became more skilled at building relationships with students, the powerful 

demands on my time and my emotional energy (met with very little financial 

compensation) did not let up. Teachers are expected to love our jobs so much that the 

sacrifices we make of our time, our energy, and our personal relationships are worth it. 

This is a direct manifestation of Weber’s Protestant Work Ethic:  Teachers may not get a 

material reward in this lifetime, but the joy we take from the work we do and the 

knowledge that we are making the world better through our work is supposed to be 

enough.  

Thomas Popkewitz analyzes the trope of “urban / rural” student and teacher in his 

ethnographic critique of the Teach for America program, as well as the powerful 
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discourse of teachers of urban / rural students in relation to sacrifice and the Protestant 

Work Ethic (1998). Importantly, through this missionary mentality, he points out that 

urban / rural students are always already “othered” through the qualifier “urban” or 

“rural”: their often female, white, and/or middle class, often female teachers are in turn 

normalized. LSA becomes yet another model that “others” its urban students not only 

through the classed, raced and gendered project of the pedagogy of professionalism, as I 

argue in the following chapter, but also through the structure of the school itself, where a 

mostly white and/or middle class faculty normalizes the school’s discourse ostensibly for 

the good of the students, and in the name of ‘social justice’ and college readiness.  

The ‘LSA Look’: Staff 

“To be worn out is to be renewed.” 
 —Lao-Tzu 

(from the LSA Principal’s monthly newsletter to staff, 12/11/09) 

In addition to teachers managing the image of students in terms of the LSA look, 

the external LSA public persona is projected through hiring practices at LSA, which seem 

to favor a prototypical type. Although there have been explicit attempts to break the 

mold, especially in terms of hiring more racially diverse staff members, those who fit the 

mold—young, white, middle-class, mostly but not always female—tend to be the ones 

that stay. This type (which I discuss further in chapter 4) exemplifies the LSA look for 

staff. This is a bit different from the Brooklyn public schools where I worked in the past, 

where staff seemed of relatively diverse races and ages.  

At LSA, most of the teachers were young (mostly in their 20s or 30s), creative, 

single, hip, energetic, and graduates of elite colleges and universities. Many were 

recruited from programs like the New York City Teaching Fellows and Teach for 

America (TFA). Fellows and TFA candidates agree to work for a certain amount of time, 
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usually two years, at a “high-need” urban school and to take night courses toward a 

subsidized master’s degree in education. Ms. McGoldrick, a white female science 

teacher, told me that the LSA type that the school hires are, most importantly, people who 

are young, unattached, and idealistic—so that the school can “take advantage of them and 

their time.” As I participated in the hiring process for the fall of 2009, I had to agree.  

Although there were always conversations about seeking to hire staff members 

who were more diverse in color, age, and gender, LSA’s hiring committees had 

reservations about hiring people who would not have sufficient time to devote to the 

school’s high demands. In addition to creating a more diverse pool of staff members, 

many of the post-interview conversations about potential hires involved explicitly 

seeking people who had time to devote to early mornings and late evenings at the school, 

especially if they were older, or had children or a spouse. Whether candidates would “fit 

in” with the high demands of the “overachieving,” “type A” LSA staff was frequently a 

point of contention among an interview panel. I conformed, during the two years that I 

worked at the school, often working side by side with colleagues until past 7:00 p.m., 

only to show up the next morning at 8:00 and do the whole thing over. I had, often, up to 

four regularly scheduled meetings a week, sometimes during and sometimes after the 

school day. Often, leaving the building late and thinking I was alone, I would run into 

colleagues who were either still working or on their way out. During the winter, I arrived 

at school once a week at 6:45 a.m. for cheerleading practice. Then too, it was a common 

occurrence to run into a teacher getting an early start on the day. Looking like a hard 

worker and spending long hours in the building were part of the “LSA look” for teachers.  

What makes us—young, predominantly white, mostly from places other than the 

city—qualified or motivated to teach students who come from very different 

backgrounds? There is a problematic duality created here about access to power and 
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knowledge that rests on a banking model of education (Freire 1970). Power and 

knowledge rests in the hands of teachers, who distribute these into the minds and hands 

of students, who are seen as empty vessels waiting to be filled. In a neoliberal context, 

this logic also aligns with the Carnegie-based logic of philanthrocapitalism, which 

implies that the privileged know what is best for the oppressed.  

I returned to LSA in the fall of 2010 to present some of the data I gathered from 

the student survey. Staff learned the following:  

• 60% of students reported that they gain academic confidence from their families.  

• 42% of students reported that teachers make “somewhat of an effort” to connect 

with their neighborhoods or communities.  

• 26% of students reported that their teachers “do not make an effort” to connect 

with their neighborhoods or communities.  

• 35% of students reported that they disapproved of professionalism /  

professionalism points at LSA (see chapter 3). 

Concerned with these data, one group of staff members asked, “How can we better 

connect with our students’ communities, and how can we connect with the professional 

people and places in those communities?” Staff ask the important questions about 

connecting with students on a broader level, but making these connections everyday is 

rare.  

Race and the ‘LSA Look’: Staff 

In February 2010, Frances Mitchell, the only male and the only non-white person 

working in LSA’s college office, quit. Frances, who identifies as African-American, grew 

up in public housing projects on the Lower East Side of Manhattan and attended New 

York City public schools until he was 14, when he decided to apply to an elite, mostly 



 62 

white boarding school in Massachusetts. After some convincing, his parents supported 

him in this decision. After multiple tests and interviews, he was accepted to the boarding 

school on a full scholarship. He elaborated in our interview on the challenges of this 

transition. He described feelings of alienation, caught between two worlds, and sensing 

that he belonged neither in his home community nor in his boarding school environment. 

Yet, because of emotional support from an African-American teacher in Massachusetts 

with whom he connected, and from a close knit group of friends who also came from 

New York City, he learned how to negotiate both environments: the elite, 

overwhelmingly white world of high school and college, as well as the poor, working-

class black and brown world of his home community.  

Following boarding school, he attended a small liberal arts college in the 

northeast, where he later became an admissions counselor. Our school then actively 

recruited him to work in our college office. Because of his background, both personal and 

professional, he was in many ways a perfect fit for LSA—a young, intellectual black man 

from the city, sharing a background in a community similar to many of our students, who 

had succeeded in graduating from high school and college and in pursuing the neoliberal, 

meritocratic dream of college and middle-class success. He was from a background 

similar to many of our students, in a sense, who LSA teachers and administrators hoped 

our students might someday become.  

Despite that he was, on paper, the perfect fit, Mr. Mitchell’s tenure in LSA’s 

college office did not work out as anyone had planned. He had difficulty with Ashley 

Barnes, a middle-aged white woman originally from rural Kentucky and the head of the 

college office. According to Mr. Mitchell, he and Ms. Barnes had disagreements in front 

of students about college office decisions. Tension between the two mounted, and Mr. 

Mitchell, as he put it, “went above Ms. Barnes” and complained to Sebastian Thomas, the 
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head of the Foundation. Mr. Mitchell thought Mr. Thomas also had difficulty working 

closely with Ms. Barnes. Mr. Mitchell also went to Principal McCarren about the issues 

he was having.  

In early February, just before winter recess, Principal McCarren called Mr. 

Mitchell into her office, where Mr. Thomas and Ms. Barnes were waiting. There, Mr. 

Thomas told Mr. Mitchell that he was “hostile” and “bristled at authority.” According to 

Mr. Mitchell, Ms. Barnes then left the office, and Mr. Mitchell told Mr. Thomas and 

Principal McCarren that he would quit. He proposed that he stay on and finish through 

the next five weeks, but Mr. Thomas informed Mr. Mitchell that that following Friday 

would be his last day at the school and that he would be paid for the next month. Mr. 

Thomas thought that this would make things less “uncomfortable” in the college office. 

There was no official announcement made to staff until the day preceding Mr. Mitchell’s 

last. Staff received an e-mail from Mr. Thomas publicly thanking Mr. Mitchell for his 

hard work and wishing him well.  

I became aware of this incident one evening while socializing with two teachers, 

Ms. Williams (tenth-grade History) and Mr. Matthews (ninth-grade History), and parent 

coordinator, Mr. Davis, all African-American staff at the school who were close with Mr. 

Mitchell. When they shared how Mr. Mitchell had been let go, they were indignant and 

sad, but not at all surprised. “Put this in your book,” they implored; “this” being a hidden 

story that needed to be told.  

Mr. Mitchell’s story was similar, they said, to the way another African-American 

staff member, James Howard, a former dean of discipline, had been let go a year earlier. 

According to the story, LSA’s principal explained to him that he was not “the right fit.” 

Mr. Davis, the parent coordinator who was born in Brooklyn, explained that he would not 

be returning the following school year because he, too, had a conversation with the 
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principal where she voiced frustration about his alleged lack of competence. According to 

Ms. Williams, Mr. Matthews, and Mr. Davis, there was an established pattern in place —

LSA was, in Mr. Davis’s words, a “racist institution” that often held its own image 

management above students’ best interest. It was a place that aggressively pushed out 

black staff that did not conform to the predominantly white power structure.  

Mr. Davis said that he was still in close touch with many non-white staff who had 

either been asked to leave by an administrator because they were not “the right fit” or had 

left of their own volition. He named three, but alluded that there were more. According to 

the group, LSA is a place that all too clearly mirrors a racist world beyond its walls, as 

opposed to an ideal, more equitable place of learning. Despite the ostensible fight against 

“educational inequity,” the school does not seem to be a place where hiring practices 

fight social inequity24.  

Despite an undertow of racism, the school manages its public image to emphasize 

the presence of black staff. For example, in early publicity about the school, it seems as if 

every newspaper photo of a classroom teacher with students is of Mr. Battle, the physical 

education teacher, who is black. At the school’s annual spring benefit, when Mr. Jackson 

could not attend, Ms. Williams was asked to attend in his place. Both are black. Ms. 

Williams and Mr. Jackson are two of four teachers at the school who were asked to 

interview for the LSA promotional movie; this is a misrepresentation of the racial 

demographic of the predominantly white LSA staff, but is part of a system of elaborate 

image management in promotional material. 

As a school, LSA excels at celebrating its high college acceptance rate, wealth of 

extracurricular and college preparatory programs for students, and hardworking staff. Yet 
                                                
24 Although we did not know it then, Principal McCarren would ask Assistant Principal Humphries as well 
as Ms. Williams to find new positions at the end of the 2009-10 year. Their dismissals further support a  
patterned practice of pushing out African-American staff members. 
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conversations about students who don’t buy-in, about how to wrestle with difficult race, 

class and gender issues, and what Assistant Principal Humphries calls a “me culture” (as 

opposed to a “we culture”), were explicitly avoided, or occurred ‘under the radar’. These 

conversations happened indirectly in the stairwells, at teachers’ happy hour, or in hushed 

tones during prep periods in teacher’s offices, in other words, forthright discussion was 

sacrificed to uphold the LSA look. I knew based on personal and professional 

relationships with Mr. Davis, Mr. Howard, and Mr. Mitchell, that all were quite 

interested in working for racial and educational justice. It just seemed as if the power 

structure at the school was not friendly to these particular people doing this particular 

kind of work. Perhaps their very presence challenged the ideals or norms set in place by 

the institution. 

The ‘LSA Look’:  Students 

Classroom Procedures 
1. Upon entering the class on-time and quietly, you must sit in your assigned seat, 

take off your jacket and your bag and put it on the back of the chair, take out 
your class binder, a usable writing implement, the assignment that is due that 
day, and start the do now which will be on the board. The do now must be done 
silently and will affect your classwork / participation grade. 

2. Homework and projects / papers that are due must be taken out, have your 
name on it, and put visibly on top of the desk in order to be checked or 
collected. This must be done within the first three minutes of class or it will be 
considered late. 

3. After the first three minutes, Mr. Randall will walk around the class, making 
sure you have done the do now and will check or collect the 
homework / project / paper. He will also make sure you have your binder. 

4. Bathroom passes will be signed after classroom instruction is finished but not 
the first or last 10 minutes of class. Do not get out of your seat or ask to get out 
of your seat for any reason (including to throw away trash or to sharpen a 
pencil) during classroom instruction time – save it for an appropriate time. 
When in this class, you must maintain your professionalism. This includes 
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being alert, being organized, being respectful, being responsible, and being 
appropriate. (Reminders are on the wall.) 

Students that are constantly forgetting homework / pens / pencils / paper /  
handouts /  binders / “my jacket in the other room” are not being professional 
students. Students that swear or yell, are late to class or constantly absent, engage 
in side conversations or get out of their seat during instruction, have their head 
down or are asleep, call out without raising their hand or ask to go to the 
bathroom during instruction, eat food, drink soda, or chew seeds during class, 
have their binder in a hot mess or can’t find their notes are not being professional 
students. Remember: classwork / participation is a big part of your grade that 
includes being professional. Boost your grade!  Do not lose out on these points! 
 —From Mr. Randall’s tenth-grade syllabus, 2008-09 

Teachers – 
Things have been a little out of control in our grade this week (especially in my 
class). Dean Howard is going to come to our grade team tomorrow to discuss a 
plan. Brainstorm some ideas about what should be done and we’ll discuss it 
tomorrow. 
 —Mr. Randall (in an e-mail to tenth-grade teachers, 9/23/09) 

 

Mr. Randall sent the above e-mail to the tenth-grade teachers the same afternoon 

that he expressed his frustration to Ms. Williams and me that there were constant “blow-

ups” or verbal altercations in his class between tenth-grade girls. 32 years old, white, and 

adventurous, Mr. Randall was in his fifth year at LSA. He had a good reputation with 

students; many spoke to me about how much they enjoyed his Constitutional Law class. 

He came into the classroom that Ms. Williams and I shared, with a rare display of intense 

frustration on his face, and asked whether his class was the only one where the ‘blow-

ups’ were happening. Although Ms. Williams and I tried to assure him that he was not the 

only one, he continued to believe that the issue was the worst in his class. “It has to be 

something I am doing,” he said, shaking his head. “I mean, I am not letting them out of 

their seats, and I am not letting them talk across the room. I don’t know what it is that I 
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am doing wrong!”  His rules are clearly delineated on the course syllabus (quoted above), 

but his e-mail and questions to Ms. Williams and me reveal that although he lays out an 

ideal for student behavior, and some of his students conform to the ideal, others students 

resist creating the kind of learning environment that he hopes his rules and routines will 

inspire.  

These routines are part of what I argue is the “LSA look” for students. Both 

students and staff expressed that the mainstream classroom LSA look is a bit different 

from the hallway LSA look, and that the ideal LSA look can be different from the real 

LSA look. Mr. Randall’s e-mail about things being “out of control” demonstrates that 

ideals are sometimes, but not always enacted in the building. A general definition of the 

ideal LSA look for students as defined by the institution is discussed below, and further 

analysis of the ways that norms are circumvented is presented in the following chapter. 

LSA students, as stated above, are predominantly black or Latino, and 

socioeconomically are poor, working or middle class. The LSA look for students also has 

to do in some respects with being racially marked (I once witnessed a young, black, male 

paraprofessional in teaching clothes be mistaken for a student who was out of uniform by 

Ms. Brandon, an English teacher who was new to the building). In addition, students are 

expected to wear uniforms, which also serve as a marker of the LSA look (although I was 

once mistaken for a student and asked to sign the attendance sheet by a substitute teacher 

while I was wearing the school uniform and shadowing a freshman for the day; in this 

case, the uniform trumped my whiteness). 

Uniformed Bodies / Disciplined Bodies? 

The uniform consists of black, khaki, or navy blue pants (or below-the-knee 

length skirt for girls), a light blue collared shirt (or blouse for girls), a tie (for boys), and a 
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blue or black v-neck sweater, cardigan or sweater vest. From September through October 

15th, and from May 15th until the end of the school year, students have a light blue polo 

shirt option, but from October 16th through May 14th, they can wear button down long 

sleeve dress shirts or blouses only. “Hoodies” (or hooded sweatshirts), symbols, patterns, 

writing, denim, or other colors of any kind on clothing are prohibited. Jeans, denim, 

sweats, stretch, or corduroy are also prohibited. For young men, the uniform policy states, 

“pants must be pulled up and shirts tucked in. Sandals or flip flops are forbidden, as are 

hoods, Do Rags or scarves, hats, and belt buckles that depict bad language, violence or 

sexual content of any kind.”  

From ninth grade, students are taught to SLANT in class, an acronym that stands 

for “Sit up straight, Listen, Ask questions, Nod, and Track the speaker with your eyes.” 

In 2009-10, when I assisted Mr. Rodino in his ninth grade English classes, I witnessed 

many practice SLANTing sessions during the first weeks of school. Mr. Rodino would 

give students a countdown, after which they were supposed to SLANT. This was often 

comical, because he would count down from five to one, and the class, on cue, would 

straighten, stare at him, and begin nodding theatrically, even when he wasn’t saying 

anything. That year, Mr. Rodino often complimented students on how well they were 

SLANTing toward him during his lessons. SLANTing is part of the ideal LSA look in 

classrooms. 

In addition to SLANTing, there are norms of behavior that are set in place by the 

institution. These include being punctual and speaking standard English, which includes 

knowing how to speak standard English at a “reasonable” volume (this is a point of 

contention, as Ms. Franklin, a Jamaican school social worker, informed me. She shared 

an incident where a white, middle class, female teacher repeatedly told a student to “stop 

yelling,” but from Ms. Franklin’s perspective the student was speaking at a reasonable 
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volume). Other institutional norms require that students do the “Do Now” exercise, a 

three- to five-minute assignment, when they arrive to class, and that they remain calm 

while SLANTing through the class period, whether engaged in group work or activities 

or direct instruction from the teacher. 

Students are expected to remain in class: after staff struggled with students 

“abusing their bathroom privileges” (e.g., using the restroom too much, or for too long, or 

wandering through the halls of the building when they were supposed to be using the 

bathroom), the school implemented a pass system. In 2009-10, students were issued a 

piece of paper with six bathroom passes per six-week marking period on it. Each time 

they needed to use the restroom, a teacher was supposed to sign and date one of the 

passes. After they exhausted their six passes, staff were instructed to refuse to let students 

leave the classroom.    

During the 2008-09 school year, the institution had a merit / demerit point system 

in place. This meant that for certain activities, students could earn (or lose) points that 

would place them on a certain level (gold, silver, bronze, caution or penalty). Students 

who were on penalty level were prohibited from participating in field trips, dances, after-

school or extracurricular activities. To gain merit points that year, students could tutor 

peers, assist teachers, return lost items, excel academically, demonstrate school spirit or 

citizenship, provide staff with information that could prevent or help resolve violent or 

threatening situations, lead clubs or social service events or activities, or otherwise serve 

the LSA community at large. If students enhanced their “LSA look” by earning merit 

points, teachers filled out and signed a piece of paper that students would take to the 
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dean’s office. The secretary would enter the points earned into the system, raising the 

student’s merit level25. 

Certain students, like Steven Davis, Cassandra Goodridge, and Sydney Falkland 

(all of whom I taught during the 2008-09 school year) were named by staff and students 

as some of the “most professional” in their class. They often told me that year that they 

wished that there was a “platinum” merit level—they had already reached “gold,” and 

continued to gain merit points from teachers for exemplifying the LSA look. They were 

straight-A students, and were always prepared. They followed teachers’ rules in class, 

and always wore their uniforms. They code switched into standard English while in class, 

but spoke African American Vernacular English (Rickford 1999)26  with friends on their 

own time. They were calm in class, organized, and used their planners. They were 

unfailingly polite to adults in the building. They played on the school’s basketball teams, 

and participated in other extracurricular activities, including summer internships. They 

arrived to school early and stayed late. These students, unfailingly and consistently were 

professionals at demonstrating the ideal LSA look, and they were rewarded by the 

institution for doing so. They were not, however, representative of the majority of 

students at the school. 

Discipline and Incentives 

Students would also accrue demerits, which were subtracted from a student’s 

merit points for any violation of the school’s discipline code, from coming to school out 

of uniform, to having / using electronics in class, to engaging in activities that were 
                                                
25 In 2009-10, the merit / demerit point system was changed to an eligible / ineligible list. If a student had 
three or more unserved detentions for discipline infractions, he or she was marked “ineligible” and 
prohibited from attending field trips, dances, after-school or extracurricular activities.  
26 African American Vernacular English or “AAVE”, is also known as Black English Vernacular, or 
“BEV” by Labov (1972), as “Ebonics” by Smitherman (2001), among many others, and as “African 
American Language” or just “African American” by DuBose (2005). 
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disruptive or physically harmful to other students or teachers. In addition to demerits, 

there was a detention and suspension system in place based on the gravity of the 

violations.  

For example, level 1 behavior, worth between 5 and 20 demerits, includes an 

unexcused absence from school, a dress code infraction, cutting class, being late to class 

or school, not being in the assigned place on school premises, disrupting the educational 

process or engaging in verbally rude or “disruptive” behavior, wearing “disruptive” 

headgear or clothing, bringing prohibited electronics, posting or distributing 

inappropriate material on school premises, or using school electronics without 

permission. Level 2 behavior, worth between 15 and 20 demerits, involves smoking, 

gambling, using profane, vulgar, lewd or abusive language or gestures, lying to or giving 

false information to school or staff, destroying or misusing property belonging to the 

school or others, or persistent level 1 behavior. Level 3 behavior involves leaving class or 

school premises without permission, defying or disobeying the instructions of school 

staff, trying to enter the building without permission, engaging in gang-related behavior, 

tampering, changing or altering school records, stealing, cheating, or vandalizing 

property. Level 4 behavior, which results in “immediate penalty level,” is making 

inappropriate sexual comments or engaging in sexually inappropriate behaviors, posting 

or distributing threatening material, physical fighting, possessing drugs, making a bomb 

threat, setting off a false fire alarm, inciting or causing a riot, or possessing a weapon. 

When I taught at LSA, most of the infractions that I witnessed or noticed other teachers 

writing up were level 1.  

Students were classified based on their merit / demerit levels into 5 categories: 

gold, silver, bronze, caution or penalty. Students who were on penalty level were not 

permitted to attend dances, field trips, or participate in extracurricular activities, while 
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students on caution level were not allowed to attend social events, but were able to attend 

extracurricular activities.  

During the 2009-10 school year, the merit / demerit system was simplified from 

five levels into two levels: students were either “eligible” or “ineligible.” If students 

accrued detentions for infractions listed on the discipline code, they had to serve these 

detentions or they would be put on the ineligible list, also known as the “I-List.” 

E-mailed to teachers weekly and posted on each floor of the school, the I-List functioned 

the same way that penalty level did during the system the previous year: students who 

were on the I-List were barred from dances, field trips, talent shows and extracurricular 

activities. In order to enforce this rule, deans of discipline attended dances, field trips, and 

basketball games, to bar ineligible students from entry. Students who were eligible, on 

the other hand, were permitted to engage in these activities. If a student missed three 

detentions, they were automatically put on the I-List, and any student who returned from 

a suspension and was on disciplinary probation remained on the I-List until the probation 

period was over.  

Whether the system manifested itself in the form of a “penalty level” or an 

“I-List,” however, students seemed relatively apathetic to both rewards and punishments. 

Because of its complexity, the merit system allowed for fewer students to be on 

punishment: on October 15, 2009, for example, I counted 34 students on penalty level, 

during the week of October ninth, 2010, there were 184 students (40% of the student 

body) who were ineligible. During the week of February 23, there were 158 students who 

were ineligible (35% of the student body). The list was cleared each semester; if students 

ended the fall semester ineligible, they were eligible at the start of the spring semester. 

Numbers rose as the year got later: I-List during the week of May 17, 2010, had 342 

students on it. There are 450 students on the school’s register, so this meant that 76% of 
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the students in school were not eligible to participate in any extracurricular activities. 

Students on this list had between 3 and 50 unserved detentions.  

One snafu in the eligible / ineligible system was that there were no repercussions 

for not serving detentions and for letting them build up. The situation prompted Nakisha, 

an African-American student whom I taught as a sophomore in English during the 2008-

09 school year and whom I shadowed during the 2009-10 school year, to comment: “We 

don’t have to serve detention… like we’re just going to be ineligible, but we are not 

forced to serve detention.” Students like Nakisha, who had a reputation at the school for 

being troublemakers (or according to her, having “fun” or “acting goofy” in class) didn’t 

necessarily have an incentive to get off the I-List once they were on it. Especially when 

detentions built up for level 1 infractions, serving all of one’s detentions seemed a tall 

mountain to climb. Instead, students became apathetic. 

This tone was evident in the announcement of a “dress down challenge” in 

November 2009, when students were promised a schoolwide “dress down” where they 

could come in out of uniform if they could all come to school in uniform for two weeks 

straight. In the advisory class that I co-taught with Mr. Horowitz, I noticed that no one 

reacted the morning dress-down announcement was made (I counted five students in the 

room who were in dress code violation). Students were not able to successfully meet the 

dress down challenge, and they were expected to arrive at school in uniform, as usual. 

Staff and administrators at the school seem to try their best to get students to buy into 

school rules and regulations, but ways in which this is communicated to students seem to 

be top down—done to as opposed to done with students.  
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Concluding Thoughts  

Currently, prevailing attitudes at LSA support a kind of neoliberal ethic that 

“controls climate” both internally and externally through aggressive image management 

in the interest of media recognition and financial support. I have shown that there is 

always a gap between the ideal image and the real. Oftentimes, real kinds of social 

critique or student or staff empowerment are sacrificed in the name of the ideal. While 

staff members at LSA engage reasons for the absence (or presence) of student motivation 

to succeed in school (as in the “school culture” meeting, as well as the meeting where I 

presented questionnaire data), these conversations do not reach a social or structural 

level. They exist to satisfy the immediate needs and interest of teachers who want to do a 

“good job” in the classroom in the interest of preparing students for college matriculation. 

They are not (and perhaps at the institutional level, cannot be) located at the level of 

structural critique that interrogates the real foundations of social inequity, and asks why 

students choose not to buy into what the school is selling. Politicians and policymakers 

do not engage these questions in the discourse around school choice either; conversations 

about a “good education” in the United States masquerade as being about social equity, 

but no matter how good a teacher one is, or how good a student, social equity cannot 

coexist with neoliberal capitalism. 

LSA and its staff are marketed as students’ “neoliberal saviors” (see chapter 4 for 

more on this). In other words, LSA constructs itself as “rescuing” students from their 

home communities, and deems them worthy of salvation as they are given the “bundles 

of skill sets” necessary to graduate from high school and matriculate into college. While a 

small number of black teachers represent the staff in the school’s promotional materials, 

feeding into a politically liberal dream of ethnic diversity (without a real shift in 

hierarchies of power or privilege), those same teachers are often told by white 
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administration that they are “not the right fit,” and asked to leave. Although they are the 

“faces” of the school, their perspectives are often pushed out of the school in real time. 

Students, meanwhile, are pushed to wear uniforms and to behave according to the 

school’s codes as one way to cultivate their marketability for college. Obscuring both the 

neoliberal marketing of students and the school’s racist policies is a kind of colorblind or 

meritocratic logic that provides a convenient escape from critiquing the school’s model, 

whose existence depends on class inequities intertwined with white supremacy27 . 

Like many of New York City’s SSCs, LSA is not a neighborhood school. 

Students commute from each borough of the city, in some cases, from as far as Staten 

Island. This model is inherently discouraging of community or family involvement in 

school, and provides another challenge to creating alternatives to the neoliberal 

imaginary. Knowledges and epistemologies that are rooted in students’ home lives, but 

are alternative to those of the school, are not encouraged (Moll, Amanti et al. 1992; 

Valenzuela 1999). This may be part of the reason that students resist the school’s 

ostensibly stringent uniform policy and are apathetic about the school’s discipline code. 

Seen as “bundles of skill sets,” students opt out in their own ironic system of “school 

choice” in an effort to maintain a sense of self-determination and agency (Spears-Bunton 

and Powell 2008). 

Students’ decisions to opt out, although not necessarily transformative, represent a 

kind of political agency. So does teachers’ rethinking of student privileges, rights, and 

responsibilities in the wake of a negative school climate, or teachers wondering how to 

involve students’ parents or communities in school. So does some black teachers’ 

critiques of LSA’s racist policies. These actions and conversations represent the idea that 

                                                
27 Also see Finn (1999) and Spears-Bunton and Powell (2008) for critiques of the ways that the teaching of 
literacy is used to uphold race and class hierarchies. 
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alternative imaginaries and other options exist, if only we begin by making the right 

critiques and guiding ourselves to name what truly oppresses us. In the case of 

mainstream discourses about school choice, in the rush to achieve in standards-based or 

federally sanctioned ways, it is easier to praise or blame schools and teachers for their 

failures or successes in the game of test-taking and college or career readiness than to 

critique (or change) the game itself. Yet, if teachers and students can realize a common 

investment in bringing alternative imaginaries closer to reality through everyday social 

critique and activism, they might begin the important work of re-humanizing the 

processes of teaching and learning. 
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Chapter 3:  The Façade Cracks: Panoptic Professionalism  
and Its ‘Underlife’ 

 

Without something to belong to, we have no stable self, and yet total commitment 
and attachment to any social unit implies a kind of selflessness. Our sense of 
being a person can come from being drawn into a wider social unit; our sense of 
selfhood can arise through the little ways in which we resist the pull. Our status is 
backed by the solid buildings of the world, while our sense of personal identity 
often resides in the cracks. 

 —Erving Goffman (1961) in ‘The Underlife of a Public Institution’ 

 

Introduction 

In chapter 2, I placed LSA’s aggressive public image management in the context 

of the neoliberal imaginary. In this chapter, I examine how the daily practices and 

performances28 of LSA community members further or contest the school’s public image.   

LSA teachers utilize an explicit discourse of “professionalism” in an attempt to 

make students college ready. When I spoke with Assistant Principal Paula Humphries 

about professionalism, she called it “nebulous” and “hard to define.” Professionalism is a 

metric used in the LSA classroom by teachers to evaluate students. If students perform 

unprofessionally (what I and other LSA teachers call “unprofessionalism”) in class, 

teachers make a tally mark by a student’s name, and remove professionalism points from 

that student’s marking period grade. 

LSA normalizes the discourse of professionalism in order to make college-bound 

students more “marketable” by mainstream neoliberal standards. Many teachers see it as 

                                                
28 In employing the discourse of “performance” in this chapter, I draw on Goffman’s (1959) dramaturgical 
theories of image management and the presentation of self.  
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part of their job to school students in “color-blind” cultural codes of upward mobility and 

meritocracy, and often assume that “professionalism” is something that students (who are 

assumed not to be middle class) do not have. As one teacher, Ms. Carr29, a white woman 

originally from the Northeastern U.S., and I spoke about professionalism, she said: 

I think that [professionalism] is about…giving students an opportunity to practice 
the social skills required for middle-class success, upper-middle or upper-class 
success. I think that it’s about equipping them for what’s expected or required in a 
university setting and in a professional job setting. I mean, I think that some kids 
learn that at home; I mean, I think a lot of kids learn that at home, but I think that 
having a place to practice that where that expectation is constant, I think that’s 
what we provide. Because when they are hanging out with their friends, and say, 
for instance, when they live in the projects, and they are surrounded by people 
that are… not necessarily following those values, it’s easy to fall into the trap of, 
well I don’t have to excuse myself, because nobody else does, or I don’t have to 
expect this of myself because nobody else does…  

Here, Ms. Carr notes that some students learn “professional” (which she calls 

‘middle class’ or ‘upper middle class’) codes of culture in their homes (Brice Heath 1983; 

Fine, Weis et al. 1997), but she ascribes a deficit discourse to those for whom she 

assumes this is not the case, conflating race, class and place as she uses black or brown 

students who live in public housing as an example of students who lack the social skills 

required for upward mobility and personhood in the neoliberal imaginary. At LSA, I 

found that this is often the logic that teachers use to uphold the professionalism point 

system. It is supposed to be a way to teach students what Demerath (2009) calls “the 

Wilton Way” in his ethnography, a class culture of personal advancement.  

In this chapter, I examine the relationship between the raced and gendered 

performance of both professionalism and unprofessionalism for LSA teachers and 

students. I look at how and why LSA staff members relate discourses of professionalism 

(and unprofessionalism) to academic achievement and to college readiness, and at how 
                                                
29 See chapter 4 for a case study of Ms. Carr. 
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students react to this. I explore instances where both staff and students buy into, and 

sometimes contest, school norms.  

Teacher Achievement and Professionalism 

I was first introduced to the concept of professionalism at LSA in August 2008, 

during a tenth-grade team meeting before the first day of school. During this meeting, 

Lance Randall, the white Constitutional Law teacher, and head of the tenth-grade team, 

told us that we all needed to “be on the same page” in terms of how much 

professionalism counted for students’ grades. “Professionalism is great,” Mr. Randall told 

Ms. Williams, a newly hired African-American history teacher and me, a newly hired 

white English teacher. “Students really care about their professionalism points, and it’s a 

great management tool. Like if you see them doing something bad, just start docking their 

professionalism points, and they’ll stop,” he said. Professionalism points at LSA 

consisted of a small amount of points that students could lose per day (and sometimes 

could gain back) as a result most often of classroom behavior, or of being in uniform, but 

also at times for their punctuality, organization, and preparedness for and in class. 

Usually, it counted for between five and ten percent of students’ marking period grades. 

At an English department meeting later that day, I asked Ms. Elliott30, a 29-year-

old white English teacher, and Ms. Sands, the white 32-year-old head of the English 

department, more about professionalism points. Both women taught ninth-grade English 

at the time, and had a reputation among students for being both strict disciplinarians and 

good teachers. They demonstrated their system for me: they printed out one roster a week 

per class, with 15 small boxes to the right of each student’s name. Each day, students 

were allotted three boxes on the roster each. The first grade, out of three (points), was for 

                                                
30 See chapter 4 for a case study of Ms. Elliott. 
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entering the room correctly, which meant that they entered quietly, got any supplies they 

needed out of their designated file folder, sat quietly and began their do now journal 

assignment31. Students received another grade out of four for their professionalism during 

class, and then a final grade for exiting the room correctly; this meant finishing up 

whatever “exit slip”32 they needed to sign, cleaning up their work area or desk quickly 

and quietly, depositing necessary supplies back into their file folder, and exiting the 

room.  

Ms. Sands and Ms. Elliott also showed me a rubric that the ninth-grade team had 

developed for classwork grades. Three rubrics demonstrate these protocols, one for 

“getting started / do now,” one for “classwork,” and the third for “exiting the class.”  The 

getting started / do now rubric grades students on whether they are “prepared, purposeful 

and professional.” To get three out of three points on this, students are expected to be on 

time, to gather their materials and take their seat immediately, to have all supplies needed 

to start the assignment, to sit silently at their desks and do the strategy completely with a 

“best faith effort.” If students do fairly or poorly on these expectations as they enter the 

room, they may lose points. For classwork, students are graded on whether they are 

“focused, professional, and respectful.” They are graded on a rubric out of four points for 

this, which assesses whether they are focused and working on their assigned task at all 

times, whether they are making a “best faith effort” to work with their group members, 

whether they are using “accountable talk,”(Goldenberg 1992; Chinn and Anderson 1998; 

2002) whether they are in the proper place at the proper time, whether they wait patiently 

                                                
31 The “do now” is a ubiquitous New York City teaching tool. Students are trained from elementary school 
through high school to enter the room and look on the board for the “do now,” a three to five minute 
assignment that they are supposed to complete while they wait for the teacher to begin the lesson. 
32 The “exit slip” was often a short assessment of students’ understanding of the day’s lesson that they 
turned in as they left the classroom. 
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for the teacher’s assistance if they need it, whether they use all materials in the proper 

way, and whether they abide by the LSA conduct code33. When students exit the class, 

they are graded out of three points based on final questions and summary and on whether 

they are prepared. Students are to create three questions and a complete summary of the 

lesson, to return their materials to the proper filing system, to sit quietly at their desks and 

wait patiently for the teacher to dismiss the class.  

According to the ninth-grade rubric, professionalism has mostly to do with 

student behavior and work ethic. When I taught, wanting to maintain consistency with 

my grade team as well as with what my students were accustomed to from ninth grade, I 

used professionalism points and carried the recommended clipboard to deduct points for 

students who were not focused on the lesson. I also adopted another strategy from the 

ninth-grade team, which was giving students a stamp on their paper for completing their 

do now. The points that they got for their do now in my class factored into their 

professionalism grade. I found that while using the professionalism and the rubber stamp 

were effective to a point with students, they also seemed in some cases to punish, 

infantilize or alienate students who struggled with focus, learning or behavior without 

necessarily scaffolding those students to improve their focus or discipline (Kohn 1999). 

In some cases, students got quite upset if they did not get the rubber stamp on their paper 

for completing their do now (as one teacher demonstrates in an e-mail where she talks 

about how upset a student was in losing a point), or if they lost professionalism points 

during the class period.  

                                                
33 According to a memo distributed to teachers, the school’s “code of conduct” is based on the “3 R’s”: 
Respect for self, Respect for others, Respect for property. This principle “serves as a foundation to build a 
“professional learning community where the members of this community work together to achieve personal 
and collective goals..” Punctuality and being in uniform both fall under the category of having “respect for 
oneself.” The conduct code is different from the honor code, which includes community values of respect, 
integrity, community, honesty, loyalty, compassion, generosity and fairness.  
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When the bell signal was heard, teachers were encouraged to begin circulating the 

room and using an ink stamp to give do-now credit on students’ papers when complete 

and collecting any homework. If a student disrupted the silence during the do now, 

teachers were encouraged to take off professionalism points from that student on their 

clipboard, which would impact their marking period grade. The do now would move into 

the daily routines of the class, which in most subject areas was a mini-lesson, ideally 

between five, but no more than fifteen minutes of direct instruction. If any student 

disrupted the mini-lesson, teachers were encouraged to deduct points from that student’s 

professionalism grade. From the mini-lesson, teachers were encouraged to give students 

guided practice, in which the class practiced together the skills demonstrated by the 

teacher during the mini-lesson. Guided practice was to move into independent practice, 

when students, individually or in groups, continued to practice the mini-lesson skill 

themselves. Class was to close with a summary, an assessment, or an exit slip, which 

would demonstrate what students learned that day. Again, during any given moment of 

class, if a student was not following what a teacher deemed to be “professional,” points 

could be taken off on the clipboard, impacting that students’ grade for the marking 

period. Students were often told to see teachers after class or during their “office hours” 

for questions about their professionalism points. This was supposed to minimize conflict 

about point deduction in the classroom, if students saw teachers making marks on their 

clipboard.  

Professionalism points were commonly taken from students when they were out 

of uniform, when they came into class late, when they fell asleep in class, when they cut 

class, or when they exhibited any other behavior that was not deemed “professional” by 

the teacher in charge. Although do nows, mini-lessons, and exit slips were common 

elements in the two New York City schools where I taught before LSA, this was the first 
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school where I encountered “professionalism.” Ms. Stein, a 29-year-old, white, New 

York City-born English teacher, expressed to me in an interview that “professional 

culture” was not unique to our school. In fact, professionalism is a common term at many 

small, themed, New York City schools that are structured to make students “college or 

career ready”34 by the time they graduate.  

Professionalism: An Important Aspect of the ‘LSA Look’ 

When I interviewed Assistant Principal Humphries over breakfast early one 

winter morning in her office, she and I talked in depth about LSA’s micro technologies of 

professionalism. As I pressed her for more information on the subject, she became 

increasingly more serious. She was not the only staff member who described the lack of 

pride that seniors take in the school and that lack of school spirit in general. She sums up 

a common sentiment nicely: 

I don’t think that we have fostered a family culture here, I don’t feel like LSA is a 
family, or has the sense of community that you may see in other schools, and I 
feel like, because it’s always about that professionalism…whatever that is, 
because, I don’t have a clear understanding of what professionalism is..and so 
there’s the ‘LSA look,’ like I’ve heard kids say that, like the ‘LSA look’ or the 
‘LSA attitude’ but they don’t say that in a way, with a sense of ownership, and so 
it’s really odd, and so I think they get it, like they get that it’s a top school, and 
they get all the things that are repeated to them all the time, but at its heart, what 
does that mean? And so it’s hard to – to explain it, but I think they do reflect the 
attitude of the adults and I think that, and again, it’s not necessarily bad, but my 
opinion is that for a school to take it to that next level, because it, because you are 
talking about a different level of ownership, right, and so, if you feel like this is 
your community, you feel like this is your school, you are going to be more apt to 
do positive things, and less apt to do negative things.  

Here especially I want to point out the bind that Assistant Principal Humphries 

highlights. LSA is a “top school.” Parents want their children to graduate from this 

                                                
34 See “Administration Outlines Proposed Changes to ‘No Child’ Law,” New York Times, 2/2/2010, page 
A16, for more on “college or career readiness.” 
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school. Many students want to come to this school. According to Mr. Thomas, the head 

of the Foundation, an average of 1,500 students apply to LSA every year for 100 seats. 

We obtain the results that we promise in terms of college acceptance and graduation 

rates. LSA has a solid reputation and is, as Principal McCarren likes to remind the staff, 

“high profile.” LSA has resources, and is in a newly renovated building. And LSA 

markets itself to funders and donors as an urban school that is in need of help, but that 

makes excellent use of the resources that it has already been given. Yet, beneath the 

surface of the product that the school sells, its image, there is something that the attitude 

of both the adults and the students lacks. Additionally, students (and sometimes teachers) 

are quite apt at bending the norms of the institution when they can, demonstrating their 

ambivalence about the school’s raced and classed hidden curriculum (Anyon 1980). 

Erving Goffman (1961), quoted in the epigraph of this chapter, argues that “total 

institutions” like prisons, asylums and schools (that often, through the built environment, 

block social intercourse with the outside world) attempt to encompass and define the 

subjectivities of those inside. Yet, he argues, institutionalized subjects build identity by 

partly attaching to and partly resisting the social unit of the institution. While the “ideal” 

subjectivity of an inmate, according to institutional norms, implies a kind of selflessness, 

those bound to the institution make what Goffman calls “secondary adjustments,” seeking 

forbidden satisfactions without the knowledge of the staff. These secondary adjustments 

define the selves of inmates in the context of total institutions that attempt to prescribe 

being, and create what he calls an “underlife.” This underlife demonstrates agency and 

resistance in the face of the institution’s attempt to encompass and define the “selves” of 

the actors inside. At LSA, while the institutional expectation is for a clear professional 

‘look,’ students attempt to preserve and define their selfhood by resisting mainstream 

norms of professionalism. 
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While I take into account what may be potential benefits to the LSA look for 

teachers and students, documenting the school’s “underlife” demonstrates what 

attempting to conform to an “ideal” might crowd out. 

Assistant Principal Humphries elaborated on the ideals of professionalism: 

People are quite content, because we are great, we have great stats, we do good 
things, we have all these programs and whatever, but I also think that there is a 
disconnect. I have worked in a lot of schools, but I have never worked in a school 
where I have seen seniors be so disrespectful. They don’t represent LSA! And 
they are very self-centered, and they don’t care which adult is talking to them, 
they just know what they gotta do and that’s it. Never have I worked in a place 
like this – that has been very difficult and very startling to me – they are not 
leaders, in the respect of, you know, leading the lower grades, and being good 
examples. 

She refers here not only to the lack of familial feeling among staff, but also 

between staff and students. Assistant Principal Humphries, Principal McCarren, and the 

students quoted in this section make it clear that while the façade or the image of 

professionalism exists, there is a missing element. Does the “LSA” professional look 

crowd out a more familial or community element?  How necessary is this element to 

twenty-first century public schools?  And if it does not exist, how might LSA, or schools 

like it, bring it in?  

As a member of both the tenth- and the ninth-grade teams during 2008-10, I was 

regularly copied on e-mails that teachers sent to parents, and to each other, about students 

who resisted professionalism, demonstrating (much to teachers’ chagrin) Goffman's 

assertion that the underlife that develops in total institutions lacks the moral order of the 

family (1961). These e-mails documented students who were out of uniform, who had a 

“negative attitude” or “muttered things under their breath,” who “stuck post-its or tape all 

over themselves,” or for students who mocked other students. Ninth-grade teachers were 
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especially vocal about one African-American student, Julie35, who once lost 

professionalism points for, as her white health teacher, Ms. Hart reported:  

Singing, dancing and touching her breasts suggestively, talking about excretion in 
different words, drinking someone else’s juice after announcing that she was 
thirsty for orange juice, eating and passing out sunflower seeds, then leaving the 
shells on the floor.  

Other teachers complained that Julie was late to class, was unprepared, refused to 

sit down, was calling out to other students, was “hysterically laughing,” was whispering 

to students around her, and was putting on makeup in class.  

While Julie’s behavior is extreme, it is demonstrative of student performance of 

unprofessionalism in the classroom at LSA.  Teachers often get quite upset when students 

show that they have not internalized the logic of professionalism, and do not self-regulate 

their behavior, rejecting LSA’s version of Foucauldian governmentality, which holds that 

the “educated subject” should be self-governing (Fendler 1998). In the context of 

neoliberalism, the ostensibly individualized subject imagines him- or herself to be free; 

yet, a discourse of consumption strongly governs desires and agency; the “responsible 

citizen” must become the “economic entrepreneur” of his or her own life (Davies and 

Bansel 2007). This was demonstrated at LSA by teachers’ frustration in a series of 

faculty meetings where the agenda included how to “change school culture” and “get 

students to buy-in.” When I interviewed Mr. Fulton, a white ninth-grade math teacher, he 

said: 

Kids will do fine in the classroom, but… the way kids behave in the hallways is 
evident of the culture you have built in the school. Like you can walk into the 
worst school, with a particular teacher and a group of kids, and you can see great 

                                                
35 Although I did not shadow Julie (as I did for students I describe later in this chapter), she was a student 
in one of the English classes that I co-taught with Mr. Rodino. Additionally, I observed her behavior 
extensively during classroom observations of her other teachers, as well as when I shadowed another ninth-
grade student. 
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things happening. But when you let kids just walk around, without an authority 
figure hovering over them, that then you see how this school is. And it makes me 
really sad because I almost don’t think there is an adult that can walk into a 
hallway here and kids will listen to them—principal, dean, nothing. And it’s 
almost like they step out there, and it’s just like, ‘fuck you’ to everyone—we’re 
cursing, we’re play fighting, we’re throwing garbage on the floor, we throw food, 
we’re going late to class, the bathrooms… I feel like you can walk into a school 
bathroom and you can see evidence of how happy kids are. Every day, written in 
the bathroom here: ‘LSA sucks dick, F-this.’ The paper towels are in the urinal 
toilet by 10:00. Where is this coming from? ’Cause I know they are not doing this 
in their homes. And it’s like wow, this is the place where they spend the majority 
of their teenage years and they hate it. And I don’t know how to change it…  

Mr. Fulton takes issue here with the fact that while some students at LSA might 

work well in supervised classrooms, students demonstrate that they have not internalized 

school-sanctioned professional values or culture where there is no visible controlling 

power. Yet this is not due to defiance on the students’ part, rather, it is due to agency in 

the face of the school’s deficit discourse (Spears-Bunton and Powell 2008). 

During the spring of 2010 students took their hallway unprofessionalism to the 

next level; many chose to ignore the late bell to talk and laugh with friends. To 

ameliorate this, teachers tried locking their doors after the bell rang, so that students 

would have to knock before they came in. This proved ineffective, especially because 

students would knock on the door after class had started to be let in. The deans of 

discipline tried hallway sweeps, where any student caught after the bell was marched to 

the guidance suite, and issued a detention. But not only did these students come even 

later to class, they cut their detentions. When they did this, they were barred from 

privileges like school dances, basketball games or extracurricular activities. But this did 

not seem to be enough of a disincentive.  

In May 2010, there were 342 students out of a total 450 who were barred from 

their privileges as a result of having between 3 and 50 unserved detentions. Ms. 
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McGoldrick, a white woman who teaches ninth-grade science36, said during what the 

ninth-grade team named an “emergency meltdown” meeting about student discipline:  

They say to themselves: why do I care if I have 27 detentions?  They feel that we 
(adults) are fighting the fight and that they don’t have to—they know that we have 
to make our school look good. Students know that our results are published, and 
that it makes the school look better if our numbers look good.  

Despite the fact that students don’t demonstrate that they have internalized the 

class culture that teachers deem necessary for their college and career readiness, for 

teachers, the school’s image and competitiveness for funding take precedence over 

finding other creative ways to get all students to invest. Students, meanwhile, achieve the 

right to opt out of professionalism while teachers feel ignored and overpowered. At the 

same time, teachers are aware of students metacognitive and evaluative power based on 

their recognition of student agency. 

When Ms. Meehan, a white college advisor37 and I spoke informally one day 

about professionalism, she said: 

You know, most of us come here, and we have to put on a little bit of a face to be 
good at our jobs, to be professional. I think that’s true about people who are 
professionals all over the country. But at the same time, we don’t mind doing that, 
because it’s not like anyone is criticizing who we really are on the inside when we 
have to put on a ‘face’ for work. I always know I can celebrate who I am. With 
our kids, it’s totally different—there is no place to celebrate who they are. That’s 
the problem. 

Students pick up on the implicit assumption behind the ostensibly colorblind 

discourse of professionalism that knowledge of how to be professional (punctual, 

properly dressed, well-behaved) is something that predominantly black and brown LSA 

students lack; this is something that they are supposed to learn from predominantly white 

and/or middle class teachers, who sometimes buy into a different version of the 
                                                
36 See chapter 4 for a case study of Ms. McGoldrick. 
37 See chapter 4 for a case study of Ms. Meehan. 
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philanthrocapitalist logic or richesse oblige that I outline in chapter 2. For example, Ms. 

Elliott, a white English teacher, shared with me that she believes that LSA teachers work 

for social change by: 

Confer[ring] as much of our privilege that we were lucky enough or 
coincidentally fortunate enough to grow up with on our students. We are trying to 
send students out into the world more likely to go to college, more likely to be 
academically successful, you know, with a kind of…give them the opportunity to 
have them enter whatever social sphere they would like to…we give them the 
opportunities that their racial group traditionally or stereotypically doesn’t have. 

 Casting herself as a “neoliberal savior,” Ms. Elliott hides a deficit discourse 

behind a deracinated narrative of meritocracy for students. She essentializes the 

experience and backgrounds of her black and brown students, creating a monolithic 

“racial” identity. She does not give the school her money, but because she is white and 

privileged, she sees it as her duty to help “save” her less privileged students without ever 

having to face or critique oppressive social structures. 

Students, Professionalism and ‘Fun’ 

Wanting to gain a better understanding of the physical and emotional experience 

of being an LSA student, I decided to shadow various LSA students on Mondays in the 

spring of 2010. In all grades, I sought teachers’ recommendations, and told them that in 

exchange for having me as an extra “student” in their room for the day, that I would share 

the field notes that I took from their classes with them if students gave me their 

permission. If teachers gave their permission, I would compile the notes from the whole 

day together, and share them with the grade team so that they would have a sense of a 

“day in the life” of an LSA student.  

Jokingly, during one meeting, Mr. Fulton, who taught ninth-grade algebra, 

suggested to me that I wear the school uniform. I loved the idea, thinking that this would 
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give me a better sense of the experience of moving through the building marked as a 

student. I turned out to be right: wearing the uniform sent the message to both teachers 

and students who saw me on those days that I was “student for a day,” and so wasn’t 

officially “on the clock”; both parties allowed me to play somewhat with the borders 

between student and staff at LSA. One day in a ninth-grade class, I blended in too well; a 

substitute teacher insisted that I sign in on the student attendance sheet, much to the 

delight of the students in the class, who laughed and played along38. 

After shadowing the students for the day, I interviewed them about the 

experience, asking about what it was like for them to be shadowed, and asking for their 

general impressions of LSA. Professionalism came up often in the interviews, because it 

is such a large part of students’ everyday experience and academic standing at LSA. 

Shadowing and then debriefing the day with Isis Williams (ninth grade), Michael 

Bowman (tenth grade), Carmen Fletcher (eleventh grade)39, Nakisha Daniels (eleventh 

grade), Elise Miller (eleventh grade), Destiny Jones40 (eleventh grade), Alan Chaplin 

(eleventh grade), and Alex Parker (twelfth grade) proved to provide an especially 

interesting perspective on what it means to be a “professional” at the school, and why 

students choose (or choose not to) buy-in.  Below, I do not incorporate all of their 

perspectives, but highlight trends in their commentary on the performance of 

professionalism at LSA. 

One tenth grader, Michael, gave me special insight about LSA’s “pedagogy of 

professionalism,” the school's explicit teaching of “appropriate” behaviors for college or 

                                                
38 See Abu-Lughod (2008) and D. Foley et al. (2002) for discussions on being an “insider” or “halfie” 
ethnographer in regard to one’s positionality, and on the notion of border crossing in anthropology. Since I 
was already an “insider” teacher, I attempted here to cross a border, and experience the school lives of 
students. 
39 See chapter 5 for a case study of Carmen. 
40 See chapter 5 for a case study of Destiny. 
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a career. We had been seated and quiet for the first three periods of the day.  At lunch (as 

I wrote in my field notes): 

Akeem [Michael’s friend] asks me if I am going to follow them, too. I say that I 
am, and he and Michael start to laugh. I tell them that they don’t need to worry, I 
want them to do whatever they typically do at lunch. Akeem looks at Michael and 
says: “she’s not gonna say anything!” then looks down at my black and gold Nike 
Dunks41. He asks me if I can run in these shoes. I tell him that I can. I ask him 
why. He says, “because we get in a lot of trouble.”  

During lunch, we caught up with two more of Michael’s friends, and the five of 

us wandered the halls for a while, trying to find someplace to hang out besides the 

cafeteria. Despite school rules banning electronics, the boys took out their phones, and 

began to listen to music as we walked. We snuck up to the vestibule outside of the gym 

on the sixth floor to play handball. Both a security guard and the gym teacher tried to 

kick us out at different points, but (although I did not explicitly intercede on the students’ 

behalf) let us stay when they saw me, whom they knew as a teacher. 

Had we followed school rules by going to the cafeteria for lunch, if we had tried 

to get out of our seats, we would have been ordered by one of the school’s two deans of 

discipline (who stood at the front of the cafeteria with a microphone) to sit down. During 

the day, Michael met the expectations for “professionalism” in his subject area classes. 

He wore the uniform, he didn’t distract his peers, chat, or call out. He remained seated 

and generally conformed to behavioral expectations. His behavior at lunch, on the other 

hand, seemed to be incongruent with the school’s expectations of professionalism. While 
                                                
41 LSA students who wore a uniform had no choice over their shirt, pants or sweater, but had choice over 
their shoes. Both outside and inside schools, buying and wearing the newest gym shoes represents an 
important status marker for some youth in the United States. See Ralph (2010) for a discussion of the 
importance of gym shoes as cultural objects, status markers, and artifacts of participation in the global 
economy for black youth affiliated with a Chicago gang, and Patillo-McCoy (1999) for a discussion of 
Nikes as an important status symbol and instrument of identity construction for black youth, largely as a 
result of targeted advertising. Students often complimented my choice of shoes as an accurate and fashion-
conscious “finishing touch” to my version of the school uniform, one student even going so far as to tell her 
friends in the hallway: “Ms. Brown is just like us!” 
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Michael chose to display “professional” behavior in his classes, he said that there are 

between one and four students in every one of his classes who “just like to have fun… 

and they get the class laughing, but they don’t know when to stop.”  

Twelfth-grade teachers asked that I shadow Alex Parker because, although his 

mother was president of the school’s PTA and was an assistant principal at an elementary 

school in the Bronx, Alex seemed to be quite ambivalent about academics and behavior 

at the school. His teachers knew that he was smart, but didn’t know what to make of the 

fact that he had a 68% average in all of his classes. Ms. Sands, Alex’s English teacher 

and advisor, introduced the two of us the week before I wanted to shadow him. Alex, 

slim and athletic looking, gave the appearance of being a serious and somewhat reserved 

young man when I met him. He shook my hand, but did not smile as we exchanged 

hellos. I noticed that he was in the school dress code when we met, despite the fact that 

most of the students in the senior class were coming out of dress code every day that 

spring. His neatly trimmed, short hair accentuated his large brown eyes, which opened a 

little wider when I told him that I wanted to follow him for one day the following week. 

Class was in session, and the two of us walked through the nearly empty fourth-floor 

hallway as I told him a bit more about my project: that I was an anthropologist who was 

curious about the “culture” of the school. I told him that I knew very well what it was like 

to be a teacher at this school, but that I wanted to do more research for my project on 

what it was like to be a student, and to be “college ready.” Alex’s first response was: 

“Are you sure that I am the one you want to follow?  I mean, I’m not really, like a good 

student or anything, I’m just kinda… average. I mean, I’m cool with the college thing, 

but I don’t really… buy it.” I told him that what I was really after was the LSA student 

experience, and that I didn’t necessarily need to follow all of the top students in the 
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school. I told him that I would be taking notes on what happened throughout the day. He 

shrugged and said ok.  

During the day, Alex did, at times, participate in his classes, but at times, when I 

would look at him, he seemed only halfway present; at one point in English class, I 

noticed that his book was open, but that he was staring into space. Throughout the day, I 

didn’t hear teachers mention professionalism, or threaten to take off points for it, but 

when I asked Alex about professionalism in our interview after school at a nearby café, 

he responded:  

…professionalism, as I see it, is like kinda rare to come by, unless it’s like a 
serious circumstance. In senior year, it’s usually more professional, but I 
remember even last year, classes?  There were very few people who took it 
seriously. So I learned to be professional within a span of like a couple of months.  

He said that before his senior year, he used to be “the worst” in class, and was a 

student who would frequently interrupt teachers to call out, joke around in class, and not 

take the lesson seriously. When I asked him why he did this, he responded, “I like to have 

fun.” 

I wondered about his word choice in “learning to be” professional, as opposed to 

choosing to be professional. Did he reject or resist learning to be professional before his 

senior year, or did he just make the choice not to be?  And what was it that made him see 

professionalism as something that he should learn?  What made performing 

professionalism win over fun? Perhaps, I thought, one could attribute this to the urgency 

of “college or career readiness” that was so present in the discourse of the twelfth grade 

teacher team, and the LSA college office. Although it did not seem, from my day with the 

senior class, that all of the twelfth graders performed professionalism (I witnessed teacher 

frustration as a result of student side conversations, eating and electronics in class, and 
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the majority of students out of uniform, all offenses deemed “unprofessional” by LSA 

standards), Alex seemed more open to it than some of the underclassmen that I spoke to.  

Other students whom I shadowed also seemed to draw a stark contrast between 

being “professional” and having fun.  

Nakisha Daniels 

Nakisha, in eleventh grade, told me that to be professional is “not being serious all 

the time, but knowing when to stop. Acting like a student.” Nakisha was a student whose 

behavior I, and other teachers, struggled with when she was a tenth grader. In fact, Mr. 

Randall planned a class trip to Philadelphia, and listed her name in a grade team meeting 

as one of the students that he refused to bring on the trip. I remember one particular day, 

just after Nakisha completed a five-day suspension for fighting with a tenth-grade boy in 

the middle of another teacher’s class. She returned to my English class, and displayed 

behavior that was typical of how she acted through our first semester together. It is 

recorded in the following field notes: 

I just had another bad incident with Nakisha (first day she was back in my class 
since her suspension). During the class, she was distracting the students around 
her, and was repeatedly screaming out statements like “big booty hoes” [to no 
one], “mind your business” [to the boy in front of her] “I see somebody else want 
to get smacked” [to the boy behind her], “I don't care what she give me” [about 
me when another student told her that I was taking off points], “I’m gonna smack 
the shit outta you” [to two boys]. I asked her to step outside for a conversation 
with me, and she refused. I called the guidance office to try to get her removed, 
and got the voice-mail; the deans were in the cafeteria for lunch. When Ms. 
Williams came into the room to sit at her desk [we shared the classroom], Nakisha 
kept on making ‘pssst’ noises to get her attention, which Ms. Williams ignored. 
Finally, three minutes until the end of the period, she asked to step out of the 
room. I told her she could, and that she should take her belongings with her to 
which she responded, “No, now that you want me to go, I'm going to stay and 
finish making this period hell.” At this point, Ms. Williams got up and escorted 
Nakisha into the hallway. 
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I caught Nakisha in the hallway later that day, and spoke with her about her 

behavior in my class. She said that she thought my class was “boring,” and so that was 

why she chose to act like that. We had a long conversation where I told her that I 

understood what she was saying, but that she had to find better ways of communicating to 

adults that she was frustrated, bored, or unhappy. Several teachers on the team struggled 

with her behavior as she acted, in her words, “goofy” when she was bored. She played on 

the school’s basketball team, but had been benched by the coach for games because he 

had been getting so many complaints from teachers. Her grandmother (her primary 

guardian) received so many behavior-related calls from the school that she decided mid-

year to transfer Nakisha to another school. At this point Nakisha sent both Ms. Williams 

and me an e-mail that read: 

PLEASE........... 
CAN YOU CALL AND TALK TO MY GRANDMOTHER 
TONIGHT....BECAUSE SHE IS TRYING TO CHANGE MY SCHOOL CAN 
YOU PLEASE CONVINCE HER TO LETTING ME STAY.........(IM READY 
TO DO WHAT U I (sic) HAVE TO DO) PLEASE AND THANK YOU............ 
HER # IS […]................ 
PLEASE SAVE ME............. 

After e-mailing Nakisha that I needed to see a turnaround in her behavior in my 

class, as well as all of the homework that she owed me, I called her grandmother. I 

advocated for Nakisha, saying that she deserved another chance. Ms. Williams did the 

same, and Nakisha stayed. She sent us both e-mails thanking us, and promising that all 

her teachers were going to see “a different Nakisha.” Late in the year, when Nakisha was 

participating positively in my class and was completing her work, I complimented her on 

how well she was doing. She told me that she was doing well because I had listened to 

what she said about how my class was boring, and that I had “changed it and made it 

fun.”  
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I don’t know whether the class was really more fun, whether Nakisha and I just 

found a way to have a much more civil, respectful and human relationship, or whether we 

both bought into a Carnegie-inspired “neoliberal savior” discourse (as the language of 

salvation in Nakisha’s e-mail might lead one to believe). Regardless, threatening her with 

docking points, as I had in the fall, proved ineffective. It was not until she felt that I was 

not only listening to her, but until I proved that I would advocate for her that her behavior 

changed in my class and she turned off the “goofiness.” This situation demonstrates an 

important lesson, I think, about professionalism. When I coded student definitions of 

professionalism on the schoolwide questionnaire, 74% of students defined 

professionalism as behavior-related, or as acting a certain way. Only 6% of LSA’s 

students defined professionalism as integrity or respect-related, or as having a certain 

kind of ethic or moral. Nakisha turned off the “goofiness,” recognized me as a 

“professional” pedagogue, and started behaving as a “professional” student in my class 

when we mutually bought into the logic of neoliberal subjectivity, each of us accountable 

for our failed choices: I for choosing to act as a “boring” teacher, and she for choosing to 

act as a “failing” / “unprofessional” student. If Nakisha buys into market logic, perhaps 

her resistance demonstrates her position that we each need to be equally liable for the 

roles that we choose to play. The only way that she would recognize me as a professional 

pedagogue, and start behaving as a professional student in my class was when I 

advocated for her. As I allude above, one could argue that this act demonstrated my own 

integrity; but one could conversely argue that I deemed her worthy of “salvation” or as 

“deserving” of my neoliberal charity. Regardless, I couldn’t just perform as a banking-

style educator (Freire 1970), instilling knowledge (or the practice of professionalism). 

She consented to professional behavior in my class only when she deemed it worthwhile 

to do so (Spears-Bunton and Powell 2008).  
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Professionalism and Gender  

Girls at LSA were frequently stereotyped as being “dramatic.” Twelfth grader 

Alex classified girls at the school as “smart, but bipolar,” and eleventh graders Nakisha 

and Elise complained about all of the “drama” between girls at the school. Males on staff 

spoke to me on multiple occasions about how “dramatic” the girls at the school were, as 

well as about how the girls at the school “silenced” and “manipulated” the boys (although 

none of the male LSA students or alums that I interviewed said that they felt silenced or 

manipulated by their female colleagues, when I asked). In the two years that I worked at 

LSA, I heard about only one physical fight between boys, whereas physical fights 

between girls seemed to occur more frequently.  

For female students, “drama” that leads to physical or verbal altercations is seen 

as unprofessional. Other behaviors of young women that were marked as unprofessional 

at LSA included interrupting teachers, grooming or eating in class, wandering through the 

halls too much, using the restroom too much, cursing, wearing one’s uniform in a 

sexually provocative fashion (or not wearing one’s uniform at all) reading urban fiction 

books42 in class, speaking non-standard English in class, passing notes or candy out in 

class, chewing gum, wearing a headscarf for non-religious reasons, or singing or dancing 

in the middle of class. What is interesting about these behaviors is not that they are 

rigidly or ostentatiously “lower class”; I can’t say that any of these behaviors could be 

explicitly tied to social class at all. Perhaps they are an ostentatious rejection of gendered 

middle-class professionalism as LSA defines it (hooks 2000).  

Professional behaviors for young women at LSA, from what I could observe, 

include wearing the uniform, SLANTing43 in class, getting high grades, being calm, 
                                                
42 See chapter 6 for a discussion of urban fiction. 
43 SLANT is an acronym that students learn in ninth grade. It stands for “Sit up, Listen, Ask questions, Nod 
your head, and Track the speaker with your eyes.” 
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doing one’s homework, being organized and using one’s planner to record upcoming 

assignments, speaking standard English quietly, being punctual, using the restroom as 

infrequently as possible during class, and controlling the expression of one’s emotions. 

What is interesting about the performance of professionalism for young women at LSA 

(as opposed to unprofessionalism) is that while most of the unprofessional behaviors are 

blatant and ostentatious, the professional behaviors are much more demure and reserved. 

To be a professional at LSA, at least in terms of dress and behavior, it is important not to 

stand out in the wrong ways. This is, in many ways, the opposite of how we might define 

intellectual professionalism, where the goal is to stand out for the uniqueness of one’s 

thinking. Carmen, Isis, Destiny, and Elise all aligned unprofessionalism with losing 

control of one’s emotions and in some way drawing attention to oneself. In the context of 

gendered professionalism, and the demure, asexualized expectations of professional 

femininity at LSA, it is important not to stand out for the wrong reasons.  

For young men, the expectations of professionalism were somewhat similar to 

young women. While young men’s uniforms were different (they were expected to wear 

a dress shirt, a tie and pants) the expectation was still to SLANT in class, not to interrupt 

teachers, not to fight, to do one’s homework, to get high grades, to use one’s planner for 

upcoming assignments, to be punctual, to speak standard English quietly, not to groom or 

eat in class, to control one’s emotions, and to use the bathroom as infrequently as 

possible during class. 

In terms of performing unprofessionalism, boys’ behaviors differed from those of 

girls. I noticed that boys were much more likely to be chastised for unprofessionalism 

due to wearing hoodies, baggy pants, a fitted baseball cap, a do-rag, or any other items of 

clothing that could be construed as “hood,” (from a stereotypically black urban 

neighborhood, or ghetto). Cursing, fighting, or speaking in black vernacular was also 
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construed as unprofessional for boys, as was interrupting teachers, grooming or eating in 

class, wandering the halls, or using the bathroom during class too much. Young men, like 

Michael, Alex, and Alan, as well as one young woman, Nakisha, all of whom I 

shadowed, identified performing unprofessionalism more closely with publicly “having 

fun” or “acting goofy” in class as opposed to showing one’s anger. Again, it’s important 

that boys don’t stand out for the wrong reasons at LSA—yet, these reasons differ from 

expectations of girls44. 

LSA staff policed both young men and women in similar ways for public 

unprofessionalism. Girls, though, were more likely to be policed for sexually provocative 

dress, while boys were more likely to be policed for dress that teachers associated with 

hip-hop culture, gangs, or “the hood”. When I interviewed parents about their 

experiences with LSA, I noticed a difference in the ways that those parents whose 

children were frequently cited as being unprofessional talked about teachers versus those 

whose children were often cited as being professional spoke about teachers. While two 

mothers of professional girls in the eleventh grade spoke about how happy they were with 

LSA teachers and with their child’s relationships to LSA, two mothers of students whose 

daughters were seen as more often unprofessional complained to me that teachers could 

sometimes be “condescending” and that they needed to watch their tone with the 

students. I found it telling that there could be such disparity of opinion between parents of 

young women in the same grade at the school. Yet, a student’s competence in performing 

professionalism reflected heavily on what kind of experience they got at LSA and what 

kind of experience the school structured them to have afterwards. 

                                                
44 I further deconstruct and critique the raced and gendered stereotypes of at-risk urban youth in chapters 5 
and 6, stereotypes which lead, as I demonstrate here, to differentiated microtechnologies of 
professionalism. 
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Students and Professionalism  

They expect us to be way to [sic] professional as if we aren’t just teens (tenth 
grade) 

I feel that it is unnecessary, because they make it seem as if we must be 
professional at all times, everywhere you go. (ninth grade)  

—Student responses on a schoolwide questionnaire when asked about 
their opinions of professionalism and professionalism points at LSA 

 

One might ask what the curricula with an emphasis on such the performance of 

professionalism might crowd out, and what it might encourage (Goffman 1961; Foucault 

1980). In a December 2009 academic intervention with Martine, an African-American 

ninth grade student who didn’t have grades good enough to cheer on the squad during 

games (a 70 or above in all major subjects) was revealing. In front of her mother, me (the 

cheerleading coach that season), and three of her teachers, when asked what she was 

going to do to be better in her classes, stated, “I am just going to come in and be quiet, be 

professional, just not say anything.” My response to this was that I didn’t think that any 

of her teachers wanted her to be silent through the duration of the period, that to be 

professional, she should, in fact, participate in positive ways in class. The other teachers 

in the room said that they agreed with my perspective. However, I wondered at that 

moment whether we demonstrated pedagogically that we in fact did agree. Did we favor, 

across the board, hearing students’ voices and perspectives to hearing our own?  Or 

through the discourse of professionalism, were we silencing our students? 

Alex Parker shared that the hallways are where you see the real LSA students.  

When I asked whether students were, then, “fake” in class and “real” in the halls, Alex 

quickly corrected himself. He said that it wasn’t that students weren’t real both places, 
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but most just “toned it down” in the classrooms, and that the hallways are the only place 

where students’ real selves can come out. 

There seems, for LSA students, not to be much space in classrooms to be 

themselves, because expectations of professionalism take up so much space. Instead, as 

Goffman (1961) argues, they define themselves both within and against the norms of the 

institution. As I allude in the previous chapter, Weithman (2003) argues that motivation 

is among the benefits that schools are supposed to deliver. While debates on 

“achievement” are often founded in measuring high stakes test-scores (Lipman 2004), 

Weithman argues that motivation is much more difficult to measure, but more important 

in the debate on educational equity. Motivation, he argues, induces students to realize 

other educational benefits (like students’ own knowledge and wisdom, as well as the 

skills needed for more meaningful work) by acting on it. With such an emphasis on 

performance and on managing one’s own behavior, and on acting like an adult at a job 

(when one is really an adolescent in school), I wonder whether some important parts of 

learning are crowded out. Does a curriculum that emphasizes the performance of 

professionalism so heavily leave room for teachers to tap the knowledge that students 

enter the classroom with, or the wealth of experiences that they bring from life 

experience (Moll, Amanti et al. 1992)?  Does the performance of professionalism, 

especially when maintained through a deficit model (professionalism is something that 

students lack as freshmen, and must learn through coercion) negate joy in learning, 

especially in the context of the variability of student motivation?  Is the effort to teach 

professionalism tied to problematic assumptions about students’ cultural identities and 

experiences as “raced” and “classed” individuals in the U.S.? What is the place of good 

conduct in schools, and how do we regulate it?  Lastly, does the performance of 

professionalism negate intellectualism? 
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Douglas Foley (2010), drawing on the theories of Habermas (1985; 1987) and 

Goffman (1959; 1961), notes students’ production of “alienated communicative labor 

performances” in a south Texas high school. Foley’s theory is based on Goffman’s 

dramaturgical theories of the “presentation of self” and Habermas’s argument that the 

cultural crisis of privatization (part of what he calls “technological rationality”) is 

dehumanizing because it diminishes communicative action and intersubjectivity. 

Habermas warns against the “reified communicative labor” that is produced by 

technological rationality, which ontologically negates personhood. Communicative 

speech acts, he argues, resist the dehumanization that comes with technological 

rationality, as subjects define selfhood against the appropriation of communicative labor. 

Through “alienated communicative labor performances,” then some students, both in 

Foley’s study of North Town High School, and at LSA, resist the norms of the institution 

through purposefully and agentically performing alternatives. On the other hand, at LSA, 

some students buy into the panoptic technologies of professionalism. I demonstrate both 

of these perspectives in the sections below. 

Students Advocate Professionalism  

 I think professionalism points are needed. Because children will carry the same 
attitude on to college.” (ninth grade) 

I think LSA’s professionalism points is a great idea it gives us another grade so 
that if we screw up academically behavior can help.” (ninth grade) 

It’s important here because it counts as 20% of your grade.” (ninth grade) 

I think being professional is a important thing to know how to do if you want to 
be successful.” (eleventh grade) 

I think its good because it helps me increase my grade in class for something that 
comes natural.” (twelfth grade) 
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The above quotes, which LSA students wrote on the schoolwide questionnaire in 

spring 2010, illustrate a few of the positive opinions of professionalism that students 

held, and represent 45% of the students who took the survey. Based on the above quotes, 

we see that students align professionalism (and the point system that often comes along 

with it) with getting better grades, as well as setting one up for success.  Often, students 

who have the reputation for being the most professional are the ones who are selected 

first for extracurricular opportunities, especially those that explicitly represent the school. 

Students like Elise, who I shadowed during spring 2010, shared with me how excited she 

was to go on an upcoming overnight college trip with the school. Not every student had 

been accepted to go, and so she was thrilled that she had been chosen. When I 

interviewed her, she named this as one of the reasons why she was glad that she had not 

transferred out of LSA, which she had wanted earlier in the year. She said: 

I did want to transfer, but I decided not to, and from the result of me saying that I 
want to get out of the school, like I kept hearing so much about colleges, like the 
college trip was good, like I was hearing that from seniors, this college, and that 
college, and like we spent the night, and it made me like want to stay cause I 
didn’t have that experience, and once I found that I was accepted on this college 
trip, that made me so happy, like I bought like a whole new professional outfit so 
I could see like what colleges I want and how they like see me as a person, cause 
they will see that I am very professional and very determined and I want to get 
that note across to them. 

Here, her language is interesting. Elise aligns professional dress with being 

successful, and with putting forth a determined image, showing that she is confident in 

her skills. This is evident in terms of how she defines professionalism:  

How you represent yourself, how you dress, how you act with others, students, 
adults… I could say sometimes, like I am not the most professional cause of how 
students want to make a joke to me or come at me in classrooms, and I take it 
seriously. 
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When visiting a college, she is aware that the impression that she makes will be 

determined by her “professional” look. 

Sometimes, students adopt this idea of professionalism and use it to critique 

teachers in the same way that they are critiqued. Once, as I sat in the teachers’ office 

working one afternoon, I overheard an eleventh grader speaking loudly to Ms. Elliott, a 

white female teacher, in the hallway after she was pulled out of class for disrespecting 

Ms. Connell, a black student teacher:  

STUDENT:  She gave me attitude and she rolled her neck and she acted 
unprofessional and she is in an environment where teachers are acting 
professional so she needs to tame herself! 
MS. ELLIOTT:  You said it in a voice that was loud enough for the entire class to 
hear. 
STUDENT:  So what?! 
MS. ELLIOTT:  She is a teacher and the appropriate thing to do is to ask her to 
step outside and have the conversation with her. 

“Professionalism” is a common discursive term used by teachers to discipline 

students when they are not following school norms of dress, language, or behavior. Here, 

we see a student adopting that language, and using it to criticize an adult. This, especially 

late in the school year, was also a common occurrence. Students called each other 

“unprofessional” at times, and they called adults (whether teachers-in-training, or 

teachers), “unprofessional” at times when they were upset, illustrated by the above 

example. 

Performing Unprofessionalism in the Classroom 

[Professionalism / Professionalism points are] bull, I’m already professional 
(ninth grade) 

It’s stupid. It absolutely positively makes no sense. (ninth grade) 
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LSA instills a professional environment but us as students don’t uphold it, i.e. 
dress code, respect for ourselves and others. (ninth grade) 

I don’t think professionalism points should make up a majority of our grades 
because it pulls down our GPA significantly. Plus, schools aren’t supposed to do 
that. (eleventh grade) 

They hurt me a lot (twelfth grade) 

Nobody is good in being professional (twelfth grade)  

I don’t think they are important when you give them a point system (twelfth 
grade) 

Sometimes points are taken away because of extremely frivolous things like not 
directly looking at a teacher during a lesson (twelfth grade) 

I think that it is childish, especially to actually go into affect on your grades 
(twelfth grade) 

It’s ridiculous, we’re not little kids. It’s important, but repeating it every day is 
not necessary (twelfth grade) 

 

These students’ perspectives45 illustrate the negative or critical opinions of 

professionalism that students held. These comments represent 35% of the students who 

took the survey. Based on the above quotes, we see that some students align 

professionalism (and the point system that often comes along with it) with being both 

infantilized and academically penalized for their behavior.  Students voiced their 

frustration with professionalism, and one student, quoted above, critiques the idea of 

teenagers having to perform it. According to this student, LSA students are “just teens,” 

and shouldn’t have to conform to such a strict behavior standard. Some students critique 

professionalism through performing unprofessionalism in the classroom. 

                                                
45 The above quotes were written by LSA students in the spring of 2010 on my schoolwide questionnaire. 
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I began the 2009-10 year assisting in Ms. Brandon’s tenth-grade English class, but 

was soon transferred to Mr. Rodino’s room. In Ms. Brandon’s class, I noticed that several 

students reacted negatively to her pedagogical style. This manifested through students 

performing unprofessionalism.  When I shadowed Michael, the tenth-grader (who had a 

73% average), the discourse of professionalism seemed much more explicit than it had 

been in the twelfth grade with Alex. For example, I watched Ms. Brandon, a white 

woman originally from Ireland, struggle to quiet her class. When we walked into the 

room, despite the fact that the “do now” was on the board, students continued to chat with 

one another after the bell rang. Ms. Brandon was new to LSA, but had been a teacher in a 

high school in the Washington Heights area of Manhattan for several years before 

coming to LSA. she shushed the students a couple of times to no avail. She reminded 

students that they only had five minutes to complete the do now, but this still seemed not 

to make a much of a difference.  The chatter continued, and I recorded in my field notes: 

A female student is laughing at a table just in front of us and to our right, and Ms. 
Brandon says, ‘Listening to me, please, listening to me, please.’ Students are still 
talking. She says, ‘I hear all this chatter and people are still not doing the right 
thing.’ When students still don’t quiet down, one or two minutes later, she says, 
‘what happened to us over the weekend? It looks like we are going to eat up this 
five minutes today.’  She looks frustrated. Michael is chatting with the girl next to 
him, and has not started his do now. Ms. Brandon asks Taquan, a male student to 
read the do now out loud. He does. It’s a question that is asking students to 
compare the scene where Nettie leaves in the book [The Color Purple] to the 
movie, and a female student says. ‘We didn’t watch that yet.’ Ms. Brandon tells 
her (and any other student that wasn’t there) ‘if you weren’t here the day it 
started, then you’re just going to have to write about that scene in the novel.’ She 
shushes again twice, trying to settle the class down. A girl sitting in front of me 
tosses a black plastic bag on the floor. Ms. Brandon says, ‘I am seeing only about 
four people around the room who are getting their professionalism points.’ This 
doesn’t make a difference. I hear one female student in front of me ask another 
what they are supposed to do if they haven’t seen the movie. Ms. Brandon 
responds, ‘use your imagination’ as she complains: ‘My God, you guys are so 
noisy today!’ 
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Ms. Beale, also a white woman, U.S. born, and the tenth grade U.S. History 

teacher (who replaced Ms. Williams in 2009-10 when she took a job at the school’s 

enrichment office), also struggled to get the class started on their work, and threatened 

with points when students choose to continue to have fun, refusing to honor her request 

for quiet work on the do now: 

As the bell rings, we sit on the right hand side of the room, furthest from the door. 
I notice that we have been between the same two rooms since we got here in the 
morning – AM check in 547, ConLaw in 549, English in 547, and History in 549. 
I am getting a little restless at this point. I’m not used to sitting this much at work. 
The class is chatty, and Ms. Beale, wearing a grey sweater dress, a thick black 
belt, and black boots yells: ‘Ladies and Gentlemen! The do-now is on the board 
just like it has been since the first day of school!  I should not have to speak this 
loudly!’  Michael is wearing his backpack, and she says, ‘Michael, the backpack 
has to come off and we need to get started.’ Michael, meanwhile, is having a 
conversation with the girl sitting next to us about a conversation that is written in 
her notebook. Ms. Beale says, over the class’s chatter: ‘If you are talking you are 
not getting full credit. I shouldn’t hear any noise.’ This doesn’t make much of a 
difference, and she says loudly, again, ‘Ladies and gentlemen! I still hear noise 
which means you are not doing what you need to be doing!’ Ms. Beale comes 
back to our area of the room, and the male student says to her, ‘Ms. Beale, you 
look nice today.’ She says ‘Thank you and work on your assignment; you have 10 
more seconds before we move on.’ The do-now that is on the power point is about 
how your neighbor’s apartment catches on fire (in your building); it asks ‘what do 
you do?  What do you save?’ When it is time to share the do-now, some students 
are still talking.  Michael asks Ms. Beale a question that I can’t hear. She says, 
loudly, ‘There is still talking and I am going to keep saying this over and over 
until it stops and if this is annoying you, then stop doing the things I am asking 
you not to do!’ 

That day, in both Ms. Beale and Ms. Brandon’s classes, the tone was one of 

frustration on the part of the teachers, and resistant play on the part of the students. In 

both cases, when the teachers could not get the class to consent to being quiet, they 

attempted coercion using professionalism points. Despite these threats from the teachers, 

however, neither class gave in completely. Although Ms. Brandon’s class got a little 

quieter as the period went on (we watched the film version of The Color Purple 
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(Spielberg 1985), but at times during the film, students continued to call out comments 

about the film or the actors), Ms. Beale’s class was a continual struggle as she tried to 

lecture over students who proceeded to talk and joke.  

When I asked Michael how he would define professionalism. He said:   

Professionalism is when you don’t interrupt teachers and students in the 
classroom, and you are respectful… you are not sitting there, like you are not 
sitting there when the teacher is talking, like you are not interfering with what she 
is saying, like a teacher will be talking and you are not like, oh, I’m going to talk 
to my friend.  

Other students that I shadowed define professionalism a bit differently. Destiny, 

an eleventh grader who has an 82% average, defines professionalism as: “dress code, like 

especially for Ms. Elliott. Principal McCarren, for her, it’s get to class on time… or not 

talking [in class]…” 

Attempting to get students to follow her lead on the overhead in filling out a 

graphic organizer, I wrote the following field notes: 

Here, students are supposed to follow the overhead that Ms. Brandon was filling 
in, taking notes on the graphic organizer, like she was. At this point there was a 
fair amount of resistance from the class. Keira says, ‘Ms. Brown, can you help her 
out? Her teaching is boring!’ Other students ask in loud voices, ‘What time is it?’ 
and ‘What the fuck?’ and ‘What time is this period over?’ Students also resist by 
saying, ‘Why are we doing this?’ 

Keira’s complaint that the class was “boring” is emblematic of other critical 

student comments in relation to teaching at LSA. Ms. Brandon either tended to shush or 

ignore these comments, which only made students act more “unprofessional” in her class.  

In my field notes, I recorded various incidents when she deliberately steered the 

classroom conversation away from where students tried to take it:  

Ms. Brandon asks: ‘why do you think there is so much difference between the 
way a child sees the world and an adult sees the world?  Is it possible for a child 
to remain innocent?’ 
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A male student says: ‘I think that rarely happens. —I think life finds a way to 
change somebody.’ 

Ms. Brandon asks: ‘what takes your innocence?’  

A female student says: ‘Rape.’ 

Ms. Brandon says, ‘Yes, so something terrible could take your innocence, but 
let’s try not to think of things that have to do with sex.’ 

This conversation was interesting especially in the context of the novel we were 

reading in class, To Kill a Mockingbird (Lee 1960), in which a poor white woman 

accuses the black man she seduced of rape in order to salvage her own reputation and 

please her father. Also interestingly, the year before, in ninth grade, students read Speak 

(Anderson 2001), which depicts the rape and subsequent trauma of a ninth-grade girl by a 

twelfth-grade boy at a high school party. Ms. Brandon silenced a further conversation 

about this though, in the moment, discouraging this particular kind of student 

engagement. 

On another day the class read a passage about Boo Radley stabbing Mr. Radley, 

his father, with a pair of scissors. One student, Daquan, tried to begin a conversation 

about this, and two other students, Kelly and Barbara, joined in. Ms. Brandon quickly 

changed the topic, trying to get students back to the book, when they try to explore an 

underlying issue: 

DAQUAN:  Miss, that’s not true, no child could stab his father 
KELLY:  Either you mentally challenged… 
BARBARA:  Or you just bugged out! 
MS. BRANDON:  Jem says he hears scratching at the door, and they live in the 
country—what could it be? 
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Similar to her reaction to students’ attempts at the conversation around rape, Ms. 

Brandon changed the topic when students take an interest in talking about what it might 

mean to physically attack one’s parent.  

At another point in the fall, Daquan reacted to the smell of burning food from the 

kitchen of the hotel next door: 

 DAQUAN:  It stinks, son! 
 CHRISTINA:  I told you, it’s next door 
 DAQUAN:  It’s the food downstairs [in the cafeteria] 
 STUDENTS:  It’s the [names the hotel] 
 MS. BRANDON:  Shhhhhhh. 

Again, Ms. Brandon resorts to shushing students as opposed to engaging in the 

conversation and then tying it to the lesson. This becomes an excuse for them to try 

harder to be heard, if not by Ms. Brandon, then by one another.  

Another day, I noticed that Christina was loudly tapping her long, manicured nails 

on the desk during class: “I’m bored out of my mind,” she said to me as I walked past 

her. Later that week, I noticed Yadina with her head down in class while Ms. Brandon 

was reading aloud from To Kill a Mockingbird. Christina, when I asked, told me that she 

does this because the book is “boring.”  Trying to get her to engage with the lesson, I 

mention that some of the reading in college is “boring” too, but we have to work hard to 

build our stamina now. She responded, “That’s why I’m not going to college right out of 

high school.” I told her to keep her head up—but as soon as I walked away, her head was 

down again. I found her comment provocative in light of LSA’s mission of college 

matriculation and readiness. Perhaps this was just to get me to stop bothering her, but 

Christina revealed her discouragement with academic work and her reluctance about 

going to college.   
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It seemed that a “boring” class, a “boring” book, or a “boring” conversation often 

became excuses for performing unprofessionalism, and in this case, motivation for a lack 

of excitement about academics in general. “Boring” seems to be a word that takes on 

many different meanings for students. Generally, it signifies that students aren’t engaged 

with what’s going on because it’s too hard, too easy, or because they don’t feel involved 

or listened to. Thinking back to Nakisha’s behavior in my class, and remembering her 

reasoning for her goofiness (that classroom activities didn’t hold her interest), I knew Ms. 

Brandon’s position well. In trying to “control” the class in school-sanctioned ways, 

student engagement was lost.   

I noticed that as a result of boredom, students engaged in what Douglas Foley 

calls “making out games” (2010), or what Paul Willis calls “having a laff” (1977) in 

order to “have fun” and detract from the lesson, sometimes blatantly disregarding the fact 

that the teacher was looking, and other times, trying to get away with behavior behind the 

teacher’s back. I noticed a few female students who would throw gum, lip gloss, or small 

bottles of lotion, or make signs using their hands to each other across the room when they 

didn’t think that Ms. Brandon was watching. One student, Claudia, was particularly apt at 

the game of playing around when Ms. Brandon’s back was turned, and then, as soon as 

Ms. Brandon turned around again, becoming completely serious and raising her hand.  

Although I highlight Ms. Brandon and Ms. Beale’s classes above, theirs were not 

the only classrooms where students performed unprofessionalism. Ninth-grade teachers 

documented demonstrations of unprofessionalism in their classes through e-mails, listing 

behaviors that were characteristic of students’ resistance. As I observed in classrooms, I 

noticed that some female students would wear low-cut tank tops or T-shirts underneath 

their uniform, and would unbutton their uniform to reveal the shirt underneath. I noticed 

several teachers in all grades, usually female, telling female students that they needed to 
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button up their uniform blouses in order to appear more professional. Male staff were 

reluctant to address this “sexually provocative” improvisation on the uniform. Although I 

shared ninth grade teacher Ms. Hart’s critique of Julie’s behavior above, it bears 

repeating here because of it is overtly sexual in nature. In relation to behavior, she wrote 

in an e-mail to the rest of the grade team: 

Julie acted in class more so than usual in reaction to me ignoring her bad 
behavior. She sang, danced suggestively, talked about excretion is different 
words, drank someone else's juice after announcing that she was thirsty for orange 
juice, and ate and passed out sunflower seeds. There was a big pile of seed shells 
on the classroom floor which I did mention and she didn't clean up. 
 I think I will penalize the class for messiness in the future and see how that 
works. Any idea how to make this work?  Take away five professionalism points 
from everyone if the room has candy papers and shells on the floor?  

On another day, she wrote, about the same student: 

Julie is not being appropriate in class. She talks and sneers, today was touching 
her breasts, and I said quietly, that's not appropriate, she said, ‘What's the matter?  
I can't show uplift?  I can't show my titties?’ and she didn’t stop. I repeated that 
that wasn’t appropriate. Among other inappropriate behavior. She finally got 
down to work for the last fifteen minutes, and then when she left, I called her 
name four times to talk with her as she was leaving and she chose to ignore me. I 
know she heard me since another student told her I was calling to her. 

Another ninth-grade teacher, Ms. Stein, wrote about Julie’s behavior: 

She came to class late 
She spent the first 8 minutes of class standing up, refusing to sit 
She was unprepared—she has not had a notebook for the last few weeks and 
refuses to buy one. She says it was stolen so she is not replacing it. Plus, she says, 
the year is almost over. 

She was unprepared with an independent reading book 

She was shouting out across the room 

She was hysterically laughing, got up from her seat so she could calm down. This 
made a huge fuss and was extremely distracting. 
Said to me, ‘I ain't talking to you!’ when I requested for her to sit down 
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I asked her to step outside and I spoke to her outside..she promised to come back 
in and work. 
She did not do any work when she returned, but managed to stay quiet. 
I give the students a break during the double period, Julie was over 5 minutes late 
to return 
Throughout the second half of class she was relatively quiet but not on task 
She spent the majority of the time whispering to students around her and putting 
on lotion, doing her hair, etc. 

Teachers characterize Julie’s behavior as both disruptive and sexually 

inappropriate. While ninth-grade teachers’ frustration with student unprofessionalism was 

common at that point in the year, young women were accused of displaying 

unprofessionalism through sexuality, while young men were not.   

Principal McCarren attended the next ninth-grade team meeting to try to 

ameliorate the issues of student unprofessionalism and noncompliance in the ninth grade. 

At this meeting, although short-term fixes were one of the topics, the larger conversation 

was about how to convince students to take more ownership over their learning and the 

school. This fell under the topic of what Principal McCarren called “long-term culture 

shifts.” Mr. Fulton and Mr. Matthews suggested hallway monitors, peer counselors and 

tutors, and an active student council as ideas about how to get students to invest in their 

schooling.  Because it was May, and the year was close to over, it was agreed that none 

of these suggestions would be implemented right away, although they would be 

considered for the following school year.  

When I visited the school in October of 2010 to present data from the schoolwide 

questionnaire to students, teachers, and parents, I heard from Mr. Fulton, who was in 

charge of student council, that it was more active that year. As I walked through the halls, 

I did notice that the tone seemed calmer, although I did not see any hall monitors. I 

wondered how the rest of the year would manifest in terms of the performance of 

professionalism and in terms of the long-term culture shifts that Principal McCarren had 
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mentioned the year before. As they performed unprofessionalism through behavior, dress, 

and language, students seemed to be sending an important message to staff about the 

deficit view that teachers tended to take about students’ ability to be professional from 

the beginning. If staff would not value elements of students’ experience and realities that 

they brought from outside of school, students refused to valorize the code of ethics and 

behaviors valorized by the staff. Teaching college or career readiness in this way then 

becomes counterproductive for students who don’t buy into the system of 

professionalism. If, through their school experience, they are continually penalized for 

being unprofessional, it seems as if it would be more difficult to enter an adult 

professional setting. I wonder whether being told that one is projecting an unprofessional 

image would move one to project a more professional image, or would move one to try to 

reject the idea of professionalism in general?  

‘Real’ Classroom Professionalism: Students Redefine Achievement 

There were times in classrooms that I observed students performing 

professionalism—like Nakisha, students know how to be professional, they just don’t 

always choose to. When I shadowed Nakisha, she performed professionalism in Ms. 

Leon’s class (which I discuss below). I was sure that Nakisha’s behavior had not changed 

in all of her classes due to interactions that I observed with two other teachers. I noticed 

that teachers were quite wary of Nakisha’s movements and behaviors around the room. In 

Ms. Gomez’s history class, for example, Nakisha got up from her desk and started 

walking across the room toward Ms. Gomez’s desk. Ms. Gomez stopped giving 

directions to the class at this point and said, “Nakisha….”  

“What!?” said Nakisha, “I am just going to get the stapler!” Ms. Gomez nodded, 

and continued instruction.  



 115 

A similar incident occurred in Mr. Gonzaga’s chemistry class. Nakisha got up. 

“Nakisha, what are you doing?” asked Mr. Gonzaga.  

“I am just going to the trash!” she yelled. Like Ms. Gomez, he nodded and 

continued instruction. I noticed that other students got up and moved around the room 

without any comment from teachers. Nakisha was watched so closely, I suspected, 

because she continued to cultivate a reputation as being disruptive or unpredictable in 

class.  

I most often saw students (including Nakisha) willingly perform professionalism 

in environments where it was not explicitly coerced using a point system. Performing 

professionalism was especially evident in classrooms where teachers and students shared 

power, and where teachers had developed a deep rapport with their students. 

Although these teachers were still in charge, they were aware that they had power 

in the classroom largely because students gave it to them. This is exemplified in my 

observations of Ms. Leon, Nakisha’s math teacher, whom Nakisha told me during her 

eleventh-grade year, the year after I taught her, was her favorite. Ms. Leon is African-

American and originally from New Jersey. She has been a math teacher at LSA for three 

years. Nakisha told me that she liked Ms. Leon’s class because she felt that she could 

learn and get work done there, and Ms. Leon “can laugh with [students], but she lets us 

know when it’s time to be serious.” This makes a difference. I noticed as well, observing 

in Ms. Leon’s class on several occasions, that she did not seem to fight students for 

power, but established herself as being organized and in full control. She used this 

control, though, to make sure that students have fun, while at the same time remaining 

consistent with her routines.  

Observing Ms. Leon’s class, I noticed that most days, as is expected at the school, 

she gave students a 10-minute mini-lesson, followed by independent or group work, and 
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ended with a review46. The predictable routine worked well for Nakisha, who on the day 

that I shadowed her, saw Ms. Leon turn off her computer after a 10-minute lecture with 

the smartboard, said with confidence, before Ms. Leon did, “It’s time for group work.” 

On that day, Nakisha and I worked through a review packet together, and Nakisha taught 

me how to calculate mean, median and mode. At the end of the class, Nakisha 

volunteered to be one of three students to go up to the front of the room and review the 

concepts in front of the class. As she did this, I noticed a marked contrast between her 

behavior in my class (as well as a few other teachers’ classes) during her tenth-grade 

year, and this class, her eleventh-grade year. Although, I thought, Nakisha was older 

when I shadowed her than she was as a student in my class, this also seemed to be due to 

the rapport that she had with Ms. Leon, as well as her own confidence in her knowledge 

of the material; she drew confidence from both teaching me about the lesson as well as 

teaching the class.  

Watching Ms. Leon, I was impressed with her ability to both develop rapport with 

Nakisha while helping her to feel academically successful and show leadership through 

the structures of her class. There is no power struggle in Ms. Leon’s class because, while 

she is clearly in charge and sets the tone, she shares power with her students. I never 

witnessed students performing unprofessionalism in her class, and in fact, saw students 

performing according to the school’s standards of professionalism all the time. Although 

Ms. Leon did tell me that she uses professionalism points, during the times that I 

observed her class, I didn’t hear her mention them. Students acted “professional,” and so 

she didn’t have to (Kohn 1999).  

                                                
46 This “gradual release of responsibility” model is a foundation of teaching practice in many schools; see 
Pearson and Gallagher (1983). 
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I noticed a similar tone in Ms. McGoldrick’s ninth-grade Forensics class. A white 

woman, native Brooklynite, daughter of two New York City teachers, Ms. McGoldrick 

has a quiet and serious persona. She was one of the teachers who reported that she did not 

use professionalism points in her class, but notably, did not have to struggle in her class 

to get students to behave professionally. Julie was usually noted for her performance of 

unprofessionalism by teachers (see above), but changed her behavior in Ms. 

McGoldrick’s room. Once, while observing in Ms. McGoldrick’s ninth-grade science 

classroom, Julie called me over to join her group, telling me that her partner was 

distracting her from the torso measurements that she was supposed to be taking. I helped 

her partner to get on task, and we took the assigned measurements, after which the girls 

thanked me. Over several observations in this class I noticed that Julie seemed focused 

and engaged. This was in great contrast to the ways that she behaved in her other classes. 

What was the difference? 

Ms. McGoldrick, like Ms. Leon, challenges students to be intellectuals, and they 

willingly perform professionalism without coercion. This was demonstrated by other 

conversations in Ms. McGoldrick’s class where she kept the discussion on topic, yet let 

students ask the questions and take the process of learning where they wanted. I 

witnessed a conversation about how one could identify a crime suspect using hair as 

evidence. Students, including Julie, fired out questions about how chemicals, products, 

weaves, and various hairstyles and types would affect forensic analysis. Rather than 

shushing, threatening to take off points, and sticking rigidly to a lesson plan as written 

it—behaviors I saw in other classrooms where teachers and students fought for power—

she engaged students’ curiosity, establish norms of intellectual professionalism, and let 

students help construct their learning experiences.  
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On another day, most students had not read the article that she had assigned. 

Pregnant silences followed several of her summary questions, and finally, fed up, she 

asked:  

Did anyone read this article? If you get assigned to prosecute you need to think 
outside the box. You guys are doing great with behavior, but you are not showing 
me that you are thinking. I’m tired of just standing up here talking and you just 
look at me blankly. 

Ms. McGoldrick’s frustration with students’ disappointing her intellectually was 

palpable. Students shared with me that her class was both challenging and fun, but 

students’ silence revealed their guilt for not doing the reading. This incident speaks to the 

variability of motivation that Weithman (2003) points out (see chapter 2). While Ms. 

McGoldrick’s expectation of intellectual professionalism inspires students to behave 

professionally in her class, it does not necessarily have an effect on their motivation to 

work. 

Concluding Thoughts 

Professionalism: Being dressed and well behaviored and manored [sic] for the 
real world here in ‘white America’ 

—A twelfth-grade student’s definition of professionalism on the schoolwide 
questionnaire 

This student quoted above expresses an awareness of “playing the game” as a 

black agent in a white supremacist market. She clearly positions herself in the context of 

the racial state (Omi and Winant 1994; Fine, Weis et al. 1997), and demonstrates the 

pervasive discourses of neoliberal capitalism and marketability (Hursh 2007; 2009). Ms. 

McGoldrick and Ms. Leon encourage students to view themselves as intellectuals, as 

critical thinkers, and as growing beings who learn through curiosity and play. They 

demonstrate that supporting an agenda that is critical of neoliberalism in education can 
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support intellectual engagement and academic success. What are the possibilities for 

professionalism, or for learning how to play the game at LSA that both critique white 

supremacist and neoliberal discourses and set students up for success (Giroux 2004; 

Spears-Bunton and Powell 2008)? 

Based on many of my observations, students are more likely (although not 

guaranteed) to perform as intellectuals and achieve in school-sanctioned ways when the 

authority in the room does not utilize deficit discourse, or coerce performed 

professionalism through a point system (Kohn 1999). Instead, establishing intellectual 

rather than performed professionalism as a norm seems more effective at encouraging 

students to perform school-sanctioned professionalism. Although politicians and 

policymakers attempt to impose a neoliberal culture of personal advancement in schools, 

in which children are “trained to master the realities of a market-driven economy” 

(Giroux 2004, 102), we must ask what kind of education students are receiving, and in 

what ways the performance of marketability crowds out critical or intellectual 

engagement and crowds out pleasure and joy in learning? In schools, neoliberal discourse 

projects a vision for how students are supposed to be in the work world, encouraging 

students to imagine themselves as bundles of skill sets, to see themselves as marketable 

products, not as people (Seaman 2005; Urciuoli 2010). As the agendas of the private and 

corporate elite make their way into urban public schools, which are pressured to gain 

more private support from philanthrocapitalists and corporations by making needy 

students marketable by national and global standards of professionalism and college or 

career readiness, it becomes especially important to recognize what is crowded out by the 

neoliberal agenda. 

First and foremost, rather than aligning professionalism with predominantly white 

and/or middle-class teachers and their communities, professionalism must be aligned 
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with students and with professionals in their communities, as well as with critical thought 

as opposed to superficial compliance. It cannot be defined as something that students lack 

and must learn exclusively at a school such as LSA. In order to see oneself as a 

professional, one must feel oneself valued as an intellectual, and a nuanced and 

knowledgeable human being, beyond the performance of professionalism. This is what 

LSA’s current pedagogies of professionalism crowd out. Students like Nakisha and Julie 

already express a critique of professionalism through performing unprofessionalism when 

they are seen as “bundles of skill sets” instead of as people. When students are 

encouraged to play, and are seen by teachers as intellectual beings, they are less likely to 

perform unprofessionalism. As Ms. Williams observed, “The way we teach 

[professionalism] doesn’t encourage critical thinking… we are setting our kids up for 

failure in a globalized society.” 

Second, public schools that are increasingly dependent on private funding from 

philanthrocapitalists and corporations for their survival must provide both students and 

teachers with a simultaneous critique of the culture of personal advancement and 

marketability, either explicitly or through curricula that challenge students to perform as 

intellectuals, and valorizes (as opposed to applying a deficit to) students’ families, home 

communities and backgrounds. It may be unrealistic that schools like LSA cut themselves 

free from entrenched dependence on private funds, but teachers and students can make 

(and enact) a critique, on an everyday level, of social structures that encourage the needy 

to depend on the privileged, and that perpetuate essentializing tropes of need and 

privilege that often conflate race, class, and place (Gregory 1998), as well as gender. 

Discourses of neoliberalism are often represented as an impersonal force outside 

of subjective awareness. This logic can tend to enforce a kind of crude economic 

determinism, which is problematic because it negates the possibility of culturally situated 
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or community-based agency in the face of what are often seen as historically inevitable 

global processes (Rizvi and Lingard 2010). Taylor’s conception of the social imaginary, 

however, allows us to see neoliberal globalization as embedded within a struggle of 

competing social imaginaries; the exercise of collective political agency allows the 

possibility of alternatives (ibid.). Competing discourses of professionalism at LSA 

represent competing social imaginaries in the context of globalization. The fact that 

resistance exists demonstrates that there is the potential for grounded agency in the face 

of larger economic pressures. 

Eventually, the missions of small schools like LSA that depend on private 

donations to survive must change radically in the name of equity. It is ironic that if LSA 

were truly a social-justice school, its mission would be to eradicate itself. Instead, LSA 

perpetuates economic inequity and racial hierarchy by depending on them to exist. The 

current notion of school choice in which schools that are ‘better’ are those that happen to 

have access to more private funding, and those that do not have access to the same 

private monies fail both their staff and their students, is not a model of innovation, equity 

or justice. Macedo (2003) points out, in regard to school choice that arguing for all 

citizens to  receive a good education is not the same thing as arguing for an equal 

education for all. He writes: “No doubt the children of poorer parents will have fewer 

options with respect to schooling, as well as to everything else. This may be an argument 

for the redistribution of income” (56); real equity of resources is not, he says, a viable 

argument for publicly subsidized school choice.  

While choice plans will not promote real social equity, it is unlikely that we will 

see this model change radically anytime soon. Critiques can start from within, and urban 

schools can push themselves to respond to the needs of the students they serve in order to 

interrupt the pervasive deficit discourses linked to those communities (Stovall 2007). 
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Efforts to create an “education marketplace” for competition in the global economy seek 

to remove control of schools from the communities that they serve, reflecting what 

Molnar (2005) calls the “ideological supremacy of economic values over all other values 

in elite decision making and the abandonment of democratic values in favor of a social 

order tied together by the values of the marketplace” (134). Yet importantly, Falk (1993) 

conceptualizes both “globalization from above” and “globalization from below”; there is 

always tension between the agendas of a neoliberal corporate elite, and the agendas of 

those involved in social movements committed to equity and democracy.  

Here I am arguing that in small ways, students and staff already resist neoliberal 

discourses of the global marketplace; some students refuse to perform “professionalism” 

when taught through a deficit-inspired, banking model, and some teachers valorize 

students’ communities, intellects and knowledge. At LSA, these are exceptions to the 

norm. While a corporate elite has a financial stake in furthering inequities produced by 

global capitalism, those who spend time teaching and learning in public schools have a 

stake in fighting these inequities.  

Although most students wrote on the questionnaire in response to the question: 

“Would you consider yourself a confident student?  If yes, where does this confidence 

come from?” that they were academically confident, I paid particular attention to one 

student’s comment. One ninth-grader wrote: “Yes. My pride, my respect for myself. I 

think it is LSA [that] bring[s] down my confidence.” This comment resonates with the 

pedagogies of professionalism at LSA. In teaching performative professionalism through 

a raced and classed deficit model, students may be encouraged to manage their public 

image, but are simultaneously discouraged from aligning professionalism with critical 

thought or integrity. The former cannot take place without the latter.  
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Chapter 4:  ‘Nice White Lady’: Troubling the Trope  
of the ‘Great White Hope’ in Urban Classrooms 

 

AB: What made you decide to [leave LSA and] go into your [Ph.D.] program next 
year? 
MR. JACKSON: Well, I think I was sort of hitting the glass ceiling in some ways, 
I think I need to sort of work through myself – that might be the glass ceiling that 
I am working through. I think that one of the things that I’ve been struck by here 
at LSA is this – I think we all feel like we want to save students. 
AB: Do you feel like that’s true for you? 
MR. JACKSON: I like the idea of saving students, but I don’t think that’s 
necessarily true. I think when I first started teaching, I thought that I would want 
to save students. But I realized that two or three years into it, I am just giving 
students the tools to be successful, and while they may fail over the next three 
years, and graduate or not, at some point in their life, they will be able to draw on 
these experiences and become successful. …But I think here, there is this belief 
by some of my white colleagues in this idea of ‘white savior.’ And I think this is 
true of Hollywood, of all the many movies we see. I may need to get better skills 
so that I may not run up against this…but I may always run up against this, I don’t 
know. I have felt great difficulty in my work here because I have had to deal with 
this and navigate this. So that’s one reason why I think I would have eventually 
left here. 
AB: Is that something that is particular to this school and not other schools? 
MR. JACKSON: Well, I think it’s here and not at my other school, although I can 
only speak to these two experiences. At my other school, there weren’t all these 
non-teaching positions, and so there are much more people here who are in the 
business of saving lives. This might be the story of my life; I hope not. 
 

—From an interview with Howard Jackson, the only African-American, 
male English teacher at LSA  
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Introduction 

While the previous chapter focused on the institution’s pedagogy of 

professionalism and its underlife, the next chapters seek to nuance my ethnographic 

portrait through comparing case studies of four white female teachers and three African-

American students to their “ideal types” (Weber 2007) in mainstream literature and 

media. I begin by describing a popular Mad TV spoof on movies like Dangerous Minds 

and the Freedom Writer’s Diary (LaGravenese 2007) that each feature a young, straight, 

attractive white female protagonist who goes to an inner-city school to “save” black and 

brown students from their communities and themselves.  

Nice White Lady (2007) opens with a view of the outside of an inner-city school. 

In the classroom, the viewer sees students who load guns, then sharpen their knives on 

their guns. “Inner-city high schools are a dangerous place,” the narrator interjects 

dramatically, “where hope has lost out to hate; where your homework isn’t about math. 

It’s about staying alive.” The clip then cuts to the figure of a white woman erasing the 

board. She turns around, clutching a folder with a picture of a grey kitten on the front to 

her chest. “Only one thing will make these kids learn,” says the narrator, “a ‘nice, white 

lady’.” 

“Quiet, everybody,” the “nice white lady” says politely, “please be quiet 

everybody.” The class quiets, and she says, “My name is Amy Little. I’m a white lady.” 

A black male student in the back stands up. “Shut up, white lady!” he says. The class 

laughs and applauds. The narrator chimes in again: “with the odds against her, she’ll do 

the unthinkable.” 

The camera cuts to the end of the day when a white male colleague enters the 

room carrying a flask of liquor. “Forget it,” he says, “These are minorities. They can’t 

learn, and they can’t be educated.” He punctuates his statement with a long sip from his 
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flask. The “nice white lady” responds: “With all due respect sir, I’m a white lady. I can 

do anything.” She picks up her papers, and leaves the room. Open mouthed, he stares at 

her as she leaves.  

The words “Based on a True Story” flash across the screen, and the camera cuts 

back to the classroom, where the “nice white lady” is alone with a black female student. 

The “nice white lady” leans on the desk, and gets in the student’s face. She yells, “Why 

won’t you let me teach you?!” The student stands up, and backs the “nice white lady” up 

against her teacher’s desk. The student challenges the white lady, saying that she can’t be 

a good teacher because students “fight for our lives in these streets!”  Against the 

backdrop of a hip-hop beat, the “nice white lady” reaches for a marbled composition 

notebook on her desk, placed next to a red apple. She pauses dramatically. “Write that 

down,” she says. 

The camera cuts to the student writing in the book as the “nice white lady” 

watches, eating her apple. We hear some students read emotionally about their family 

problems from the journals they write in the “nice white lady’s” classroom.  

The narrator’s voice comes back in, as we see shots of students dancing in the 

classroom. “When it comes to teaching inner-city minorities,” he says, “you don’t need 

books and you don’t need rules. All you need is a nice white lady.” At the end of the clip, 

the “nice white lady” dances in hip-hop style, surrounded by her students, who chant, 

“Go white lady! Go white lady! Go white lady!” The skit ends as students give the “nice 

white lady” a standing ovation from their desks, and she writes “You’re Welcome!” on 

the board, looking back at her students and smiling triumphantly. 

This narrative of gendered white savior in urban classrooms, or the “great white 

hope” is ubiquitous in film, as well as popular and academic literature. It is important to 

note that this trope is reproduced in teachers’ minds not only through the mass media, but 
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also in teacher training and professional developments, as well as through national policy 

debates in education. The enduring production of these tropes is illustrated through 

ongoing critiques of deficit discourse in schools (Valencia 2010), as well as critiques of 

pseudoscientific recycled “culture of poverty” discourse in teacher trainings (D. Foley 

1997; Bomer 2008; Foley 2008; Valencia 2010). In this manuscript, I focus only on more 

mainstream, racialized “ideal types” of teachers and students because not only are these 

the most dramatic, but teachers at LSA who were critical of these ideal types often cited 

mainstream literature and film as the biggest draw for new and underprepared teachers 

who enter New York City’s classrooms with an overly idealized or romantic notion of 

their role. 

The trope of the white female teacher in films and literature reflects a trend in 

classrooms: A 2005 article in the New York Times entitled “Those Who Can, and Can’t” 

reveals that since the year 2000, 500,000 more teachers have taken jobs in U.S. 

elementary and secondary school classrooms (Simon 2005). These teachers are primarily 

women (75%) and primarily white (84%)47. While the teaching force in New York City is 

60% white (Green 2008), LSA’s teaching force is 65% white. Student support services 

are also predominantly white. Principal McCarren is white. Assistant Principal Paula 

Humphries is black, U.S.-born, but with Trinidadian roots48.   

In academic literature as well as in popular narratives about urban schools, the 

positionality of white femaleness is overrepresented and under-critiqued. In this chapter, I 

critique dominant tropes about female whiteness in black and brown classrooms by 

                                                
47 The article also states that 8% of U.S. teachers are black, 6% Hispanic, and 1.6% Asian, while 40% of 
public school students are minorities. 
48 Principal McCarren asked Assistant Principal Humphries to resign in May 2010. 
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documenting ideal types in mainstream books and films. I then contrast these ideal types 

with case studies of four white female LSA teachers.  

Teachers in Segregated U.S. Classrooms  

The trope of the white savior in the non-white classroom is a relatively 

contemporary phenomena in the United States. During pre-Brown, de jure school 

segregation, teachers were segregated as well. Siddle-Walker (2001) documents that 

black teachers of black students in segregated Georgia schools were educated members of 

black professional organizations (these black teachers were, in many cases, better 

educated than their white counterparts), were intimately involved with students’ families 

and communities, held high expectations of and cared deeply for their students, and saw 

themselves as activists who prepared their students for survival in the harsh realities of 

Jim Crow America49. She argues that not only did these teachers know that their black 

students had to be taught better than white students if they were to succeed, their 

activism, agency, resiliency, values about education, helping, caring and giving back to 

the community are values that are intrinsic to African-American communities in the 

United States. Perhaps, Siddle-Walker suggests, more than we realize was lost in the 

wake of school desegregation when many of these black teachers were dismissed. As the 

unstable equilibrium of the racial state shifted, some black teachers and administrators 

were transferred to what had previously been all white schools, but many were displaced 

through widespread practices of dismissal, demotion, or not hiring (Hooker 1970). Those 

who knew the most about educating black students were removed from the classroom. 

The education of black students was low on the priority list of white teachers’ unions and 

                                                
49 Also see Delany and Delany (1993) and Foster (1997). 
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professional organizations before desegregation. Although the racial makeup of some 

schools changed, maintenance of white privilege did not.  

Currently, white women are at the front of most classrooms in the United States. 

Ferguson (2001), King (1991) and Hyland (2005) have noted the ways in which racist 

ideologies can masquerade under white teachers’ good intentions, even in those cases of 

white women who mark themselves as “good teachers of black students.” Often, racist 

stereotypes of at-risk non-white students are perpetuated through images in mainstream 

films like Up the Down Staircase starring Sandy Bennett (Robert 1967), Wildcats starring 

Goldie Hawn (Ritchie 1986), and more recently Dangerous Minds starring Michelle 

Pfeiffer (Smith 1995), The Substitute starring Diane Venora (Mandel 1996), Music of the 

Heart starring Meryl Streep (Craven 1999), and Freedom Writers starring Hillary Swank 

(LaGravenese 2007). While in the past, dominant images of urban teachers in film were 

male (Ayers 1996), women are more increasingly dominating the image of the ‘urban 

teacher’ in mainstream films.  

The film versions of Dangerous Minds (Smith 1995) and Freedom Writers 

(LaGravenese 2007) are both based on “true stories,” the autobiographical writing of 

Louanne Johnson (1992) and Erin Gruwell (1999), respectively. “White teacher” stories 

are just as popular in literature as in film. Besides Johnson’s book, My Posse Don’t Do 

Homework (later re-titled Dangerous Minds), and Gruwell’s book, The Freedom Writer’s 

Diary, White Teacher (Paley 1979), Educating Esme: Diary of a Teacher’s First Year 

(Codell 1999),  A White Teacher Talks About Race (Landsman 2001), and Inside Ms. B’s 

Classroom: Courage, Hope and Learning on Chicago’s South Side (Baldacci 2004) all 

tell, from various white female perspectives, stories of time spent as educators in 

segregated black and brown urban classrooms. While many of the tropes found in the 

books are similar to those in the films, white female teachers’ written narratives tend to 
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include more meditations on race, and sometimes (but not always) challenge, to varying 

degrees, racialized deficit views of students, their families and their communities. 

Paley and Landsman’s stories are those of white veteran teachers. The two 

women are relatively self-reflexive about their whiteness and are interested in dispelling 

stereotypes about students. Codell’s story, also set in Chicago, depicts struggles similar to 

Baldacci, although Codell seems much less invested in exploring her own racial politics, 

or on becoming an anti-racist educator (hooks 1994). Her story aligns much more closely 

with the film versions of white female “ideal types”. Codell portrays herself as a rugged 

individual, savior type figure. 

Dangerous Minds or Dangerous Myths?  
Louanne Johnson, Erin Gruwell, and the ‘White Savior’ Model 

In her book, originally titled My Posse Don’t Do Homework, but renamed 

Dangerous Minds (1992) after its film version, Louanne Johnson, a white, former 

marine-turned teacher tells the story of her first years in the high school classroom. 35 

years old, from a working class background in Pennsylvania, she is hired to teach English 

to a class of intelligent, but at-risk students at a high school in Palo Alto, California. She 

uses a combination of intimidation techniques (she parallels her first days in the class to a 

war (ibid., 26), threatens to punch a student in the “weenie” (ibid., 79), threatens to kill a 

student (ibid.,88)), and “caring” to manage the class (she drives students home from 

school to meet their families and loans one student, Raul, $100 to pay for a stolen coat 

that he bought on the street (ibid.,6)). Most of the problems that she has in the classroom 

have to do with male students, and involve students fighting as well as acting as 

discipline problems in the classroom. Throughout the book, she mentions her father’s 

strict standards of discipline for her and her four siblings, but never mentions having any 
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friends or partners, and never discusses her own positionality as a white woman 

(Frankenberg 1993).  

Johnson (1992) highlights the poverty and low social class status of her students, 

who go to a special luncheon donated by a hotel who partnered with the school to reward 

students who are meeting academic standards. She buys one student a suit for the 

occasion (teaching them to “consider their appearance”) and highlights students’ 

impoverished circumstances and social class status as she discusses a student who did not 

know what filet mignon was, and his amazement at their water glass getting continually 

refilled (ibid., 12). She attempts to teach students literacy and empathy and prepares them 

for “office jobs” (ibid., 232) and, in a few cases, community college (ibid., 277). She 

portrays herself as the teacher who uniquely sees potential in each of her students, an 

unconditionally loving savior figure. 

Gruwell’s story (1999) is somewhat similar to Johnson’s in that she is a high 

school English teacher of predominantly minority urban youth who are profiled as “at 

risk” or as “underachievers.” Pearl-clad and naïve, but ever more enthusiastic, Gruwell is 

shocked during the first weeks of school when one student draws a caricature of another 

one with big lips. She yells “this was the type of propaganda used by the Nazis during the 

Holocaust!” (ibid., 2). She then realizes that her students don’t know what the holocaust 

is, and she decides to teach them about it, especially because when she asks students how 

many of them had been shot at, every hand goes up (ibid., 6). Paralleling Johnson’s 

narrative, Gruwell writes about how other teachers, and the administration, try to 

discourage her unorthodox teaching habits, but she perseveres. The majority of the book 

is filled with diary entries from her at-risk students, (part of her unorthodox pedagogical 

methods include journaling) who at first write that she is “too young and too white to be 

working here” (1999, 6).  
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Themes of student journals often focus on themes of neighborhood and 

community violence, including absent fathers, sexual violence and molestation, 

homelessness, abusive and neglectful parents, and hunger. Ms. Gruwell, or “Ms. G.” as 

her students call her, writes in her own journals about being “in the trenches” with kids 

(ibid., 32).  

She teaches colorblindness to her students, and they internalize this, seen through 

their journal writing (ibid., 38, 93). As she teaches students about the holocaust and 

invites several guests in the class to talk about their experience (including holocaust 

survivors and survivors of the war in Bosnia), she inspires wealthy people to invest in her 

curriculum, including millionaire John Tu, who donates computers to the class. Like 

Johnson, Gruwell is portrayed as the only person who believes in her “unteachable” 

students, a “guardian angel” (1999, 160) who stays with her students in the building 

sometimes until 11:00 p.m. (ibid.,158).   

In a scene similar to the hotel dinner in Dangerous Minds, Gruwell’s book also 

profiles her students’ lack of class privilege by bringing them to a formal dinner with a 

survivor of the war in Bosnia sponsored by the Marriott. Of the dinner, one student 

wrote: “waiters in tuxedos and white gloves served us appetizers off silver trays… there 

must have been at least five courses. There were so many knives and forks at our table. 

I’m glad Ms. Gruwell went over which ones we’re supposed to use first” (ibid., 91). 

Unlike Johnson, Gruwell sees herself as a “mom to 150 college-bound kids” (ibid., 193), 

and creates a graduate student mentor program for her students, as well as a nonprofit 

organization to help fund her students’ tuition. 

Especially in the case of Gruwell’s and Johnson’s narratives, which are so 

successful in the mainstream that, worldwide, the Freedom Writers film grossed 

$43,090,741 (IMDb 2011) and the Dangerous Minds film $177,900,000 (IMDb 2011), 
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problematic ideas about what makes a “good teacher” of minority urban youth are 

popularized. While the ideas of good teachers, dedicated students, and social justice are 

important to explore and interrogate, both the published and film versions of Johnson’s 

and Gruwell’s stories perpetuate tropes about “successful” urban high school teachers, 

the ideal types of whom are white, straight, pretty, and female. These tropes pander to 

raced and classed inequities and further support for rhetoric made popular in education by 

figures (like former Washington, D.C. School Chancellor Michelle Rhee), who 

discourage teachers’ unions and resort to dismissing teachers based on performance, as 

opposed to making larger, systemic changes (Lewin 2010). They encourage the idea that 

teachers are the sole providers of opportunity, love, safety, acceptance, and caring for 

students, while deficits are ascribed to their families and communities. Meritocracy and 

colorblindness are the underlying values of the curriculum.  

Teachers in these idealized versions of urban schools are also, bafflingly, most 

successful with the least amount of experience and professional development, and the 

least amount of input from colleagues. In fact, they are competitive with colleagues, and 

do not collaborate. They find individual success in the classroom through inspiring 

students mostly through “caring” and intimidation techniques.  

The white female teacher is often portrayed as a feminized version of the “rugged 

individual”: she singlehandedly takes on school administration’s bureaucratic structures, 

and is the sole believer in her students, who ultimately succeed. Her narrative becomes 

one not only of white exceptionality and risk-taking in the face of a group of non-white 

students who are labeled “at-risk” (Hartigan 2009), but also one of white missionary-like 

sacrifice and colorblind, heartwarming success: we are all people, the films seem to say, 

and given help from the right (white) missionary, even those who have all of their cards 

stacked against them can get on the right path. Typically, the goal for the ideal type white 
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teacher’s students is more often literacy, empathy and nonviolent conflict resolution, 

rather than college  readiness50. 

In these idealized models of U.S. classrooms, Johnson’s narrative embodies what 

I call the trope of the “white liberal savior’. In this model, the white teacher saves her 

black and brown students from their “violent,” “immoral,” “uncivilized” and “illiterate” 

backgrounds and communities. She sacrifices herself, her time, and often her personal 

relationships for the “good” of her students, who see her as a surrogate mother that 

uniquely recognizes their potential. The end of the narrative of the white liberal savior is 

that students emerge as better, less violent, or more moral people. Gruwell’s narrative, 

although still that of the savior, embodies another trope: that of what I call the “white 

neoliberal savior.” While Gruwell still has a social or moral agenda, she courts the 

favoritism of private donors who help to fund her mission of not only saving students 

from their backgrounds, families and communities, but also helping them access material 

gain and social mobility through college. The neoliberal savior’s social justice agenda 

includes a moneyed logic intertwined with the liberal agenda of tokenistic diversity and 

equality that is suspiciously absent of a critique of social privilege and oppression, as 

well as supportive of colorblind meritocracy (Apple 2001; Akom 2008). 

The ‘Great White Hope’ and the Racial State 

Racial formation theory (Omi and Winant 1994) argues that state institutions 

enforce policies that are inherently racial, and the state is often a site of racial conflict. 

We see the ways that public institutions, including schools, transmit the hegemonic 

ideologies of the racial state through policies of school segregation, school choice 

movements, zero-tolerance policies of discipline and heightened policing of minority 
                                                
50 See J. Elspeth Stuckey’s (1990) critique of the “violence of literacy” that ascribes failure and pathology 
to groups of “illiterate” students.  
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students, and standards-based movements that blame teachers and students for failures of 

the larger public system (Giroux 2004; Lipman 2004). The politics of representation that 

play out through the “ideal types” of white female teachers in the books and films that I 

analyze above help to further the hegemony of the racial state through a myopic and 

somewhat uncritical portrayal of the injustices that affect urban teachers and students, 

and an unrealistic and glamorized ideal of how teachers and students confront these 

injustices.   

As I have shown through the analysis of mainstream portrayals or ideal types of 

white female teachers in this chapter, mainstream movies and books about white women 

in urban, non-white classrooms tend to further what George Lipsitz (2006) calls a 

possessive investment in whiteness:  while, as Lipsitz argues, it is in everyone’s 

(including white people’s) best interest to upend intersectional oppressions that stem 

from white supremacy, destructive lies that hide the possessive investment in whiteness 

are what sell in mainstream media.  

At LSA, Mr. Jackson (quoted in the epigraph to this chapter) and a few other 

teachers (like Ms. McGoldrick, quoted later in this chapter) recognize that, though 

movies that portray popular images of the missionary-like “great white hope” in urban 

schools, and the at-risk, ignorant, troubled, or violent black or brown student, the reality 

is far from these images both in regard to the work of the activist, antiracist pedagogue 

and the curious, critical student. Teachers who come into classrooms expecting to 

embody the plotlines of mainstream films and literature about urban teachers and their 

students are their own worst enemies when it comes to being effective agents of social 

change because the trope of the “great white hope” perpetuates racist, deficit discourse 

about students and their communities while problematically and uncritically elevating the 

teacher and her community to the paragon of goodness and perfection. Since I have 
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outlined the mainstream “ideal types” of white female teachers, I turn now to case studies 

of four “real” white female teachers at LSA. 

The White Neoliberal Savior Model at LSA 

The politics and pedagogies of these four teachers in some ways embody, but in 

other ways complicate the ideal-type white female teacher. I profile these teachers against 

a larger backdrop of race and class privilege and oppression at LSA and in New York 

City (as the reader saw in chapters 2 and 3). Many dominant popular culture film and text 

narratives about white teachers maintain white privilege through aligning white 

femaleness with “goodness,” “patience,” “peace,” “sacrifice,” “individualism,” and 

“taking risks.” In contrast, white privilege is maintained differently at LSA, where it is 

aligned with middle-classness, a protestant work ethic, and the proper performance of a 

corporate, market-consumer identity (see chapters 2 and 3).  

Not unlike the antebellum white proselytizers who expanded the influence of the 

church by teaching black slaves, who they called the “heathen of the new world,” to read 

so that they could read the bible and one day find salvation (Woodson 1919), a 

missionary zeal lies behind much of the discourse of urban alternative certification 

programs, and many of the ideals of the young teachers in urban classrooms. Yet, 

salvation does not come through helping the oppressed to find God in the neoliberal era; 

rather, it comes through helping the oppressed to find social mobility and material 

success. Material success becomes synonymous with salvation in the neoliberal 

imaginary. Besides The Freedom Writer’s Diary, and subsequent film version (Gruwell 

and Writers 1999; LaGravenese 2007), this recent turn, I argue, is not encapsulated in 

many of the ideal-type white teachers that are so common in popular film and literature, 

nor in much of the academic literature that critiques white racism in urban classrooms 
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(King 1991; Ladson-Billings and Tate 1995; Lewis 2003; Hyland 2005; Solomon, 

Portelli et al. 2005; Marx 2006).  

Systems of higher education in the United States tend to reproduce structures of 

privilege and social status, and for a few, it is key to upward social mobility (Weber 

1999). Access to higher education is still strongly correlated with a privileged family 

background, and U.S. higher education is still highly stratified (Roksa, Grodsky et al. 

2007).  

LSA staff, then, act as a kind of “savior,” deeming some students deserving of the 

opportunities and extracurricular activities that will give them the “measurable 

virtues”(Stevens 2007) that make them more attractive to colleges. The presumed cultural 

superiority of LSA norms ascribes deficits to students and their communities. It also 

perpetuates an uncritical myth of meritocracy because students are taught to believe that 

if they behave “professionally enough” in the context of the real world’s neoliberal 

imaginary, they will be afforded all of the opportunities of their white and/or middle-class 

counterparts.  At LSA, while students and teachers are supposed to work together to be 

the “economic entrepreneurs of students” lives’ (Davies and Bansel 2010), families are 

expected to take a back seat. The school has what Assistant Principal Paula Humphries 

calls a “me” culture, as opposed to a “we” culture. In other words, rather than a non-

individualistic school culture that advocates a strong, common culture of achievement for 

all students to buffer them from the experience of racism (Perry, Steele et al. 2003), the 

culture valorizes individualism and competition in the context of the myth of a color- and 

class-blind meritocracy. 

The white female teachers that I examine here fall on a spectrum of politics in 

regard to race, all are considered to be effective teachers by students and parents. Their 

classes (or in one case, extracurricular activities) are well organized, and students show 
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evidence of learning. Yet, two of the teachers valorize students’ experiences and 

communities and demonstrate a critique of the neoliberal mission of the institution itself 

(and are more encouraging of critiques by colleagues and students), while two do not.  

Case Study: Ms. Elliott 

Thirty years old, Ms. Elliott is in her fifth year teaching at LSA when I interview 

her. She graduated from a small, women’s college in the northeastern United States, and 

is originally from a city in the South. 

She says that she attended a “very selective international private school”; she 

graduated from high school as one in a class of 46. Because the school had extremely 

small classes, she says, there were “zero classroom management problems anywhere.” 

Ms. Elliott tells me that the school was predominantly white, with the exception of two 

African-American students, and that most students came from very privileged 

backgrounds. There were many international students at the school who spoke languages 

other than English. She grew up speaking both English and German, and has a German 

passport.  

During our interview, I ask her what keeps her teaching at LSA. She had been on 

a recent visit to her old school, and remarks to me how awestruck she was at how 

students respected and internalized the “culture” of the school:   

It was like a half an hour before class started, the kids were just milling about, 
sitting in front of their lockers, talking to their friends. All the classrooms were 
open whether there was a teacher in there or not. Students were, like, helping out 
in classrooms. They were helping teachers get ready. They were just like reading 
a book, or they were just sitting talking to their friends. It was like the whole place 
had this aura of just like, it was like a college campus in that sense. It was just 
like, ‘oh yeah, we’re all here to learn and we’re all happy to be here’… I was just 
like, ‘oh my gosh! If our students would just like mill about the hallways like this, 
we would have no problem’. But they don’t…. we’ve had so much trouble in the 
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mornings, and students who like sneak up the back staircase, and they like 
literally run and scream and curse and chase and hit each other in the hallway. 

Given her portrayal in the above comments about her own high school versus 

ours, I wonder what moves her to stay at LSA, especially since the reason for her visit to 

her high school was that she was considering moving back there to live. She seems so 

nostalgic at the self-motivation and class culture of the students at her old high school 

that I wonder what keeps her in Brooklyn, and what motivates her to teach.  When I ask 

her this, she responds that she sees teaching as a career and as a profession. She 

continues: 

I did not come into teaching because I wanted to save kids. I think that the 
relationships with students, and seeing the success of students, that is the reward 
of a job well done. And definitely kind of the intrinsic motivation that goes with 
it. But I came into teaching because I thought I would like teaching. I thought I 
would like the material and the discussions about texts and you know, and that 
somewhat academic aspect to it.  

Ms. Elliott’s statement here is provocative in that she explicitly negates the idea 

of the teacher-as-savior. She came into teaching because she thought that she would 

enjoy a career of talking about texts, and she likes to be pushed as a professional. While 

not completely satisfied at LSA (she says that had the economy not been so bad, she 

might have found another job for this year), and aware that she does not see herself in 

“this kind of environment” for life. She says LSA is “the devil I know, versus the devil I 

don’t.”  

Ms. Elliott and her Students  

Students say that “Ms. Elliott doesn’t play,” and when I sit in her fast-paced 

eleventh grade class, I see what they mean. In her class, students don’t have reader’s or 

writer’s notebooks, as they have in many other English classrooms. They have 

“smartbooks” in which they copy morpheme charts from Ms. Elliott’s PowerPoint for the 
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first five minutes of class. These charts are based around a root word like auto- (from 

this, the class would get a word list like autocracy, autograph, autodidact, autonomy, and 

so on).  

Ms. Elliott’s “teacher moves” are calculated.  She uses an egg timer to keep 

herself on track, and after students have copied the morpheme diagram in their 

notebooks, she asks them to spontaneously share sentences as examples. She isn’t shy 

about correcting students if their sentences do not align with her definition. For example, 

when one student volunteered the sentence “Ms. Carr is not always conscientious about 

grading papers,” Ms. Elliott corrected the student, saying that the word has more to do 

with keeping one’s mind on something than on doing something fast. I thought this 

example was particularly interesting, because rather than engage the fact that a student 

was making a critique of her colleague, Ms. Elliott kept the focus on the matter at hand: 

the week’s morpheme. Her whole class works like this; it feels businesslike, and moves 

quickly. There is the sense that everyone is getting something done.  

When Ms. Elliott jokes with students, it is often about her own intellectualism, by 

being comically formal, or through showcasing her difference from her students.  The 

day that she tried to teach satire, for example, she projected an image from a political 

cartoon in front of the class. The class discussed the meaning of the cartoon, and Ms. 

Elliott tied in the ways that it was a satire. Then, taking the cartoon down, she said, “that 

guy was such an exaggeration, he was such a hyperbole!”  Hearing this, one student 

smiled and imitated her: “such a hyperbole!” She smiled too, and asked the student, “Mr. 

Sanford, would you like to teach this class?” On another occasion, Ms. Elliott put up an 

example of an essay that she was assigning the class. She had written the essay and the 

first paragraph that she projected was somewhat lengthy. A few students began to 

complain and suck their teeth. She began to jokingly imitate them, but in trying to suck 
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her teeth, started to giggle, and said, “I can’t even do it!” Students did not seem to find 

this funny, but that didn’t matter, it didn’t change the pace of the class: students were still 

responsible for the assignment, regardless of their laughter or complaints. 

Ms. Elliott and Parents 

When I speak with Ms. Smith, whose daughter, Princess, was in eleventh grade 

(see chapter 4 for a case study of Princess), Ms. Smith tells me that Ms. Elliott keeps 

Princess “in check.” She elaborates: 

Princess’s grandfather died and we had to go to his wake. And Princess’s report 
was due the next day and she is in the funeral hall typing her report! And I said, 
‘why don’t you tell Ms. Elliott that you were at a funeral?’ And she told me that 
there was a boy who told her that his grandmother was sick, and Ms. Elliott said, 
“your grandma would want you to do your work!” No excuses. 

Ms. Smith likes what she hears about Ms. Elliott’s class because she sets high 

standards. According to Ms. Elliott, however, not every parent is equally as supportive of 

her work with students. Going into greater detail about why she continued to work at 

LSA, she says: 

I know that the principal respects me as a professional and I know that I am safe 
as a teacher. Like I know that when a parent screams at me and curses at me and 
hangs up on me, which has happened to me a couple times now, that when I send 
that e-mail to the principal that if the parent’s next phone call is to the principal 
that she has my back. 

Princess is a high-achieving student who does not cause discipline problems at 

school, yet she is not representative of the majority of LSA students.  

I wondered what caused such conflict between Ms. Elliott and the parents that had 

cursed and hung up on her. Evidently, she had not made the kind of impression on every 

parent that she had on Ms. Smith. I form a hypothesis later in the interview, when Ms. 

Elliott and I talk about student behavior. I ask her why our students don’t just calmly 
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“mill about the hallways” as did the students at the high school she attended. She 

responds: 

I mean I really don’t know. I really—I mean, to sound terribly classist and terribly 
racist, I mean like they’re just predominantly white kids from two parent families 
that are raised in homes that it’s not appropriate to run around and scream and 
curse and hit people—like they don’t do it. That is not ok. 

Ms. Elliott reveals here a great disconnect between her expectations and 

educational autobiography, and students who don’t obey the school’s norms. She marks 

this disconnect by race and family structure, which are the most visible way that it 

manifests for her. The assumption that she makes here (with the caveat that it “sounds 

incredibly classist and racist”) is that in the homes of non-white students who come from 

single parent families, it is okay to “run around and scream and curse and hit people.” I 

wonder how this rift manifests when Ms. Elliott calls the parents of students who are not 

behaving in her class according to her expectations. Perhaps this was one reason for 

parents’ defensiveness in relation to her phone calls home.  

In two years at the school, I called the homes of the students in my advisory to 

check in every three weeks, and frequently called the homes of the students in my classes 

with positive feedback for parents, as well as with questions or concerns. A parent never 

cursed at me during the two years that I was at LSA, or in the three years that I taught at 

other schools. Additionally, I conducted interviews with parents at home six times out of 

fourteen total interviews. Four out of these six homes housed single-parent families, and I 

did not observe anyone running around and screaming and cursing and hitting people. 

While parents of high achievers by LSA’s standards seem to have no problems with Ms. 

Elliott, demonstrated by Princess and her mother, Ms. Elliott reports that this is not the 

case across the board.  
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Ms. Elliott, Social Structure and Social Justice 

Ms. Elliott describes her classroom persona to me as “prim and proper.” She says, 

in relation to her students:  

I am not going to try to be your friend, I am not going to try to be your buddy. I 
am not going to get down and boogie with you. I am not going to speak your 
language. And, so in a way, it’s like I showcase the difference, rather than trying 
to conceal it…and it’s a personality thing as well…like I am the ‘please and thank 
you,’ I am the ‘sir and ma’am.’ 

Her belief in “proper” behavior and language manifested one day when I observed 

a grammar lesson in her class. Students were supposed to be labeling subject, verb and 

object in the following sentences: 

1. My brother go to school in Flatbush. 

2. When you cut it, it send a bitter, sharp, unpleasant smell to your nose. 

When the class came back together after students had labeled subjects and 

objects, Ms. Elliott stood at the front of the room and helped students to make the 

corrections. She asked students what the “correct” version of the sentences would be in 

“grammatical language.” When students said that it should be “goes” to school as 

opposed to “go,” and sends instead of “send” she said, “most of you know the correction 

because it sounds bad [in Standard American English].”   

While the overt curriculum here was about grammar, I found the hidden 

curriculum here to be particularly provocative as a racial project (Omi and Winant 1994). 

Smitherman (2001), Gee (1996), Alim (2006), and Delpit (1998) have argued (among 

many others) the importance of an explicit curriculum of linguistic and discursive code 

switching for students, especially in predominantly African-American classrooms. While 

it is important, these scholars concede, to teach Standard American English (SAE) or the 

Language of Wider Communication (LWC) to prepare students for socioeconomic 
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success, it is just as important not to demean students’ home discourses by marking them 

as “improper,” “wrong” or “incorrect.” The scholars listed above argue for conveying to 

students that African-American Vernacular English (AAVE) (or any other language or 

discourse) is just as “correct” as SAE, but is just used in different scenarios. They show 

that AAVE is just as complex and nuanced as SAE, but is not recognized as such due to 

hierarchies of racial and linguistic supremacy. To name SAE as the only correct way of 

expressing oneself is a covert project of white supremacy, since SAE is most commonly 

conflated with white middle classness in the United States, and AAVE most commonly 

associated with blackness. 

Her use of “Flatbush” in the first sentence also becomes part of the same racial 

project. LSA is not a neighborhood school, and many of our students come from 

communities all over New York City. Some live in Flatbush, which is a predominantly 

African-American and Caribbean community. Not only is the sentence written in AAVE, 

it also refers to a geographic area that is racially marked. This further pathologizes the 

grammar of the “incorrect” sentence by associating it with a geographic area of Brooklyn 

that is marked as “black.” Ms. Elliott elevates her own raced and classed discourse above 

that of her black and brown students, without explicit social critique or self-reflexivity. 

This ostensibly deracinated (yet raced), ostensibly declassed (yet classed) and 

power-evasive lesson follows the same logic as the pedagogy of professionalism at LSA 

(see chapter 3 for an extensive discussion). Here, Ms. Elliott sees it as part of her job to 

“un-teach” students who come into her classroom possessing both linguistic and 

discursive deficits from their homes and communities. She sees it as her job to transfer, 

through a banking model (Freire 1970), the college- or career-driven logic of LSA to 

students. This is part of the neoliberal project of urban schools like LSA, who have faith 

in the ostensible meritocracy of the capitalist state to reward those who perform correctly. 
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While Ms. Elliott is explicit about the fact that she is not at LSA to “save” students, her 

own methods in the context of LSA’s neoliberal college-readiness project demonstrate 

the missionary mentality that she holds in regard to neoliberal success. 

I ask Ms. Elliott to describe to me when she is most aware of her whiteness as she 

moves through LSA. Part of the reason why Ms. Elliott may be quite reluctant to address 

issues of race and language in the classroom comes out in her response:  

MS. ELLIOTT:  Race questions are very difficult for me because I’ve got a 
supreme amount of racial guilt in my background, um, and like why all these 
conversations we have had at school have been really really hard for me because 
like one side of my family killed all the Jews and the other side of my family 
enslaved all the blacks, so I mean, I am kind of screwed both ways… I’ve kind of 
been very much raised with kind of like a racial, ethnic, cultural guilt. But the 
problem is that if I am asked about it, I get all tongue tied, and I get all nervous, 
and when people talk to me, what I hear, even if it’s not what they are saying is 
that: because you are white you can’t teach our black students. That’s what I hear, 
like I hear it over and over again  
AB:  From the other people on staff?  Or from… 
MS. ELLIOTT:  Yeah, well, when we had these conversations. 
AB – Oh, the “Courageous Conversations about Race.” 
MS. ELLIOTT:  That we had in PD (professional development), well that’s very 
much what I hear, but then on the other hand, I want to say, well obviously I can 
teach these students, you know, because I have taught every single grade that’s in 
this school right now, and they did learn, and I think that the way that I do that is 
by saying ‘I am about learning… and the way that I am going to connect to you is 
by giving you an opportunity to succeed by giving you high standards, and I kind 
of bridge that difference by being like ‘oh, I am super formal, and I am stuffy’, 
and all that kind of stuff. And then it becomes funny because we have these 
moments where students say to me “oh, Miss, you know, that’s mad wack” and I 
say [inflecting a very clipped tone] ‘yes Stephen, it is, indeed, mad… wack.’  And 
that gets a good laugh out of the students because you know, I am then able to 
make fun of myself, and I am then able to make fun of them … 

Ms. Elliott grapples here with an incredibly difficult question. How can white 

teachers of black and brown students come to terms with historical and present racial 

terror, genocide and oppression, especially when those white teachers are explicitly in 
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institutional positions of power that normalize their own epistemologies (Spears-Bunton 

and Powell 2008)? She expresses here that she resolves this in two ways, (1) through 

initiating a relatively formal teacher / student relationship with members of her class, and 

(2) through performing humorous caricatures that showcase the differences between her 

home discourse and students’ own. These are the ways that Ms. Elliott protects herself, 

and resists coming to painful terms with the white guilt that she harbors, and with her 

status as an oppressor who is also in a position of institutional power.  

She also refers to the difficulty she encountered during two consecutive 

professional development sessions called “Courageous Conversations about Race.” These 

conversations came from a recommendation from LSA’s Brooklyn-born African-

American teacher, Mr. Jackson (quoted in the epigraph of this chapter), who taught 

twelfth-grade English during the 2008-09 school year, and then left LSA the following 

year to get his Ph.D.) of Mica Pollock’s edited volume, Everyday Antiracism: Getting 

Real about Race in School (2008) to Ms. Sands.  

Ms. Sands then recommended the book to Principal McCarren, who during the 

fall of 2008, inspired by an essay in the book entitled “Beginning Courageous 

Conversations about Race” (Singleton and Hays 2008), sent an e-mail to the staff saying 

that it was time to begin “our own courageous conversations.” She asked for teacher 

volunteers to help her plan the first meeting, which would take place during our full staff 

development meeting in October. I could not attend the first planning meeting, but did 

attend the second planning meeting, as well as both full staff “courageous conversation” 

meetings (Ms. McGoldrick, who is profiled later in this chapter, attended all planning 

meetings). 

At the start of the first staff meeting, we formed groups of four to establish norms 

for productive discussion. Ms. Elliott was in this small group with me, but waited until 
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the full staff reconvened to volunteer her opinion that “there should be no attacking… I 

think we can hold ourselves to that standard…there will be ideas that upset us and anger 

us, but I am saying that we should question the idea instead of attack the idea.” Her 

explicit caution even before the conversations began reveals the anxiety and fear that she 

holds in terms of talking about race.  This, in tandem with her self-professed racial guilt, 

shows that she protects herself from self-reflexivity because it has the potential to cause 

great pain and suffering that she is not sure how to handle. 

Although Ms. Elliott explicitly avoids talking about race with other staff or with 

her students because she does not see it as part of her own mission, or the mission of the 

school, I pushed her during our interview, asking whether the school maintains or 

contests racial disparities. I quoted her in chapter 3, but the quote bears repeating here.  

She responds: 

I think the thing that we are doing in order to challenge ideas about race is not so 
much in our discussion of like, ‘what does it mean to be black?’ but that we as 
teachers are trying to confer as much of our privilege that we were lucky enough 
or coincidentally fortunate enough to grow up with on our students. We are trying 
to send students out into the world more likely to go to college, more likely to be 
academically successful, you know, with a kind of…give them the opportunity to 
have them enter whatever social sphere they would like to…we give them the 
opportunities that their racial group traditionally or stereotypically doesn’t have. 

Similar to Ms. Carr (see chapter 3, as well as later this chapter), Ms. Elliott uses a 

deficit discourse to talk about LSA students, combined with a narrative of meritocracy to 

argue that teachers in some sense can confer their own race and class privilege upon 

students who come from less privileged backgrounds. The logic here is that if students 

can perform in the right ways by imitating their privileged teachers, then they too can pull 

themselves up by their bootstraps to embrace their share of the American dream. While 
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she is still seen as an effective teacher by students and some parents, Ms. Elliott can hide 

deficit discourse behind a narrative of meritocratic or neoliberal salvation for students. 

Conclusions: Ms. Elliott 

When I speak with Mr. Jackson about how he experiences race and gender at 

LSA, for example, as the only black male teacher in the English department, he says that 

he is  

Incredibly aware [of blackness]; at English department meetings, for example, I 
am incredibly aware of both my gender and my race—there is a hyperawareness 
there, first I am black, then I am a male, and then I am a teacher, in that order; 
that’s how I experience it. 

What makes him even more aware was that while most of his white colleagues, he 

thinks, would say that we fight race and gender disparities at LSA, he sees things very 

differently. These opinions, he says, are a “manifestation or a reproduction of things that 

already exist.” His first example is that LSA’s leadership is predominantly white (he used 

Ms. Barnes and Mr. Thomas here as examples; Ms. Humphries had not yet been hired, or 

asked to resign). In other words, whiteness is visibly synonymous with power at LSA. 

Then, he adds:  

And then, I think I told you before about my interactions with Lisa Elliott, for the 
first year, year and a half that I knew her, she refused to acknowledge my 
presence, until I confirmed in her eyes that I had the potential to be on par with 
her intellectually. For me, this is the difficulty of working with individuals who 
believe deep down in their hearts in their own progressive and liberal nature. 

No matter how we teach, it is impossible to transfer our own race and class 

privilege or oppression onto others. No matter who we are, we are in a sense products of 

our environments and experiences. Mr. Jackson reveals the ways that Ms. Elliott’s deep-

seated racial guilt, and conflation of blackness with deficit manifest through her 

interactions with him, a black colleague. She maintains a tenuous relation with her 
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position, and with her positionality at LSA. Her white liberalism leads her to work hard 

and to set high standards for her students, but also leads her to avoid confronting the 

reality of white supremacist social structure through continuing to hold a belief in 

meritocracy. While students learn from her, and have fun in her class, she will function as 

an instrument of the institution until she can confront her guilt and fear. Ms. Elliott’s 

racial guilt and neoliberal savior mentality lead her to construct deficit discourse about 

students. In the next case study, I focus on another white teacher who uncritically 

demonstrates the neoliberal savior mentality through categorizing LSA as a beacon of 

social justice.  

Case Study: Ms. Carr  

Originally from a small, predominantly white town in New Jersey, Ms. Carr is in 

her fourth year of teaching French at LSA when I interview her. She gives colleagues the 

impression of being well-organized, businesslike and efficient at work: unlike other 

teachers, she seems, even at moments where she is not in front of LSA students, to be 

utterly focused on her job. She rarely speaks about her personal life while at work 

preferring to separate work life from social life. She is successful at keeping her work at 

LSA, grading and writing lesson plans in one of the teacher’s offices in the building, or 

working in her classroom. She spends long hours at the school as a result of trying not to 

take her work home, and she tells me that she is usually there at least until 5:30 p.m., and 

sometimes as late as 9:00 p.m. 

Ms. Carr and Students 

In a move to further separate her work and home life, Ms. Carr is invested in 

being an effective and engaging pedagogue, but purposefully maintains emotional 

distance from her students. When I ask if she could recount a day or an experience at 
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LSA that stands out from the rest, for either good or bad reasons, she describes an 

incident where students were able to “access” her emotionally. She subsequently 

regretted her vulnerability in the incident, and seemed to harden her shell further as a 

result: 

I guess this year, the day that stands out in my mind is the day that two girls had a 
fight in my class, because I’ve been really prioritizing as a major goal and focus 
this year of maintaining the motto of ‘you do not have access to my emotions’ and 
of being an excellent classroom manager. And I cried in front of my students 
because I got knocked over and slammed my hand really hard, and I had a bone 
bruise. And it was really painful and it wasn’t just that it was painful, I mean, I 
got toppled over by a girl cause I was trying to break up the fight, and I was very 
– it was more that I was upset that I didn’t control that situation…I was afraid that 
showing feeling in front of the kids would show them weakness, and that I was 
gonna be undoing some of the progress I had made. Just from other colleagues I 
had heard good rumors about how strict I was, and I liked that and I wanted to 
keep that up. 

This situation stands out in Ms. Carr’s mind as an atypical day for her: normally 

her days with students are less emotionally intense. She describes herself as someone 

who does not easily lose her patience, and as someone who runs a rigorous and engaging 

classroom. I saw this demonstrated in many instances of Ms. Carr’s class. The class was 

fast-paced, and often moved quickly from a mise-en-train (Ms. Carr’s version of the do 

now) to students sharing their work, to a mini lesson, to copying notes, to either 

individual or group work, and finally a review or student presentation at the end of the 

hour. During my observations, I saw evidence of Ms. Carr’s creativity, including a 

“Design the Best Crib or Die Tryin” project where students had to design a “crib,” or a 

home for (rapper) 50 cent that would be better than (rapper) Bow Wow’s. She even 

taught students the French words for “at the crib”: à la barraque. When she taught a 

clothing unit, she came to school wearing an item of clothing that represented many of 

the vocabulary words that students were supposed to learn, including a hat, a scarf, 
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galoshes, a sweater, and a parka. She frequently incorporates music into her classes, and 

asks students to sing along to French verb conjugation songs. At the end of the clothing 

unit, I saw students’ fashion presentations, where they had to put together a PowerPoint 

either of photos of their own fashion choices, or a celebrity’s fashion choices.  

Ms. Carr tries to communicate to students that she takes French teaching and 

learning seriously. Yet students play a bit with the earnest, serious and rigorous culture 

that Ms. Carr tries to impart in her class, as well as with how emotionally inaccessible 

Ms. Carr tries to be. I witnessed students trying to “access Ms. Carr’s emotions” in ways 

other than fighting throughout my observations of her classes through humor. For 

example, when the class practiced describing themselves using a list of adjectives, 

including the word honnête (honest), they began to change the word into “I’m on it,” and 

give each other high fives. Ms. Carr did not find this amusing. One student, Takira, who 

is African-American, had a reputation throughout the school as a class clown. She tried 

frequently to get a rise out of Ms. Carr. She would imitate Ms. Carr in black vernacular 

(for example, one day when Ms. Carr said “mmhmm” as she helped usher students into 

class, Takira loudly repeated “mmhmm, girl!”). She would comically try to egg Ms. Carr 

on, for example, one day at the beginning of class, when the class was coming in a bit 

more loudly and a bit less organized than usual and Ms. Carr tried her best to calm the 

class down, Takira sat at her seat in the front of the room and watched what was going 

on, saying “Bark, Ms. Carr, bark!”51 When this didn’t get any reaction from Ms. Carr or 

other class members, she said: “You look nice today, Ms. Carr! You’re looking kind of 

sexy!” Ms. Carr still did not react or respond. Finally, when the class was seated and 

quiet, the following conversation took place: 

                                                
51 Bark is a term that means ‘to yell or get angry.’ 
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TAKIRA: I have an announcement. 
MS. CARR: Is it relevant? 
TAKIRA: It’s relevant to everyone. 
MS. CARR: Is it relevant to French? 
TAKIRA: Yes. 
MS. CARR: If it’s not, there’s going to be a problem. 
TAKIRA: Just wanted to let everyone know that the storm is coming tonight at 
7:00! Prepare yourselves for the rain! For the thunder! 
ROBYN (another student): Oh no! I don’t have my umbrella! I need to go home! 
[other students begin to echo Robyn] 

This time, Takira succeeded in pulling the class off track from where Ms. Carr 

was trying to take it. This back-and-forth struggle for power between Takira, Ms. Carr, 

and the class was a relatively common occurrence.  

On another day, Ms. Carr tried to get the class silent for her mini lesson. The 

following interaction took place:  
MS. CARR: I am waiting till it’s silent. 
[The room becomes quiet.] 
STUDENT: It is silent. 
MS. CARR: Don’t call out. 
[Students laugh. Ms. Carr does not.] 

Ms. Carr tries to maintain a balance of being encouraging with students and 

making sure that they are following her expectations of discipline. When students 

accidentally mispronounce French words or bungle phrases, Ms. Carr encourages them 

for trying, using phrases like “you’re doing great,” or “you have a sense of it….” She 

expects students to be on point in her class at all times, both physically and intellectually, 

and she corrects students explicitly if she sees them slouching or if they put their heads 

down (e.g., “Natalia, can I see you sitting up? It’s an expectation.”). Ms. Carr also 

quickly corrects students who are having side conversations (e.g., “The more you talk the 
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less chance you have of sharing.” “Ladies, if you are going to continue this conversation, 

it’s not going to be in my room, it’s going to be somewhere else.” “If you are going to 

give me an attitude, you’re going to do it in the dean’s office.”) Most times, students 

concede to her expectations, but continue to try to push the limits through their humor.  

When I asked Ms. Carr to describe school culture, she tells me that it is: 

Pretty positive. We try to maintain cordial relationships with the students, that we 
say hello and how are you, and, you know, we follow up with each other, we try 
to interact with the kids on, you know, on a personal level in terms of like, oh, did 
you get new glasses, they look really nice, or like, great job at the game, but 
maintaining a nice professional distance in order to show them what that looks 
like and what that feels like to have a professional relationship with someone. 
Kids understand that there’s the importance of getting into college and everyone 
is college motivated and they look to us as models for what that could mean for 
them. 

This description is backed up by how she interacts with students: she is cordial 

while maintaining a “nice professional distance.” She expects students to rise to her 

academic expectations, and to see her as a model for how to be a professional. This ties 

into the class culture that Ms. Carr sees as vital for students to learn in order to be 

successful in college or careers after they graduate from LSA. 

Ms. Carr and Parents 

Ms. Carr tells me that although she thinks that she and the school do a satisfactory 

job of connecting with parents, that sometimes she has a hard time getting in touch with 

parents and that when she does, it can sometimes be “unproductive.” When I ask her to 

elaborate on this, she shares an anecdote about one student who pounded on her chest and 

burped loudly in class without excusing herself during a quiz. Ms. Carr sent the student 

out for being disruptive, but the student’s mother called Ms. Carr. Ms. Carr describes the 

interaction: 
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[She] screamed at me for over 10 minutes about how that’s a natural function and 
I was like, that’s inappropriate, like you cannot… do that… in a classroom! Like 
you cannot do that in a college classroom, you cannot do that on a college 
selection interview, you cannot do that on a job interview, you cannot do that on a 
job site! It was the pounding that really got me. It was the pounding. It wasn’t 
natural, it was very deliberate, and the mom was just like, tearing me apart for it. 

For Ms. Carr, not only are parents sometimes difficult to reach, sometimes 

reaching them does not have the intended effect in regard to student misbehavior. As I 

illustrate in chapter 3, Ms. Carr sees it as her job to “give students the cultural capital to 

belong” [in the middle class]. Implied in this statement, and in the anecdote that Ms. Carr 

tells about the student who belched in her class, is the idea that many parents don’t give 

their children this kind of cultural capital. This also leads to a sort of deficit discourse in 

regard to students’ families and communities. 

Ms. Carr, Social Structure and Social Justice 

When I ask Ms. Carr what her impression was of the staff’s “Courageous 

Conversations about Race,” she tells me that she is “not sure how courageous they were.” 

While she tells me that she feels like we can “push a little bit more” to have “spicier” 

conversations about race, she says that she definitely feels like we need to have the 

conversation. She tells me, “I think that Mr. Jackson does a lot of great stuff with his 

men, and I wish that I had the time to go and participate.” Here, she is referring to Mr. 

Jackson who, before he left for his Ph.D. program, facilitated the schools Young Men’s 

Association (YMA) and organized a student-led tour for teachers of Brooklyn’s East New 

York neighborhood, where several LSA students (but no LSA teachers) live. 

Mr. Jackson, who is originally from East New York, Brooklyn, became for LSA 

teachers a kind of symbolic representation of conversations about race (this was a 

recurring theme in many of the interviews with staff members) or racial justice, as well as 

a liaison between students and staff at the school. When Mr. Jackson left the school to 
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pursue his degree, many staff members expressed their disappointment that he was gone 

because, as Ms. McGoldrick put it in her interview with me:  

I think losing Howard Jackson is a setback. He quietly set up a lot of things [in 
regard to problematizing race at LSA]. Even just his presence I think sometimes 
was enough to make people think about what they were doing. I think he did 
really good things for the school.  

While it is true that Mr. Jackson was instrumental about sharing his views on race 

at LSA, however, the words of his former colleagues, as well as his own symbolic status 

put him in a bind that he describes to me when I interview him:  

I wanted to teach a romantic literature class. I told them that it was about nature. 
The students told me no, that romantic literature was about love. According to 
students, and to Ms. Henri (his white colleague who also taught twelfth-grade 
English), I should only have knowledge about the black stuff—all the time. All 
the time; I mean students acknowledge the obvious—I am the only black male 
English teacher—and it’s interesting, because since high school, I have been a 
part of white elite institutions, and so I have been acculturated by going to those 
places—in many ways because of this, I can understand where my colleagues are 
coming from. But for me, when I open my mouth, students say “you talk white” 
or when I talk about sushi, or about organic foods, students say “you’re not 
black”—essentially, I exist in the bridge between these two places—I see it as my 
job to show students that these things can co-exist. 

Mr. Jackson gets essentialized by some of his white colleagues as the catalyst 

both for conversations about race and for connecting with students’ communities. While 

Ms. Carr is not opposed to the idea of communicating with parents or of reaching out to 

students’ communities, she does not see her teaching job as necessarily intersecting with 

this kind of community engagement. Taking on some of Mr. Jackson’s work on troubling 

race or on reaching out to students’ communities in ways similar to his do not seem 

viable for her. Mr. Jackson, on the other hand, was in a position at the school that allowed 

him to do both things, but often, problematically he was pigeonholed as the one who 
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should be doing this work. Ms. Carr, then, in a sense, sees herself as not having to make 

the time, because he does. 

Ms. Carr sees her mission as a French teacher at LSA as: 

Peace through education, and preparing my students for global citizenship and 
leadership in the twenty-first century, like I really focus myself on that. I feel like 
knowledge of language is just the most essential part of being conscious and 
being alive and participating and being engaged and committed and being 
someone who can create and someone who can design and someone who can 
transform and not just react.  

She tells me that she will help students to gain the tools to break down stereotypes 

that others might form about them; although, she says that many people will see our 

students and will “type” them as “at-risk” or as not ready to be competitive in the twenty-

first century, she feels that the rigor of her class at LSA, and others like it, will help 

students to be able to ascend class and status hierarchies. The school’s ideals, she says, 

contribute to her opinion that this school is, in itself, an act of social justice, and is a place 

with the highest aims for both teachers and students.  

Conclusions: Ms. Carr 

Regardless of where students and teachers come from, and regardless of what 

classed, raced, or gendered differences exist in the space of LSA, Ms. Carr places great 

faith in the school’s curriculum and extracurriculum as liberatory for the students who are 

willing to take it in. Yet, both Ms. Carr and Ms. Elliott do not acknowledge that a 

minority of students are chosen by staff to enjoy the privileges of the school’s 

extracurriculum (see the discussion in chapters 2 and 3 on the “Ineligible List,” for 

example). For Ms. Carr, because she sees the school’s mission as one that is socially just, 

she works every day for, and not against, the professional and academic ideals of LSA. 

My interviews with both Ms. Carr and Ms. Elliott inspire important questions about the 
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mechanisms by which structural privileges and oppressions work in the United States, 

and about the role of agency in those structured oppressions. Although neither Ms. Carr 

nor Ms. Elliott embody what one would call the traditional white savior trope in 

narratives about urban schools, they do believe in and perpetuate deracinated and class-

neutral versions of how the real world works. Precisely because LSA’s students are black 

and brown and come from a public school in Brooklyn (although not all are poor or 

working class), the ways that they must move throughout the world as young people, and 

someday as professionals, will be different from the ways that Ms. Carr, Ms. Elliott, or I 

will ever have to move. Yet like Ms. Elliott, Ms. Carr’s uncritical support of the school’s 

meritocratic mission provides a way for her to hide a colorblind deficit discourse about 

students.  

Case Study: Ms. McGoldrick 

Brooklyn-born and raised, Ms. McGoldrick, who identifies as white, reports to me 

that many students ask her if she is Puerto Rican because of the way she talks. Indeed, 

her accent marks her immediately as a local. This is rare among teachers at LSA; most 

are not originally from Brooklyn. When we taught at LSA, we were neighbors in 

Bedford-Stuyvesant, a predominantly African-American neighborhood in Brooklyn, but 

Ms. McGoldrick and I met in 2005, where we were colleagues at another school in 

Brooklyn. At that time, she was teaching middle school, but at LSA, she teaches ninth-

grade Forensics, serves as the chair of the Science Department, and facilitates the Young 

Women’s Association (YWA). Additionally, she is pursuing her doctorate in Urban 

Education during the evenings.   

While I knew that she had been raised in Brooklyn, she filled in some of the gaps. 

Born in Park Slope in the early 1970s, she witnessed the gentrification of her community 
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firsthand. Until fifth grade, she attended one public school, which she describes 

demographically as 60% white and 40% Puerto Rican. For sixth grade, she attended a 

different public school where, she tells me, she was one of the few white students. She 

describes the school as “kinda rough,” and says that her parents pulled her out of the 

public school system after the sixth grade and put her in Catholic school. She began at the 

all-girls school where her mother teaches. The tuition was exceptionally high for its 

students, and so she said that many wealthy Italian families sent their daughters there; 

Ms. McGoldrick describes this school as “super snobby.” She marks the experience as a 

sort of “racial awakening”: out of a class of 500 girls, only five were African-American. 

She witnessed a teacher who frequently mixed up the black girls’ names, and she was 

shocked that these girls seemed to be “all the same” in the teacher’s eyes. Ms. 

McGoldrick marks this as the first time she became aware of her whiteness. She 

subsequently transferred to another private Catholic school where the tuition was much 

lower and the students were more diverse, both racially and socioeconomically. She says 

that this was a more comfortable environment for her, since growing up in Brooklyn, you 

“went on the block and you played with whoever was there,” white, black or otherwise. 

She tells me that several of LSA’s students also attended her elementary school, and that 

this helps her relate to students. She knows what is available to her students because their 

backgrounds are part of her own childhood. She adds: 

I don’t know what it’s like to come to New York and be in this brand new place 
and try and situate yourself, and try and deal with kids, but I can imagine it would 
be a lot more difficult, not understanding where they are coming from and where 
they are growing up. And there’s a lot of people that do make the effort to get in 
and understand and talk to people that live in this neighborhood [Bedford-
Stuyvesant, where we conducted our interview], for example but then you also 
have the people that have like seen some movie about teaching in New York City 
and base their knowledge off of that. 
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Her critical awareness of media-based ideas that inspire some people to go into 

teaching is one of many factors that motivate her to stay in the classroom. When I 

interview Ms. McGoldrick, she is in her ninth year of teaching, between working at a 

Catholic School and working in Brooklyn public schools. Now, despite that she is busy 

teaching full time, chairing the department, running the YWA, and pursuing a Ph.D., she 

sees it as her responsibility not to leave the classroom:   

 I think I have a responsibility to the kids, and I don’t know how to say this 
without sounding conceited, but I just feel like I’ve seen a lot of really bad 
teaching, and I’ve seen a lot of people in teaching for the wrong reasons.  

She continues, telling me that while there are many people in teaching, not all of 

them are good at relating to the students. Ms. McGoldrick is not in the classroom to 

confer her own privilege on her students, and she has a clear critique of the popular 

mainstream narrative of teacher-as-missionary or savior. Rather, she stays in the 

classroom because she relates well to her students and she is good at teaching. In looking 

at many of the adults around her, she does not see these qualities reflected. She loves the 

students, and sees it as her responsibility to continue to teach them, although she 

expresses her doubt during our interview that she will be able to sustain working at LSA 

for a long period of time because of the job’s high demands on her time and energy. In 

her words, LSA is not a place that can be “sustainable for teachers.”  

Ms. McGoldrick and Students 

Ms. McGoldrick makes up for her petite size in the way that she commands 

authority in the classroom. Throughout my observations, I never heard her raise her voice 

above a conversational tone with students. In fact, the quieter she got, the more students 
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paid attention. She emphatically does not use professionalism points in her room52, but 

students are invested in her class and care about pleasing her.  

The few times that I saw her lecture in class, students listened attentively, but 

most of the times that I observed her classes, students were working in pairs to co-edit 

their written work or they were working in small groups on a lab. I witnessed Ms. 

McGoldrick trying different strategies to motivate students to complete their homework, 

including posting the class’s daily homework average up at the end of class, and setting 

goals for the following week. In addition to trying to boost homework completion, she is 

also invested in her class working as a team: rather than making homework a 

competition, she turns it into a community effort. This is one way in which Ms. 

McGoldrick incorporates a critique of the model of individual competitiveness, or what 

Assistant Principal Humphries calls the “me” culture that seems so prevalent at LSA. 

An important part of getting to know her students and exploring how to best 

engage them, Ms. McGoldrick tells me, is through her work at the school with the Young 

Women’s Association. The YWA meets twice a week and is open to girls in all grades. 

At the beginning of each school year, YWA goes on an October camping trip in upstate 

New York. I volunteered to help Ms. McGoldrick chaperone. On a Friday afternoon, we 

took the train from Grand Central Station with 20 YWA girls, in addition to the 20 

Young Men’s Association (YMA) boys and their facilitators, Mr. Fulton and Mr. 

Matthews. Even on the two-hour train ride to the campsite, I found it telling that while I 

sat and shared snacks with Mr. Fulton and Mr. Matthews in the front of the car, Ms. 

McGoldrick sat with the YWA girls in the back. Although Mr. Fulton, Mr. Matthews, 

                                                
52 I discuss Ms. McGoldrick’s skill at creating intellectual professionalism as a norm in chapter 3. 
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Ms. McGoldrick and I frequently socialized outside of work, her priorities on this trip 

were clearly to enjoy time with students. 

We split from the boys, and with our guides, hiked our way with into the woods to 

the camp site. After taking hours to build a campfire in the rain, cooking dinner, and 

cleaning up, we spent the cold night in sleeping bags on a covered wooden platform, and 

spent the day together on Saturday. Both days were packed with trust games, 

teambuilding and bonding activities in the woods. On Friday night, after the other girls 

went to bed, I stayed up late into the night with Ms. McGoldrick and with two of the 

eleventh-grade girls, who were in my class as tenth-graders, and who Ms. McGoldrick 

taught as ninth-graders. Over the dying fire, the girls asked us about college, about love, 

about our backgrounds and families, and they told us about their own. 

On Saturday, we hiked through the woods to a rock-climbing wall, and I watched 

the girls cheer Ms. McGoldrick on as she scaled the most challenging portion of the wall. 

She cheered them on too, no matter which portion of the wall they tried. It was on this 

trip that I really got a sense of why it is so important for Ms. McGoldrick to balance 

teaching with YWA while pursuing her doctorate. While intellectual engagement outside 

of LSA is important to her, she is an effective and experienced teacher whose pedagogy 

is made more effective by the deep understanding and sense of community she cultivates 

with her students. 

She views her job as giving students both a science and a character education. For 

her, this practice is explicitly gendered. She tells me that:    

MS. MCGOLDRICK:  YWA has affected my teaching, like I feel the need to say 
something to a girl if they are doing something that doesn’t show that they respect 
themselves, like even if it’s in the middle of Forensics class, like I’ll feel the need 
to go and talk to them about it if I feel like it’s something that they need to hear. 
AB: And is that what YWA does, teaches young women self-respect? 
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MS. MCGOLDRICK: That’s part of it –part of it is how do you respect yourself, 
and then another part is how do you have a healthy relationship with others after 
you do that? 

Part of the character education that Ms. McGoldrick feels is so critical for girls is 

to develop a reputation of self-respect, to cultivate healthy friendships with other young 

women, and to be involved in a community that supports that. YWA provides both the 

opportunity for her to model this for young women, as well as opportunities for 

leadership for older students in the program. The effort and time that Ms. McGoldrick 

puts into YWA, as well as into creating an intellectually engaging and supportive class, 

pays off in the close and fulfilling relationships that she is able to have with her students. 

She is concerned about the college-only option that LSA perpetuates for its 

students. She sees this, in a way, as perpetuating an unrealistic meritocratic narrative of 

achievement for students who are set up to fail: 

I think our whole like college push actually like not focuses on the middle, but 
kind of like creates this one only path that people can take - is the system created 
so that we know only a certain percentage of kids can get accepted anyway, so are 
we creating a certain percentage that has to fail? 

Ms. McGoldrick’s goal goes beyond simple college preparation; it is to provide 

students with a character education and with work habits that will contribute to them 

being competent, critical and empathetic adults.  

Ms. McGoldrick and Parents  

When I ask Ms. McGoldrick whether she has a strong partnership with parents 

now, she says,  

Not necessarily this year, ’cause I have so many just absent parents, and that’s 
probably why so many kids in my advisory are failing. My first year of advisory 
was awesome. I had really good relationships with those kids, and I had pretty 
close relationships with some of those parents like Alan Chaplin’s mother and 
Barrett Sanford’s parents; I talked to them a lot. We definitely need more parent 
involvement at the school. That’s one important link. And I think that could be a 
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bias that people in public education have. At many Catholic schools, so you pay 
like $200 in dues at the beginning, or you do so many hours of community 
service. And I feel like if I were to bring that up at LSA, they would be like, ‘well 
you can’t expect our kids parents to do that, you know like they have to work or 
they come from poor communities,’, and I am like: ‘what do you mean, they are 
poor, so they can’t come to the school?  They can’t be involved?’  I feel like we 
just make their decision for them; we use that as an excuse. 

Ms. McGoldrick believes that teachers and students are more successful when 

schools work in partnership with families. 

Ms. McGoldrick, Social Structure and Social Justice  

As a child in Brooklyn, Ms. McGoldrick was accustomed to being in diverse 

settings, and says that she feels uncomfortable in settings that are too homogenous. When 

I ask her about racial politics and segregation among the adults at LSA, she speaks about 

how teachers’ backgrounds influence the ways they are able to get along with students, as 

well as their initial reasons for teaching: 

MS. MCGOLDRICK:  There was someone who was touted as this amazing 
teacher here, but this was someone who I knew would never be able to relate to 
kids because of like, because they couldn’t get past that, like they couldn’t be in 
their world, like, ever. And I think a lot of it had to do with, like not just race, but 
also with like socioeconomic status and education.  
AB:  So you are talking about someone with a white, elite background. 
MS. MCGOLDRICK:  I am talking about like, ‘oh I am gonna come in and like 
save these kids.’ 
AB:  Yeah, the white missionary complex?   
MS. MCGOLDRICK:  Right, but without the idea of who you are even giving to, 
you know?  Like if I come in and tell you that everything that I know is going to 
make your life better because my life is good. 

While Ms. Elliott and Ms. McGoldrick both voice a critique of white missionary 

discourse in urban schools, they do so for different reasons.  

Unlike Ms. Elliott and Ms. Carr, Ms. McGoldrick sees part of her job as a teacher 

as being able to know and deeply connect with where students are coming from. She 
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knows that there are important skills, content and knowledge, including class discourses 

that teachers need to incorporate into students’ learning experience, but that this cannot 

happen until teachers cultivate a deep respect and understanding of their students. While 

she acknowledges that race might be a part of this, she also cites the importance of class 

background as it intersects with race in terms of teacher’s alienation from students, and 

from one another. Not only are white teachers from elite backgrounds at more risk of 

being alienated from their students, they seem more likely to be alienated from colleagues 

that don’t share their background. Elaborating on this, she states: 

MS. MCGOLDRICK:  Although I saw this more last year than the first year at 
LSA, there is a very clear divide amongst the staff.  Like I am not sure about this 
year, because there’s like a lot of new people, but last year, there was a definite, 
like quite a few of those people left, but there was definitely like one side, and 
another side.  
AB:  Black / white?  
MS. MCGOLDRICK:  White, and ‘Other’. 

In other words, according to Ms. McGoldrick, there are staff members who 

segregate themselves, and there are staff members who don’t. There are white staff 

members, as well as non-white staff in the second group, who make it a point to embody 

a version of what Prudence Carter calls multicultural navigators (2005). As adults, these 

teachers enact connecting with people of diverse backgrounds and positionalities, and are 

able to strategically negotiate different kinds of interactions, perhaps because, as in Ms. 

McGoldrick’s case, they come from backgrounds where this kind of interaction was 

normalized. This changes the ways that they engage with students in the classroom, 

because the classroom becomes another setting to enact the same politics, which come 

from a foundation of genuine courage, curiosity, respect and critique of power 

hierarchies, as opposed to a foundation of white guilt, fear of difference, and belief in 

colorblind meritocracy.  
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As she discusses whether LSA perpetuates or contests social disparities in race 

and gender, Ms. McGoldrick expresses recognition that this is part of a larger issue and 

disappointment that these larger social / structural issues are not part of a regular 

conversation or critique at LSA. She recollects a YWA conversation where students 

voiced a critique of present-day segregation in U.S. public schools, and expresses 

frustration that staff and administration gave up so quickly on the “Courageous 

Conversations about Race” that she had volunteered to help plan. 

While critical conversations about social structures and inequities should be a 

regular part of schooling, she recognizes that this is not sufficient to combat the inequities 

perpetuated by segregation by race and class. Regardless of what kind of education LSA 

students get, unless larger patterns of social structures change, talk about fighting race, 

class, and gender disparities can only go so far. Ms. McGoldrick sees the necessity of 

fighting for social equity both in and outside of schools. Educating students in a 

segregated environment, no matter how well, is not going to effect change.  

Conclusions: Ms. McGoldrick 

In participating in the planning committee for the “Courageous Conversations 

about Race,” as well as in trying to have critical conversations with YWA about race, 

gender, self-esteem and continuing inequity, Ms. McGoldrick attempts to work toward 

what she sees as a more integrated and just world; however, she sees the limits of this 

when she looks at dominant patterns of school experiences in the United States. She feels 

a responsibility to stay at the school because she can connect deeply with students, and 

she finds the work to be fulfilling, despite being somewhat taxing. She seems unsure, 

though, that there is any way that we could inspire change on a micro level if social 

structure remains the same.  
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Case Study: Ms. Meehan 

Before Ms. Meehan was hired at LSA as a teaching artist, then a health teacher, 

then a college advisor, she taught a social studies class called “social justice” at another 

school that she describes as  

A very chaotic place that resembles many of the portraits you hear of NYC public 
high schools. There was a lack of strong leadership and lots of academic issues 
with students, and no buy-in from anyone. It was a really depressing place.  

Initially, she was excited about it because it was created in a partnership between 

the community and the department of education, but her hopes were quickly dashed when 

the community partnership, she said, eventually became meaningless. She elaborates: 

All these things that the community wanted, like for example, there was a room 
that said ‘darkroom’ on a little sign. And it was not a darkroom. And there was a 
room that said ‘TV / radio station’ and that was an empty room. So there were 
clearly all of these things that were supposed to happen in the planning stage and 
in the dreaming stage that maybe could have made it to reality ’cause they had 
signs on the doors indicating these things that should be there and they just 
weren’t there…  

Overall, she appreciates LSA’s dual missions of college matriculation and 

extracurricular opportunities for its students, especially in comparison to the school 

where she was before. She says:  

LSA is a very high-functioning institution. I feel like it’s full of people who are 
very dedicated, very hardworking, very creative, and I like that there’s so much 
collaborative work and planning among colleagues here. 

Ms. Meehan is a strong believer in change through critical community input. In 

October 2010 at a professional development meeting for staff, I saw this ethic come to 

fruition when I presented data from the schoolwide student questionnaire given in spring 

2009. In response to a question that compared LSA to a prison, a typical NYC school, a 

private school, a second home or family, a university, a corporation or business, a party, 

or “other,” 37% of students responded that LSA was like a prison. Mr. Thomas, the 
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director of the Foundation and Ms. Meehan’s boss, shared that he he did not agree with 

the wording of the question, and thought that the results were skewed by the extreme 

nature of the choices. Ms. Meehan quickly shot back: “Why is it that we always try to 

make excuses to get out of looking at what we don’t want to see? Students are telling us 

something important here: we can’t ignore it!” She believes in making her point 

regardless of whether it will be popular or accepted and frequently does so. She listens, 

weighing others’ opinions, but is not afraid to make her opinions known. 

Ms. Meehan and Students  

Ms. Meehan’s interactions with students are often through extracurricular 

activities or through the college office, where she spends much of her time at the school. 

Early in the 2008-09 school year, when I told her that I was interested in exploring 

contested definitions of social justice at LSA for my dissertation research, she asked me 

if I was interested in helping her facilitate an exchange program between our students in 

Brooklyn and a group of predominantly white working-class students in rural Maine. 

Several after-school meetings with our students would lead to a December trip to Maine, 

where we would stay for four days. Our students would stay in the homes of their Maine 

counterparts, and teacher chaperones would stay in the homes of Maine teachers. Later in 

the spring, the Maine students would come to Brooklyn to stay in the homes of their 

counterparts, and Maine teachers would stay with Brooklyn teachers.  

As we planned the after-school sessions that we would conduct with students, I 

got a better sense of Ms. Meehan’s politics regarding students and the trip itself. She told 

me that while, traditionally, the trip has been focused on furthering a colorblind 

multiculturalism between predominantly black Brooklyn students and predominantly 

white Maine students, she wanted this time to be different. She hoped that we could bring 
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in activities that would help all students to notice and be critical of differences, as 

opposed to ignoring them. In a flyer for tenth- and eleventh-grade students who were 

going on the trip (they had all been to Maine in their previous years at LSA), she wrote:  

You should consider your Maine partner your investigative counterpart this year. 
The two of you will bring together your different identities, different experiences, 
and different perspectives to an investigation of how stereotypes and 
discrimination function in our society. As allies, you will have to think about how 
you can promote understanding and connection across differences.  

We decided that, in order to do this, we would experiment with some of Augusto 

Boal’s “Theatre of the Oppressed” methods and activities (1979) as a creative and 

engaging way to inspire critical conversations about privilege and oppression. One week 

in November, we got off track from our planned activity, and just sat around talking. 

Tenth- and eleventh-grade LSA students who had been on the Maine trip in previous 

years started discussing how much their counterparts in Maine are “allowed to get away 

with.” I wrote in my field notes: 

Students expressed that they [Maine kids] don’t do any work in school, that they 
can leave school to smoke cigarettes (sometimes, said one student, her host 
family’s grandma would even give her Maine partner cigarettes), they drink 
(sometimes in school), smoke a lot of weed, and drive. They do all this stuff, and 
get away with it, and no one seems to notice. Barbara [Meehan] used this organic 
opportunity to say: “it’s called privilege, that’s what that is—when you are born 
with all these opportunities that you didn’t earn. And that’s the thing—you guys 
have to work twice as hard to get the same things.” Here, Tina [an eleventh-grade 
student] made an observation: that if you think about the stereotypes that prevail 
about us [black and brown urban kids], the Maine kids are [ironically] the ones 
who actually embody these behaviors—and it’s the Brooklyn kids that are the 
most surveilled, the most watched. 

Ms. Meehan makes it a point to create opportunities to make structures of 

privilege obvious to students through conversation, in the same ways that she does with 

her colleagues. In another activity we did where students were asked to contrast 

stereotypes about Brooklyn and Maine families, Ms. Meehan debriefed the activity in the 



 168 

following way: “Everyone comes back and says ‘Oh, in so many ways we are the same—

but this trip might actually be about being honest about our differences.”  

Part of the work that Ms. Meehan does with students is in getting them to feel 

comfortable engaging race with her, even though she is white and they are not. When I 

ask her about the times that she is aware of her whiteness at LSA, she says: 

I think I am always aware, I think the racial difference can be transcended when 
you have close long-term relationships with students. When you have a 
relationship of trust it doesn’t mean that those differences go away, or that the 
power dynamics go away, but bridges can be built. You know, I’ve been working 
with teenagers since I was a teenager, so I have had students in the past say: “you 
are white but you help us to understand each other,” and I think, I have learned 
that being able to connect with people is possible across lots of difference and lots 
of hurt, and lots of fears. But it takes time and I feel like you have to prove 
yourself to people. I find myself more aware of racial differences when I am 
dealing with kids that I don’t know that well. Or when I have to take on a role of 
authority with a kid I don’t have a relationship with, and it becomes this scene of 
caricatures. If I have to tell a young man to take off his hat, and like stop acting 
crazy and like go to class, and I am just some white lady, and he doesn’t know my 
name and I don’t know his… it’s harder to have those conversations with no 
relationship, and all that can really be seen is the obvious, the surface stuff.  

She understands that cultivating a relationship of trust with students and engaging, 

rather than ignoring, difference is an important point of human connection. Ms. Meehan 

foregrounds the ways that she is an oppressor, through cultivating self-awareness as she 

moves through the space of the building and in her interactions with students. Unlike 

other white teachers that I interviewed, Ms. Meehan says that she has explicit 

conversations with students about race “often.” When I ask her how they normally go, 

she elaborates: 

I find kids to be a little wary, like they don’t know that it’s ok to talk about race, 
or they call white people ‘Caucasian’ or something like that. They are trying to 
respect me, but I don’t need that level of not talking about the issue. So I think 
you have to give them the clues that you are cool to talk about stuff, and that you 
don’t have any interest in defending white people. So, yeah, I find them to be 
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cautious, and maybe waiting to see that it’s ok to speak their minds. I think that 
everybody is more comfortable talking about race with their own groups. And I 
know when I am around white people, I wish I didn’t hear the things that I hear, 
but I do, and I am offended that you think that I am a part of this group and that I 
would be okay with that. White people are really not used to having discussions 
about race. I think my kids are [used to having these discussions], but I just don’t 
think that they think they can have it around me. 

Ms. Meehan engages with students and critiques her status as an oppressor (along 

with critiquing social structures of privilege and oppression), as opposed to ignoring it. In 

fact, she sees this engagement as an essential way to combat the caricature that she feels 

she embodies as a white person in a position of power who must act as a disciplinarian to 

non-white students. 

Ms. Meehan and Parents 

I interviewed Ms. Meehan in June 2009. Earlier in the day, a meeting at the 

school was scheduled with parents because of a fight between two cliques of girls that 

morning just outside of the school. Principal McCarren and the deans of discipline called 

the parents in for a conference. Yet, when the parents arrived, a physical altercation arose 

between them just outside the school’s main office. School safety agents broke up the 

fight. The College Office, where Ms. Meehan works, is just down the hallway from the 

main office, and she witnessed the altercation. Rather than blaming the parents for what 

occurred, Ms. Meehan interprets the situation as parents advocating for their children 

when the school would not. She recognizes that the altercation demonstrated a kind of 

cultural conflict between what she calls “school and street culture.” She wonders aloud to 

me whether “there is a way to be more accepting but still give students skills to 

transcend, being more than just in street culture, but keeping their alliance to the streets if 

they want it.” This is one area, she says, where staff fall short. 
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In relation to parents, she adds that after the fight, she saw an angry parent talking 

to Principal McCarren. Ms. Meehan believes from what she overheard that the parent was 

implicating the school in why the fight occurred, because the school was aware of the 

conflict as it was developing and did nothing to stop it. Ideally, Ms. Meehan says, schools 

should be in partnership with families, but at LSA they seem set in opposition to one 

another.  Ms. Meehan recognizes that while LSA may have good intentions, the school 

needs to get better both at being in partnership with parents, as well as at giving students 

a viable option to pursue a successful academic identity at school while maintaining 

allegiance to their home communities. Rather than blaming parents or students for 

incidents of violence, Ms. Meehan wants to explore the possibilities for students to 

embrace school norms of behavior, especially in relation to resolving conflicts peacefully 

or through talk, without ascribing a deficit to the realities of students’ lives outside of the 

building. 

Ms. Meehan, Social Structure and Social Justice 

When I ask Ms. Meehan whether the school, in her opinion, furthers or combats 

race and gender inequities, she breaks the question down herself. She begins with gender, 

because she says that she has a lot of passion and commitment to working with young 

women and uses gender as a platform to connect with them and inspire them to have 

positive relationships with other young women. Teenagers, she says, are hyperaware 

about “gender stuff” because they are coming into their own sexuality. She tells me that 

girls who form tight cliques with one another (like BOB (see chapters 2 and 5) or another 

clique of junior and senior girls who called themselves the “Poppin’ Seven”) are the ones 

who often have the most social issues with other girls and who act in opposition to the 
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norms of the school. Yet also, these are the girls who align themselves more deeply along 

gender lines and care more deeply about what other girls think. She elaborates: 

The things that make us fight as young women are the things that we really need 
to come together on; the way that we feel about ourselves, our self-esteem, the 
challenges that we face are the things that we get at each others’ throats about. 
These are the reasons why we need to support each other… 

Like Ms. McGoldrick, Ms. Meehan strives to teach young women how to cultivate self-

respect and engage in respectful relationships with others.  

When she finishes discussing gender, Ms. Meehan asks me: “And then what was 

the other part of the question? What are we doing to combat white supremacy?” I answer 

affirmatively, thinking that it was interesting that she chose to employ the vocabulary of 

“white supremacy” when I had not. She answers: 

I think we are providing our students of color with one of the better, more stable, 
learning environments than they would be offered anywhere else, and I think that 
anywhere they look, they will find people who believe in them, and I think that 
people who don’t ignore their race, but understand how racism works in the world 
or how it works in education, are doing things to combat that. I don’t think people 
are ignorant about race or racism. I think we’ve gathered a lot of resources. 

While she sees LSA as far from perfect, Ms. Meehan sees the school as farther 

along in terms of combating white supremacy than other New York City schools.  

Conclusions: Ms. Meehan 

Like Ms. McGoldrick, Ms. Meehan sees the “Courageous Conversations about 

Race” as being a good start in the right direction. However, she believes the 

conversations did not have the intended outcome. While she says that Pollock’s book 

(2008) was great because it had “tangible concrete action steps” to take, it’s hard to have 

a discussion about something and then translate that discussion into action steps. Ms. 

Meehan is right in terms of people’s desire for action steps in the conversations about 
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race: While school staff talked about the need to deal with race and racial issues as a 

community, I spoke with various teachers who told me that the conversations “lost 

steam,” in their opinion, because there weren’t measurable goals. Through explicitly 

connecting with students about issues of race, and gender, Ms. Meehan tries to deal with 

complicated issues of social justice. She recognizes that LSA still has a way to go, but 

does her best with the situation at hand. Like Ms. McGoldrick, she critiques the 

individualized, colorblind meritocratic model of college-readiness at LSA through trying 

to build community with students and colleagues where democracy, social critique, and 

achievement are normalized. Also like Ms. McGoldrick, she realizes the importance of 

partnership with students’ families for more effective teaching and learning—and social 

change. 

Concluding Thoughts 

None of the four teachers that I document above align with the “ideal type” white 

teacher as “Christian” or “liberal” savior that is so common in movies and literature. 

Rather, Ms. Carr and Ms. Elliott voice a refusal to embody this stereotype, but ironically 

end up embodying another version of the savior. For these teachers, uncritical support of 

the school’s mission marks them, by default, as neoliberal saviors. They see their place at 

the school as saving students from socioeconomic crisis, as opposed to religious or moral 

crisis. Perhaps the figure of the white savior or missionary, in whatever form, provides a 

way for these white female teachers to cope with the discomfort of a white racial 

ambivalence (Lensmire 2010; Lensmire and Snaza 2010), while not confronting their 

own privilege or white supremacist social structure head-on (Fine, Weis et al. 1997). 

The above case studies of LSA’s “real” white, female urban teachers help to 

nuance the marketable “ideal types” of urban teachers so popularized in literature, media 
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and film. While all of the white women that I profile in this chapter are seen by students, 

parents and colleagues as effective classroom managers and good teachers, there are 

marked differences between their views of their work and the socially charged raced, 

classed and gendered issues they are willing to discuss with their students. Ms. 

McGoldrick and Ms. Meehan explicitly voice and embody activist agendas through 

humanizing pedagogy and personal connection with students (Freire 1970). Their 

pedagogies are emblematic of racial politics that are critical and self-reflexive, and they 

recognize their activist work as serving their own interests as well, because they 

demonstrate a critique of intersectional oppression.  

All four of these women, in their own ways, talk back to popularized ideal types 

of white teachers, yet only Ms. Meehan and Ms. McGoldrick critique the neoliberal white 

savior model that Mr. Jackson marks as the prototype of social justice at LSA (see the 

epigraph of this chapter). Using themes and patterns drawn from the case studies, I 

identify the following themes as particularly prevalent in Ms. McGoldrick and Ms. 

Meehan’s pedagogies: 

• Both teachers embody a particular form of self-critique / reflexivity, and a 

willingness to talk about their own whiteness. They talk about this with 

colleagues and with students, and in fact welcome social critique from students 

and colleagues. For Ms. McGoldrick, this comes from a family background that 

normalized racial diversity and critique of white supremacy. For Ms. Meehan, this 

comes from a long history of activist work and inquisitiveness with students and 

colleagues. 

• Both teachers see an anti-racist agenda as a part of a larger, more intersectional 

agenda—they critique white supremacy, they align with female students along 

gender lines, and they work with young women in the school to empower and 
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respect themselves. Their philosophies of social critique encompass race as well 

as gender. Neither teacher believes in the myth of meritocracy or class 

performance as the automatic route to upward social mobility for all students. 

• Both teachers view emotional vulnerability as a necessary part of connecting with 

students, which strengthens classroom teaching and learning; this empathic 

connection is the same kind of genuine emotional vulnerability that all people rely 

on as the basis of genuine, caring family relationships or friendships. Neither 

teacher sees herself as a missionary or as having the ability to confer her own 

privilege on her students; but both have a genuine investment in making a human 

connection with their students and their students’ families and communities. This 

connection is established, in many instances, through engaging their own 

questions as well as their students’ questions about difference. 

• Both teachers are strong, effective leaders who have a propensity to share power 

with students in the classroom. They trust students and parents without fearing 

them. Also, both teachers either live in or work with students’ communities. Ms. 

McGoldrick lives in Bedford-Stuyvesant, and Ms. Meehan runs an after-school 

program for students who are interested in doing service projects and working 

with organizations in their home communities.  

• Both teachers make time to think critically about social justice issues, and they 

voice activist politics with and without students. Ms. McGoldrick and Ms. 

Meehan have life histories of reflective exploration about race and gender 

privilege and oppression. Both women are critical of the meritocratic politics of 

the institution. They know that it is important to valorize students and their home 

communities while at the same time preparing them for structural obstacles 

beyond LSA and for navigation in a wider social, economic, and political world.  
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• Both teachers fight to maintain fulfilling lives beyond LSA; both are in 

relationships outside of LSA. Ms. Meehan makes time for art, and Ms. 

McGoldrick for her doctoral coursework.  

In short, Ms. McGoldrick and Ms. Meehan understand that to challenge the social 

positions of their students, they must challenge their own social positions and think 

critically about how the institution maintains differentiated social positions for 

predominantly white teachers and predominantly non-white students. While they believe 

the mission of the institution (college for all students, encouragement of critical thought, 

social justice) is noble, they continue to be critical of those aspects of the institution that 

further the hegemony of the racial state and that purport an uncritical narrative of 

meritocracy. They do not see their work as conferring privilege upon their students, but 

rather see relationships with students, colleagues and parents as mutually beneficial in 

effecting change, challenging racial ideology by “not only reconceptualizing [their] own 

racial identit[ies], but [reformulating] the meaning of race in general” (Omi and Winant 

1994, 91). Ms. McGoldrick and Ms. Meehan present themselves as real people to their 

students, and while they are adept at maintaining boundaries, they also succeed in 

relating to colleagues and to students in a self-critical and humanizing way. Most 

importantly, they are open to what students teach them about their families and 

communities, as well as about how to be effective and respected teachers in a power-

laden and complex educational space. 

Although I am not prepared to quantify the ways that white female teachers 

critical of social inequity might impact students’ learning or success, it does seem, based 

on the interactions of teachers and students that I observed, that students are more open to 

learning from teachers who exhibit compatible social justice agendas, who connect with 

students’ families and communities, and with whom students can engage in critical 
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conversation as members of the human race. My observations reiterate Ladson-Billings 

and Tate’s (1995) “culturally relevant pedagogy,” but speak to the importance of 

recruiting and maintaining teachers who have thought deeply about social injustice and 

who are willing to engage in critiquing it on more than a superficial level. While the 

teaching profession needs to be diversified, the predominantly white women who are 

already in the classroom must demonstrate willingness to critique the trope of the “great 

white hope” in its new, neoliberal form, and to connect to and valorize the perspectives 

and histories of their students.  
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Chapter 5:  ‘At-Risk’ Revisited:  Troubling the Trope  
of the Black Urban Adolescent Girl 

 

If I am not what I’ve been told I am, then it means that you’re not what you 
thought you were either! And that is the crisis. 

 —James Baldwin (1996) from “A Talk to Teachers”  

 

The Trope of the ‘At-Risk’ Black Adolescent Girl 

In the previous chapter, I discussed popular narratives of the white, female liberal 

and neoliberal saviors in urban classrooms, and through case studies, profiled the ways 

that white female teachers sometimes complicate, and sometimes perpetuate this trope. In 

this chapter, I discuss another well-known trope: the urban, black, adolescent girl, as 

portrayed both in teacher narratives and films, as well as in mainstream LSA discourse. 

In this chapter, I profile students whose circumstances, histories, personalities and 

aspirations complicate mainstream ideas of the at-risk urban student. The school’s heavy-

handed image management and marketing of its students to funders furthers many of the 

stereotypes found in mainstream films and teacher narratives, yet promises social change 

with the help of a sufficient amount of private funding. I show here how students’ 

perspectives and experience complicate these tropes.  

I begin with the most popularized portrayals of black, urban female adolescents in 

Johnson (1992) and Gruwell’s (1999) narratives. Young African-American women in 

Johnson’s book are usually portrayed as wanting to do well academically, and as making 

an effort to help Ms. Johnson manage the difficult boys in her class (1992, 37). They are 

timid, talking through their fingers (ibid., 50), and although they sometimes show her “an 

attitude” (ibid., 61), they are easily tamed by a little positive reinforcement or a 



 178 

complimentary note home to parents or guardians. In the story, there is one gang-related 

“girlfight” between two Latinas (ibid., 70) that starts when one girl who bumps into 

another’s purse. There is another fight between a Latino boy and girl. Usually though, the 

girls in the story provide the background to Ms. Johnson’s struggles with the boys, and 

sometimes the girls are the messengers between Ms. Johnson and conflicts that are 

brewing between the boys (ibid., 220). One young woman, Shamica, gets pregnant, and 

Ms. Johnson fights for her to remain in her class and not get put into a separate program 

(ibid., 245). Johnson’s book does little to convince the reader that any of her students 

(male or female) have any extracurricular interests beyond expensive-looking clothes, 

fighting or sex. The reader also has no picture of students’ aspirations, or of their peer 

groups, unless they happen to be involved in a gang or a fight. Overall, she profiles her 

successes and her failures with her male students, while her female students provide the 

backdrop to her story of how she thrived in the trenches of an urban classroom.  

Despite that most of Gruwell’s book is made up of journal entries written by 

students, Gruwell (1999), like Johnson, also leaves the reader unconvinced that students 

have any conventional extracurricular interests at all. This is especially ironic because of 

Gruwell’s portrayal of her students as all being bound for college at the conclusion of the 

novel, thanks to her nonprofit organization. Gruwell demonstrates that as the trope of the 

white liberal savior may shift to that of the neoliberal savior (see the previous chapters), 

the trope of the urban adolescent remains static. The journal entries written by Gruwell’s 

anonymous female students detail a catalog of problems, including: physically and 

sexually abusive love and family relationships (ibid., 35, 72, 75, 126, 129, 131, 150, 200), 

being bullied (ibid., 61), testifying against a former boyfriend in court (ibid., 64), 

alcoholism (ibid., 67), shoplifting (ibid., 69), drug addiction (ibid., 99), an incarcerated 

parent (ibid., 116), misogyny (ibid., 125), homelessness and an absent father (ibid., 134), 
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living in violent, drug-ridden housing projects (ibid., 145, 179, 195, 259), pregnancy and 

abortion (ibid., 151), AIDS (ibid., 164), neglectful parents (ibid., 189), illegal 

immigration (ibid., 200), early death of a parent (ibid., 219), sexuality (ibid., 244), rape 

(ibid., 248), and drug-addicted parents (ibid., 261).  

Again, although students (and Ms. Gruwell) in their journal entries sometimes 

compare the class to a “family,” there is little expression in their journals of any interests 

in peer groups, hobbies, or even popular culture. It seems that none of the students in her 

class actually come from family backgrounds that include any support or love at all. 

While the problems that students detail through their journal entries are prevalent, and all 

too real in communities across the United States, this conflation of, as Gregory (1998) 

has argued, race, class, and place, helps to further the empty and useless tropes of the 

“black ghetto” and “inner city,” neglecting that all social groups are diverse, neglecting 

that all poverty is political (ibid., 251), and here, I argue (as does Henry Giroux (1996), 

who makes a similar argument in critiquing the film Kids), neglecting that urban 

teenagers are complex people, with interests and personalities that go beyond the deficits 

that outsiders often unknowingly apply to their families and communities.  

This raced, classed and gendered mainstream discourse as applied to urban youth 

of color serves simultaneously to circumscribe non-white identities while ascribing a 

limitless kind of invisibility to privileged whiteness. In other words, the creation and 

perpetuation of this trope furthers white privilege through essentializing and “othering,” 

in the above examples, a young, black, poor, urban, female identity (hooks 1992; Collins 

2004). In LSA’s marketing to funders and its advertising to outsiders, the trope of the 

white neoliberal savior is offset by the trope of the at-risk black urban adolescent. 

Schools are normalizing institutions, and terms that signify at-risk-ness, urban-ness and 

rural-ness serve always to set apart or “other” the students and teachers that they describe 
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(Popkewitz 1998; Brown 2010). The following discussion of LSA explores the ways that 

young, urban, black women complicate these social constructions. 

‘Girl Drama’ 

At LSA, the student population is primarily female (72%) and African-American 

(81%) (nysed.gov 2008-09). Often, school staff and students view young women as more 

likely than their male counterparts to be troublemakers, or as particularly resistant to 

school norms and expectations. When I asked a group of four students in my summer 

book club / cultural circle (see chapter 6) whether LSA girls behave differently than LSA 

boys, all agreed that there is a difference between the way that the girls and the boys at 

the school behaved. Destiny Jones (see case study below) said: “Everybody loves the 

boys, and the girls are out of control!”  Elise Miller, an African-American student whom 

I shadowed and interviewed when she was a junior, explained:  

Boys, when they see girls arguing, will either watch, and most that I know are 
mature; they will just walk away. They don’t have time for that…and then when 
they bring it up in class, they will say like ‘oh, that’s crazy’ and everything, they 
won’t exactly get themselves involved in it. But girls, they just keep it going 
constantly throughout the whole day until the day is ended. 

Alex Parker, an African-American student whom I shadowed when he was a 

senior, as I allude above, describes LSA girls as “bipolar”. When I asked him what kind 

of girls go to LSA, he responded:  

ALEX:  Hmm, I don’t know… ’cause sometimes, like they’ll be cool, and then 
sometimes, like there’s just days where like all hell breaks loose, so it’s like 
bipolar, somewhat? 
AB:  Smart? 
ALEX:  Yeah, definitely. For the most part. 
AB:  Okay, but bipolar meaning that they are kind of moody and dramatic 
sometimes? 
ALEX:  Oh, very moody and dramatic.  
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Staff members, as well, often vent about incidents and altercations between girls 

in person or e-mail. In addition to having and overhearing several personal conversations 

with and between staff members about “girl drama” at the school, I searched through e-

mails from the 2008 and 2010 school years (I was included in e-mails sent to the ninth- 

and tenth-grade teams, but not the eleventh and twelfth). I found 110 e-mails that 

mentioned the word girls, of which 27 were about altercations, conflicts, interventions or 

mediations. When I looked at the 20 e-mails that mentioned the word boys over the two 

years, there were no altercations, conflicts, interventions or mediations mentioned. I 

searched for young men in my in-box, and found only two e-mails that mentioned 

conflicts between male students53. 

Some of the e-mails about girls’ behavior follow. All of the students discussed 

here are African-American: 

Angela and Dina were not able to be in advisory today. They came in late and 
disruptive, eating, drinking, and talking right over me as I was trying to teach. 
When I asked where they were coming from, since they both had just missed 
forensics and I had assumed they were absent, Angela responded that they had 
been at Wendy’s. I didn’t know about the mediation, so when I explained to them 
about how much work they had just missed, Dina stood up and started screaming 
at me, rolling her eyes, throwing her hands in the air, etc. I asked her to stop and 
think about the way she was speaking but she kept going on and on about me, the 
school, etc. I asked them both to step outside to calm down, they stormed out, 
yelling and cursing. Dina slammed the door open on her way out and it hit another 
student who was sitting at the computer. I asked Mr. Taylor if they could remain 
in the guidance suite. I am at a loss for how to successfully conduct my class with 
both Angela and Dina. They prevent us from being able to accomplish anything in 
advisory, and it is unfair to the rest of my advisees that I have to spend my last 

                                                
53 Interestingly, when I searched for the word boys in my inbox, 36 e-mails appeared, and when I searched 
for young men, 150 e-mails appeared. When I searched for girls on the other hand, 110 e-mails appeared, 
but when I searched for young women, only 45 e-mails appeared. The imbalanced nature of these linguistic 
choices are revealing in differences in student and staff perceptions about boys’ and girls’ behavior, and 
hints that young women are typically viewed as more dramatic, insecure, and emotionally immature as 
compared to their male counterparts. 
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few advisory classes ignoring them so I can spend all of my energy on Angela and 
Dina. Any suggestions would be greatly appreciated. 

  —Ms. McGoldrick 

Trina and Julie were involved in a screaming match at the beginning of 7th 
period. Both girls had to be held back and were eventually removed from the 
room. Trina came back for the end of class, Julie did not. 

After school, the math squad and I ran into several ninth graders who seemed very 
excited about an altercation (involving T and J) that had just happened in a nearby 
alley. I’m not really sure what’s true and what's not, but it sounds like their issues 
are not yet resolved . . . stay tuned. 

  —Ms. St. Claire 

I received a call from Paula’s mother Friday night. She was very concerned about 
Paula receiving threats from Sabrina. She was so concerned that she was on her 
way to the precinct. I think her father wants to file an order of protection. She says 
that they are very protective of Paula because she has resorted to self-mutilation 
in the past under similar circumstances. Paula does not feel safe. They are 
considering a safety transfer. I spoke to Paula and she says that other girls are 
harassing her because of Sabrina. 

  —Ms. Walters  

I did a mediation today between Chantal and Paula. They exchanged words 
Friday in English class. It was so much that I removed Chantal to stop the back 
and forth. It started from Chantal pushing Paula in class as a joke on an earlier 
occasion. Rumors circulated all weekend aiming to make something happen. They 
resolved the situation today.  

 Let’s keep our eyes out for Chantal and other girls. It seems that lots of gossip 
and tension is [sic] brewing around her. 

  —Ms. Tilden 

  

Incidents like these that involved bullying and gossip between girls seemed quite 

common at the school, while those between boys seemed much more rare. Because such 

a great amount of emphasis and energy is placed on girls’ behavior at the school, in this 
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chapter, I focus closely on case studies of four young women at LSA. All were in tenth 

grade when I met them and finished eleventh grade the same year I left the school. Three 

case studies are of young women who were my English students in tenth grade, and 

regularly attended my summer book club / cultural circle during the summer after their 

sophomore year. I shadowed and interviewed them in eleventh grade, and I interviewed 

their parents.  

Much of the same literature that portrays the white savior teacher portrays 

African-American adolescent girls as at risk of academic failure or of problems in school 

(see Brown 2010; Valencia 2010). Here, I seek to complicate this portrayal through a 

more nuanced picture of these students’ backgrounds, as well as through highlighting 

their own versions of how the LSA model articulates with their lives and experiences. I 

also examine how and why LSA’s particular model needs the problematic trope of the at-

risk adolescent to function, and I argue against its use in any school environment.  

Blackness, Privilege, and Performance at LSA: Need and Richesse Oblige 

While girls at LSA are often profiled in everyday conversation among students 

and staff as particularly volatile in terms of behavior, the school plays down this volatility 

as it markets itself, while playing up the “at-risk” status of its students. Because students 

are sold as underprivileged, those who are chosen to publicly represent the school must 

be able to indulge the richesse oblige of the corporate class who donate to the school by 

playing the part of the at-risk, but deserving youth (see chapter 2).  

For example, the purpose of the school’s annual spring benefit held at the Firm, 

which is LSA’s founder and major funder, is to raise money for the school’s nonprofit 

Foundation. Six staff members, two white men, three white women (including myself), 

and one African-American woman were invited to represent the staff. Principal McCarren 
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and Assistant Principal Humphries were also there. Nine students—five African-

American young women, one Latina, two African-American young men, and one 

Caribbean-American young man—were invited to represent the student body and to talk 

with guests, many of whom represent corporate firms that have donated money to LSA’s 

Foundation in the past. Before the benefit, there was a meeting for staff members led by 

Mr. Thomas, the head of the Foundation. At this meeting, we were told that we would be 

raising money for the school (so it was very important that we schmooze with as many of 

the guests as we could) and that we were to steer clear of the food table (we were to think 

of ourselves as working at the event, not as guests). Mr. Thomas also advised us not to 

consume alcohol from the open bar during the event (although, he added, staff would 

probably be allowed to have a glass of wine after students and guests left). Further, we 

were told that we were not to congregate among ourselves, but that we were expected to 

circulate the room in groups no larger than two, and to speak positively about the school. 

We were reminded to dress professionally for the event, and to “look like teachers.” 

There was an additional conversation at this meeting about who would meet with the 

students before the event to communicate expectations to them. They, too, were told that 

they were not to congregate in groups larger than two, and that they were to avoid the 

food table.  They were advised to wear the school uniform, and told to wear “dressy” 

shoes. Further, they were told that they would be given pizza beforehand so that they 

could focus on the task at hand—chatting with the funders in the room.  

One of the invited juniors was unable to attend, and so there was a debate about 

who to invite in his place. The conversation between Mr. Thomas, Ms. Meehan from the 

college office (see chapter 4) and me provides an interesting window into how students 

were selected to represent the school. Ms. Meehan wanted to ask Keisha Anderson. 

Keisha is an eleventh-grade student who during ninth and tenth grades had been part of a 
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clique of about 20 girls who called themselves “BOB,” an acronym short for “Bang Out 

Bitches.” Some staff members saw BOB as a gang, others as a clique. BOB members 

were popular among their peers and had a tough reputation, but prided themselves on 

being high academic performers. Before I began teaching tenth grade at the school, I was 

warned about BOB, given a list of girls who were in the group, and told to alert the deans 

immediately if I heard any talk about BOB in school. The girls had told deans and 

teachers at the end of their freshman year that BOB was obsolete, but staff members were 

doubtful.  

During Keisha’s tenth-grade year when I was her English teacher, her name 

frequently came up in staff meetings for screaming at other students in the hallway, for 

getting involved in physical fights, and for bullying or threatening other students, 

sometimes in the middle of class (she once got up in my class and shoved a male student 

out of his chair because, she said, he had thrown a ball of paper in her face in the class 

before mine). She was frequently cited for being late to class, and sometimes cutting class 

altogether to wander the halls or hang out in the gym locker room, and for coming to 

school out of uniform. In September of her sophomore year, I intercepted a note passed 

between her and a boy in class where she asked him if he wanted to “eat da box,” 

(perform cunnilingus). At the end of her tenth-grade year, she was arrested one afternoon 

during a fight she got into with several other girls outside of the school building. In my 

class, she maintained a C average; even though there were times when her disruptive 

behavior became an issue in my classroom, she got her assignments in and demonstrated 

an understanding of the course material.  

Through her opposition to school norms and policies, Keisha demonstrated overt 

defiance not only to rules that were standard within the building, but to the mainstream 

LSA discourse of femininity, which do not sanction fighting, overt displays of sexuality, 
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or disruptive verbal altercations. Keisha’s defiance, however, never extended to a 

rejection of an academic identity; she maintains a B average in her classes. From a list 

put out by the deans of discipline in 2008 of 20 BOB girls who were pulled from class 

and scheduled for weekly “gang prevention” workshops by NYPD, I pulled BOB 

members’ transcripts and calculated their average GPA at 76 percent. From my 

observations in class, I noticed that most of the BOB girls, with the exception of those 

who had extremely low reading and writing skills, excelled academically, while at the 

same time rejecting norms of behavior, more commonly named professionalism at LSA 

(see chapter 3). Often, since LSA teachers are encouraged to factor professionalism in as 

a part of one’s grade, I hypothesize that BOB’s averages were lower than they may have 

been had professionalism not been factored into their grades. In short, BOB girls were 

playing the LSA game by demonstrating intellectual prowess while rejecting the school’s 

norms of behavior and, instead upholding their peer pride and tough reputation.   

BOB is a close-knit, all-girl peer group. The girls support one another in academic 

achievement and in rejecting the behavioral norms of the school. Their behavior 

demonstrates an alternative to the hotly contested “burden of acting White” for social and 

academic success for African-American students in academic institutions, as originally 

argued by John Ogbu and Signithia Fordham (1986; but also see Fordham 2008). 

Fordham (2008) writes, 

Today, “acting White” is a scripted, even racialized performance, the goal of 
which is—perhaps unconsciously—something approximating attempted identity 
theft, not in the colloquial sense of stealing someone’s credit card or bank account 
information, but, more critically, in exchange for what is conventionally defined 
as success, racially defined Black bodies are compelled to perform a White 
identity by mimicking the cultural, linguistic, and economic practices historically 
affiliated with the hegemonic rule of Euro-Americans. In other words, the 
wholesale appropriation of a society’s hegemonic social and cultural personae—
its identity—by another group. (234) 
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These students find a way to succeed academically while rejecting the school’s 

behavioral norms, creating their own kind of alternative cultural and academic practice. 

Most of the BOB girls choose which norms they want to embrace; they succeed 

academically, but do not conform to the structures of behavior that are set into place by 

predominantly white staff and administrators.  

Importantly, one cannot equate Keisha or BOB’s behavior with poverty, or with a 

poor or working class identity. Rather, I argue that their discourse was often in overt 

competition with that of the school’s. I went to Keisha’s home to interview her mother 

who is a soft-spoken, polite Caribbean woman. She invited me to sit on the couch in her 

tidy living room while we talked. While I do not discuss the myriad factors that signify 

one’s social class standing in the United States here, Keisha’s home life did not strike me 

as a particularly unstable or “hard living” situation. I went to the homes of students who 

were in much more visibly hard living situations. Students who lived in Section 8 

housing or in public housing projects were not always the school’s biggest discipline 

problems.  

BOB girls performed according to the school’s norms when they chose to, and 

rejected the school’s norms when they wanted to. They may have been rebelling against 

the way that the school profiled them as not professional enough, not middle class 

enough, or not marketable enough. Much like Bettie documents in her ethnography 

(2003), there are girls who perform a school-sanctioned version of femininity or class 

identity, and then there are those who create alternative symbolic economies where they 

earn and wear different “badges of dignity.”  

In contrast to her sophomore year, during junior year Keisha’s teachers saw a 

marked change in her behavior. She was quieter, more focused and disciplined, and she 

participated in class in positive ways. School detention records for spring semester of the 
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2009-10 school year show that between February and June she was written up once for 

cutting, twelve times for violating the dress code, seven times for being late to school, 

and one time for leaving class or school without an excuse. Despite these write-ups, there 

was no more talk of her being involved in a gang, and noticeably, none of her violations 

were for overt behavior issues like fighting or disrupting the educational process.  She 

was no longer a major in-class discipline problem for her teachers. For this reason, Ms. 

Meehan wanted to invite her to reward her good behavior, and to give a student a chance 

who had been oppositional to school norms and policies, but now seemed to buy into 

school norms.  

Mr. Thomas refused to invite Keisha to represent the school at the benefit, saying 

that this event was too important and not the time to take a chance on a “potentially 

volatile” student. Despite the fact that Keisha seemed more adept at performing school-

sanctioned norms, she had not successfully transcended her reputation. When I looked at 

the detention records for the other three junior girls who were chosen to go to the benefit, 

I noticed that the two who had originally been chosen, Sydney and Cassandra, had never 

been written up for a discipline violation, and Alita, who was asked to go instead of 

Keisha, had been written up four times for being late to school. In terms of uniform and 

punctuality, Mr. Thomas knew that there was no risk of these students putting funds for 

the school in jeopardy.  

Here, we see how complicated ideas about class in the United States are, as well 

as how heavily based in performance and image they are. The keynote speech given at 

the benefit by the guest of honor, to an audience of mostly white male corporate lawyers, 

highlighted the idea that students at LSA come from the most desperate of circumstances 

and neediest of backgrounds. This statement indexes larger discourses about black and 

Latino students in urban public schools. At the benefit, students were marked by their 
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color and school uniforms as “underprivileged” and “needy,” while their discourse led 

guests to see them as successful meritocratic climbers who with corporate help could 

continue to be social climbers without destabilizing normalized privilege and discourse. 

Social encounters like the benefit perpetuate white supremacy as well as white saviorism. 

According to the New York City Department of Education’s profile of LSA, 62% 

of its students are eligible for free lunches and 16% are eligible for reduced price lunch. 

More than half of the school’s students, based solely on household income, are not 

middle class. Yet, those who can effectively perform as if they are members of a middle 

class status group are rewarded and put on display, while those who cannot perform are 

not rewarded. 

Ironically, the students chosen to represent the school at the benefit are the ones 

who can perform the school’s version of middle-classness believably, regardless of their 

actual class status. These are students who can engage middle- or upper-class adults in 

polite conversation, and who will highlight positive experiences with the school. These 

students are adept at code-switching into standard English from their primary dialect, are 

punctual, are involved in extracurricular activities, do their homework, don’t get involved 

in physical or verbal altercations in or out of school, conform to the dress code, and have 

relatively high GPAs. In other words, to be chosen to represent the school to outsiders, 

students are expected to blend seamlessly into corporate-class social settings; they are 

expected to “cover” (Yoshino 2006) those aspects of their identities that do not align with 

corporate-class norms. This is not to say that nonconformity is limited to students who 

are not middle class. Rather, those students who are picked to represent the school are the 

ones who choose to show that they can fluidly move between the “cash language” (Little 

2003) of corporate -class America and their home discourse, whatever it may be. 
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LSA’s mission statement says that most of its students come from the city’s 

historically least-served communities. LSA students, emphasized the speaker, face 

obstacles and challenges “just getting to school every day” that many never face.  

Frances Mitchell, a native New Yorker and the only African-American member of 

the college office staff in 2009-10, shared with me in his interview that an African-

American female alumna who had been invited to represent students at the benefit when 

she was a junior told him that she resented the school’s tendency to portray all of the 

students as poor and black or brown. Although, she said, that might be the case for some 

students, it is certainly not the case for all students. She knew that portraying the students 

this way benefitted the school financially because of its dependence on private funding, 

but at the same time, she found it upsetting that she was expected to embody a stereotype 

that she didn’t connect to. Students and staff are caught in a bind in relation to class. In 

order to get the resources that LSA depends on, school representatives must accentuate 

the image of LSA that image makers think funders want to see—that is, middle-class and 

predominantly white teachers showing poor, working class and predominantly black and 

brown, urban students how to rise above their economic circumstances and enter the 

middle class. Some students are instructed that they must cover (Yoshino 2006) to appear 

middle class and disguise their identities, language and backgrounds to fit into corporate 

norms and pursue middle-class success. Other students who actually come from the 

middle class (although income is not the sole factor that determines one’s social class, 

22% of students do not qualify for free or reduced-price lunch) have to assume the 

opposite cover when representing the school in order to appear needy to the school’s 

benefactors. 
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Each of the case studies below begins with a poem on the theme “Raised By” that 

students wrote as an English class assignment. The students’ words provide context for 

the discussion that follows. 

Case Study:  Destiny Jones 

Destiny’s ‘Raised By’ Poem 
I was brought up by  
Slick talking 
Neat freak  
On time every day or you gon’ get it 
“Get the hell out of my house” kind of mother  
 

Keeps to himself 
Bob Marley 
Redemption Song listening 
Turn that foolishness you listening to off 
Type father  
 

The better get good grades 
Go to school on time 
Listen to your teachers 
“Where that 60 come from?” 
strict parents 
 

From the “call the cops if you think you bad” 
To the “I’m gon’ tear your behind up!” 
Threatening always, but their  
Hearts are in the right place  
Parents 
 

Caribbean Proud 
Fatty food cooking 
Always trying to get me to eat right 
And forever taunting 
Parents 
 

I am loved by my parents54 

                                                
54 The first “Raised By” poem was written by Kelly Norman Ellis, and is actually entitled ‘Raised by 
Women’ (2007). It inspired Linda Christensen (2007) to create a series of lesson plans around this poem 
that would inspire high school students to write their own “Raised By” poems as a tribute to their families 
and communities. I owe my own inspiration for this assignment to Ellis and Christensen. 
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Destiny Jones is goal oriented and driven. She was my advisory student, as well 

as my English student as a sophomore. That year, she came on the trip that I chaperoned 

to Maine, and she also participated in my summer book club / cultural circle. As a junior, 

she participates in four extracurricular activities, including the school’s dance company, 

which practices three days a week. The other three activities that she participates in are a 

University-based high school law institute, a law internship at the Firm, and SAT prep. 

She tells me that she is often at the school until 7:00 or 8:00 p.m. While she tells me that 

she often stays at school for activities, she also stays to do work. She likes to stay at 

school, she says, because it helps her to get to know her teachers better and to build 

relationships with them. Destiny lives in Brownsville, Brooklyn, in a modest, 

immaculately clean apartment with her younger sister, older brother, and both of her 

parents, Orwell and Maria Jones. Her parents met in New York but are from the 

Caribbean islands of St. Kitts and St. Lucia, respectively. Like East New York, 

Brownsville is a predominantly African-American neighborhood where the median 

annual household income is $20,839, as compared to the national average of $56,604 

(NeighborhoodLink 2010). Destiny and her siblings were born in Brooklyn, but visit the 

Caribbean with their parents periodically. On an academic level, Destiny is confident, 

and she tells me that she has wanted to be a lawyer since she was eight years old. She 

describes herself as: 

Ambitious, like I know what I want, and I have known what I want since I was 
eight years old… I want to get my MBA, then go on to law school, and work hard 
to help my parents retire to the Caribbean ’cause that’s what they want to do. 
They are pushing me. Everything they wanted to do they couldn’t ’cause of me 
and my brother and my sister. I am gonna be the first one to go off to college. So 
when—my father already said if by the time I am seventeen and I don’t know 
what I want to do—he is not going to support me, ’cause he is not here to waste 
time and money, especially living in New York and in this economy, he is not 
here to play games. 
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She tells me that she came to LSA not only because they have a law theme, but 

that back in the school’s third year they required students to write an essay about why 

they wanted to come to the school and why they wanted to be lawyers. Over the two 

years that I maintained a close relationship with Destiny as her teacher, she told me 

repeatedly that she loves to learn.  

Destiny and her Peers 

In my advisory class, Destiny was a member of the clique who bought into school 

and were called “lames” by the clique who did not. When I ask her in an interview what 

the word lame means, she says, shrugging her shoulders: “it just means you study a lot—I 

consider myself a lame.” Despite this classification, she has a close-knit group of friends. 

She likes the classes where she gets to work with her friends and do hands on projects the 

best. She refers, for example, to her physics class, where that day students had been 

allowed to go as a group into the hallway to conduct an experiment about waves using a 

slinky. She says: 

I like physics, especially when we are doing a hands-on experiment, and I sit with 
Pauline, Myleen, and Desiree. It’s like, earlier, last week we had to build our own 
roller coaster, and we was the last group to get ours done ’cause we was just 
playing around and everybody was looking at us like, they don’t take this 
seriously, but yet we’re always like the first group to get our work done and stuff; 
it’s fun. 

When I spoke about Destiny’s experience at LSA with her mother, Mrs. Jones, 

she called Destiny a “chatterbox,” and did not seem to believe me when I said that I loved 

having Destiny in class. Destiny admits that when she is seated next to a group of her 

friends, specifically four other girls in her class, she has a hard time refraining from side 

conversations, and teachers have called home about this. Yet when I shadowed Destiny 

during her junior year, I sat next to her in most of her classes and at lunch, I noticed that 
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while she had what teachers would call “side conversations” in classes with her friends, 

all of these conversations were either about books (her favorites are the Twilight saga and 

the Harry Potter series) or about school. Destiny often spoke with her friends about how 

stressed she was about deadlines for assignments and papers. And although she has side 

conversations, she often finishes copying notes or doing classwork before most other 

students.  

Even during lunch, the time when most students play games, listen to music on 

their phones, or socialize, as soon as Destiny sat down with the peanut butter and jelly 

sandwich she got from the lunch line, she took out her math homework and worked on 

this through the period. Her friend Tameka did the same thing, working on homework for 

another class. At one point, I noted that Tameka asked Destiny if she wanted to copy her 

math homework when they thought I was not listening. Destiny quietly shook her head: 

“I’m not going to just copy it if I don’t understand it,” she said. This demonstrates her 

drive and work ethic (although her decision may have been influenced by my presence). 

While her core group of friends is important to her, she tells me in our debrief interview 

that many of her friends, while she enjoys them, are not her greatest social support: 

DESTINY:  When I tell my friends things I want to do, they look at me like I am 
crazy 
AB:  Really? Carmen and Tameka look at you like you’re crazy? 
DESTINY:  Yeah. ’Cause the years that I want to spend in school, like they just 
want to do their four years and be done, and I can’t do that,  ’cause I won’t feel 
that that satisfies me. 

I ask her whether she feels that she is the minority in school in terms of her 

dreams or goals, or whether she sees a lot of students around her that share her ideals of 

the future. Her answer is telling: “They share the same vision,” she says, “but they want 

to do all the shortcuts, and to get where you want to go, there is no shortcut the way I see 
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it.” Destiny believes working hard will lead her to accomplish her goals. While she has 

fun with her peers and notices that many of them have the same goals that she does, she 

prides herself on consistently doing the work that will lead her to accomplish her vision.  

Destiny and her Family 

When I was Destiny’s advisor, it was my job to call all advisory students’ homes 

every three weeks after they received progress reports or report cards and to report their 

grades to their parents. Ideally, students were already supposed to have shown their 

grades to their parents, but this was not always the case. Although Destiny was usually an 

A student, in February, she received a D in biology on her progress report. I called her 

home in the middle of the day on a Thursday. Mrs. Jones picked up the phone. When I 

reported the news, her mother lost her initial politeness with me on the phone. Her voice 

raised, she said, “Destiny does not get D’s on her progress report! Where is she now?” 

When I said that Destiny was in class, she demanded that I pull Destiny out of class 

immediately and put her on the phone so that she could speak to her. I looked up 

Destiny’s schedule and found her in American History. I brought her down to the 

teachers’ office, telling her on the way that I had just spoken to her mother regarding her 

D, and that her mother wanted to speak with her. When Destiny got on the phone, she 

was mostly quiet. Her mother did the talking. Destiny knew better than to try to make 

excuses, and as she “uh-huh”-ed, and “ok”-ed her way through her mother’s angry words, 

it was apparent to me that Destiny would be pulling her grade up quickly.  

Mr. Jones attended school in St. Kitts and technical college where he studied 

carpentry until he came to New York in 1987 when he was 19. Mrs. Jones dropped out of 

school after sixth grade. Destiny’s father applied for a visa for her and her sister, who 

attends a public elementary school, and her brother, who attends another public high 
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school (not LSA). Mrs. Jones does not work, but takes care of the family’s needs at 

home. Mr. Jones works in construction. He drops off and picks up Destiny at the school, 

including for field trips and extracurricular activities, and he attends open school nights. 

Mrs. Jones takes calls from the school, and made it clear to me when I spoke with her 

throughout Destiny’s tenth-grade year that she most appreciated the teachers who called 

home frequently about Destiny’s behavior and progress in their classes. 

Although her parents are content that their children were born in the United 

States, and attend U.S. schools, they are concerned about the education that U.S. students 

get compared to students in the Caribbean. While the opportunities to attend college are 

greater here, they tell me, schools in the Caribbean are stricter. Besides the fact that 

schools there can use corporal punishment and enforce a strict uniform policy, Mr. Jones 

tells me that while he feels that educational standards are higher in the Caribbean, there 

are more opportunities in the United States. 

Destiny speaks often about what she is reading, or what books she buys. This 

habit is supported by her father, who she says, every week “puts a bunch of books on 

[her] bed, like ‘read this’ and ‘read that’.” She speaks proudly of the books that her father 

owns, including those by important black radicals like Angela Davis, George Jackson, 

and Eldridge Cleaver. She tells me that he often gives her books that she does not feel she 

is ready for (such as Nelson Mandela’s autobiography), but that she appreciates the 

challenge. She says that she wants to push herself to keep reading higher-level books, and 

that even though her parents try to enforce a 9:00 p.m. bedtime and allow no television 

after school, that she often stays up until 1:00, 2:00, or 3:00 a.m. in her room doing 

homework or reading on her own. 

Destiny makes it clear as she talks about her family that their example is what 

supports her ambition:   
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In the Caribbean, they get out of school at 16, and some don’t go back to school 
till they are like 19, and I don’t want that for myself, and I don’t want that for my 
family. My mother, she lost her mother at 9 years old, and so her grandmother 
raised her and she [my mother] couldn’t finish school because she had to help 
take care of her family. And my father, he went to college in the Caribbean so to 
come here, he would have to go through the whole process over to get a degree 
and everything. And plus, he always, every day, he reminds me and my brother 
that after high school, you have two choices, college or a minimum wage job, and 
I don’t want to work at no fast food restaurant. So my thing is, and I tell 
everybody, there is a difference between having a job and having a career. A job 
is only temporary, and a career is something that you can see yourself doing 
forever. So I want a career.  

Destiny’s parents are a primary reason for her determination and motivation. 

Through a combination of discipline and encouragement for career goals and the pursuit 

of knowledge, they support Destiny’s dreams of educational and economic upward 

mobility.  

Destiny and her Teachers  

In addition to drawing motivation from her parents, Destiny draws motivation 

from her teachers’ commitment to her education:  

We have tutoring like four days a week and I really need help with my math, and 
sometimes in physics, like she gives us formulas that I don’t understand, I like sit 
in the back and I don’t really pay attention or focus very easily, so I’ll go to 
school like Thursdays or Tuesdays, and like, I’ll be there for like an hour or two. I 
think it was last week, I had dance practice, and that finished at 5:00, and then 
they still had Global tutoring, so I went there, and I left at 6:00. That shows that 
teachers are committed to doing what they are here to do, and that is to help us. 
And sometimes they will get upset when students don’t show up to tutoring—like 
I would think that they are happy to go home early, but no!  

Because her teachers are willing to stay, Destiny stays. Rather than getting 

frustrated and giving up in classes where she needs more help, she puts extra time into 

those classes in order to do better. While she expresses that her teachers make their 

support clear, she is critical of teachers’ age. Because most of the teachers are young, she 
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explained to me, many of them act more like students’ friends than students’ teachers. 

She elaborated: 

Freshmen and sophomore year, like some teachers try to act like they are best 
friends to the students and then when they fail the students, the students get upset. 
And it’s so funny ’cause like they start cursing out the teachers, and then the 
teachers get so upset, like, you shouldn’t have befriended the students, like you 
are here to work, so work! Like the first year, our advisory had a big, huge 
problem, like worse than this year, because the teacher tried to befriend some of 
them, and then when half of us would speak out against it, they would get kicked 
out. It was very divided. 

One of the teachers that she most admires is Ms. Barton, her dance teacher, whom 

Destiny says does not try to befriend students. She explains: 

Ms. Barton does not play—she really doesn’t, especially because every day I 
come to her class, she reminds us that we are applying for college next year, and 
that college is really important if we want to make something of our lives. A lot of 
people don’t like her because they think she is really sarcastic, but she pushes you 
to do what you wanna do. If you go to other schools, you don’t have teachers like 
that—she believes in us, and she doesn’t let us take advantage of ourselves. 
’Cause she knows—I wrote two papers, and one was based on the holocaust and I 
went deep with that paper. And then we did another paper, I forgot what it was, 
and I was lazy, I did not want to do it, so I just wrote two pages, and the 
assignment was to write four pages, and then she wrote on my paper, ‘don’t be 
lazy’, ’cause she knows about my writing ability. 

Destiny appreciates teachers who connect with her academically first, as opposed 

to personally or socially. Her priority in school is learning and developing a solid 

foundation for her career. Teachers who show her that they believe in her through 

expecting disciplined work and pushing her are the teachers she most admires and 

respects, as opposed to those she gets along with on a personal level.  

In addition to connecting teachers’ overly friendly relationships with students to a 

critique of the school, Destiny also blames the high teacher turnover rate on teachers’ 

youth. She says that if she could make LSA into the ideal school, she would do three 

things: (1) build a courtroom in the school so that students could practice litigation during 
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school hours, (2) make the building bigger and give students an elevator to use (teachers 

have an elevator to take them to the top floors of the six-story building, but students must 

use the stairs), and (3) hire older teachers. Of the latter, in her words: “The teachers 

wouldn’t be all that young because they end up leaving us and befriending people.” 

Destiny is so self-motivated and is so strongly supported by her family that she 

feeds off teachers who push her to achieve academically. Destiny does not often get into 

trouble with teachers at school. Although she was written up a total of thirty-six times for 

disciplinary infractions during the 2009-10 school year, twenty-one of them were for 

being late to school and fifteen were for violations of the school’s dress code. She puts a 

great deal of effort into her schooling, because she believes that school is a worthwhile 

investment in her future and assurance of a successful career. 

Destiny and her Aspirations 

Destiny has big goals for herself. Becoming a lawyer is the last step in what she 

envisions as years of school for herself. At the beginning of her junior year, when I spoke 

with her, she informed me (and her parents when I was at their house for the interview) 

that she wants to have five majors in college. Her father remained quiet, but her mother’s 

jaw dropped: 

DESTINY:  [I want] to go for prelaw, for child development and psychology, 
business administration and management, history…  
MRS. JONES:  How many… um… how many things you taking like that? 
DESTINY:  It’s like five. 
MR. JONES:  I thought you was going for law only? 
DESTINY:  No… 
AB:  You are gonna be busy, Destiny! 5 majors! 
MR. JONES:  Destiny is taking five majors!  I thought it was one she was going 
for, and she is going for five! 
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DESTINY:  But they all peak my interest, so I want to try all of them! 
MR. JONES:  But that might be different later. 
AB:  It’s true, a lot of freshmen come in as one major and then totally change. 
MR. JONES:  Yeah. 
DESTINY:  That’s why I have five. 
MR. JONES:  Yeah, they change. 

Later in her junior year, when I shadowed and interviewed her, she had reduced 

her goal of five majors to three. She said that she wanted to go to either NYU or Howard. 

She informed me that she plans on triple majoring in psychology, child development, and 

business administration, and still going for her MBA. She compares herself to her 

brother, who attends another high school in the same neighborhood as LSA: 

DESTINY:  I can’t see myself just sitting home and not doing nothing. Like I will 
harass my brother every day and tell him to do something. Because he is very tall, 
he is 6’5,” and he doesn’t do anything—all he wants to do is play video games 
and chill with his friends. And I couldn’t see myself in a situation like that, 
especially if he’s that tall and he came to LSA. Half the people in school know 
my brother, and he doesn’t want to play basketball. The gym is open on Saturdays 
and during the summertime, like, what are you doing? I started planning at eight 
years old in the second grade, so I was like, I have to have everything down. Like 
I told Ms. Barnes [the college advisor] that I already printed out sixteen college 
applications, and Carmen, she’s like: ‘sixteen?’ She’s looking at me like I was 
crazy! Like I know what I want to do. I begged my father to send me to um, the 
south for spring break but I can’t go cause he is going to St. Kitts and my mother 
is going to be working, so I can’t go on a college tour, but even then I told them, 
like I went to NYU and I asked if I could like stay there and just like get a tour of 
the school. 
AB:  And they said yes? 
DESTINY:  Mmhmmm 

Although she is nervous about her financial situation, especially if she goes to 

NYU (which she tells me costs $56,000), she is determined that she will achieve her 

educational goals somehow. Thus far at LSA, she has not wavered from her path.  
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Conclusions:  Destiny 

Destiny tells me that she doesn’t think that professionalism at LSA will prepare 

her for college, although she thinks that it might prepare her for job interviews. While she 

expresses a critique of the “panoptic of professionalism,” saying that it’s “over the top,” 

she buys into the school’s mission of college matriculation for all students. Her daily 

decisions and demeanor at the school show that she buys into the school’s discipline 

policies as well. She sees herself as someday becoming the sole source of support for her 

parents, and also of attaining upward class mobility: that is, of being the one who will 

work her way into achieving the American dream as her parents imagine it. She tells me 

that she sees freshmen and sophomores who don’t take their work seriously, and this 

concerns her because they don’t know how important it is for their future. Because her 

career goal of being a lawyer seems attainable to her, she sees admission to a good 

college as a necessary step along the way, one that LSA promises to help her accomplish 

if she keeps her part of the bargain, working hard and embracing the pedagogy of 

professionalism. 

Destiny loves to learn, has extracurricular interests, and a supportive and present 

family. Her case study directly defies mainstream stereotypes that present urban students 

as coming from violent, abusive or troubled family situations and of having little to no 

extracurricular interests.  

We turn now to a case study of Carmen Fletcher, a student who defies stereotypes 

of the ‘at-risk’ youth in other ways.  

Case Study: Carmen Fletcher 

Carmen’s ‘Raised By’ Poem 
I was raised by a shopper 
Always worrying ’bout my grades, loves the computer 
“Pour me some ginger ale” 
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Mother 
 

I was raised by a black,  
Young, sleeps and eats, 
College worryin’, “your  
Report card ain’t bad -  
Just that grade,” lovin’ 
Mother  
 

I was raised by a listener 
True friend, crazy, funny 
“Don’t make me have to come to your school” “Carmen I love 
You, bestie” 
Mother 

Carmen is a close friend of Destiny’s. Like Destiny, Carmen was a student in my 

English class and was also in my advisory. She came on the trip that I chaperoned to 

Maine, and participated in my summer book club / cultural circle. During the year that 

Carmen was in my advisory, I developed a close relationship with her mother, Jessica 

Fletcher, because I called home frequently to discuss Carmen’s progress in her classes. 

Her mother later told me that she loved having my number on speed dial for the year. She 

took advantage of being able to contact me, frequently getting in touch with me for 

Carmen’s whereabouts after school, or for whether Carmen had homework in my English 

class. My close relationship with Carmen’s mother paid off, I believe, in my relationship 

with Carmen, who often confided in me about issues that she was having with other 

students or teachers. 

Carmen is a self-professed “natural born flirt.” Demonstrating this, Carmen tells 

me about the “drama” she was dealing with when she tried to remain “Facebook friends” 

with her ex-boyfriend, whose new girlfriend did not want Carmen and him to talk. She 

also shares with me that she was romantically interested in a freshman girl who her best 

friend, Tracy, was also interested in. Carmen swears to me (and to Tracy, who was 

talking with us), that she wasn’t trying to flirt with the freshmen girl, but that the girl 
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“just started kissing her” in front of Tracy as they walked down the stairs to catch the 

subway one Wednesday evening. Hearing this story, Tracy laughs, and says, “It’s true, 

everybody finds a way to kiss her!”  

Carmen also has a very serious side. Profoundly affected by pain and suffering, 

whether other people’s or her own, she had many difficult challenges to contend with in 

her two years at the school, and outwardly expressed this through talk and action. When 

an old friend from her neighborhood was killed in a shooting, she taped his picture to her 

binder and carried it for weeks. Her father died suddenly at the beginning of her junior 

year, and she wore a button with a picture of his face on it to school for days afterward in 

his memory. She describes to me that one of her most frustrating memories of LSA was 

the year before in advisory, when we were planning a trip to volunteer together at a soup 

kitchen for people who are HIV positive. There were three members of the class who 

refused to go because they didn’t want to catch HIV from touching or feeding people 

there. Despite my explanations, as well as other students’ explanations about the ways 

that you can and cannot catch HIV, these students still refused to attend the trip. Carmen 

became extremely frustrated at these students’ ignorance, especially because, she told the 

class and emphasized to me later, that she and her mother were the primary caretakers of 

her aunt who had died of AIDS. Not only were those students not in danger of catching 

the virus from working at the soup kitchen, they were giving up a chance to do important 

work in the city. Carmen found this inexcusable. 

Carmen came to Brooklyn, and to LSA, from Virginia at the end of her freshman 

year. Ms. Fletcher’s stories about why Carmen ended up at LSA differed from Carmen’s. 

While Carmen says that when she moved to New York, there were no other schools that 

would take her because they were all full, so she had to go to LSA, her mother tells a 

different story. “I said, ‘you are going to be a lawyer, you just don’t know it yet; I did my 
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research,” she tells me. She wanted Carmen to attend LSA because she had read that the 

school had good graduation and college matriculation rates and a rigorous curriculum. 

She met with Ms. Franklin, the school social worker, who she says “took pity on her” and 

admitted Carmen to the school. Ms. Fletcher was even more impressed when the school 

asked Carmen to come for an interview with the school social worker and with the 

principal.  

Carmen lives with her mother, who is a single parent, two younger brothers and 

two younger sisters in a relatively small apartment in East New York, Brooklyn. This is a 

predominantly African-American neighborhood where the median annual household 

income is $24,163, well below the national average (NeighborhoodLink 2010). Her 

mother tells me that she is hard on Carmen because “I was a teenage mother. I had her 

when I was 17, you know what I mean, so there is a lot of things that I didn’t accomplish, 

and a lot more that I want to accomplish, and if I can help it, if it kills me, she is not 

going to be that statistic.” Originally from Queens, her mother tells me that after Carmen 

was born, she stayed in high school and tried to finish. But she got pregnant again, and 

had another baby at the beginning of her senior year. Then, in November of that year, her 

father died (her mother had passed away when she was a year old). At this point, saddled 

with the responsibility of her late father’s finances (her five brothers, she says, insisted 

that she take charge), as well as a toddler and a baby, she gave up on high school. This, 

she explains to me, is why she insists on being such a strong female presence in her 

daughter’s life, and on pushing her to achieve academically.  

Carmen and her Peers 

Carmen involves herself in as many extracurricular activities as she can (in her 

mother’s words, “She joins everything that will get her out of this house,”), which leads 
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her to make close female friends. Her junior year, she is involved in an after-school 

Community Service Initiative, facilitated by Ms. Meehan55, where students participate in 

after-school community service projects (there is also a school-wide community service 

initiative that sends students every Thursday during school hours to do community 

service work). Her sophomore year, she was closely involved in the school’s music 

ensemble, which practiced twice a week, went on several field trips, and performed a 

number of times. In music ensemble, she became closer with Tracy, who is a grade below 

Carmen at school. By Carmen’s junior year, the two were best friends. Carmen is also 

close with Destiny Jones, and with three other girls in her class.  

Both Carmen and Tracy, along with many other young women at LSA, explore 

sexual fluidity openly; for young men this is not the case. Ms. McGoldrick, the head of 

the Young Women’s Association at the school (see chapter 4 for a case study), addressed 

this when I interviewed her, and when I shadowed students, two girls out of the four that 

I shadowed (Carmen and Elise) shared that they were dating other young women. During 

her sophomore year, Carmen confided in me about problems that she was having dating a 

senior boy, and in the summer after her sophomore year about problems that she was 

having with an ex-boyfriend. While never blatantly telling me that she was bisexual, 

confiding in me about dating other young women seemed to her to be as natural as 

confiding in me about dating young men. While this was more accepted for young 

women at LSA, among all of the students that I spoke with, it seemed that there were 

only two boys in the school who were gay or bisexual and out of the closet. Girls at LSA 

commonly date one another, and fall along a spectrum of being out or of considering 

themselves gay or bisexual.  

                                                
55 See chapter 4 for a case study of Ms. Meehan. 
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Rather than confine themselves to categories, sexual fluidity among young 

women at LSA seemed to be the norm. In fact, Elise, also in Carmen’s class, informed 

me when I shadowed her, there is an area in the back of the cafeteria where all of the 

“gay and bisexual people” sit during lunch. That day, I noticed Carmen and Tracy sitting 

there with several other young women, and one of the out young men at the school. Elise 

told me that she tried to stay away from there to avoid the drama: she too, was interested 

in dating the same freshmen girl that Carmen and Tracy were dating, and word had gotten 

out.  

When I interview Carmen after school, she asks if her best friend Tracy can come 

along for the conversation. I agree, and the three of us walk to a nearby café. This 

interview is the most girl-talk-like conversation out of the eight student shadowing 

debrief interviews. While Carmen is often quiet in her classes, occasionally engaging in 

whispered conversations with her close girlfriends, the conversation during the interview 

moves quickly without much inhibition on the part of the girls. The conversation is about 

who was dating whom (Tracy wanted to date the freshmen girl who had kissed Carmen; 

Carmen had a boyfriend who didn’t go to LSA), and who has a crush on whom (both 

girls confessed crushes on male teachers), but the girls also talk about what they had fun 

doing in school (trips and talent shows were among their top choices, as was moot court 

in Constitutional Law class), what their hopes for the future are (Tracy wants to be a 

cosmetologist, and Carmen, much to her mother’s chagrin, wants to be a chef, not a 

lawyer), concern about teachers at the school seeming too stressed out and letting 

disrespectful students get to them, and how they see gender, as well as race, functioning 

at the school and in the outside world (they tell me that they have more fun in classes 

taught by male teachers, and don’t think teacher race matters, but  that they do notice that 

white people tend to take silly things way too seriously).  
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During our conversation, I noted how the girls talked about taking care of one 

another. I remember that during Tracy’s freshman year at the school, many teachers saw 

her as a strong student and a social leader. Yet during her sophomore year, I overheard 

teachers talking about her cutting class and about her grades going downhill. I went to 

Carmen’s house at the beginning of that year to interview her mother, and spoke with 

Carmen about what was going on with Tracy. Carmen told me that she was going to try 

to look out for Tracy, and is worried that she was “falling off.” When I interviewed the 

girls in the spring of that year, I noted that Carmen continues to look out for Tracy and 

make sure that she excels in school: 

CARMEN:  I try to help her like she had a good start, and then when I stopped 
picking her up from school she fell back down.  
TRACY:  ’Cause she don’t – she used to come get me in the morning, she don’t 
do that no more, so I oversleep. 
AB:  Are you guys neighbors? 
TRACY:  No. 
CARMEN:  I have to get off the train at Rockaway to go get her. 
AB [laughing]:  You gotta leave extra early then! 
CARMEN:  I know! 
AB:  How come you don’t get here on time? 
TRACY:  Because I wake up in the morning, and I watch TV, then I get in the 
shower, and I still feel sleepy so it’s like, and if my mother try to wake me up, it’s 
like I’m dozing off… 

Tracy tells me in our interview that she would describe Carmen as both ambitious 

and fun: she wants to do a lot of things, and she’ll try anything. Yet clearly, there is more 

to their close friendship than that. Carmen values being a caretaker and giving support to 

those whom she loves.  
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Carmen and her Family 

When I interview Carmen’s mother, she speaks with me at great length about how 

concerned she is about Carmen’s younger brother, Malik. Malik, she says, “gets entwined 

in… this little [housing] project over here, he wants to hang out with the boys over 

there.” Although he is a freshman, he is already almost six feet tall. The year before, 

when he attended the neighborhood middle school, Ms. Fletcher tells me that he had 

issues with the school’s discipline systems. He was suspended five times for arguing with 

teachers. She expresses her frustration that the Assistant Principal of the school refused to 

work with her as a fellow community member to find an alternative to suspending Malik 

from learning as a punishment. 

Ms. Fletcher wishes that she and her family lived in a community that better met 

their needs. She complains that no one even cares enough to organize a block party; when 

she grew up in Springfield Gardens, Queens, during the 1980s, children had respect for 

their elders: 

We all came together on the block—everyone—it’s ‘Hi Mr. So-and-So and Mrs. 
So-and-So’. ‘Can So-and-So come out please Mr. So-and-So?’ Where around 
here, it’s like, they’ll see this older lady, and instead of calling her Ms. So-and-So, 
it’s ‘Hi Cookie!’ And if they don’t have that bond in the community, then they are 
not gonna get that, they are not gonna get the respect…the way I was raised, is the 
way I am raising my kids. They need to have respect for everyone, everyone, I 
don’t care if it’s the derelict on the corner who’s got his dirty hands out begging 
for money, you understand, that you see him, it’s ‘Good morning how are you’, 
you know what I mean, someone speaks to you, you speak back to them, don’t 
walk around with your head up in the clouds, it’s all about respect, you know, and 
without that, these kids are doomed. These kids are doomed, and that goes 
anywhere, in school, at work, that’s gonna be messed up, and so that’s why I say, 
god bless my son Malik, because he is in his own world, and like I said, I am 
gonna do what I have to do if it kills me to keep him out these streets.  

She tells me that the only time the community comes together is around death; she 

speaks about the shootings of two young men in the neighborhood. This, she says, 
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brought everyone together, but tells me: “This community is not a community.” She turns 

to Carmen and asks:  “Is this a community around here, Carmen?  Is there anything that 

they ever came together on around here that you can see?  Besides if somebody get shot 

and die?” Carmen shakes her head from side to side.  

While Ms. Fletcher fears that she is losing her son to a community and to schools 

that don’t have his best interest at heart, she has confidence in the ways that both she and 

LSA support Carmen. She told me that she gives LSA “two thumbs up” because she feels 

that the staff does its best to reach out to her, and to challenge her daughter academically. 

The school’s regular contact with her, she says, is more important than college 

matriculation. She says that she is a “very involved parent,” and that she tries to get 

Carmen as engaged in community issues as possible, especially those that are designed to 

support women, like fundraising for and participating in the breast cancer walk: 

I try to keep her involved also ’cause I want her to see the seriousness of what’s 
going on, you know, how bad women have it as a whole, it’s not easy for us, it’s 
not easy. It’s more than walking around, being cute, and all the boys tell you how 
cute you are, it’s more than that, you know, be active, it’s more than what you do, 
you know, be mature about what you do. 

She tries to be the female presence in Carmen’s life that she didn’t have in her 

own; she tells me that if she had more of a female presence in her life as a child, then she 

wouldn’t have been a teenage mother.  

Although she dropped out of high school with the arrival of her second child and 

her father’s death, when Carmen’s siblings’ father left (Carmen has a different father), 

she got her GED. During Carmen’s sophomore year, Ms. Fletcher worked full time at a 

call center, but by the beginning of Carmen’s junior year, she had lost the job and said 

that she was actively looking for something else. She consistently tries to reinforce the 
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importance of education with all of her children, and uses herself as an example of why it 

is so essential to get a good education while one is young.  

It is clear that Carmen respects and follows her mother’s wishes in many ways. 

Through interactions with her peers, as well as through interactions with teachers and her 

extracurricular and community involvement, she internalizes many of the values that her 

mother tries to teach her through words and action.  

Carmen and her Teachers  

While Carmen maintains good relationships with the majority of her teachers, 

grades in her subject area classes often don’t reflect these relationships. Carmen rarely 

gets into trouble at school; discipline records show that in the 2009-10 school year, she 

was written up for detentions a total of fifteen times, eight for lateness, five for dress code 

violations, one for verbally rude or disrespectful behavior, and one for disrupting the 

educational process. She is rarely the source of a disruption or discipline problem in 

class, but her mother explained: “She always seems to find a reason for not finishing the 

projects.” At the end of her junior year, she had an average of a 65% in all of her subject 

area classes, and during her sophomore year, I kept records of five phone calls that I 

made to her mother about grades that were below seventy percent in major subjects.  

Because Carmen tends to blend in, teachers do not often target her as a student 

who is in need of extra help or who could do better if pushed. On the day that I shadowed 

her, I noticed that she speaks very quietly in class and that she raises her hand 

infrequently. She takes notes and pair shares with her partners when asked, and she is 

prepared for class. Yet, she finds a way of slipping under the radar at LSA, because she 

does not stand out for her academic weaknesses and resistant behavior nor for her 

academic strengths and disciplined behavior (as Destiny does). 
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Carmen seems to work the hardest in classes where she is motivated by the topic 

and gets a lot of personal attention. She did very well in her tenth-grade Constitutional 

Law class (85 average) and in her ninth-grade Forensics class (98 average), both of which 

she speaks to me about enjoying because of the content and her relationships with the 

teachers. She told me that Mr. Gonzaga was her favorite teacher that year. “He’s mad 

cool,” she said. She elaborated:  

I get more help in Mr. Gonzaga’s room than I do in Ms. Elliott’s room. Like I get 
help there, but it’s like Mr. Gonzaga will sit there and spend time with you until 
you get your work done, and Ms. Elliott has too many students, she has to walk 
around all the time. Mr. Gonzaga will walk around, but he makes sure that 
everybody gets help… like today in class, I was so confused in class today, about 
that whole balancing equations thing, but he helped me and now I somewhat 
understand it. 

Sitting in Mr. Gonzaga’s class with Carmen, I noticed that he approached her 

individually and explained how to solve an equation that she didn’t understand. He told 

her at the end that she was “on the right track, but just needed to trust [herself] a little 

more.” He reinforces her both personally and academically in this interaction; I could see 

why she classified him as “mad cool.” I notice the same pattern for each junior that I 

shadow in his class; he has a way of making sure that students who need extra guidance 

get the help and individual attention that they need. Students like Carmen, who may not 

display their need of help as openly as students like Nakisha (see chapter 3) or Destiny, 

thrive from more personal relationships with teachers.  

In addition to thriving from more personal relationships with teachers, it is telling 

to me that one of Carmen’s best memories from LSA was a field trip that we took as an 

advisory to Fordham University’s Bronx campus. She told me that not only did she have 

fun “acting a fool” with her friends when they went on a campus scavenger hunt and had 

to interview some students (asking “college boys” the assigned interview questions about 
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their academic and social experience was quite entertaining for her), but she had the best 

time because “everybody was getting along.” Carmen is a student who, although 

sometimes shy, learns best in settings where she is supported socially as well as 

academically. When I asked her over the summer to describe herself, she told me, “I am 

smart, and willing to learn at times, depends on who [is teaching me].” Here we see the 

importance of giving students the opportunity to build more personal relationships with 

teachers. Although this may not be necessary for all students (for example, Destiny 

explicitly said that she does not need this: she prefers teachers who just “do their job”), 

there are some teachers that Carmen learns from better than others. This is directly 

dependent on her relationships with them.  

Carmen and her Aspirations 

When I asked Carmen how she views success for herself, she tells me that she 

sees herself working in a restaurant, married, with a family. Throughout the summer, and 

in our debrief interview after I shadowed her, she gave me detailed descriptions of the 

delectable meals that she cooked for her family and friends, and spoke about how much 

fun she had being creative in the kitchen. She told me that she feels that LSA’s classes 

focus too much on law, but she appreciates the extracurricular and summer opportunities 

that the school offers. She wants to go to college and major in culinary arts, and she is 

looking for a summer opportunity that has to do with this. She shared that she often feels 

bored in her classes, and that when she enters the school building, she “wants to turn 

around and walk right back out.” Yet this does not deter her from her excitement about 

college: she has just been on the school’s overnight college trip, and tells me that her 

favorite school was St. John Fisher.  
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Conclusions: Carmen 

Carmen’s overall life goal does not necessarily require a college degree, but 

because both her mother and LSA push college as a nonnegotiable, she sees college as 

one aspect of her future. Her mother’s concern about her brother, Malik, as well as LSA’s 

push to opportunities and college encourage her to take advantage of conventional 

possibilities for her future. While her mother’s dream for her may be law, Carmen 

expresses that she has power over her own aspirations and dreams for herself. By only 

partially “buying into” what LSA “sells,” she is skeptical about any future other than the 

one that she envisions. 

Carmen’s case study challenges stereotypes about urban youth in different ways 

from Destiny’s. Although her mother had Carmen when she was a teenager and is a 

single mother, Ms. Fletcher is a positive role model in Carmen’s life who models 

community engagement and self-respect. Additionally, while Carmen has experienced 

and internalized a great deal of trauma involving her loved ones, these experiences do not 

manifest in outwardly destructive ways. She has positive relationships with both her 

peers and her teachers, even though academically she slips under the radar at LSA. The 

ethic of caring that Carmen demonstrates for her friends translates into what she needs 

from her teachers: she thrives from learning as a humanizing experience. Carmen’s 

statements and demonstrations about how she learns best trouble pedagogical methods 

that rely on ostensibly impartial standards or scripted teaching; her case shows that 

teaching and learning are personal and intimate experiences, as opposed to an objective 

ones. 

Case Study: Princess Smith 

Princess’s ‘Raised By’ Poem 
I was raised  
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By popping chicken  
Grease on a Sunday  
Morning, rice and 
Beans, and from a  
Screaming mom 
Saying “hurry up 
It’s dinner time!” 
 

I was raised  
by morning cartoons 
watching Barney 
I love when he said  
“I love you, you love 
me.” 
 

I was raised in  
‘Spanish town’, where all you  
hear is people hollering 
“¿hola, cómo está?” 
 

I was raised by  
Combs, brushes, wash 
And blow dry every 2 
Weeks, hot combs  
Sizzling into my  
Thick hair… 

 

Princess is an attentive and hardworking student who has a love of pop culture, 

but at the same time incorporates her emerging identity politics into much of her 

schoolwork and actions. While she identifies ethnically as a “mixture, Indian with coarse 

hair,” and is of Caribbean heritage, one of the proudest moments as an LSA student, she 

tells me, was when she performed a poem that she wrote in my English class, “Black 

Girls.” The poem is a critique of how black women are portrayed in mainstream media, 

and Princess performed for a large student and staff audience at an after-school poetry 

slam. Princess can be shy in class and was only willing to recite the first lines of the 

poem: “Black girls / Shakin’ what they momma gave them,” in our class’s poetry 
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celebration, but at the poetry slam she said that her friends gave her the courage to get up 

in front of everyone and perform the poem in its entirety. “When I performed ‘Black 

Girls’,” she says, “I wasn’t really going to perform it, and it was getting to the end, but 

then, somebody gave me the courage…so many people was like ‘do it!’”  

When Princess got on the stage, she waited and waited, but there were some 

students who weren’t paying attention. Most of these students, she noticed, were the 

popular girls who identified themselves as BOB, or the Bang Out Bitches (see above). 

She stood up straight, took the microphone, and commanded “Hey BOB! Yeah, I see you. 

Listen up!” Staff and students laughed in nervous surprise: everyone knew how 

controversial it was at LSA to even acknowledge the existence of BOB. Teachers were 

warned before the school year started by the deans of discipline to alert them immediately 

if we heard any mention at all of BOB because, we were told, they were a “gang.” 

Meanwhile, the girls who had been associated with BOB in the past all swore that the 

days of calling their clique “BOB” were over. Mentioning the acronym was close to 

sacrilege as far as the administration was concerned, and students and teachers knew this. 

Through her action in the slam, Princess demonstrated courage and self-assuredness in 

the face of her female peers, who were often seen as popular by students, and as bullies 

by staff, but that she had no fear of repercussions by staff because she brought mention of 

the term from the margins to the center of school discourse at that moment.  

Princess maintains an 85 average in her subject area classes, and is strongly 

supported both socially and academically at the school by her mother, Ms. Smith, who is 

heavily involved in the school’s Parent Teacher Association. Ms. Smith maintains close 

relationships with Principal McCarren, as well as with Princess’s teachers. Princess lives 

with her mother in Ridgewood, Queens, which is a predominantly Latino and white 

neighborhood. The median household income is $46,096 (NeighborhoodLink 2010), 
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which represents a marked difference from the communities where Carmen and Destiny 

live.  

Princess and her Peers 

Princess is close friends with Desiree Sutherland, who was an occasional 

participant in the summer book club / cultural circle because of a conflict with a summer 

program she participated in at Georgetown University. The two often socialize outside of 

school together. Besides Desiree, Princess has a wide circle of friends in her class, both 

male and female. Despite this wide circle of friends, she is the kind of student who takes 

care of business in her classes before she is concerned about socializing. In fact, when I 

observed her in class, she rarely engaged in any side conversations, and often chose to 

engage academically with teachers, yet she managed, as far as I could tell, not to 

compromise relationships with her peers. Even when working in small, less-supervised 

peer groups, Princess typically made sure that work got done. In Ms. Elliott’s English 

class, for example, while students were supposed to be working in small groups on 

reading a literary critique of the novel, Things Fall Apart (Achebe 1994), Princess voiced 

her resistance to the task, saying “This is boring” and “I don’t want to do this, do you?” at 

the same time as she offered her own summary of the first paragraph of the essay when 

her group didn’t understand it (“I understand it—he’s just giving background here”). The 

three girls assigned to her group then followed her lead and helped to interpret the essay 

as well. 

At times, Princess expressed that she experiences some feelings of alienation from 

peers. Students related stories of calling black teachers “white” or “oreo” because of the 

way that they talk. The following conversation occurred in a summer book club meeting 



 217 

where we talked about the meaning of “whiteness” and “blackness” as it relates to 

teachers: 

PRINCESS:  They say I talk like a white girl. I don’t care. 
AB:  What does that mean? 
CARMEN:  ’Cause white must mean… proper. And that’s kind of a shame, if you 
think white is proper, then that makes black… 
DESTINY:  And proper is more like etiquette and stuff like that. 
PRINCESS:  And that’s good, you got manners, and I’m sorry, but my mommy 
raised me to… 
AB:  And that’s not ‘white.’ 
PRINCESS:  Look at Obama! That’s like being a person with manners. 
DESTINY:  I want to talk like that, and have public speaking and debating skills. 
PRINCESS:  I get nervous! 

While Princess is a relatively high-achieving student who has the reputation of 

being intelligent, someone who works hard, and is a good listener, she has many friends 

and maintains her standing in the context of the school’s peer group structure, which 

students tell me, in their class, doesn’t really have set cliques (with the exception of BOB, 

see above), but does have a word for the category of “lames” (also see Destiny’s case 

study, above). “Whoever calls me a lame, they’re a lame theyself, cause that word is 

lame,” Princess asserted. She is a proud academic achiever who sees herself as successful 

beyond the labels that her peers might put on her at times. She sees herself as a 

developing leader, evident both through her comment about Obama (above) and through 

the following conversation, which occurred during a book club / cultural circle meeting in 

our discussion of Sister Souljah’s The Coldest Winter Ever (1999).  

In the book, Souljah casts herself in the story as an activist and motivational 

speaker who tries to help Winter, the main character, escape her unhealthy circumstances: 

DESIREE:  You love Sister Souljah, don’t you? 
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PRINCESS:  I do. She is a very motivated speaker, and what’s that girl, what’s 
her name, Winter, she don’t like her, and she’s kind of rude—if I was her, I 
woulda been like, ‘listen!’ 

She was the only student in the book club who explicitly identified with Sister 

Souljah. While other students were critical of both Souljah’s and Winter’s characters in 

the book, it seemed as though Princess saw something of herself, and her future, in 

Souljah. The above conversation demonstrates that she values self and community 

empowerment. 

Princess and her Family 

Princess’s mother, Ms. Smith, is a common fixture at LSA. She prefers to be 

interviewed at the school, even though I offer to come to her home, which is in a 

relatively quiet, blue-collar neighborhood in Queens, or to meet her at another location. 

When I thank her for coming, especially since she wasn’t in the neighborhood anyway, 

she shrugs: “It’s my day off, and I like to keep my promises,” she says, “that’s why I’m 

here.” But there was another reason why she chose to come to the school: she tells me 

that she makes sure that Princess’s teachers know who Princess’s mother is. “If [parents] 

are always in there participating, if teachers always see them there, I think teachers give 

[students] a little more respect… and at the end of the day, teachers have the upper hand 

with my kids’ education,” she tells me.  

Of all of the students in my cultural circle, while all had parents that were loving 

and supportive of their education, for Ms. Smith, this manifests by participating as much 

as possible in meetings and parent organizations at the school. She always attends the 

monthly meetings of the PTA (I attended a PTA meeting where I noticed that Ms. Smith 

was one of only eight mothers there), even though, at times, she told me, Princess says 

that she is “too involved,” and that other mothers are not as involved. When she hears this 

from Princess, Ms. Smith told me, she reminds her that this has always been how it is—
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even when Princess and her two sisters were in elementary and middle school, she always 

went to the school activities, and when it was her children’s birthday, she always took the 

day off. After she shared this with me, she told me that although Princess might 

complain, her middle daughter, one of Princess’s older sisters, recently said to her, 

“Mom, you know what? I had a good childhood.” Ms. Smith knows that, although her 

children might express resentment at her involvement when they are teenagers, being a 

present and involved parent is of immeasurable value, especially when it comes to her 

children’s education. She feels that every parent should be as involved as they can in 

order to demonstrate that they care.  

Ms. Smith spent her childhood between Belize and New York City, where she 

attended mostly private Catholic schools. Contrasting her experience to Princess’s, she 

told me that while she is impressed with LSA, she feels that when she was in school, 

teaching and learning were much more “thorough.” She looks over Princess’s work 

frequently and wonders why teachers frequently give a grade without correcting all of the 

grammatical mistakes. She wonders why teachers don’t teach cursive or penmanship 

anymore, and she notices that everything seems rushed. Teachers seem too pressured, she 

said, to stick to a rote curriculum and timeline to prepare for tests, and she wonders what 

gets lost. She also notices that class sizes are much larger than when she was in school. 

This too, she said, takes away from much of the individual attention that students need. 

Another huge difference, she told me, between her own history of schooling and her 

daughter’s is the push for college. “Before, we were pushed just to finish high school,” 

she says, “It’s not that anymore. It’s your bachelor’s and your master’s. I heard a lady tell 

her daughter when Princess and I were doing a college visit, ‘my job don’t even look at 

associate…you better go straight for your bachelor’s and your master’s.”  
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Ms. Smith sees the truth in this at her own job as a counselor at Administration 

for Child Services (ACS) in New York City. When she got the job twenty years ago, she 

had only a high school diploma. All of her training was on the job. But now, she said, a 

bachelor’s and sometimes a master’s degree are required for new hires.  

Because of the urgency of a college education, she says, it’s essential to prepare 

students for the SAT and for college starting from when they are very young. Here, too, 

she worries about the education that Princess is getting; she’s aware that the school didn’t 

do explicit SAT prep until Princess’s junior year. This, she said, is too late to start. She is 

especially attuned to the fact that other schools that serve populations of more privilege 

start to prepare students much earlier, and that parents of more privilege can afford to pay 

for private SAT prep programs, like Kaplan. She worries about students, including her 

daughter, getting left behind through less preparation. 

It is clear that Princess learns many lessons from her mother’s work at ACS, and 

that this shapes the way that she interprets problems that she sees or reads about in the 

world around her. As we discussed Sapphire’s book Push (1996) in our cultural circle 

book club, Princess attributed Precious’s mother’s abuse to her background, in contrast to 

Destiny’s analysis:  

DESTINY:  I think, her father is sick and her mother is sick. Her mother is very 
sick and she is not doing nothing to stop it, I don’t care if that’s your husband, 
that’s your daughter, you pushed her out, he didn’t, and for her to let him do that 
to her, and then, to have let her do something disgusting to you, that to me, is 
even worse.  
MS. CALDWELL56:  Yeah, I don’t think I have a good—I was trying to put 
myself like a little bit in the mom’s shoes to even be like begin to think like 
what’s going through her head. 

                                                
56  Ms. Caldwell is a white LSA teacher who voluntarily participated in several of our summer cultural 
circle / book clubs (see chapter 6). 
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PRINCESS:  She probably wasn’t loved when she was a child, the mother, and 
she’s just, you know, giving her daughter the same treatment she was when she 
was little. 

This is just one example of Princess’s inclination to try to see the bigger picture 

behind people’s actions, whether hurtful or helpful to those around them. This is a 

mindset that she may have picked up from her mother and the stories that she brings 

home about children who are between homes or in the care of the system.  

While Princess has a solid relationship with her mother, she has no relationship 

with her father, for whom she composed an elegy during the poetry unit in our English 

class. Based on what she wrote, he was present when she was a child, and then left her 

life with little explanation. She wrote in the poem, “I take away your name, 

Daddy…/ you don’t deserve to be called Daddy no more/ Even though you’re not gone/ 

you’re gone to me.” While Princess’s relationship with her father (or lack thereof) clearly 

causes her a great deal of pain, her mother does her best to be a meaningful and stable 

presence in her life.  

Princess and her Teachers  

Although Princess, like Carmen, says that when she enters the school building she 

“count[s] down until she gets to go home,” the hard work that she puts into her academic 

work and her good relationships to her teachers reveal that her experience at LSA is 

positive. Like Destiny, Princess was written up a significant number of times for 

disciplinary infractions (thirty-eight), but none of these infractions were a result of being 

directly oppositional to teachers or classmates: thirty-seven were for being late, and one 

was for coming to school out of dress code.  

Princess played the role of a sort of cultural interpreter for Ms. Caldwell when she 

didn’t understand references to popular or African-American culture that students made 

in the book club. For example, when Princess made a reference to the TV show Good 
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Times, Ms. Caldwell asked, “What’s a ‘good time’?” Princess gave Ms. Caldwell some 

background to the show, and while she was in a state of disbelief that Ms. Caldwell had 

never heard of Good Times, she was patient in her explanation and seemed glad to teach. 

The same thing happened as students discussed the upcoming Precious movie. Students 

said that Mo’Nique was going to be in the movie. Ms. Caldwell asked who Mo’Nique 

was, and again, Princess was the one who patiently explained where Ms. Caldwell might 

have seen Mo’Nique before. 

Princess tells me that sometimes the assignments that teachers give “help her 

creative side.” “I love doing projects,” she says, “fun projects. Like not, like, ‘write a two 

page essay.” During Princess’s junior year, I saw her do a presentation in her French 

class on fashion, where she presented a PowerPoint with pictures of herself wearing 

different outfits that included various items of clothing. She described what she was 

wearing in French. Although her pronunciation wasn’t perfect, she clearly enjoyed her 

time in the spotlight. Following her presentation, her peers were complimentary of what 

she had done, both relative to the creative outfits that she put together and to her efforts at 

speaking a foreign language in front of a large group.  

Princess buys into school, and expressed that even when other students resist 

school rules, she tends to abide by them. In our cultural circle / book club, when Destiny 

said that in the upcoming school year, “dress down” (where students are permitted to 

come to school out of uniform) and “open lunch” (where students can leave the building 

to go get lunch) days would be for everyone at the same time and not just for a select 

group of students, Princess said that that open lunch for everyone might be a bad idea 

because “nobody gonna come back…”; she amended her statement, though, to: “well, I’ll 

come back….”  Princess most often gets positive feedback from and has positive 

relationships with her teachers.  
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She feels affirmed by LSA, and is surprised when she hears from her mother that 

sometimes schools push students out because they have low test scores and aren’t making 

the school look good. She argues that LSA is not like this, but at the same time, expresses 

that she doesn’t see the grading system at LSA as completely fair: 

MS. CALDWELL:  There are a lot of schools who are really nervous, right, about 
how they’ll do on these state tests, that if they don’t do well, then they don’t get a 
certain amount of money, and so, there’s a lot of, in some states more than others, 
there’s like a lot of not asking kids to come to school on a particular day so that 
the kids who take the test do well on the test and the other kids who wouldn’t 
have done so well stay home. 
PRINCESS:  Really? They still do that now? 
MS. CALDWELL:  It happens.  
PRINCESS: Yeah, but at LSA, y’all believe in every student. 
DESTINY:  Yeah that’s why they got that, in the hall, ‘Teachers don’t give 
grades, students earn them.’ 
PRINCESS:  Oh. 
MS. CALDWELL:  You don’t agree with that? 
PRINCESS:  Sometimes. It depends on what I get… 

All in all, Princess is a hardworking student who has positive relationships with 

her teachers and who aspires to do well academically. She trusts that the education that 

she is getting at LSA will structure her for success, and that her teachers believe in her. 

She has an investment in her peers having the same kind of positive experience in school 

and positive relationships with teachers that she does.  

Princess and her Aspirations 

Like Destiny, Princess is not considering law as a career goal. She knows that she 

wants to be a performer, or to be associated with theater or television performance in 

some respect. While she told me in our summer cultural circle that she wanted to become 

an actress, I noticed that in the spring of her junior year in math class when students were 
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doing research on potential college majors, rather than looking into theatre programs, 

Princess did research on colleges that have majors in broadcasting. The previous summer, 

our conversation about the girls’ aspirations took on a jubilant tone, largely as a result of 

Princess’s aspiration to become a performer:  

AB:  What are you guys gonna major in in college? 
DESIREE:  Law. 
PRINCESS:  Theatre. I want to be a Saturday Night Live improv person. 
AB:  We’re gonna see you in ten years being like ‘Black Girls’… 
DESTINY:  Shakin’ what they momma gave them! 
DESIREE:  When she make it big she gotta take me to the Oscars and I gotta be 
in the front row, and she gotta thank me in her speech and I gotta sit next to 
somebody big… like the  
PRINCESS:  The New Boyz? [a hip hop group] 
DESIREE:  Ooooh! If you sit me next to them, I…. 
DESTINY:  While you sitting next to them, I might be representin’ them!  
CARMEN:  And I just might be cooking for them! We all gon’ be connected! 
She’ll be on stage with them, she’ll be cooking for them, she’s managing them… 
DESIREE:  And I’ll have my Versace dress on and my Gucci shoes, you know, 
PRINCESS:  Oooh alright! The lawyer! 

At this point, Princess’s aspirations, as well as a great deal of support from her 

friends and her mother, inspire her to continue to buy into school.  

Conclusions: Princess 

When I asked Princess about her opinion of the pedagogy of professionalism at 

LSA, she said that while she thinks that professionalism points can at times be too strict 

because students are “just teens,” they are in other ways a good idea. “Then again.” she 

said, “[professionalism] prepares us for the real world.” Her dreams for the future inspire 

her to form positive relationships with her teachers and to pursue extracurricular 
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opportunities (like the summer program which focused on television broadcasting) that 

will give her more exposure and experience with her future career interests.  

Like the case studies of Destiny and Carmen, Princess’s case study also troubles 

mainstream stereotypes of urban students. Her self-confidence and emerging identity 

politics help to strengthen her voice, which she uses to critique stereotypes about young 

black women. She also uses her voice to become a teacher to adults who are curious and 

willing to listen to her, like Ms. Caldwell. This is emblematic of the importance of 

dialogic pedagogies that valorize, rather than vilify or pathologize, students’ knowledge 

or experience.  

Additionally, Princess’s mother is present and extremely involved in Princess’s 

education, defying stereotypes of urban families seen in films and some of the teacher 

narratives that are troubling in this chapter, as well as in chapter 4.  

Concluding Thoughts 

The young women profiled in the case studies above have varying outlooks on 

and relations to their peers, their families, their teachers, and their aspirations. All of their 

parents or guardians could be considered “working class”; that is, they don’t hold a lot of 

power or freedom over terms and conditions of their employment, they do their jobs (if 

they are working) under close supervision, and they have little control over the pace or 

content of their work (Aronowitz 2003; Zweig 2004).  

Destiny, the daughter of immigrant parents, is also encouraged by her family to 

pursue her dreams of academic and economic success in college. Destiny’s father is well 

read and well educated, and encourages Destiny to read books at home that will engage 

and enhance her intellectually. Her academic interests supersede her social interests, 

although having good relationships with her peers is very important to her as well.  
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Carmen, the daughter of a single mother, while not as academically driven as 

Destiny or Princess, is driven to both community involvement and social justice thanks to 

her mother, who is deeply involved in her children’s lives and decisions.  

Of the three young women, Princess’s mother is the most directly involved with 

her teachers and with school organizations, including the PTA. Princess does well 

academically, but is not interested in pursuing law as a career. Also thanks to a great deal 

of support from her mother, she is socially confident and is adept at seeing the bigger 

picture in relation to social injustices.  

The case studies inspire a critique of the abstracted models of black, urban 

adolescent girls that are perpetuated both by LSA’s marketing and by mainstream 

narratives about urban schools like The Freedom Writer’s Diary (LaGravenese 2007) and 

Dangerous Minds (Smith 1995). Unlike the youth in narratives that seem to beg 

mainstream white audiences for their pity, guilt, or money while simultaneously 

protecting privilege, the young people that I profile all have extracurricular hobbies and 

interests, families that are supportive of education and upward class mobility for their 

children, and supportive communities of friends. Family support exists regardless of a 

parent or guardian’s direct involvement with the school. Although some of the students 

deal with some of the issues that are popularized in the school’s marketing, as well as in 

Gruwell and Johnson’s books (absent fathers or neighborhood or community violence, 

for example), this does not make up the majority of their identities. While sometimes less 

conventional than others, all of these students have a large network of support outside of 

the school, as well as a great deal of pride in their achievements, their blackness, their 

intellect, their humor, and their femininity. Additionally, while LSA’s stereotype of girls’ 

conflicts is prominent, peer networks of caring and support are integral to their 

confidence and success. LSA and its corporate funders, as well as popular tropes about 
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urban students, neglect this in dehumanizing and abstracted generalizations of urban 

“otherness.” 

The emergent identities of high school students are always couched in nuance and 

complexity. The problem, I argue, arises when their identities are abstracted because of 

dependence on profit and structures of privilege. In relation to urban, working class, 

black femininity, then, LSA must ask itself what the model of the school is doing to talk 

back to harmful stereotypes about students and their families, which the school’s 

Foundation perpetrates in its quest for corporate donations through the LSA promotional 

film (see chapter 2) and the annual benefit (see above), as well as many other fundraising 

events, media coverage and promotional materials. In addition to finding more explicit 

ways of celebrating students’ identities, families and communities (the way these case 

studies strive to do), LSA must explore ways to diminish the barriers between families 

who seek to be supportive of their child’s education, and the school, which, other than 

monthly PTA meetings, does not have a reliable or consistent system of family 

partnership. Also, finding ways (in addition to the school’s YMA and YWA) to 

encourage peer networks of support and caring, rather than conflict or competition is 

essential both for students’ social well-being and for their academic achievement. 

Currently, parents or guardians are informed of their child’s progress, but do not play an 

instrumental role, hand in hand with the school, in their child’s education. Currently, 

LSA promotes itself as the only positive influence in its students’ lives. This 

essentializing logic may be effective to secure funding, but it furthers inaccurate 

stereotypes about students and protects the privilege of staff and funders.   

This chapter has shown through case studies how LSA teachers and students 

complicate mainstream tropes of the liberal or neoliberal savior. Chapter 6 explores a 
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more explicit pedagogy of resistance to the neoliberal imaginary, and shows that it is not, 

as some might imagine, all encompassing, even in increasingly privatized spaces.  
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Chapter 6:  Market Identities, Activist Possibilities:  
Social Justice Pedagogy in a Neoliberal Era   

 

Despite LSA’s panoptic forms of climate control and the myths of ideal teachers 

and students in mainstream popular culture, a viable possibility exists for rehumanizing 

pedagogy (Freire 1970) and for contesting the definitions of social justice put forth by 

those who advocate privatization of public institutions. This chapter explores the 

possibility along with related issues involved in rehumanizing pedagogy. 

Urban Fiction  

An important observation I made about the girls in BOB clique (see chapters 2 

and 5), as well as about many other young women in the school, was that they tended to 

be avid readers of urban fiction books. Urban fiction, also known among readers as 

“urban lit,” “street lit” or “ghetto lit,” is a genre that has “exploded in cities across the 

country, [accounting] for more than 30 percent of the sales at the Black Library 

Booksellers, which sells African-American literature online and at kiosks in Boston” 

(Marech 2003). Iceberg Slim’s Pimp: The Story of My Life (1969), which is based on the 

author’s life story, is often classified as one of the first urban fiction titles. The storylines 

of urban fiction typically portray African-American and Latino characters graphically 

involved in sex, drugs and violence. Some educators worry about the impact of urban 

fiction on adolescent identity formation. They argue that these texts not only lack rigor 

and complexity, but perpetuate and reify sexist, demeaning images of people of color 

through depictions of violent crime, nonconsensual sex, and drugs, and that urban fiction 

should be discouraged in the classroom. Others argue that reading should be encouraged 

as a habit among youth; what they choose to read isn’t as important as the fact that they 



 230 

are reading. Still others argue that these books provide a unique window into the 

challenges of U.S. urban life that is often ignored in the mainstream. 

At LSA, teachers were divided on their views of students reading this genre. For 

example, Mr. Randall, a white Social Studies teacher, shared with me that he confiscated 

a student’s urban fiction book and did not plan on returning what he said was 

“pornography” (he showed me the first pages of the book which graphically described a 

young woman performing fellatio). Elise Miller, an African-American student who was a 

junior when I interviewed her, shared her experience with Mr. Francis, an African-

American science teacher:  

Sophomore year, they did not like us reading these books at all. I had five of my 
books confiscated by Mr. Francis and my mom had to come and get the books for 
me, and she wondered why am I reading these books. Even though it is about sex 
and everything, like I like reading it. I don’t like reading like the books she buys 
for me like Goosebumps and everything like that, I don’t like that. It doesn’t 
capture my interest. 

Other teachers, like Mr. Horowitz, a white Special Education teacher, and Mr. 

Rodino, a white English teacher, told me that they would never censor a student from any 

kind of reading material, regardless of how shocking or unconventional they found its 

contents. When I interviewed Ms. Gomez (eleventh-grade history) and Ms. Sands 

(twelfth-grade English), I inquired about their opinions on teachers confiscating urban 

fiction. Ms. Sands and Ms. Gomez agreed that many of these titles are not classroom-

appropriate, and they believed that teaching a child how to make decisions about learning 

how to choose school-sanctioned literature for school is an important part of the 

humanities curriculum. They stated that they would rather not confiscate texts, but would 

prefer to talk to students about making better decisions about literature. 

Ms. Williams captured much of the debate around urban fiction in schools when 

she said: 
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Urban fiction books are problematic because they perpetuate stereotypes about 
how men and women from certain communities are expected to behave. And the 
expectations that both men and women should have about relationships, careers, 
etc. However, my kids are reading. They could be texting in class, and all they 
want to do is have their book on their lap. And if the genre is maybe opening up 
the world of reading for them, then maybe it’s not so bad… I definitely see both 
sides. Or all sides. 

LSA mandates independent reading for its ninth-grade students in their English 

classes, and I noticed in 2009-10 as a teaching assistant in Mr. Rodino’s class that many 

students chose to bring in urban fiction books to read during classroom independent 

reading time. The year before, when I brought my English classes to tour the school 

library in October, the first question from three out of the four sections of tenth-grade 

English that I taught (all from African-American girls) was whether the librarian had 

“those ghetto books.” When the white librarian, who had barely started to tell us about 

the library’s resources, answered, “yes, but I want to get through this first,” one student, 

Tyiesha responded: “Yeah, but that’s not interesting, though.” Later in the period, 

students asked the librarian if she knew of or had an urban fiction book called G-Spot 

(Noire 2005) in the library; she responded that she didn’t, but that she did have some 

other “ghetto lit” (she used this term) sorted by author in the fiction section. 

At the end of their junior year, students take the New York State English Regents 

exam, a standardized test that students must pass to graduate. To begin preparing my 

sophomores for the test, I photocopied old Regents exams and rubrics so students could 

get a sense of what kinds of essays they would be asked to write and how they would be 

graded. One essay, the “Critical Lens,” gives students a quote and asks them to use two 

pieces of literature that they are familiar with to either agree or disagree with the quote. 

We spent time in class going over what students were expected to do.  

One spring day, when I was out of the building for professional development, I 

told the substitute that she would be giving students a practice Critical Lens Regents 
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essay. The assigned quote was, “The bravest of individuals is one who obeys his or her 

conscience.” Many students chose to support their arguments using books they were 

assigned by LSA teachers, like Walker’s The Color Purple (1982), Rose’s Twelve Angry 

Men (1983), or Anderson’s Speak (1999). Others chose to use urban fiction, like 

Souljah’s The Coldest Winter Ever (1999), Woods’ True to the Game (1994), True to the 

Game II (2007), and True to the Game III (2008), and Tyree’s Flyy Girl (1993), to 

support their arguments. For example, one student uses Twelve Angry Men and The 

Coldest Winter Ever in her essay, writing about the latter:  

…I agree with this quote because when you listen to your conscience theirs a 
chance you might be going in the right or wrong path and you brave enough to 
take that chance. In the book The Coldest Winter Ever by Sister Souljah, a girl 
named Winter Santiaga grew up in the life of luxury. Her father, Mr. Santiaga was 
a drug dealer. He was the top dog of Brooklyn. He treated Winter and her mother 
like royalty. Then after one incident happen with Winter’s mother everything 
started going downhill. Winter started using people to maintain her life of luxury 
such as Sister Souljah, Bullet, Lauren (Sister Souljah’s sister), and GS. 
Everything came back to her and she had to spend time behind bars.  
 The themes of this book are love, loyalty, family, money and respect. 
Winter believes that she should gain respect because her father gave mostly 
everybody in the hood a job (drug dealing). Lauren is a symbol of how Winter got 
back on her feet to try and get back to her luxury life. Winter made sacrifices and 
had to follow the things her father taught her which always came to mind when 
she had problems. So she had to follow her conscience, which was a brave thing 
to do because at the end, she ended up in a place she thought she would never 
be… [sic] 

Another student uses True to the Game I and III in her essay, writing: 

 In the book True to the Game part III by Terri Woods, Gena finds out that 
the love of her life, Quadir, wasn’t dead indeed. When Quadir was being put on 
ice, a medical examiner, Dr. Karen, found a pulse and Quadir was switched with 
another person. But a funeral was still kept for him because whomever it was that 
shot him clearly wanted him dead so they had to keep him safe. Quadir saved 
Gena from her death and he revealed to her for the first time in years that he was 
still alive. 
 The medical examiner who found the pulse in Quadir’s risk followed her 
conscience in a dangerous way because what she did could have caused her to 
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lose her job and her license as a doctor. Quadir also had to make a decision as to 
if he wanted people to know that he was still alive. He worked for his money and 
he was going to get it—even if his life depended on it. 
 In conclusion, the most lion hearted people follow their risky conscience 
and make life wrench  decisions and I think the book True to the Game and True 
to the Game III best demonstrate that. Don’t follow your heart. Follow your mind. 
[sic] 

Like their teachers, students vary on their approaches to the genre. While some students, 

like those quoted above, actively seek out or bring in urban fiction to read in school and 

try to incorporate it into the mainstream curriculum when given the chance, others are 

more skeptical or have mixed feelings about the genre.  

For example, when I asked Desiree who participated in my summer book 

club / cultural circle (detailed below) whether she thought that urban fiction books would 

get her ready for college, she responded: “There’s no vocabulary, there’s no new words 

in [these books]; I seen some typos in [them] too!” Desiree, Destiny and Carmen 

elaborated: 

CARMEN:  Some of these books, you might see a paragraph twice, like I was 
reading this book the other day, and I read a paragraph and then I turned the page 
and you see the same paragraph on the other page. 
DESIREE:  They like low budget books, like they can’t afford good editors. 
DESTINY:  Exactly, they really are. And some of them publish they books 
theyselves! 

What is interesting, however, is that although these students seem to think less of 

the genre as a whole, when I asked them to create the syllabus for what we would read 

together over the summer, all of the books that students chose would be classified as 

urban fiction: Teri Woods’ True to the Game III (2008), Sister Souljah’s The Coldest 

Winter Ever (1999), and Sapphire’s Push (1996). The young women simultaneously 

expressed interest in reading and discussing these books while critiquing their lack of 

challenging vocabulary or good copyediting. 
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For some students, reading urban fiction within the school building or integrating 

urban fiction texts into school-sanctioned assessments like standardized tests or projects 

can be construed as a rejection of the school’s norms of feminine behavior. Male teachers 

(like Mr. Francis and Mr. Randall, for example) seemed particularly uncomfortable with 

the sexual content of many of the books, and they made their discomfort known publicly. 

Many of the female characters in these books are poor or working class, urban, black or 

brown women who use their wit and street smarts, and often their sexuality, to make it to 

the top while never forgetting where they are from (Woods 1994, 2008; Souljah 1999). In 

others, female characters are well educated and upwardly mobile, but become involved 

with men who are involved in pimping, hustling, violence, or illegal drugs (Clark 2003, 

2006; Noire 2005). While the main characters often perform with high-class status 

through their patterns of consumption, buying extravagant designer clothes and taking 

expensive vacations, they always remain connected to their poor and working-class black 

and brown communities.  

Barbara Jensen, a therapist originally from a working-class background (2004) 

discusses the cognitive dissonance, or inner clashing of values or expectations that lead to 

emotional or mental confusion that working-class people who enter the middle class can 

experience. While middle-class people are raised to assume that their lives and values are 

“normal,” Jensen argues, working-class people’s life experience is often unfamiliar, 

othered or frowned upon by those who assume the normalcy of their own cultural values. 

As she argues that educational institutions should encourage everyone to explore where 

they come from and what value their past has, she highlights the notion that in many 

working-class communities, individuality (but not necessarily self) gets downplayed in 

favor of a powerful sense of community and loyalty, and an internal sense of belonging. 

This values of never forgetting where one is from and never leaving behind one’s 
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community of origin, are common themes in urban fiction. In the context of LSA, these 

themes are antithetical to the neoliberal, meritocratic norms of the school, which stress 

competition, individual achievement, and students’ escape from their communities or life 

circumstances, which are assumed to be (and sometimes are) challenging. By 

incorporating these books into their schooling experience, perhaps working-class students 

are attempting to ease some of the cultural dissonance they encounter in LSA’s classed 

curriculum. 

Cultural Circles / Book Clubs 

As I contemplated the tension around reading urban fiction books in school, I 

wondered whether pop culture in the form of urban fiction could be seen as a site of 

struggle against linguistic and racial hegemonies, and against hierarchies of class and 

gender. Drawing on Freire’s ideas about cultural circles as a dialogic and problem-posing 

form of education and social critique (1970), where students and teachers engage with 

and teach one another, I wondered whether, if using these texts, students and I could 

interrogate our realities as well as larger realities of power inequities in the United States. 

For students, I observed that reading urban fiction books in the context of LSA took on a 

politicized meaning that seemed to be an assertion of “otherness” in the face of school-

sanctioned literature.  

All articles of popular culture are inherently empty, taking on different kinds of 

cultural significance depending on the situated context where they are used. In other 

words, the content of popular culture is produced “as the ideological and institutional 

structuring relations of a given society’s function to sustain what constitutes the dominant 

culture and what does not” (Giroux 2005, 165). I hypothesized (correctly), based on what 

I knew about student interest, that if I got a small group of students together and told 
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them that we could read any texts that they wanted together over the summer, and that 

these texts would be the foundations for weekly discussions and activities, that they 

would most likely choose urban fiction titles. While reading these books with me would 

imbue them with a different sort of cultural meaning, I drew on Habermas’s theory of 

communicative action (1984), which posits that people form their identities through 

communication with others. According to Habermas, collective understanding and well-

being come about through communication that transmits and renews cultural knowledge. 

Through reading texts that students chose, I hoped to draw on a combinations of students’ 

cultural capital (Bourdieu 1986; Carter 2003) and my own to critically analyze the 

images in these texts, as well as critique LSA’s (mainstream) assumptions about the 

relationship between popular culture literacies, school-sanctioned literacies, and their 

relation to knowledge, ideology and power (Giroux 2001). 

My plan for the cultural circle was that students and I would collaborate on 

creating the syllabus for the cultural circle, and we would design a timeline for our 

reading. We would meet weekly in a location outside of the school, and participate in 

critical conversations and image theater work (Boal 1979) around themes in the texts, 

which would prompt us to link them to our lives. I hoped that some kind of participatory 

action research might develop organically through our collaborative and critical 

exploration of the issues that came out of the books, but as a teacher and a chronic 

overplanner, I tried in the interest of a more democratic, collaborative pedagogy not to 

micromanage the process before it occurred. 

Methods and Foundations 

Beginning in April, I talked with each of my four classes about the cultural circles 

and told students that they would be similar to a book club (this was familiar to students 
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because we had done a book club unit earlier in the school year) where students have full 

choice over what we read. I told them that I would be responsible for getting the material, 

which they would choose either from the bookstore or from the library. Students had 

done some basic action-theatre work in my English classes (Boal 1979), and I told them 

that the book clubs would involve more of this as well. I told students that we would be 

reading the books, talking about them, and then connecting them to our lives. Borrowing 

from Freire (1970), I said that, where, in school, I was the teacher and they were the 

students, in a cultural circle / book club, I wanted to be the teacher-student and they 

would be the student-teachers. I would help to facilitate, find a location, buy snacks, and 

gather materials, but I wanted for us all to teach each other about our interests and our 

lives. I told students that if they were interested, they could attend one of two lunch 

meetings where I would provide pizza and give more information about the clubs. 

Perhaps because of the scintillating promise of reading books of their choice with 

their English teacher all summer, but more likely because of the promise of free pizza, a 

total of 40 students, 37 girls, and three boys, came to the initial May meetings about 

summer cultural circles. They signed up on a list that I passed around, including their cell 

phone numbers and their preferred time to meet. I also circulated a list where students 

wrote down their favorite books, movies, TV shows, and music, and I told them that we 

would use this list at our first club meeting as a foundation to brainstorm our summer 

syllabus. We met in an unused staff cafeteria on the first floor, which was near the 

student cafeteria, and as students ate pizza, I told them more about the agenda for the 

book clubs. One question that came up repeatedly was whether I would really be open to 

reading anything during the cultural circles, including the newest urban fiction books that 

were often sold on the sidewalk nearby. I told students that what we read would be their 

choice, but that there would be a consent form that their parents had to sign which would 
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include the titles of the books, and that we would be having critical conversations about 

the issues that came up in whatever we read, as well as connecting it to our lives and 

beliefs. I told students at the end of the meeting that I would be contacting them by phone 

the week after school ended to give them more information about the official meeting 

time and place for the summer. 

Meanwhile, I searched for a location to hold the cultural circles that was off 

school property. At the school librarian’s suggestion, I found a Unitarian church within 

walking distance that was willing to let us use space in a small chapel next to their main 

sanctuary for the summer. Although Principal McCarren offered to let us use a 

classroom, I wanted the meetings to take place in as power-neutral a space as possible. I 

knew that although we were out of the classroom and I wasn’t grading the students, I was 

still their teacher; I was still “Ms. Brown,” who tutored them after school, who called 

home if they weren’t doing their work or behaving appropriately in class, who wrote 

detentions for violating school policies, and who gave them the grades that would go on 

their transcripts. In short, within the school building I held a lot of power. I wanted to 

empower the students in the context of our summer meetings and to minimize my role as 

a teacher and a disciplinarian. 

During the last week of school, I reviewed the information that students had given 

me of the times they were available to meet over the summer. I decided that initially we 

would meet on Monday afternoons from 4:00 to 5:00. I would see how many students 

showed up for the first meeting, and then decide from there whether we needed to split up 

into smaller groups or have more meetings. After calling all students who expressed 

interest, the numbers dropped significantly. Some students had decided to do summer 

enrichment programs through the school, some were going out of town with their 

families, some had to take care of siblings, and some had jobs. One needed knee surgery, 
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and was going to be on bed rest all summer. In the end, there were eight students who 

were still committed.   

When students came to school to pick up their final report cards for the year, I 

found the eight students, all girls, and told them that we would meet the following 

Monday at the school, and that from there, we would walk over to the church together. I 

gave them a reminder flyer with a map to the church just in case they were late. I also 

gave them an IRB consent / assent form for them and for their parents to sign. In 

addition, I began a conversation with Ms. Caldwell, LSA’s outreach coordinator, a 23-

year-old white woman. She expressed interest in attending the cultural circles and told me 

that she would be willing to assist in any way that I wanted. I gave her a flyer, too. 

For our first meeting, I showed up wearing jeans and a tank top, with snacks and 

my iPod voice recorder in hand. I had copies of two short stories from Nicholasa Mohr’s 

collection, El Bronx Remembered (1975), that I intended to read and critique with 

students before creating our summer reading list. I purchased composition books for the 

students, as well, so they could summarize, critique, and question the texts that we read. 

Of the eight students who had made commitments over the phone, five girls showed up: 

Carmen, Desiree, Gabriela, Princess, and Destiny. All identified as black or African-

American except for Gabriela, who identified as Latina of Mexican descent. A sixth 

texted me that her grandmother was sick and she had to take care of her. That summer, 

we had a total of seven cultural circle meetings. At the beginning all five participants 

showed up regularly. Gabriela went out of town and stopped coming after the third 

meeting, and Desiree participated in a college-preparatory summer enrichment program 

for three weeks in July. That meant that I had three regulars: Carmen, Destiny, and 

Princess (see chapter 5 for case studies of these students), while Gabriela and Desiree 
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came less frequently. Ms. Caldwell attended most of the cultural circle meetings through 

the month of July, and facilitated one meeting when I was out of town. 

All cultural circle meetings were audio recorded, and for the first few meetings 

we met at the church. The location stopped working, however, when construction began 

in early July on the chapel where we met. From then on, we moved to sit at some public 

tables up the street from the school. At this point, we still critiqued reading, but we 

played fewer theatre games because this was a crowded public space. The students and I 

felt more comfortable sitting, snacking, and talking. At the end of the summer, we took a 

trip together to see an exhibit of Emory Douglas’s prints at the New Museum on the 

Lower East Side of Manhattan57. We debriefed afterwards over lunch, and tried to relate 

some of the images that we saw to the fiction that we were reading, as well as to 

structures of power and privilege in the United States. At the last meeting we had, I 

interviewed the students about the experience, and in the weeks following, I interviewed 

their parents as well.  

I envisioned the cultural circles as a kind of consciousness-raising group for all of 

us. I knew that, as is the case for many urban public school teachers, my students’ 

realities were different from mine. I hoped that by grounding discussions about social 

realities in texts of students’ choice, we would have a chance to interrogate our ideas 

about race, class and gender through talking about our lived realities.  

Cultural Circles and Students  

All of the students who participated in the cultural circle currently live in New 

York City and have good rapport with LSA teachers. All are friends and get along well. 
                                                
57 Douglas was the primary artist of the Black Panther party during the party’s peak from the late 1960s to 
the early 1970s, and produced hundreds of pictures about the Panther’s programs of armed militancy, 
community welfare, and black power.  His pictures are often described as direct and angry, “rooted in years 
of urban poverty in San Francisco’s black slums” (Cleaver and Katsiaficas 2001). 



 241 

In the previous chapter, I closely profile Destiny, Carmen, and Princess. Here, I will 

briefly sketch portraits of Ms. Caldwell, Desiree, and Gabriela, our other cultural circle 

participants.  

Desiree Sutherland, Princess’s best friend, came most regularly during the last 

half of the cultural circle meetings, when she had returned from her summer program. 

Spunky and full of energy, she is an avid participant in LSA’s cheerleading squad. I 

coached the squad during the 2009-10 school year, and noticed that she was often one of 

the first to show up for our early morning practices, which began at 7:00. Getting to 

school at this hour was not easy for her because she lives in Cambria Heights, Queens, 

with both of her parents, who are originally from the West Indies, and her sister. The 

neighborhood is predominantly African-American, and the average annual household 

income is $72,840 (NeighborhoodLink 2010). Desiree ties some of her fondest memories 

of LSA to being on the cheerleading squad. During the 2009-10 school year, she was 

written up for a total of fifteen detentions, nine for being late to school and five for 

coming to school out of dress code. Like Destiny, she hopes to become a lawyer.   

Gabriela Hernandez came only to the first three cultural circle meetings, but made 

important contributions to the group during these sessions. She is fluent in both Spanish 

and English, is one of a Latino minority at the school58, and is of Mexican descent. She is 

an engaged, thoughtful student who takes her time on class assignments. While 

exceedingly calm and measured in the classroom, she takes kickboxing lessons outside of 

school where, she once told me, she works out all of her stress and aggression. She lives 

with her parents in Crown Heights, Brooklyn, a racially diverse area of the city where the 

average annual household income is $26,366 (NeighborhoodLink 2010). She rarely has 

                                                
58 According to nysed.gov (2008-09), 17% of LSA’s students identify as Hispanic/ Latino. 
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conflict with students or teachers, and during the 2009-10 school year she was written up 

for a total of ten detentions, nine for lateness to school and one for dress code.  

The final participant in the cultural circles was 23-year-old Erica Caldwell. Ms. 

Caldwell came to LSA during the 2008-09 school year as a fellow through a Jewish 

organization that partnered with the Foundation and specialized in student enrichment. 

She worked that year as the school’s outreach coordinator, or as she describes it, “an 

assistant-coordinator to the early college awareness initiative, an after-school program 

coordinator, and a summer opportunity initiative coordinator.” Originally from Virginia, 

she went to high school at a private all-girls’ day and boarding school (she was a day 

student). When I told her that I was planning on conducting summer cultural circle book 

clubs with students, she asked if she could join. She was interested both because she 

wanted to get to know students and their interests better in a non-school context, and 

because she thought about pursuing a graduate degree in education or anthropology and 

wanted to observe and talk to me about my project and methods. I welcomed her. During 

a week while I was out of town, she volunteered to facilitate the cultural circle meeting. 

She attended the first four cultural circle meetings, and missed the last three because of 

conflicts with a new job.  

Urban Fiction: Consciousness Raising or Just Eyebrow Raising? 

The first book the students chose to read was Sapphire’s Push (1996). The story 

profiles Precious Jones, who is illiterate and pregnant with her second baby. Precious gets 

kicked out of school (she is 16 and in the ninth grade), but is recommended to an 

alternative program. At home, her mother physically and sexually abuses her, and we find 

out in the first few pages of the story that Precious’s father has sexually abused her, as 

well, and is the father of her children. As Precious begins alternative school, she wrestles 
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with violent mental images of her father, Carl Kenwood Jones, and of her mother. She 

struggles especially with being a survivor of rape and incest. There are five students in 

her class at the alternative school, and Ms. Rain, the teacher, begins to teach students 

through a Freirean-like, dialogic method how to read and write. Precious’s mother does 

not support her daughter’s education and continues to use Precious and her two children 

for welfare money. Despite the horrors of her home situation, things go well for Precious 

in the alternative program. Eventually, when her mother tries to kill her for cutting her off 

of welfare, Precious leaves the house. She stays in a shelter where people steal her bags 

and her blankets. Ms. Rain finds out and is outraged, but continues to push Precious to 

write in order to survive and process her experiences. To make matters worse, Precious 

discovers that her father died of AIDS, and that she is HIV positive. She begins to attend 

a rape and incest survivor’s group, and despite all of the ugliness she experiences and 

sees around her, the story ends as she sees her own beauty in her youngest child, Abdul. 

The second book students chose, True to the Game III (2008), is told from the 

perspective of Quadir, an African-American man whom everyone thought had died in a 

drug-related shootout. He was discovered to be alive in the morgue by Amelia, a young, 

smart, beautiful African-American doctor. Amelia nurses Quadir back to health and tries 

to keep him hidden from the people who wanted to kill him by bringing him back to the 

safety of her luxurious apartment. The two become romantically involved. Amelia tells 

only Quadir’s mother that he is still alive. Meanwhile, Gena, Quadir’s ex-girlfriend, who 

believes Quadir is dead, is dating Jerrell, Quadir’s nemesis. Jerrell is after Quadir’s 

millions (Quadir made his money dealing drugs, and Gena hid the cash in a storage unit 

after his alleged death). Terrell, Jerrell’s twin, is working to get the money, too, but has to 

get to Gena first. Trying to find her, he breaks into her grandmother’s apartment, and 

threatens and rapes her. Terrell finds Gena, and beats her up to try to get Quadir’s money. 



 244 

Amelia finds Gena and takes her back to her apartment as well, where she recuperates. 

Gena then finds that Quadir is alive, but with another woman, and is heartbroken. She 

leaves, but Quadir can’t stop thinking about her, and Amelia senses this. Terrell is still 

after Quadir’s money, as are a couple of crooked white cops who enter the story. Terrell 

finds out that Gena is staying with her friend, Markita. He goes to Markita’s apartment. 

She naively lets him in, even though Gena isn’t there. He rapes and kills her. Gena finds 

Markita, panics and decides that she needs to get the money out of the storage unit, but is 

followed by the crooked cops, Terrell, and Quadir. At the storage unit, Gena and Quadir 

kill Terrell, and see that the crooked cops get arrested. The story ends with Gena and 

Quadir getting married in the Bahamas. 

The final book the students chose to read is The Coldest Winter Ever (1999). This 

novel profiles the life journey of the daughter of a drug dealer, Winter Santiaga, from a 

Brooklyn housing project, to a luxurious private house on Long Island, to a shelter, to 

Sister Souljah’s house (Souljah, the author of the novel, also makes herself a character in 

the story; she is an activist radio talk show host who interjects commentary about 

resistance, agency, uplift and community among people of color in the United States), to 

the apartment of Bullet, one of Winter’s many boyfriends, back to the projects in 

Brooklyn, and finally, to jail. In the beginning of the story, as the patriarch of the family, 

Winter’s father protects her, her mother, and her sisters, Mercedes, Lexus and Porsche. 

But when he is arrested and jailed for dealing drugs, Winter’s close knit and protected 

family life begins to unravel. Her mother becomes addicted to crack cocaine, and Winter 

is separated from her sisters, who are sent to foster homes. Even with very little money 

and no stable place to live, Winter continues to place high value in expensive cars and 

designer clothes, and when she is living with Sister Souljah, she turns her back on 

Souljah’s messages of activism and community love. When Winter moves into Bullet’s 
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apartment, he uses her as an accessory in his crack dealing business, and when he gets 

caught, he sets her up to take the heat for him. She is arrested, refuses to snitch and winds 

up with a 15-year jail sentence, getting out only for her mother’s funeral. 

During the first cultural circle meeting, in addition to deciding on the books that 

students wanted to read for the summer, we read two short stories from El Bronx 

Remembered (Mohr 1975). After exploring some of the issues that we thought were most 

important in the story, I asked the students what themes they wanted our discussions to 

take: 

AB:  So one thing I’m going to ask you guys about is trying to come up with a 
theme for these cultural circles, like what we’re reading for. Are we looking at 
gender? Are we looking at race? Are we looking at…you know…whatever. 
CARMEN:  So far, looking at the list of books, I’m saying, we looking at race. 
AB:  Okay. 
CARMEN:  So far. 
AB:  Okay. What do you think, Gabriela? 
GABRIELA:  Um…. Race and what we were talking about earlier, I like that 
word, power,  
AB:  Power? [CF laughs. I do too.] Okay, race and power? Those are definitely… 
what do you think? Those are definitely… 
DESTINY:  Power and gender, because both of the stories we read were about 
girls. 

We decided that we would take approximately two weeks to read and discuss 

each novel. After we read the assigned portion on our own, we would write a summary, 

an analysis, and questions in our composition books, focusing on race, gender, and power 

to bring to the group. For the most part, we stuck with this, although conversations tended 

to be relatively informal, and topics were not restricted to the books.  
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Push 

We began Push by reading the first pages aloud together. Students struggled with 

the language (the story is told in the voice of Precious, who is illiterate and narrates in 

Black vernacular), but expressed that they were engaged with the story. After we read, I 

asked: 

AB:  Do you guys want to keep going?  We could keep going, but we could stop 
here. What are you thinking? 
CARMEN:  I want to finish reading. 
AB:  Okay. 
[CARMEN reads] 
AB:  Ok let’s stop here.  I know we could keep reading forever, but I don’t want 
to keep you guys too far after 5:00, ’cause I know that’s when I said that we 
would be done. 
DESTINY:  Yeah and I gotta go. 
AB:  So let’s just do a quick— how do you guys feel reading the story, I mean, 
understanding-wise, does it all make sense? 
GABRIELA:  Wait, her mother doesn’t know her father raped her? 
AB:  Her mom does know her father raped her… 
CARMEN:  She thinks that she seduced her husband. 
AB:  That’s right, Precious gets blamed for, essentially flirting with her father, 
even though that’s ridiculous, ’cause he’s her father and he raped her, but… yeah 
(sigh) so, see what I mean about, like, heavy, like it just is like, I don’t know, do 
you guys feel heavy reading the book? 
GABRIELA:  No, it’s good, but it’s, that’s crazy.  
AB:  Yeah. 
GABRIELA:  It’s sad, I feel bad for her.  
AB:  So, you think you can be finished with this by— in two weeks time?  Not 
this Monday but next Monday? 
CARMEN:  I bet you I could finish it before— 
AB [laughing]:  I bet you will too, you’ll probably be done in like two days— 
DESTINY:  It’s the kind of book that sucks you in— 
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AB:  I know, I couldn’t put it down yesterday, like, you know, and I had even 
already read it once before, so, it does suck you in definitely. 
CARMEN:  Every time I get on the train, I read. 
AB:  And I’ll be on— you know, call me on my phone if you have any questions, 
like if anything doesn’t make sense,  
CARMEN:  I understand it cause it’s like, half the stuff that she be sayin’, we be 
writin’ it on AIM [AOL instant messenger], you know, on AIM, they think, okay 
I’m not in school, and I’m not talking to my parents and I can write however I 
want to write— cause basically, it’s AIM talk in here. 
AB:  Okay. 
GABRIELA:  I get it. 
AB:  Do you get it? 
DESTINY:  I think it— I think it makes you focus a lot more because you’re not 
seeing words that are familiar to you— 
CARMEN:  It makes you think. 

Students seemed to enjoy the challenge of struggling with both the language and 

the content of the novel. While neither were typical for an academic setting, we were able 

to use the book to grapple with issues of race, gender and power. Students also struggled 

with how difficult Precious’s life seemed compared to their own. During the first week 

that we discussed the story, Destiny shared, “My life is completely the opposite of the life 

Precious lives. I know I take my life for granted. When there is someone living 

Precious’s life, I feel completely bad.” Students struggled to make sense of why Precious 

and her mother were in such bad circumstances. Princess attributed it to fear and low self-

esteem on the part of both Precious and her mother, while Destiny argued that they were 

both lazy. Carmen agreed with Princess as she tried to understand the perspective of 

Precious’s mother:  

I think she doing anything she can not to lose her husband because she thinks that 
once she lose him, there is nobody that’s gonna love her, that’s what I think. 
That’s why she doesn’t do anything to help; I think she cares, but, it’s that she has 
low self-esteem, and especially, she’s so big she can’t fit in the tub, so she thinks 
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that if, I tell him to stop, if he leaves me then, who gonna love me?  That’s how I 
think she feel. 

Destiny argued that Precious’s mother is not as powerless as they were making 

her out to be: she is an adult, Destiny argued, and so she is choosing not to use the power 

that she has. In order to push students to see the characters in the book through the lens of 

oppressor and oppressed, we played some of Augusto Boal’s theatre games (1979).  

First, we formed partnerships, and played a game called “Columbian Hypnosis,” 

where one partner places his or her hand in front of their partner’s face. The partner 

whose hand is up leads the movements of the other one, whose job is only to follow. 

After the game, we had the following conversation about oppression:  

AB:  So we’re going to play around with the game a little bit. If we were to talk 
about who in this game— which person has power, where you see one person 
going like this and the other person following, which person has more power? 
CARMEN:  The person that’s moving their hand. 
AB:  The person that’s moving their hand. So if we were going to tie this into 
oppressor or oppressed, who would you say is the oppressor and who would you 
say is the oppressed? 
DESTINY:  Her mother.  
AB:  Ok, so in Push— but just in this game, who is the oppressed? 
DESTINY:  The person who is following the hand is the oppressed. 
AB:  So what does that mean, to be an oppressor, what do you guys think? 
DESTINY:  When you put somebody down. 
AB:  Ok, so you’re putting someone else down, and then what does it mean to be 
oppressed? That you are getting put down?   
DESTINY:  That you let yourself get put down. 
AB:  That you let yourself get put down. Do you think people who are oppressed, 
that they let themselves be that way? 
DESTINY:  Mmhmm. 
AB:  Yeah? 
DESTINY:  I think when I was doing the hands, I was thinking of like what I was 
going to do next. 
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AB:  Mmhmm. 
DESTINY:  But when you are the person, you know, who is following the 
person’s hand and you are always just trying to like constantly keep up with 
where the hand is going, and so I can’t think about what I am going to do next or, 
’cause I am totally under control of the person whose hand I am following. 
AB:  Of the person who’s the oppressor? 
DESTINY:  So I think it’s sort of the ability is a luxury, of like thinking of the 
future, sort of… 
AB:  Of knowing where it’s going? 
DESTINY:  Yeah. And the people who are oppressed are just trying to keep up. 
AB:  Ok. Who is oppressed, like in life, like have you ever seen someone who is 
oppressed?  Someone who you thought was oppressed, or a group of people who 
you thought were oppressed? 
DESTINY:  I would probably say like the people whose homes are being 
foreclosed on, but it’s not really their fault, like they didn’t really know that the 
recession was coming and they have like other expenses so they can’t put like 
200,000 dollars down on a home… 

Above, Destiny struggles with an interesting tension between blaming those who 

are oppressed for their circumstances, and admitting that there are factors that are out of 

one’s control; when one is “just trying to keep up,” she realizes that one may lack 

complete control of one’s circumstances. While never attributing an utter lack of agency 

to those who are oppressed, the game helps her to take social structure into account. She 

then ties this into the U.S. economic crisis, admitting that the foreclosures were not the 

fault of those who were most negatively affected by them.  

When I asked students to define oppression, Destiny said: “not being able to make 

your own choices,” and Carmen added “little power.” Students, throughout our 

discussion of this book, continued to struggle with a perceived lack of agency on the part 

of Precious’s mother, who they argued was both an oppressor to Precious and was 

oppressed herself. Destiny couldn’t understand how she could just “sit there and do 

nothing,” and the conversation continued: 



 250 

DESTINY:  I think, I think she could have changed it, like—  
AB:  The mom? 
DESTINY:  Yeah. I think she could have changed her life around, like if you 
wasn’t liking the way you lived, don’t just sit there and do nothing.  
AB: Right.  
DESTINY:  Do what Precious did, go to GED classes, try to better yourself. 
Don’t just sit there and let yourself stay dirty and nasty… She thinks her life is 
over because like, you’re going to a public place where you’re gonna be around 
people, like you’re not gonna take a shower, like— 
CARMEN:  It’s not that she won’t, it’s just like she just… 
DESTINY:  Take a washrag, like just stand in the tub and, like, I don’t know, do 
something.  
CARMEN:  Yeah, like if I was wasn’t able to fit in no tub, first of all, if I couldn’t 
fit into no tub, I would try to lose weight, even if you can’t lose weight— 
DESTINY:  Take charge, get some water, get a bucket of water, like…  
CARMEN:  … And if you have a small house, at least try to remodel or do 
something, but even if you can’t do that, do what you do… 
DESTINY:  But at least, take a washrag! 

Students displayed disbelief and frustration at how any human could live in the 

conditions that Precious’s mother did. They just couldn’t understand how a life could get 

to that level. Many of the questions that students came up with about this book had to do 

with trying to make predictions for what would happen to Precious, who students saw as 

the most oppressed because it appeared at the beginning of the story that adults in her life 

were preventing her from making choices or from having any power at all. We wrote the 

following questions, which came from students’ journals, on chart paper in the front of 

the room: 

1. Will Precious continue to be as successful in her GED class as her pre-GED 

class?  

2. Will she grow to become like the woman from the incest survivor’s group?   

3. What is the benefit of being able to name your experience?  
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4. How will Precious’s past affect Abdul’s future?  

5. I wonder how she will apply her success in her pre-GED class to a career in 

technology?  

6. How will Precious support Abdul and Mongo, especially when Mongo has special 

needs?  

7. How can Precious’s mother say that she knew Carl was molesting their daughter 

and not do anything to stop it? 

In discussing these questions, students continued to hypothesize about how 

Precious’s situation could be so bad, and what the experience of reading her story was 

like. As Carmen put it, “one more bad thing couldn’t happen to her.” Yet as we talked 

about her second son, Abdul, students began to argue that Abdul was actually the catalyst 

for Precious’s life change. Destiny saw the character of Abdul as giving Precious some 

purpose. She said that: 

Like something good came out of it like her life is changing, like she’s going to 
school, she’s gonna get a job, she’s trying to support both the kids, like she’s 
telling her mother to get tested, like even though she knows she has HIV, like she 
doesn’t let that put her down. Like she knows she is still like she’s still doing 
what she has to do to better herself.  

Princess agreed that Precious’s pregnancy with Abdul caused her life to change: 

she was put into the alternative high school, got into Ms. Rain’s class, was able to name 

some of the pain that she had experienced, and learned to read and write. Princess said 

about Precious [after Abdul is born]:  

Precious changes. Like she is getting her life together. Like she doesn’t want to 
take anything else, like any more like, issues, like with her mother—she don’t 
want any more hardships in her life, basically. She’s trying to be more 
independent.  
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Yet, Destiny was careful not to fall into the trap of glorifying teen pregnancy. 

When Ms. Caldwell brought up the idea that the story makes her think differently about 

teen pregnancy because in this case, Precious’s baby, Abdul was her saving grace, 

Destiny disagreed: 

DESTINY:  Most of these teenage pregnancies, like, I wouldn’t compare it to 
Push, ’cause like, they don’t go through what she is going through, like some of 
them just want to be stupid and like you can’t raise yourself. How you gonna 
think that you can raise a child? Like you have to go to school. We are in a 
recession, like, you can’t do nothing without a good job, and without a degree. 
MS. CALDWELL:  Right, I am not suggesting that I think that everyone should 
go out and get pregnant [laughter]. Nor do I think that teenage pregnancy is a 
good thing, but I think that, you know, I am sure that given this story that there 
were other situations in which kids were in where people started to like notice 
them in a sense, because they were in so much trouble.  

Carmen, however, thought that Ms. Caldwell made an interesting point, and gave 

an example: 

CARMEN:  My friend, can I tell you, she just had a baby…she would always end 
up getting into fights and everything in school. I think that she just wanted 
attention, but now that she got the baby her main focus is on her daughter. She go 
to school, come home, daughter. She takes her daughter everywhere she goes, 
even if she goin’ down to Pitkin Ave. to cash her check, or to pay her phone bill, 
her daughter right with her. She won’t even go to Popeye’s without taking her, 
she don’t leave her daughter with her mother, or her father, unless she just want 
like a couple of a couple hours to herself. But other than that she focus, her main 
focus is her daughter; she getting her life together. 

While Destiny emphasizes upward mobility here, Carmen is more focused on 

making the best of one’s circumstances, even in the face of impactful decisions and life 

challenges. The girls’ definitions of success and survival are fundamentally different. 

While Destiny says one is nothing without a job and a degree, Carmen argues that stories 

of success can look different, depending on who one asks. In Precious’s case, though, 

students agreed that through a combination of Abdul’s birth and a few people who cared 
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enough about her to try to help when she was in trouble, Precious survived horrible 

circumstances.  

One of the most pressing questions from students, especially in the beginning of 

the book, was why Precious didn’t emancipate herself from her mother. We hypothesized 

together about this, and wondered what the process was to become an emancipated 

minor. Yet, on our last day discussing the book when we brought up emancipation again, 

Destiny said, “In a way, I think Precious does emancipate herself. She gets stronger and 

freer from her writing and from the people around her.”  She alludes here to the 

possibility of the oppressed finding a sense of freedom and agency through language and 

community. 

Reading and discussing the novel in our cultural circle book club format allowed 

us an introduction to interrogating ideas about power and oppression, as well as structure 

and agency in literature, in our lives, and in our worlds. As we finished our discussion of 

the book, we read an interview with Sapphire, who spoke about her reluctance to make a 

movie out of Push, because in her words, “Hollywood has done a disservice to black 

people” (Keehnen 1996). As we deconstructed this comment, students immediately 

brought gender into the conversation, especially in relation to music videos that feature 

problematic images of hypersexualized, materialistic black women. Carmen worried that  

black people do a disservice to themselves in those videos, when they agree to be 
in them… but then sometimes, it’s like a vicious cycle, because maybe you see all 
these images about yourself everywhere, and you actually start to believe them… 

This comment effectively segued into our discussions of the other two novels the 

students chose to read, which portrayed, as compared to Push, quite different images of 

womanhood and of power, privilege, and oppression. 
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True to the Game III 

While students struggled with the recurring question of why Precious didn’t 

emancipate herself from her mother in Push, while reading True to the Game III, Destiny 

and Princess, in particular, struggled with the question of why Quadir, the main character, 

falls for Gena, who students called a “hood chick,” while rejecting Amelia, the beautiful 

doctor who is also in love with him. Destiny explained this by saying that hood chicks 

like Gena “are always in trouble, but bring excitement.” Students also struggled with the 

question of why Amelia would risk her life and her career for Quadir, a “thug”. “What is 

it about those boys from the hood?” asked Destiny; what is it about Quadir that attracts 

Amelia? At this, all of the girls in the cultural circle agreed that they too, often fell for 

“boys from the hood,” and that they saw this as being a lifelong habit.  

Destiny shared that she was surprised at the end of the story, where Gena and 

Quadir end up getting married in the Bahamas. Not only did she think that the ending was 

improbable, she found it to be too sudden: “I thought Quadir was gonna choose Amelia 

over Gena,” she said, adding “I guess true love does bring two people together, even 

though I don’t think [in Quadir and Gena’s case], that it was meant to be.” She said that 

Gena “doesn’t have anything going for her, and is more dependent.” This is a powerful 

statement, especially coming from Destiny, who prides herself on being more like Amelia 

than Gena: even though she and her family live in an area of Brownsville, Brooklyn that 

some might construe as “the hood,” where she says that they are banned from having 

block parties, perhaps due to violence, and where she once “walked into a shooting” 

because she had her headphones on, she lives a relatively protected life. She compared 

her brother’s aspirations and life goals to her own: 

DESTINY:  ’Cause he’s fourteen, and all they do is stay with the people on the 
block and just, and my mother doesn’t like that ’cause they are mostly Crip. And I 
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went though that phase when I was chillin’ with them, but then I was like that’s 
boring, ’cause all they do is stay outside. It’s boring. 
AB:  Is your mom scared? 
DESTINY:  I don’t even know. I think she’s just fed up with him, she just wants 
to send him to boot camp and stuff like that.  
AB:  Do you think she’ll actually do it? 
DESTINY:  I don’t know… my parents would be so upset and he won’t listen, 
’cause they figure that they are around his age, 15, 16, 14, he can hang out with 
them. But one night, we went to Florida, and one of my friends called me and 
they were like, somebody got shot, and they got shot at my cousin’s party. And he 
still want to go hang out with them, ’cause he is like, oh, ‘I’m not Crip affiliated’ 
with them, but then when you come back to school, your friends find out that you 
were hanging out with Crips the whole summer and that’s going to be a big 
problem. Like ’cause even then, like when I go to LSA, they say ‘Oh you been 
hanging out with Crips’, and I say they are my friends, like I’ve known them my 
whole life, like I don’t choose sides, but to my brother it doesn’t seem that way. 
AB:  Well, it’s probably different for you because you’re a girl, right? Do they 
expect you to… like are there girls that are in the gang? 
DESTINY:  Yeah, there are; they call themselves Diamond Girls, but I really 
don’t like the way they act, so I’ll hang out with the boys, but then I’ll just start 
staying home and reading, and getting my stuff together for school. 
AB:  Your parents encourage that. 
DESTINY:  Because I told my parents, since I was eight years old, I’m gonna go 
to a certain high school and then I’m gonna go to college. And then, I told my 
mother today I am gonna go for three different degrees. And they say, you say 
that now, but I have been saying for how long that I want to go to LSA and that I 
want to be a lawyer, but I asked my brother what he want to do and he has no 
idea! You ask my sister, and she want to be a doctor, a fashion designer, all that 
stuff, like she’ll name all these jobs, and he can’t even name one. 

Her choices aren’t necessarily due to her parents putting extreme restrictions on 

her, she explains. Rather, she says, she makes the choice on her own because of her goal 

of upward mobility59. Hanging out on the block all the time is “boring” to her, and 

doesn’t give viable assurance that she will achieve her lifelong goal of becoming a 

                                                
59 Interestingly, her emphasis on upward mobility connects not only to LSA’s mainstream definition of 
success, but also to Marcus Garvey’s racial uplift efforts in the early twentieth century; see Hill (1983). 
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lawyer. Therefore, she guides her daily decisions to fit this goal. Her brother, on the other 

hand, seems to lack the motivation regarding the future that Destiny has. This affects 

what he chooses to do with his time in the present. Destiny tells herself that if she works 

hard to attain her occupational and academic goals, that other things (love, family, 

money, a stable living environment) will come. Yet, this novel unsettled her by 

portraying Amelia, a well-educated, beautiful, independent, financially stable black 

woman, as the character who ends up lonely at the end of the story because the man that 

she loved (and who she risked her job for in order to save) went for the hood chick with 

no job and no conventional ambition. “I think when he left Amelia, I was just upset. Gena 

is a nice person, but she has nothing going for her, like she can’t provide for him. What if 

he gets into debt? Amelia can provide for him,” Destiny admitted.  

The gender politics of the story’s ostensible happy ending are unsettling to 

Destiny, who hopes to someday be intellectually on Amelia’s level, not Gena’s. The story 

teaches us that the “Amelias” of the world end up conventionally successful, but isolated, 

no matter what they do. Woods shares that Amelia comes from rural, working-class 

roots: raised on a farm in the south, her education and ambition led her to upward 

mobility. Yet, once she attains middle-class status, she learns that “middle class culture 

does not grant dual citizenship” (Jensen 2004, 178) when she is rejected by Quadir.  

Our discussion of the decisions of Quadir, Amelia and Gena led to a long 

conversation about dating, where we swapped stories about dating men, whether from 

“the hood” or otherwise. We discussed the gender politics in some of our former 

relationships. Both students and I had experienced being in love relationships and 

friendships with men who were poor or working class, black or Latino, and raised in 

segregated areas of U.S. cities, and so could be construed as from the hood, as well as 

men who were not. Sharing stories and comparing them, Carmen ventured to say that she 
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finds that men from the hood are much more possessive of women, and expect the 

women that they date to be monogamous, whereas men who are not from “the hood” take 

things slower and don’t necessarily expect monogamy right away, on the part of 

themselves or of their partners. This, she surmised, might have to do with the idea of 

needing to feel like one had power over someone or something when one may not have a 

lot of power, in a conventional sense, in other ways. For Amelia, students thought, 

Quadir represented excitement and something different. They guessed that that could be 

why they, too, had a weakness for men from “the hood”: the allure of something that 

seems dangerous and exciting.  

While students said that the female characters in the story each had their own kind 

of power, even though Amelia might be seen as more conventionally successful than 

Gena, who does not work. Princess argued that while Amelia has power over Quadir’s 

life, Gena has power over his money. Students agreed that money itself becomes a 

character in the story, and that it is what oppresses the characters. It makes the police 

officers lazy and crooked, and it is the motivation behind Terrell and Jerrell’s quest to kill 

Quadir, Gena, and those who are connected to them. Destiny thought that the story taught 

the lesson that money doesn’t necessarily buy happiness:  

DESTINY:  Yeah, I think it’s more like, she [Woods] is trying to teach us a lesson 
about money, that money really can’t buy happiness, like that’s what the whole 
book was based on, they were surrounded by the money, even though Quadir and 
Gena ended up together and with the money, if it wasn’t for the fact that she 
didn’t give him back the money, they never would have ended up together. The 
cops, they got caught, and that’s what I think—money can’t buy happiness, and 
it’s the source of all evil. 
AB:  Money is the source of all evil. Yeah, I think you’re right. Except for, I 
mean, Amelia had a lot of money though, too, so it’s interesting that she’s very 
rich, but she’s not an evil character. 
DESTINY:  I think it’s cause she’s more grounded, like they talk about her family 
life and her parents raised her on a farm, and her family, like, it’s like, all that 
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money is from— she worked hard for her money, she went to college and 
everything for that money and she worked hard for it. Quadir worked hard for it, 
but he was in the drug game. 
AB:  But he’s kinda like the hero in the end, isn’t he? 
DESTINY:  He does end up being the hero, ’cause he saves Gena. Twice. I don’t 
think he really saved Gena from Terrell. ’Cause he admits that he killed Jerrell.  
AB:  So you don’t think Terrell— well, Terrell would have killed Gena. 
DESTINY:  He would have killed her for the money. 

While Destiny doesn’t make an explicit critique of capitalism above, she does 

critique what the characters in the story who don’t have money do to get it. Because 

power is equated with money, greedy poor or working-class male characters in the story 

(the cops, Terrell, Jerrell…) attempt to gain power through acquiring capital illegally. 

Destiny pointed out that neither Gena nor Amelia are after Quadir for his money (Amelia 

has money and a source of income, and when Gena realizes that having access to 

Quadir’s money is threatening her life, she places the money in a storage unit). The 

women in the story, then, prove to be the background to the men, whose main motivation 

is to ruthlessly compete for the spoils of Quadir’s involvement in the illegal drug trade. 

Quadir is the eventual winner on the quest for illegal money and power (Destiny points 

out that he does work for his money even though the way that he made it was through the 

drug game). Not only does he gain power through money, he has the power to choose 

between Gena and Amelia at the end of the story.  

This idea that oppressed women provide a sort of background to oppressed men 

who engage in class warfare as they try to gain the same kind of power and control that 

the capitalist class has over its life (Zweig 2004) is central both to True to the Game III 

and the next book the students chose to read, The Coldest Winter Ever (Souljah 1999). As 

we read and discussed that story, our conversations lingered on the theme of gender 

politics, power and money in this classed, raced context. 
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The Coldest Winter Ever 

While students said they loved the book and couldn’t put it down (Carmen said on 

the day she got the book, she stayed up until 5:00 a.m. reading it, went to sleep, then 

woke up and finished it), the heroine, Winter, inspired a great deal of judgment and 

critique. At one point in our discussion, Destiny said that she thought it was a good book 

because “basically it’s about a spoiled brat who has everything taken away from her.” 

Students were critical of the tensions between Winter and her family’s class status (the 

story begins with them living in the projects) and their patterns of consumption: 

CARMEN:  I want to know how you living so… like how they spoil you, and you 
living in the projects?! 
DESIREE:  That’s what they do, you know! 
CARMEN:  Like all the jewelry, all the cars, and it’s cheap, living up there.  
DESTINY:  That’s suspicious, you livin’ in the projects and you got this big old 
bangin’ car and everything… My thing is I think that everybody, like if they get 
welfare, they have to do so much, like every six months, you have to go to the 
building and they have to check something, and then they have inspectors. ’Cause 
my cousin, he wants his girlfriend to go on welfare ’cause she’s having a baby, 
and they were talking to my mother, ’cause she won’t do it with her first child. I 
was like, ‘that’s too much, might as well just get a job and save up and buy a 
house.’ They want to inspect the house, and you have to prove it if you want to 
move somewhere, and I am like, ‘oh my lord.’ 
CARMEN:  That’s section 8. Section 8 is with the houses, and they help you pay 
the rent.  
AB:  Right, and if you need housing, like I have an old student who I still talk to 
and she had to wait months for Section 8 housing, it took her like a year, 
basically, to actually get a place to live. 
DESTINY:  I know a lot of people who take section 8. 
CARMEN:  If you got section 8 already, you’re good. 
AB:  Right, it just takes a long time to come through.  
CARMEN:  Right, like if you are trying to move,  
DESTINY:  I think the easiest way is just to buy a house.  



 260 

Students, already aware of the demeaning omnipresence of the state in any form 

of federally assisted housing, whether project- or tenant-based, grappled with why the 

Santiaga family, if they were making so much money from drugs, didn’t just buy a house 

and leave the projects. At the same time, it is evident from this conversation that these 

students, who do not live in the projects, try to hypothesize about how it is possible that 

someone could be both socioeconomically oppressed, but at the same time think and act 

as if they are privileged. 

Students partially sympathized with Winter’s plight as a character, blaming her 

materialism and greed on the way she was raised:  

DESIREE:  I think Winter is so superficial. I thought I was materialistic! She is 
materialistic! Her father…  
DESTINY:  That was one of my questions: Do you like Santiaga? ’Cause like, I 
was reading it, and even though Winter lived in Brooklyn, she wasn’t really 
prepared for the real world. ’Cause it was like, all the time, she had money, and 
then everything got taken away from her and people started showing their true 
colors, and I think…Do you blame Santiaga for that? 
DESIREE:  Where did her sisters go? You know, like how they got adopted and 
then her sister came [to their mother’s funeral] with the chinchilla and stuff like 
that? 
CARMEN:  That was my question. It was: Do you think that Winter should have 
warned her sister Porsche about the streets? 
DESIREE: I thought she knew already! She was right there watching! 
DESTINY:  But she was like eight years old. 
AB:  And its interesting, cause Winter said ‘that’s a lesson you gotta learn for 
yourself.’ 
PRINCESS:  That’s mean. She should help her sister out, you know? 
AB:  But that question about Santiaga. What kind of man do you think he is? 
DESTINY:  I think he’s like an overprotective father, but when you’re in the drug 
game, it’s like, you’re not always going to be in the position of power, so it’s like, 
it’s not always, wining and dining. 
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DESIREE:  He tried to teach her. He said ‘don’t go for those little drug dealer 
boys; you gotta find somebody educated.’ 
DESTINY:  It’s not going to do anything. You grew up in the projects, just telling 
someone something is not going to do anything. 

Destiny’s comment about how you are “not always going to be in a position of 

power” if you are in the drug game is telling especially in terms of our original idea to 

focus the circle on ideas of power, race, and gender. At the beginning of the story, 

Santiaga is portrayed as the most powerful man in their housing project, yet his downfall 

occurs at the hands of the state, in whose eyes he becomes both socially and civically 

dead. He goes from being a father, a husband and an entrepreneur of sorts to becoming a 

statistic: an African-American man who gets incarcerated for life on a drug charge. 

Because he is a patriarch, he takes his family out with him, regardless of what he told 

them about self-reliance. Carmen took a bit of a different approach to Santiaga, stating 

that:  

Santiaga was a good dad. He was just— a little too much. ’Cause he wanted his 
family to have the best, and he went a little too far with it, he was a very good dad 
and I don’t think he was overprotective, she only asked to go to Brooklyn, and 
knowing that, her father told her to stay out of Brooklyn… and he was— he 
spoiled her too much with the whole clothes, jewelry, everything.  

Whether students classified Santiaga as a “good dad” or not, they were aware that 

children learn by example. While Santiaga may have tried, through his words, to get his 

daughter not to pursue the life of a hustler, and to pursue more conventional mainstream 

goals in order to ensure her health and survival, his actions showed her something quite 

different. Santiaga’s example proves to be Winter’s downfall in the end, and at the 

conclusion of the story, we see her younger sister headed down the same path.  

Students were also critical of the gender politics of Santiaga’s style of parenting. 

While students agreed that Santiaga taught the women in his family that they need the 

“best of the best,” Destiny observed that he also taught Winter that she “needed a man to 
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take care of her.” This kind of ideology, according to Destiny, led to Winter essentially 

“prostituting herself” to get the material items that she craves. Carmen said, she 

essentially “becomes her own pimp.” Students said that: 

DESIREE:  [Winter] didn’t have no standard! She just chose any sugar daddy! 
DESTINY:  That’s my thing, she was too dependent on a man, ’cause her father 
always gave her everything she wanted, and every time she want to, she found the 
man that would give her what she wanted. You can spoil your child but then again 
they have to learn the limit. They have to earn certain things too. 
PRINCESS:  And you have to go to school! 
DESTINY:  Exactly, she only went to school so that ACS [Administration for 
Child Services] wouldn’t come to her house. 

Destiny admitted that by the end of the story, 

I felt sorry for [Winter], and I don’t think that she should have ended up in jail. I 
think she should have learned a lesson, but not that hard of a lesson. She’s not 
going to get out of jail till she’s like 32. That’s like your whole life right there. 
She’s not going to get out until like two thousand something. When they let her 
out for her mom’s funeral and everything, she was watching the cars and scoping 
like she has to get on top of the fashion, I am like, ‘you are in jail; you aren’t 
going anywhere.’  

Overall, students saw Winter as a character who continually made bad decisions 

and, so therefore, should have to deal with the consequences. Especially in regard to 

Winter’s promiscuous sexual behavior, which results in an unwanted pregnancy and her 

decision to have an abortion, Destiny and Carmen were especially unforgiving:  

CARMEN:  I don’t believe in abortions. 
DESTINY and CARMEN:  At all. 
DESTINY:  The thing is that all throughout the book she was having sex and she 
was not using condoms. 
CARMEN:  Yeah. 

Although I argued, especially at the point when Winter realized that she was 

pregnant (it is toward the end of the book, her mother is addicted to crack, her father is in 
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prison, and she is almost completely dependent for survival on a possessive, drug-dealing 

boyfriend), that she wasn’t in a position to be a mother, students still argued that she was 

engaging in irresponsible sexual behavior and should pay the price.  

Students identified Sister Souljah’s character as the antithesis of Winter’s. 

Describing Souljah as independent, smart, and community-minded, students agreed that 

Souljah is the only female character who is taken seriously by the male characters in the 

book. Destiny argued that this is because she is celibate, while the other female characters 

in the book, especially Winter, see sex very differently. I asked students about this: 

AB:  What kind of role does sex play in the book? 
DESTINY:  It’s like a hobby for them, like they have to do it. 
DESIREE:  Especially Winter, like when she go a month without it, like she… 
PRINCESS:  Like if it was a sport, it would be a very popular sport. 
AB:  For Winter, right? Not for Souljah. So what it means, like when Winter has 
sex, what does it mean? 
DESTINY:  It’s like her hobby. 
AB:  Right, so (a) it’s like her hobby, but (b) it’s like she also has sex for other 
reasons. 
DESTINY:  For money. 
CARMEN:  I think she has low self-esteem, too, though. 
DESTINY:  Yeah, ’cause she wants someone to tell her that she’s pretty, and that 
she has good hair, but like what is good hair? 
DESIREE:  And she got a body. She got all this expensive clothes. 
DESTINY:  But yet you the one living from house to house and on the streets 
now. 
DESIREE:  And she the one buying three thousand dollar dresses and stuff. She 
ain’t got no place to live! 

According to students, Winter’s behaviors are antithetical to her independence or 

survival. As a young woman, even though she is beautiful, she neglects a responsibility to 

herself, and negates the possibility of gaining any real respect from the people around her 
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because of her promiscuous behavior. While Carmen believed that Winter has low self-

esteem, she didn’t believe that even this is a viable excuse for the ways that Winter 

behaves. Students saw Souljah as a character that tries to help Winter, and they grew 

frustrated with the fact that Winter disregards Souljah’s attempts to get Winter to college 

and give her a place to live. They saw their own gender politics as different. 

When I asked students what we could take away from reading this book, they 

said: 

DESTINY:  You are all high and mighty when you have the money, but then 
when it’s gone people start turning their backs on you. Her aunt, when she went to 
go stay with her, her mother was asking her for money and everything, and 
blaming her for her husband still being in jail. And when she stole the three 
thousand dollars, I am not sure she did, but, that’s when they start falling out, and 
they start blaming her, too. Like the drug business is a risky thing, it’s not like 
you get insurance like you do for a job. It’s like either you hustle or end up dead, 
or in jail. So I don’t think she should have blamed anybody but her husband. 
AB:  So what else? What did you guys take away from this book? 
DESTINY:  I got to look into the mind of a drug dealer. 
PRINCESS:  Don’t mess with a boy who sells drugs. 
DESTINY:  Exactly. Be more independent. Don’t depend on a man. 
PRINCESS:  Don’t be materialistic. 

Although students praised the book for holding their interest, they weren’t sure 

what the book was supposed to prepare them for other than street smarts and more 

thoughtful gender politics. I asked: 

AB:  What if we read this book at school? 
PRINCESS:  Then everybody would pay attention. 
DESTINY:  We woulda been done with the book already. 
AB:  College readiness though? Does this book get you ready for college? 
DESTINY:  I don’t think so. 
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I found it provocative that students didn’t see this story (or, in fact most urban 

fiction) as being important for college readiness. At the end of the cultural circle 

experience, they said they had a lot of fun talking about so many things and getting to 

know me and each other better. They enjoyed the theatre games that we played. But 

Carmen said that if we were to do the cultural circles again, they wanted to read “harder 

books, like college books.” What was ironic about this was that students could have 

chosen to read “college books,” the reading list was entirely their choice. Perhaps this is 

due to students’ familiarity with the language and plot of the texts, and their perception 

that college-level work is both challenging and unfamiliar. Perhaps this shows that, 

despite my impression that students were doing intellectually challenging work, they 

bought into the LSA’s mainstream discourse of “professional” success. 

In the end, the cultural circle experience was successful in terms of learning how 

to talk about power and oppression in literature, as well as for getting to know students 

and their politics (and sharing my own) on a much more intimate level than we could do 

in a traditional classroom. Although many students choose urban fiction when given the 

choice of what to read, both in school and outside, in the final analysis these students 

craved more of a struggle with the material, especially in a discussion-based setting, and 

more of a sense that they were preparing for an academic future where they are 

marketable in the context of college or career readiness. In other words, they wanted our 

“border crossing” experience to go two ways. 

The experience also revealed some of students’ relatively conservative politics 

(regarding, for example, abortion and teenage pregnancy), but simultaneously, revealed 

students’ liberal politics in relation to gender roles and young women’s independence. 

Throughout the experience, we made critiques of the experiences and choices of black 

women in urban fiction books and in the mainstream media in relation to race, gender and 
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power. Yet, these critiques did not always translate organically into a critique of how the 

same oppressions and privileges play out in our own lives, nor did they translate into an 

explicitly activist community project. If I had the cultural circles to do over, perhaps 

through integrating more community service projects, more trips, and reading of multiple 

levels and genres, as students requested, this might be a possibility. Our summer project 

represents a start, and urban fiction, or any text that students choose to engage, represents 

possibility for rehumanizing education in the context of the neoliberal imaginary. 

Students, Teachers, and Border Crossing 

What makes a diverse group of black and brown students want to read urban 

fiction in school space? What does the act of bringing urban fiction into the classroom 

symbolize? When given the choice over the summer, why did students choose urban 

fiction over school-sanctioned literature, and then ask for more difficult, academic 

literature at the end of the experience? Perhaps, in bringing urban fiction into their 

classrooms (and into the cultural circle book club over the summer), students contest or 

trouble a border that dictates what is permissible, and at the same time demarcate a 

border between themselves and their teachers. This act of agency, of students displaying 

their preference for a kind of literature that validates a reality and an ideology that is 

other than that of the school, shows that students find pleasure in constructing multiple 

ways and reasons for reading. All students who enjoy urban fiction do not necessarily see 

themselves or their experiences in the literature (although some do), yet the stories that 

are told in the literature are stories of a class, race, sex and gender experience in the 

United States that school-sanctioned literature and curricula often do not recognize.  

In choosing urban fiction books to read with me, students invited an exchange. 

While in my English class, they read texts and completed the assignments that I deemed 
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important and fun, over the summer they invited me to take pleasure in a cultural form 

that they, and many of their peers, understand and enjoy. In the end, however, they 

expressed that they wanted more “college” texts. The conversations that we had as a 

result helped me to place my teaching, my relationships with my students, with my 

colleagues, and my own positionality into a more nuanced or complex context, and 

helped students to do the same as we exposed and critiqued a border. Students made it 

clear that they take pleasure not only from reading pop cultural texts, but in being pushed 

to cross the line to the texts that high school teachers and university professors advocate.  

The experience of the cultural circle was similar, in some ways, to Giroux’s ideas 

of a postmodern border pedagogy (1991), where both teachers and students analyze, 

critique and cross the borders that are traditionally drawn in academic institutions. 

Through border pedagogy, according to Giroux, who draws some ideas from Anzaldúa 

(1987), students become border crossers as they learn the norms of academic or school-

sanctioned discourse, and teachers become border crossers through legitimating 

difference in the classroom (between and among themselves and students), and through 

making diverse narratives available to students of all disciplines. Giroux calls this 

phenomenon “learning how to remember differently” (1991, 57); both students and 

teachers analyze their own places in history and the curriculum while simultaneously 

struggling to make it their own (ibid., 59). 

While the idea of locating, critiquing and crossing borders in the classroom or 

with one’s students is enticing, it can become problematic when it lacks critique of the 

ways in which the act of crossing socially constructed or physical borders is much easier 

for those who are in a position of privilege than for those who are oppressed. Oftentimes, 

for white teachers who pride themselves on being able to cross borders, race and class 
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(and sometimes gender) privilege can masquerade underneath intentions of a colorblind 

or human relationship with students.  

This logic was especially apparent when I interviewed Peter Kipp, who was Ms. 

McGoldrick’s lab assistant and the director of the school’s music ensemble. White and 

originally from a rural area of the Northeast, Mr. Kipp started a nonprofit organization in 

a small town in Ghana that began as a service project on a study abroad program when he 

was an undergraduate. He moved to New York soon after his time in Ghana, and through 

a fellow alum who taught at LSA, he was hired while also pursuing a career in music in 

New York. Mr. Kipp once confided in me during a teachers’ happy hour that he believed 

he was a “born leader” and had noticed that people were often inclined to follow him 

because of his charm and charisma60.  

Once he began working at the school, he decided to start his own after-school 

music program for students (LSA does not have an official music or visual arts 

curriculum, although juniors and seniors have the option of taking dance or drama in the 

school’s studio). Even though he was not paid for the after-school work, he held 

ensemble practice twice a week after school, and the ensemble performed several times in 

and outside of LSA. I volunteered to assist Mr. Kipp with the music ensemble because I 

knew that it was popular with many of my students, and I attended practices once a week 

during the spring of the 2008-09 school year. Students were drawn to Mr. Kipp’s 

charisma and so was I; ensemble practices and performances were always a good time. 

During his time in Ghana, Mr. Kipp had also become an aficionado of African 

drumming, and he brought in drums for a smaller group of students to use to accompany 

                                                
60 I would also argue that some of the power that came with his “charm” was due to his gender. 
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the vocal performances. He played the piano by ear, and the group often sang old 

Motown songs, popular rhythm and blues hits, and sometimes, traditional African songs.  

When I interviewed him, Mr. Kipp discussed his philosophy of music as what he 

called a “cross-cultural tool for breaking stereotypes and breaking down barriers.” Music, 

he said, “sounds the same whether your eyes are open or your eyes are closed”; as he put 

it “skin tone, or skin color” becomes secondary. In this way, through music, he believed 

that he was able to forge more human or equal relationships with students in the 

ensemble. He tried to choose songs for the music ensemble that he thought students knew 

or liked, and he often took requests from students on what to sing. In this way, the 

ensemble became a place for crossing borders in a sense, through engaging students in an 

activity that they loved and chose to engage in after school of their own volition.  

Mr. Kipp was critical of LSA for having what he called a “white mindset.” White 

educators in the building, he said, all think that they know what is best for students, but 

also know that predominantly black and brown students might do better if they saw more 

faces that mirrored them. Yet, when I asked Mr. Kipp about whether he was conscious of 

his own whiteness in the building, he gave me somewhat of a roundabout answer:  

AB:  As you move through the space of this building, when are you the most 
aware of your whiteness? 
MR. KIPP:  Again I think that this is— I mean, I kind of feel like in 2009, in 
general, but especially ok, it’s, and I’m not, not to marginalize the fact that white 
straight males in 2009 are overwhelmingly more privileged and more empowered 
than most demographics of people. That said, it’s like hip to be less white, like 
white’s not hip. Everybody in education wants to be less white. They want to feel 
and feel perceived as, um, not white, right? So I feel like everybody wants to say 
this, ‘oh I don’t even think about it’, and they want to feel— it’s sort of like a 
badge, like ‘I can get down with black and brown people,’ you know what I mean, 
like, ‘I’m cool like that.’ 
AB:  Why do you think that is? 
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MR. KIPP:  I think it has to do with, I don’t even know, like the sort of 
commercialization of black culture, like hip hop culture, the… I think that people 
sort of see and recognize history, and maybe want to be distanced from that, but I 
think that’s sort of beneath the surface, like I think it kind of has to do with what’s 
cool, like what’s become cool and like, it’s kind of cool to be an outsider, like it’s 
not cool, like nobody likes the fat cat on top, like everybody wants to be like the 
successful renegade, and that’s kind of like the hip hop story, like rising out of 
trials and tribulations and then ending up on top. 
AB:  Well that’s a very American story, isn’t it, fighting trials and tribulations to 
get to the top somehow?  

I tried to bring him back to his own whiteness: 

AB:  So when are you more conscious of your whiteness? 
MR. KIPP:  Well, that was a very long winded way of saying that I maybe have a 
slightly unique perspective because I have spent a lot of time in Ghana, in West 
Africa, and there, like I mean, whiteness is like really bold, really white really 
clear, I mean you really stand out, and also if you think, whatever power 
dynamics you might recognize and try to wrap your head around like history, and 
money and power and all of that here, like, I mean when I was in Ghana, I mean 
those types of questions are like magnified times 100, I mean like historical 
legacy there, and just like what is whiteness, and what is blackness is so powerful 
and on the surface. I think that here, you have to peel back a couple layers to 
really get at those poignant moments and really recognize that history and power 
have really created these dynamics and ways of thinking, whereas in Ghana, it’s 
like whoa, whiteness is like a thing, it’s like a real thing, and it has like so many 
associations tied into… it’s very much a part of every interaction. And one of the 
wonderful things about that was being in this community of people, this very 
small community of people where, especially the kids, I felt like I, once again, 
this is like again, it’s like stories we tell ourselves, and maybe this is just like a 
story I told myself, but I felt like my whiteness became less and less and less of an 
issue, less and less noticeable in interactions with these people, and less and less a 
part of my consciousness.  
AB:  But you felt like it was less and less a part of their consciousness too? 
MR. KIPP:  But I feel like I brought some of that mentality here with me. 
AB:  The mentality of— that it’s possible for race to become— through building 
human relationships that it’s less a part of your consciousness, of other people’s 
consciousness? 
MR. KIPP:  Yeah. 
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Mr. Kipp makes an interesting move here: while he has an awareness of race as a 

sociohistorically constructed and somewhat site-specific relation, and even critiques LSA 

for having a predominantly white staff, conveniently he takes himself out of the equation 

through a narrative of white exceptionality that is a product both of his own white guilt, 

and a colorblind, liberal notion of the individual as able to transcend his own 

circumstances. He admits that this is a “story that he chooses to tell himself.” It seems 

possible, according to Mr. Kipp, through crossing borders and engaging non-white people 

in a human relationship, to conveniently forget, or to choose to forget, one’s own 

possessive investment in whiteness (Lipsitz 2006). In comparing his experience of 

whiteness in Ghana to his experience of whiteness in the United States, he seems to be 

arguing that structures of racial privilege and oppression feel much more palpable in 

Ghana—and that while they still exist here in the United States, he sees his interactions 

with black people in Ghana as a (more challenging) predecessor to his experience in 

segregated schools in the United States. Yet, in neither place does he discuss 

consciousness of his own power or privilege. He essentializes both whiteness and 

blackness, and aligns himself with neither. 

In our interview, Mr. Kipp went on to construct a metaphor about how he sees his 

position in relation to non-white people, both in Ghana and in the United States: 

MR. KIPP:  People made fun of me about… the way I talk when I’m in Ghana. 
AB:  Who made fun of you? 
MR. KIPP:  Like friends that would come visit me, or friends that would hear me 
talk on the phone, like I totally just like take on, like a, like a pidgin kind of 
accent, you know, and I think that I sort of from that experience, and I do kind of 
take that with me, I do kind of play the chameleon role, and I do it more or less, 
mostly unapologetically that like, I like to, um, sort of mold myself to fit with the 
people that I am living and working with. 
AB:  Do you talk to the kids in black vernacular? 
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MR. KIPP:  Here? 
AB:  Mmhmm. 
MR. KIPP:  A little bit, not a lot, not a lot. But I do find my patterns of speech 
changing a little bit, you know like little exclamations, that I probably never had 
said before I started working at LSA, I find them popping out of my mouth, even 
when I am not with my kids, with the kids here, um…but I guess what I am 
saying is, like, and again it’s kind of like this double standard, like I am trying to 
articulate a little bit of a double standard, within my own head, but not really, but 
just that um, just this idea that like I give myself the benefit of the doubt that I 
think I give to other people too, but I give myself the benefit of the doubt, that I 
have the ability to represent my personhood in a way that like trumps the color of 
my skin, and that eventually, not that we live, or that I ever will live in like a race-
free world or that LSA will be a race-free school, or that there will ever be a day 
when I am not like a white teacher, but that with um, but that there, with every 
interaction that you have with people, that gets pushed further and further away 
from the forefront of your thoughts. That whereas maybe the first time you 
interacted with somebody you thought this, like I believe that you can reach a 
point where that perception of race, or what somebody looks like comes way at 
the back end of your thought processes and you know you see that person as like, 
what they are, you know. 

Through his humanness and what he describes as his ability to perform as a 

“chameleon,” Mr. Kipp expresses that he feels he is able to cross the border between 

black culture (which he defined in our interview as “more honest and passionate and 

expressive”) and white culture (which he defined in our interview as “puritanical and 

suburban and control-minded”). For him, who he is as a person, in his words, trumps his 

white identity, both for him and for the non-white people with whom he associates. For 

this reason, he says that he rarely notices his whiteness, especially in his interactions with 

his non-white students. 

Border-crossing, then, as Mr. Kipp might define it, both allows him to escape 

from owning his white (straight, male) privilege, and allows him access to, and what he 

sees as, a colorblind acceptance. He told me that just as his friends sometimes poke fun at 

him for code switching into the dialects that people in the community in Ghana use, LSA 

students sometimes jokingly poke fun at him for switching from what he calls his “white 
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voice” to his “black voice.” When I asked him about how he defines his mission at the 

school, he tells me that it is “to be a part of the development of the human community.” 

He has decided to do this both in Ghana and now at LSA because “Brooklyn is a mecca 

of a hugely important aspect of the human community, which is the spreading out of 

Africans from Africa around the world. And it’s just like something that I am fascinated 

by, and it’s something that I am called to, I guess.” Mr. Kipp’s self-professed fascination 

with people of the African diaspora, and attempts at cultural and linguistic border 

crossing, provide him with a way to escape the discomfort of confronting not only his 

own white privilege, but also his own status as an oppressor in the communities where he 

chooses to live and work. Indeed, the fact that he can choose to live and work in these 

communities (and can choose when to leave), while many of the residents who are 

already there may not have the luxury of making this choice, is, in itself a powerful 

testament. The fact that he can choose to tell himself a story in which his identity is that 

of the chameleon while everyone else’s identity remains static and essentialized is also a 

product of his privilege.  

Mr. Kipp admits his fascination with blackness as other than what he is, but at the 

same time, does not trouble the psychological “wages of whiteness” (DuBois 1935) that 

allow him, for example, to travel to Ghana and start a nonprofit, to easily secure a lease in 

a gentrified, predominantly white area of Brooklyn upon his return, or to be easily hired 

as a teaching assistant at LSA without a teaching degree or credentials at the 

recommendation of a friend. Border crossing, or one might say “shapeshifting,” for Mr. 

Kipp provides a way to tell himself a story that he is “less white,” in a sense, without 

coming to terms with his complicity in a system that both constructs race and conflates it 

with opportunity. Attempting to take on the role of the racial chameleon, then, denies the 

primacy of difference in border crossing, and denies the particularity of identity 
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construction, and the collectivity of real experiences of oppression. He uses his privilege 

to escape developing a critical sociocultural consciousness, a realization of oneself as a 

cultural being, and the particularity of one’s own worldview as influenced by one’s life 

experience and positionality. A sociocultural consciousness opens space for teachers to 

appreciate and affirm multiple perspectives in the classroom (Banks, Cochran-Smith et 

al. 2005), yet Mr. Kipp negates this as a possibility by neglecting to own his privilege.  

In Giroux’s idea of border pedagogy, both students and teachers analyze borders 

that exist, as well as attempt to cross and construct new ones. When teachers do cross 

borders, he says, they “legitimate difference as a basic condition for understanding the 

limits of one’s own knowledge” (1991, 63). I am arguing that students expose a border 

through bringing urban fiction to school. While it is important for teachers to recognize 

this act as a declaration of difference in its departure from what is accepted as appropriate 

literature for school, it is a simultaneous invitation to staff to join with students naming 

and critiquing that border while at the same time owning their complicity in constructing 

and maintaining that border. Additionally, it is important for teachers to give students the 

skills to cross the border between their urban fiction and the school’s sanctioned literature 

so that it is possible to take pleasure from critically reading both, and to take pleasure in 

troubling the ways that we are all, in quite imbalanced ways, both privileged and 

oppressed.  

While there is no one-size-fits-all method for effective teaching of any group of 

students, pedagogy cannot be humanizing unless teachers interrogate our own biased and 

partial views of students, develop a politically clear view of their role in schools, and 

recognize that schools are sites of structural inequality and unequal power relations 

(Bartolome 1994). Difference cannot be seen as only ethnic or cultural, and teaching and 

learning are not colorblind acts. Rather, difference is infused with power and can be 
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treated as such in relations between students who are often from politically subordinated 

or oppressed groups, and teachers who are from groups that oppress (Bartolome 1994). 

Students who read urban fiction in school declare a cultural identity that is different from 

the mainstream of the school. Yet students’ presence in school demonstrates a desire to 

expose and cross this border. Reading urban fiction in cultural circles with students, and 

talking about students’ desires to navigate through both urban fiction and college texts 

taught me that students want to teach teachers about their interests and desires, but want 

teachers to teach them how to succeed through pedagogy that is culturally relevant 

(Ladson-Billings and Tate 1995), in other words, pedagogy that addresses student 

achievement while affirming students’ choices and cultural identities and encouraging 

critical consciousness. At the same time, deep talk about the politics of urban fiction texts 

represent an opportunity to name privilege and oppression, and perhaps forge a sense of 

awareness or resistant collective agency. 

Recommendations and Implications: Market Identities and Activist Possibilities 

Duncan-Andrade and Morrell use hip-hop music in their classrooms to connect 

student interests to school-sanctioned literature. They discuss the importance of pedagogy 

that both honors a diversity of student interests and communities, and teaches students 

proficiency in school-sanctioned academic discourse (Morrell and Duncan-Andrade 

2004; Duncan-Andrade and Morrell 2008). Not only does activist pedagogy like theirs 

expose a border between officially sanctioned academic discourses and popular culture 

discourses, it teaches students and teachers to cross this border and critique oppressions. 

Using hip-hop in English classrooms is one way to cross borders. Extracurricular cultural 

circles with students, where students choose the texts, and teachers and students work 

together to guide the discussions, provide a valuable way to expose other borders that 
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exist, and can provide teachers with more insight into how to teach students to border 

cross, so that they can develop critical consciousness along with college readiness. 

Additionally, teachers can gain valuable insight into their own position in social 

structures of privilege and oppression, as well as become more critical along with 

students.  

My summer cultural circle was a first attempt at exploring an option for teachers 

to engage difference between and among diverse groups of students. In the future, I 

would integrate both texts of students’ choosing and texts of my own choosing that 

students would see as a greater challenge. While I would keep the structure that I put into 

place relatively the same, where we control the problem-posing and question-asking 

process together, I would integrate more diverse texts, as well as more of Boal’s theatre 

games (1979). While Freire’s social justice project (and the goals of his cultural circle 

participants) was one that moved toward both consciousness-raising and literacy, I am 

arguing that the desires and needs of cultural circle participants in a neoliberal moment 

are a bit different (Spears-Bunton and Powell 2008). While “reading the word” is one 

way of “reading the world” (Friere and Macedo 1987), when one reads one’s own place 

in the world as upwardly mobile and college bound, as my participants did, and the world 

as a mostly meritocratic place, the way that one reads the word, and what consciousness-

raising looks like, might be very different than what Freire encountered. It becomes 

increasingly difficult to unearth, and to name one’s oppressors, because mainstream 

discourse says that oppression is a thing of the past.  

In the face of powerful discourses of learning for college or career readiness, as 

opposed to social critique or consciousness raising, talking about the books that students 

chose in this setting got us to begin to recognize and critique some of the forms of 

oppression that we experience, and affirmed students’ critique of class, gender, and race 
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politics in the United States. However, while students were able to see some of the 

concrete manifestations of class, race, and gender in their personal lives (perhaps because 

of the texts we used), our conversations never moved to a critique of the cultural system 

of the school as one in which elite corporate patrons give to needy students. While we 

were able to name some of our oppressions, we did not name those that were specifically 

neoliberal, those that glorified the push to market students while at the same time 

upholding corporate-class privilege and working-class oppression. 

Future cultural circles or activist projects in spaces like LSA might trouble 

manifestations of privatization in education, while exploring the position of students and 

their families in the context of schools or other institutions. In this way, students and 

teachers might concretely empower themselves in the context of the neoliberal ethic of 

these institutions. They might also explore packaging of need and social justice as 

keeping hierarchies of need and privilege in place through a corporate capitalist logic, 

and interrogate creative possibilities for continuing to maintain needed resources while 

simultaneously moving to a system that is more culturally empowering for students and 

their families. Additionally, they might inspire teachers to align with students in 

critiquing the dehumanization and false colorblindness that comes with the privatization 

of public education and to critique the idea that human beings must be marketable for 

their personhood to be recognized. In reality, LSA’s model is emblematic of an overtly 

racialized project that markets black and brown youth in the interest of making money 

and maintaining social hierarchies. 

Cultural circles might also provide a crucial kind of cultural sensitivity training 

for teachers who are rarely asked to question the superiority of academically sanctioned 

discourse, or the supremacy of their own positionalities or academic experiences. A 

relationship of respect and trust among teachers and students is primary not only for 
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cultural circles, but for any kind of teaching and learning to be successful. Teachers can, 

and must be, self-reflexive, self-critical, and ready to explore possibilities to be leaders 

who learn and share power. Curricula that push students and teachers to redefine 

pedagogy through exposing and crossing borders can do the important work of redefining 

troubling definitions of education, social justice, and success in the United States, and 

might be one important possibility for rehumanizing education in the context of school 

institutions that uncritically maintain epistemological and socioeconomic hierarchies. 

Further, while public dependence on private funds may not cease, young people do not 

have to be used as pawns in the struggle for wider economic and institutional gain. 

Everyday activism, like that which I attempt in the cultural circles, might be a way to 

disturb this problematic and pattern, and to further critique this misappropriation of social 

justice. 
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Conclusion 

 

LSA’s ‘Million Dollar Question’ 

When I interviewed Principal McCarren, I asked her about the root of some 

students’ choices to oppose school norms and discipline policies, or as she sometimes put 

it, their lack of buy-in. She seemed unsure of how to respond, and said:   

I guess I don’t know, and I guess that’s the million dollar question if we could 
figure that out – why that happens and what the, what the real kind of question for 
kids is. [Maybe] it’s about saving face. [Or maybe] it’s about being fifteen. This 
idea of being disrespectful, [maybe it’s from] having young parents, and so 
[students] don’t see that there’s much difference between [them] and adults. 
[Maybe it’s] influences of media, you know, what’s acceptable now in terms of 
how people talk and the kinds of things you hear. [Maybe it’s the] conversations, 
or the lack of conversation at home…maybe people [in students’ homes] are 
thinking in a different way. I don’t know. 

Part of the reason why Principal McCarren calls this the “million dollar question” 

at LSA is that, as Ms. Sands mentioned to me before I began my project, LSA, according 

to funders, and local media, politicians and policymakers, “has all the right pieces in 

place.” But something, she said, is still lacking in relation to student engagement, 

commitment and motivation. In other words, this is a well-resourced, “successful” urban 

school. Yet even with hardworking teachers, a newly renovated building, and myriad 

extracurricular opportunities and resources for students that help to ensure their upward 

mobility, school staff members still struggle to maintain students’ consent to the school’s 

cultural ideals and norms. This, I assert, is largely because LSA sacrifices a more 

culturally relevant or community-minded educational approach in favor of a neoliberal, 

meritocratic, competitively individualistic approach to education.  
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My intention in this manuscript is not to argue that LSA is a dangerous or even a 

bad place for students or teachers.  LSA is overall, in my opinion, a well-run, good school 

where teachers work extremely hard. Its students, for the most part, feel academically 

supported and can get a good high school education. It is, in many ways, an anomaly to 

the urban schools profiled in a good deal of the previous literature (Bowles and Gintis 

1976; Massey and Denton 1993; Wacquant 1994; Anyon 1997; Kozol 2005; Oakes 

2005). The school boasts a 93% graduation rate, and a 97% college matriculation rate, 

which is quite impressive compared to New York City’s abysmal high school graduation 

rate of 62.7% (schools.nyc.gov 2010).  Philanthropy and privatization, in regard to LSA’s 

numbers, seem apt solutions for fixing the state’s bankrupt public education system, and 

these solutions to educational inequity tend to garner bipartisan and multiracial support in 

the United States (Wolfe 2003; Pedroni 2007). At the same time, however, LSA furthers 

the neoliberal notion that every individual, if given the opportunity to access the market, 

is on an equal playing field. While it is important to acknowledge that some children may 

gain educational opportunities as a result of a system based on neoliberal charity and a 

neoliberal packaging of “social justice,” it is equally important to note that this model of 

schooling furthers social inequalities of gender, race, and class. It also markets young 

people in the interest of acquiring institutional resources, thus furthering problematic 

stereotypes of urban youth and their teachers.  

At LSA, as in any school, there is a gap between the ideal and the real that is 

couched in larger discourses and debates about how to define school, teacher, student, 

and parent, as well as what it means to succeed and to fail (Varenne and McDermott 

1998).  The school, now seven years old, struggles to define these terms in an era of 

neoliberal education reform and a current national obsession with teaching, learning and 

achievement (see recent articles in the Atlantic and the New York Times, for example, 
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Gabriel 2010; Medina 2010; Ripley 2010) based on “accountability” and an “audit 

culture” (Apple 2006).  In addition, the ongoing U.S. struggle to come to terms with a 

legacy of American slavery, legalized apartheid and hetero-patriarchal racial capitalism is 

evident on an everyday level in this institution in its quest to be a “social justice” school.  

It is this struggle I portray in this ethnography, as well as students’, teachers’, 

administrators’, and my own ambivalence about whether the school educates students in 

their own best interest (Finn 1999). 

Through documenting and analyzing LSA’s tensions, this study moves the focus 

in U.S. urban (as compared to suburban) schools from gaps and deficits in resources and 

student achievement, (as well as from national standards and accountability) to a holistic 

approach that integrates and implements culturally relevant (Ladson-Billings 1995), 

community based (Ginwright 2010), and critical (Kincheloe 2004) pedagogy. Connecting 

with students and their communities goes beyond tying students’ interests, home 

discourses, or cultures into classroom practice. It means changing the message and model 

of LSA and schools like it, so that success is not equated exclusively to an exodus from 

one’s home community in order to achieve upward mobility. A community-based model 

would define success not by how far one makes it out of the community, but in terms of 

how one is able to consciously use one’s creativity, skills, and resources, as well as one’s 

cultural and economic capital, to strengthen one’s community. 

Most students reported on the schoolwide questionnaire for this research that they 

do not have older family members who have gone beyond a high school education. Of 

those who have college-educated family members, very few students reported that a 

parent holds a graduate degree.  Of significance to this study, when asked who gives 

them confidence and who would they confide in if they had a problem, students 

overwhelmingly responded that they are most likely to draw confidence from and confide 
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in friends, family members, and older community members or role models. They said that 

they are least likely to draw confidence from or confide in teachers or school staff.  When 

students were asked what their biggest stressor was (given the choice of schoolwork, 

social life, things at home / family, extracurricular activities, or the future), they 

responded overwhelmingly that the future was their biggest stressor. Their answers to 

both questions show that while they believe the school’s narrative about how they are to 

perform if they are to become “marketable,” they are unwilling to relinquish identities 

and knowledge based in their lives outside of LSA (Moll, Amanti et al. 1992; Valenzuela 

1999).  Their answers also demonstrate the tension between students’ school life and 

home life, as well as between discourse that advocates individual advancement versus 

discourse that advocates collective solidarity and community support. 

In his recent ethnography, Producing Success, Peter Demerath (2009) argues that 

the “culture of personal advancement” at a predominantly white, suburban, blue-ribbon 

Ohio high school pushes students to buy into certain ideas about achievement and 

success. These ideas ultimately crowd out students’ mental and emotional well-being.  

Interestingly, at LSA, teachers and administrators do their best to impart a similar culture 

of personal advancement by pushing students to perform to an idealized and very 

individualistic class culture while neglecting to involve or value students’ families or 

communities. Further, to preserve the school’s image LSA covers for students when they 

resist or refuse the school’s dominant discourse.  Illustrating this point, Ms. Williams 

categorized teachers’ efforts to ensure student success as a racial project that she called 

“white liberalism gone amuck.”  

At LSA, students encounter adults who most often come from different social 

circumstances (outside of New York City, from different class and racial / ethnic 

backgrounds).  While at school, LSA students are expected to conform to expectations set 
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by these adults.  In school, students get the message that to be professional and college-

ready (in other words, to secure their futures), they are expected to perform to an ethic of 

middle-classness as it is taught at LSA, and to valorize the advancement of the individual 

over the community.  While such performance seems to be a struggle for some students, 

it is not for others. For some students, LSA’s expectations align with messages they get 

from those whom they most trust, providing these students with a motivation to succeed 

in school.  For others, the messages from school are at odds with those from home and 

community, and these students are not motivated to succeed in school. 

I am arguing that LSA’s notion of professionalism represents a neoliberal culture 

and politic of respectability61 that predominantly white teachers try to impose on 

predominantly black and brown students. Professionalism, central to discourse about 

college and career readiness at this school, becomes synonymous with how achievement 

is defined in this school (i.e., if a student is not professional, he or she is not seen as a 

high achiever or as one who is upwardly mobile). With top-down enforcement, many 

students reject or resist the school’s push for the performance of professionalism while 

simultaneously embracing professionalism in self-identified contexts, and opting to 

remain connected to their support network of friends, family and community.  These 

points of resistance demonstrate an important counter-discourse to, and tension with their 

school. The resistance represents a critique of the movement toward valorization of 

                                                
61 By politic of respectability I am referring to African Americans’ historical adoption of dominant cultural 
norms and values in order to resist racist or negative assumptions about their morality, in other words, 
strictly adhering to what is deemed “respectable” in mainstream white culture. Examples include prominent 
African Americans the roles they assumed during U.S. abolition and reconstruction, the club movement, 
and in academia (see Gross (1997) for a general definition and Wolcott (2001) for an example). While 
strategically embracing a “culture of respectability” is seen as an act of self-determination and agency for 
African Americans historically, LSA attempts to impose a neoliberal white “culture of respectability” in 
top-down fashion. 
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marketable respectability, as well as the devaluing of community control and democracy 

(Apple 2006), all in the name of agency and self-determination.  

Bodies at LSA are organized racially, and whiteness is explicitly tied into 

privilege and power.  However, I observed that the school’s conformity to a culture of 

respectability encourages the belief that one’s ability to project a performance of 

professionalism, and therefore demonstrate a market function in the corporate, new 

capitalist (Gee 2000) world outside of the school, is just as important to privilege, power 

and upward mobility.  In other words, the institution furthers the myth that performance 

of corporate class privilege (along with compliance with the school’s discipline code) in 

this setting is one way to circumvent race, class, and gender oppression.  Conformance is 

implicitly carried out (in other words, often without explicit mention of race, gender, 

privilege, or oppression) through dress code, point systems, discipline policies, and 

norms of discourse at this school.  It is explicitly done through the school’s marketing 

techniques, including its benefit and its advertising materials. This occurs through 

banking-style pedagogy (Freire 1970) that is based in an ethic of white saviorism that is 

largely absent of social critique. While I document this, I also document how community 

members’ agency carves space to resist the institution’s rules and ideals, and I show how 

some teachers and students contest the school’s mainstream discourse as they act 

according to their own critical politics, while others buy into the school’s ideologies. 

These politics run counter to those of the institution, as well as the privatized state. 

The school’s packaging of “social justice” ties into its logic of upward mobility. 

Its appropriation of this term is convenient for those who already benefit from the 

structures of neoliberal capitalism, but ensures that the majority of those who are 

oppressed by raced, classed, and gendered structures will remain so. There are 

community members in LSA who recognize the contradictions inherent to the 
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institution’s “social justice” model. By documenting the ways that students and staff 

critique the school’s norms, this study is an invitation to teachers, administrators, 

students, and families to occupy, interrogate, and challenge these contradictions.  As 

corporate agendas and standards-based ideals of accountability move to dehumanize U.S. 

classroom practice, people who teach and learn in institutions represent the potential for 

grounded resistance.  

 LSA through a Gramscian Lens 

How, then, might social theory help us to name and, perhaps, to productively 

further some of the agency and resistance that this study documents? My critical 

ethnographic look at LSA adds to a body of work that represents neoliberal “reforms” as 

a new hegemony, or relation of domination based on coercion and consent (Gramsci 

1971), in U.S. education. This hegemony occurs through proposals for national curricula, 

national testing, and school choice plans that purportedly raise standards but actually set 

some teachers, students and schools up for failure (Apple 1996; Buras 2008). Hegemony 

also occurs through conservative and reactionary movements for accountability, 

marketization and privatization of schools, which threaten democratic schools and 

classrooms and discourage community involvement (Apple 2006; Hursh 2007; Lipman 

2007). Further, neoliberal education policies, which can be construed as racist and 

classist, further alienate and disempower urban school students and their communities 

(Lipman 2004).  

While sharing some similarities with the critiques that other researchers have 

made, LSA manifests a different facet of neoliberal reform in education through its 

hybrid public/private model. While it is a traditional public school, it relies on elite white 

philanthropists for the majority of its resources. These resources serve to boost its 
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reputation and fund its public image campaign as it advertises itself as the only positive 

influence on its students’ lives (see, for example, discussion of the LSA promotional film 

that I describe in chapter 2). LSA’s model of racialized philanthropy is not new: in fact, 

many historically black colleges, universities, and centers of education were originally 

funded by privileged, white philanthropists who attempted to define “acceptable” social 

change and maintain private or corporate interests during and after U.S. reconstruction 

(Anderson 1988; Watkins 2001). LSA is a contemporary manifestation of this historical 

current.  

The observations documented in this work show how community members’ 

discomfort with the school’s model leads them to critique the institution from within. For 

example, chapter 2 discusses how students opt out of the school’s authoritative 

regulations, disguised as professionalism, through remaining on the “I-List,” ineligible to 

participate in extracurricular activities touted as beneficial for their upward mobility. 

Teachers may not resist the institution’s hegemonic expectations of them through overt 

behavior, but they do voice explicit critique of the school’s systems of image 

management.  Both Mr. Fulton and Ms. McGoldrick commented about how the 

institution, in the interest of preserving its image, will cover for students’ failure or lack 

of buy-in at almost any cost. This observed interplay between the institution’s desire to 

hold onto its power and resources, and its community members’ resistance, illustrates the 

principle that subjects might temporarily consent to the cultural norms of the institution, 

but they also will find ways to resist. 

Through the cultural circle described in chapter 6, I attempted my own critique of 

LSA’s norms through an activist intervention outside of the school. With the results of 

this intervention, I add to the literature that documents grounded agency or resistance in 

the wake of privatization and the U.S. school choice movement (Apple and Beane 2007; 
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Pedroni 2007; Buras, ya Salaam et al. 2010; Katsarou, Picower et al. 2010), but I do so in 

regard to community members’ organic and often ambivalent agency in the context of a 

charity-based, liberal, racial project (Omi and Winant 1994).  

This ambivalence or tension exemplifies the nature of hegemony, which is a 

relation of “unstable equilibrium” between a dominant power and an oppressed group 

(Gramsci 1988a). While hegemony is defined as predominant influence or authority of 

one group over another, it always exists concurrently with counter-hegemony. Hegemony 

is a constant struggle. Its maintenance depends on the acceptance of dominant ideologies 

that are  assumed to be common sense and universally true (Gramsci 1988b).  Common-

sense definitions of social justice characterize LSA’s model, defined by the school as 

giving “deserving” black and brown students the chance to attain a deracinated American 

dream of upward mobility. As I observed, though, teachers and students are skeptical of 

LSA’s model and express their critiques in myriad (and not always empowering) ways 

(Scott 1986; Lomawaima 1993). At LSA, there seems to be both an institutional 

hegemony, as well as hegemonic struggles within many individual teachers and students 

as they struggle to make sense of their place within the institution, and struggle to come 

to terms with its contradictions. In other words, they buy-in in some ways, but 

simultaneously see the limitations of the school’s model. 

Students, like Nakisha, who outwardly express their critiques of LSA, are 

disciplined. Put another way, if these subjects who are “hailed” by the institution refuse 

to invest in their expected position (Hall and Du Gay 1996), then the institution 

disciplines and rejects them. Other students, observed and profiled here, talk back in 

different ways to LSA’s version of the neoliberal imaginary. Destiny, Carmen, and 

Princess complicate the commodified ideal type images of students both in terms of the 

families that support them, their extracurricular interests, and their desires and dreams for 
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their futures. The students, to varying degrees, buy into LSA’s meritocratic ideal of 

upward mobility for students, yet still demonstrate (as seen in chapter 6) a desire for LSA 

to embrace and engage their interests outside of the institution’s mainstream ideal of 

college readiness. The students also demonstrate their ambivalence about LSA’s 

dominant discourse through a meritocratic desire to become upwardly mobile, while 

voicing critique of inequities rooted in racial capitalism (Robinson 1983). 

While common sense frames LSA’s hybrid and racialized philanthropic model as 

demonstrative of multiculturalism and “social justice,” good sense, the critique of the 

common, taken-for-granted, but contradictory ideologies that uphold relations of 

domination and subordination (Gramsci 1988a), begs to differ: the raced, classed and 

gendered dynamics of instruction and makeup of the school, as well as its systems of 

heavy image management, serve to further rather than critique inequity and hierarchical 

matrices of social structure. Educational institutions are, in Althusserian terms (1971), at 

the forefront of the “Ideological State Apparatus” or “ISA”. That is, while they are sites 

of class (and as I point out, race and gender) struggle, their purpose is to justify the 

relations of (racist and patriarchal) capitalism. We see this ultimate purpose clearly 

through LSA’s model.  

Staff race and class politics play out in classrooms through what is normalized, in 

regard to reading, writing, talking, thinking, standing, sitting, walking, dressing, learning 

and interacting with materials (Gee 1996), as well as the school’s ideas of 

professionalism and eligibility. This discourse represents another kind of common sense 

that is the product of the “racial state” (Omi and Winant 1994); staff construct curriculum 

that is based on essentialized and often deficit perceptions of students’ culture and 

experience (Valencia 2010).  
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 Organic Intellectuals, Critical Pedagogy and Black Nationalism 

Just as the inequities that capitalism produces are incompatible with democratic 

ideals of equality, I assert that this institution’s market-based or corporate ethic is in great 

conflict with more critical definitions of democratic or humanizing pedagogy (Freire 

1970). This produces tension among students and staff because the institution reinforces 

or reinscribes white supremacy and class hierarchy through a neoliberal project that 

professes equal access to a limited market, and discourages solidarity or community 

engagement. 

Counter-hegemony is a pedagogical and social relation that comes about through 

“good sense” (Hall, Lumley et al. 1977). Gramsci argues that “organic intellectuals,” or 

those who have a vested interest in a fundamental class, can inspire the good sense that 

can lead to a war of maneuver or position, and finally, to a new hegemony (ibid.). While 

some teachers like Ms. Meehan, Ms. McGoldrick, Mr. Francis, Ms. Williams, and Mr. 

Jackson might embody the politics of organic intellectuals, their attempts at inspiring 

good sense in colleagues and students become frustrated in the larger neoliberal project 

of the institution. These “frustrated organic intellectuals” either quit, are pushed out by 

administrators, or attempt to subvert the school’s dominant ideology by expressing their 

critiques to those who are willing to listen. If they stay at the school, they grapple with a 

contradictory intellectual formation. Perhaps they recognize (or learn), as have black 

radical thinkers (Ture and Hamilton 1967; Robinson 1983; Kelley 2002), that liberation 

depends on a total restructuring of society as we know it.  

In many ways, LSA’s cadre of frustrated organic intellectuals represents 

fundamental tenets of Black Nationalist thought, such as valuing collectivity and self-

determination for students while critiquing racial capitalism and the school’s pervasive 

“white savior” mentality (Garvey 1923; Ture and Hamilton 1967; Asante 1988). At the 
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same time, they complicate the discourse in fundamental ways. For example, while no 

experience of racial oppression is commensurate to the black experience in the United 

States in regard to chattel slavery, residential segregation, mass incarceration, life 

chances, and premature death (Patterson 1951; James 2000; Wilderson 2003; Vargas 

2005; Sexton 2006), both Ms. Meehan’s and Ms. McGoldrick’s case studies demonstrate 

that the awareness and critique of what black feminists name as intersectional matrices of 

oppression (Collins 1991), as well as an awareness that identity politics can emerge from 

places where social categories intersect (Crenshaw 1995), can serve to form a meaningful 

foundation for collaborative and grounded resistance. While resisting the institution’s 

common sense notion of social justice in the short-term often proves futile, critical 

teachers and students show that a politics of critique can arise from many starting points. 

To contest social and economic inequity while still encouraging upward mobility 

for students, LSA teachers might encourage rather than stifle a critique of the 

dehumanizing technologies of neoliberal capitalism through humanizing pedagogies that 

celebrate students as intellectual beings while involving and valorizing their communities 

and interests. Through the cultural circles I outline in chapter 6 that expose and trouble 

the borders between students and me, as well as through profiling the humanizing, critical 

pedagogies of Ms. Leon, Ms. McGoldrick, and Ms. Meehan that emerge from their 

critical politics, I outline various attempts at doing this. Still, naming and resisting the 

hegemonic vice of corporate philanthropy from within the institution is only a start.  

My activist intervention, as well as those of other staff members are based on the 

assumption that the concept of social justice can somehow be rescued from a neoliberal 

or “bad capitalist” misappropriation. Perhaps this very assumption is problematic. If the 

function of social institutions is to maintain capitalist relations (Althusser 1971) and 

further the hegemonic project of the racial state, then trying to effect any kind of lasting 
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or meaningful change from within will continue to prove difficult, especially because, as 

Black Nationalists and others assert, state institutions were not created for black or brown 

inclusion in the first place, and in fact, depend on their exclusion to exist (Garvey 1923; 

Patterson 1951; Fanon 1967; Ture and Hamilton 1967; Wilderson 2003; Vargas 2008). 

Lorde puts this in another way when she asserts: “the master’s tools will never dismantle 

the master’s house” (1984).  So where does this leave those who work, teach, or learn in 

educational institutions, and those who must navigate the social realities of the 

“managerial state,” in which entrepreneurial management and privatization become the 

solution for public problems (Clarke and Newman 1997)? 

Most evidently, we can dispense with the false notion that capitalism will lead us 

to social justice. As I observed, some of the critical white and black teachers as well as 

many of the students profiled here situate their critiques of the institution in some of the 

tenets of Black Nationalism, with an awareness of how oppressions intersect (Collins 

1991). Perhaps these community members, especially teachers, could find ways to 

collectively push this critique further through their praxis. Staff and student resistance 

represents important points of counter-hegemony within the institution, and this is a 

starting point for organic activism. My documentation of this counter-hegemony is 

instructional not just for those who study schools, but for those who study power and 

resistance in its many manifestations.   

This study pushes us to ask what is gained and lost by the increasing privatization 

of state institutions, including but not limited to schools, prisons, hospitals, and the 

military. While the school’s numbers in regard to graduation and college matriculation 

seem encouraging, we must look beyond the numbers (and beyond the scope of this 

study) to ask what realities and rates of success or failure these students will face when 

they get to college, as well as what systemic injustices we all face. We must look 
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critically at the impact that LSA, and schools like it, have on students’ communities. We 

must then ask what interest private agencies, including corporate and elite 

philanthropists, have in changing the makeup of social structure enough to empower 

those who are oppressed in the current hegemonic structure. While LSA’s model 

represents a liberal nod to distressing issues of social and educational inequity, those who 

are in a position of financial and ideological control over the school stand to profit, both 

monetarily and culturally, by maintaining the status quo.   

While LSA administrators and staff have the best of intentions, as do the 

parents / guardians who enroll their children in the school (and who trust the school to 

ensure their children’s upward mobility), it is essential for staff and students to vigilantly 

mark the ways in which this school (and many others like it) still uncritically upholds 

patterns of race and class privilege through a neoliberal ethic. If LSA truly desires equity 

and empowerment for its students, community members must to go beyond paying lip 

service to patterns of injustice and move toward actively uprooting it. Active change 

might include hiring practices that prioritize diversity and critical politics for staff 

members, and humanizing education that is rooted in developing and celebrating the 

complex lives of young people. Additionally, this pedagogy could guide youths into self-

determination through scaffolding them to empower and strengthen their home 

communities. Given the structural reality of mainstream culture, it is crucial to 

simultaneously develop students’ skills for mainstream socioeconomic success, while 

instilling in them a pride of community that will help mold their future. The challenge of 

counter-hegemony at LSA and other institutions is the struggle against corporate 

ideologies that are co-opting education to maintain raced, classed and gendered privilege.  
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Carter G. Woodson (1933) differentiates between “education” and “schooling”; 

he reminds us that a person could be very well-schooled, but badly educated62. The 

reverse might also be true: some people are well educated, but have little or no schooling 

in an institutional setting. To retain its resources, LSA schools its students through a 

deficit-based banking model (Freire 1970) that circumscribes their identities and upholds 

the privilege of many staff members and philanthropic donors, that is, oppressors who 

naively masquerade under the beacon of social justice. In using this model, the institution 

runs the risk of sacrificing a good education for its students. LSA students are schooled 

that they must negate their own subjectivities in order to be interpellated as neoliberal 

subjects.  

In researching and writing this dissertation, I seek to explore to the possibility of 

rehumanizing education in the context of neoliberal models of privilege. Rehumanizing 

pedagogy both within and outside the context of the institution opens the possibility for 

teachers and students to become collaborators in constructing and owning knowledge.  

Equally important, rehumanizing pedagogy will begin the long process of revealing and 

cutting the strings attached to performance, privatization, and myths of social justice in 

the neoliberal imaginary. 

 

 

 
 

                                                
62 Also see Yang (2009) for a discussion of the tension between education, schooling and social justice.  
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